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Preface
Great Expectations





by Maya Angelou






This important and timely book is called Mending the World, and we can all agree that our world needs mending. Anthropologists, biologists, and historians tell us that all human life began with the black family. It is likely that what we as black people have learned over the millennia could be, must be, of use in mending the world. And as the seminal people, Africans, wherever we are in the world, must be prominent in righting the wrongs of history. The knowledge of healing is in us, as surely as wonder drugs are to be found in the bark of a tree. 




So it is timely to approach black people, and indeed brown, yellow, red, beige, and white people, with great expectations. We can be effective as healers only if we expect it of ourselves. If you say to a person, “Well, you can’t do anything,” that person will respond, “Okay, I’ll show you that I really can’t.” But if you lift a person up, if you expect more of that person—if we expect more of each other—then it seems to me we can uplift not just ourselves but everyone. 


We appear to have lost sight of this important truth. One of the most poisonous ideas brought to our community was a statement made in the Sixties that the black woman was the root of the black family’s problem. She was too bold, too strong; she really ought to step back; she was crushing the African-American male genitalia. The statement was made by a politician, but the idea was introduced long before. It was said some four hundred years earlier by Machiavelli in his slim volume, The Prince. Separate and rule, he said. Divide and conquer. This poison is still worming its way through our families, which explains some of the monster rap, vulgarity, and violence that we live with.


The result is a widening gap in the African-American community between the dual-headed families and the single-headed families and their progeny. This is critical, because more often than not, people who come from homes where two parents are present will be supported by the family, will receive more education, will earn their degrees, will more than likely go on to become a part of the middle and upper-middle class. And more than likely, those who come from the single-parent homes will not make it as far. There will always be those who push through, but too often, the mother in the single-parent household is working too hard to give the children the discipline and attention they need, and sometimes even to give them love. It could be she doesn’t love herself very much, which makes it very hard for her to love somebody who looks like her, who came from her. Sometimes she’s just plain tired. Her children grow up with few toys, or none at all. They learn to depend on other people rather than themselves for what they need. They know best the feel of other people’s property. But we must understand that these children, too, are our own. When we speak about the black family, we must recognize that we are speaking about all of us, brothers and sisters, branches of the same tree, sharing the same sky.


Of course, our experiences are not all the same. My grandson lives in Atlanta with his wife and two children. He recently graduated from Georgia State University, Magna Cum Laude. He spent last summer as a Ron Brown Fellow in Washington, D.C. And he goes back to school in a couple of weeks to work on his MBA. Now his children will have something in common with the great-grandchildren of a black woman who raised her children alone, with very little help. What my great-grandchildren, ages four and one, will have in common with those children is that they’re black. They’ll share the culture, the music, the foods, the body behavior, all of those things. But intellectually, they will be worlds apart. And I don’t mean in intelligence. I mean in academic training. In opportunities. In the ability to care for themselves. To love themselves. To find themselves quite admirable.


What can we do to heal this yawning gap between those who have and have not in our community? Stop the separation. Volunteer. Go into the community. Give one day or some hours a month to a school, to a children’s ward, to a church. We can love each other. It’s very simple. Love liberates. Love rescues. Love reclaims. I know this from experience.


When I was three and my brother was five, we were, for all intents and purposes, abandoned. Our parents were breaking up their marriage, and they sent us from Los Angeles, California, to the little village of Stamps, Arkansas. We went to live with my father’s mother, Grandmother Henderson, whom we called Mama. She would put her hands on me—it seemed to me her hands were big as heaven itself—and she’d rub me, my arm, my back, my hair, my face, hug me to her talcumed bosom. And you know, I don’t remember her ever kissing me. Many white sociologists would make a big thing of that: “There’s no tactile love in the black community,” they’d say, but that’s not true. It’s just that old black people don’t often kiss children. But they do put their hands on you and let you know that you are loved.


Later, my brother and I were taken to St. Louis, where my mother was living. I was raped there, and after that I stopped talking. For years I did not speak. I thank the Lord now that my mother’s family sent me back to Mama in Arkansas. When I got there, Mama said, “Sister, Mama don’t care what these people say about you, that you must be an idiot, a moron, ’cause you can’t talk. Mama don’t care about that, because Mama knows when you and the Good Lord get ready, you’re gonna be a teacher.” At the time I just thought, She’s crazy. I’m never gonna talk. You can’t teach like that, you can’t teach without speaking.


But she loved me so. And I healed.


And that’s what each child needs—a safe haven of love. If you can’t do any more, if you cant feed them more than beans, give them love. Give them a reflection of themselves they can be proud of. I always tried to do that with my son, so much so that when he was twenty, a friend of mine, an English aristocrat, said that he was very intelligent and handsome. “But you know, Maya,” my friend said, “he’s terribly, terribly arrogant.” “Well,” I said, “I didn’t have a great mansion to give him, or the storied names to make people shiver in the marketplace, and I didn’t have large packets of everlasting earth, and I didn’t have bank accounts and cash. So I told him, ‘You’re the best, you’re the greatest, you’re the finest, by gosh.’ And he was. And he is. And he believed it.”


We need to give all children this message of love if we are to mend the gashes in our world. In the struggle for the soul of our families, black writers have a special role to play. I think it would be dangerous for us to ignore the rift, the tear in the fabric of the family—dangerous and foolhardy. But it is imperative that black writers stand on the good foot, speak the good truth, too. We need the love stories, the stories of courage, the humor. We need the James Baldwin stories, the Paule Marshall stories. We need all of it, because the majority of black people go to church, send their kids to school, live rather uneventful lives. And because they are uneventful, not sensational, the media does not even report them. So it is up to us to report them. It is up to us to create a reflection of ourselves that we are proud of. A vision of ourselves that we can love.


Now by love I don’t mean indulgence. I don’t mean sentimentality. By love I mean a condition that we are capable of and desperate for, which envelops and sustains and supports and encourages and doesn’t even have to touch. I mean I love you if you’re in Alabama, I love you if you’re in Afghanistan. I mean love that passes all understanding, that recognizes that if we are the source of all humanity, then we are sisters and brothers to those in Afghanistan and in Tel Aviv and in Kyoto and in Lagos.


Yes, absolutely.


I mean love that says, I free you.


Because only when we are free can we do the work of mending the world.














Foreword


Reflections on Family





by Pearl Cleage




Some times family is like the air you breathe. Because it’s always around, you take for granted that it always will be. You forget the birthdays you used to take care to remember. You don’t send a card when your niece graduates from high school or call to say be careful when your nephew goes to war. You find reasons not to be a part of the boisterous holiday gatherings where your uncle always drinks too much, and your cousin can’t stop bragging about his latest professional accomplishment, and your great aunt wonders aloud why you’re still not married, just before your mother pulls you aside to tell you she thinks your father is having an affair and has he said anything to you? 




The family news you get comes secondhand and once removed until it almost seems like background noise. You realize with a shock that you probably know more about the personal lives of celebrities you will never meet than the people to whom you are connected by blood and bone and memory. And then you have a grandchild and the fact of family suddenly comes charging back into your life, promising the only immortality of which we can be sure. So you take a deep breath and look into the future’s face to see what you can see.


First, there are the obvious things. Color of the hair. Shape of the mouth. Size of the ears. After the ritual counting of the fingers and marveling at the ten tiny toes, the search begins for who he looks like. Is that the beginning of his daddy’s determined chin? Is that really just gas or the faint, but unmistakable glimmer of his mama’s sweetest smile? Opinions are offered in hushed tones over the crib where the baby lies, blissfully unaware, or, with a bit more volume and perhaps a bit more confidence, over cake and coffee in the proud new grandmother’s kitchen.


To them all, I simply smile and nod, murmuring something non-committal and offering another cup of this or slice of that. Their opinions, although lovingly offered, are quite beside the point. The details of my grandson’s face and form will reveal themselves in due time, but for right now, his tiny body curled against his mother’s breast or nestled in his father’s arms is all the proof I need that he is one of us: family.


This is still new to me, this business of grandmothering, and I hope I’m going to be good at it. Unlike the almost unbearably intense mixture of emotions I felt when my own daughter was born—exhilaration, anticipation, relief, tenderness, and terror—my grandson’s appearance produced in me a profound feeling of peace and connection unlike any I have ever known. Watching my baby have a baby was somehow more miraculous and more mysterious than my own birth experience. After I had my daughter, I wanted to laugh and cry and dance around the delivery room. Watching my grandson emerge after that last big push, all I wanted to do was pray.


Which is what family will make you do when you’re finally able to understand it, finally able to see past the constant demands and the endless dramas; the hidden agendas and the secret heartaches; the external pressures and the internal fortitude. My grandson may never understand the story of how his great-great-great-grandmother Jenny often wore her high-button shoes on the wrong feet all day because she refused to change them once she discovered her mistake, but that same stubbornness is as much his birthright as his father’s love of basketball and his mother’s sense of style. He may never march in demonstrations or exhort a crowd to action, but his great-grandfather’s determination to live free will be as much a part of who he is as the tiny brown birthmark on the back of his hand. He is already marked and coded by the long line of love that produced him and by the generations of his family, seen and unseen, who now hover around his crib, clucking and cooing, surrounding him with light.


As my grandson will learn soon enough, our families are not perfect, as much as we might wish them to be. But as the years go by, and we clutch each others’ hands as we bury our elders, and call no matter what the hour to announce a new arrival, the more I realize that perfection is not required. Because a family is always greater than the details that come to define it. Always the best example of the whole being so much more than the sum of its parts. It is our families that push us so energetically out into the world to make our mark and then provide us with a place to regroup when the world just as energetically pushes back. It is our families that first show us the power of love and forgiveness and, just as clearly, the destructive force of anger and bitterness and wounds that never heal.


That’s why this collection is so important. Because it allows our imperfections; it recognizes that we are works-in-progress. It understands that mending the world is not an overnight task. It is a way of living; a way of seeing; a way of being. This putting back together of what has been torn asunder is a delicate and demanding process that must take place block by block, house by house, one family at a time. This book is an important part of that movement toward the wholeness that comes only from understanding the power of love, the necessity of truth, and the possibility of rebirth.


 For African-American families, born by the rivers of Babylon, the journey we have taken has often been perilous, filled with danger and defeat, separation and the silence of all those unmarked graves. And however tempting, it would be naive to suggest that we have emerged unscathed, to pretend that the desperation of the Middle Passage, the horrors of slavery, and the continuing legacy of Jim Crow, did not shake our family structure to its very core. Such pretending would only dishonor the courage of those whose struggles have allowed us to survive. Because, ultimately, our true legacy is not their triumph over a seemingly implacable foe, but their determination to assert their humanity through the nurturing of families in the face of all they were forced to endure. That is the legacy we share and the foundation of our ability to continue to grow, and grow stronger.


It is that strength that I pray will manifest in my grandson. It is that spirit that I hope will bind him, across the miles and the generations, to those who came before and those who will come after. It is that life force that I hope will guide his feet as he takes his place among us, with his daddy’s ears and his mama’s smile, and his head full of the family stories that will be his grandmother’s greatest gift, his living connection to who we were, who we are, and who we will be.


Amen.














Introduction


Making Up the Truth





by Rosemarie Robotham




As I sit down to write this introduction, I find that I cannot consider the experiences of Black families without first considering my own family, without first recognizing how they opened the door of possibility—in particular this possibility, this book of literature about the Black family—when I was still just a solemn girl with a secret love of stories. 




It happened the year I turned fourteen. In a matter of one week my paternal grandfather would be dead of a heart attack. No one expected it. Grandpa had been so hearty just the Saturday before, his sphere-like brown head gleaming with vitality as he looked around the dinner table at his grandchildren. It was the last weekend of the Easter vacation, and my brother and I, and five of our cousins, were spending it at our grandparents’ farm in the sleepy rural town of Mandeville. The next day our parents would come to get us for the drive back to Kingston, the capital of Jamaica, where we lived. School would begin the following week. 


Grandma had been the one everyone worried about. She was small and stooped, her coiled hair fully white, her memory of recent occurrences less reliable than her recollection of events that had happened in her twenties. As she drifted in and out of the hazy mists of her youth, she had become increasingly difficult to connect with. She would gaze at us grandchildren as we tumbled into her kitchen, barefoot and sweaty and streaked with dirt, as if wondering idly who we were. She thought sometimes that we were her own children, but why were there seven of us instead of five, and who were those grown ones calling her “Mother?” Grandpa alone remained substantial and familiar to her. “Viv,” she would say, “call the children in for dinner.” Or “Viv, tell the children to get ready for bed.” Then, mercifully, the mists would clear, and our identities would shift back into place for a while.


Grandpa, on the other hand, was keen and discerning till the day he died. The Saturday before his heart attack—the first and only he would ever suffer—he had gone around the table, interrogating each grandchild about his or her plans for the future. Grandpa, having been a teacher and later an inspector of schools, wanted to be sure that his grandchildren were being properly instructed, and that our attitudes about education and our ambitions for the future were appropriate to his mind.


He looked first at my older brother, whom I’d always suspected was his favorite. “And what will you become, young Lascelles?” Grandpa often referred to us by our parents’ names, so that Gordon was “young Lascelles” and I was “little Gloria.”


“A scientist, Grandpa,” Gordon piped up, his cheeks bulging with mashed potatoes.


Grandpa nodded approvingly. “Yes,” he said. “You have a scientist’s inquisitive mind. You’d make a good doctor.”


Next came Christopher, David, and Paul, an architect, a lawyer, and a linguist, respectively. Then Laurie-Anne, who wanted to be a teacher—Grandpa beamed at that—then her sister Nicky, who wanted to be a chef. “You want to be a businesswoman,” Grandpa corrected. “Own the restaurant, then you can cook in its kitchen if you choose to.”


Nicky was the youngest cousin at the table, only ten years old, with a shy voice and downcast eyes. “Yes, Grandpa,” she conceded.


Then it was my turn. “I want to be an artist,” I said.


Grandpa frowned. “What kind of an artist?”


“A painter,” I clarified. “On canvas.”


“Who will buy your paintings?” Grandpa asked. This, for Grandpa, amounted to affectionate indulgence, since it was already clear from his follow-up questions that he didn’t hold with the notion of becoming anything so vague as “an artist.” A civil servant all his life, Grandpa had arrived at certain conclusions about adult conduct and responsibility.


I shrugged, a touch of defiance in my shoulders.


“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Nobody has to buy them.”


Grandma, who had been busy spooning second helpings of her beef stew onto our plates, glanced up briefly. She knew that I had displayed about as much impracticality as Grandpa could stand.


Grandpa was true to form. “Nonsense!” he announced. “Little Gloria, it makes no sense for you to be a burden to your parents because you can’t make any money. They’ll sacrifice whatever they have to educate you, young lady, and the way you will pay them back is to become self-sufficient. Make a living.” Grandpa thought for a moment, then he continued imperiously. “Leave painting on canvas to those who are truly born to it. You, little Gloria, are always scribbling in those notebooks of yours. You carry them everywhere. Look around this table at your family. You should aspire to tell their stories. Make it literature.”


He spoke the last word with such respect, such worship, that it made me sit up and listen. That single word, in my grandfather’s mouth, in my ear, swelled with the purest resonance and possibility.


A week later, Grandpa’s heart stopped beating. After his funeral, my father told me that Grandma had decided I should have Grandpa’s desk, the great old mahogany behemoth that stood in the corner of his study, across the room from the bookcase with the crumbling encyclopedias my brother loved. How had Grandma known that I loved Grandpa’s desk, loved its faint smell of sawdust and lemon oil? I said a silent prayer of thanks for the whisper of clarity that had allowed her to notice. Sitting at Grandpa’s desk was like steering a huge ship, its scarred surface so expansive that I felt it could take me on any journey, accommodating a lifetime of literature. This, after all, was what my grandfather had seen for me as he hovered, without our realizing it, at the margin of his life. And senile or not, Grandma had somehow managed to recognize the light of the future breaking over me.


So it is in families. So it is that most of us, if we stop to consider it, can trace who we become to some defining moment within the crucible of the family. This is certainly true for people of African descent, who centuries ago were wrested from our first families by a cruel transatlantic trade. For us, kinship relationships have been critical to our survival, helping us to create entirely new definitions of who we are—and who we might yet become in a world that does not always admit our possibilities or welcome our vision.


Ironically, for Black writers, this lack of welcome has been a kind of gift. It has forced us to set our own table, to invite wholly original muses to sit down with us, giving voice to our truths. Marginalized as we were in the societies of the New World, Black writers were faced with “making up” the truth, literally writing ourselves and our experiences into being. In doing so, we chose to reject the more negative images of ourselves reflected by others in favor of defining our own realities. As a consequence, African-American and Caribbean-born writers have managed to stake out definitive new territory on the American literary landscape, and we have done this by finding value in what is real and true for us.


Indeed, even as my grandfather exhorted me to “make it literature,” gifted Black writers were taking their place at center stage—and even on bestseller lists. In the weeks, months, and years after my grandfather issued his challenge, Maya Angelou, James Baldwin, Nikki Giovanni, Toni Morrison, Derek Walcott, Alice Walker, and Audre Lorde exploded into my consciousness. Here were writers who looked like me, telling stories about people whose experiences resonated with mine. Here were men and women holding up a mirror to the world I knew. With great boldness and poetry, they were filling that gaping hole at the center of our collective consciousness that had been there for centuries. Patiently and courageously, they were “mending the world.”


Through the work of these and so many other Black writers, the myriad ways in which people of African descent have managed to redefine themselves and the lives of their families are finally being understood as evidence of resourcefulness and resiliency rather than as proof of weakness and dysfunction. Yes, we lost much when we were brought, chained, to America in the holds of ships, but we have also gained much by virtue of our survival. For people of African descent in the New World, it is the family—bonded by blood and by love—that has been the supreme source of our ability to persevere and triumph in the face of unimaginable odds.


Yet the positive aspects of Black family life have not always been fully visible in American literature. Nor have past portrayals always recognized the ways in which Black writers understand the word family. The roots of today’s Black family reach back centuries, and many familial patterns created in the past persist to this day. Five hundred years ago, when the first enslaved Africans set foot on Western shores, they were barred by law from seeking to sustain traditional family life. Despite a reverence for kinfolk that our ancestors brought from Africa, in those bleak days of slavery, Black families could not count on living out their lives close to their loved ones. A husband, a wife, a mother, a child could be sold away to a distant plantation at a moment’s notice, and so we learned to hold family members close when we could, and to preserve and cherish their memories when we couldn’t. Over time, we devised new and extended definitions of kinship to cope with uncertainty and loss. A cousin, for example, is simply a cousin, whether first, second, or third. A neighbor may take in a child and become more “Mama” to that child than its own kin. Close elders unrelated by blood may be called “aunt” and “uncle” and are treated with the regard those titles suggest.


Social scientists have traced the marks left on the psyche by the whip of slavery and by the twin scourges of prejudice and poverty that continue to haunt our families. But scholarly renditions of Black family life, while they can do much to expand our understanding, lack the poetry, the passionate immediacy, and the intimate range of personal truths that Black fiction writers, poets, and memoirists bring to the experience. Only by appreciating that there is no one truth about the Black family, but many individual and subjective truths, can we begin to understand how far we’ve come, and where we yet dream of arriving.


This, then, is the gift of this anthology—to transform how we see our kinship experiences by creating a lens through which we can view today’s Black family anew.


Mending the World is divided into five sections, each revealing the Black family in all its complicated brilliance and pain, with stories of faith and allegiance, forgiveness and perseverance, heartbreak and loss, radiant realization and harsh, even bitter, discovery.


In the book’s opening section, FIRST LIGHT, young people, some still in childhood, confront a definitive loss of innocence, a tearing apart of the protective fantasies of youth. But this awakening also has the power to transform, often in surprising ways. MYTH-MAKING, the book’s second section, follows characters seeking lost or illusive elders, believing that the discoveries they make will unlock the truth of their own identities. By contrast, the characters in the book’s third section, THE SHIFTING-SELF, explore the stereotypes that attach to Black folk in the larger world and the ways in which outside perceptions can alter the dynamics within a family. The fourth section, A TASTE OF EDEN, reveals the ways in which family members can wound and even devastate each other, and yet these stories also illuminate the many faces of unconditional love. MENDING THE WORLD, the book’s final section, examines what happens when family members reach deep within themselves to preserve and honor the bonds of kinship.


The stories in these pages—tender, disturbing, funny, fierce—attest to the fact that within the embrace of our families, Black people have fashioned worlds of possibility from near-nothingness.


Now, through the weaving of memories and imaginings into compelling narratives, contemporary Black writers bear witness to that truth above all others. In Mending the World, the story of today’s Black family emerges through the extraordinary work of men and women who have set themselves the task of interpreting the nature of kinship. And, as my grandfather commanded, they have made it literature.
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First Light
















Rachel





By Tina McElroy Ansa




Four-time novelist Tina McElroy Ansa (1949–) weaves the supernatural and the natural into compelling tales of family and community. “It’s important to claim our spirituality and our connection to Mother Earth,” she says. “These are the things that got us through slavery and up into freedom.” A Georgia native, Ansa is collaborating with her husband Jonee on the film of her bestselling novel Baby of the Family. In this excerpt from Baby, seven-year-old Lena encounters a spirit of the past who imparts an utterly modern message.





This trip to the beach was different. It was to be the longest trip the family had ever undertaken. Lena’s father calculated it would take them all about eight hours, with rest, comfort, and lunch stops. He had calculated just about everything they were likely to encounter between their house and the Georgia shore. He didn’t tell anybody, but he had even allowed time for them to get lost because he was to be at the head of the caravan leading three cars and ten people across the state. And he almost always got lost at least once during every road trip he took. He couldn’t explain it or understand it really, but there was just something about a road map that seemed to dare him to strike out in his own direction regardless of what the lines and signs told him to do. In private Lena’s mother said it was just so he could get mad when things didn’t go according to his schedule. But Lena had noticed that it was her mother who always got anxious and angry when they 

 got lost. Her father seemed to enjoy it, taking it as an opportunity to explore an area that they wouldn’t have normally seen.


“Well, what do you know? I never knew that there was this little lake back here off this road,” he’d say, sounding sincerely intrigued.


Her father had already told them that there would be no reading during this trip. They could do that as soon as they got back home from vacation and started school. He wanted them to pay particular attention during the next two weeks to the things around them.


“As soon as we get out of this county,” he told them over his shoulder as they pulled away from the house, their grandmother still waving to them from the steps of the side porch, “you’ll start noticing how things are gonna change. The land, the way things look, the way they smell. Just watch.”


Lena and the boys, wide-eyed with excitement over the trip and with no comic books to read, had to admit that he was right. Out the windows of the station wagon, they watched the familiar red Georgia clay of their own region gradually change to the rich black loam farther south and then to the light friable sandy soil of the coast.


The peach trees they were so used to seeing by the sides of the roads on their Sunday drives gave way to the broad pecan trees of south Georgia. After a hundred miles or so, the tall pines they knew so well seemed to grow shorter, into the knobby loblolly pines of the coastal region. Then, to their amazement, the trees seemed to take on an even stranger form.


The majestic oak trees they were familiar with began spreading their limbs and growing curly appendages like an old man’s beard, which their father told them was Spanish moss. Then the sandy ground began sprouting palm trees, like those they had seen in pictures of desert islands.


The caravan of cars—first their big green station wagon, then Lena’s aunt and uncle’s black Ford sedan, and finally the Stevenses’ brand-new 1956 red Cadillac—arrived at their small motel across the road from the beach long after dark because they had made so many stops across the state to eat and pee and stretch and rest. Lena could smell the sharp salty scent that her father told her was the smell of the marshes and the ocean, and she could hear the waves crashing against the shore, but it was too dark to see anything. And her mother insisted that the children get right into bed after a bath in putrid water that smelled like rotten eggs so they would be rested and ready to start their vacation early the next morning.


The motel they stayed in was owned by a short fat black man with a square fleshy face, who said his people came from Savannah. He had the unsettling habit of slapping his palm to his forehead, then slowly pulling his hand over his face and down the curve of his throat before he spoke. He wrapped up this ritual by thumping the middle of his chest with his fist once where his hand’s journey ended. After seeing him do this the first night when he showed each family to its flat concrete block bungalow, Lena avoided him as much as possible. She lived in fear of watching the man pull his features into his hand like a cartoon character and seeing them snap back like rubber into the shape of another face altogether.


The sulphur of the bath water made them all smell like old-time beachcombers before they even saw the ocean. And that night Lena dreamed of the beach—or at least what she imagined it to look like from pictures she had seen.


The next morning Lena’s father was the first to rise, getting the rest of them out of bed by singing loud choruses of “Shake, Rattle, and Roll.”


“Get out of that bed, wash your face and hands. Get into that kitchen, rattle them pots and pans,” he sang in his smooth tenor voice. “Shake, rattle, and roll.”


He had them all laughing and dancing in the tiny kitchen of the small motel suite as grits bubbled in the pot and bacon fried in the skillet. Then they all dressed in their swimsuits and covers and headed across the street for the beach.


It was like going on a treasure hunt.


They started out walking in a group, but by the time they reached the wind-blown rickety fence along the well-worn path into the dunes, they were walking single-file. They all stopped every few steps to admire something completely new to their inland eyes: the wild white fiddle-leaf morning glories that crawled on dark green vines all over the dunes, the tiny sand crabs that ran from their approaching feet, the big holes in the sand that the men, sissy-like and skittish, swore were made by some kind of beach snakes. Raymond and Edward ran over to the biggest hole they could find in the sand, expecting to find a huge snake sticking its head out. Disappointed to discover no signs of life around the hole, Edward started to stick his hand down the wide opening. Four or five adults yelled at the same time. “Boy, don’t you stick your hand down there! You may draw back a nub!” his father cautioned harshly.


Even for those in the group who had been to the beach before, this trip seemed like a whole new excursion into an unknown territory, an exotic exploration by pretty brown-skinned creatures perfectly at home under the burning midmorning sun.


Lena loved everything about the beach: the way the gulls and pelicans squawked and swooped above her, the way the air cooled the closer she got to the water, the salt she tasted on her lips when she licked them, the way the sea oats swayed gently in the ocean breeze, the tiny sanderlings scurrying away from the surf trying not to get their feet wet. She felt that she somehow belonged there at the shore, even though it was her first time even seeing the ocean.


She followed her first impulse when her group topped the final tertiary dunes and caught their first sight of the greenish-brown waters of the Atlantic. She threw down her bundles, kicked off her rubber thongs, and ran into the water, her many braids flying behind her like a bridal train. An incoming wave met her head-on and kissed her right in her face. She giggled like a flirtatious teenager and shook her head so her wet braids swung around her like a dog flinging water off its body.


By midday everyone was spent from the sun, the playing, the sea air, and the big picnic lunch of fried chicken, potato salad, deviled eggs, ham and pimento cheese sandwiches, and lemon Coke that the women had found time to prepare during the morning. There were times when Lena hated the idea of having to grow into an adult woman on whose shoulders so much work seemed to fall. But like everyone else she sat down on the spread and ate until her face was greasy.


After lunch, while the women and men half-dozed under the big beach umbrellas, the children played on the sandy beach, careful not to go into the water without an adult or until an hour after they had eaten.


It was in this half-dazed state that Lena wandered away from her brothers and cousins, who were playing near the surf, kicking up sand and salt water in each other’s faces in their exuberance. Her brothers had already forgotten the instructions given to them just that morning.


“Now, boys,” their mother had said, trying to sound serious and stern as she beat eggs in a bowl for breakfast, “we want you to enjoy yourselves during this trip, but we also want you to take on some responsibility.”


Lena, standing in the doorway of the small kitchenette, saw both sets of her brothers’ shoulders sag at the news.


“Lena is just a little thing and doesn’t understand like you two boys the respect you have to have for the water. Now, like I said, we want you to have a good time down here, too, but don’t forget it’s just like at home. Keep an eye out for Lena. She’s our baby.”


Lena found it easy to understand sometimes why the boys said they hated her. She hated it herself: always being considered a burden no matter how good she tried to be.


But when the idea hit her, she still wandered down the beach by herself without a thought to how the boys would have to pay for her absence when her mother discovered it.




It was low tide. Lena didn’t know it was called that, but she knew the ocean was different because she could now see the big brown pelicans congregate out on a long narrow sandbar that was not even visible a few hours before. Every now and then another three or four would glide by her, flying just inches above the waves, and swoop down on the island, insisting every time that their brothers and sisters find room for them to land. To Lena the birds looked ancient, like something from another time, before creatures like her mama and daddy and brothers walked the beaches.


As she strolled down the beach, she stopped for a while to watch a school of mullet leap and splash not three feet from where she stood at the water’s edge. Lena could see the dragonflies and sand flies and gnats hovering above the water’s smooth still surface. Each time a big fat mullet, going after an insect, jumped out of the muddy water, the sun turned it silver-colored as it fell back in on its side, and Lena let out a little cry of appreciation.


When the fish moved on to another feeding spot, the girl looked down at her feet sunk nearly ankle-deep in the muddy sand of the ocean floor and saw the darting figures of minnows swimming fearlessly over her toes and behind her heels. She tried to keep her feet as still as possible because the smallest wiggling of her toes would produce clouds of mud in the water and disturb the tiny fish. To Lena there seemed to be hundreds of them, but then she saw that their shadows on the ocean floor near the water’s edge doubled their numbers.


The child really enjoyed the feeling of communion with other creatures that the small fish playing around her ankles gave her. Bugs and small crawly things didn’t bother her. The only thing that crawled on the ground she was truly afraid of was the black crusty roll-up bugs that her brothers delighted in throwing in her hair and dropping down the back of her blouse.


If Raymond and Edward were here, she thought as she watched the tiny fish play with her toes, they would feel called upon to go whooping and running through the water trying to catch the poor little things. Boys! Then she sucked her teeth in disgust the way her grandmother did and walked on.


The fine white sand, sparkling with glints of light like the glitter her mother sprinkled over her hair and on the costumes for her dance teacher’s annual recitals, was hot between her bare brown toes. She wandered in and out of the surf to cool them off from time to time. To someone watching her from a spot in the dunes farther inland, Lena would have appeared to be wandering idly down the beach with no particular destination in mind, but the appearance would have been misleading.


Lena was looking for a particular place just a little farther down the beach, where the big rocks that lined part of the coast formed a low overhang facing the ocean. At that spot, she was sure, there was a curve in the beach that created a protected little cove where she could sit on the dry pure sand and feel the ocean breeze blow over her face and chest. She had dreamed about that very spot the night before as she slept with the smell of the sea in her throat.


When she saw the spot, she wasn’t a bit surprised that it looked exactly like she had dreamed it would, with a big tree stump bleached white wedged among the rocks. In her seven years she had occasionally dreamed about places and things and events before they came to pass.


But she was a bit startled to find a barefoot black woman dressed in a long filmy maroon dress sitting on the huge stump of driftwood with her knees pulled up to her chin and her arms wrapped tightly around her bent legs.


The woman’s hair, coming loose from short nappy braids, was wild and free in the wind. A heavy dark gray scarf of some rough cotton material, caught on one of the tree’s short broken branches, blew just as wildly in the breeze beside her.


The woman was staring out at the water. She acted as though she didn’t see Lena, but something inside the child told her she had. Lena continued walking toward the woman, although her best instincts told her to run back in the direction she had come. Her heart began to beat rapidly.


The strange figure continued to look out to sea as Lena walked toward her spot on the beach.


There was something familiar about the way the woman sat there. She looked as if she belonged there, but she also looked unaffected by her surroundings. The July sun, blazing like a hot tin plate in the sky, hadn’t even raised a sweat on the woman’s face and throat, which looked like they were made of old brown leather. But Lena could feel the rays burning her own scalp in the tiny parts between her braids.


Lena stopped and just stood there for a moment, digging her toes into the sand a few yards from the woman. The woman’s washed-out-looking eyes swept away from some point far out to sea and moved around to Lena.


“Hey, Lena,” the woman in the long thin maroon dress said in an easy, natural way. “My name is Rachel. I been waiting for you.”


 “Waiting for me?” Lena asked, her voice cracking with fear before she even felt it. “How you even know who I am? I don’t know you.”


“Oh, I knows all kinds of t’ings,” the woman said. “Why don’t you come over chere and set down by me?”


Lena was about to answer, “Do I have to?” when the woman said, “Or do you want me to come visit you in your bed tonight?”


The image of the woman coming to haunt her in the middle of the night instead of there on the sunny beach made Lena walk up to the apparition and sit down beside her immediately.


They sat there in silence for a long while, looking out at the baby waves gently lapping the sandy shore as the ocean breeze, soft as her grandmother’s kiss, blew around them and lightly lifted Rachel’s thin skirts around her knees. Hundreds of dragonflies zipped and darted through the air, going after the large mosquitoes, with the squawking gulls right on their tails looking for lunch. All the animal activity filled the air with humming, buzzing, and flapping.


The woman appeared calm and untroubled. Lena felt just the opposite. Now that she was sitting up close to the woman, the vise that had gripped her chest on first seeing her had tightened even more. The tightness made it hard for her to breathe and made the thumping of her heart against her rib cage seem more pronounced. Lena thought everybody on the beach would be able to hear her heart beat.


But when she looked up and down the beach, she realized for the first time that she had walked so far that her family and friends were no longer even in sight. And she began to panic.


“What’s wrong wif you, gull? What you scared of?” Rachel sounded a bit annoyed.


“Lady, I’m scared of you.”


“Shoot,” the woman snorted and pulled the child closer to her on the tree. Rachel smelled like something out of the ocean: salty and wet all the way through, and her skin was scratchy with grains of sand.


“You ain’t got no cause to be scared of me. A child like you. You gonna see a heap more like me before you dead, too.”


Lena shuddered at the thought and the feel of Rachel’s clammy skin and clothes pressed next to her face, arm, and thigh.


“Feel good here on this log, don’t it?” Rachel said as she slipped her arm from around Lena’s shoulders and leaned her head back to catch the breeze on her throat. “Me and the peoples ’round here used to call the wind Tony. We used to sing, ‘Blow, Tony, blow.’ ”


Lena just nodded dumbly. Her heart was still thumping like the machines at the paper plant, and when she tried to swallow, no spit came up in her mouth.


“When I was ’live, I used to love to come sit on this chere very spot. But I wasn’t here much, much as I loved it, ’cause when I was ’live I was a slave.”


“A slave?” Lena wanted to know.


“Yeah,” Rachel answered.


“A slave? A slave like I read about in school?”


“A little thing like you can read?” Rachel asked with wonder in her voice. “How old you is, Lena?”


“Seven,” Lena said.


“Seven. Hummmpph, I always wanted to read.”


She just sat there a moment looking at the child, who sat next to her scratching mosquito bites on her thigh and staring back at her with big eyes. Then the woman seemed to remember what she was talking about and continued speaking.


“Years and years ago we peoples, black peoples, was all slaves up along in through this chere area. All up in through Georgia and down on through Alabama and ’ssippi and on up the coast, too.


“I wasn’t born here. I was born on a place up ’round Macon, where I was a slave, too, but they sold me off down chere when I was just ’bout a growed ’oman. I don’t know why, just one day they just sold me, put me on a wagon with some pigs and goats and rode me off to this chere place . . . still to be a slave but a slave ’way from my ma and my pa and everybody I know.”


“A slave?” Lena repeated in wonderment.


“The big house and barns and outbuildings and our cabins where us slaves stayed was set way back there,” Rachel explained as she pointed inland past the sand dunes and sea grass that rose, then dipped out of sight. “The white man that say he owned us owned a whole lot of land and he grew rice ’long the river up the coast. You ever see fields where they grows rice, Lena?”


“No,” Lena answered. She didn’t know how to address the woman. Do you call a ghost ma’am? she wondered.


“Well, let me tells you, you don’t never want to see it either. I didn’t know not’ing ’bout no rice till I was brought down chere, but I had to learn mighty quick.


“And, Lena, if you ain’t clearing a field, you planting or you weeding or you cutting and hauling. Every day.”


“Every day? Even Sundays?” Lena wanted to know.


“Every day and some nights too, when the moon was big and bright. Going out in that marsh at night used to scare me to death. Sometimes there wouldn’t even be no moon, and they send us out there to work with somebody holding a flambeau.


“But onst in a while, I take a chance and I slip off and come down chere to set. All I wanted to do was go by myself, set with my feets in this sand and let those cool, cool, moist breezes brush all over my tired body. I wanted the wind to blow right through me.


“I warn’t trying to run away. Not then. Down chere I didn’t even know which a-way to run. All I wanted was a little time down by the water. No working and sweating and hauling and caring for folks that wasn’t my own.


“This land right chere looked like the onliest place I was ever gonna know, the onliest home I was ever gonna have. I knew I had another home ’way, ’way ’cross the waters, but I ain’t never been there or set foot on that soil. This all I know and I wanted it for my own. I wanted to feel and taste and hear this place that was all I knew.


“But the white folks say I warn’t nothing but a slave. The missus she say, ‘How dare you think you can just go to the ocean when you feels like it?’ Just like that, she say it, ‘How dare you? The onliest reason for you to go to the shore is to bring me a cool breeze back. Can you do that? Can you?’ I’d say no, I can’t do that. Then she say, ‘Then what use is you going there wasting time?’


Rachel stopped speaking and seemed to catch her breath. Lena remembered to breathe for the first time since the ghost started talking, it seemed, and Rachel continued.


“They beat me the first time they caught me chere. Beat me bad, too. But I still come back. I had to breathe this air. I had to let it play with my skin. Shoo things out my body.”


“You were a little girl to get a whipping?” Lena asked.


“No, I was a growed ’oman like I is now.”


“And they still whipped you like you wasn’t but a child?”


“They whipped me like I wasn’t nothing. That what it mean to be a slave—you ain’t nothing.”


“What you mean, you ain’t nothing?” Lena really wanted to know. She couldn’t comprehend what Rachel was trying to tell her. Rachel just looked at her. “Lots of people loves you, don’t they, Lena?” she asked after a little while. “Don’t they?”


Lena thought a second or two, then nodded her head.


“I’m glad. I’m glad you loved. Most times I don’t think I was loved. Mebbe I was. My ma and pa loved me, I knows that, but they couldn’t save me none. Sitting down chere at the ocean made me feel loved a little.”


Sadness was overtaking Lena’s feeling of fear. She wanted to tell Rachel, “I’m just a little girl. I don’t want to hear all this. I don’t want to know all this. Please, don’t tell me any more.” But Rachel just looked at the child’s big brown eyes welling up with tears and slipped inside her head and thoughts again.


“Child,” she said softly. “Do you know how long I been waiting for somebody like you to come along so I can tell them all of this, so I can share some of this? You t’ink I’m not gonna tell you now I got you here on my beach?”


Then Rachel threw her head back and began to shake all over, her short nappy braids quivering with her. She opened her mouth wide, wider than Lena thought anyone was capable of doing. Her lips stretched back farther and farther, exposing more and more of her brown-and-pink gums. Then she started moaning and howling like something from the grave, long and low like a werewolf out of a scary movie. Lena started to cover her eyes with her hands and bring her knees up to her ears, the way she always did during the scary part of movies when she sat in the balcony of the Burghart Theatre with her brothers, but she couldn’t move her hands to her face. She couldn’t move at all.


At last Rachel settled down and sat quietly on the log, rocking from side to side.


“But I didn’t feel so bad when I took a chance and come down here to set awhile,” Rachel finally said.


“Did they beat you some more when they caught you down here again?” Lena couldn’t understand why she asked these questions. She didn’t really want to know the answers. They seemed to pour out of her mouth without her permission.


“No, little girl, they didn’t beat me.” Rachel lifted her chin in the air. “This is where I was setting when them two white mens—the man which owned the place where I was a slave to and the man which worked for him—come riding up on their big snorting hosses. In the dark they sound to me like they was come riding from hell.


“I could feel those hosses’ hoofbeats hitting the earth and echoing through my chest, but I wasn’t scared. Not a bit that time, ’cause I knew I warn’t gonna go nowhere. They reined in them hosses and come to a stop right up there above us,” Rachel continued, jerking her head over her shoulder in the direction of the overhang behind them.


“ ‘Rachel!’ one of ’em screamed down at me. I was surprised they could see me in the dark. They most likely couldn’t. They must a’ just knowed I was down here.


“ ‘Rachel, you black bitch, who the hell you think you is, making us come out here in the dark to look for your black ass? Get on back to the house, you gon’ regret the day you ever saw this here water.’ 


“But I didn’t say a word. The tide was coming in fast, I could feel it around my feets already. And I knew that the path leading up to the overhang where they stood was under water itself by then. I just sat there listening to the ocean, to what she had to say to me ’bout what coulda been.


“I reached up and pulled this chere scarf off my head. Wropped one end of it ’round my right arm here at the wrist, then wropped the other end onto this branch of the log. Had this here long apron. I ripped it off from ’round my waist and tied my other arm best I could to the other side of this log.


“By then the water was almost up to my waist, and it felt good and cool on my body.


“ ‘We oughta just leave your black ass down there,’ one of the mens said.


“I didn’t say nothing. I just smiled. It happened real quick, faster than I thought it would. The tide rose so fast I hardly had time to t’ink of my ma and pa back at the place up ’round Macon, then I thought ’bout this here man name Daniel and how his eyes look when they drove me away from up there. He looked so sad that I was going away.


“And the last thing I remember as I heard them two mens trying to ride down that watery path and cursing when they find out they can’t get down there to me is I hope don’t nobody’s eyes never look that sad for me again. ’Cause I was glad to be going. I was going to the ocean and couldn’t nobody ever stop me from going there again.


“I been chere ever since, but you the onliest one I ever talked to. You special, Lena.”


Rachel settled back on the log so solidly and contentedly that Lena thought the ghost might just disappear into the wood. The child sat as still she had before. When a big stinging deer fly landed on her left arm and began biting her, she swatted it with the palm of her right hand. The swift movement of her own hand surprised her. She could move once again. Get up and walk away, she told herself, since Rachel was back to looking out to sea as she had been when Lena first saw her. But now it was Lena who held herself there. She knew in her heart there was something she still had to share with Rachel, just as the woman had shared her story with her.


“Grandmama say colored folks don’t belong on the beach.” Lena’s voice was barely a whisper.


Rachel turned her whole body around so she was facing Lena. Then she reached out with her damp leathery hands and grabbed the child’s shoulders firmly and dipped her face down until it was level with Lena’s. She spoke right into the girl’s mouth.


“Don’t you believe that,” she said very slowly. “Don’t you believe that, Lena. Black folk belong here. You belong here. Don’t believe black folks don’t belong on the beach. Don’t never believe black folks don’t belong nowhere. Don’t be afraid, Lena. Claim what is yours. I died to be here on this beach, Lena. Don’t never forgit that. You belong anywhere on this earth you want to.”


The smell of the ocean—salty, fishy, alive, green—was so strong on Rachel’s breath blowing into Lena’s face that it made the girl a little dizzy. And the woman was holding the child’s shoulders so tightly in her hands that it was beginning to hurt.


“Lena!” her brother Raymond’s harsh voice broke through the sea air.


“Girl, where you been?”


Lena jumped up from the log, breaking Rachel’s grip on her. She was in a state of confusion. For a while she had forgotten that her brothers even existed. Seeing them running up the beach toward her and Rachel’s protected cove seemed to make stars spin before her eyes, as if two worlds had collided before her.


“Lena, wh-wh-what you doing up h-here all by yourself?” Edward demanded angrily as he reached her first and grabbed her skinny bare arm so hard it made her wince. But Lena could see the relief in his eyes.


“Good God, Lena, what made you go off by yourself like that?” Raymond asked. He was as mad as Edward.


Lena didn’t know what to say. She saw the boys looking right at her where she stood next to the log, but they didn’t say a word about Rachel.


Just to make sure, Lena turned around and looked at the woman in the thin maroon dress. She was still there and had gone back to staring out to sea.


“Lena, pay attention.” Raymond grabbed her hand and pulled her sharply toward him. “Do you know you almost got us killed? What you wander off for by yourself like that? Mama an’ ’em still ’sleep, so they don’t know you gone.”


“Yeah, if th-th-they did, they’d b-b-be makin’ two little wo-wo-wooden overcoats for us right now. Daddy woulda sk-skinned us alive.”


“Yeah. You’re more damn trouble than you’ll ever be worth,” Raymond agreed as he took her other arm and pulled her away from the log back down the beach in the direction of the motel. “Come on, let’s get back. And quick too.”


Coming behind them, Edward gave Lena a push and muttered, “You old pop-eyed fool.”


Lena couldn’t take any more. Seeing Rachel, hearing the ghost’s story, knowing she was the only one who saw her and that she better not tell anyone, then having Raymond and Edward shoving and pinching her like she was nothing. It was all too much.


She pulled away from her brothers’ grasp and flung herself down on the hot beach sobbing, the ends of her hundreds of plaits falling into the sand.


The sight stopped Raymond and Edward in their tracks. They had never seen anything like it, had never heard their baby sister cry like that before: deep heart-rending sobs that shook her whole body. They were immediately repentant.


Dropping to the sand beside her, they sat her up and tried brushing the sand off her face and arms and swimsuit.


“Shhhh, don’t cry, Lena, we sorry. Come on, stop crying, we sorry we yelled at you,” Raymond said in gentle tones.


“Yeah,” Edward added, as contrite as his brother, “we were just scared you had gone off and got in the water and drowned. You know you ain’t got no business going off by yourself on this beach.”


 “Yes, I do. Yes, I do, I belong on this beach. We all do. We do, too, belong down here,” Lena kept repeating to her puzzled brothers.


“Lena, you know you don’t have any business going off being by yourself, especially down here where you don’t know anybody,” Raymond tried to reason with her.


“Yes, I do, yes, I do,” Lena kept saying. “I belong down here on this beach. This ocean is just as much mine as anybody’s. It’s yours too, Raymond. We colored folks, we belong on the beach.”


“Girl, what you talking about?” Raymond demanded.


“I do, too, belong down here. I belong on this beach, Raymond, I belong anywhere on this earth I want to be,” she insisted.


The boys exchanged glances and decided not to press their baby sister about what she meant. They knew she was as likely as not to say something that would confuse and scare them. And they had had enough of a scare for one day.


“Okay, okay, y-y-you right, Lena, w-we do belong here. I know w-wh-what you mean. Now, stop crying.”


Lena was calming down some now. She was trying to stop her sobs. But they kept escaping from her chest in little hiccuping sounds that shook her whole body. And her face was red and strained. The boys knew that their mother would be able to tell right away that Lena had been crying.


“Come on,” Raymond suggested. “Let’s get in the water and cool off.”


The sudsy waves rolling into the shore with the tide were like a refreshing cool drink against their bodies. But Lena couldn’t help shuddering a bit at the feel of the salty water on her skin. It made her think of Rachel, whom she could still see sitting up on the beach on her bleached-out tree stump. And when an especially big wave came in while Lena wasn’t looking, covering her head and face, going up her nose, and putting a salty taste in her throat, she had to fight a panicky feeling that she knew must have been like the one Rachel felt when the tide came in and she was tied underwater to that tree.


When she emerged from the wave, spitting and sputtering, her heart racing, her eyes stinging, she heard the boys laughing at her histrionics. She was about to get angry with them because they obviously didn’t understand the importance of what she had just experienced. She was going to tell them that they were stupid and unfeeling and didn’t care about anything but not getting a whipping. Then she looked up at Rachel and saw a smile on the woman’s leathery face. She was laughing, too, just like the boys. Throwing her head back, showing her throat and teeth. She was laughing at Lena flopping around in the water’s edge like a clown doll trying to find her footing in the shifting sands under her feet, hundreds of plaits heavy with ocean water trailing down around her ears.


It was the first time Lena had seen a smile on the visage of the ghost, and it raised so many emotions in the girl that she didn’t know whether to laugh herself or cry. Instead she threw her head back into the next oncoming wave with her braids dangling behind her and flopped her entire body spread-eagle like a puppet into the surf. The ocean rushing into her ears filled her head with salty water, grains of sand, and what Lena knew had to be the sound of Rachel’s laughter.
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