

[image: Image]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.





Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: images]





I dedicate this book to the two sweetest, most wonderful boys ever to be brought into this world: You tether me.




You know, they straightened out the Mississippi River in places, to make room for houses and livable acreage. Occasionally the river floods these places. “Floods” is the word they use, but in fact it is not flooding; it is remembering. Remembering where it used to be. All water has a perfect memory and is forever trying to get back to where it was.


Toni Morrison


“The Site of Memory”


in Inventing the Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir Ed. William Zinsser




The meaner the man be, the more you smile. Always learn to smile, although you’re crying on the inside or you’re wondering, “What else can I do?” . . . I got three children. I want them to get an education. I wasn’t fortunate enough to get an education. . . . Night after night I lay down and I dream about what I had to go through with. I don’t want my children to have to go through with that. I want them to be able to get the job that they feel qualified for. That’s what I’m struggling for . . . I just don’t want my children to have to go through what I go through with. . . . “Tell that nigga to hurry up!” . . . But remember, you have to keep that smile.


Booker Wright


Mississippi: A Self-Portrait





Preface
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When she returns, her approach is not without sound. She screams, whispers, howls, and roars while they listen. Most don’t wait to see her, choosing instead to make a hasty escape. With faces painted in grief and fear, they gather into their arms what they can—children, heirlooms, papers—and flee.


When she returns, some stay behind because they have no place else to go.


Others stay behind for different reasons. They might be clutching desperately to the hope that she’ll change her course before reaching them or that by some miracle she’ll simply stop. But at least a few refuse to flee out of arrogance. They refuse to submit to her the way she did to them—passively, obediently, like a defeated queen.


When she returns, some watch in awe as she hovers above rooftops, eclipses the sun, and delivers a new sky.


And then she bears down on them.


When she arrives, her waters snatch up weeping cows, screaming pigs, and people as she moves along the ground, suckling her gems, reclaiming the treasure she began collecting long before it ever occurred to them to record time. She pushes against doors and presses into grooves, penetrating the sliver of space where nails meet wood. She swallows houses and farms. The people report hearing what can only be described as the exhaling of breath and the belch of a monster. The sounds the river makes are almost human, as if she has a soul.


When she arrives, most of the people are seeing her this way for the first time, but almost all of them have heard the stories. For centuries, the Mississippi River had been running freely through the continent, swelling with the waters she received from multiple tributaries, all the while gathering chunks and heaps of nutrient-dense earth. Her journey always ended with a sweet homecoming as she plunged into the warm waters of the Gulf of Mexico, becoming one with the sea. But just before giving herself away, she would stretch out, widening, spreading her waters over a shallow expanse to the east of her course. That was where she left her treasure—bits and mounds of glorious, abundant earth. Over time, her collection of exquisite gems grew higher and denser until the soil itself was a vast landscape. The people called it the Mississippi Delta.


In journals and letters to loved ones, they recorded their impressions of the land that lay to the east of the Great River. Most described a place that, in spite of its plentiful soil, was almost completely uninhabitable. The Delta quickly developed a reputation as being a deadly place where recently wed brides and young children were often delivered to early deaths by way of harsh conditions and horrific illnesses.


Rumors aside, the Delta truly was a dark place—both figuratively and literally. “Only the trees, some one hundred feet high, burst above the choking vines and cane into the sunshine.” One person went so far as to call the Delta a “seething, lush hell.”


In the early 1800s, the Mississippi Delta was moist, flat, intensely humid, and nothing if not wild. Filled with bears, alligators, panthers, serpents, stinging gnats, mosquitoes, malaria, cholera, typhoid and yellow fever, dysentery, squirrels, ducks, geese, deer, feral cows, and—in times of flooding—fish of varying sizes and species, the Mississippi Delta was a beautiful, treacherous, untamed expanse of earth. A kingdom belonging only to the water, it was the river’s Eden.


It takes a certain type of individual to hear such wretched descriptions of a wild, unwelcoming land and respond by gathering up all they possess—including their spouse and young children—and moving there. Given what they knew, the people who gambled their very lives on the Mississippi Delta must have been recalcitrant, filled with hubris, naïve enough to still believe in wild dreams, yet infused with the strength and discipline necessary to chase them down. If the United States was founded on a spirit of rebellion intertwined with relentless hope, by men and women determined to make a fresh start in an unknown place where they would have autonomy—people who came to define the very word “pioneer”—then surely the first American inhabitants of the Mississippi Delta were among the most pioneering of us all.


Stories about the Delta were quick to spread. However, what people were most interested in were not the dangers, but the opportunities.


“The cotton is about as high as my head,” said one. “Nature knows not how to compound a richer soil,” said another. Neither was exaggerating. Delta cotton could grow higher than the average man and topsoil there was so deep it had to be measured not in feet but in tens of feet. What so amazed them was a land made of thick, chocolate-colored, near-magical sludge, teeming with life and quick to regenerate. Delta soil had no earthly comparison.


People got drunk on dreams of the extreme riches all but guaranteed to those with the capital and perseverance to endure the land and tame the river.


But they had their work cut out for them because “the complexity of the Mississippi River exceeds that of nearly all other rivers . . . engineering theories and techniques that apply to other rivers, even major rivers . . . simply do not work on the lower Mississippi.” But the people were patient, inventive, and stubborn. They built levees to hold back the river’s waters and plantations to exploit her treasure. In the end, the intricate system of levees they built was hailed as a true feat of engineering.


Finally, their dreams were coming true, but not without a cost.


Nowhere else did slaves work as hard as in the Mississippi Delta, for not only did Delta slaves tend the fields, they also created them, conquering the land, facing the wild. One planter said, “Everything has to bend . . . Land has to be cultivated wet or dry, negroes to work, hot or cold.”


Working in season and out, Delta slaves made cotton king, but because of the intensity of their labor, Delta slaves also had higher-than-average mortality rates.


The solution was simple, one that was being instituted all over the land. Black women became breeders, repeatedly raped so future workers could grow inside their wombs. Of her master, one female slave recalled that he “would have children by a nigger woman and then have them with her daughter.”


For Whites, the Delta was a place of immense profits. For Blacks, it was a place of unspeakable horrors.


Today, the people nod their heads in solemn agreement, but then quickly add that all of these things—the slaves, the rapes, separating the water from the land—happened a long, long time ago.


They’re right of course. Those atrocities are in the past.


Yet the river still returns, and when she does, her rampage is indiscriminate and her approach is not without sound.





2013
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Booker Wright was a difficult man to know.


I’d completed six years of research, including four trips to the Delta, conducted more than fifty interviews—spending hours with people who’d known him for years, shared laughter and tears with him—but in the end, all I’d learned was that none of those people really knew him.


Even though my work kept pointing to that uncomplicated version of Booker, I was certain it was wrong, if only because of the event that sent me to the Delta in the first place.


It all started six years ago when I learned that my grandfather, Booker Wright, appeared in a controversial NBC News program that aired in 1966. In the film, he discussed some of the humiliating encounters he regularly faced while serving White people at the restaurant where he waited tables.


But what he did was so much more than that.


My grandfather managed to eloquently convey the pain and degradation he experienced every day living as a Black man in the South. He revealed a kind of pain that transcended racial lines, a picture of longing and suffering that made viewers pay attention. Booker reminded complete strangers of the one thing they all shared with him: a basic sense of humanity. And he did it all in under three minutes.


Four and a half decades later, his story was having a resurgence. People who saw the footage for the first time would tell me how it moved them, broke their hearts, and made them think of what has and hasn’t changed, not just for Blacks but for anyone who could be defined as “the other.” One university professor burst into tears when he watched the two-and-a-half-minute piece, because Booker reminded him of his lifelong struggle for acceptance as a homosexual male living in the American South. My grandfather had been dead for over thirty years, but once again people all over the country were becoming interested in the Black waiter from an all-but-forgotten Mississippi town.


Amid my joy over the rebirth of his story, a few things kept bugging me: Why would my grandfather reveal fears and humiliating experiences on the national news, ones he hadn’t even shared with his own children? What was going through his mind? Were a few minutes on television worth risking his life?


When I traveled to the Delta in the summer of 2011, almost everyone I met agreed that Booker was eloquent and that what he managed to communicate was remarkable. But in addition to being well-spoken, Booker was also either bold or reckless because of where he was living when he spoke out: Greenwood, Mississippi, a place where the local Whites had a reputation for being anything but ashamed of their stance against the civil rights movement. When their US senator, James Eastland, traveled to Alabama to protest the Montgomery bus boycotts, he attended a rally for the White Citizens’ Council, where he had thousands of flyers distributed with the following content:


When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary to abolish the Negro race, proper methods should be used. Among these are guns, bows and arrows, slingshots and knives.


We hold these truths to be self-evident that all Whites are created equal with certain rights; among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of dead niggers.


Apparently, White Mississippians didn’t have a problem with his views. James Eastland held his post for another twenty-two years, making him one of the longest-serving senators in US history. Ole Miss even named a law library after him.


By the time Booker conducted his interview ten years later in 1965, so much had already been accomplished. The United States Supreme Court ruled school segregation illegal in 1954 and the Civil Rights Act, which barred discrimination in public places, was passed in 1964. The nation was shifting and laws were already changing, so why did Booker go on television and disturb the waters? Why did he risk angering people when the battle was all but won?


As much as I wanted to sit down with my grandfather and ask him all of those questions, I couldn’t, because he was murdered the year before I was born, which was also seven years after his appearance in the NBC News documentary. For a time, I tried as hard as I could to prove causality between those two events—his moment of truth and his brutal murder—but I couldn’t. The pieces to that theory just didn’t hold together. When I left the Delta in the summer of 2011, I’d discovered something much more rare and hard to swallow than another story of a Black man losing his life in the segregated South. It took a long time for me to finally digest what I’d found and to accept what it meant for me and for my grandfather, but when I did, it brought me immense peace.


In spite of all I’ve learned, a few questions still remain.


I spent years collecting memories of my grandfather’s life, gathering them from the ones who shared his world—customers, friends, and family. I’ve cherished and carefully catalogued each and every one of their stories as if they were so many pieces of the man himself.


Maybe because I’ve spent so much time letting his world seep into mine, there are still moments when I catch myself having a somewhat childish desire. Whenever I learn something new about him—usually some small detail—a sense of longing creeps up on me, a primal craving for the relationship the two of us might have had. I start to wonder what it would have been like to have really known him, not just the image of him I’ve peered at through the faded and bent fibers of other people’s memories, but to have heard his laughter for myself, to have seen him cry with my own eyes, and to have felt the warmth of his hand wrapping around mine.


To curtail this sorrow before it blooms, I spend a little time with the few things I have of my grandfather—four film clips, three of which have no sound, and photographs.


In almost all the photos he’s smiling. Early on in my research, people told me over and over again that my grandfather had an amazing smile. It would be years before I got to see what he looked like and when I did, I understood what they meant. In those photos lives a smile that embodies pure, unsullied charisma—warm and generous, shining from the past with bright, enduring vitality.


There’s one photograph from my research that I usually have a hard time pulling myself away from. Actually, my grandfather isn’t even in it, but for me the photo captures the disquiet spirit that still lingers in Greenwood—a place of infinite beauty, forever maimed by its past. The image is the front of Booker’s Place, the restaurant he owned. It was taken the morning after he was shot, so a piece of cardboard is covering the front window, the one that was shattered by the shotgun pellets. On the door handle is a large, puffy, light blue ribbon, tied into a bow.


Sometimes when I look at that bow, I have a feeling that it’s being pushed upon. This movement, or pressure, is barely perceptible, as if it’s coming from something as subtle as a breath.


Whenever I see it, I’m suddenly back where I was in the beginning, standing in a river of questions. Only this time, one of them rises to the top where it shimmers, as lovely and ruinous as an iridescent, oily film.





Part One


Places in Time


The river is within us.


T. S. Eliot


Four Quartets: “The Dry Salvages”





Where He Was King
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On any given Saturday night in the ’50s and ’60s, the place to be for Blacks in Greenwood, Mississippi, was a little spot called Booker’s Place down on McLaurin Street. In those days, McLaurin was lined with darkly lit, poorly maintained one-room bars and juke joints where shootings, stabbings, and robberies were regular weekend occurrences, but Booker’s Place was different.


While the owners of the other joints on McLaurin were happy with whatever business stumbled through the door, Booker had expectations of his customers. He knew that no matter how tangy his barbecue sauce was or how juicy his hamburgers were, the type of customers he really wanted to entertain weren’t going to tolerate the violence so common on McLaurin. At the first sign of quarreling, Booker would put a stop to it with one of his characteristic lines such as: “Maybe the club you just came from was like the O.K. Corral, but if you gonna come in here, you betta sit down and act right.”


Sometimes before a customer with a bad reputation even made it through the entrance Booker would appear at the door and say without apology, “You can’t come in here, I don’t want you in here.” That was usually all it took. That and the butt of the gun protruding from his waistband.


Booker might have considered the gun to be a necessary prop because, without it, he didn’t look very intimidating. In the early years, he was tall and thin, but even as he got older and put on weight, he didn’t become any more imposing. On the contrary, he had a plump, baby face with copper-colored skin that was smooth and taut. When he smiled his cheeks stretched across the bone and lightened, giving the impression he was backlit by an internal glow. This, combined with his polished smile and manicured mustache, created in Booker not the appearance of a tough nightclub owner but one of a happy-go-lucky kid.


His restaurant developed a reputation throughout the state as a place not to be missed. Its owner was almost as well known, in part because he was so difficult to actually know. Booker had a singular characteristic to him, one that was both elusive and potent. In certain instances, this trait was like a Midas touch, ensuring success and allowing him to evade the financial hardships haunting others like him—Black men living in the Delta. At other times, the quality was alienating, rendering Booker so indecipherable that even those who worked by his side for years could only describe him from a relative distance, as if he weren’t a real person but rather a well-crafted representation of one. What most Greenwood Blacks did know about Booker was that they either loved or hated him; few were indifferent.


Even decades after his death, just the mention of his name would cause some of the local Blacks to stop in their tracks, and with looks of indignant defiance, refer to him as an “uppity nigga.” More than one Black woman complained that Booker only dated “light-skinned girls,” while other people didn’t give a reason for why they remembered him as a “scumbag” who was “lowdown” and “mean,” even going so far as to say that when he was murdered he got what he deserved.


But there were also Blacks who couldn’t wait to tell stories about Booker’s generosity. Like how he let young Black boys eat in his place for free after school just to keep them from running with the gangs, or how he allowed families who were down on their luck to live in his rental properties for free until they were back on their feet. “You’d never meet a nicer person,” one man recalled wistfully.


What Greenwood Blacks could all agree on was the popularity of his restaurant, Booker’s Place.


Booker understood that when people came to his restaurant they were often in need of something beyond just laughter and good food. Many of his customers were seeking respite from the humid, mosquito-filled air of Greenwood, which, for most of their lives, had been thick with fear and uncertainty.


Greenwood was at the center of a colossal battle of wills. By the mid-1960s, two opposing groups had laid claim to Greenwood and both were acting as though the small town was their “hill to die on.” The first was the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO), which included the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). COFO was a national grassroots group committed to a variety of civil rights activities, with a primary focus on getting Blacks to the polls. Their volunteers were coming into Greenwood from all over the country to encourage people of color to organize, protest peacefully, and register to vote. Many Greenwood Blacks were grateful for their presence, agreed with their message, and risked their very lives by participating in the cause. At the same time, other Blacks feared that the influx of agitators would make their already difficult lives even more difficult. They weren’t entirely wrong.


The other group convinced that Greenwood was a “must-win battleground” was the White Citizens’ Council, whose national headquarters were located in the small town. Initially founded to stop the integration of schools, the council evolved into also opposing other civil rights movement initiatives, like the integration of public facilities and equal voting rights for Blacks. Made up of bankers, businessmen, politicians, members of the planter class, and other people of influence, they used the power of their members to oppose integration.


Blacks involved in the civil rights movement, or rumored to be, often had their rents raised, mortgage renewals on their farms refused, and saw their insurance policies cancelled. They were fired from jobs, and if they happened to be doctors or dentists, their patients were warned not to see them. One bank refused to do business with a Black grocer unless he gave them the records for the local NAACP office he ran in his spare time. So long was the arm of the White Citizens’ Council that some Black activists were even audited without cause by the IRS.


Many elected officials, both state and local, were members. That may be why in 1962, in a move many felt was a direct punishment for local Blacks involved with the civil rights movement, the county’s board of supervisors voted to stop regularly scheduled federal shipments of food, a decision that left twenty-seven thousand residents, of whom most were Black, near starvation.


Word of the unrest in Greenwood became a common topic among the nationwide leaders of the movement. In 1964, Martin Luther King Jr. made plans to visit the small town. The night before he was due to arrive, a woman saw Greenwood police officers throwing bricks through the windows of Booker’s Place and two other Black-run businesses in the area. The message was clear: Do not engage with MLK.


Given the town’s virulent response to the civil rights movement, by simply stepping foot into Greenwood King was putting his life in grave danger. With this in mind, US Attorney General Robert Kennedy contacted the Greenwood Police Force and asked if they would protect King during his visit. They refused.


Kennedy called President Lyndon Johnson to discuss the situation, expressing his concern about how the nation would respond if King were assassinated in Greenwood that summer. President Johnson got the message. He called J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI, and gave him instructions to have his agents protect King during his visit, specifying, over and over again, that he wanted King guarded both from the front and the back.


King’s visit occurred without incident, but after he left a flyer was distributed throughout Greenwood. It was most likely created either by or with the influence of a man named Byron De La Beckwith, who was a member of the White Citizens’ Council, as well as a member of the Ku Klux Klan. The flyer included the following excerpt:


TO THOSE OF YOU NIGGERS WHO GAVE OR GIVE AID AND COMFORT TO THIS CIVIL RIGHTS SCUM, WE ADVISE YOU THAT YOUR IDENTITIES ARE IN THE PROPER HANDS AND YOU WILL BE REMEMBERED. WE KNOW THAT THE NIGGER OWNER OF COLLINS SHOE SHOP ON JOHNSON STREET “ENTERTAINED” MARTIN LUTHER KING WHEN THE “BIG NIGGER” CAME TO GREENWOOD. WE KNOW OF OTHERS AND WE SAY TO YOU—AFTER THE SHOUTING AND THE PLATE-PASSING AND STUPID DEMONSTRATIONS ARE OVER AND THE IMPORTED AGITATORS HAVE ALL GONE, ONE THING IS SURE AND CERTAIN—YOU ARE STILL GOING TO BE NIGGERS AND WE ARE STILL GOING TO BE WHITE MEN.


In this calamitous, murderous, fear-filled world Booker managed—whether through raw ambition, genius, luck, or a combination of all three—to create a space that felt set apart and untouched by terror. The town of Greenwood was politically on fire and just beyond his restaurant door; McLaurin was host to all types of violence between residents and random attacks by local police. But, unless he was standing by that door to play the role of club bouncer, Booker was almost always a picture of uncomplicated ease. His ability to relax in the midst of all that was going on in his community made him seem controlled, powerful, even peaceful.


When he was in his restaurant, Booker spent most of his time moving between tables and chatting it up with his big spenders while an unlit cigar—his “stump”—hung from the corner of his mouth. But it wasn’t just the big spenders who received Booker’s attention. No matter what Booker was doing, each time the front door opened, he’d look to see who was entering, a wide smile would spread across his face, and with the sound of that smile in his warm, raspy voice, he’d call out over the hum of laughter and conversation, “Welcome to Booker’s, glad to see y’all tonight.”


His charm was undeniable, but his food was just as memorable. So popular were the dishes he served that even some Whites made their way not only to the Black side of town but onto the crime-riddled street of McLaurin just to eat at Booker’s Place.


During the height of the Jim Crow era and the tensions of the civil rights movement, this young Black man owned one of the hottest establishments in the Delta, paid cash for cars, had Whites who called him friend, and was wealthy, at least by Greenwood standards. He was viewed as a community leader and many Blacks consulted him on their own business matters.


But there was one more thing.


Most days of the week, an hour would come when Booker had to turn the running of his restaurant over to someone else so he could go to his job at Lusco’s, where he waited tables, serving local Whites. In the early afternoon, he’d leave Booker’s Place and step into the penetrating light of the Delta sun, then climb into his car, which he parked on the curb right out front.


While driving down McLaurin, Booker had to transform himself in a way not unlike a seasoned actor in the precious moments before stepping from behind the curtain. At Lusco’s, he would don his costume of crisp black slacks, a sparkling white shirt, a clean towel folded over one arm, and his trademark smile. Then, he would step into the dining room where he displayed his façade, one that enabled his customers to eat, drink, laugh, and forget that just beyond Lusco’s storefront, Greenwood’s traditions and its shameful inheritance were burning to the ground.


In the handful of minutes it took to travel the eight blocks that separated Booker’s Place from Lusco’s, his elusive, untranslatable quality shifted, and Booker assumed a different face, one never required of him in the place where he was king.





Scattered
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Historian James Cobb once noted that when people announce plans to visit one of the cities in the Mississippi Delta, they rarely say they’re going to Greenwood or to Clarksdale; instead they speak of going “down into the Delta,” as if it were a place to descend to. He called it “the most Southern place on earth.” Famed historian Howard Zinn wrote an entire book on what he referred to as the “Southern Mystique,” in which he concluded that the South, far from being “a sport, a freak, [or] an inexplicable variant from the national norm,” is a place that actually “crystallizes the defects of the nation . . . It’s a mirror in which the nation can see its blemishes magnified, so that it will hurry to correct them.”


I went to Mississippi a few times when I was a child, but it was on a trip I took with my older sister that I first began to see the Mississippi that has captivated so many others. I was eleven and my sister, Shundra, was fifteen. We were traveling by ourselves while my parents stayed behind with my three-year-old little brother. Up to that point, my mom had only shared a few details about her father with me. I knew he’d owned a café and that he’d died before I was born, but I didn’t even know his name.


The absence of information about her family didn’t strike me as odd because my mom rarely spoke about her years in Mississippi. It was as if her life began when she left the Delta. Maybe that’s why, when my aunt picked my sister and me up from the airport, I was overwhelmed with a sense of apprehension. Then, as we began to drive out of the city, I noticed that everything—trees, houses, and signs—appeared to be staring at us as if we were going the wrong way and it pained them to watch us do so.


As we got closer to Greenwood, the vast multi-lane interstate turned into four lanes separated by a dividing wall. It continued to narrow until we were traveling down a lonely country road flanked by fields and bushes whose shapes I could scarcely make out in the darkness. Every few minutes, we passed a house with a random light shining out at us and I exhaled, relieved to see evidence of life.


“What do you guys do for fun in Greenwood?” Shundra asked. We were sitting next to each other on the backseat, and she was leaning forward with her hand on the headrest in front of her.


“Well . . .” my aunt said slowly as she watched the road, “I think we may have a bowling alley.”


“Is that still open?” the cousin who’d tagged along for the ride asked from the front passenger seat, her voice heavy with doubt.


“What about the mall?” my sister pressed. “Do kids hang out at the mall?”


“Now, we don’t have a mall here in Greenwood,” my aunt said in a voice that sounded like a warning to lower our expectations and to do it quick. After a few beats of silence, she added with an air of optimism, “We do have a JCPenney, though.”


“Do people go to the movies?” Shundra sounded increasingly alarmed.


“Some people go to the movies, but the nearest theater is in Jackson. We don’t have any movie theaters in Greenwood. Maybe we’ll do that while you’re here, maybe we’ll go into the city for a movie.”


Shundra leaned back in her seat and looked over at me. Our eyes locked and I wondered if she was asking herself the same question I was: “What had we gotten ourselves into?”


I’d lived almost my entire life in San Diego and I didn’t even know it was possible for a town to not have at least one shopping mall, let alone a movie theater. Even more perplexing to me was that I couldn’t picture my mother—the football player’s wife who stood out at every party in her high-heeled shoes, red lipstick, and mink coat—coming from the kind of place my aunt and cousin were describing.


My mom used to say that when she left Greenwood to join my father in California, people told her she’d be back, that she wouldn’t make it out west. So determined was my mother to leave Greenwood behind that it often felt as though she came from no place at all. Like a flower that came into being by bursting forth from the ground as if powered by its own will, my mother was a blossom of uncompromising, unflappable beauty. But she wasn’t weak. When it seemed that life was determined to assault her, she revealed a stem carved from steel.


“I found lipstick on his shirt,” she said one day. I was nine years old and we were in the recreation room, a loft-like space on the first floor of our house that had vaulted ceilings, brown leather couches, and a full-size bar. On one wall hung a larger-than-life wood engraving of my father making a tackle.


I looked up at my mom from where I sat on the carpet. She was standing next to a bunch of laundry piled up on the couch and with her hands she was folding and refolding a faded washcloth. Her face was turned toward the clear glass of the arcadia door, her gaze fixed on something beyond the yard.


She said it again: “I found lipstick on his shirt.” I knew she was talking about my father. “Does he think I’m stupid? The clubs close at two and he doesn’t come home until the next day. I know where he’s at. He’s sleeping with hookers, with prostitutes.” Even at that young age I understood that certain emotions would fit the moment perfectly. My mother might feel humiliation, shame, fear that he’d leave her, fear that he’d leave our entire family, sadness because of the betrayal, but my mom seemed to feel none of those things. She was angry.


I wasn’t surprised by her anger or by what she’d said. A lot of people were enamored with my father because of his job playing professional football for the San Diego Chargers. He’d been a guest on the local morning show, was written about in the paper, and it wasn’t uncommon for kids on the playground to ask me for his autograph. Like the crowds that orbited his world, I didn’t really know him. I experienced my father from a distance even though we lived under the same roof.


While my mother almost never spoke of the life she lived before her move to California, my father made a habit of launching into stories about his childhood experiences in the Delta at the dinner parties my parents frequently hosted. On those nights, when the meal was done and the adults were sitting around consuming amber-colored liquid from thick, decorative glasses, my father would reminisce about life in the Delta.


There was a showmanship to the way he spoke of his childhood. He was funny and nostalgic but revealed next to nothing about himself in his elaborate tales. Even if he had attempted to unpack his real biography, I was too young to grasp how a person could escape the geography of a place but still be ruled by its unspoken norms, like a former prisoner who can’t fall asleep without gripping a piece of metal sharpened to a murderous point. Whether to protect us or himself, my father kept his most precious memories locked away. To me he was like a celebrity in a magazine and I would’ve believed almost anything about him. That’s why, when my mother was folding laundry and telling me she suspected that my father was sleeping with prostitutes, his absences finally made sense to me.


So splintered was our family that, when my dad left, we were rarely told where he was going. I didn’t know anything about training camp or how long it took for him to get to his away games. In the years after my mother shared her hypothesis with me, I just assumed that when my father was gone, he was holed up in a motel room with a woman he’d paid to be with.


What did surprise me had nothing to do with what she said, but that she was saying anything at all, because my mother was all but completely defined by turbulent silence. Unless there was another grown-up in the room, she was usually quiet, though rarely at peace.


As a little girl, I made a habit of following her around the house because I craved the sound of her voice. If she was in the kitchen, I’d sit at the table. If she was on the couch, I’d sit on the floor. If she was doing her makeup, I’d perch myself on the side of the tub.


One night, she was walking down the stairs in a long shimmery pale-green nightgown when I accidentally stepped on its hem. In a ruckus of screaming, flailing arms, and lots of bumps, she tumbled down the steps and landed hard on the blue Spanish tile below.


“What was that?” my father called from the other room.


My mother stood up, slowly turned around, and with her hands balled into fists she looked at me and screamed as though in the throes of an uncontrollable fit, “Stop following me!”


But I couldn’t. She was magic. My mother had impossibly light brown skin, a perfect smile, a laugh like a song, and she floated through my world just beyond reach. Sometimes when she was doing the dishes I’d walk over to her, reach up, and wrap my arms around her waist. I’d wait for her to return the hug, but she’d remain silent, stiffening her body against my embrace.


I struggled to wrap my mind around the thing that seemed to plague my mother because I loved her, but I also needed to understand her for my own preservation.


When I was in the fifth grade, my best friend, Amy, lived up the street. One afternoon, she was over at my house and I needed to change my clothes. Amy was at the bottom of the stairs and I was at the top. To make her laugh, I started unbuttoning my shirt while swaying my hips. I was performing a mock striptease. Amy couldn’t stop laughing, and after a few breathless giggles, she said, “That is so funny, I’m gonna go get your mom.”


I stopped dancing and opened my mouth to stop her, but no sound came out. I didn’t know what to say. I watched her run off, her blonde hair bouncing on her shoulders. As if I was standing in a forest watching all the birds suddenly fly away, I knew something bad was about to happen.


When the two of them appeared at the bottom of the stairs, Amy’s face was red from laughing, but my mother’s was stern. She turned to Amy, and in a voice of manufactured sadness, told her that it was time for her to leave. Amy looked from my mother and up to me, her eyes full of confusion. She didn’t say anything. Maybe she was sensing it, too. After a moment, Amy put her head down and left.


As soon as the front door closed behind her, my mother called me downstairs. I followed her into the recreation room, where she told me to pull my pants down. When they’d reached my knees she started whipping me with my father’s brown leather belt. It was long and its edges were covered in a thin, metallic material that was supposed to look like gold.


“You wanna be a stripper, huh?” she screamed.


“No, Mommy!” I cried.


Most of my spankings occurred against a wall so I couldn’t get away, but this time I was in the middle of the room, trying to stay upright even though my pants were below my knees and a world of fury was raining down on my small frame. I was afraid if I fell from the force of her strikes, she’d get even angrier. I stumbled forward but never fell down.


Afterward, the days grew warmer, but I had to wear pants to hide the red, tender welts that crisscrossed the backs of my legs. My mom and I never talked about why I’d received my spanking. I never found out exactly what Amy said to her or what was at the heart of my transgression. Did my mom believe that I really wanted to grow up to be a stripper? Was there something truly wicked about pretending to be one? Or did she think I’d invented a new game in which I would actually begin stripping for all the kids on the street?


Not knowing why I was in trouble was normal. I was rarely able to pinpoint the true offense that warranted the spankings I received. The striptease beating was a bad one, but it wasn’t the worst. There were other times when my dad was wearing his belt, so she used hangers, shoes, or telephone cords—anything, really. When she spanked me, I sometimes got the impression that I was incidental. She could’ve been hitting anything because she was raging not against me but against life itself.


But there was so much more to her.


Almost daily, my mother would succumb to an undercurrent of tenderness, a sort of forced vulnerability. In those moments, her mind would go someplace else while her body was right next to me. She’d be lacing my shoes or cleaning out my ears, when the core of her, the stuff that made her truly alive, would just vanish. As I got older, I grew better at predicting when it was about to happen because I could see it on her face. Deep lines would pop up on her forehead and her lips would begin to move as if she was silently working out a complex equation, or negotiating a deal to gather up the pieces of herself, the ones left scattered across the Delta.





A Yellow Gal
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“You ain’t no niggra, you’s a yellow gal,” Rosie heard Old Man Jones say again and again. In Mississippi in the early 1900s, most Blacks ranged from a light caramel to a brown so dark it resembled charcoal, but not Rosie. On a quick glance, she appeared to be neither White nor Black, as though her shade were dreamed up on an imaginary color spectrum. What was obvious about the girl who would become Booker’s mother was her beauty. She was so beautiful that it was almost unsettling. Rosie looked as though she belonged to a different time and certainly a different place.


But how she spent her days—what she ate, where she slept, who she played with—and the yellow-brown skin that held the memory of all those beatings, were undeniable proof that Rosie Turner was indeed Black.


Rosie was born in 1913 to a family of sharecroppers on a plantation in Lula, Mississippi, a small town nestled deep in the fields of the Delta. Numerous families worked those fields, most of their houses located at the end of a long road bordered by pecan trees. But the White plantation owner, who everyone referred to as Old Man Jones, forbade the collection of the tasty nut. The pecans fell to the ground where they lay rotting and overlooked by sharecropper children whose bellies were never quite full enough.


Like the other families, Rosie’s lived beyond the pecan trees in a shotgun house. The name “shotgun” was derived from the structure’s simple design. The houses were built without hallways, with one room leading directly into another, and so on. In theory, if a person stood at the front door and fired a shotgun into one of these houses while all the interiors doors were open, the pellets would move straight through each room and out the back door without touching a single thing.


Rosie’s shotgun house, which was really just a worn-out shack, was about twelve feet wide, made of bleached wood, and had one room, a dirt floor, and a tin roof. It didn’t have electricity, so meals, as well as heat, came from a potbellied stove in the middle of the room. The shack also lacked indoor plumbing, so an outhouse sat several yards away from it. When night came and the light had surrendered itself to darkness, Rosie and her brothers and sisters were too afraid of the dark to make the trek from the shack to the outhouse, so a bucket for bodily waste stood in the corner.


The shack they lived in rested on pillars, leaving a space beneath it big enough for the children to play when they weren’t working. And there were plenty of them to play. Rosie’s mother gave birth twenty-two times. Only eleven of those babies lived to see adulthood, so before even reaching her teens, Rosie had experienced the stifling odor and wrenching ceremony of death over and over again.


Maybe she was too young to process so much pain. Maybe her youthful mind wasn’t sophisticated enough to grasp the layered complexities of loss. Either way, when Rosie was still just a girl, one of her younger sisters lay in bed for weeks marching toward death, quickened by a combination of measles and pneumonia. When she finally slipped away, the only thing that came to Rosie, all she managed to say to her mother, was, “Now who’s gonna help me with these dishes?”


But Rosie wasn’t heartless. In her world, death was a traveling cousin stopping by whenever he saw fit. The only gift he bore was a reminder that the future was guaranteed to no one. Amid all of those uncertain tomorrows, Rosie did make one promise to herself about her own future. Come what may, she was determined not to end up like the other Black girls living on the plantation, many of whom—whether by choice or not—slept with the White men who worked among them.


Rosie kept herself busy by picking cotton, even though she hated the fields. Cotton picking was difficult, hard on the body, and because of the often sweltering heat, it was exhausting. All of this, though, Rosie could tolerate, because, in many respects, she was a strong and fearless girl. If she saw a snake, she had the bravery to kill it, to stomp it dead. There was something besides snakes, though, living in the fields, something that caused Rosie to panic and lose control.


Whenever she encountered a worm, moving slowly along a cotton bush, Rosie would snap. Consumed with fear and unable to control herself, she would cry out, stop her work, and run away. Luck was rarely on her side, because many times when she fled from a worm, the plantation manager just happened to be watching and wasted no time in executing her punishment—a whipping.


Old Man Jones was the one who rescued her. He began calling Rosie from the fields to help him with his favorite pastime, training racehorses. He took her under his wing and worked closely with her. It turned out she was a natural. Rosie came alive when she was with the horses. Old Man Jones even gave her one of his daughter’s old riding suits—a true treat for a sharecropper’s kid. Finally, life on the Jones Plantation was more than just bearable, it was wonderful. For a season, it appeared that Rosie’s life had turned a corner.


Then, the season was over.


Years later, Rosie would be fairly tight-lipped about why she left the Jones Plantation. All she’d say was that someone tried to have sex with her and so she fled because she refused to be “a piece of meat.”


The year Rosie left, whether or not she was on her own or what she did for money are details lost to time. Her story picks up again in 1926, the same year that unseasonably heavy rains began to fall from the sky. While the Mississippi River was steadily rising, growing thick with sludge and portent, Rosie Turner was living in the small town of Grenada, about 80 miles south of the Jones Plantation, and preparing to give birth to a little boy named Mack. Later, everyone would call him Booker. When her son was born, Rosie was thirteen years old.





Part Two


Family


How can we live without our lives? How will we know it’s us without our past?


John Steinbeck


The Grapes of Wrath





Black Is Beautiful


[image: images]


“You’re a nigger because you come from Nigeria.”


When I heard those words, I was standing next to a wall-size map of Africa that my third grade teacher had instructed our class to observe. That particular observation was made by a brown-haired boy with a bowl-shaped haircut who was staring at me quizzically, as though he’d just ripped the wings from a fly and wanted to watch it squirm.


“What?” I asked.


“You’re a nigger because you come from Nigeria,” he said, a crooked smile fighting with his lips.


I looked down at the cracking skin that poked through the straps in my sandals and waited. After a few moments, I took a chance—hoping that maybe he’d moved on to observe something else—and I lifted my eyes up to him. He was still staring at me. They were all staring at me with their creamy white faces. I quickly looked away again and ran my fingers down the length of my chestnut arms. I didn’t know what a nigger was, but I suspected it had something to do with the color of my skin.


In those days, Black women with glowing skin, wide hips, tight waists, plump breasts, and eyes swimming with desire looked boldly out at me from billboards and the back covers of my mother’s Black magazines—a modern day version of the sirens from Greek mythology. The phrase “Black Is Beautiful”—the only lyric in their siren song—was usually stamped in bold letters next to them. I was eight years old and I was just beginning to realize that the phrase “Black Is Beautiful” was a calculated campaign to reshape how the world saw people who looked like me.


At the time, I had fat, unruly pigtails, brown lips, ashy skin, a wide flat nose, and legs covered with curly brown-black hair, and I was desperate to believe I could be made beautiful by the force of good advertising. The sirens told me to simply embrace my blackness, as if my own love of self would solve everything. But their message didn’t stand a chance.


In the sweet afternoon hours between getting home from school and sitting down for dinner, my sister and I made up a game. We fastened long skirts around our heads to cover our real hair, and then we turned our heads really fast so that our pretend hair flew from left to right. We clumsily walked around in my mom’s high-heeled shoes, strutting back and forth with our heads held high and our chests sticking out.


We pretended to drink martinis while we sat around and talked about playing golf at the country club, sending our kids to boarding school, and falling in love with men named “Spencer” or “Chuck.” Like Mary Tyler Moore, we had jobs in the city; we rode horses like the women on Dallas, and we said “kiss my grits” to each other like Flo from Alice. We didn’t care if the people we pretended to be were rich or poor, as long as they were White.


When the game was over and I’d pulled my fake hair off, I slowly returned to reality. Not only was I Black in what seemed to be an all-White world, I was ugly and Black.


From where I stood, White people had a thousand paths spread out for them, while my dreams were held captive beneath a dark, thin layer of skin. Being White meant having a story, or at least the hope of one. In books, on television, and in music they were falling in love, getting rich, traveling to foreign lands and finding themselves. They had so many stories, while Blacks only had one.


“A woman was sexually assaulted while she was alone in her home last night.” “The bank on Tierrasanta Boulevard was robbed.” “A car was stolen.” “The sky is falling.” It didn’t matter. “We have a description of the suspect. He is Black and about who cares how tall and who cares what he weighs. Here is a sketch.” A man’s face, with extra shading to represent Black skin, would come up on the screen. With a wide, firm jaw and clenched teeth, he’d stare back at me, unafraid—eyes void of humanity.





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE SONG
AND THE
SILENCE

A Story asbout Family, Race,
and What Was Revealed in a Small
Town in the Mississippi Delta While
Searching for Booker Wright

Yvette Johnson

ATRIA Books
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781476754963.jpg
he SON

AND THE

A Story about Family, Race, and What Was

Revealed in a Small Town in the Mississippi Delta

While Searching for Booker Wright






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





