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When I was writing this book, I asked a few friends, family, and former students to share memories if they were inclined, from when we first met or of experiences that stood out for them. This note came from Felicia, who was among the handful of black students I had at an all-girls private school outside of Boston, where I taught ninth grade English and eleventh grade history for the 1995–1996 academic year, when I was twenty-five and she was sixteen.




There are gaps in my memory from my childhood. I can’t tell you if this was my sophomore year or my junior year, but my memory of the first time meeting you is this: You asked us to write a memory from our summer. That summer was my first time being in jail. My paragraph or two recounted how I had run from the Boston Police after being tracked down for running away from home. I’m sure my classmates wrote of travels abroad or time with family and friends.


But mine was different. Home at that time was unbearable. I was unbearable. But you asked. And no one had ever cared to ask. And you looked like me. So I told you about how I had almost out run them, and then how my wrists were too small for the handcuffs after they caught me. I went to court and then to the foster home. But very neatly by the time school started, I was back home and in my private school and in your class. You were my first black teacher ever and you were the light.





This is what black folks are to one another—we are the light that affirms and illuminates ourselves to ourselves. A light that shines in its reflection of unbound blackness, brighter and beyond the white gaze. The path to fully understanding this, and my ultimate arrival at the complicated depths of my own blackness, was a decades-long, self-initiated rite of passage, wherein I both sought out and pushed away my reflection, listened to the wrong people, and harbored an overwhelming sense of convoluted grief—a grief that guided me here, to myself.
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“I’m gonna put chocolate chips in mine,” I chirped, scrambling to gather up a handful of small dark pebbles to mix into my mud pie. The mucky mound was fast losing its shape inside the long, narrow tire grooves of our dirt driveway, still wet from rain the day before. The sky was a faint azure blue, and the sweet, powdery fragrance of milkweed wafted in the distance. “And some sprinkles,” I said, adding a few strands of freshly tugged grass from the lawn nearby, cool in my hand on a warm summer morning.


Leah, my best friend, barely looked up, so intently absorbed in the creation of her own mud pie, rounding it with her fingers to perfection. Even at four years old, she was detail-oriented and meticulous, a budding artist who took her work very seriously, while I at four had more of a collagist approach to things: the more elements and textures and ingredients, the better. When Leah was finished with her pie, she found a thin twig to outline a pattern on the top—not as simple as a plain lattice like the apple piecrusts Mom made, but tiny squares and triangles and circles interconnected, similar to a design in the pages of one of the thick art books lying around our house, and hers, too.


Leah’s mom, Hannah, was a good friend of Mom and Dad. She had come over with Leah in the morning and visited with Mom for a little while as we played before doing some tai chi in the front yard. After a couple of hours, it was time to go. Leah and I hugged our goodbyes, her soft white wisp of a body fixed inside my bare brown arms, as the sun started to stretch high into the afternoon above the trees and beyond our wide-eyed, handmade world. “Bye!” we simultaneously trilled into each other’s ears. “OK, girls,” Hannah said, smiling at the closeness we’d nurtured from when we were babies lying on a blanket together, reaching for each other’s fingertips. “We’ll get together again soon, OK? Bye, Laurette!” Mom waved goodbye to Hannah and Leah from where she stood, leaning against the worn wooden doorjamb of our country farmhouse.


Warner, the New Hampshire town where we lived, had a population of approximately 1400 when we moved there in 1969, and I became its sole black resident. We rented our farmhouse from longtime Warner residents who owned a lot of land and property in town. The house sat on the top of a dirt road called Pumpkin Hill, which was lined up and down by a dilapidated stone wall of various-sized rocks and stones, leading into different parts of town on either side. There was a shed connected off the right of our house, and a giant freestanding barn to the left, separated from the house by the wide driveway where Leah and I had played that morning. An apple tree with rugged, splayed branches good for climbing stood planted squarely in the front yard. Not another house in sight, nor a neighbor within earshot.


After Leah went home, my sister, Riana, who at seven years old had already developed such a keen love for horses that it was almost all consuming, decided it was time to play her very favorite game, the “horse game.” We made our horses out of chairs and used curtain sashes for reins. The solitary quiet of our house wrapped itself around our make-believe landscape so thoroughly that the damp dirt-and-honey scent of our horses filled the room. We heard the gallop of their hooves, and felt the pace of their gait, posting to the trot, up and down in the smooth, hard dip of our saddles.


Born with two freckles above each nostril of her nose, Riana wore her shoulder-length hair tucked behind her ears as she led us along a winding outdoor trail. Our horses bucked and neighed as we gave their pretend bellies soft little heel kicks. Her posture was straight, almost rigid, as she sat high and proud in her saddle.


“Time to set up camp!” Riana said, her joy palpable as she pushed the walls beyond her old sisterless imagination into a reality with room for me inside.


We pulled the reins to a halt, hopped down and roped the horses to a tree, fed them hay, gave them water, and brushed out their manes.


“Let’s build a fire here,” she said, pointing to a small patch of rug near a standing jade plant tall enough to pose as a short tree, and then began to gather kindling from nearby.


I shadowed her movements and tried to match her focus.


Riana pretended to struggle to open a can of soup because we’d forgotten the can opener, so she had to use her Swiss Army knife instead, and finally managed to cut through the top of the can without hurting herself. She emptied the contents into the pot while I held it over the fire so we could get our dinner started. We ate our canned soup out of mugs, and then rolled out our imaginary sleeping bags. Riana pet the horses one last time before bed. “Good night, horses,” she said, her hand so slight and careful, her voice an aria of innocence.





Our brother, Sean, older than Riana by just two years, had been playing outside all morning with his friend Charlie, building and crafting and exploring and climbing. Charlie was kind and funny, skinny and curious, with buck teeth and brown hair. He rode over on his bike from town, where he lived with his reputable, middle-class family in a decorous house on Main Street. He loved to climb the apple tree in our front yard and sit among the limbs looking out at the world around him, but came down to join Sean in working on his latest invention, a go-cart with coffee-can headlights and a dish-towel cover nailed to four pieces of balsa wood somehow affixed with duct tape to an old Radio Flyer wagon.


“You’re welcome to stay for dinner,” Mom said as Charlie hopped back onto his red ten-speed bike to head home not too long after he’d arrived.


“That’s OK, I’ll be back!” he said, with a wide grin, still high from his time in the apple tree. “The Carrolls’…,” he sang over his shoulder as his bike wheels turned over the dirt and pointed him down the hill toward town, “Where Kids are King!”


At three or four o’clock in the afternoon, we all broke from play to gather at the dining room table, covered with a turquoise-blue-and-white gingham tablecloth, set with four delicate matching teacups and saucers. Riana, Sean, and I waited for Mom to come in from the kitchen with a white ceramic teapot filled with piping-hot mint tea, and a plate of freshly baked hermit cookies, our favorite, with their buttery, chewy molasses-and-clove-sweetened goodness. The smell of them filled the room, and it felt like we were floating in an airy confection. I reached for a second hermit and then a third, my little brown fingers sticky from plucking out the soft, warm raisins and popping them into my mouth. Riana had just one, which she ate slowly and relished, and Sean had four, one right after the other.


“Tell me about your day,” Mom said, sipping her tea, her long black hair pulled into a low ponytail folded up and pinned with a barrette at the back of her head. Slight of frame, modest by nature, Mom was buoyant and tireless when it came to mothering us as young kids. While Dad taught art all day at a nearby private college, Mom stayed home with us, ever present, always with unwavering interest in our stories and questions, packing us into snowsuits in the winter, letting me and Riana run around topless in the summer, one creamy white chest, the other toasty brown.


She looped her fingers through the thin handle of her teacup and set it in its saucer to rest, smiling and ready to hear our stories.


“We made mud pies!” I squawked.


“And we played horses, too,” Riana said, with gentle consternation, like the big sister she was, reminding me of the importance of our shared game, the game that she had herself devised and chose to include me in.


Sean was often quiet, until he wasn’t. He teased me relentlessly starting when I was about six, and he began calling me a “hyper scale cow”—the name he came up with mainly because my skin was constantly dry and scaly. It looked like chalk dust in the winter, and could get silt-like in the summer. Nobody else in the family had need for daily use of moisturizing lotion, so there was never any in the house until I saw a commercial for Vaseline Intensive Care lotion in my early teens and bought myself a giant bottle from Cricenti’s Market in town. When I first started to use it, I couldn’t believe it had taken me so long to discover this magical cream that disappeared the dust and silt. The “hyper” and “cow” parts of the name were added because Sean thought I was too hyperactive and ate too much.


On this day, though, when we were still small and tender, Sean was quiet as we finished our hermits, and a tall standing lamp in the corner of the room carved a tiny patch of light as the day’s natural light began to fade. “Thanks, Mom!” we said, nearly in unison, before leaping from the table to resume our play. Knowing our stations, easy with one another’s company, sewing a fragile thread of siblinghood that we never imagined would fall apart.





At dinnertime, Dad and Mom carried the dining room table out the back door into the yard just outside the house. The table’s four heavy wooden legs dug into the grass as Mom and Dad pushed them down farther into the pliant soil to keep the surface steady. With the vegetable garden at our backs, and the rusty but still functioning swing set off to the far side of the yard, we sat in mismatched chairs much less steady than the table, a family of five, together at the crowning moment of most summer days during our years on Pumpkin Hill, gloriously ravenous after a long day of play.


I had changed out of my play clothes and put on an olive green dress with black trim and white buttons down the front, one of a few frilly dresses that were handed down from friends, and which I alternated with the jumpers and tops that Mom made for me herself. Knees pulled up to my chest, I sat with bare feet, toes curled at the edge of my high chair, afro thick and wild, a coarse bunch of small snarls knotted and mangled like the yarn of a fumbled crochet project.


Riana sat to my left in a regular, grown-up chair, wearing a striped short-sleeve T-shirt and long pants. Shoulders slightly hunched now, not like when she was riding her pretend horse, and elbows on the table. Riana’s facial expressions were always dreamy-eyed, a bit goofy, some mix of wistful and whimsical, as if she and she alone had just seen a monkey wearing diamond-studded sunglasses pull into the driveway behind the wheel of a regular old yellow school bus, and wasn’t that kind of great? Maybe that monkey wanted to come play horses or hopscotch. Or maybe he was lost and didn’t know how to find his way home.


Sean sat opposite Riana, facing the fields, with his straight brown hair in a bowl cut, cream-colored collared shirt from the thrift shop, and high-water corduroy pants. Not as hunched as Riana, but almost as dreamy-eyed, Sean looked beyond all of us into the early night, toward the border of the woods, yearning, I imagine, for the next time when he could pack up his tent, sleeping bag, canteen, and Sterno stove for another solo camping adventure.


Quiet but for our laughter and conversation, the field stretched behind us in a slow incline out and up where it crested to form a steep hill spread over with tall wheat stocks and patches of wild strawberries and wildflowers, a bouquet of which Mom had picked this morning and placed in a vase at the center of the dinner table. Mom served us steamed summer squash, fresh tomatoes with purple basil, and steamed pigweed, also known as lambsquarters, all from the garden, while Dad drank a tall glass mug of amber-colored Ballantine ale at the head of the table. Glints of peach-colored sunset bounced off our silverware, and the air was still enough for the flames of two long taper candles to grow brighter.


Cambrick, Riana’s orange tabby she’d had since he was a kitten, sauntered up to the table from around the other side of the house, rubbed up against her legs dangling under the table, and then moved on. We had started out with two cats, Max and Sophie, and then Sophie had kittens, and her kittens grew up and had kittens, and at one point we had fourteen cats that all lived outside roaming the grounds, monitoring for field mice like slinky little feline sentinels. We gave most of them away, but were allowed to keep four or five, whom we gave names like Ocean Eyes and Butterscotch, Tiger and Teddy. Riana picked Cambrick early on as her own, and the two were constant companions, inasmuch as a cat is willing to be a companion.


Dad, at the head of the table, held up his glass of ale to make a toast, his bare arm pale and fleshy in a worn white cotton T-shirt, thick auburn hair past his ears and parted to one side, like a composer from the German Romantic era, and held down by a red terry cloth headband to keep it out of his eyes. I cupped my glass of milk with two hands; Riana and Sean held their glasses with one. Mom’s skin shone warm in the last slivers of sunlight as she raised her glass, too, and we all clinked and some of my milk spilled, and our chairs wobbled in the grass, and we laughed.


“Look how lucky we all are,” Dad said, his eyes ablaze with satisfaction. He looked at the garden, its tall stocks of corn to one end, neatly lined rows of tomato plants and green beans, thick, sprawling zucchini and summer squash vines, and then out toward the broad fields beyond. “Laurette, can you believe this?” Dad said, as if he couldn’t believe it himself, that he’d really pulled it off and created a life that looked exactly the way he wanted it to look. Mom smiled, her face darling and spare, soft and unweathered.


“I know, Dave,” she said. “It’s beautiful. Just beautiful.”


It was beautiful, and we were lucky. But beauty is subjective, and luck doesn’t care about the choices other people make.
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I’ve known the story of my adoption from as far back as I can remember. “Tess and Roy were my high school students, but they were also my friends,” Dad told me when I was very young.


Mom and Dad met at the Museum School in Boston, Massachusetts. Young and idealistic, both raised in strict, working-class, Catholic households, they married young and started a family right away. Dad took a job as an art teacher at a high school in Wolfeboro, New Hampshire, where they moved when Mom was very pregnant with Riana, and Sean was a toddler. An artist and naturalist, Dad was drawn to the undeveloped land and rural setting of Wolfeboro, which, like most of New Hampshire, was staunchly conservative—just a few decades later, businessman and Republican politician Mitt Romney would buy a summer residence there—and Kingswood High School, which had opened only a couple of years prior, was a rigid reflection of that.


In the late 1960s, as political unrest exploded all over the country, the Vietnam War raged on, and black America fought for basic civil rights, Dad set down roots in an all-white, provincial landscape for himself and his family, where he could pioneer his own brand of personal resistance.


Dad often mentioned his time at Kingswood, where he kept his classroom open to whomever, taught with an interpretive style, and always encouraged independent thinking. Students called him by his first name, as Riana, Sean, and I did for many years until I was the one to decide that we should call him Dad. He explained how he’d become a friend and ally to Roy and Tess, a rebellious and charismatic brother and sister, seventeen and sixteen, respectively, when they enrolled at Kingswood the same year he started teaching, also newly relocated to New Hampshire from Boston.


Dad said Tess and Roy’s parents had divorced, and their mother, Lena, had been diagnosed with schizophrenia and abruptly institutionalized, while their father, George, had little to no paternal instincts, Roy had told him. Tess and Roy had come to live with Frances, their maternal grandmother, at the home where Frances had raised Lena in southern New Hampshire.


Dad said Tess and Roy found comfort and camaraderie in the family he was making with Mom, and often visited their house for dinner and lively conversation, with Sean underfoot and baby Riana on Mom’s hip.


Not long into the school year, Tess discovered she’d gotten pregnant during one of her trips back to Boston to see her boyfriend, an older black man. Tess dropped out of school to figure out her options, but on her last day before leaving she left a letter in Dad’s office mailbox, explaining her situation. In that letter, Dad explained, he saw an opportunity that he thought might work for everyone.


“We had Sean and Riana, and we wanted another child,” he told me. “But we believed in Zero Population Growth, and so we didn’t want to bring another child into the world and all.”


From the very beginning, Dad described a situation free of tension, even for the teenage girl, a student he had mentored, who had gotten pregnant and was not prepared to become a mother.


“So I called Tess, and told her that if she was interested, we would be willing to adopt her baby,” as Dad’s story goes. “It wasn’t a problem that the father was black. In fact,” he said, “if anything, the idea of adopting a child of another race had great appeal for us. We had thought about adopting a Native American child, but I think there was a real problem with placing Native Americans at that time.”


Dad has always boasted about having an innate connection to Native Americans based on his own reverence for and spiritual connection to the natural world, his passion for preserving wildlife, and his devout anti-commercial-development stance.


I was told that my birth father was black, but that was all I knew about him. Mom and Dad never spoke his name or told me where he was from, where he was now, or what his feelings were about me or about Tess. Nothing beyond the fact that he was black, and that Tess had decided he would not be part of whatever her plans might be regarding my upbringing. Mom and Dad didn’t have pictures of either biological parent, but the absence of information about my birth father, and the fact that my parents had not had any sort of relationship or interaction with him when they were negotiating my adoption, made him seem less important in the overall retelling of my story.


We didn’t watch much TV as kids. For a long time we didn’t even have a TV. But when we finally got one, an old black-and-white Zenith, I remember seeing Easy Reader for the first time on the classic children’s PBS show Electric Company, and immediately imagining that he could be my birth father. I’d watch eagerly as a young Morgan Freeman sang about words and reading, with his perfectly rounded afro, black turtlenecks, and cool ’70s sunglasses, feeling an inexplicable connection, as if he saw me as sure as I saw him. His dark skin mixed with my white birth mother’s skin would account for the lighter brown shade of my own skin, which I’d heard the adults around me describe as “beautiful” or “mocha-colored,” as if it were a shade I’d picked out myself as part of my personal style, an accessory like the scarves and jewelry and puffy-sleeved blouses that I’d become known for mixing and matching in various forms.


And then, when The Electric Company was over, so, too, was the imagining.





“I tried to talk her out of it,” Mom’s version of my adoption story always begins. “We went for a long walk behind the house, Tess and I, and I really played devil’s advocate with her. I told her she could do it, she could keep you.”


Raised in the New Hampshire coastal town of Portsmouth, where her father worked as a naval pilot, Mom can appear fragile, but she is adamant about some things. “The most defiant person I know,” Dad likes to say about her, although I’ve never seen her this way. Someone who aggressively yearns for everything and everyone to be OK, Mom went to art school despite the objections of her parents, but majored in commercial art to placate them. She switched to drawing after her first year, when she met Dad, who cast such a spell that she called off an engagement to a man her parents had approved of, but whom she’d suspected was gay. Mom married Dad in the same local church where she’d spent hundreds of Sundays quietly bored out of her mind, in a proper white veil and gown, as a final gesture of appeasement to her parents.


After they were married, free to sate their own desires and cultivate their own ideals, Mom and Dad decided that the family they would make together would be free of rules and religion, rich with art and laughter no matter how little money they had, each person an individual of his or her own making. Like “pre-Garibaldi Italy,” as Dad described it. “A loose federation of independent city states.”


No angry, violent rages or lamps thrown across the room, as there had been in Dad’s own childhood in southeastern Connecticut. No terrifying car trips in the pitch-dark night with a blind-drunk parent behind the wheel. No church on Sunday or any other day of the week, no family dinners or duties or obligations. Nobody counting the empty liquor bottles in the trash cans outside or telling anyone they’d burn in hell for using the Lord’s name in vain. No Ecclesiastes or Blood of Christ. No sin. No guilt.


At first, Tess accepted Dad’s offer, the choice her brother, Roy, had encouraged, I was told, and when Mom felt she’d made her best effort to talk Tess out of keeping me, she was committed. But soon after I was born, Tess changed her mind.


“Mom was crushed,” Dad said. “But we knew it was a possibility, and we tried to understand.”


Three weeks later, Tess changed her mind again, and I became part of the Carroll family—a verbal agreement that did not become legal for three years, when Mom finally insisted on it, anxious that Tess would change her mind yet again and come back for me.





Tess later got her GED, a term that meant nothing to me as a child, but that Dad said allowed her to go to college, get an education, and move on with her life. Beyond that, I only knew that one day, when the time was right, it would be arranged for us to meet. I was desperate for the time to be right. The idea of her loomed large as the central character in a fairy tale written just for me, and I lived somewhere in between faith in her existence and disquiet over the lack of any proof beyond the story my parents told me.
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I skipped around the living room as the evening started to set outside, wearing a bright peacock blue long-sleeve shirt with white underpants, little bare legs Tootsie Roll brown and chubby. Mom wore a snug yellow-ocher turtleneck, a brown knee-length skirt, and tights as she busied herself setting up chairs she’d brought in from the kitchen and a folding table with a fresh, floral-print tablecloth for food and beverages. She put out chips and onion dip, and parsley meatballs with toothpicks, punch and cocktail makings, stacks of paper plates and a tower of clear plastic cups.


The three of us kids were allowed to stay up for the grown-up party if we wanted, even though no other kids were coming. Sean and Riana decided to go to bed and were already fast asleep as guests began to arrive, but I couldn’t wait—never wanting to miss an opportunity to twirl and shine, use my big words and listen to adults use even bigger ones.


I grinned, tippy-toeing on bare feet from grown-up to grown-up, lifting myself closer to their gaze, stopping to slip my hand inside the hand of tall, quiet Olive, who had been in Mom and Dad’s life forever. Elegant with short, set hair and romantic eyes, Olive brimmed with benevolence as she clasped her long, cool fingers around my little palm. She looked down at me and smiled.


“You look so pretty, Becky,” Olive said, her voice silvery and melodic. “What a big girl you are to stay up so late.” Her partner, Tina, boisterous and brassy, stood a few feet behind, where we could hear her laughing loudly with other guests.


“Are you working on any new plays?” Olive asked. “That one you performed the last time I visited was wonderful!”


“Yes!” I said, before bounding off through the knot of kneecaps and noise.


Hannah, Leah’s mom and Mom’s good friend, came with her husband, Ezra, wearing a stylish leather jacket and the same kind of pants she wore when she did tai chi in our front yard, high-waisted and bell-bottomed, in a faded red corduroy. Her jet-black bangs hung just above her eyebrows, and long silver earrings dangled from her earlobes. Ezra rarely visited, and mostly kept to himself, so it was a surprise to see him. I hugged them both, and Hannah knelt down to tenderly cup my face in her hands.


“How are you doing?” she asked, with a look of both marvel and concern.


“I’m great!” I said, my cheeks bursting.





The room filled up fast, and soon I couldn’t see where Mom was among the crowd of adults exchanging small talk, dipping their chips, and filling their glasses with punch. Dad had disappeared early on, after I’d seen him greet a woman I recognized from the weekly drawing group he and Mom were part of that gathered every Friday afternoon at a different house.





“There’s my little wifey,” I heard a familiar voice say from behind me. John was a close family friend who visited often, and regularly celebrated holidays with us. He had beady eyes, and his hands were weirdly oversized, with bulging veins that stuck out and wiggled under his skin. John told us that one of the bigger veins was a worm he’d swallowed as a child. Often, when he came to visit for a couple of days, he’d stay up late and tell us scary stories into the night—sometimes with all three of us, other times with just me and Riana. He was a masterful storyteller and made up the most memorable characters, like the wolfman with sharp teeth and bloody human fingers, or the sleek red fox who loved the moon and cried into his evening bowl of porridge.


John was fond of Sean and Riana, but he was especially fond of me, and took to calling me his “wifey” because, he said, I was his special girl, and we could pretend to be husband and wife.


He crouched down now and put his hands around my five-year-old waist, his pointy nose so close I could see the wiry hairs inside his nostrils. “How’s my wifey tonight?”


John’s hands slid down around my hips.


“Hi, John,” I said, feeling better to be talking to someone I knew, even though his breath smelled terrible. “Do you know where my mom is?”


John stood up, moving his thick hands to hold onto my shoulders. He looked around and then knelt back down, at eye level with me again, teeth huge under his tight, wide lips. I started to feel squeamish thinking about how easily his hands could cover so much of my body, as if they could slide the skin off my bones if he wanted them to. He had touched me before in the daylight, or after dinner during story time, his hand grazing my thigh or a finger tickling my neck. Tonight, though, it felt like he was holding on to me too tightly, and I didn’t understand why or whether that was something a grown-up man should be doing to a little girl.


“I don’t see her,” he said. “Maybe she’s in the kitchen?” I sidled out from under his hands, feeling a little faint and panicky. Wading through grown-up bodies from the waist down, I saw a pair of legs wearing the same colored tights I remembered Mom was wearing, and threw my arms around them, only to look up and see it wasn’t Mom at all.





I didn’t know who the woman was whose legs I mistook for Mom’s, but she picked me up right away, seeing the worried and frightened look on my face, and carried me into the kitchen, where Mom was refilling the chip bowl. “Hi, Laurette, I think this little one is looking for you.” She handed me to Mom, who took me in her arms, setting my legs to wrap around her waist.


“I’m right here, Becky. Don’t worry,” she said, hugging me tight. “Remember I love you so much.” Mom kept me on her hip as she brought the chip bowl back out to the party. I was safe on her hip, in her arms, safe inside the bubble that was our house on Pumpkin Hill. I had no idea how spectacularly that bubble would eventually burst.
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We had neighbors for the first time after we moved to our new house when I was six, and Nicole, a girl my age with freckled cheeks and caramel-colored hair, lived right next door. We sat together at the giant table in the dining room of her house one afternoon, surrounded by fancy lamps of varying sizes and styles, some attached to the wall, others resting on smooth side tables, crystal goblets behind glass in a stand-alone cupboard, and upholstered chairs set against the walls without purpose.


Nan, Nicole’s mom, served us chicken noodle soup in delicate, unchipped bowls along with perfectly shaped spoons, silver and shiny. Apple juice hit just above the halfway mark in thick, squat ornamental glasses, and I felt hesitant to take a sip, worried I might spill on the neatly embroidered placemats under our soup bowls.


Nicole, all cheeks and pink lips, both free-spirited and polite, ate her soup with abandon, but used her napkin carefully, dabbing at her mouth after a spoonful of noodles. “You should come!” she said, before lifting her glass of juice and gulping it down so fast I thought maybe she hadn’t had anything to drink in months.


“Come where?” I asked.


“To ballet!” Nicole said, as if it were talking about something magical.


“I’ll tell your mother about it,” said Nan, who appeared out of nowhere in tennis whites, her crisp blonde hair short, and shaped close around her tanned face. “Now, Nic,” Nan said, directing her attention at Nicole, “Daddy has an auction and I’m going to go play tennis with Ann. But first we need to pick up your little brother from soccer, so let’s finish up your lunch and we’ll drive Becky home, OK?”


“OK, Mom. But remember to tell Becky’s mom about ballet, OK?” Nicole said, seeming very pleased with herself.


“I will,” Nan said, suddenly rushing around behind us, gathering up sweatshirts and a change of sneakers, putting sandwiches with cut crust in plastic bags and packing everything inside two separate canvas totes. “I think Mrs. Rowland would be great for Becky to learn from,” Nan’s voice sounded different when she said this, tense and hurried, and I wondered if it was because she was out of breath from all her sudden movement.


“Is Mrs. Rowland your ballet teacher?” I asked Nicole.


“Yep, and she’s really nice,” Nicole answered, pushing back from the table, leaving her empty bowl and juice glass on her placemat. “You can leave your bowl and stuff there, our cleaning lady will do it.”


“Come on, girls,” Nan said, starting to grow impatient, even though we’d only just finished eating.


We piled into Nan’s Volvo and drove the short distance to my house. I hopped out of the car, and Nan rolled down her window to talk to Mom, who greeted us in the driveway.


“I was telling Becky about Nicole’s ballet class,” Nan said.


“No, Mommy, I was telling Becky about my ballet class,” Nicole chimed in from the back seat.


“OK, Nic, let me talk to Becky’s mom now.” Nan’s lips were naturally pursed, but seemed more so now, as if sharing this information was an inelegant chore. “Mrs. Rowland teaches out of her studio in New London. You know where New London is, right?” Nan said this as if we’d just moved to Warner from outer space, instead of the three miles from our house on Pumpkin Hill.


Yes,” Mom said, clearly still trying to negotiate the reality of having neighbors. She looked almost as if she’d been ambushed.


“My Nicole really likes the teacher,” Nan said. “OK! We’ve got to be off, let me know if you’d like more information about the classes, Laurette. I think you’ll want to send her.” Nan gave Mom a tight smile before backing out of the driveway while Nicole waved at me through the window.


“Would you like to go to a ballet class, Beck?” Mom said, looking down at me, her arm around my shoulder as I leaned into her hip.


“Yes!” I said, breaking from her to spin and cartwheel across the driveway, while Mom watched and smiled, her laser-focused love like a spotlight on my impromptu performance.





Later that afternoon, I overheard Mom on the phone. “Oh, I see,” Mom said. “Thanks, Nan, I can see why you think this ballet class would be so good for Becky. Mm-hmm, right. And thank you for offering to give her a ride.”


I started to imagine being a ballerina, not fully understanding how ballet was different from other kinds of dancing, but eager to participate in another form of creative expression. I had already written plays and stories and created elaborate worlds, both material and imagined, and now I was going to be a ballerina!





Mom didn’t get her driver’s license until she was thirty-six, four years later, and Dad was busy working, so I got a ride to my first ballet class with Nan and Nicole.


On the fifteen-mile car ride to New London, where the dance school was, I sat with Nicole in the back seat of Nan’s Volvo, squirming with excitement as it purred along the highway. A stiff, clean canvas tote like I’d seen Nan pack after lunch the week before, but this one with red handles and the L.L.Bean label, sat between us, with Nicole’s pink ballet slippers, a small Holly Hobbie thermos, and Hunt’s Snack Pack chocolate pudding inside. I didn’t have a snack, but even more than the pudding, I envied Nicole’s Holly Hobbie thermos. Holly Hobbie with her little blonde braids, peachy skin, and patchwork dress, single thread of a smile and big brown eyes. Nan occasionally looked back at us in the rearview mirror, her eyebrows almost as white as her teeth.


The studio was spacious, with a linoleum floor, ceiling lights, wall-to-wall mirrors, and bars running the length of one side of the room. It felt somehow glamorous, stagelike, and important. Girls gathered in a room off the main studio to change out of their shoes and into their slippers, while I just stood in the doorway of the studio taking it all in, eager and fluttery, immediately dreaming about performing in front of giant audiences, taking numerous bows and returning for encores, flowers pouring onto the stage from fans.





She appeared suddenly, like a stencil cutout in the left corner of my eye. A one-dimensional, dark silhouette bending and arching without a face. An abstract image, gradually taking the shape of a head, attached to a long, giraffe-like neck and body. This inky-colored figure from afar didn’t look like anything or anyone in the books I read, the dolls I played with, the people in my school, or the people in my family. And yet there was something familiar about her. It felt momentarily like being in a fog, but soon I could make out the tight curls of her afro, like tiny black jewels embedded in an even blacker crown.


When she turned toward me, the white of her eyes was dazzling, almost fluorescent set against the bare, brown-skinned beauty of her face. Her smile seemed as wide as my six-year-old wingspan, the full vision of her now walking across the studio floor.


“And who is this?” she said, extending her large, graceful hand.


“I’m Becky,” I said, giving her a good shake.


“What a firm grip! Welcome to class, Becky,” she said. “I’m Dede Rowland.”


My ballet teacher was black. The first black person I had ever seen in real life. Was she real? Did she know Easy Reader from The Electric Company? Did she go home at night to live inside the TV with him and the words and letters he carried around with him in the pockets of his jacket?





Mrs. Rowland turned to get the attention of the rest of the other girls, all white, as were all the students in my elementary school. I had only known being the only black kid or person anywhere until this moment, when Mrs. Rowland made me one of two. “Girls! Let’s get started at the bar. First position!” Mrs. Rowland demonstrated in the center of the room, her toes pointing straight through from her heels to form a V shape.


We practiced first through fifth of feet and arm positions, then pliés and a round of relevés. About halfway through class, we’d already finished one series of grand jetés when I stepped up to take my turn again to fly across the room.


“You already had a turn,” one girl said, with her slender cap-sleeved arms crossed tightly over her flat, preadolescent chest, sleek brown hair pulled into a neat, high ponytail. “You can’t just go again, you have to stand in line.”


I was standing in line, I told her.


“You haven’t even been here before. You can’t just come in and take over the class and go first every time.” How was I taking over the class? I wondered. Was I taking over the class?


“Girls!” Mrs. Rowland said, her voice slightly raised. “Everybody quiet now. Let’s go back to the bar for some rond de jambes.” I turned back toward the bar and saw the girl who told me I was skipping the line lean in, whispering something to one of the other girls. They looked at me and laughed. I tried to make eye contact with Nicole, who turned away.


“Come on, girls! Let’s go!” The music came back on, and we each assumed first position, then extended one leg forward, toe set to mark the beginning point before circling outward to the side, and back through first position to complete a rond de jambe.


“Very nice, girls,” Mrs. Rowland said.





After class when I got home, I was telling Mom about how much fun I’d had, and she gently interrupted me. “And isn’t it nice that Mrs. Rowland is black?” I paused for a minute.


“Oh, yeah,” I said. Somehow hearing Mom say the word “black” took me off guard, and I got lost in a sudden reverie of questions. Why did Mom bring it up? Could I be related to Mrs. Rowland? Had I ever even heard Mom use the word “black” to refer to a person before? Did Mom like black people? Would I go live with Mrs. Rowland now?





Over the course of my lessons, I would learn that Mrs. Rowland had three children of her own—two boys in high school and a girl, Everly, who was two or three years ahead of me and in her mother’s class for older girls, where she was also the only black student. We would occasionally cross paths in the studio, which was across the driveway from their house, or I might see the two boys in the front yard after class. Everly wore her hair long and straightened, styled with barrettes or bows, in ponytails and buns, like the white girls did. The boys wore big afros like Easy Reader, and gave off the same kind of coolness that felt both confusing and alluring. The Rowlands were a black family, and mine was not.


I could somewhat grasp that my ballet classes with Mrs. Rowland were a way to expose me to another black person, but without any further explanation or context, I still felt other, even if it was a very case-specific kind of othering. In my world my blackness made me feel special and treasured, but it didn’t seem that was the case for Mrs. Rowland.


White mothers often dropped off their girls for class without making eye contact with her, and sometimes spoke to her in a dismissive manner. The Rowland family existed outside the realm of Mom and Dad’s life and lens, and after Mom’s initial comment about Mrs. Rowland being black, the issue never came up again. As if a box had been checked and Mom’s work had been done. Every Thursday afternoon after I left class, I came home to a family and a world of whiteness, a world where no other black people ever entered besides me.


I studied ballet with Mrs. Rowland for five years, and often in her company, I felt small pangs of fragile awareness regarding who I might be, what my skin color might mean. There were days when I wanted to be, or believed I was, black just like Mrs. Rowland, but it also seemed as though I would have to give something up in order for that to remain true. Cocooned within a whiteness where my brown skin was mocha-colored, I spoke with an inflection similar to that of my white brother and sister, and my adult guardians were welcomed and centered wherever we went. I was being ushered through my life via the powerful passport of white privilege.


It didn’t appear that Mrs. Rowland had that same access, and although she never seemed lonely or bitter, I at six and seven and eight years old simply could not imagine being out in the world as a black girl or black woman, as Mrs. Rowland was, without the benefits afforded by white stewardship—without my family. But I also couldn’t deny how it felt when Mrs. Rowland saw me in ways that my parents could not, or did not.





Mrs. Rowland often made cameos in our seasonal recitals, which were always my favorite moments in the show, even more so than my own turn to perform. I loved to watch her dance. She commanded the stage and the audience, whether she was dancing to Rhapsody in Blue or something from the Nutcracker Suite, her torso an anchor of moving parts, waving and jutting and looping. There was so much power and love in her movement, so much dedication and range. And she absolutely exuded joy.


When I could, I’d watch her perform from the curtain wings and wait for her to finish, when she’d exit the stage and rush off to a costume change or some other recital demand, but not before giving me a quick, tight hug, looking me squarely in the eyes, her face agleam with a thin layer of sweat, lucent eyes and full lips, backlit by the dim transition lights set in between numbers, and nodding her head assuredly to acknowledge me in a way that defied words.


Makeup looked different on brown skin than it did on the white girls, and Mrs. Rowland brought her own for herself, and to share with her daughter and me. A lipstick or a blush that worked best on our particular skin tones. She always found ways to celebrate or emphasize my hair, which was generally a mess, by suggesting a crown or colorful scarves as part of my costumes. When we performed a stage version of The Wiz, she cast me in the role of the scarecrow, which had been played by Michael Jackson, whom I secretly loved, in the film version. Mrs. Rowland suggested a straw hat with wheat sticking out, which also served as a way to affix the hat to my afro so that it would stay on during my performance.





My relationship with Mrs. Rowland inspired me, in part, to write my very first essay. I had been encouraged by Dad to keep a journal, as he did, but meeting Mrs. Rowland led most pointedly to my discovery that writing could be a way to figure things out, or at least to write them into existence. One afternoon during my first year of ballet lessons, I found a piece of yellow-lined paper and a pencil in the drawing supply closet in our living room, and sat in the kitchen at the dinner table—the same one Mom and Dad used to carry out to the yard behind the house on the hill to eat our suppers outside—and wrote: My name is Rebecca Anne Carroll. I am a black child.
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