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‘The ole ark’s a-moverin’, a-moverin’, a-moverin’,

the ole ark’s a-moverin’ along’

That ancient spiritual could have been the theme song of the United States in 1957. We were a-moverin’ to, fro, up, down and often in concentric circles.

We created a maze of contradictions. Black and white Americans danced a fancy and often dangerous do-si-do. In our steps forward, abrupt turns, sharp spins and reverses, we became our own befuddlement. The country hailed Althea Gibson, the rangy tennis player who was the first black female to win the U.S. Women’s Singles. President Dwight Eisenhower sent U.S. paratroopers to protect black school children in Little Rock, Arkansas, and South Carolina’s Senator Strom Thurmond harangued for 24 hours and 18 minutes to prevent the passage in Congress of the Civil Rights Commission’s Voting Rights Bill.

Sugar Ray Robinson, everybody’s dandy, lost his middleweight title, won it back, then lost it again, all in a matter of months. The year’s popular book was Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, and its title was an apt description of our national psyche. We were indeed traveling, but no one knew our destination nor our arrival date.

I had returned to California from a year-long European tour as premier dancer with Porgy and Bess. I worked months singing in West Coast and Hawaiian night clubs and saved my money. I took my young son, Guy, and joined the beatnik brigade. To my mother’s dismay, and Guy’s great pleasure, we moved across the Golden Gate Bridge and into a houseboat commune in Sausalito where I went barefoot, wore jeans, and both of us wore rough-dried clothes. Although I took Guy to a San Francisco barber, I allowed my own hair to grow into a wide unstraightened hedge, which made me look, at a distance, like a tall brown tree whose branches had been clipped. My commune mates, an icthyologist, a musician, a wife, and an inventor, were white, and had they been political (which they were not), would have occupied a place between the far left and revolution.

Strangely, the houseboat offered me respite from racial tensions, and gave my son an opportunity to be around whites who did not think of him as too exotic to need correction, nor so common as to be ignored.

During our stay in Sausalito, my mother struggled with her maternal instincts. On her monthly visits, dressed in stone marten furs, diamonds and spike heels, which constantly caught between loose floorboards, she forced smiles and held her tongue. Her eyes, however, were frightened for her baby, and her baby’s baby. She left wads of money under my pillow or gave me checks as she kissed me goodbye. She could have relaxed had she remembered the Biblical assurance ‘Fruit does not fall far from the tree.’

In less than a year, I began to yearn for privacy, wall-to-wall carpets and manicures. Guy was becoming rambunctious and young-animal wild. He was taking fewer baths than I thought healthy, and because my friends treated him like a young adult, he was forgetting his place in the scheme of our mother-son relationship.

I had to move on. I could go back to singing and make enough money to support myself and my son.

I had to trust life, since I was young enough to believe that life loved the person who dared to live it.

I packed our bags, said goodbye and got on the road.

Laurel Canyon was the official residential area of Hollywood, just ten minutes from Schwab’s drugstore and fifteen minutes from the Sunset Strip.

Its most notable feature was its sensuality. Red-roofed, Moorish-style houses nestled seductively among madrone trees. The odor of eucalyptus was layered in the moist air. Flowers bloomed in a riot of crimsons, carnelian, pinks, fuchsia and sunburst gold. Jays and whippoorwills, swallows and bluebirds, squeaked, whistled and sang on branches which faded from ominous dark green to a brackish yellow. Movie stars, movie starlets, producers and directors who lived in the neighborhood were as voluptuous as their natural and unnatural environment.

The few black people who lived in Laurel Canyon, including Billy Eckstein, Billy Daniels and Herb Jeffries, were rich, famous and light-skinned enough to pass, at least for Portuguese. I, on the other hand, was a little-known night-club singer, who was said to have more determination than talent. I wanted desperately to live in the glamorous surroundings. I accepted as fictitious the tales of amateurs being discovered at lunch counters, yet I did believe it was important to be in the right place at the right time, and no place seemed so right to me in 1958 as Laurel Canyon.

When I answered a ‘For Rent’ ad, the landlord told me the house had been taken that very morning. I asked Atara and Joe Morheim, a sympathetic white couple, to try to rent the house for me. They succeeded in doing so.

On moving day, the Morheims, Frederick ‘Wilkie’ Wilkerson, my friend and voice coach, Guy, and I appeared on the steps of a modest, overpriced two-bedroom bungalow.

The landlord shook hands with Joe, welcomed him, then looked over Joe’s shoulder and recognized me. Shock and revulsion made him recoil. He snatched his hand away from Joe. ‘You bastard. I know what you’re doing. I ought to sue you.’

Joe, who always seemed casual to the point of being totally disinterested, surprised me with his emotional response. ‘You fascist, you’d better not mention suing anybody. This lady here should sue you. If she wants to, I’ll testify in court for her. Now, get the hell out of the way so we can move in.’

The landlord brushed past us, throwing his anger into the perfumed air. ‘I should have known. You dirty Jew. You bastard, you.’

We laughed nervously and carried my furniture into the house.

Weeks later I had painted the small house a sparkling white, enrolled Guy into the local school, received only a few threatening telephone calls, and bought myself a handsome dated automobile. The car, a sea-green, ten-year-old Chrysler, had a parquet dashboard, and splintery wooden doors. It could not compete with the new chrome of my neighbors’ Cadillacs and Buicks, but it had an elderly elegance, and driving in it with the top down, I felt more like an eccentric artist than a poor black woman who was living above her means, out of her element, and removed from her people.

One June morning, Wilkie walked into my house and asked, ‘Do you want to meet Billie Holiday?’

‘Of course. Who wouldn’t? Is she working in town?’

‘No, just passing through from Honolulu. I’m going down to her hotel. I’ll bring her back here if you think you can handle it.’

‘What’s to handle? She’s a woman. I’m a woman.’

Wilkie laughed, the chuckle rolling inside his chest and out of his mouth in billows of sound. ‘Pooh, you’re sassy. Billie may like you. In that case, it’ll be all right. She might not, and then that’s your ass.’

‘That could work the other way around. I might not like her either.’

Wilkie laughed again. ‘I said you’re sassy. Have you got some gin?’

There was one bottle, which had been gathering dust for months.

Wilkie stood, ‘Give me the keys. She’ll like riding in a convertible.’

I didn’t become nervous until he left. Then the reality of Lady Day coming to my house slammed into me and started my body to quaking. It was pretty well known that she used heavy drugs, and I hardly smoked grass anymore. How could I tell her she couldn’t shoot up or sniff up in my house? It was also rumored that she had lesbian affairs. If she propositioned me, how could I reject her without making her think I was rejecting her? Her temper was legendary in show business, and I didn’t want to arouse it. I vacuumed, emptied ashtrays and dusted, knowing that a clean house would in no way influence Billie Holiday.

I saw her through the screen door, and my nervousness turned quickly to shock. The bloated face held only a shadow of its familiar prettiness. When she walked into the house, her eyes were a flat black, and when Wilkie introduced us, her hand lay in mine like a child’s rubber toy.

‘How you do, Maya? You got a nice house.’ She hadn’t even looked around. It was the same slow, lean, whining voice which had frequently been my sole companion on lonely nights.

I brought gin and sat listening as Wilkie and Billie talked about the old days, the old friends, in Washington, D.C. The names they mentioned and the escapades over which they gloated meant nothing to me, but I was caught into the net of their conversation by the complexity of Billie’s language. Experience with street people, hustlers, gamblers and petty criminals had exposed me to cursing. Years in night-club dressing rooms, in cabarets and juke joints had taught me every combination of profanity, or so I thought. Billie Holiday’s language was a mixture of mockery and vulgarity that caught me without warning. Although she used the old common words, they were in new arrangements, and spoken in that casual tone which seemed to drag itself, rasping, across the ears. When she finally turned to include me in her conversation, I knew that nothing I could think of would hold her attention.

‘Wilkie tells me you’re a singer. You a jazz singer too? You any good?’

‘No, not really. I don’t have good pitch.’

‘Do you want to be a great singer? You want to compete with me?’

‘No. I don’t want to compete with anybody. I’m an entertainer, making a living.’

‘As an entertainer? You mean showing some tittie and shaking your bootie?’

‘I don’t have to do all that. I wouldn’t do that to keep a job. No matter what.’

‘You better say Joe, ’cause you sure don’t know.’

Wilkie came to my defense just as I was wondering how to get the woman and her hostility out of my house.

‘Billie, you ought to see her before you talk. She sings folk songs, calypso and blues. Now, you know me. If I say she’s good, I mean it. She’s good, and she’s nice enough to invite us to lunch, so get up off her. Or you can walk your ass right down this hill. And you know I’m not playing about that shit.’

She started laughing. ‘Wilkie, you haven’t changed a damn thing but last year’s drawers. I knew you’d put my ass out on the street sooner or later.’ She turned to me and gave me a fragile smile.

‘What we going to eat, baby?’ I hadn’t thought about food, but I had a raw chicken in the refrigerator. ‘I’m going to fry a chicken. Fried chicken, rice and an Arkansas gravy.’

‘Chicken and rice is always good. But fry that sucker. Fry him till he’s ready. I can’t stand no goddam rare chicken.’

‘Billie, I don’t claim to be a great singer, but I know how to mix groceries. I have never served raw chicken.’ I had to defend myself even if it meant she was going to curse me out.

‘O.K., baby. O.K. Just telling you, I can’t stand to see blood on the bone of a chicken. I take your word you know what you’re doing. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.’

I retreated to the kitchen. Wilkie’s and Billie’s laughter floated over the clangs of pots and the sputtering oil.

I couldn’t imagine how the afternoon was going to end. Maybe I’d be lucky; they would drink all the gin and Wilkie would take her to a bar on Sunset.

She sat at the table, gingerly. Each move of her body seemed to be considered before she attempted execution.

‘You set a pretty table and you ain’t got a husband?’

I told her I lived alone with my son. She turned with the first sharp action I had seen since she came into my house. ‘I can’t stand children. The little crumb-crushers eat you out of house and home and never say, “Dog, kiss my foot.”’

‘My son is not like that. He’s intelligent and polite.’

‘Yeah. Well, I can’t stand to be around any of the little bastards. This is good chicken.’

I looked at Wilkie, who nodded to me.

Wilkie said, ‘Billie, I’m going to take you to a joint on Western, where you can get anything you want.’

She didn’t allow the full mouth of chicken to prevent her from speaking. ‘Hell, nigger, if I wanted to go to a joint don’t you think I could have found one without you? I know every place in every town in this country that sells anything that crosses your mind. I wanted to come to a nice lady’s house. She’s a good cook, too. So I’m happy as a sissy in a CCC camp. Let me have that drumstick.’

While I put away the remaining chicken, she talked about Hawaii.

‘People love “the islands, the islands.” Hell, all that shit is a bunch of water and a bunch of sand. So the sun shines all the time. What the hell else is the sun supposed to do?’

‘But didn’t you find it beautiful? The soft air, the flowers, the palm trees and the people? The Hawaiians are so pretty.’

‘They just a bunch of niggers. Niggers running around with no clothes on. And that music shit they play. Uhn, uhn.’ She imitated the sound of a ukulele.

‘Naw. I’d rather be in New York. Everybody in New York City is a son of a bitch, but at least they don’t pretend they’re something else.’

Back in the living room, Wilkie looked at me, then at his watch. ‘I have a student coming in a half-hour. Come on, Billie, I’ll take you back to your hotel. Thanks, Maya. We have to go.’

Billie looked up from her drink and said, ‘Speak for yourself. All I got to do is stay black and die.’

‘Well, I brought you here, so I’ll take you back. Anyway, Maya’s probably got something to do.’

They both stared at me. I thought for a moment and decided not to lie.

‘No. I’m free. I’ll take her back to the hotel when she wants to go.’

Wilkie shook his head. ‘O.K., Pooh.’ His face was saying, ‘I hope you know what you’re doing. Of course I didn’t, but I was more curious than afraid.

Billie tossed her head. ‘So I’ll see you when I see you, Wilkie. Hope it won’t be another twenty years.’

Wilkie bent and kissed her, gave me a very strange look and walked down to his car.

We spent the first few moments in silence. Billie was examining me, and I was wondering what subject I could introduce that would interest her.

Finally, she asked, ‘You a square, ain’t you?’

I knew what she meant. ‘Yes.’

‘Then how come you invited me to your house?’

Wilkie really invited her, but I had welcomed his invitation.

‘Because you are a great artist and I respect you.’

‘Bullshit. You just wanted to see what I looked like, up close.’ She interrupted my denial. ‘That’s all right. That don’t hurt my feelings. You see me now, though, you ain’t seeing nothing. I used to be a bitch on wheels. Lot of folks thought I was pretty. Anyway, that’s what they said. ’Course, you know how folks talk. They’ll tell you anything to get what they want. ’Course, there are them that’ll just strong-arm you and take it. I know a lot of them, too.’ Suddenly she withdrew into her thoughts and I sat quiet, not wanting to break into her reverie.

She raised her head and turned half away from me, toward the window. When she spoke it was in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Men. Men can really do it to you. Women would too, if they had the nerve. They are just as greedy; they’re just scared to let on.’

I had heard stories of Billie being beaten by men, cheated by drug pushers and hounded by narcotics agents, still I thought she was the most paranoid person I had ever met.

‘Don’t you have any friends? People you can trust?’

She jerked her body toward me. ‘Of course I have friends. Good friends. A person who don’t have friends might as well be dead.’ She had relaxed, but my question put her abruptly on the defense again. I was wondering how to put her at ease. I heard Guy’s footsteps on the stairs.

‘My son is coming home.’

‘Oh. Shit. How old you say he is?’

‘He’s twelve and a very nice person.’

Guy bounded into the room, radiating energy.

‘Hey, Momhowareya? Whatwereyoudoing? What’sfordinner? CanIgoovertoTony’s? CanIgoovertoTony’saftermyhomework?’

‘Guy, I have a guest. This is Miss Billie Holiday.’ He turned and saw Billie, but was accelerating too fast to read the distaste on her face.

‘Billie Holiday? Oh. Yes. I know about you. Good afternoon, Miss Holiday.’ He walked over and stuck out his hand. ‘I’m happy to know you. I read about you in a magazine. They said the police had been giving you a hard time. And that you’ve had a very hard life. Is that true? What did they do to you? Is there anything you can do back? I mean, sue them or anything?’

Billie was too stunned at the barrage of words to speak.

Guy reached down and took her hand and shook it. The words never stopped tumbling out of his mouth.

‘Maybe they expect too much from you. I know something about that. When I come from school the first thing I have to do, after I change school clothes, of course, is go out and water the lawn. Have you not noticed we live on the side of a mountain, and when I water, if there is any wind, the water gets blown back in your face. But if I come in wet, my mother thinks I was playing with the hose. I can’t control the wind, you know. Will you come out and talk to me, when I’ve changed? I’d really like to know everything about you.’ He dropped her hand and ran out of the room, shouting, ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’

Billie’s face was a map of astonishment. After a moment, she looked at me. ‘Damn. He’s something, ain’t he? Smart. What’s he want to be?’

‘Sometimes a doctor, and sometimes a fireman. It depends on the day you ask him.’

‘Good. Don’t let him go into show business. Black men in show business is bad news. When they can’t get as far as they deserve, they start taking it out on their women. What you say his name is?

‘Guy, Guy Johnson.’

‘Your name is Angelou. His name is Johnson? You don’t look old enough to have married twice.’

Guy was born to me when I was an unmarried teenager, so I had given him my father’s name. I didn’t want Billie to know that much about our history.

I said, ‘Well, that’s life, isn’t it?’

She nodded and mumbled, ‘Yeah, life’s a bitch, a bitch on wheels.’

Guy burst into the room again, wearing old jeans and a torn T-shirt. ‘Ready, Miss Holiday? You want to do anything? Come on. I won’t let you get wet.’

Billie rose slowly, with obvious effort.

I decided it was time for me to step in. ‘Guy, Miss Holiday is here to talk to me. Go out and do your chores and later you can talk with her.’

Billie was erect. ‘Naw, I’m going out with him. But how the hell can you let him wear raggedy clothes like that? You living in a white district. Everybody be having their eyes on him. Guy, tomorrow, if you mamma will take me, I’m going to the store and buy you some nice things. You don’t have to look like you going to pick cotton just ’cause you doing a little work. Come on, let’s go.’

Guy held the door for her as she picked her way across the room and to the steps. A minute later, I watched from the window as my son directed the hose toward the rose garden and Billie maintained her balance, although the heels of her baby-doll pumps were sinking into the soft earth.

She stayed for dinner, saying that I could drop her off on my way to work. She talked to Guy while I cooked. Surprisingly, he sat quiet, listening as she spoke of Southern towns, police, agents, good musicians and mean men she had known. She carefully avoided profanity and each time she slipped, she’d excuse herself to Guy, saying, ‘It’s just another bad habit I got.’ After dinner, when the baby-sitter arrived, Billie told Guy that she was going to sing him a good-night song.

They went to his room, and I followed. Guy sat on the side of his bed and Billie began, a cappella, ‘You’re My Thrill,’ an old song heavy with sensuous meaning. She sang as if she was starved for sex and only the boy, looking at her out of bored young eyes, could give her satisfaction.

I watched and listened from the door, recording every sound, firmly setting in my mind the rusty voice, the angle of her body, and Guy’s look of tolerance (he’d rather be reading or playing a word game).

When I dropped her off at the Sunset Colonial Hotel, she told me to pick her up the next morning, early. I was amazed to hear her say that she was having trouble sleeping, so she might as well bring her Chihuahua along and spend the time with me.

For the next four days, Billie came to my house in the early mornings, talked all day long and sang a bedtime song to Guy, and stayed until I went to work. She said I was restful to be around because I was so goddam square. Although she continued to curse in Guy’s absence, when he walked into the house her language not only changed, she made considerable effort to form her words with distinction.

On the night before she was leaving for New York, she told Guy she was going to sing ‘Strange Fruit’ as her last song. We sat at the dining room table while Guy stood in the doorway.

Billie talked and sang in a hoarse, dry tone the well-known protest song. Her rasping voice and phrasing literally enchanted me. I saw the black bodies hanging from Southern trees. I saw the lynch victims’ blood glide from the leaves down the trunks and onto the roots.

Guy interrupted, ‘How can there be blood at the root?’ I made a hard face and warned him, ‘Shut up, Guy, just listen.’ Billie had continued under the interruption, her voice vibrating over harsh edges.

She painted a picture of a lovely land, pastoral and bucolic, then added eyes bulged and mouths twisted, onto the Southern landscape.

Guy broke into her song. ‘What’s a pastoral scene, Miss Holiday?’ Billie looked up slowly and studied Guy for a second. Her face became cruel, and when she spoke her voice was scornful. ‘It means when the crackers are killing the niggers. It means when they take a little nigger like you and snatch off his nuts and shove them down his goddam throat. That’s what it means.’

The thrust of rage repelled Guy and stunned me.

Billie continued, ‘That’s what they do. That’s a goddam pastoral scene.’

Guy gave us both a frozen look and said, ‘Excuse me, I’m going to bed.’ He turned and walked away.

I lied and said it was time for me to go to work. Billie didn’t hear either statement.

I went to Guy’s room and apologized to him for Billie’s behavior. He smiled sarcastically as if I had been the one who had shouted at him, and he offered a cool cheek for my good night kiss.

In the car I tried to explain to Billie why she had been wrong but she refused to understand. She said, ‘I didn’t lie, did I? Did I lie on the crackers? What’s wrong with telling the truth?’

She decided that she didn’t want to be taken to the hotel. She wanted to accompany me to the night club and catch my act. Efforts to dissuade her were unsuccessful.

I took her into the club and found her a front-row seat and went to my dressing room.

Jimmy Truitt of the Lester Horton Dance Troupe was in costume for their first number.

‘Hey’ – Jimmy was grinning like a child – ’Billie Holiday is out front. And you can’t believe what’s happening.’

The other dancers gathered around.

‘The great Billie Holiday is sitting in the front row, and a little dog is drinking out of her glass.’ I had gotten so used to Pepe I had forgotten that Billie hardly made a move without him.

The dancers took over the stage, sliding, burning brightly in a Latin routine. When they finished, I was introduced.

After my first song, I spoke directly to the audience.

‘Ladies and gentlemen. It is against the policy of the club to mention any celebrity who might be in the audience, for fear that an unseen person might be missed. But tonight I am violating that custom. I think every one will be excited to know that Miss Billie Holiday is present.’

The crowd responded to my announcement with an approving roar. People stood cheering, looking around the room for Billie. She looked straight at me, then, picking up Pepe, stood up, turned to the audience and bowed her head two or three times as if she was agreeing with them. She sat down without smiling.

My next song was an old blues, which I began singing with only a bass accompaniment. The music was a dirge and the lyrics tragic. I had my eyes closed when suddenly, like a large glass shattering, Billie’s voice penetrated the song.

‘Stop that bitch. Stop her, goddamit. Stop that bitch. She sounds just like my goddam mamma.’

I stopped and opened my eyes and saw Billie pick up Pepe and head through the crowd toward the women’s toilet. I thanked the audience, asked the orchestra leader to continue playing, and headed for the women’s lavatory. Twice in one night the woman had upset me. Well, she wasn’t going to get away with it. She was going to learn that a ‘goddam square’ could defend herself.

I had my hand on the knob when the door burst open and a very pale middle-aged white woman tore past me.

I entered and found Billie examining herself in the mirror. I began, ‘Billie, let me tell you something . . .’

She was still looking at her reflection but she said, ‘Aw, that’s all right about the song. You can’t help how you sound. Most colored women sound alike. Less they trying to sound white.’ She started laughing. ‘Did you see that old bitch hit it out of here?’

‘I bumped into a woman just now.’

‘That was her. She was sitting on the toilet and when I opened the door, she screamed at me, “Shut that door.” I screamed right back, “Bitch, if you wanted it shut, you should have locked the goddam thing.” Then she comes out of there and asked me, “Ain’t you Billie Holiday?” I told her, “Bitch, I didn’t ask you your name.” You should have seen her fly.’ She laughed again, grinning into the mirror.

I said, ‘Billie, you know that woman might have been an old-time fan of yours.’

She turned, holding on to Pepe and her purse and her jacket. ‘You know when you introduced me, you know how all those crackers stood up? You know why they were standing up?’

I said they were honoring her.

She said, ‘Shit. You don’t know a damn thing. They were all standing up, looking around. They wanted to see a nigger who had been in jail for dope. I’m going to tell you one more thing. You want to be famous, don’t you?’

I admitted I did.

‘You’re going to be famous. But it won’t be for singing. Now, wait, you already know you can’t sing all that good. But you’re going to be real famous. Well, you better start asking yourself right now, “When I get famous, who can I trust?” All crackers is bad and niggers ain’t much better. Just take care of your son. Keep him with you and keep on telling him he’s the smartest thing God made. Maybe he’ll grow up without hating you. Remember Billie Holiday told you, “You can’t get too high for somebody to bring you down.”’

Outside, I found a taxi for her. A few months later, she died in a New York hospital. All the jazz and rhythm-and-blues stations had oily-voiced commentators extolling the virtues of the great artist whose like would not be seen or heard again. Jazz buffs with glorious vocabularies wrote long and often boring tributes to the pulchritudinous Lady Day, her phrasing and incredibly intricate harmonics. I would remember forever the advice of a lonely sick woman, with a waterfront mouth, who sang pretty songs to a twelve-year-old boy.

For weeks after Billie’s visit, Guy treated me coolly. Neither of us mentioned the shouting scene, but he acted as if I had betrayed him. I had allowed a stranger to shout and curse at him and had not come to his defense. School semester was drawing to a close, and when I asked him whether he wanted to go to summer school or camp, or just stay home and hike the canyons, he answered, from the distance of indifference, that he had not made up his mind.

It was obvious that our home life was not going to return to normal until he aired his grievance.

‘Guy, what did you think of Billie Holiday?’

‘She was O.K., I guess.’

‘That’s all you thought?’

‘Well, she sure cursed a lot. If she curses that way all the time, it’s no wonder people don’t like her.’

‘So you didn’t like her?’

‘Anybody who curses all the time is stupid.’

I had heard him use a few unacceptable words when talking in the backyard with his friend Tony. ‘Guy, don’t you use some bad words yourself?’

‘But I’m a boy, and boys say certain things. When we go hiking or in the gym. We say things you’re not supposed to say in front of girls, but that’s different.’

I didn’t think that this was a time to explain the unfairness of a double standard. He walked to his room, and standing in the doorway without turning back to face me, he said, ‘Oh yeah. And when I grow up, I’m not going to let anybody – no matter how famous she is – I’m not going to let anybody curse at my children.’

He slammed the door.

The Billie Holiday incident had hurt him more deeply than I had imagined. I planned a recovery scheme which would return my son to normal. First I apologized to him, then for the next few days I talked softly, prepared his favorite foods, took him out to the movies and played cutthroat Scrabble with him until I had to leave for work. He was recuperating well when I received a telephone call from his school.

‘Miss Angelou, I am a counselor at Marvelland School and we don’t think Guy should ride the school bus next semester.’

‘You don’t think . . . What “we” and why not?’

‘The principal, a few teachers and I. We’ve discussed his actions . . . and we agree—’

‘What action? What did he do?’

‘Well, he used profanity on the school bus.’

‘I’ll be right there.’

‘Oh, there’s no need—’

I hung up the telephone.

When I walked into the principal’s office and saw the welcoming committee, I felt twenty feet tall and as black as midnight. Two white women and a tiny balding white man rose from their seats as I entered.

I said good morning and introduced myself.

‘Really, Miss Angelou, the situation did not warrant your making a trip to the school.’

The puny-looking man extended his hand. ‘I’m Mr. Baker, Guy’s counselor, and I know he is not a bad boy. Not really.’

I looked at the woman who had not spoken. It would be better to let them all have their say.

One woman said, ‘I teach English, and one of my students reported the incident to me this morning.’

‘I’d like to know what happened.’

The English teacher spoke with deliberation, as if she were testing the taste of the words.

‘As I understand it, a conversation had been going on, on a particular topic. When the bus stopped at your corner, Guy boarded it and joined the conversation. He then gave explicit details on that particular subject. When the bus arrived at school, a couple of the girls were crying and they came to me and reported Guy’s behavior.’

‘And what did Guy say? What was his excuse?’

The second woman broke her silence. ‘We have not spoken to Guy. We thought there was no reason to embarrass him.’

‘You mean to say you have simply assumed that to be accused is to be guilty. And so you are ready to deny him the right of using the school bus, which is paid for with my taxes, without hearing his side? I want to see Guy. And I want to see him now. I don’t know why I thought white teachers would be fair to a Negro child. I want to hear what Guy has to say. And now.’

The moment of confrontation brought about an unexpected metamorphosis. The three teachers who had seemed individually small and weak, shifted and swam together coalescing into one unit, three bodies with one brain. Their faces hardened, their eyes hardened.

‘We do not interrupt students during class, for anyone. And we do not make a student a special case, just because he happens to be Negro. And we do not allow Negro boys to use foul language in front of our girls.’

The two women stood silent and approving.

Mr. Baker spoke for them, as well as for white people everywhere.

The impossibility of the situation filled my mouth with bitter saliva. How could I explain a young black boy to a grown man who had been born white? How could the two women understand a black mother who had nothing to give her son except a contrived arrogance? If I had an eternity and the poetry of old spirituals, I could not make them live with me the painful moments when I tried to prove to Guy that his color was not a cruel joke, but a healthful design. If they knew that I described God to my son as looking very much like John Henry, wouldn’t they think me blasphemous? If he was headstrong, I had made him so. If, in his adolescent opinion, he was the best representative of the human race, it was my doing and I had no apology to make. The radio and posters, newspapers and teachers, bus drivers and salespersons told him every day in thousands of ways that he had come from nothing and was going nowhere.

‘Mr. Baker, I understand you. Now, I’d like to see Guy.’ I kept my voice low and under control.

‘If we take him out of class, you’ll have to take him home. We do not interrupt classes. That is our policy.’

‘Yes. I’ll take him home.’

‘He’ll be marked absent for the day. But I guess that doesn’t matter.’

‘Mr. Baker, I’ll take my son home.’ I had to see Guy, to hear him speak. Nothing would be gained by further conversation. He would have to return to the school, but for the moment, I wanted to know that he was not broken or even bruised.

‘I’ll wait for him outside. Thank you.’

Guy jumped into the car, his face active with concern. ‘What’s the matter, Mom?’

I told him about the meeting with the teachers.

He relaxed. ‘Aw, gee, Mom, and you came to school for that? It was nothing. Some of those kids are so stupid. They were talking about where babies come from. They said some of the funniest things and they should know better. So I told them about the penis, and the vagina and the womb. You know, all that stuff in my book on the beginnings of life? Well, some of the crazy girls started crying when I said their fathers had done it to their mothers.’ He began to laugh, enjoying the memory of the girls’ tears. ‘That’s all I said. I was right, wasn’t I?’

‘Sometimes it’s wiser to be right in silence, you know?’

He looked at me with the suspicion of youth. ‘But you always say, “Speak up. Tell the truth, no matter what the situation.” I just told the truth.’

‘Yes, honey. You just told the truth.’

Two days later, Guy brought home a message which infuriated me. My son was reasonably bright, but he had never been more than a competent student. The letter he brought home, however, stated that due to his wonderful grades, he had been advanced and would be attending another school at the end of the term.

The obvious lie insulted both my son and me, but I thought it wise to remove Guy from the school as soon as possible. I didn’t want an already prejudiced faculty and administration to use him as their whipping boy.

I began searching for another school and another house. We needed an area where black skin was not regarded as one of nature’s more unsightly mistakes.

The Westlake district was ideal. Mexican, black American, Asian and white families lived side by side in old rambling houses. Neighbors spoke to each other as they mowed their lawns or shopped in the long-established local grocery stores.

I rented the second floor of a two-story Victorian, and when Guy saw the black children playing on our new street, he was giddy with excitement. His reaction made me see how much he had missed the close contact with black people.

‘Boy!’ He jumped and wriggled. ‘Boy! Now, I’m going to make some friends!’
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For the next year and a half, save for my short out-of-town singing engagements, we lived in the area. Guy became a part of a group of teenagers whose antics were rambunctious enough to satisfy their need to rebel, yet were acceptable to the tolerant neighborhood.

I began to write. At first I limited myself to short sketches, then to song lyrics, then I dared short stories. When I met John Killens he had just come to Hollywood to write the screenplay for his novel Youngblood, and he agreed to read some of what he called my ‘work in progress.’ I had written and recorded six songs for Liberty Records, but I didn’t seriously think of writing until John gave me his critique. After that I thought of little else. John was the first published black author I had really talked with. (I’d met James Baldwin in Paris in the early fifties, but I didn’t really know him.) John said, ‘Most of your work needs polishing. In fact, most of everybody’s work could stand rewriting. But you have undeniable talent.’ He added, ‘You ought to come to New York. You need to be in the Harlem Writers Guild.’ The invitation was oblique but definitely alluring.

I had met the singer Abbey Lincoln. We met years earlier and we became friends during the time I stayed in the Westlake district. But she had moved to New York City. Whenever I spoke to her on the telephone, after she stopped praising Max Roach, her love and romantic ideal, she lauded New York City. It was the hub, the absolute middle of the world. The only place for an intelligent person to be, and to grow.

Just possibly if I went to New York, I thought, I could find my own niche, settle down in it and become a success.

There was another reason for wanting to leave Los Angeles. Guy, once so amusing, was growing into a tall aloof stranger. Our warm evenings of Scrabble and charades were, for him, a part of the long ago. He said the childhood games simply did not hold his attention. When he obeyed my house rules, he did so with the attitude that he was just too bored to contest them.

I didn’t understand, at the time, that adolescence had invaded him and deposited its usual hefty burden of insecurity and apprehension. My wispy sometimes-lover, who lived nearby, was too tediously pious to help me comprehend what was happening to my son. Indeed, his reverence for Eastern religions, a vegetarian diet and sexual abstinence rendered him almost, but not quite, incapable of everything except deep conversations on the meaning of life.

I called my mother and she answered after the first ring.

‘Hello?’

‘Lady?’

‘Oh hello, baby.’ She spoke as crisply as a white woman.

I said, ‘I’d like to see you. I’m going to move to New York and I don’t know when I’ll come back to California. Maybe we could meet somewhere and spend a couple of days together. I could drive north, part of the way—’

She didn’t pause. ‘Of course, we can meet, of course, I want to see you, baby.’ Six feet tall, with a fourteen-year-old son, and I was still called baby. ‘How about Fresno? That’s halfway. We could stay at that hotel. I know you read about it.’

‘Yes. But not if there’s going to be trouble. I just want to be with you.’

‘Trouble? Trouble?’ The familiar knife edge had slipped into her voice. ‘But, baby, you know that’s my middle name. Anyway, the law says that hotel has to accept Negro guests. I’ll swear before God and five other responsible men that my daughter and I are Negroes. After that, if they refuse us, well . . .’ – she laughed hopefully and high-pitched – ‘well, we’ll have a board to fit their butts.’

That part of the conversation was finished. Vivian Baxter sensed the possibility of confrontation and there would be no chance of talking her out of it. I realized too late that I should simply have taken the Southern Pacific train from Los Angeles to San Francisco and spent the two days in her Fulton Street house, then returned to pack for my continental move.

Her voice softened again as she relayed family gossip and set a date for our meeting in the middle of the state.

In 1959, Fresno was a middling town with palm trees and a decidedly Southern accent. Most of its white inhabitants seemed to be descendants of Steinbeck’s Joads, and its black citizens were farm hands who had simply exchanged the dirt roads of Arkansas and Mississippi for the dusty streets of central California.

I parked my old Chrysler on a side street, and taking my overnight case, walked around the corner to the Desert Hotel. My mother had suggested that we meet at three, which meant that she planned to arrive at two.

The hotel lobby had been decorated with welcome banners for a visiting sales convention. Large florid men mingled and laughed with portly women under low-hanging chandeliers.

My entrance stopped all action. Every head turned to see, every eye blazed, first with doubt, then fury. I wanted to run back to my car, race to Los Angeles, back to the postered walls of my house. I straightened my back and forced my face into indifference and walked to the registration desk. The clock above said two forty-five. ‘Good afternoon. Where is the bar?’ A round-faced young man dropped his eyes and pointed behind me.

‘Thank you.’

The crowd made an aisle and I walked through the silence, knowing that before I reached the lounge door, a knife could be slipped in my back or a rope lassoed around my neck.

My mother sat at the bar wearing her Dobbs hat and tan suede suit. I set my case down inside the door and joined her.

‘Hi, baby,’ her smile was a crescent of white. ‘You’re a little early.’ She knew I would be. ‘Jim?’ And I knew she’d already have the bartender’s name and his attention. The man grinned for her.

‘Jim, this is my baby. She’s pretty, isn’t she?’

Jim nodded, never taking his eyes away from Mother. She leaned over and kissed me on the lips.

‘Give her a Scotch and water and another little taste for yourself.’

She caught him as he started to hesitate. ‘Don’t refuse, Jim. No man can walk on one leg.’ She smiled, and he turned to prepare the drinks.

‘Baby, you’re looking good. How was the drive? Still got that old Chrysler? Did you see those people in the lobby? They’re so ugly they make you stop and think. How’s Guy? Why are you going to New York? Is he happy about the move?’

Jim set my drink down and lifted his in a toast.

Mother picked up her drink. ‘Here’s looking at you, Jim.’ And to me. ‘Here’s a go, baby.’ She smiled and I saw again that she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

‘Thanks, Mother.’

She took my hands, put them together and rubbed them.

‘You are cold. Hot as it is, your hands are freezing. Are you all right?’

Nothing frightened my mother except thunder and lightning. I couldn’t tell her that at thirty-one years old, the whites in the lobby had scared me silly.

‘Just fine, Mother. I guess it’s the air conditioning.’

She accepted the lie.

‘Well, let’s drink up and go to our room. I’ve got some talk for you.’

She picked up the bills from the bar, counted them and pulled out two singles.

‘What time do you come on, Jim?’

The bartender turned and grinned. ‘I open up. At eleven every morning.’

‘Then, I’ll break your luck for you. Scotch and water, remember. At eleven. This is for you.’

‘Oh, you don’t have to do that.’

Mother was off the stool. ‘I know. That’s why it’s easy. See you in the morning.’

I picked up my suitcase, followed her out of the dark bar into the noisy lobby. Again, the buzz of conversation diminished, but Mother never noticed. She switched through the crowd, up to the desk.

‘Mrs. Vivian Baxter Jackson and daughter. You have our reservation.’ My mother had married a few times, but she loved her maiden name. Married or not, she often identified herself as Vivian Baxter.

It was a statement. ‘And please call the bellboy. My bag is in my car. Here are the keys. Set your bag down here, baby.’ Back to the registration clerk. ‘And tell him to bring my daughter’s case to our room.’ The clerk slowly pushed a form across the counter. Mother opened her purse, took out her gold Sheaffer and signed us in.

‘The key, please.’ Again using slow motion, the clerk slid the key to Mother.

‘Two ten. Second floor. Thank you. Come on, baby.’ The hotel’s color bar had been lifted only a month earlier, yet she acted as if she had been a guest there for years. There was a winding staircase to the right of the desk and a small group of open-mouthed conventioneers standing by the elevator.

I said, ‘Let’s take the stairs, Mother.’

She said, ‘We’re taking the elevator,’ and pushed the ‘up’ button. The waiting people looked at us as if our very presence had stripped everything of value from their lives.

When we got out of the elevator, mother took a moment, then turned and walked left to 210. She unlocked the door and when we entered, she threw her purse on the bed and walked to the window.

‘Sit down, baby. I’m going to tell you something you must never forget.’

I sat on the first chair as she opened the drapes. The sunlight framed her figure, and her face was indistinct.

‘Animals can sense fear. They feel it. Well, you know that human beings are animals, too. Never, never let a person know you’re frightened. And a group of them . . . absolutely never. Fear brings out the worst thing in everybody. Now, in that lobby you were as scared as a rabbit. I knew it and all those white folks knew it. If I hadn’t been there, they might have turned into a mob. But something about me told them, if they mess with either of us, they’d better start looking for some new asses, ’cause I’d blow away what their mammas gave them.’

She laughed like a young girl. ‘Look in my purse.’ I opened her purse.

‘The Desert Hotel better be ready for integration, ’cause if it’s not, I’m ready for the Desert Hotel.’

Under her wallet, half hidden by her cosmetic case, lay a dark-blue German Luger.

‘Room service? This is two ten. I’d like a pitcher of ice, two glasses, and a bottle of Teachers Scotch. Thank you.’

The bellboy had brought our bags, and we had showered and changed.

‘We’ll have a cocktail and go down for dinner. But now, let’s talk. Why New York? You were there in ’52 and had to be sent home. What makes you think it has changed?’

‘I met a writer, John Killens. I told him I wanted to write and he invited me to New York.’

‘He’s colored, isn’t he?’ Since my first marriage to a Greek had dissolved, Mother had been hoping for a black son-in-law.

‘He’s married, Mother. It’s not like that.’

‘That’s terrible. First ninety-nine married men out of a hundred never divorce their wives for their girl friends, and the one that does will probably divorce the new wife for a newer girl friend.’

‘But really, it’s not that way. I’ve met his wife and children. I’ll go to New York, stay with them for a couple of weeks, get an apartment and send for Guy.’

‘And where will he stay for two weeks? Not alone in that big house. He’s only fourteen.’

She would explode if I told her I planned for him to stay with the man I was leaving. Vivian Baxter had survived by being healthily suspicious. She would never trust a rejected lover to treat her grandson fairly.

‘I’ve made arrangements with a friend. And after all, it’s only two weeks.’

We both knew that she had left me and my brother for ten years to be raised by our paternal grandmother. We looked at each other and she spoke first.

‘You’re right. It is only two weeks. Well, let me tell you about me. I’m going to sea.’

‘To see. See what?’

‘I’m going to become a merchant marine.’

I had never heard of a female merchant seaman.

‘A member of the Marine Cooks and Stewards Union.’

‘Why?’ Disbelief raised my voice. ‘Why?’ She was a surgical nurse, a realtor, had a barber’s license and owned a hotel. Why did she want to go to sea and live the rough unglamorous life of a seaman?

‘Because they told me Negro women couldn’t get in the union. You know what I told them?’

I shook my head, although I nearly knew.

‘I told them, “You want to bet?” I’ll put my foot in that door up to my hip until women of every color can walk over my foot, get in that union, get aboard a ship and go to sea.’ There was a knock at the door. ‘Come in.’

A uniformed black man opened the door and halted in surprise at seeing us.

‘Good evening. Just put the tray over there. Thank you.’

The bellboy deposited the tray and turned.

‘Good evening, you all surprised me. Sure did. Didn’t expect to see you. Sure didn’t.’

Mother walked toward him holding money in her hand.

‘Who did you expect? Queen Victoria?’

‘No. No, ma’am. I mean . . . Our people . . .in here . . .It’s kinda new seeing us . . . and everything.’

‘This is for you.’ She gave him the tip. ‘We are just ordinary guests in the hotel. Thank you and good night.’ She opened the door and waited. When he walked out mumbling good night, she closed the door with finality.

‘Mom, you were almost rude.’

‘Well, baby, I figure like this. He’s colored and I’m colored, but we are not cousins. Let’s have a drink.’ She smiled.

During the next two days, Mother showed me off to some old card-playing friends she had known twenty years earlier.

‘This is my baby. She’s been to Egypt, all around Milan, Italy, and Spain and Yugoslavia. She’s a singer and dancer, you know.’ When her friends were satisfactorily impressed with my accomplishments, Mother made certain of their wonder by adding, ‘Of course, I’ll be shipping out myself in a few days.’
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