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For my parents,
Barbara and Mack Jones,
who, to the best of my knowledge,
are married only to each other






A Daughter is a Colony


a territory, a progeny,


a spitting image


like Athena sprung


from her father’s head:


chip off the old block,


issue and spawn;


a namesake, a wishbone—


loyalist and traitor—


a native, an other,


a subject, a study,


a history, a half blood,


a continent dark and strange.


—NATASHA TRETHEWEY
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THE SECRET



MY FATHER, JAMES WITHERSPOON, is a bigamist. He was already married ten years when he first clamped eyes on my mother. In 1968, she was working at the gift-wrap counter at Davison’s downtown when my father asked her to wrap the carving knife he had bought his wife for their wedding anniversary. Mother said she knew that something wasn’t right between a man and a woman when the gift was a blade. I said that maybe it means there was a kind of trust between them. I love my mother, but we tend to see things a little bit differently. The point is that James’s marriage was never hidden from us. James is what I call him. His other daughter, Chaurisse, the one who grew up in the house with him, she calls him Daddy, even now.


When most people think of bigamy, if they think of it at all, they imagine some primitive practice taking place on the pages of National Geographic. In Atlanta, we remember one sect of the back-to-Africa movement that used to run bakeries in the West End. Some people said it was a cult, others called it a cultural movement. Whatever it was, it involved four wives for each husband. The bakeries have since closed down, but sometimes we still see the women, resplendent in white, trailing six humble paces behind their mutual husband. Even in Baptist churches, ushers keep smelling salts on the ready for the new widow confronted at the wake by the other grieving widow and her stair-step kids. Undertakers and judges know that it happens all the time, and not just between religious fanatics, traveling salesmen, handsome sociopaths, and desperate women.


It’s a shame that there isn’t a true name for a woman like my mother, Gwendolyn. My father, James, is a bigamist. That is what he is. Laverne is his wife. She found him first and my mother has always respected the other woman’s squatter’s rights. But was my mother his wife, too? She has legal documents and even a single Polaroid proving that she stood with James Alexander Witherspoon Junior in front of a judge just over the state line in Alabama. However, to call her only his “wife” doesn’t really explain the full complexity of her position.


There are other terms, I know, and when she is tipsy, angry, or sad, Mother uses them to describe herself: concubine, whore, mistress, consort. There are just so many, and none are fair. And there are nasty words, too, for a person like me, the child of a person like her, but these words were not allowed in the air of our home. “You are his daughter. End of story.” If this was ever true it was in the first four months of my life, before Chaurisse, his legitimate daughter, was born. My mother would curse at hearing me use that word, legitimate, but if she could hear the other word that formed in my head, she would close herself in her bedroom and cry. In my mind, Chaurisse is his real daughter. With wives, it only matters who gets there first. With daughters, the situation is a bit more complicated.


IT MATTERS WHAT you called things. Surveil was my mother’s word. If he knew, James would probably say spy, but that is too sinister. We didn’t do damage to anyone but ourselves as we trailed Chaurisse and Laverne while they wound their way through their easy lives. I had always imagined that we would eventually be asked to explain ourselves, to press words forward in our own defense. On that day, my mother would be called upon to do the talking. She is gifted with language and is able to layer difficult details in such a way that the result is smooth as water. She is a magician who can make the whole world feel like a dizzy illusion. The truth is a coin she pulls from behind your ear.


Maybe mine was not a blissful girlhood. But is anyone’s? Even people whose parents are happily married to each other and no one else, even these people have their share of unhappiness. They spend plenty of time nursing old slights, rehashing squabbles. So you see, I have something in common with the whole world.


Mother didn’t ruin my childhood or anyone’s marriage. She is a good person. She prepared me. Life, you see, is all about knowing things. That is why my mother and I shouldn’t be pitied. Yes, we have suffered, but we never doubted that we enjoyed at least one peculiar advantage when it came to what really mattered: I knew about Chaurisse; she didn’t know about me. My mother knew about Laverne, but Laverne was under the impression that hers was an ordinary life. We never lost track of that basic and fundamental fact.


WHEN DID I first discover that although I was an only child, my father was not my father and mine alone? I really can’t say. It’s something that I’ve known for as long as I’ve known that I had a father. I can only say for sure when I learned that this type of double-duty daddy wasn’t ordinary.


I was about five years old, in kindergarten, when the art teacher, Miss Russell, asked us to draw pictures of our families. While all the other children scribbled with their crayons or soft-leaded pencils, I used a blue-ink pen and drew James, Chaurisse, and Laverne. In the background was Raleigh, my father’s best friend, the only person we knew from his other life. I drew him with the crayon labeled “Flesh” because he is really light-skinned. This was years and years ago, but I still remember. I hung a necklace around the wife’s neck. I gave the girl a big smile, stuffed with square teeth. Near the left margin, I drew my mother and me standing by ourselves. With a marker, I blacked in Mother’s long hair and curving lashes. On my own face, I drew only a pair of wide eyes. Above, a friendly sun winked at all six of us.


The art teacher approached me from behind. “Now, who are these people you’ve drawn so beautifully?”


Charmed, I smiled up at her. “My family. My daddy has two wifes and two girls.”


Cocking her head, she said, “I see.”


I didn’t think much more about it. I was still enjoying the memory of the way she pronounced beautifully. To this day, when I hear anyone say that word, I feel loved. At the end of the month, I brought all of my drawings home in a cardboard folder. James opened up his wallet, which he kept plump with two-dollar bills to reward me for my schoolwork. I saved the portrait, my masterpiece, for last, being as it was so beautifully drawn and everything.


My father picked the page up from the table and held it close to his face like he was looking for a coded message. Mother stood behind me, crossed her arms over my chest, and bent to place a kiss on the top of my head. “It’s okay,” she said.


“Did you tell your teacher who was in the picture?” James said.


I nodded slowly, the whole time thinking that I probably should lie, although I wasn’t quite sure why.


“James,” Mother said, “let’s not make a molehill into a mountain. She’s just a child.”


“Gwen,” he said, “this is important. Don’t look so scared. I’m not going to take her out behind the woodshed.” Then he chuckled, but my mother didn’t laugh.


“All she did was draw a picture. Kids draw pictures.”


“Go on in the kitchen, Gwen,” James said. “Let me talk to my daughter.”


My mother said, “Why can’t I stay in here? She’s my daughter, too.”


“You are with her all the time. You tell me I don’t spend enough time talking to her. So now let me talk.”


Mother hesitated and then released me. “She’s just a little kid, James. She doesn’t even know the ins and outs yet.”


“Trust me,” James said.


She left the room, but I don’t know that she trusted him not to say something that would leave me wounded and broken-winged for life. I could see it in her face. When she was upset she moved her jaw around invisible gum. At night, I could hear her in her room, grinding her teeth in her sleep. The sound was like gravel under car wheels.


“Dana, come here.” James was wearing a navy chauffeur’s uniform. His hat must have been in the car, but I could see the ridged mark across his forehead where the hatband usually rested. “Come closer,” he said.


I hesitated, looking to the space in the doorway where Mother had disappeared.


“Dana,” he said, “you’re not afraid of me, are you? You’re not scared of your own father, are you?”


His voice sounded mournful, but I took it as a dare. “No, sir,” I said, taking a bold step forward.


“Don’t call me sir, Dana. I’m not your boss. When you say that, it makes me feel like an overseer.”


I shrugged. Mother told me that I should always call him sir. With a sudden motion, he reached out for me and lifted me up on his lap. He spoke to me with both of our faces looking outward, so I couldn’t see his expression.


“Dana, I can’t have you making drawings like the one you made for your art class. I can’t have you doing things like that. What goes on in this house between your mother and me is grown people’s business. I love you. You are my baby girl, and I love you, and I love your mama. But what we do in this house has to be a secret, okay?”


“I didn’t even draw this house.”


James sighed and bounced me on his lap a little bit. “What happens in my life, in my world, doesn’t have anything to do with you. You can’t tell your teacher that your daddy has another wife. You can’t tell your teacher that my name is James Witherspoon. Atlanta ain’t nothing but a country town, and everyone knows everybody.”


“Your other wife and your other girl is a secret?” I asked him.


He put me down from his lap, so we could look each other in the face. “No. You’ve got it the wrong way around. Dana, you are the one that’s a secret.”


Then he patted me on the head and tugged one of my braids. With a wink he pulled out his billfold and separated three two-dollar bills from the stack. He handed them over to me and I clamped them in my palm.


“Aren’t you going to put them in your pocket?”


“Yes, sir.”


And for once, he didn’t tell me not to call him that.


James took me by the hand and we walked down the hallway to the kitchen for dinner. I closed my eyes on the short walk because I didn’t like the wallpaper in the hallway. It was beige with a burgundy pattern. When it had started peeling at the edges, I was accused of picking at the seams. I denied it over and over again, but Mother reported me to James on his weekly visit. He took off his belt and swatted me around the legs and up on my backside, which seemed to satisfy something in my mother.


In the kitchen my mother placed the bowls and plates on the glass table in silence. She wore her favorite apron that James brought back from New Orleans. On the front was a drawing of a crawfish holding a spatula aloft and a caption: DON’T MAKE ME POISON YOUR FOOD! James took his place at the head of the table and polished the water spots from his fork with his napkin. “I didn’t lay a hand on her; I didn’t even raise my voice. Did I?”


“No, sir.” And this was entirely the truth, but I felt different than I had just a few minutes before when I’d pulled my drawing out of its sleeve. My skin stayed the same while this difference snuck in through a pore and attached itself to whatever brittle part forms my center. You are the secret. He’d said it with a smile, touching the tip of my nose with the pad of his finger.


My mother came around and picked me up under my arms and sat me on the stack of phone books in my chair. She kissed my cheek and fixed a plate with salmon croquettes, a spoon of green beans, and corn.


“Are you okay?”


I nodded.


James ate his meal, spooning honey onto a dinner roll when my mother said there would be no dessert. He drank a big glass of Coke.


“Don’t eat too much,” my mother said. “You’ll have to eat again in a little while.”


“I’m always happy to eat your food, Gwen. I’m always happy to sit at your table.”
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I don’t know how I decided that my missing teeth were the problem, but I devised a plan to slide a folded piece of paper behind my top teeth to camouflage the pink space in the center of my smile. I was inspired by James, actually, who once told me how he put cardboard in his shoes when he was little to make up for the holes in the soles. The paper was soggy and the blue lines ran with my saliva.


Mother caught me in the middle of this process. She walked into my room and lay across my twin bed with its purple checked spread. She liked to do this, just lie across my bed while I played with my toys or colored in my notebooks, watching me like I was a television show. She always smelled good, like flowery perfume, and sometimes like my father’s cigarettes.


“What are you doing, Petunia?”


“Don’t call me Petunia,” I said, partially because I didn’t like the name and partially because I wanted to see if I could talk with the paper in my mouth. “Petunia is the name of a pig.”


“Petunia is a flower,” my mother said. “A pretty one.”


“It’s Porky Pig’s girlfriend.”


“That’s meant to be a joke, a pretty name for a pig, you see?”


“A joke is supposed to be funny.”


“It is funny. You are just in a bad mood. What’re you doing with the paper?”


“I’m trying to put my teeth back,” I said, while trying to rearrange the sodden wad.


“How come?”


This seemed obvious as I took in my own reflection along with my mother’s in the narrow mirror attached to the top of my chest of drawers. Of course James wanted to keep me a secret. Who would love a girl with a gaping pink hole in the middle of her mouth? None of the other children in my kindergarten reading circle looked like I did. Surely my mother could understand this. She spent half an hour each night squinting at her skin before a magnifying mirror, applying swipes of heavy creams from Mary Kay. When I asked her what she was doing, she said, “I am improving my appearance. Wives can afford to let themselves go. Concubines must be vigilant.”


Recalling it now, I know that she must have been drinking. Although I can’t remember the moment so well, I know that just outside the frame was her glass of Asti Spumante, golden and busy with bubbles.


“I am improving my appearance.” I hoped she would smile.


“Your appearance is perfect, Dana. You’re five; you have beautiful skin, shiny eyes, and pretty hair.”


“But no teeth,” I said.


“You’re a little girl. You don’t need teeth.”


“Yes, I do,” I said quietly. “Yes, I do.”


“Why? To eat corn on the cob? Your teeth will grow back. There is lots of corn in your future, I promise.”


“I want to be like that other girl,” I said finally.


Mother had been lying across my bed, like a goddess on a chaise lounge, but when I said that she snapped up. “What other girl?”


“James’s other girl.”


“You can say her name,” Mother said.


I shook my head. “Can’t.”


“Yes, you can. Just say it. Her name is Chaurisse.”


“Stop it,” I said, afraid that just saying my sister’s name would unleash some terrible magic the way that saying “Bloody Mary” while staring into a pan of water would turn the liquid red and thick.


Mother rose from the bed and got down on her knees so we were the same height. As she pressed her hands down on my shoulders, traces of cigarette smoke lingered in her tumbly hair. I reached out for it.


“Her name is Chaurisse,” my mother said again. “She’s a little girl, just like you are.”


“Please stop saying it,” I begged her. “Stop it before something happens.”


My mother hugged me to her chest. “What did your daddy say to you the other day? Tell me what he said.”


“Nothing,” I whispered.


“Dana, you can’t lie to me, okay? I tell you everything and you tell me everything. That’s the only way we can pull this off, baby. We have to keep the information moving between us.” She shook me a little bit. Not enough to scare me, just enough to get my attention.


“He said I was a secret.”


My mother pulled me into a close hug, crisscrossing her arms across my back and letting her hair hang around me like a magic curtain. I will never forget the smell of her hugs.


“That motherfucker,” she said. “I love him, but I might have to kill him one day.”


The next morning, my mother told me to put on the green and yellow dress that I’d worn for my school picture six weeks earlier, before the teeth were lost. She styled my long hair with slippery ribbons and strapped my feet into stiff shiny shoes. Then we climbed into my godmother’s old Buick, on loan for the day.


“Where are we going?”


Mother turned off Gordon Road. “I am taking you to see something.”


I waited for more information, poking my tongue into the slick space where my nice teeth had once been. She didn’t say anything else about our destination, but she asked me to recite my -at words.


“H-a-t is hat; b-a-t is bat.” I didn’t stop until I got to “M-a-t is mat.” By then, we’d pulled up in front of a small pink school building trimmed with green. Down the road was John A. White Park. We sat in the car a long time while I performed for her. I was glad to do it. I recited my numbers from one to one hundred and then I sang “Frère Jacques.”


When a group of children spilled out into the yard of the small school, my mother held up a finger to stop my singing. “Roll down your window and look out,” she said. “You see that chubby little girl in the blue jeans and red shirt? That’s Chaurisse.”


I found the girl my mother described standing in line with a group of other little kids. Chaurisse was utterly ordinary back then. Her hair was divided into two short puffs in the front and the shorter hair in the back was held down in a series of tight braids. “Look at her,” my mother said. “She hardly has any hair. She is going to be fat when she grows up, just like her mammy. She doesn’t know her -at words, and she can’t sing a song in French.”


I said, “She has her teeth.”


“For now. She’s your same age, so they are probably loose. But here’s something you can’t see. She was born too early so she has problems. The doctor had to stick plastic tubes down her ears to keep them from getting infected.”


“But James loves her. She’s not a secret.”


“James has an obligation to her mammy and that’s my problem, not yours. Okay? James loves you equal to Chaurisse. If he had any sense, he’d love you best. You’re smarter, more mannerable, and you’ve got better hair. But what you have is equal love, and that is good enough.”


I nodded as relief spread all over my body. I felt all my muscles relax. Even my feet let go and settled themselves limp in my pretty shoes.


“Am I a secret?” I asked my mother.


“No,” she said. “You are an unknown. That little girl there doesn’t even know she has a sister. You know everything.”


“God knows everything,” I said. “He’s got the whole world in his hands.”


“That’s true,” my mother said. “And so do we.”
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A SORT OF CREEPING LOVE



IT WAS NOT LOVE at first sight, at least not on my mother’s part. She didn’t meet my father and feel a shift in her personal chemistry or a change in the rhythm that connected her heart to the rest of her body. It was love, mind you, but not the lightning-bolt kind. She had that sort of love in her first marriage, which had lasted only nineteen months. What she had with my father was a sort of creeping love, the kind that sinks in before you know it and makes a family of you. She says that love like what she has with my father occurs on the God level, not of the world and not bound by the laws of the state of Georgia.


You can’t help but respect something like that.


GIFT-WRAP GIRL WASN’T the job she dreamed of, as she never really dreamed of jobs. My mother had dreamed only about marriage, and her brief acquaintance with it had left her disappointed. Coming up with another dream was more than a notion, and she had no idea where to start.


For most of her early life, she wasted her wishes on her mother. Flora, my grandmother, ran off when my mother was just three months old. For six days Flora wrapped her breasts in cabbage leaves to dry up the milk and then just up and left one Sunday before church with nothing but the clothes on her back and the money she got when her numbers hit. “No note, no nothing. Just gone.” The tone of her voice when she told this story made me wish my mother had named me after my grandmother, the wild woman. Instead, she called me Dana Lynn, a sly wink at her own name. Gwendolyn.


By the time James walked into Davison’s, my mother wasn’t just motherless but fatherless as well. My grandfather had disowned her for leaving her husband, Clarence Yarboro. It wasn’t just because her father worked for his and could certainly lose his job but because this proved that my mother was just like Flora. She tells me that when she looks back on it, the reasons she left Clarence were not good enough reasons to leave a marriage, but she doesn’t think that she ever had a good enough reason to marry him in the first place. Mother says she married him because he was good-looking and rich—the youngest in a family of pretty undertakers—and because he had asked her to the eighth-grade dance. Five years later, she was his wife. Seven years later, she was divorced, living in a rooming house, and falling in love with a married man. Eight years later, I was born.


WHEN MY PARENTS MET, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was only one month dead, and there was a sort of grayness over everything. Mother had gone to see Dr. King lying in state over at Spelman College, but the line had been so long, and she didn’t know what was to be gained from standing there, so she left. Back at the gift-wrap counter, Mother felt cheated somehow, that he was assassinated before she could settle her life down enough to participate in the miracle that the man had been. But whom could she blame but herself? She felt a little guilty, enjoying this good job up in gift wrap, the very first colored woman to hold that post. And even the year before, when she was working in ladies’ hats, did she not place a lovely pillbox directly on the head of a colored woman? So yes, she knew how much things had changed, and she was grateful for it, Lord knew that she was thankful for these new opportunities. Still, she hadn’t fought for them, and now the man was dead. It would have been difficult to explain her shame even if she had anyone to explain herself to. Her father wasn’t speaking to her, and her husband was on the verge of remarrying, less than a year since she had moved into the rooming house on Ashby Street. Mother worked each day, looking her best in one of the three good dresses she’d bought with her discount and a small advance on her pay.


James approached the counter on an afternoon on which she was feeling particularly remorseful, not so much for throwing away her marriage but for having gotten married in the first place.


“May I help you, sir?” she said. He was wearing his chauffeur uniform with the hat clutched under his arm like an army officer. She called him sir because that is what they called all the male customers, and she went out of her way to let the colored patrons hear that word of respect there in Davison’s. Was this not what Dr. King died for?


Mother was pretty; she knew this. Not Dorothy Dandridge or Lena Horne beautiful but lovely enough that people noticed. She had what she considered to be an ordinary Negro girl’s face, the kind of medium-dark skin tone that no one called anything but “brownskin.” Her eyelashes, in her opinion, were her best feature; she gestured with them, the way other people talked with their hands. Everyone else, she knew, would say that the key to her looks was her head of hair, long and thick, that reached past her shoulder blades. It was the only useful thing her mother left her. Willie Mae, the girl who roomed next door to her in the boardinghouse, made good money every two weeks pulling it straight with a hot comb and twirling it with irons. At that time of her life, Mother liked to think of herself as an honest person and told anyone who asked that her hair wasn’t naturally good.


When James slid the electric carving knife across the counter, Mother noticed the flash of his wedding band and thought of Willie Mae, who had no problem spending time with men who were married—as long as they swore they were not happy. As my mother asked my father what sort of wrapping he wanted for the carving knife, she decided that he wouldn’t do for Willie Mae, as she was a sucker for pretty men—bright-complected, with light eyes and wavy hair.


“You would have been crazy for my ex-husband,” Gwen told her once, as Willie Mae pulled the straightening comb, sizzling with grease.


“Is he still available?”


Mother chuckled and took a drag from her cigarette, catching the smoke with a damp towel. “He was available the whole time I was married to him.”


“Girl,” Willie Mae said, “I am not telling you how to live your life, but you must be one high-minded lady to leave a perfectly good man just for chasing a little tail.”


“It wasn’t just that,” my mother said. “And who’s a lady? Not me. Just ask my daddy. According to him, I stopped being a lady the day I walked out on my husband.”


“At least you had a husband to leave,” Willie Mae said.


THE MAN BEFORE my mother with the carving knife said, “Can you wrap it in anniversary paper?”


Mother said, “Wedding anniversary?”


“Yes, ma’am,” he said.


She had to smile at the “ma’am.” “Who’s it for?”


“My wife.”


Mother laughed and regretted it immediately. The man in front of her looked embarrassed, and there were white people in the line behind him.


“W-what?”


“Forgive me, sir,” she said, and she really was sorry. “It’s just that most men buy their wives something a little bit more romantic. Like perfume.”


He looked at the carving knife. “This is a g-good present. It cost twenty-three dollars.”


“Yes, sir,” she said. “Let me wrap it for you. We have a nice floral paper that just came in.”


“Wait.” He took the knife back. “I ch-changed my mind.” He headed toward the escalator, with his hat still clamped under his arm.


The next customer in line was a white woman who had purchased a set of baby’s pajamas for her pregnant sister.


“Men,” the customer said. “Who can understand the way their minds work?”


Mother knew what the white lady was talking about, but she couldn’t laugh at a black man with her, even though she was only laughing at him for being a man.


James returned more than two hours later as the store was closing and my mother was tidying up the gift-wrap counter, throwing away bits of string, lining up the tape dispensers, and counting the shirt boxes. He handed her the carving knife again.


“It’s a good knife,” my mother said, tearing a rectangle of floral paper from the roll. “I didn’t mean any harm.”


He didn’t speak, but she noticed his neck bulging as she squared the corners and rolled the tape to make it sticky on both sides.


Mother handed him the box, so pretty now with a double bow, wondering if she hadn’t overdone it. She imagined his wife undoing the ribbons, assuming the contents were as lush as the wrapping, but she decided that it was not her concern.


“And this,” he said in a rush of air, handing her a small box containing a compact of solid perfume.


“Your wife will like this,” Mother said. “She’ll love pulling it out of her purse in front of her friends.” She felt like she was speaking too much, but this odd man was staring at her, and she felt that someone should do the talking. She wrapped the compact in a saucy red wrapper and used a simple gold tie. “Look at that. It’s got a little cha-cha.”


She slid it across the table to him and he shoved it back.


“I-i-i-t’s . . .” He paused and tried again. “Th-th-th . . .” He stopped.


“Is there something wrong? Do you want me to put them both in the same paper?”


His shoulder jerked in a little spasm, and he said, “It’s for you.”


Mother glanced at her left hand, where she wore her own wedding ring, although her husband, Clarence, was a year behind her and already engaged. She wore the ring to say that she believed in certain things.


My mother read Life magazine every week, so she knew that the rest of the country was enjoying free love and unkempt hair, but she didn’t admire the young people who let themselves go. She pictured herself more like Mrs. Parks or Ella Baker. Dignified and proper, like a strand of pearls.


“Take it please,” he said, nudging the red-wrapped present her way again.


And she did accept it, not only because it was a lovely gift; she’d admired the golden compact several times, sneaking her finger in for a sample to dab at her temples. Mother says she appreciated his effort, that he had won a fight with his stammer to give her this present. “Thank you, sir.”


“Don’t call me sir. My name is James Witherspoon. You don’t have to be scared of me. I just wanted to give you something.”


My mother spent the next week and a half expecting James Witherspoon to emerge at the top of the escalator. She agreed with Willie Mae, who pointed out that men do nothing without a reason. That compact was more expensive than the carving knife. If he spent more money on her than on his wife, he’d be back.


“Some men,” said Willie Mae, “would be back if all they bought you was a Peppermint Pattie. Money is for buying company, and they know it.”


(Lovely Willie Mae, whom I called Auntie, stood up for my mother at her illegal wedding to my father, four months after I was born. She was my godmother, sweet to me when I was just a little girl. She died right after everything happened, shot to death by her boyfriend, a pretty man named William. I miss her very much.)


But Mother didn’t feel that James Witherspoon was trying to buy her. She thought that, for some reason, he just liked her. It was a nice idea, being liked. There was no harm in being liked by a married man. There was no harm in liking one back if all you did was like.


By the time a month had passed and he hadn’t returned, Mother regretted not having been more encouraging when he handed her the compact with its cha-cha wrapping, colored to look like a French bordello. She was sorry for staring so long at his wedding ring, a simple gold band, etched with vines, and she felt silly for wearing her own ring—just the band, as her ex-husband had taken back the stone; it belonged to his mother, and she couldn’t expect to take it with her. And she wondered, now, why she kept on wearing it.


She also wondered why she wasn’t able to care more about the important things happening in the world. There was the Vietnam War. She knew boys who had died, and there was always Dr. King, cold in the ground. Even though Willie Mae hadn’t been bitten by a dog, she had been in Birmingham when the German shepherds were let loose. And where had Mother been when all of this was going on? She was busy learning to be a wife.


AT THE END of the summer, she was at work, just where James had left her three months ago, when he finally came back for her. “I came to say hello.”


“You did?” My mother felt ashamed to be grateful for such a small gesture.


“Would you like to have coffee with me?”


She nodded.


“I’m m-married,” he said. “I’m m-m-married. All I’m asking for is c-coffee. It’s a long story. My life is a long story.” “Mine is, too.”


She agreed to meet him at the end of her workday. She petted the hair at her temples, which had kinked up with sweat. It was time for Willie Mae to see about her, so Mother bound her hair into an oily bun at the nape of her neck. She would spend the evening saying to him, “Please excuse the way I look.” And he would assure her that she looked fine. She liked that he said that she looked only fine and didn’t pretend that she was beautiful on this day. She liked the truth of that, and the truth came without insult. She was fine; she would do; it was enough.


My mother stood on the curb at Peachtree Street, where five roads came together, near the plastic shed where she was accustomed to catching the bus. Willie Mae, who typed for an insurance company, would already be onboard, sitting right behind the driver, because she was from Alabama and had walked to work all that year to support Mrs. Parks.


Mother didn’t recognize the limousine as her ride when it pulled up to the curb beside her. She stood there, her eyes trained over the roof of the double-doored Cadillac, looking for James. She wondered if maybe she shouldn’t cross the street, so he could more easily find her. She glanced at her watch as he emerged from the driver’s seat and tipped his hat.


“Oh,” she said. “It’s you.” She laughed. “I didn’t think—”


By now he had reached the backseat door and opened it. He smiled, but didn’t speak. Mother touched her dirty hair, smoothing the edges again. She glanced up the road, looking to see her bus coming around the corner with Willie Mae perched on the first seat, but there was only the ordinary traffic of Studebakers, Packards, and other buses. She took a dainty step toward the open car door; the interior was velvet-looking, a warm tan, the color of peanut butter. She sat carefully on the seat and tugged at her skirt so that it lay smooth over her hips. “Thank you,” she said.


“Madame,” he said. Then he got into the driver’s seat and pulled away.


My mother studied the back of his head, his orderly hairline made straight in a barber’s chair. Classical music crackled out of the speakers, the zip of the violins making her feel anxious.


“Would you like to go to Paschal’s?” he asked her.


“No,” she said. “I can’t go there. If it’s okay, I don’t want to go there.”


“It’s up to you,” he said.


The car was heavy with the scent of the solid perfume he had given her; if he recognized it, he didn’t say.


“Tell me about yourself,” he said.


“I don’t know,” Mother said. “I don’t know what to say.”


“You can say whatever you want.”


It was strangely comforting to talk to the back of his head like this. It was what she imagined talking to a priest would be like. Willie Mae went into the confessional every week. Mother was tempted to join her, but she didn’t want to have to pretend to be Catholic. She didn’t like to lie.


“I was born here in Atlanta. I used to be married, but I’m not married anymore.” He didn’t say anything, so she kept talking. “I’m twenty years old. Did I tell you my name? It’s Gwendolyn, but people just call me Gwen. Oh, I don’t know what else to say. I never knew my mother. And I didn’t march with Dr. King. I went to Spelman to see him lie in state, but the line was so long and I had to go to work. I live in a rooming house because I don’t have a lot of money.”


He kept driving, but my mother didn’t say anything else. She wanted to get out of the car. That would be the good thing about talking to a priest, how you said what you had to say and then you got to leave. But she was trapped here in this Cadillac, getting sick from the smell of her own perfume. “I think I’m ready to go now.”


Without turning toward her, James said, “B-but we didn’t have coffee yet.”


“I don’t feel well.”


“I know that I’m married,” James said. “I am not asking you to do anything that would make you feel low. I just want to have coffee with you. I have never b-b-been out for coffee or for dinner with a woman be-before.”


“Except your wife,” Mother said, regretting immediately the note of sarcasm in her voice. “It’s not my business. Sorry.”


“N-n-not even with her,” he said with a sadness that was palpable. “It’s a long story.”


“My life is a long story,” my mother said.


“Mine, too,” said my father.


Then they both chuckled that the conversation had come round again. She imagined it like a circle, a child’s ball, or even the whole world.


And this is how it started. Just with coffee and the exchange of their long stories. Love can be incremental. Predicaments, too. Coffee can start a life just as it can start a day. This was the meeting of two people who were destined to love from before they were born, from before they made choices that would complicate their lives. This love just rolled toward my mother as though she were standing at the bottom of a steep hill. Mother had no hand in this, only heart.
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NOTES ON PRECOCITY



EVEN THOUGH MY FATHER was a bit on the short side and wore glasses thick as a slice of Wonder bread, there was an uprightness about him that inspired a brand of respect. Even after everything that happened, he never lost this. Much of the esteem he enjoyed had to do with being profiled as a local entrepreneur once in the Atlanta Journal and twice in the Daily World. Witherspoon Sedans was a small fleet—three cars and two drivers: himself and Raleigh Arrington, his adopted brother and best friend. I could probably count the times that I have seen my father dressed like a regular person and not like a driver. There was no shame in it, however. After all, he was his own boss. When you have to wear dress blues and a hat and you work for white people, you’re wearing a costume. You’re no better than the monkey decked out in a red jacket with gold braiding. But when it’s your own company and you picked the uniform yourself out of a catalog, when it was ordered in just your size and didn’t need to be hemmed or let out, well, that was different.


It’s no coincidence that he was wearing his uniform when my mother met him that famous afternoon in Davison’s. It’s remarkable, the way he seems almost fused with his clothing. It made him more confident, and when he was confident he stuttered less. And when he stuttered less you hardly noticed his heavy glasses; he seemed taller.


James was an easygoing man, master of his emotions. “The key to life,” he told me once, “is to avoid the highs and the lows. It’s the peaks and valleys that mess you up.” He liked to behave as though his uninflected disposition was because of some philosophical leaning, but I knew it was because passion of any sort brought out the stammer and turned him into a freak. Anyone who has ever seen James when the stammer rode him could tell how much it hurt him. His face and neck seemed to swell as though the words were trapped in there, painful and deadly like sickle cells. And finally, with a jerk, spasm, or kick, the sentence would break free, unfettered and whole.


[image: image]


My parents didn’t really fight. The most they ever did was “have words,” which was my mother’s expression. Their disagreements were rare because of James’s little-from-the-left-little-from-the-right disposition and also because there was no time for bickering. James ate over at our house only once a week, and once or twice a year he spent the night. When we received him in our apartment, seated him at our table, we treated him like the guest he was. We poured Coke with the meal, said grace like it was Sunday, and even let him smoke in the living room. My job was keeping him in clean glass ashtrays. He said his wife, Laverne, made him stand on the porch with his cigarettes, even when it rained.


Most children probably remember their parents’ arguments with a stone-in-the-stomach ache. In the seventh grade, I read a novel called It’s Not the End of the World, about divorcing parents. My teacher gave it to me, quietly, in a plain brown sack, after my mother explained to her that she and my father were separated but possibly reconciling, the perfect falsehood to explain his inconsistent presence in our lives. The book was about a girl who was torn apart by her parents’ fighting. I thanked my teacher for the gift, but my feelings could not have been further from those of the traumatized heroine of that Judy Blume book. When my parents argued, it was over me; for the brief duration of their spats, I was at the center of something.


Mother never argued on her own behalf. It was “always about Dana Lynn.” My father, before he refused to accommodate her demands always, first, insisted that he loved me. There was a time in my life when that was almost enough.


“This is about fairness, James,” my mother would say, indicating to me that what was once a conversation had now morphed into “words.” I could watch my father’s neck bloat a little, as his defenses gathered there.


[image: image]


I am not a particularly graceful individual. I’m no klutz, but a person doesn’t see me move and think, “Those hips were made for swaying” or “Those toes were born to pirouette.” I am not putting myself down. As my mother would say, “Self-deprecation is not attractive.” And as she wouldn’t say, people in our position cannot afford to make themselves look bad. So when I say that I wasn’t meant to be a dancer, I am just telling the basic truth. But that didn’t stop my mother from saying to James, “I think that Dana should enjoy ballet lessons, just as your other daughter does.” She loved that word, enjoy, and I had to admit that I liked it, too.


Turns out, I didn’t literally enjoy the ballet lessons. When I’d envisioned myself as a ballerina, I saw myself in a lavender tutu with pink ribbons laced up my calves. Instead, I ended up in a hot upstairs room at the YWCA, crammed into a leotard the color of bandages, forcing my bare feet into impossible positions.


When I was about ten, my mother started lobbying for me to take extra classes in science. I was in favor of this, as I liked biology, but at my school we didn’t get to do any experiments. On the last day of the school year, my teacher handed out flyers advertising the Saturday Science Academy at Kennedy Middle School. My mother said that she’d ask my father for the thirty-dollar deposit after dinner on Wednesday. To prepare, I brushed my hair around the edges and put on a short-sleeve collared shirt that I thought made me look smart. I stuck a pencil behind my ear.


We ate dinner that night as we always did, at the kitchen table. My mother invited James into the den to watch Tic Tac Dough and enjoy a spot of cream sherry. He smiled and thanked my mother as she handed him a pretty glass.


“James,” she said, “I want Dana to enjoy the benefits of extra tutoring in science.”


James took a small sip of the sherry. His throat worked to swallow it down.


“Science is very important,” my mother said. She talked as she walked to stand in front of the television. “There are a number of programs in the city that are open to exceptional children. Don’t you think Dana is exceptional?”


James said, “I didn’t say she wasn’t exceptional.”


“Good,” my mother said. “Because she is.”


I sat at his feet with my pencil behind my ear and tried to sit up exceptionally straight.


“That kind of thing costs money,” James said.


“She has two working parents,” my mother pointed out.


James didn’t say anything. My mother sat down beside him on the sofa.


This she said softly: “The Saturday Science Academy makes allowances for female heads of household, you know.”


I had not known about this, and it puzzled me. If she could get me in free, why were we even bothering to involve my father at all?


“James,” my mother said in a voice that was pleasant on the surface, “why are you so quiet?”


Sitting at his feet, I could feel his legs jerking at my back. The stammer could be like that, the words squirming through his body. With great effort he said, “You know I love you, Dana.”


I gave my mother a sharp look. “Love” meant I wasn’t going to be able to go. “Please,” I said in a voice that was only a squeak.


Mother touched her lips to tell me to be quiet, that I should let her handle my father “Why not? Is it because she’s a pretty girl? I have read that parents don’t make the same investment in the minds of their good-looking daughters. Dana is an intellectual, you know.”


I nodded, hoping that this didn’t count as getting into the conversation.


“Dana, go and get the brochure and show it to your father.”


I pushed myself up from the floor and found my feet. I didn’t even get out of the room before he said, “Ch-ch-chaurisse is taking c-c-classes at the Saturday Academy.”


“I see,” my mother said.


But I knew that she had known all along. If Chaurisse was going, then I wasn’t going to get to go. This was one of the basic rules of being an outside child. I thought about the flyer posted on my bedroom mirror. The kids in the pictures held beakers over Bunsen burners.


“Well, I am sure Chaurisse will enjoy herself this summer.”


Carol Burnett was on the TV, and if anyone could see us, I bet we looked like a regular family.


“I don’t need your permission to enroll her, James,” my mother said. “This is not a threat. It’s just a fact.”


“St-t . . .” My father struggled. I felt sorry for him sometimes, even at a moment like this.


“Dana needs to know science, too.”


“Gw-w-wen,” he said, “why do you k-k-keep doing this? I try to be a good man. You know I am doing everything I can.”


Mother said, “There are several programs for gifted children who excel in science. I’ve done some research.”


I looked over at my mother. “Do they have Bunsen burners?”


She shushed me with a subtle movement of her hands. I knelt at my father’s feet, letting my weight settle back on my heels.


“I can’t afford any more payments,” James said. “You know I am stretched real thin.” This was said to my mother. Then he turned to me, “I love you, baby girl.”


I was ready to tell him that it was okay, that I didn’t have to go to science lessons. He seemed so sad and sincere. My mother touched her lips again, and I didn’t say a word.


“It seems, James, that you have money for what you want to have money for.” She didn’t raise or lower her voice. “If you don’t have money to pay for her to go to another program, then I will just have to send her to the Saturday Academy, where she can go for free. It’s just that simple.”
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