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For Carole





Foreword


Alice Walker


For those of us who went South in the mid-sixties to challenge American apartheid in Georgia, Alabama, and especially Mississippi, being able to look back at that decade from the perspective of fifty or more years is an astonishing accomplishment. I know I was not alone in thinking, at the time, that there was probably no way I would survive those years of car and house and people shooting and bombing; no way any of us would emerge, whether in body, soul, spirit, or mind, unscathed. And we didn’t.


But we went, I believe, because we felt the most exquisite love imaginable: love of black people who were risking everything to make a better life for themselves and their children, love of the few whites who dared stand with them, love of the children, whether white or black, who we saw becoming distorted human beings, capable of continuing and refining the cruelty or submission to cruelty their parents and the general racist society taught them from birth.


At this point in my life, fifty-odd years later, I have to laugh, if sometimes bitterly, at how naive we were, how hopeful, how fragile. But then again, as the people liked to say in the Southern states, you just never know what God has in mind! We thought, I think, that we were destined to break new ground between the races, by loving, uniting with, sometimes marrying, persons of “the opposite race.” That this might be, for the heart, for the spirit, and for the American psyche at large, a major contribution to collective growth. We had no idea. No idea that, decades into the future, it would be the relationship with our children that would most sorely test us.


These children, born at a time and sometimes in places none of them would ever choose to live, would later critique everything their parents had done, and find us wanting. For we were focused on “changing the world” at a time—their childhoods—when they rightly felt we should have been focused solely on attending to them. That, precisely, is what many of us were struggling to achieve: a society, a world, in which our children had everything they ever dreamed of needing, including our full and undivided attention, adoration, protection, and love.


In this the most vulnerable, the most passionate, the most honest and brave of books, I see the humor of some of our early Movement fears: that “the white woman” would run off with “our” men. That she would then have “everything,” as she seemed to have already. That she could not, would not, suffer, as we did, having been left with our empty arms. That her children, though brown, would adore her whiteness. How mad this all seems now, reading this book. And yet, it was a very true phase of our passage.


Our passage into what?


Our passage into what it takes to make true sisterhood. And truly human, beings. Our realization that our pain is not only a shared pain, those of us whose children have divorced us, in the millions now (“Estrangement between children and their parents has reached epidemic proportions in the United States” a recent sentence leapt out at me from newspaper or Internet); it is the same pain.


One of the reasons I value writers is that the best of us will worry the scab we sometimes grow over our wound until the wound bleeds, if necessary, before the entire world, as we trust we will somehow, having wished harm to no one, including especially our children, bring healing to ourselves, to anyone suffering as we are still, or have done, and to them. It is a testament to the Universe’s wisdom that it sometimes will unite just the right craftsperson with just the right wound, so that, through riveting art, everyone can examine it.


In this novel “the white woman,” at last standing in the truth of who she is, undefined by parents, lovers, spouse, or children, finds she is free. From that freedom she connects solidly with people of color, black women, other white women, children of every hue, and with her own spirit of resistance and pride.


It is a beautiful vision. And well worth having done the necessary work of going to the Deep South, at its most troubled and dangerous, to gain.


Temple Jook House


Mendocino


September 16, 2012





1990


Ruby Jordan’s fingers tingled, she was that eager to write her farewell.


Half an hour later, wrapped against a wind studded with sleet, she shoved the letter to her mother into a mailbox on Williams Street. The lip of the blue box swallowed the envelope addressed, formally, in her best script, to Elizabeth O’Leary, 1507 Ashby Avenue, Berkeley, CA 94703, as if it were any ordinary paper. She listened to the lid clank, stared at the metal box, and bit her lip as pain pricked her chest. But as quickly as the sting jolted her it vanished, leaving only a familiar wash of longing that rose like acid. She swallowed it down. Not now, she swore to herself, not on my own personal Juneteenth. Her mama had told her that white people used to have a terrible saying: “I’m free, white, and twenty-one.” Well, thought Ruby, snapping her fingers as she strode down the block, I’m free, Black, and twenty-three. Catch me if you can.







PART ONE
1978









CHAPTER 1
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Elizabeth


“I need to see you today,” Gladys, the New Harmony School director, growled into our answering machine. “We’ve had an incident.” Her deep voice intimated this was no ordinary farewell meeting for Ruby’s final days of sixth grade. “Looking forward—” her gravelly voice murmured, as if she hadn’t just raised my anxiety.


Solomon had his own full schedule that day—like every other—so, given the urgency of “see you today” and “incident,” I called Inez to teach my Merritt College class and, sweating, navigated Ashby up to Telegraph and turned right toward Oakland. At Sixty-fifth I angled left toward the brown shingled house our group of community parents had converted to a school, building an addition nearly every year.


Pushing through the noisy halls filled with children’s voices, I slid alone into Gladys’s office. Her secretary, Laverne, waved her hand toward the small battered chair facing Gladys’s desk.


“She’s running a little late, but she’ll be back momentarily. Take a load off.”


Laverne’s soft shoulder-width Afro brushed my cheek when she patted my arm. Why, I wondered after she left the room, had she done that?


After squeezing myself into the chair—had I gained that much weight?—I scrutinized the posters filling the wall: a white woman in an orange-print skirt held hands with a black sister in slacks over the words WOMEN HOLD UP HALF THE SKY. An oversized UNICEF calendar featured a blue globe ringed by multihued children. GIVE! the calendar urged. And everywhere paintings, blue, red, green tempura paint slathered across butcher paper, bright yellow suns lighting the upper corners of landscapes. Several papers bore titles. I saw a curling, faded paper labeled RUBY’S FAMILY: four stick figures hovering under the ubiquitous bright yellow sun. Three of the figures were brown, one was colored pink.


Gladys bustled in, trailing smoke, chattering before she cleared the doorway. A squat woman churning energy, she started out, “Ruby’s such a talented girl.” She swept aside a space on her desk, rummaging for an ashtray. “So vivacious. I remember our talent show when Ruby was, what, in fourth grade, when she brought down the house with ‘Over the Rainbow.’ Remember? Such a bright child. So lively.” She tapped out another Camel from her pack while scanning a pink message slip, not waiting for an answer before she rushed on. “Yes, such talent.”


I listened warily, shifting in my undersized chair. The principal hadn’t called me in to discuss Ruby’s lovely voice and bright disposition.


“And smart. But Ruby is having problems.” Gladys plunged abruptly to the reason for her call. To my thirty-five-year-old eyes, the woman was ancient. A relic from the old breed of progressive educators, fifty at least. Though I’d been part of the parents’ committee that hired Gladys Holland six years before, she hadn’t been my choice. Her confrontational style grated, and, along with Solomon and several others, I’d advocated for a slender, soft-spoken African American woman from Portland, arguing that the students needed a different role model, one they rarely saw in a position of authority. I wondered if Gladys knew. Still, I had to admit that during her tenure the school had prospered. She’d hired terrific teachers, kept parents involved, and was an ace fund-raiser.


“That girl is going to have problems when she gets older, too.” Gladys, who was under five feet, peered across her desk, bobbing her head to emphasize her words.


“I-I don’t think so,” was all I could stammer.


“I’m worried about her. Something unfortunate happened this morning in the bathroom.”


“What?” My heart pounded. “Is Ruby okay? Where is she?”


Gladys tapped her fingers on one of the papers stacked on her desk. “She’s back in class, but she had an altercation.”


“An altercation?”


“From what we gather, another girl accidentally opened a stall door too hard and knocked Ruby down. Ruby dug her nails into the girl’s scalp and made a racial slur.” Gladys stopped and stared at me. “She called her a white bitch.”


I was speechless.


“What concerns me is that Ruby chose to couch her reaction to this accident in racial terms, as well as with violence.” Gladys gave me a long level gaze and spoke slowly. “She’s almost twelve, a critical age when she’s trying to figure out who she is. She won’t fit in the white world. She may not be accepted in the black world. She’s going to have a difficult time finding her place.”


I shivered. “Ruby is black. That’s where she fits,” I said, fighting tears. She’s normal, leave her alone! I glanced at the One World calendar on the wall, with its children of many nations holding hands around the globe, and crossed my legs and arms, trying to shut out the warning voice.


“But you aren’t. And you’re her mother. She’s a sensitive girl, and she’s going to have some major challenges,” Gladys repeated, her head bobbing. I wanted to tear it off her neck.


“No, she isn’t. And how do you know what happened in the bathroom, what really precipitated this ‘altercation’?”


“They agree, Jenny pushed open the door and Ruby leaped up and attacked her.”


“Jenny?”


“Jenny Lee.”


The name wasn’t familiar.


“She came in the middle of the year; she’s just in fifth grade.” Gladys looked at me accusingly, as if I were now wrenching small children’s scalps in bathrooms. “That’s another issue. But school will be out in three days.” I could almost see her wiping her hands of the incident—and of us. “Since Jenny wasn’t injured, even though she was shaken up, I’m inclined to let it go at this point in the year. Both of them are back in class and it’s certainly not the first physical altercation we’ve had, although the first for either of these girls. But mostly, Elizabeth, I wanted you to know how concerned I am about Ruby. Why would she call Jenny a white bitch? Why would she have such a racial chip on her shoulder? These are things you and Solomon need to think long and hard about.” Gladys picked up a yellow file folder while she kept her hooded eyes on me. “Before she goes to junior high school.”


Shut up! I’m sick of this school, anyway.


“Do you talk about race at home a lot?” Gladys asked, peering at me as if I were a lab exhibit.


“We’re very involved with black liberation,” I said. “For a long time,” I added, remembering the Vietnam marches where Ruby, gripping my hand, had chanted along with the crowd, “No Vietcong ever called me nigger!” I didn’t want to tell Gladys about the Black Panthers who’d filled our home for years, toting their guns. I flashed on an image of our old friend Stokely Carmichael, now Kwame Ture, tall and elegant, who practically oozed “death to the white man” from his pores whenever he visited California and crashed on our couch. Or fierce Bobby Seale, who used to bounce Ruby on his knee and now teased her as “my girl.” Or how could Gladys understand who Ralph Featherstone was to us: shortly after Ralph’s last sing-along in our kitchen when Ruby was four, a car bomb in Maryland, probably planted by the Klan, blew him to pieces. We displayed his photo on the living room shelf as a memorial, along with a framed tribute written by his new wife. Yes, Ruby knew his story. We considered Ralph one of our martyrs, one of the several we’d known personally, as a family. I didn’t tell Gladys any of this, or that we were angry all the time. At whites.


“But you’re white.” Gladys squinted, clearly puzzled. “Isn’t Ruby part white?”


“Being African American is a political definition,” I said, trying to still my racing heart while words flowed out automatically. “As all racial categorizations are. She’s seen as black by our culture. Anyone with ‘one drop’ of ‘Negro blood’ is black, according to Southern courts. We want Ruby to have an identity that fits the one the culture puts on her.”


“I don’t know, you have a confused young girl here.” Gladys, usually so poised, so aggressive, looked baffled. As if Ruby were the first biracial child she’d ever encountered.


“Well, the culture is messed up about race!” I grew heated. Perspiration beaded under my arms. “Biracial identity is an attempt to fade out of blackness. Solomon and I are clear. Ruby is black.”


“But she has lots of strengths,” Gladys said, as if to counter a flaw: Ruby’s unnamable, confusing racial designation. She shook her head and stood, extending her hand. “We wish her luck, and of course we’ll be sending her records on to Martin Luther King Junior High.”


I grasped her hand, gave a numb smile, and fled her office, weaving my way through students until I sank gratefully onto the school’s front steps, dropped my head in my hands, and burst quietly into tears. “Ruby’s fine,” I kept whispering. As if the more I said it, the truer it would become.


* * *


“Hey,” I called out later that afternoon, still exhausted from the meeting when the kids straggled home after Ruby’s pickup soccer game, which Che had gone over to referee. They trooped in making a racket. Rosa and Cesar leaped and yelped, as they did whenever anyone appeared at the front door. If it were Ruby or Che, the barking intensified until the kids stroked their shaggy backs. Rosa yipped full volume at Che until she got her rubs; then, once she’d thoroughly licked his face, cleaning up microscopic lunchtime leftovers, she was his noisy black shadow, her toenails clicking on the floor.


“How was the game?” I peered around the wall separating the living room from the kitchen, wiping both hands on the blue BRIGADISTA SANDINISTA apron tied around my waist, and scrutinized Ruby, trying to beam that maternal X-ray I’d read about. She looked the same as always.


“My team lost, four to one.” Ruby plopped onto the oak hall bench and reached down to take off her cleats. I saw her glowing face, golden apricot under the grime and sweat and the matted curly hair that flew all around her head. How could anyone believe my fairy child has problems?


“But I made the goal.” She lifted her head, the sun through the glass door glinting off her braces, and she rolled her lovely brown eyes up at me so I could see her pleasure. At moments like that, when our eyes locked, our connection was visceral. She smiled, and my heart unclenched. Fight or not, Ruby was fundamentally okay.


“Where’s Daddy?”


“Teaching. Wow, you made a goal.” I stepped closer. “Too bad you lost. Was it fun?”


“Kind of,” she mumbled, head down as she untied her shoelaces. Her legs had grown so long, so fast—at five foot seven she was nearly my height—that every pair of pants she owned were high-water. “Afterward we fooled around . . .”


The rest of her words were lost among long tangles, a curtain hanging over her face. These days she’d turned mercurial: one moment she was beaming at me, the next I had to grill her to get one scrap of information. I was used to that with Che, who’d recently turned a reticent thirteen. But Ruby had ever been the confiding one, eager to press against me on the couch, lean her head on my shoulder, and pour out her heart. We were so close we’d been the envy of all my friends. Until this spring. Day by day, watching Ruby now was like seeing a time-lapsed photo of a flower unfurling: she was that different every time I looked.


“Who were you with?”


“Oh, you know, Jamylle and them . . .” Again she looked up; the brilliant smile captivated me, as it always did.


“How was school?” I held my breath.


“Fine.”


“Anything special?


“Not really,” she said flatly, the sullen stranger closing over her face as if a shade had been drawn.


I knew any more questions were hopeless. Well, I consoled myself, we’ll talk about it later. Once Solomon and I had a chance to catch up, after dinner, we’d talk to her together.


While I turned away, Che slid back out the front door. I heard the steady plunk of his soccer ball, thump, thump, hitting the stoop. “Che!” I called, stepping outside with Cesar rubbing my leg until I bent to scratch him. Rosa, limping from a deep cut in the pad of her right front foot, hobbled out, whining for her turn.


“Mama?” Che smiled at me then, the same golden red tone as his sister’s lighting his face, as if a special incandescence shone, like Ruby’s, from under his skin. He sidled up the three steps, brushing lightly against my shoulder, hand automatically out to pat Rosa. “We had a snake in biology,” he said, his deep voice cracking while his brow wrinkled. “We dissected it.” His face curled closed so his lashes fluttered against his cheek. “It was dead already. Jabari brought it in. But when we cut it the guts came out.” He squealed with horrified delight, until my serious teenager suddenly sounded like a ten-year-old. “They oozed out all over.” He tried to gauge my reaction. “It was gross!”


Lulled by his lapse into childhood, I reached out to try for a squeeze, but he wriggled free and expertly hurled the ball against the step, bouncing it on the black and red target Solomon had painted. I heard the plunk, steady and slow, just like he was. “After you hit the target . . .” I calculated “. . . two hundred times, come set the table.”


Inside, Ruby’s footsteps thumped and I followed the sound to her room at the back of the house. “Help me with dinner, okay?”


“All right, as soon as I call Imani. I have to tell her one thing. It’s important. What are we having?”


“Pizza—or do you want upside-down night, with scrambled eggs and toast? I have that seeded bread you like. The one that’s real thin-sliced.”


“Pizza!”


How many thousands of times had this been our dinner? Rotating between four or five meals, somehow pizza seemed to come up more often than any of the others. Over the stove I’d hung a colorful BLACK POWER! UNGAWA! poster, with a raised fist, next to a picture of a massive Chinese woman in red, her huge forearm wielding a giant hammer. Underneath these two Solomon had tacked an Angolan SWAPO poster; its stenciled guns loomed over the steaming vats of food I cooked, usually fresh green beans to go with pizza, or cheap spaghetti or chicken backs and wings, for the Black Panthers and hordes of neighbors who constantly filled our kitchen. Now, when the steam billowed, I strode to Ruby’s room. Through her closed door I could hear her muffled voice on the phone and wondered if she was talking with Imani about the fight at school. “Ruby! Come on. Now! I need you.”


She padded up the hall, skillfully chopped beans and tossed them into my bubbling pot. “Quick, put the lid on,” I told her. I sprinkled hamburger onto a frozen pizza crust, said, “Here, sweetie, spread out the meat with this spoon, I’ve almost got the tomato sauce done”—and was tossing a salad with olive oil, oregano, and chives from Berkeley Bowl when I felt a sweet hand massage my left shoulder. After a moment, she seized my arm and began to pull me into a dance. Ruby’s eyes sparkled; in their flash I saw my familiar child. How tall she was getting, I marveled, as we swayed to the jazz beat blaring from the stereo.


“Daddy,” Ruby called out hopefully when the front door clicked open. But it was Che clomping through the dining area. “Can I cook, too?” His voice cracked.


“Shoes off,” I reminded. Kicking his sneakers into the corner, he ambled into the kitchen.


“Watch out, sweetie. Careful of the stove and the hot food.” Soon the three of us, with Cesar wagging his tail, were creating an improvisational dance to Coltrane’s Live at Birdland, an album I never tired of. When Elvin Jones crashed the cymbals, we clapped in unison, Cesar and Rosa brushing our legs. At the rat-a-tat of the steady drumbeat we jerked our hips, a whirling threesome of giggles crowding into the kitchen, until the boiling pot of beans overflowed, squelching the flame. Catching my breath I relit the stove and handed Ruby a stained quilted blue mitt, a wedding present from Solomon’s sister, Cookie. “Here. Use this while you stir.”


The aroma of bubbling tomato sauce filled the kitchen. Yes, I thought, stealing glances at her, Ruby looks fine. I knew why she’d grabbed that girl’s hair—Jenny had knocked her down—and as for calling her a white bitch, my heart thumped, but before I had a chance to go further with the question I heard the front door click open, and out of the corner of my eye I saw my husband lope through the living room into the kitchen, sniffing the food. Yes, he’s still gorgeous, I let myself notice. Stands so erect, those fine shoulders.


Home for once before nightfall, Solomon’s still-lean body hung over me like a question mark, but I didn’t say a word. Uncorking a bottle of Chianti, I felt my shoulders stiffen and my legs tighten while I silently handed him a glass. And refilled my own. Deliberately, I turned my back into a fortress and busied myself with the sauce scalding on the burner.


“Sorry I missed the meeting,” he mumbled. “I tried—”


Instantly, I heard Che scoot next to his father, a habit I hadn’t seen him show in years. When I glanced over my shoulder, Solomon was absentmindedly rubbing Che’s curls from his forehead in the familiar way he’d used to, and, shockingly, my thirteen-year-old was allowing it.


Ruby lunged for Solomon, wooden spoon in hand. “Daddy, I scored a goal today in the game. It was awesome. Right into the corner. The goalie couldn’t get near it! It was the only goal our side—”


“Sugar, that’s great.” He reached under Ruby’s armpits and in one strong motion lifted her three inches off the ground, pulling her up to his face until they touched noses. She giggled. “That’s my girl,” he said enthusiastically, “you go get ’em.” Lowering Ruby, he stooped a bit to rub noses with Che, too, who tried to pretend he was too tough for this “baby stuff.” Then, Solomon’s tone contrite, he asked me, “How was the meeting with Gladys? I thought I might catch the end of it.”


“But you didn’t, you missed it,” I hissed. “Entirely.” I turned to face him. “Like the last one. Only this was an emergency.”


His face collapsed into a series of weary planes; his eyes behind his glasses hardened. “Shit,” he said, his voice turned hard. “An emergency? You knew I was working. It was a critical gig. I had to drive all the way down to San Leandro to teach a master class, and the traffic on 880 was bumper to bumper. What happened?” He stepped toward me again, draping one arm tentatively over my shoulder.


I nodded toward Ruby and Che, willing the shoulder to soften, and motioned them back to their rooms. “Gladys,” I whispered, catching his hand while I mouthed the words, “is a bitch.”


“Nothing new there. Coulda told you that six years ago,” he whispered in my ear, leaning over to nibble the lobe. “What was the emergency that couldn’t wait?”


“I’ll tell you later. Everything’s okay now, I think. I’ll fill you in on the way to the Hendrix meeting. It’s tonight, isn’t it? God, I can’t believe those cops got acquitted. Beating up a Panther never counts.” I tossed the salad, keeping my voice neutral, although in the way of long-married couples I understood exactly what I was lobbing. I glanced over my shoulder to measure his reaction.


His face tensed and tightened, pinching his features, and the telltale nerve throbbed in his neck like a steady drumbeat. “You know how the brothers—and the sisters—feel about us lately.” His arm loosened from my shoulder until it felt as if he’d peeled away a blanket, and a chill blew over me.


Be careful, I thought. Wait until I’m not so upset about Ruby. But the caution never made it from my brain to my lips. “Screw them,” I blurted. “If you’re comfortable with me, they’ve got to accept us.” And I jiggled my shoulders, knocking his large hand completely off. “Even Bobby?” I asked, remembering how he used to moan at our table over my stuffed pork chops, laughing about The Pig and wolfing down plenty. He’d bounced Ruby and Che on his knees for years when they were small, even joined Ruby and me singing my father’s sacred old union songs, the ones I’d grown up on, inventing new verses to my favorite, “Which Side Are You On?” Together we’d belted out “Don’t scab for Mister Charley, don’t listen to his lies/Us black folks haven’t got a chance unless we organize,” and roared our solidarity together. How could Bobby not want me at the meeting?


“Christ, Red!” Solomon shook his head. “Do I have to explain it again?” He stretched to his full six foot one, straightening his spine even farther, and began to inch backward, one scuffed loafer at a time. His face was as impassive as his eyes.


I couldn’t stop myself, even as I heard the whine of my voice, like the sharp swish of a falling bomb. “What’s the matter, don’t want to take the white-bitch wife?” What’s happened to us: The good-looking mystery man playing his soulful guitar in a Mississippi dirt yard? The slender girl in lace-up sandals frisking like a puppy, willing to do anything—“I’d get shot,” I once declared to a roomful of Panthers—for civil rights? The playful couple blowing bubbles onto naked bodies, swirling the suds into patterns before lunging onto each other? Swearing, “Soul mates forever.” Warm images from the past raced through my mind even as I heard myself direct Ruby, who’d reentered the kitchen with her brother, “Don’t let Cesar lick that spoon full of hamburger juice in your hand” and saw my long arm curl around Che’s muscular shoulder to sprinkle garlic powder in the sauce. Che danced away, as if he were allergic to my touch.


“Elizabeth—look, I’m sorry I missed the meeting,” Solomon said quietly, taking a deep breath, jerking me fully into the present. After a pause he said, “Here’s to . . .” He raised his glass. “The revolution.”


I couldn’t tell if he was serious or not. Looking like a hollowed-out shell, the man leaned against the yellow wall next to the stove, already splattered with grease despite my recent paint job. I twisted the oven dial to 400, holding my face tight and my breath shallow. He couldn’t paste us together with revolution. Not anymore. I shook my head.


“Christ!” he said, banging his beautiful head softly against the wall. “I give up.”


Ruby, her face enveloped in steam, grabbed the simmering pot of beans and slammed it into the sink, trying to silence us, I knew, while Che slipped quietly out of the house. I heard the rhythmic plunk, plunk of his ball against the stoop. Even the dogs quieted and slunk to the living room. “Not now!” I told Solomon, tightening my jaw and nodding in Ruby’s direction.


“Look, I’ve had it with you blaming me every time I can’t make every single one of those damn meetings called at the most inconvenient times.” He took off his glasses and wiped them on his shirt, then burst out, “And you’re the one who said—”


“Not now!” I turned my back and threw hunks of cheese on the pizza before I slid it into the oven. Jeez, I thought for the thousandth time, why am I so pale, the classic red-headed milky white? In a political crowd my skin always screamed white, white, white, like a neon light shining out from the earth tones around us.


“Daddy, something happened today,” Ruby interrupted.


“Not now,” I snapped, momentarily forgetting the incident at school. “Your father and I are talking. Please. Leave us alone for a few minutes.” I nodded toward the living room.


Instead of trotting off, Ruby turned to me and stretched out her hand. “The last sip? Please.”


“No, you’re too young.”


“She only wants a taste,” Solomon protested, handing her his nearly empty glass. “Here’s a sip, sugar.”


“Solomon!” I warned, reaching for the glass. But it was already at her lips, and before I could snatch it back she’d downed the wine in one gulp.


Within two minutes her eyes glazed over, and she nearly stumbled on her way to the table.





CHAPTER 2
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Ruby


“Imani,” I almost cried, clutching the receiver to my ear like a life preserver. “Jenny Lee called me a nigger before she slammed the bathroom door into me, and I went off on her the way Daddy would’ve if anybody treated him like that. I beat that girl.”


“You did? Are you okay?”


“I never heard that before, not for real. It was so weird. Remember when we used to yell in those marches, ‘No Vietcong ever called me nigger’? Those little banners we wore on our coats about that stupid war and those stupid signs we had to hold until our arms fell off? Well, now somebody did call me that. I can’t believe it.”


I lay back on the red star quilt that I’ve had my whole life. Grandma Jean made it when I was born, with these giant red stars on a blue sky. Lots of little stars, too, yellow ones. A corner of one of the red stars, near the middle, was torn, and whenever I lay on the quilt my finger always wanted to slide in the hole. I don’t know why. Grandma Jean told me not to “worry the hole, ’cause you’ll grow it bigger.” She said she’d fix it on her summer visit from Atlanta, when she came every year for a month. And she promised she’s gonna teach me to sew, too. My mom bragged, “I don’t sew,” like it was some kind of accomplishment, and Daddy didn’t know how either. Grandma Jean told me all along that when I was eleven she’d give me sewing lessons, and this summer Here I am, I thought.


“But you pounded her?” Imani said.


“What was I supposed to do, let her get away with it?”


Mama banged on the door then so I had to slam down the phone in like five seconds and act all normal. She hadn’t even noticed anything was wrong. I thought, Wow, she’s too caught up in her own Black Power politics and her stuff with Daddy to even notice me. Even though Mrs. Holland said she was going to call my parents and tell them, but maybe she didn’t? I really wanted my mom to know how scared I was when Jenny spit that word at me, when all my life that was the worst thing anybody could say. That word, it’s like it has edges to it, just the sound, and it digs into your skin like somebody’s stabbing you with a blade. Jenny’s eyes looked mean and hard when she said it, real fast. I couldn’t believe my ears at first. Before dinner, in the kitchen when we were playing, I’d wanted to melt into Mama like I used to, back when her arms circling around me made the whole world safe and cozy.


I started to relax into that feeling, until I flashed on the night when she and I took BART over to a demo in the city, a long time ago, when I was little. It was dark, with candles and peoples’ faces all in the shadows, like rising out of night. The police in their blue uniforms were lined up with riot shields and helmets at every corner, like these giant faceless robots. They were so huge. You couldn’t even talk to them. They were all in lines, like these massive scary walls.


We used to go to End the War marches or rallies all the time in the city. That night she and I were marching along Market Street in a crowd all jammed together. I held on to her brown coat, trying to stay by her while she lifted her sign high over her head, screaming, “Ho ho ho, Ho Chi Minh, the Vietcong is gonna win.” She yelled so loud she got hoarse, practically, by the time we’d gone six blocks. My hand on her coat froze in the fog and the icy wind that whipped down Market Street. I didn’t have any mittens or gloves. Suddenly the creepy cops in their giant helmets swooped right in front of me, and they grabbed a boy with a giant Afro who didn’t look any older than Che. In fact, he kinda looked like Che. They punched him. I couldn’t see why. He kicked and hollered. Other protesters were kind of trying to pull the cops off him, but they twisted his arms back and handcuffed him while they kept punching him and he was screaming. They pushed everybody back and they made a ring of cops around him, so nobody could get up close and help him. Suddenly Mama let go of my hand and dashed forward. “You let that boy go!” she screamed at the cops and broke through their line. “Take your hands off him right now.”


“Lady, you’re interfering with an arrest—”


“I know what I’m doing. Let that child go right now, he didn’t do a thing.” She reached over. I could only see a little bit. It looked like she was trying to put her hands in front of where they were hitting him, on his tummy and his face.


“Lady, I’m warning you, move back.” The cop who was shouting at her lifted up his nightstick and began to shove her back.


“Mama, no!” I screamed.


“When you let that child go, I will,” it sounded like she said.


That was all I saw because the crowd pushed me away, everybody moving forward, and I was almost crushed. When I squeezed between people and scrambled back, I couldn’t find Mama or the cops or the boy or anybody.


“Mama,” I screamed as loud as I could.


A hand reached down for me. But I pulled back; the hand had a scratchy leather glove, not nice warm skin like Mama’s.


“Where’s Mama?” I screamed, looking up.


An old woman stared down, her eyes kind of glassy, gray hair frizzing out from a gray cap. “Child, I don’t know,” she said kindly. “Where did you last see her?”


“Here!” I bawled, frantically looking around the crowd. “With the cops . . .” My mother’s big smile over her brown coat had dissolved into the mist along with the police and the boy. Had they gotten her, too? I’d heard so many stories of jail, of beatings. Even people getting killed, people my parents knew. That I knew, too.


“What’s your name?” The stranger stooped down over me.


No words came. Only a strange cry that sounded kind of like a cat.


“How old are you?” She patted my head awkwardly.


“Eight,” I managed to whimper, which was not strictly true but the next day was my birthday.


The old lady squinted and pointed a shaky finger toward a small woman bumping a stroller along the sidewalk, scowling. “Is that the person you’re with?”


I shook my head as fast as I could, wanting to say, “That woman doesn’t look anything like my mother. Mine has a shiny white face with bright red curls sticking three feet out from her head in all directions.” And she’s a giant. Plus her face is always smiling, pretty much, like sunshine, not like that woman at all, who looked like a grouch. My body shook with sobs until I closed my eyes and pictured Mama. Would I ever see her again? How would I find my way home?


“What’s your name?”


I froze, suddenly remembering I wasn’t supposed to talk to strangers.


“Do you know your phone number, little girl?” the old lady asked. A knot of adults gathered around us.


I nodded but I didn’t say anything.


“Tell me what it is so we can call your house,” she said gently.


“It’s 845-5020,” I choked out.


“Come with me,” she said, and grabbed my arm. Her hunched-over body was strong even though she was old so I didn’t have any choice. I let her haul me into a tiny pizza place across the street where she asked the owner to let her use the phone. I heard her repeat the number to herself. I hoped I was right about the number.


“I have a lost child here,” she barked into the phone before she handed it to me. “She won’t say her name.”


“Daddy,” I blurted through my cries as soon as his voice filled my ear. “Mama’s lost. I’m lost.” I dissolved completely into sobs. “I think the cops have her.”


“I’ll be right there to get you, sugar,” he said quietly. “Everything’s okay. You’re not lost, you’re found. Stay with the woman who called me, stay right there in the pizza shop. But what the hell did your mother do?” I could hear the anger rising in his voice. “Let me speak to that woman again.”


The pizza guy must have called the police. Two cops in those big blue uniforms came rushing in the door and held on to me, one on each side like I was a prisoner, until Daddy came. He had to show them all kinds of ID, even though I tried to squirm away to run into his arms. Then Mama showed up, crying so hard she couldn’t talk. All she could do was pick me up and squeeze me and not let go.


“What the hell happened?” Daddy asked her.


She wouldn’t answer until we were in the car. “I was trying to rescue a child, a boy, that the pigs had, they had him in cuffs and they were beating him up. Like crazy people. Kicking him—”


“What did you think was going to happen to Ruby while you were the great white savior?”


“Solomon, stop it! This is no time for that crap. This is serious. A teenage child is in jail right now, who knows what they’re doing to him? Well, I do know, and it isn’t pretty.” She began to cry again. “I knew someone would find Ruby and call you. And that they’d release me. They did, after about five minutes, right there on the street. Such idiots—”


“I can’t believe you’d put your own child in jeopardy—”


“You’ve got a lot of nerve lecturing me about child care, Mister Never At Home—”


“I know enough not to abandon a seven-year-old on the street in a mob full of strangers.”


“A mob? Oh, now the people’s army is a mob? And they weren’t strangers, they were comrades. Look, Ruby’s fine, aren’t you?” She turned to the backseat, where I sat numbly, then she said to Daddy, “I’m sorry, but it was instinct. I just ran, without thinking. Wouldn’t you do the same if you saw a young brother being beaten by cops? We’ve got to call Albert as soon as we get home, put out the word. And tell everyone to get down to the station in San Francisco. I got the boy’s name, Elias Anderson, so we can try to get him out tonight. Before they beat him to a pulp.” She put her face in her hands.


“Great that you got the kid’s name, Red,” Daddy said. I knew whenever he called her that he was softening. “You’ve got good instincts.”


Still they argued, all the way home, about who cared more about me. But nobody really paid me any attention. I sat alone, wondering, Did my mother care more about that boy she didn’t know than about me? How could she have lost me? Wasn’t I special to her? Didn’t she know how scared I was about getting lost?


I’d always known, like since I was born, that Che, who’s only a year and a half older than me, is Daddy’s special kid. “My man,” Daddy calls Che, and gazes until the pride practically drips down his face, his eyes get so soft. He used to touch Che’s head in that certain tender way, brushing back my brother’s reddish curls when he was younger, and kind of croon, “My son, firstborn child.” It’s been that way my whole life, and I guess I’d kind of imagined that left me with Mama, that I was her special one. But the night I got lost in San Francisco, even after we all found each other at the pizza place once the cops connected us up and we drove home and Mama boiled hot milk with nutmeg the way I liked it, and even after both my parents tucked me into bed and sat next to me for a long time, my body still trembled.


Now somebody had called me nigger, for real, and it seemed like Mama didn’t even care.


Maybe what I thought that night when I got lost in San Francisco was true. Maybe I wasn’t anybody’s special child.





CHAPTER 3


[image: Images]


Elizabeth


“Why did you tear off after dinner before I even knew you were gone? We had stuff to talk about!” I sat cross-legged on a couch under the window nursing a Heineken, lifting my left wrist to scrutinize a nonexistent watch the moment Solomon cracked open the front door later that night. Cesar, who lay on the couch next to me, raised his head. “Out again till one.” I tossed the bottle into the wastebasket, where it pinged against glass. Traffic still sped by outside on Ashby, headed toward San Pablo. “Yup. Do you wonder what we did all evening after you raced out, leaving every single dirty dish behind?” I gestured toward the kitchen, the red-crusted plates on the side of the sink, the hardening spaghetti pot, the skillet still on the stove. “Did you wonder if maybe there was more to tell you about my meeting with Gladys?”


“Damn it, Red, that’s when the gigs are. I can’t revolutionalize the whole goddamn music industry single-handedly, can I, just because you want me home every night?” He paused. “Yes, I was at the Hendrix meeting, where it took hours to decide, but we’re calling a massive rally at the opening day of the trial, if you care. In front of the courthouse. Which I thought was so important to you.” He folded himself into the blue chair facing the street, avoiding my eyes. His were ringed with fatigue. “Yes, I stopped in at Yoshi’s for one hour to jam. I have to keep up my connections, remember?”


“That’s not the fucking goddamn point.” I wobbled into the kitchen, shielding my eyes from its bright lights, and returned with two Heinekens, handing one over. “We never see you, and I have total responsibility for the kids from the second they get home.”


Solomon was infuriatingly silent. He could be that way. Making me do all the conservational work.


“It’s not as if I don’t have a job, too.”


He maintained his silence. I flopped onto the couch and flipped open a dog-eared pamphlet. “It’s sexism,” I said darkly, “and it’s systematic.” I closed the mimeographed booklet and pointed at the cover price: 50 cents to women, a dollar to men. “At least we get a good deal somewhere. We should pay half price for everything, in proportion to our pay.”


“The Politics of Housework! ‘The Politics . . . ? Let’s talk about something serious, goddamnit, at this time of the night. Please.” His nostrils flared. “What happened at school?”


For an answer I began to read aloud, as I’d once read The New York Times to him over breakfast, when every protest was a harbinger of the coming revolution. “ ‘Housework remains the woman’s job and even the revolutionary man who washes dishes simply helps.’ ” My voice rose. He sat heavily, slouching in the large chair, his black trumpet case leaning against his leg. His left cheek spasmed, the nerve in his neck twitching in time to the cheek. “ ‘The roles we take as natural are conditioned by oppression.’ If you understand that about race, why can’t you get it about sex?” I raised my eyes only to be met with half-closed lids, a jaw clenching and unclenching. “Women’s liberation explains it all. You just do whatever you want, no matter the cost to me, to the kids, to anybody, while I’m chained here. Housewife. I didn’t marry a house.”


“Then do what you want to do.” Wearily.


“I don’t know what I want. Aside from happy children.”


“And that’s my fault?” His eyes were hoods.


“It’s classic.”


“What is this, a goddamn women’s lib seminar?” He closed his eyes.


“Liberation.” I rose and began to pace. “Would you use that abbreviation about any other peoples’ liberation?” When he didn’t answer I screamed, “What was the last demo we’ve been to together? The Vietnam rally on Sproul Plaza? That was a year ago! What do we do as a family? Are we going together to the rally before the trial, are you gonna sneak up to the stage with the kids like you did that time you left me alone in the crowd?” I ached, still, and it had been years. That sunny Saturday, with the fog lifted and a welcome heat, we’d rattled along Grove Street, shushing Che and Ruby, until we arrived, late, at Bobby Hutton Memorial Park, as the Panthers had renamed DeFremery. When we joined the throng pressed in front of a platform, I saw I was one of only a couple whites. We’d slipped into a spot at the back of the crowd, where I stood next to Solomon behind rows of pillowy Afros and raised fists. Suddenly, he wove forward, dragging Che and pushing Ruby’s stroller as a wedge, saying, “Excuse me, excuse me.” I began to follow while he pushed toward the stage until I saw him wave me back. Startled, I stopped and lost sight of them until Solomon’s head popped up in front. What’s that about? I wondered, shocked. When I looked at the men and women jostling for space next to me, with people packed in behind us, I was acutely aware that I was on my own, a solo white woman bereft of my usual cover.


“The white man’s rule has gone on too long!” a man screamed from the stage, his arm jutting upward. I applauded, trying to ignore glares from two large women wedged next to me. “The white woman expects us to clean her filthy house and wipe her kids’ nasty asses. We’re done with that shit!” While the crowd roared, fists raised, I kept clapping, desperately, wanting to hoist a sign: I’M WITH YOU, BROTHERS AND SISTERS! Instead I smiled broadly, trying to demonstrate solidarity. Yet I felt horribly adrift, so unlike the cozy solidarity of the days when we’d crossed arms, clasped hands, and sung, “We shall overcome, black and white together, we shall overcome . . .” How could Solomon have abandoned me in this sea of angry blackness? What would the kids think? I tried to shrug it off, the way I’d learned to do with pretty much everything, but the betrayal stung. Later, when I waited alone by the car, “I’m sorry,” he’d said softly, looking like Rosa with her tail between her legs when she knew she’d misbehaved. “But you know how it is, honey. . . .”


“I thought we didn’t settle for ‘how it is.’ We’re trying to make ‘how it is’ be different,” I’d told him grimly, opening the car and climbing in. As usual, I busied myself with the kids, who were clamoring for snacks, and we let it drop. But a hard wedge lodged itself between us.


Now my Bill of Housework Rights exposed it.


“I can’t go to demos anymore with you, can I, in this climate?” he muttered. “We’ve been over all this. And over it. Why now, when I’m more exhausted than a dead dog? And you’re half drunk.”


“What about sharing housework, instead of helping?” I rammed him. “Which is token anyway.”


“Elizabeth, what is this, everything and the kitchen sink? You’re the one who’s here. And when I come home, tired as I am, yes, at one fucking a.m.—after I’ve been out making good money. Speaking of the kitchen sink, all right, let’s. Look at it. It’s stuffed with filthy, disgusting dishes.” He pointed. “Literally stacked on both goddamn sides. The linoleum is coated”—he poked one foot out gingerly—“with shit. What is this, dog pee or sour milk? I could lose my footing and never be able to get up. Black man down! Drowning in shit.” He attempted a chuckle, which further infuriated me.


“Mopping is a bourgeois trap,” I snapped. “And how the hell would I have time to mop the floor with two kids running around, two dogs, the fucking pregnant cat that you dragged home, the phone ringing every fucking minute with messages for you—‘Oh, this is important, make sure the brother gets it’—and every kid from the neighborhood tearing through. Not to mention that I do have a job. And I run over to school whenever there’s a crisis. But you wouldn’t know, would you? Since you’re never here. Am I supposed to be raising these kids by myself?”


“Could we maybe talk about this in the morning?”


“Oh yeah, when you get up after I’m at work. Good idea; maybe a phone call would do it!”


“What’s going on? Did something happen with the kids?”


“Oh, now you’re worried about the kids. Great. Yes, something is going on with the kids. They’re biracial, remember. Gladys says Ruby’s not white, not black. And she’s going to have B-I-I-G problems. Not exactly what we pictured, is it, our perfect little new world? Oh yeah, and Ruby got in a fight today.” I observed him evenly. “With a white girl, a fifth grader, who knocked her down.”


He shot up, his eyes fully open.


“All right, somebody pushed her with a bathroom door, from the stall, by mistake. The door opened onto Ruby and knocked her down, but Ruby grabbed the girl’s hair and dug in. And she called her a white bitch.”


“When did you find out about this?” He eyed me through slits.


“At the meeting with Gladys. I talked to Ruby about it tonight after you left, at bedtime. She said this girl Jenny, who’s new, slammed the stall door on her on purpose.”


“She’s got to learn to fight.”


“Fight? You mean with her fists?”


He balled one up. “Yeah, take that bitch out before she decks Ruby.” He rose, crouched, and pantomimed the action, whoosh! right arm swinging hard, hitting, again and again. His cheek twitched while he crouched lower, punching air. “Bam. No more trouble.”


“Solomon, you’re out of your mind. That wasn’t what it was about. Ruby’s not going to fight. She’s not a street kid.”


“A ‘street kid’?” he said slowly. “A ‘street kid’?”


I gulped.


“You equate ‘black’ with ‘street’? White girls don’t fight, black girls do, ‘street girls’ do, and she’s not black, she’s not ‘street’?”


“Oh, that’s not it, you know it’s not.” I tried to soften my tone.


“Trust me, that girl needs to learn how to defend herself. She’s deeper than we think. There’s a lot going on inside her. But she can take care of herself. ‘White bitch!’ ” He chuckled grimly and picked up the Chronicle. “Did you see what that bastard Reagan said about Nicaragua?”


“Don’t change the subject. I’m worried about Ruby.” I started toward the kitchen to tackle the dishes, but when I heard him behind me cursing, “Damn women’s lib,” the day’s events rushed up on me like a tidal wave. I grabbed a wineglass and hurled it toward his head, aiming a few feet to the left. In a second he was on me, knocking me down with the palm of his hand, glancing my right temple while he hissed through gritted teeth, “Don’t you ever throw anything at me!”


“I wasn’t throwing at you,” I whimpered, curled in a ball, afraid to move. “It was the wall. How could you hit me?”


“Don’t throw glass,” was all he said at first, into my shock, my disbelief. No one had ever struck me. In Mississippi I’d been afraid we’d be murdered, in Sacramento I’d been afraid of some racist idiot randomly attacking us on the street, even in San Francisco I’d had moments of terror, but I never imagined it would be Solomon who’d force me to the floor with a blow to the head. Weeping, I crawled to the refrigerator for ice cubes and managed to pry the freezer door open. The dogs padded in and sniffed, trying to investigate, but I pushed them down the hall, away from the shards of glass. Solomon silently helped me make an ice pack, folding the cubes into a dish towel while we sat on the floor. “I’m sorry, Red,” he moaned quietly, “I thought you were attacking me. What have we come to?” We clung to each other, shaking.


“I wanted to go with you tonight,” I said. “It’s so hard—”


“But you couldn’t,” he said, cutting me off angrily, “you know that. Oh yeah, I can see strolling into the All-African People’s Revolutionary Party meeting with a paleface on my arm. Great.”


“Well, why do you have me in your arms right now then?”


Sigh. “We’ve been over this. You think the world is a fairyland, everybody’s nice. It’s not that way. There are dangerous folks out there. And I for one don’t want to rile them up.”


“Why do you hang out with ‘dangerous folks’ if you’re married to me?”


Silence.


“Could we talk about maybe why Ruby called the other girl a white bitch?” I said, accusation driving my voice like a gun.


“Ever think about that when you call yourself my white-bitch wife?”


“What about your goddamn whitey songs? ‘Lord, white folks and flies I do despise,/and the more I see white folks, the more I like flies.’ Don’t you think Ruby hears that?” I stopped. “She needs a proud black parent. Who shows her another way to be black. Without hating the honky. Somebody who’s here.”


He started to speak, paused, then held me tighter. Slowly, he said, almost whispering, as if to himself, “You never think about how maybe a family is holding me back.”


“You? Holding you back? Hey, weren’t we talking about Ruby? But if you’re talking about ‘holding back,’ where am I going? Running to the grocery store on my way home from class. Is that supposed to be my destiny? Biology is destiny?”


“Cut the women’s lib crap, Red. You sound like a robot. As a composer,” he spoke carefully, as if addressing a slow child, “I need a certain kind of time around me . . .” He hunched his shoulders, still cradling me; all I could see in his eyes was a deep brown shimmer, reflecting the kitchen light. “Floating-mind time to experiment, to create, not this constant press of daily details. I’m an artist, and I’m always running, running to get to class in the morning, afraid I’ll lose my job. . . !” His head hung over his chest.


“Well, color me black. Maybe I’m an artist, too, but I don’t even have the time to figure that out. You wanted children. It’s a little late now for regrets. I never agreed to raise them by myself.”


He lifted his head and eyed me with silent fury, with that flash of anger I’d first glimpsed in Greenwood the day we met: June 13, 1963, the morning after they gunned Medgar Evers down in Jackson. “Shot dead right in front of his children,” old Mrs. Washington, who’d housed three of us Student Nonviolent Coordinating Commitee volunteers, said grimly when she told me.


“Damn it,” Solomon shouted now.


“Shh,” I hushed, finger to my lips. “You’ll wake the kids.” The ice in the towel was leaking down my shirt; I stood to stick the pack in the freezer and run hot water to soak the dirty pans.


“I can’t find a goddamn thing in this mess,” he said. “Look at this—stacks of mail from the Dark Ages!” He pointed to the slab of wood in the corner, where a clutter of KPFA public radio newsletters, Panther pamphlets, copies of Ebony and Jet, and piles of mail swamped the counter. “Who can find anything here?”


Traffic on Ashby rumbled by, so we didn’t hear her coming until Ruby appeared in the doorway, rubbing her eyes, her face pinched with worry. “What’s going on?”


I breathed as quietly as I could, motioning her back to her room, but with lidded eyes she asked, “Daddy, what’s—”


“Have you seen my glasses?” His jagged face smoothed out, as if the angry man I’d just seen were a phantom, and here was my familiar husband: genial, smooth, and handsome as ever. “Just trying to find my glasses, sugar.”
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