
        
            
                
            
        

    



	‘Fascinating.’

	—Woman’s World

	‘Hopson, a United Airlines captain, vividly evokes the experience of flight and does a commendable job illuminating Coleman’s struggles with self-doubt and isolation even as she becomes a media sensation.  . . . Fans of women-focused and African American historical fiction will appreciate Hopson’s meticulously researched take on the life of a pioneering figure in aviation history.’

	—Booklist

	‘It is so rich and nuanced, both in the historical background and in Bessie’s remarkable character, relationships, and challenges, that it deserves to be a bestseller. Highly recommended.’

	—Jinny Webber, Historical Novels Review

	‘Absorbing debut. . . . Hopson’s narrative celebrates Bessie's success both as a woman and a symbol: a bold, resolute trailblazer who sought freedom above the clouds and inspired her fellow Black Americans to do the same.’

	—Katie Noah Gibson, Shelf Awareness (starred review)

	‘For anyone seeking adventure, this novel of Bessie’s life will lift you up, energize you, and inspire you!’

	—Eileen Collins, astronaut and coauthor of Through the Glass Ceiling to the Stars

	‘A beautifully written and powerful tribute, this book reminds us of the transformative power of dreams and the strength it takes to break through barriers!’

	—Uche Blackstock, MD, bestselling author of Legacy

	‘Combining rich historical detail with such an inspiring heroine, Hopson gives us a powerful tribute to a woman who paved the way for generations to come. You will be inspired long after you turn the last page.’

	—Victoria Christopher Murray, bestselling author of Harlem Rhapsody 

	‘A fearless and moving story penned by an extraordinary author and Black female pilot who has literally and metaphorically followed the very trail Bessie blazed. . . . A must read.’

	—Mia Brabham Nolan, author of Note to Self

	‘Hopson captures Coleman’s courage, brilliance, and passion, from Jim Crow Texas to South Side, Chicago, through France and Germany, and back to America for treacherous barnstorming- while-Black. But above it all, there’s flight itself. This book soars!’ 

	—Lorene Cary, author of Ladysitting

	‘Against the backdrop of the heroine’s intrepid life, the novel explores the triumphs and trials of a people seizing their independence. Bessie’s story inspires the reader to aim for new horizons and will lift your soul long after the story ends.’

	—Shaunna J. Edwards, co-author of The Thread Collectors

	‘Ever wonder what Bessie Coleman's thoughts were as she pioneered her flying journey and became known as the Queen? Carole Hopson's page-turner gives the insight . . . I promise, you will enjoy the ride . . . Well done!’

	—Vanessa Blacknall-Jamison, Executive Director, Organization of Black Aerospace Professionals

	‘Riveting . . . Bessie’s story is told in a manner that entertains and captivates . . . from the first page to the last. Fly with Bessie and come away with an eyewitness account of a staunch trailblazer in aviation.’

	—Albert Glenn, retired FedEx 777 captain and Luke Weathers Flight Academy codirector



	




	A PAIR of

	WINGS 

	A NOVEL

	CAROLE HOPSON

	[image: Image]



	



	 

	 

	CONTENTS

	SANTA MONICA, 1923

	Part One:  THE EARLY YEARS — CHICAGO, 1915

	CHAPTER 1

	CHAPTER 2

	CHAPTER 3

	CHAPTER 4

	CHAPTER 5

	CHAPTER 6

	CHAPTER 7

	CHAPTER 8

	CHAPTER 9

	CHAPTER 10

	CHAPTER 11

	CHAPTER 12

	CHAPTER 13

	CHAPTER 14

	Part Two:  LEARNING TO FLY — FRANCE

	CHAPTER 15

	CHAPTER 16

	CHAPTER 17

	CHAPTER 18

	CHAPTER 19

	CHAPTER 20

	CHAPTER 21

	CHAPTER 22

	CHAPTER 23

	CHAPTER 24

	CHAPTER 25

	CHAPTER 26

	CHAPTER 27

	Part Three:  BARNSTORMER

	CHAPTER 28

	CHAPTER 29

	CHAPTER 30

	CHAPTER 31

	CHAPTER 32

	CHAPTER 33

	CHAPTER 34

	Part Four:  COMEBACK

	CHAPTER 35

	CHAPTER 36

	CHAPTER 37

	CHAPTER 38

	CHAPTER 39

	CHAPTER 40

	CHAPTER 41

	CHAPTER 42

	CHAPTER 43

	CHAPTER 44

	CHAPTER 45

	CHAPTER 46

	AFTERWORD

	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	



	




	For Michael, Joshua, and Coleman



	




	You were born with potential.

	You were born with goodness and trust. 

	You were born with ideals and dreams. 

	You were born with greatness.

	You were born with wings.

	You are not meant for crawling, so don’t. 

	You have wings.

	Learn to use them and fly.

	Jalāl al-Dīn Muḥammad Rūmī

	September 30, 1207—December 17, 1273



	




	 

	SANTA MONICA, 1923

	So, this was death.

	No engine growl, no propeller beating the air, no wind in my face, no sun on my neck.

	My eyelids felt heavy, stiff as coins. They wouldn’t budge.

	My arms and legs felt like iron weights.

	I forced myself to be still and to remember,

	but memory was elusive, each thought slipped away just as I tried to capture it.

	Fuel permeated the air—acrid, pungent, bitter.

	That I could feel it burning the back of my throat meant I must still be alive.

	Images began to flicker—a still propeller that should have been spinning,

	below me children screaming and running for their lives, the earth rushing up to consume me, broken wings,

	blood, so much blood, my blood was everywhere.

	The first thing I recalled, was the last thing I had seen.

	Sky, land.

	Sky, land.

	Sky, land . . .



	




	The plane rattled, as if with fever.

	The engine spit once, and then, like a ruptured heart, my Curtiss OX-5 engine burst, spewing hot oil from both sides of its chest. My own heart pounded in unison. My plane was shaking violently and as I rumbled through the air, one last rivet held the tin cover firmly on the engine. That tiny bolt pulsated like a bead of rain on a snare. I watched it as it finally gave way. It popped like a cork, setting free a giant square of sheet metal.

	As the tin peeled back from the cowling, it became a blade, separating a column of air around itself, slowing down, then accelerating around the path it cut as it sliced right over my head. I ducked just in time to avoid a beheading. For a split second, I thought that the wicked sound of the giant razor slicing the air above my ear might be the last sound I’d ever hear.

	I said a silent prayer that the flying razor would land far away from any living thing.

	My goggles were now splattered with oil. I tried to wipe the lenses with my gloved hand, and through the smudge, I could see nothing but hills in every direction. But then, in the distance, I thought I could make out what looked to be a level field, and with a plan to put her down gently—engine out, no big deal—at the glide speed of fifty miles per hour, I grew confident that I could make it. I’d just set her down nice and easy like, directly into a headwind to give myself maximum lift.

	Alone in the cockpit, with only myself to rely on, I began speaking directions aloud and counting on the science I knew by heart: because of the wing’s humped shape, it cuts through the air in a way that produces a positive—or upward—pressure under the flat bottom of the wing and a negative—or reduced—downward pressure on the hump on the top of the wing. This relative difference in pressure, while small, is big enough to produce lift.

	With less than a thousand feet to go, my scientific meditations stopped abruptly. The field I had been aiming for no longer appeared static. As I descended, I could see that it wasn’t a field at all. It was a playground; the doors of the building attached to it were flung wide, as dozens of children fanned out in every direction, their barrettes and brass buttons flashing in the sun.

	I ruled out what not to do. Any turn I made would be disastrous. A slow-speed turn would mean one wing awkwardly pointed downward and the other wing up. A deadly spiral would come next. I would strike the ground wingtip first, and a wicked cartwheel would splinter the plane, grinding everything below me to bits. At five hundred feet, distance, gravity, and the inescapable laws of nature added up to hard facts and a set of desperate calculations. There were only two things I could think of that would give me enough distance to glide past the schoolyard. Next to me, I had strapped body-sized rucksacks filled with Coast Tire leaflets. The heavy weight of the paper was dragging my speed, and so I unbuckled my seat belt, unbuckled the sacks, and heaved them over the side, providing a couple of knots of airspeed and adding a fraction of a minute to the time I had left in the air.

	The milliseconds clapped by in my head. Only two hundred feet to go, and I was descending fast, close enough to the ground to see a boy’s cap fly off his head, the plaits bouncing atop a redheaded little girl. I could see light glinting from another girl’s spectacles as she bent and scooped up a fallen child—a slighter girl in a blue-and-white gingham sailor dress. A nun in a habit was trying to herd the children back into the building, but to no avail—the little ones were scrambling everywhere, scattering like billiard balls. At a hundred feet above them, I was now near enough that the shadow of my wings devoured the children’s sunlight. The sound of their screams flooded my ears. The children’s terror rattled me.

	In my peripheral vision, I saw the schoolhouse flag waving gently in the breeze, indicating the direction of the wind. If I could land with it at my back, I might add a couple of yards to my landing distance. In a normal situation, a tailwind is the least desirable wind with which to land. A tailwind pushes, forcing the plane to roll, sometimes past the end of an airstrip. A tailwind can push you into a chicken coop, into a pigpen, or, worse yet, into a grain silo, or even off a cliff. But I was already smack-dab in the middle of a worst-case scenario, so I snatched the last opportunity I had. Every foot counted. At this point, every inch counted. Cartwheel be damned, I threw my boot into the rudder and sliced right. A gust of wind obliged.

	Within seconds, there were no more choices. At fifty feet, I tugged on the stick, pulling it back as far into my body as it could go, but the travel had been exhausted. There was no more air left. The earth rushed up at me, then swallowed both me and my aeroplane whole.

	***

	I heard their footsteps before I saw them.

	My lids and lashes batted away dirt and blades of saw grass, and my eyes opened on a sky so blue and a sun so bright that it hurt to look up. Flat on my back in a pool of gasoline, somehow all I could smell were strawberries. I twisted a bit, thinking that if I could only free my right leg I would be able to crawl away, although to where I had no idea. But like my aeroplane, I had been spiked into the ground, unable to move, let alone feel any sensation in my useless limb.

	It took every effort to lift my head in order to see who or what was approaching, and when I raised my arm to wipe away what I thought was sweat clouding my vision, my hand came away dripping with blood. This new discovery meant that I now had one working leg and one working eye, through which I could see a woman approaching where I lay.

	As she got closer, I recognized her as the nun I’d seen on the playground. Her flowing robes were black as crude, and under her white wimple her face was a cameo of distress. I had been raised a Southern Baptist deep in Texas, and nuns like this woman were frightening to me, completely foreign in their look and having unknowable power. On her heels, bobbing up and down and holding some sort of brown bag, was a man shorter than she, in a black priest’s robe. Atop his Roman collar and slung around his neck was a glossy stethoscope that at first I had taken for a snake. Beads of perspiration glistened on both their brows as they knelt down in a black-and-white heap next to where I lay trapped and buried under debris. Wood spars had snapped into spiked stakes and flying wires were tangled in the grass, forming a dozen fox noose traps that caught feet and fingers. Fuel leaked. They panted from their efforts. There was dread in their eyes.

	They began removing shards, working together to pull and remove the heavy OX-5 engine that had pinned my leg deep into the ground. When they finally cleared the debris, I could see my mangled leg, twisted grotesquely and pointed in an entirely unnatural direction, like a half- ripped-off rag doll’s. The toe of my right boot was buried in soil up to the arch of my foot, while my heel saluted the sky.

	What was revealed beneath the heavy metal was a thigh that had been sliced nearly in half. The bone had ripped the skin wide open, and surrounding the wicked wound was a flap of brown skin, filleted back and badly frayed at the edges; flesh hung down like a banana peel. No longer stanched by the heavy engine, plumes of blood pulsated in a red fountain.

	Prying me out of the wreckage, with what remained of a shattered leg, did not appear to be a straightforward undertaking. But the priest fashioned two tourniquets from the fabric that he ripped from the petticoat beneath the nun’s skirts. He tied one around my upper thigh; the other he knotted tightly above my knee where, even so, blood stubbornly continued to seep through the cloth. Above the knob of my knee, the priest used his collar to create a strap to secure the bandage. Finally, the blood hydrant stopped, but the gaping wounds still leaked. We were all three covered in my blood—their robes were soaked and their fingertips stained.

	At first, they worked gingerly, methodically, to break through the wreckage. But as I began to lose more blood, their work became more urgent. The only thing that was clear from their conversation was that they did not want me to understand what they were saying. They spoke in code.

	The priest was soft spoken and whispered something inaudible, but the response from the nun made it clear she had had enough. Tiring of their discretion and sounding more like a man’s, the nun’s harsh, deep voice rose as if from a well, somewhere far below her throat.

	“Should we just sever it?” She breathed heavily.

	With every minute the situation worsened. In the time it might take to dig me out with their bare hands and carve me away from the wreckage, I could bleed to death. But if they amputated my leg in order to free my body, it would not necessarily improve the chances for my survival. If they sacrificed my limb, the doctor whispered to the nun, “She may still bleed to death right here in the dirt.”

	They made a choice. The latter was the best course. The doctor rooted around in his dusty old medicine bag that, up close, looked like a boxer’s glove, scratched and worn. From it, he tossed bottles of pills to the ground, followed by vials of liquids, some of which shattered into more shards. Finally, he drew out a hideous instrument, whose steel handle glinted in the sunlight. The wicked blade was curved like a miniature scythe. “I don’t have everything I need,” he confessed to the nun. “Holy Mary Mother of God,” he pleaded. “What I need is a bone saw, and I don’t even have any way to cauterize the stump.” His staccato whisper now came in a series of hoarse commands. “Run! Hurry! Fetch the largest costotome.”

	I learned to fly aeroplanes from ace dogfighters in the Great War. During the teens, the newspapers were chock-full of atrocities and medics’ confessions—barbarities in their methods of cauterizing battlefield amputations. The enemy of infection set in after mud, bone, and blood mixed. Medics became creative as salvage mercenaries. They sealed gaping wounds with hydrochloric acid, smelting skin into liquid glue; packed the stump with salt, and dunked the limb into boiling oil. They’d use a wicked fishhook device to snag arteries out of the stump and tediously tie them into knots to stop the bleeding, or they would burn the wound shut by simply dousing the offending stub with fuel and setting it on fire.

	“Fetch the tenaculum,” he barked, adding this to his list of mutilation gadgets.

	“Anything else?” she pressed.

	“We should pray,” he whispered.

	I didn’t know what in the world they were going to pray about, but I myself was praying for a miracle.

	The nun snatched one of the discarded bottles from his medicine bag. In large, block lettering its label read chloroform. She doused another blood-soaked strip of her petticoat until the rag was dripping garnet droplets, and in one swift motion passed it to the priest. Then she took off running. There it was again, the whiff of strawberries, I thought, as she disappeared from view. Here we were in a strawberry patch, the ground littered with smashed berries, their juices joining in pinker swirls with pools of my blood. But soon, the chemical odor of gasoline and the cloyingly sweet grass smell of chloroform masked the berries’ perfume and pushed me further toward darkness.

	I needed to stay awake. These strangers intended to amputate my leg, and I needed to keep them from doing it. But I had no power to fight them in the condition I was in, and the priest shoved that bloody cloth over my nose and mouth, holding it down so hard that I thought he would surely suffocate me. I gagged then struggled. Everything hushed, and even the blinding sun began to dim. Blackness closed in around me, and it was as dark as the folds of the priest’s cassock.

	***

	Snares. Thunder rolling around, deep inside an old copper kettle. My good eye unhinged, Cyclops-like, flung itself open, and then closed again in reaction to the bright spotlights that bounced off bleached subway tiles lining the walls from floor to ceiling. The throbbing percussed again deep in my skull, but louder still was the clatter and clangs of a modern hospital emergency ward. With a more careful squint, I saw the indigo tattoo of St. Catherine’s Hospital stamped on the crisp white sheet covering my upper half. Everything below was caked in blood, dirt, and oil. What looked to be an entire convent of stern nuns huddled around me, nurses scurried, a white man in a pristine lab coat fussed over a tray of bone saws, which did nothing to still my heart. Everything was confusion, mayhem, a roiling timpani cluster of sounds.

	What is happening?

	A nurse came closer, holding a huge syringe up above her head. It looked big enough to baste a turkey. I had seen quite a few tire gauges that big, but surely this wasn’t meant to enter a human vein.

	“You will only feel a little pinch.” A thinning smile smeared itself across the face of the pretty brunette, as cloyingly sweet as it was condescending. Eager to complete her duties before I could protest, her free hand patted the back of mine. It was an action that was practiced and emotionless, the way a weary adult might comfort a frightened child. She flicked the glass vial and plunger apparatus with her middle finger. Like a balloon on the point of a lance, the tiniest liquid-filled bead balanced. That liquid bead steadied itself until she thumped the syringe again. This time, she forced it to break off and slither down the tip of the harpoon. I watched it splash, forming a tiny crown as it burst open on the tile floor. Seeing my distraction, the nurse plunged her spike of a bayonet deep into my arm.

	“Wait! I need to be somewhere!” I objected.

	I had never been in a hospital before, not even to be born. I’d had twelve siblings, and each one of us had come into this world within the confines of my parents’ bedroom. Behind the heavily bolted door, a stoic team of female neighbors, led by one matriarch we all called Aunt Ruth, had made blood, muck, and rags disappear, leaving nothing but a freshly scrubbed baby behind. And still, four babies, the siblings I would never know, did not make it out of that back room alive. And when the women’s work was done, burying those tiny bodies under the Texas pecan tree in the garden had been Daddy’s grim task alone.

	Instinctively, I knew that this lance carried drugs that were meant to silence me.

	“Listen, I have to be in Palomar Park,” I said as loudly as I could manage. My bloody fingers circled her freckled wrist, and she looked down archly at my grip.

	“I am expected to perform at an air show in a couple of hours,” I pleaded.

	“My dear, we will be lucky if you ever walk again, not to mention fly,” said the doctor-priest, who had returned to the side of my gurney. I tried to concentrate on the meaning of the last words I had heard him say, before the drugs in my veins took over: if you ever walk again. I tried to look down at my leg, but I couldn’t raise my head. The injection had left me noodle-like, unable to command any part of my body to do what I wanted.

	“Did you do it? I heard you and the nun. Did you cut off my leg?”

	I felt my hold on consciousness fading again. The doctor-priest was speaking; he was answering me directly, moving his lips and making words, but not in a way that made sense to me. What I did hear was music—Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, specifically; it soared above the sound where there had been only the chatter of nurses just a moment before. As the music swelled, it seemed less and less important how many legs I now had. There was only the music.

	I had heard this concerto before, and it cast me back to the day I arrived by rail at Oakland’s Sixteenth Street Station. Sliding through the leaded glass doors, I had made my way across the elegant grand hall and down to the labyrinth below, where I had found a line of wire-cage lockers to stow my cheap cardboard suitcases. The metal boxes were surrounded by Samson-like fluted pillars, and although it may have looked like a dungeon, this was the home-away-from-home resting quarters for the Pullman porters, who made the railroad run from the shores of the Atlantic to the Pacific coast.

	My eldest brother was one of them. Walter and many other Negro men were at home in this underground world—laughing, joking, eating. In this subterranean maze they could take off the masks they wore in the world above and be their own selves, in their own brown skins. On the day I first arrived, one of these men had drawn a fiddle from its tiny black casket and had played the sonata. Echoing off the limestone pillars, swirling over stacked suitcases, and sliding down staircases, it seemed to flow right through me. I was captivated. So, too, were the fifty porters gathered around him. We circled the fiddler, mesmerized and silent, watching this man, afloat on the magic he could draw forth from his instrument. His eyes were closed, and he hugged the fiddle tightly, as if it had grown straight out of his arm.

	And here was that same music again, only this time, instead of letting it flow over me, I flew into it. Instead of my uniform, I was now wearing a pink chiffon flapper’s gown. Violin strings collided; the cries of the cellos were at war. I grew camouflage wings and fought to stay in the roiling atmosphere between bleating flutes and crashing cymbals. Suspended in their cloudlike midst, updrafts and downdrafts dragged me along on a rope of unstable air that undulated between stormy firmament and murky ocean. As the music grew to a roar, my wings stalled between sky and water and my propeller became ensnared in chiffon, while unforgiving riptides of current ate up the sky.

	As if stuck in the tumultuous space between heaven and sea, I waded somewhere between this world and the hazy hereafter for more than a week, suspended in a drugged waking-slumber. I heard the sonata again, only this time, slowed and blurry.

	***

	The day had not begun in peril. The cool morning of February 4, 1923, promised to give way to sun and fair skies, not at all like the bleak Chicago winters I had escaped. Here in Santa Monica, the streets were lined with palm trees and blooming hibiscus all year round, and the Pacific Ocean lapped miles of warm powdered-sugar beaches.

	Arriving at the airfield before dawn, I rolled the hangar door. It squealed, peeling back with a tangerine-like tease, revealing, inch by squeaky inch, my very own biplane with its propeller pointed due east. The smell of the hangar greeted me as well—machine parts freshly bathed in lung-coating petrol.

	Using a footstool, I hoisted myself into the open cockpit, where I settled onto the pine bench. Draping a tattered old wind sock that doubled as a shawl around my shoulders, I drew it in tightly against the predawn chill. Dust from cloth wings settled around me as I waited reptilelike for the warmth of sunrise.

	A giant ball of blood orange pierced then splashed itself across half-darkness, erasing a canvas of navy sky. Our brightest star radiated throughout my body. Like youth and beauty, the great intensity of the sun climbing above the horizon proved to be fleeting. And soon the world turned on its axis just enough so that the afterglow and wonder of sunrise melted, vanishing into the ether of a new day.

	My plane’s maiden voyage was going to be a short hop, a forty-five- mile jog east to the fairgrounds at Palomar Park. Like any good aviator, I had checked the weather, and the Santa Monica Evening Outlook promised blue skies and fair winds. Over the course of the next three days, that pure California sunshine would yield twenty thousand people, all gathering to catch a glimpse of me—the first Negro aviatrix in the world. After three grueling years of training and performing, I now had the skills to become a barnstormer, and I planned to dazzle my audience, treating them to daredevil stunts and trick flying the likes of which they had never seen nor even imagined.

	I would make my audience dizzy with loops, tingling and terrifying them with the thrill of my spinning so close above their heads that they felt the danger above them was more theirs than mine. But the orchestrated stunts are not the scary part; I could do these tricks in my sleep. What gave me pause was flying these old relics, some of which had no business being in the air. Up until now, all of my shows had been performed in borrowed aeroplanes. I had been lucky, real lucky. Only sixteen years after the Wright brothers had flung themselves into the firmament, I had, too. And since then, many aviators had paid in blood for our lessons. I had trained in Paris, Berlin, and Amsterdam, and I credited the dogfighters of the Great War with what I learned early on—they taught me that many flyers will encounter the test before they learn the lesson. If one survives the test, the lesson has been earned. If one does not, whatever knowledge they have gained dies with them.

	Although assembled only the week before, this aeroplane was already six years old, its parts having come in an unopened crate from a Great War surplus graveyard. When given the chance, I had chosen it myself—a 1917 Curtiss JN-4. Nicknamed “Jenny” by lonely soldiers, this aeroplane was the best of a pitiful lot. My camouflage-painted biplane was mine, but I didn’t own it. It was an almost-gift from the Coast Tire and Rubber Company, which had hired me to use the Jenny to shower the public with Coast advertising leaflets, floating them from the sky down onto the beachcombers below.

	A Mr. Robert Paul Sachs, the advertising manager of Coast Tire and Rubber, held the aircraft registration and title. In a quest to fulfill his boyhood dream to fly, he and I had formed an old-fashioned quid- pro-quo partnership. I had promised to fly him around old oil rigs and empty fields and, in exchange, I could use the plane when I wanted. No matter how generous this arrangement appeared, I was under no illusions about it, for although I alone could operate the aeroplane, it was Mr. Sachs who controlled the comings and goings of the plane itself. I hadn’t forked over a single Indian-head nickel of my own, yet that bucket-of-bolts was the extent of the company’s investment in me until I proved myself. I was nearly destitute, and this new job was the promise of hope itself.

	The enormity of what I was about to do was epic. Here I was, one thousand, five hundred miles away from where I had been born and raised as a Texas cotton picker, flying an aeroplane in order to sell tires to Pacific sun- bathers who were wealthy enough to drive automobiles! While the thrill of it was breathtaking, my extreme good fortune was fragile at best. The “new” Jenny was flying upon old cloth wings, which I prayed had not suffered from dry rot in that crate.

	But it is hope, then and now, that remains my life’s currency. Although the aeroplane and much of my life felt tenuous, I considered that glorious morning the best day of my life, and I was brimming with anticipation of the great things to come. I hopped out of the Jenny and began my preflight examination. These old clunkers always needed something.

	I checked the engine oil and tightened nuts on the cowling, the engine’s tin fender. Then, a final walk around her forty-two-foot, double-decker wings and I was as satisfied as I could be.

	“Mornin’, Bessie!” Brock called. The depot mechanics always arrived early. I heard the chafing of his freshly laundered overalls, his long strides headed my way. “Need anything?”

	“Just a hand prop,” I called back.

	Brock, who had assembled the plane, nodded that he would oblige. We dragged it out and pointed its nose into the wind, and I hoisted myself into the cockpit again.

	With a mass of glossy black hair and periwinkle eyes, Brock was like many of the white men I’d met here at the depot in Santa Monica. He was a puzzle of neutrality—neither friendly nor unfriendly—and unlike the simplicity of his one-syllable name, he was opaque.

	After my seat belt was secured and my handmade charts were stowed, I took one last look at the sky and shoved my goggles into place. With the ease of a magician, Brock threw my plane alive with a hard spin of the propeller and dove out of the way. We exchanged a thumbs-up followed by a salute, and he sauntered back along the path leading to the hangar. Over the objection of my stomach’s jitters, I pushed the throttle forward. At the same time, I drove the delicate cherry-red mixture knob to its most forward position. The mixture control regulated the amount of fuel and air that blended and flowed through a valve into the carburetor. During takeoff, I needed the aeroplane’s maximum performance, so I opened the mixture valve wide.

	The plane rumbled. In one sweep I ran my fingers through my hair and then the palm of my hand over the dash to soothe my machine. I took note as I did so of my own shabby condition. Dark engine oil ringed the cuticles on hands that were neither smooth like a Southern belle’s nor manicured like a debutante’s, the overall effect a confirmation that I’d never find a home in either of those worlds. But it didn’t matter. Here my heart raced, pulsating to the beat of the aeroplane’s cylinders. This was the only place where I’d ever really felt that I belonged. As prop wash swirled about the plane, a sense of awe came over me. I was overcome with gratitude, for I had made my own improbable place in this world, and it was right here on this flat pine bench. I didn’t care who the documents claimed as its owner, this ship was under my command, and that made it mine.

	I pushed the throttle forward and the engine grumbled in response. Then the rudder pedals sprang to life beneath my feet. When I had first learned to fly, steering the plane with my feet had been a revelation. Push the right foot pedal, and the plane veered to the right. Push the left foot control, and the machine slewed left. By now, using the balls of my feet to steer on the ground or to lead the stick in the air had become second nature. I didn’t have to think at all. To keep the aeroplane going straight, my boots danced on the rudder pedals, right, right, right, right, then a little left, then right. I sat so low in the seat that I could only peer over the glare shield. At twenty-five miles per hour, there were enough aerodynamic forces to lift the tail skid off the ground. Before that, I couldn’t see a thing—it was all feel.

	As I gathered speed, a sea of tall grass and short shoots whizzed by. I straddled the stick, cradling the length of it between my legs. The stick commanded two axes of flight—roll right or left and pitch up and down. During takeoff, I needed the stick to operate the control lever of the tail assembly, the elevator. To do that, the tip of the stick would rest squarely between my knees. The width and feel of the thing was like the handle of a broomstick. With just the slightest squeeze of its shaft into my torso, I felt my aeroplane climbing and, for a breathtaking moment, I felt both great peace and invincibility. It did indeed feel as though I were riding upon a witch’s broomstick, gliding upon the breath of the supernatural, carried by the anxious whispers of my ancestors.

	Those ancestors had chanted warnings but, like Icarus, I wasn’t listening. Both my African and Choctaw forebearers, who had survived the twin atrocities of slavery’s bondage and the soul plunder of containment, certainly understood why I wanted to fly away and make my home in the freedom of the sky. They each feared for me. They knew a fall was an unsurvivable plunge and capture was affliction. But as I traveled east into the stunning sunlight, leaving the coastline behind, I heard only the wind as I headed inland toward Palomar Park. As I climbed higher, trees grew smaller, cows became the size of dogs, a barn looked like a shed, and clusters of buildings became bumpy alligator skin; a winding road carved an S deep into the land, and the tufts of treetops reminded me of my youngest sister’s curly head when she was just a tot. With increasing altitude, all things change. While objects shrink, perspective grows. Everything was as it should be. Or at least it was for a tantalizing moment, in which flying felt pure and I was fearless. But that moment was fleeting; in the time it took to blink, something had gone wrong, gravely wrong.

	***

	I somehow wrenched myself free from the murkiness. There was silence and darkness. It was night. I thought that I was alone in my hospital room. But just in case I wasn’t, I played possum—I wanted no more sleeping potions.

	My mind reeled on moving pictures. Jumpy images flashed by in the dark—grimaces, my ghost ship looming over a playground, children running, my crushed wings, smashed berries, the razor-sharp scalpel, fuel, a nun and a priest in black gowns, blood congealing on dirt. I remembered bringing my hand up to my face and lowering it again sticky with blood. I did the same now and felt a taut patch over a bandaged eye.

	A groaning hinge gave way to a squeal from the other side of the room. Slowly, the door opened, and light flooded the entryway and spilled into the room. The cone-shaped beam cast ghastly shadows around the unfamiliar surroundings but provided just enough light for me to steel myself to take a terrified look.

	My leg.

	I lifted my head a few inches from the pillow and saw a hideous cast encasing my leg from hip to ankle. Although it must have belonged to me, it was hard to recognize. Strung up with metal spiked pins and connected to heavy chains and leather straps, my limb dangled precariously from the ceiling.

	But somehow, that leg was still attached to me.

	I recalled reading a New York Times headline that boasted of the Hospital for the Ruptured and Crippled in Manhattan being able to make Great War soldiers whole again by knitting bones with steel pins and such. But I was three thousand miles and a whole world away from those new techniques and pioneering surgeons.

	“You’re awake,” said a voice that sounded vaguely familiar. As I moved to find the owner of the voice, the chains hanging from the ceiling rattled against each other, and the clanging breathed life into a memory of the ghost in A Christmas Carol, which I used to read to my three younger sisters every year. Maybe the ghost had stopped by to taunt me instead this year. My visitor yanked a cord and there was light.

	But this spirit bearing light appeared as flesh, and I recognized him. It was the priest from the strawberry field. Here, in this sterile hospital room, his dark eyes seemed kinder than I remembered, a welcome contrast to what haunted me—his flashing scalpel and the look of blessed domination as he was smothering me to sleep.

	“Yes, I’m awake. And thanks to you, I am alive,” I responded warily.

	“The thanks go to you.” He stepped closer to my bed and reached for my bandaged hand.

	“How is that?” I asked, flinching, although I didn’t want him to see my fear.

	“We came running the moment we heard the commotion in the schoolyard,” he said.

	“Oh, God! The children . . .” My throat felt as if I were swallowing gravel.

	“They are all fine. We consider it a miracle. In our line of work, we still believe in them, you know.” He smiled. “And although I may have tended to you, it was God who helped you land just beyond the schoolyard. The children at our orphanage came away without a scratch.”

	“My name is Bessie Coleman,” I said. The gravel was sharp and felt like jagged teeth shredding the inside of my throat. The doctor-priest filled a cup from the pitcher by my bed and handed it to me. I considered it holy water.

	“We know. You are quite famous. It is not every day that we get a celebrated barnstormer in our sleepy little hospital,” he said. “When I learned who you were, we did everything we could to save your leg. I have repaired many broken bones in my time, but yours was the worst I have ever seen. Did you know that the femur is the longest and strongest bone in the human body? Yours had snapped in half. You’ve got a good deal of mending to do, but we will get you out of that bed soon. You will need to exercise to regain your strength.”

	I was to discover that, in addition to a broken femur, I had suffered broken ribs, internal bleeding, and a series of lacerations that covered most of my body. More than that, and almost more painfully, the realization of what had taken place plunged me into a terminal case of gloom. Not only had I deserted more than twenty thousand fans, but also my aeroplane was ruined in a heap of twisted metal, wires, and rags, and, with it, my sponsorship from Coast Tire, too, was gone. I had lost everything.

	There on my nightstand was a stack of newspapers that had been collecting for days. “Flies All over Europe!” shouted the California Eagle headline; “Makes Demonstrations in New York and Chicago—Meets Waterloo in California. Fall Laid to Defective Plane.” Just like that, my entire life had been summed up—a succinct tombstone epitaph in black and white. The only thing missing was the added note: Born a cotton picker, struggled to attain big dreams, fell to earth on vainglorious pride.

	Another headline echoed the first: “Plane Falls; Woman Hurt.” This one was from the Los Angeles Times! Unable to focus fully, I skimmed the article—”shaken and bruised . . . smash-up . . . engaged to give an exhibition . . . nosedive, and crashed to the ground . . . demolished, but did not catch fire . . . wreckage . . . the cause of the plane’s sudden failure could not be learned.”

	Failure—

	Not long before these headlines, the San Francisco Examiner had heralded, “Miss Coleman is the only American flyer who has ever flown over the ex-Kaiser’s palaces at Berlin and Potsdam, and the only woman possessing an international license entitling her to make flights anywhere on the globe. She has the distinction of flying the largest plane flown by any woman in the world. She made exhibition flights at the American Legion convention in Kansas City, in the presence of Lloyd George of England, Prime Minister Briand of France, and other world notables—enviable recognition among flyers of both sexes throughout the world.”

	Back in 1921, Robert Abbott, my good friend and the publisher of the Chicago Defender, my favorite newspaper in the whole world, had had an article written about me, “Aviatrix Must Sign Away Life to Learn Trade.” And it seemed he had gotten it right.

	The Examiner article quoted Mr. Sachs, of Coast Tire, as being complimentary, but he had also said that my crash was merely a “mis-hap” and that it “delays his advertising work temporarily,” making it clear that Mr. Sachs would continue with his advertising campaign. He would just allow someone else the opportunity to do it for him. It was at this moment that I understood my own sudden powerlessness. I could not move an inch, let alone fly, and, more than that, my good name and reputation lay crumpled in that strawberry patch along with my aeroplane.

	I began to do what in the past had always served me well, both on the ground and in the air. I made a long, hard assessment of the facts as they presented themselves at that moment, a moment that seemed insurmountable from where I now lay.

	The nurses somehow poured me into a wheelchair so that I could use the privy instead of the bedpan. As we entered the stalls, we passed a mirror attached to the bleached subway tiles of the bathroom walls, and I was startled by my own reflection. A weary old woman, who looked like me, but with dark circles and a sallow complexion, peered back from the cloudy glass. Beneath the eye patch, yellow pus oozed onto my swollen cheek. My hair sprang from my head in an unkempt mass— elastic and wild, a halo of tangled wires; I wore the crown of the insane. In an effort to hide from myself, I sank down deeply into the wood and wicker wheelchair.

	A brisk knock on the door provided a grateful distraction. The pretty brunette nurse who had wielded the syringe had come to fetch me. Kneeling at my side, she announced gruffly, “You have visitors.”

	“Oh, dear God, I’d rather that you stab me again with another one of your bayonets than let anyone see me like this,” I muttered. “Who are they?”

	“A Mrs. Bass and a Mr. Luther Ramsay,” she said. At her answer, I sank farther in the wheelchair, hoping that eventually I could melt into the lavatory floor.

	“Bessie,” Mrs. Charlotta Bass had said only weeks before, “I am going to have the carpenters erect the grandstands right alongside the airstrip, so that all twenty thousand people can see you when you hop out of your aeroplane contraption!” Her smile had been wide with pride. As the first female publisher of a newspaper in California—and the largest

	Negro paper, at that—Mrs. Bass had promoted the air show by putting both her name and her money on the line for me.

	“Only Colored Aviatrix in the World a Los Angeles Vision,” proclaimed Mrs. Bass’ California Eagle. And I had been that. But now what? What could I say to her? I knew she hadn’t received word of my accident in time to share the news with the throngs of people who had planned to attend. How much had I cost her wallet and her reputation? “Come, let’s wash your face and make you presentable. Your visitors said they will not leave until they lay eyes upon you,” said Nurse Bayonet. Although freckles wriggled on her nose when she smiled, I saw pity beneath her cheer, and that pity cast an infinite pall over me. She had the look of someone who knew all the layered components of her field, from fixing broken bones to mending broken spirits. Her understanding gaze undoubtedly indicated a long and difficult recovery ahead for me.

	At the rumble of my rickety wheelchair, Mrs. Bass and Luther turned to look as Nurse Bayonet and I entered my room. Next to the bed, Mrs. Bass had discovered the pile of newspapers proclaiming my destruction. I had asked the nurses to collect every story they could. The scraps dangled from her fingertips now like evidence from a crime. For an uncomfortable moment, no one spoke. They stared at me.

	I greeted them with the titles of affection reserved for church members. “You, my dear sister, will never be a poker player. Your face betrays your every thought. Luther, you, too, are crystal clear.”

	Mrs. Bass bent down, threw her arms around my neck, and cried like a mother upon seeing her child’s spilled blood, while Luther backed himself into the hanging hospital curtain encircling my bed, curling his body into it as if he might disappear. My wounds hurt him too much for him to look me in the eye.

	While they waited, Nurse Bayonet got me settled into bed, returning my leg to traction, attaching the hulking mass to the leather straps, like a ham suspended from an abattoir ceiling. Chains, rods, leather straps, and pulleys made up the device that was attached to a long line of pins going through my leg. Blood, both dried and fresh, pooled at the connectors, staining the plaster cast. Luther winced as the nurse cranked a winch to turn clicking gears that hoisted my leg back into midair.

	“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Bass whispered. “As a rule, I try not to cry.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, and I instinctively reached out and touched her hand. Although we were ordinarily the same caramel brown, I was struck now by the difference in our skin. While Mrs. Bass’ body glowed with a rosy complexion, my blue-green pallor looked dead against her vibrant arm.

	A decade older than I, Mrs. Bass was a well-dressed, dignified sort. The newspaper she ran proudly celebrated and defended the Negro race, especially those members of it who had launched their careers in this rugged western frontier called California. Yet Mrs. Bass looked, and her Southern lilt sounded, more like the South Carolina church lady that her mother must have been than the militant West Coast journalist she herself had become.

	“It is I who should be begging your forgiveness,” I said, forcing myself not to look away from her stare. She had pulled herself together and was regarding me now with the knowing gaze of a warrior who had gone to battle for our people. Her arsenal was made up of provocative headlines that chronicled the massive movement of Negroes from the South to the West, heralding their struggles for meaningful work, housing, and education—all after having survived the journey of their lives. Mrs. Bass’ cherubic features disarmed many a foe who had underestimated her, and her innocent, ladylike demeanor was yet another weapon she wielded to wrench the truth out of bureaucrats, exposing imposters; she was a champion of the underdog.

	“I am so sorry about Palomar Park,” I managed to whisper. “I am so ashamed.”

	“Our people acted most disgracefully. When they heard you weren’t coming, they rushed the ticket booth. I heard more than one story about people saying they knew you couldn’t be real. I got a telegram from St. Catherine’s the next day explaining what had happened. But even before then, I knew something must have gone terribly wrong for you not to be there,” she said, glancing at the square cutout on my thigh and at the six inches of bubbling stitches that bulged up through the plaster.

	“Only this wreck could have kept me away from you and the people,” I said.

	“As a race, we too often suffer from self-loathing. Your good intentions confuse our sense of trust. If the California Eagle had been a white newspaper sponsoring the event, our people would have accepted an explanation, any explanation,” Mrs. Bass declared.

	“Who in the world let you see this garbage, Bessie?” Luther interrupted. He had been standing over the nightstand, glancing at the stack of papers there. As was common in that day, a regular helping of violence against us was chronicled in gruesome detail on many a page. The Bakersfield Morning Echo that very day had published the headline demanding that the city “Lynch Two Negroes.”

	Luther pitched the entire stack into the metal trash can next to my bed. “Read this instead” he said, and handed me the current California Eagle. On the front page was an article he himself had written, “Other Race Appreciates Girl Flyer. Miss Coleman Spoken of Most Highly,” in which he challenged all the Eagle’s readers to dedicate themselves to the effort of helping me defray the cost of my hospital stay. “I hope that you will allow yourself time to heal because I need you back.”

	Luther, five years my senior, was as protective as one of my brothers. I had met Luther, a dapper, hazelnut-colored fellow, in Chicago. I was teaching flying classes out of a storefront, and although I had a full class, Luther was my only paying student. After a couple of loops and spins in my borrowed plane, Luther convinced his bosses at the Oakland headquarters that I should become a flying advertiser. He was the best salesman I’d ever met, for he, a Negro, had persuaded his white bosses to buy me an aeroplane “to fling advertising flyers from heaven.” Luther became my biggest cheerleader. All he asked in return was for a few thrills for himself in the sky.

	Luther had started out as a salesman for Coast Tire and Rubber and had soon become the first Negro promoted to lead the entire midwestern team of salesmen. Up from the Deep South, Negroes had thought that the Midwest and the Northeast were all opportunity, and in some respects they were. But there were two sides to that coin. There was work in abundance, but being frozen out of unions kept Negroes from being able to protect themselves from poor conditions and low wages, and they soon discovered that getting a home loan was nearly impossible, too.

	From Detroit to Gary, no one would lend a Negro a down payment to buy a picket fence to put around his dreams. So instead, Negroes bought fancy automobiles to proclaim their new city slicker status. But

	rugged dirt roads and bumpy cobblestones meant that all automobiles would one day soon need new tires. So, Luther sold more tires than his white counterparts on the East Coast and in the South combined.

	“You are both generous and kind,” I said to Luther, dabbing the pus that leaked beneath my eye patch. “I’m not a down-in-the-dumps sort. But I feel real low right now. I have lost everything, the aeroplane and that sponsorship you gift-wrapped for me. I feel like I’ve lost my ability to keep moving forward. I just keep replaying the moments before the crash over and over. I know there are people out there right now saying, ‘See, I told you so, a colored woman flying an aeroplane—too big for her britches!’.”

	“Bessie” Mrs. Bass said quietly, watching me with growing concern. “We can’t change the past; we can only learn from it. You have no choice but to keep going.”

	I wept.

	“What you feel right now is perfectly normal, Bessie” Mrs. Bass offered. “Loss forces mourning, and you must mourn. But since you have the time, you must simultaneously reflect and heal. Use this time you have been given to teach others what you know. I want you to recall your memories, and when I say memories, I mean all of them. Force your most intimate thoughts onto paper; record your bold desires for the future. Because you do have a future.”

	“I couldn’t possibly.”

	“You can. And you must!” Mrs. Bass insisted.

	“What’s this?” she asked, fingering some scrap papers on my tray. Each paper was stained with coffee rings and dotted with a blood smudge.

	“That’s just scribble-scrabble, just the stuff I could remember after I woke up,” I mumbled.

	Mrs. Bass must have already been prepared for this moment. She dropped the papers and dug deep into her large pocketbook, producing five beautifully bound leather notebooks. She then drew out a gray felt box. A tiny piano hinge along one side squeaked as she opened it to reveal a black-and-gold pen with a small snowy star on top. Delicate gold filigree danced on its clip, and an internal hose-like bladder supplied a steady flow of ink to the gold nib. On the felt box, the word Montblanc was elegantly stitched.

	Mrs. Bass christened the first book; her sweeping hand wrote in one fluid motion before passing it to me:

	Be strong and of a good courage. Joshua 1:6

	Bessie, you must leave a trail.

	Let my faith in you spark your belief in yourself once again.

	Each teardrop stung. The stitches below my eye twitched. For the first time in my life, I felt afraid of absolutely everything I used to do without so much as a second thought. How could I ever find the strength to climb back into an aeroplane again? Hell, and even if I could, where would I get the money for one?

	Jumbled recollections on scratch paper were one thing, but what Mrs. Bass was challenging me to do was a much bigger task. I was mortified by her assignment—she meant for me to tell the whole truth about my humble beginnings, and she clearly meant for me to include my most intimate entanglements, those that I had worked so hard and for so long to obscure. I had spent a lifetime hiding my real self from the public, shielding my vulnerabilities in order to convince the world that I was a fearless swashbuckler. I wanted my spectators to see a stunt flyer, not an ordinary loner, broken by the very thing that had made her so audacious. Telling the truth meant exposing the most basic facts about my life. Not even my good friend Luther knew how old I was. He had described me as “a spirited twenty-three-year-old” in his newspaper plea on my behalf. This was a bald-faced lie! But I made sure not to mention it.

	I was thirty-one.

	With all these busted bones, I felt older still.

	“How can I write about my life? Where would I even start?”

	“You must begin at the beginning, my child,” was all that Mrs. Bass would say before leaving me alone with my notebooks and elegant pen.

	***

	I started to walk again. I had weaned myself off the murky tincture that lessened the pain but kept my mind too foggy to think. The doctors insisted I exercise outdoors, and Nurse Bayonet, in all her freckled beauty, had turned cruel, insisting that the doctors’ orders meant wheeling me to the beach on a pitted road where I was bumped and bounced the entire way. She would watch from afar, as I strengthened my muscles by hobbling over shifting berms of sand, a daunting challenge for my fragile mending limb and ribs.

	Late one morning, while draggling myself up and over a piece of driftwood, I caught my foot on a mound of seaweed, stumbled, and fell. Before I could pull myself up again, the wind took a turn and a sandy gust hit me full in the face. But in that same gust of wind, I somehow thought I heard the plaintive voice of the Italian opera tenor Enrico Caruso.

	And I had. Caruso’s longing was floating up from some unseen Victrola needle, and through an open window of a beach hut his voice soared and plunged through The Pearl Fishers. I allowed myself to let it flow over me as I stared up into the sky.

	But what is this strange flame

	which is suddenly kindled in my soul!

	What unknown fire is destroying me?

	I had seen the opera in Paris. I knew the story about a love so great that not even the threat of death could destroy it. And it was that love that called up the greatest emotional response in me. As I lay there listening, I felt again the unshakable love I had for flying. This strange flame kindled in my soul made me love flying, as much as Leila loved Nadir, and in the same way, even the threat of my own death had not been enough to deter me and it never would. Mrs. Bass knew this about me before I knew it about myself. Today, I limped along the beach, but one day I would soar in the firmament again. Waves crashed, Caruso mourned, I was somehow back in my wheelchair, and then somehow back in my room.

	***

	I flipped open one of the journals that had been set on my nightstand in a perfect stack. The spine of the book cracked as I opened it wide, and the smell of glue from the binding filled the air. I stared down at the blank page for a long time before I finally took up the fountain pen in my hand. It was cool to the touch—unused.

	Tuesday, February 20, 1923 

	Santa Monica, California

	On January 26, 1892, nearly thirty years after the Emancipation Proclamation was signed by President Abraham Lincoln, I was born in a tiny shotgun shack in Atlanta, Texas. My birth was just a quarter century after the Thirteenth Amendment was ratified. My mother, Susan Coleman, was born before all of these laws. She was born a slave. My daddy, George Coleman, was both Negro and Choctaw Indian. Neither my mother nor my father could read or write. And while their literary skills were underdeveloped because of their circumstances, my parents were resourceful, intelligent, and resilient.

	Daddy built our house with his bare hands. We were all hardworking laborers. My parents believed that laziness was sloth and punishable by caning. By age ten, I picked cotton with my sisters and brothers. My tiny fingers bled from the pincers on the bolls. The old men and women who had picked all their lives had an unmistakable humpback that came from season after season of stooping, bending one’s back till the bones folded. When I could, I switched jobs to washing clothes and carved out my own laundry route. It’s an irony that today I am called Queen Bess, or Queen B, for only a short time ago I was just another faceless, nameless, black drone, a worker bee of the Southern economic exploitation that was, and remains, modern slavery—the cotton fields of Texas.

	Although my desires were at first undefined, from the earliest age I was convinced that much better had to exist. I craved a better life. No matter how dangerous it was for me to dream of rescue, no matter how vague the pursuit, I knew my survival depended on wishing and, more importantly, striving for greatness.

	During the year of my birth, Benjamin Harrison, a Civil War general who had fought for the Union, was president. And while immigrants were welcomed through a brand-new castle built on Ellis Island in New York Harbor, a U.S.-born shoemaker named Homer Plessy, an octoroon, with one-eighth drop of African blood, was thrown off a train because he sat in a whites-only car.

	At the same time, technological wonders were mushrooming. The ticker-tape machine tapped out stock prices and got rid of messenger boys. Thomas Edison, a celebrated inventor with hundreds of patents, was perfecting the telegraph; Alexander Graham Bell, the telephone. I had read that Lewis Latimer, a Negro draftsman who worked for both men, was a silent but brilliant ingredient in both of their success stories.

	During the next two decades, the Wright brothers would sweep the world with their wings, and Henry Ford would make the Model T. By 1908, Ford had not only reinvented his automobile, making it more durable, but he had designed a production line that would turn out ten thousand autos that year! This new mass-produced automobile was not more expensive but, in fact, it was cheaper. Ford’s assembly line and less expensive automobiles would change how Americans moved about the country—forever.

	To “leave a trail” was a provocation for me to organize my thoughts, along with the dozens of newspaper clippings I had squirreled away, and to make sense of this unlikely peripatetic life that I have led.

	Peripatetic, now there was a two-dollar word, if ever I had heard one. I thought Mrs. Bass was accusing me of something when she hurled that charge at me once. “Bessie you are a nomad. You have become peripatetic,” she blasted. My face must have betrayed confusion as well as offense. For she quickly followed with, “You have become Aristotle’s disciple.”

	As I saw things, Mrs. Bass was an intellect. If she followed the scientific teachings of Aristotle, who taught as he wandered through ancient Athens, then I, likewise, had become a disciple of hers. Yes, I had become a journeywoman just like she was. Mrs. Bass traversed the country to speak the truth; I crisscrossed two continents to learn to fly. Cotton picker turned aviator—yes, I agreed—at first glance my life defied explanation. If anyone should tell my story—Mrs. Bass was right—it should be me.

	After that, the pages just flowed, and so did the tears. So did the laughter—even though our life was hard and our struggles harsh, a great deal of merriment could be found in a house full of Colemans. As I worked my way through my memories, reflecting became an integral part of my healing. I began to bleed the chapters of my life onto the blank pages of the journals that Mrs. Bass had given me. And before long, I would fill one, then another, and then another.

	I was going to need a lot more ink.



Part One:
THE EARLY YEARS
— CHICAGO, 1915




	





	CHAPTER 1

	In his last letter my brother Walter told me that he would meet me inside the LaSalle Street Station. He said I should look for the giant clock above a dozen brass doors and that he would be under it. He said I couldn’t miss the glistening exit to my new world. Walter had left home in 1900 at just sixteen years old. In the fifteen years in between, he had become a Pullman porter, married, and now lived with his wife in an apartment he shared with our brother John and his wife, Elizabeth. I would be yet another mouth to feed.

	There had been plenty of time to think about how long it had been since I had seen him and how his life had changed in that time. The ride from Dallas to Chicago, which had cost a twenty-seven-dollar fortune, had lasted twenty-three hours, with 250 of us crowded into a car built for 100 occupants. Stuffed in between seats, children fussed and cried. I tried not to drink a drop, so as not to have to use the toilet—the air coming from it was putrid, little more than a weeping pot teetering on wooden planks that had deteriorated into squishy pulp. When the door opened, the smell inside that outhouse-like closet was strong enough to stick to taste buds.

	Many riders clutched hobo sacks full of hidden treasure—pecan pie, fried-up yardbird, biscuits—traveling food. We read the Chicago Defender or had it read to us. While it couldn’t guarantee dignity, the Defender had promised us a shot at a job and housing up north. Every one of us on this train would put up with overcrowding and any other discomfort we had to endure, having convinced ourselves that life itself pulsed in each breath of northern air. We braved the unknown today for the freedom that we hoped to breathe tomorrow.

	The men and women on this train were not just taking a trip. It had been only fifty years since slavery had bound us to the South, to cotton fields like the one in which I had labored. Our parents were slaves, then sharecroppers, and now here we were—travelers, dragging our threadbare possessions, with our heads filled with dreams of owning a home, modern conveniences like indoor plumbing, and a layer of fat wed call prosperity. Even old age loomed as a luxurious possibility. Nikola Tesla was lighting up the world with his alternating current as we left our dark shacks to flood into electric-lit apartments, comfort, work of our own choosing, children—a real future.

	The Carolinas and Virginia brought many of us to Washington, D.C., Philadelphia, Newark, New York City, and Boston, while Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia Negroes flooded into Chicago, Gary, and Detroit. Texas was split up the middle: many of us traveled due north to Chicago, while others went north to Oklahoma. If a family’s stamina could hold out, some of them made it all the way to California. But whether we settled in Philadelphia, Chicago, or Los Angeles, most Negroes started in the Deep South and took the trains north. The web of the train lines determined our path of escape.

	While the Hebrews had Moses, we Negroes had Robert Sengstacke Abbott, the founder and publisher of the Chicago Defender. Abbott was our defender and guide out of the southern wilderness, and in a 1916 headline he christened the Negro departure from the South, “The Exodus” Mr. Abbott believed that we would, we could, and we definitely should grow exponentially in northern cities, especially in Chicago. Mr. Abbott led us north with articles, encouragement, and enticements. The Defender created a path for Negro migrants by offering a special advertising rate for those Chicagoans who had apartments and rooms to rent—thirty-five cents for one week and fifty cents for two weeks of listings in the classifieds. Living in our own neighborhoods had a great side benefit—we could pool our spending and keep our dollars circulating among our own Chicago grocers, barbershops, tailors, and funeral directors. Mr. Abbott even gave us a new name. He called us “Race Men and Women”—a modern moniker for those who made a bold, new start. All we had to do was believe and pull against gravity while hauling ourselves north, where promise waited.

	Over the years, I collected many clippings from the Defender, and one of my prized articles was from way back on February 13, 1915, the day I arrived in Chicago. The headline read, “Railroad Men Great Help to the Chicago Defender” The Pullman porters were those “railroad men [who] circle the globe, and [take] the Chicago Defender. . . with them” There was a photo of two brand-new auto trucks, with signs painted on each: the Chicago defender, the world’s greatest weekly at all stands, 5 cents a copy. The caption boasted further, “Four men, eight hours to supply newsstands, which are networked throughout Chicago” That early caption said there were already “42,000 readers in Chicago”!

	Yes, Pullman porters like my brother were essential to moving us modern Hebrews north. If the Defender was our sheet music, the porters were the choir. We were six cars full on this trip—fifteen hundred deep. If every week brought us north in the same numbers, we would swell this city by seventy-eight thousand a year. We surely would need every room, cold-water flat, and pitched tent in mecca. More newspapers on newsstands were needed, and so, too, was a biblical-sized army to settle us. Our passage may have been rapture, but only one car away I could see what transcendence looked like. White passengers in a separate compartment sat in lavish comfort, and when someone flicked the blue velvet curtains, I could sneak a peek inside their civilized world. Their seats were plump and roomy, upholstered in a tartan plaid of blue and green with legroom to spare, and there were many functioning toilets. “Resentment never filled an empty belly” was one of the many truisms my mama had taught us. Right, as always. I heard her counsel in my head and told myself that this part of the journey would be over soon.

	And it was. Finally, the Rock Island train rolled into the station. I may have stepped off a train, but I felt as though I had stumbled into an icebox. The sky was gray, and it hung menacingly low, as if the clouds held stones. The wind hit me next. We had plenty of gales in Texas, but I had never imagined wind like this—so cold it felt as if shards of glass sliced my skin.

	Amid the crush of passengers, I searched the faces in the crowded station. Would I recognize the grown-up brother I once knew as a child. How to age him? Sprinkle his temples salty? Add lines where my mind could recall only flawlessness?

	Walter had left Texas with a rucksack full of ambition. He was convinced that a better life existed up north, declaring, “A colored man just can’t walk upright here. If he don’t bend his back under the Texas sun, he’s gonna be lynched.”

	Journalist Ida B. Wells proved my brother’s point. Mrs. Wells, in Chicago now, hailed from Holly Springs, Mississippi—the place that inspired her to write A Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged Causes of Lynchings in the United States, 1892-1893-1894. In order to be safe from “the charge of exaggeration,” she said that she had used the Chicago Tribune as her source in order to detail the frequency, as well as the horrors, of lynching. I owned a copy of Mrs. Wells’ book, and I held on to it as if it were a precious copy of the New Testament.

	Mrs. Wells reported that in 1892, the year of my birth, 241 persons had been lynched. A total of 160 were Negro. The others, it seems, were Indians or of a Negro mix or, as the Cairo Evening Citizen described, were “colored,” but they were “neither yellow nor black.”

	That was twenty people each month! Where was the outrage? In twenty-six states, “Lawlessness and mob violence . . . encouraged this state of anarchy,” Mrs. Wells reported. These murders were carried out by way of live cremations, shootings, or mob beatings. Whether they were yellow, black, brown, or red, most of those human beings were tortured and ended up dangling from a noose in a public execution.

	Mrs. Wells wrote that the “offenses charged for lynching” included: “arson, stealing, political causes, murder, train wrecking, enticing [a] servant away, kidnapping, writing letters to a white woman, insulting whites, well-poisoning, self-defense, asking a white woman to marry, introducing smallpox, conjuring, alleged murder, rape, or no offense at all.”

	Mrs. Wells didn’t just report the grisly facts, she gave flesh and bone and names—humanity—to the 241 people who were murdered. On February 11 she published a story in Little Rock’s Arkansas Democrat-Gazette reporting on the obliteration of an entire family. According to the article, first a farmer husband was shot to death in his own home over a disputed one-hundred-dollar debt. His pregnant wife, nursing an infant, was made to watch her husband’s wasting. Then she was shot to death. Their thirteen-year-old boy was witness to both his parents’ murders;

	then he was shot twice, including once “in the bowels.” The boy watched as the murderers robbed two hundred and twenty dollars from his dead mother’s socks. The infant at her breast “had a slight wound across the upper lip” But where was this orphan now? I asked myself. Father, mother, baby in her body, brother, all murdered in England, Arkansas. Lingering for hours, the thirteen-year-old recounted his family’s tragedy, and then he, too, died of his bowel wounds.

	Mrs. Wells wrote about two men in Tennessee who were lynched because they “were saucy to white people.” And then there was the wagon-dragging and burning of a man in a pile of brushwood drenched with coal oil in Roanoke, Virginia. There seemed no end to the stories of these atrocities. I felt sickened with outrage as I tried to comprehend her meticulous way of detailing such horrifying finality. There was no reckoning. And there would never be.

	My brother Walter had been part of the Southern exodus of Negroes who had faced down the fear of the unknown in order to avoid the viciousness they knew. In Waxahachie, Walter’s independence and his enterprising nature could easily have cost him his life. I wondered, as I made my way through the crowds, whether he was the same now, whether he had retained that brave spirit he had shown when he was young. Although we were siblings, Walter had become a stranger to me. There were a few letters, but I hadn’t laid eyes on him since he had headed north. And now I was searching for my long-lost brother in a sea of strangers.

	Thank goodness, I spotted the clock.

	As I approached it, a tall copper-colored man said, “Hi, ya, miss” I thought his chin looked a little soft, but could this be Walter?

	“Walter? Walter Coleman?” I asked.

	“You can call me Walter if it makes you happy, baby.”

	“What? I . . .”

	“Beat it, buster! My sister don’t need no fast-talkin’ hustle!” Deep and gravelly, a voice rumbled behind me. I recognized it at once. Walter sounded just like my father.

	“Sorry, man, she’s a real looker. If she was my sister, I would keep her under lock ’n’ key!” With that, the stranger moseyed off, blending back into the crowd.

	I turned and became confused all over again. The simple act of recognition made me question whether this was my brother or my father. Walter was thirty-one, about the same age as Daddy had been when he left us to go to Oklahoma. Staring into my brother’s face, I felt as though I were peering through an old-fashioned kaleidoscope. The swarm of people, the train whistle, the ticking clock were all part of a swirling color-wash of background, yet my brother was clear and in sharp focus.

	“Walter? It’s been fifteen long years.”

	I was staring so intently that he asked, “Bessie, are you all right? You look like you seen a ghost.” Walter reached forward to relieve me of my satchels, but he dropped them when I threw my arms around his neck and held on for dear life. Walter hugged me back. In that embrace, my brother represented life, new life. Here in Chicago, where everything was cold and unfamiliar, Walter became the bridge from my family roots to my undefined but optimistic future.

	“Forgive me, Walter. It’s just that you are a dead ringer for Daddy.”

	Indeed, I felt my daddy’s ghostly presence, as an image of my father churned up from memory—slender, redboned, with black curls, each the size and shape of a berry.

	“John tells me the same thing. Now, John looks a lot like Mama” Walter laughed.

	“You even laugh like Daddy” I smiled.

	“Now, that’s a sound I long for often, Daddy’s laughter . . .” I felt my own smile dissolve. The loss of our father felt like a deprivation we both suffered—the loss of our protector, our family compass, the man who guided our lives and who had gone missing for so long. We Colemans were loath to admit the truth, but without Daddy we had become rudderless, each one of us breaking out, trying to forge a way forward. The only counsel we had was our own individual set of experiences. His absence robbed us of his meager assets, as well as the priceless wisdom our father had earned. Perhaps, right here, right now, together, we could combine the shattered pieces of our family to find our way in this world.

	“You even walk like Daddy,” I breathed to myself as we headed for big glass doors that were framed in shiny brass. We were on our way; together we charged ahead.

	Once we got outside, I was distracted again. Snow! The sky that had menaced so now appeared less ominous, as it sprinkled tiny white flakes. Swirling in air, small flecks of winter melted on my fingertips. I had heard about snow, but the tingling sensation was like nothing else I had ever experienced.

	My brother laughed—it was a big and hearty happiness that summoned my father again. “You Southern belle!” he said as people rushed by. “This is your first snow! Welcome to Chicago, baby! There’s plenty more where that came from.” He ushered me to the curb. “Our streetcar is coming.”

	The streets of Chicago were chaotic, filled with horseless carriages, Ford and Studebaker automobiles, electric streetcars, and an elevated train called the L. A racetrack-shaped loop of iron lace, the L encircled downtown above the ground, appearing to whisk people away in midair.

	A shiny cream-and-red streetcar glided to a stop right in front of us. We threw my satchels in and hopped aboard. A moment later we were floating down the street, lurching to a full stop at what seemed like every intersection. Entering passengers would climb the rear stairs, while riders, carrying their bundles, exited by the front. To signal a stop, a rider pushed back an ivory-colored porcelain button just above the seat, and a bell tinkled to let the conductor know.

	Heading south on State, we arrived at Twenty-Sixth Street. Over just those few miles, the entire landscape had changed. While passing the tall buildings downtown, the streets and the streetcar had been filled with white people. By the time we reached our stop, the passengers were nearly all colored folks.

	The “Stroll” sparkled. An oasis that I had read about in the Defender, State Street from Twenty-Sixth to Thirty-Ninth was where Negro dentists, doctors, intellectuals, shop owners, and restaurateurs had created their own glittering world, and electric lamps stood ready to light up the night. Cruising State at a glacial pace, I was struck by a finely polished Patterson horseless carriage. With great enthusiasm my brother informed me, “That automobile was built by a Negro!” Everywhere I looked, the flagstone sidewalks were crowded with well-to-do brown people. I had arrived in Chicago, but I thought I had landed in heaven.

	Here, Negro women dressed divinely. Bell-shaped cloche hats matched sturdy coats with fur trim, and beneath the protection from winter peeked beaded dresses—tassels, fringed hems, lavish frills, dripping extras. The men looked like they had leapt off the pages of a Sears and Roebuck catalog. Their Norfolk jackets and spiffy knickers were perfectly pressed. Garters kept socks from rolling, spit-shined Oxfords glued peg-legged trouser cuffs into place. Spatterdashes, or spats, were a fashion throwback; unlike the dirt roads we hailed from, no backwoods mud threatened these finely laid streets. The streetcar bucked, then jerked to a stop at our corner. We hopped off and stepped over cobblestone curbs that were neat as a row of dentures.

	My brother’s apartment building loomed. Compared to what I was accustomed to—cramped lean-to shacks and ramshackle shotgun hovels—these buildings were gargantuan. Walter’s building towered four stories high. He lived on the top floor. The marble tile floor in the vestibule was a dizzy maze of black-and-white flower octagons. However, the fancy entryway and grand facade outside concealed the gloomy conditions inside. Just like the train car that brought me to Chicago, it felt like too many people were crammed inside these brick walls, for immediately we were greeted by a buzz, a drum of many people living— pots clattering, the din of dozens of conversations, babies crying, and the stale odors of many meals clinging to the dingy hallway walls. There were no windows in the hallway, only a half-dozen shabby doors on each floor that led to, I assumed, as many flats on each floor. I had a moment of foreboding, I felt a new vulnerability, for I realized that the big world I was stepping into was one different from my humble Texas environs, where what you saw was what it was. My brothers’ existence in this crowded apartment building felt fragile even before I set foot in their private world. Not all things in Chicago were as they appeared to be. Ferreting out my imaginations of Chicago’s grandeur, compared to what it really was, would entail understanding that a fancy outside didn’t always mean the same thing on the inside.

	“The hallways are dark.” Walter felt my unease. “But inside our place, it’s plenty bright.”

	I tried to keep up as he climbed the steps two at a time. The worn wood groaned beneath our weight. At the top, I could hear him fish his keys from his pocket. As promised, light appeared when the heavy wooden door creaked open.

	Three big windows faced the street and flooded the front room with gray light from frosty clouds. Shaped like a barbell, the vestibule spilled into the front room, which narrowed into a passageway that had two doors leading to my brothers’ rooms. At the far end of the apartment was a kitchen with wide oak-plank floors.

	It was clear that I would not have my own room, and I wasn’t really expecting to; I was grateful to make my bed anywhere at all. And when we got to the kitchen, Walter opened a final door to let me peek inside. The bathroom was a nice-sized room with a sink, water closet, and a small claw-foot tub.

	I was accustomed to walking out back to pump water, heat it, and then take a sparrow’s bath. But here, I could just turn on a tap! I had never lived in a place with a private bathroom. My mama and I had cleaned Mrs. Jones’ every day, and no matter how much kinder she was than most white folks in Texas, her maids would never be permitted to use a bathroom in the house.

	“Mmmmmmm, a hot bath,” I cooed.

	Walter flashed a big, toothy grin at me. “Yep, hot as you want it.”

	Our revelry was interrupted by the thunder of a slamming door down the hall. Padded feet drummed our way. I held my breath. In seconds I would be face-to-face with Walter’s wife, my sister-in-law. Mama had warned me to mind myself, “because Wilhelmina Coleman is as possessive with your brother as a dog is with his bone.” I was overwhelmed by sudden dread at the thought of finally meeting this stranger who claimed my brother as her own.

	Willie, as she liked to be called, appeared in the kitchen doorway, and for the first time ever I felt my brother cower. He withered beneath her penetrating glare. Yet, she was not at all what I had expected. From my mother’s warnings, I had figured Willie to be dumpy and homely, but she was anything but that. She was a striking woman and closer to my own early twenties than to Walter’s thirties. Although her face was eye-catching, it was not as fetching as her body, which must have been a relentless provocation to my brother. She had slender hips and a high pocket behind that was small and tight. Willie was cedar brown, and her hair was a thick, raven mop barely restrained by a starched blue- and-white bandana. Her eyes were big and pretty but were ringed by inky semicircles, which hung like shadowy slivers of blood moon above her sharp cheekbones.

	Her mouth was terrifyingly beautiful. Her fine white teeth were a stiff fringe, but years of curling her lips into a scowl had led to a pouty moue. She slinked my way and circled around me where I stood. Like a cat, she stalked then pivoted to address my brother. In a thick Texas drawl she purred, “Walter, she really is very pretty” Well, I thought to myself, maybe she’s not all that bad.

	Almost on cue, my brother John and his wife, Elizabeth, appeared in the doorway. Disheveled and adjusting their clothes, whatever they had been doing, they had obviously hurried.

	“She don’t look dumb, so I hope she don’t try and bring no dumbassed niggas ’round here. This ain’t no ho-house, and we don’t want no nappy-headed little bastads up in yere. If she bring that shit up in this house, she outta here!” Willie spat at my brother.

	I was more stunned and embarrassed than hurt. I just stood there with my mouth wide open.

	“Willie, don’t you go insultin’ my baby sister. She just got here. Sometimes it’s a mystery to me why I keeps you. Tame your tongue, girl,” Walter warned. His growl was fearsome, at least to me. But Willie was undeterred.

	“Now you look a-here, gal,” this time moving in close enough to me so that I could smell her breath, although it was she who flared her nostrils, as though she smelled rot on me. “I don’t say nothing behind your back that I don’t say in front of yo’ face. So at least you know what I’m thinking. I’m from Tyler, Texas, the same dirt-poor, shit-kickin’ place as that Waxahachie stank hole that you just slithered outta. I know your kind. I don’t give a shit if you is my husband’s sister. The instant you step outta your place, I’m gonna enjoy throwin’ yo’ red ass on the trash heap where you belongs. I can’t stand no lowlife free-fucking-loaders. You best be getting a job, cause we ain’t feeding yo’ ass fo’ free neither. We clear?”

	“Now you look a-here, Willie,” Walter rumbled before I had a chance to respond. “You got a nasty mouth. You talk to my sister that way again and you gonna be the one lookin’ for a new place to stay.”

	Walter seemed tough. But then she turned on him.

	“Who you threatnin’?” she hissed. “You musta lost yo’ goddamn mind!”

	“Hey, little sis. See you met Bud’s better half” my brother John piped up, employing Walter’s childhood nickname.

	John slid past Willie with a laugh and took me into his arms for a hug. I hadn’t seen him in over ten years, and Walter was right. As much as Walter looked like Daddy, John favored Mama. I held on to his wide shoulders, not wanting the hug to end. Right about now, it was comforting to be reminded of Mama’s calm and kindness.
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