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To my mama and daddy,
Willie and Sallie Hawkins.

You never stopped believing in me.
Where would I be today without
your hope, prayers, and unending love?



OVERTURE
Welcome to Martha’s Place


SOME FOLKS HAVE TOLD ME they feel an actual tingle when they walk through the front door. Others simply say that when you step inside, someone’s apt to call you by name as like as not. Still others say there’s some kinda magic around here—but I don’t know nothing about that.

What I do know is that every day come late morning, maybe fifteen minutes before we open, I gather whoever’s on shift in the kitchen with me, maybe Beryl and Rosalee, and we all hold hands family-style like we’re sitting around a lunch table at home, and we look upward. That’s what this restaurant is built on, ’cause that’s all we know to do. We pray out loud, all at the same time, no shushing or uppityness when we talk to the good Lord. If another person’s praying then the rest of us are pursing our lips and saying mmmmmm Amen and Thank you, Jesus and Yes, Lord let it be so. Every morning, that’s how it goes.

I hope all this talk right up front about praying doesn’t bother you. I know plenty of folks who ain’t praying folks, and if that’s your story I ain’t here to convince you otherwise. I figure it takes plenty of courage to not be the praying kind, so the Lord bless you if that’s the way you are. Still, I hope you don’t mind getting prayed for beforehand if ever you come into my restaurant. Every morning we’re praying that these walls will bring peace to all inside. We’re praying that our customers will know comfort and rest. And we’re praying for folks anywhere who might be feeling poorly or desperate or may be just in need of a smile. I don’t think you’ll mind all that praying, if you think about it. In all my years yet, I ain’t heard nobody complain about getting prayed for, even if they’re not the praying kind.

So where do you find this restaurant? Well, if y’all ever visit Montgomery, Alabama, be sure to head downtown to the old part of the city and hop aboard the Lunch Trolley Express. The ride is free and you’ll enjoy some good sights. The trolley takes you down Church Street past Troy University and the federal courthouse building; you’ll make a left jog onto Sayre Street, and you’ll stop right outside a restaurant where the sign in front reads MARTHA’S PLACE RESTAURANT & CATERING SERVICE. When the weather’s warm we keep an old wheelbarrow next to that sign with flowers blooming in it. Pinks and yellows and lavenders, and I’m right proud of that sign, though it’s not getting any younger and I see it needs new paint again this year.

Truly, this old restaurant ain’t much to look at on the outside. But it’s got character, it rightly does. It’s in the first house on a street of two-story, wood-sided houses. We’ve got wood shutters on the windows and a big old wraparound porch out front. Across the street is a parking lot with a chain-link fence, and two down is a day care, and right next door you’ll see the Inner City Church of Christ, a tan brick building with six huge white-painted Greek columns out front. Those are our neighbors. Inside the restaurant is the main dining room that looks just like a living room with a fireplace and mantel and hardwood floors all weathered and worn. The artwork all shows rural Southern life, paintings of sharecroppers bringing in the cotton, of folks walking to church way out in the country, of folks having picnics in the fields.

It’s a funny thing about this little old restaurant: it seems to have created quite a stir. I don’t rightly understand it all myself. A newspaper recently described it like this: “For dignitaries, movers and shakers, and people who simply want a great lunch, Martha’s Place in Montgomery has become known as a mandatory place to eat.”

Well, that sounds highfalutin to me, but it’s true that we’ve had our share of dignified folks walk through the door. In the entryway there’s a picture of world heavyweight champ Evander Holyfield in a white shirt and tie placing an order here. Whoopi Goldberg, Sissy Spacek, Walter Matthau, Nell Carter, Macaulay Culkin, Angela Bassett T.D. Jakes, Kirk Franklin—they’ve all eaten the food from Martha’s Place. There’s a picture of Ted Koppel and me arm in arm in the dining room. Lots of politicians have stopped by, even the governor of Alabama, and plenty of professional football players, business folk, artists, and musicians.

History is part of this place, too. Rosa Parks used to be a regular before she passed. Missus Parks was real soft-spoken, you never could imagine her being the cause of so much change. She always took corn bread muffins to go. CNN held the ceremonies for the fortieth anniversary of the Montgomery bus boycott at Martha’s Place.

Plenty of regular folks come here too. Everybody’s welcome. They call what we serve up comfort food. If you walk through the front door at lunchtime you’ll smell turkey and dressing if it’s Wednesday, fried pork steak if it’s Thursday, barbecued pork if it’s Friday, and steak and gravy come Tuesdays. Mondays we’re closed because I usually cater Saturdays and often Sundays and then I need one day per week that’s just a day for Martha. Any day of the week, you’re also welcome to enjoy a big helping of Southern fried chicken, which ain’t no ordinary fried chicken neither. It’s hot and juicy on the inside with tender, crisp outsides, and it ain’t never greasy. When you eat a piece of my fried chicken you can snap your fingers afterward. Then there’s chicken and dumplings and collards and fried green tomatoes and pork chop casserole and baked ham and steamed rice and smothered cabbage and black-eyed peas. For dessert there’s pound cake and apple cobbler and banana pudding and sweet potato pie and strawberry pie and more.

Over the years I can’t believe all the fuss that this little restaurant has created. Food critics tend to praise it all up and down. Reporters sometimes praise what they call the ambience; sometimes they talk about the unlikely story behind the restaurant. Martha’s Place has been written up in the New York Times, Oprah Magazine, Southern Living, Essence, Guideposts, and a bunch of those Let’s Go books for folks coming to visit America from other countries. I’ve been on National Public Radio. Some college textbook has a write-up about this restaurant in it, something about economic know-how or American business success stories, I guess. Another writer has words of mine alongside those of Camille Cosby, Phylicia Rashad, and Della Reese in a big old New York book called Dear Success Seeker: Wisdom from Outstanding Women. Shoot, there’s even a museum out in California that’s got a Martha Hawkins exhibit in it. Someone told me about that, though I’ve never seen it myself.

Me, well, I’m still thinking about what I got to do for this day. At 4:30 I’m up, preparing the menu for this day’s opening. In a few hours folks will be coming in to eat. On busy days the line will stretch out the door. Corn bread and homemade cobbler welcome everybody so they’ll feel that they’re pretty near right at home. That’s my kind of success. That’s all I’ve wanted, for that’s always been my dream.

Then there’s public speaking too. I never imagined or dreamed about that, but this restaurant has opened some doors for me so that I seem to be talking quite often these days—women’s groups, sorority chapters, clubs, church groups, that type of thing. There’s business groups too, some big corporations—even the CEO of Sam’s Club came to Montgomery after hearing me speak. Seems he wanted to taste the food in this restaurant for himself. I doubt it was my words that persuaded him. It’s the good Lord who sprinkles extra sauce upon my words. That’s what I’ll say.

And of course my boys—they’re my real success. In the entry-way there’s a picture of my oldest, Shawn, shaking hands with the president of the U.S.A. My other boys, too—Quint, Reginald, Nyrone—they all done me real proud, so proud. But I’ll tell you more about that to come.

Things weren’t always this way with Martha Hawkins. I guess that’s what makes my story something to tell. I had to overcome a heap of trouble to find this success today. Some folks would call my restaurant the picture of the American dream, but I know it involves more. Ask me today what the secret to success is and I’ll tell you that it’s not about where you are from, or how you got to where you are, but about whether you can step into God’s promise for your life. That’s the secret I’ve found. It’s made all the difference between failure and success, poverty and prosperity, sadness and happiness, even life and death.

Let me see if I can describe success in ordinary terms, something I’m real familiar with. When I think of success I like to think of lima beans, one of the regulars on my menu. Most folks will tell you that they never met a lima bean they liked, and I can value that, for most lima beans are not worth the heap of dirt they was growed in. But lima beans are on my menu for a reason.

When you think of lima beans they’re usually small and shriveled, all tumbling lost at the cold end of a bag of mixed vegetables. Folks will say that no lima bean never amounted to much. But the lima beans at Martha’s Place are just plain different. Why, a fella from up Mississippi ordered a bowl just the other day. He was a big fella with a ruddy face and white suit, no stranger to eating I guessed, and suspicious at first at the bowlful of beans I brought him, wrinkling his nose and wiping his brow like it was gonna take a lot of work to choke them down. He forked up one, tasted it, then he got this particular smile on his face. “Martha,” he said, “these lima beans are downright luscious,” and he wolfed that bowl down and asked for another. That’s the word he used: luscious. I’ve heard my lima beans described as a lot of good things before, but I ain’t never heard no one describe my lima beans as luscious.

So this is what you’ll taste if you ever order yourself a bowl. The lima beans at Martha’s Place are cooked with a whole lot of love. When you put them against your lips they feel plump, like you was smooching the back of your baby grandson’s knee. The beans are soft and piping warm, straight out of the pot they was cooked in. They’re cooked in together with a lot of good country butter, and flavored with salt and pepper and a few kitchen secrets only a handful of folks know. And if you close your eyes and let them, those lima beans will remind you of sitting at home with all the people you love, and on the supper table in front of you is spread a country banquet on a red-checked cloth, and all of your friends are enjoying themselves and diving in and helping themselves and joking together and having a good old time.

Those lima beans are on my menu because I know how food can become more than just food. It’s what a body uses for change. Like crackers and grape juice passed around at church, food can become what centers things when everything has gone astray. You take something as poor and lonely as a lima bean—on one hand it’s ugly and stupid and forlorn and forgotten. But then you cook it just so, and a powerful change happens. Lima beans become something luscious—the food of delight and flavor and faith.

That’s why they’re on my menu at Martha’s Place. That’s the poetry of this restaurant’s life, my life, my success, this food that smacks of hope. And that’s what I aim to show you in the pages to come. It’ll take some time to get there. We’ve got to pass through some mighty dark waters before we come to the light. But we’ll get there soon. Hope is right around the corner, I promise. It’s right there on the table with a warm cake pan of corn bread. There’s a mound of soft butter and side plate with your name on it. And next to that is a glass for receiving. And a frosty pitcher full of ice-cold lemonade.
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FINDING MARTHA’S PLACE




1
Shocked


Jackson Hospital, Montgomery, Alabama 1975

I JUST WANTED TO FORGET.

Forget. Forget. Forget.

Mama went with me to the hospital. Somebody else drove. Mama didn’t drive. She never did. I couldn’t tell you who drove. Daddy never drove neither. So it might have been one of my older sisters or brothers. Everything was blurry in my mind. All I saw was the black back of someone’s head in the front seat while Mama sat close to me in the back. Maybe it was winter. Or maybe it was spring. It didn’t matter much to me. I wasn’t doing much of anything these days. I wasn’t even cooking. The building loomed up big and white in front of us as the car drove into the circular driveway. Then we was under a large awning with skylights, I think, because shafts of glowing came down around us like spotlights. The car’s door handle felt cold as I closed the door behind me. It was strangely chilled for Alabama’s usual heat. Mama took my arm and we started walking although I felt like sitting. A smile crossed my face as the doors opened for us. I wanted to be here.

After I had had my nervous breakdown, the doctor had suggested I stay at Jackson Hospital for a while. We had tried everything else. Talking. Therapy. Pills. I took a heap of pills. The names jumbled together in my mind, colors and letters, z’s and ph’s and Thorazines and benzodiazepinesomethingorothers. You know that feeling like when you’ve had a few drinks, maybe a second or third past where you normally stop, and you want to shake the straw out of your head but you can’t? That’s how I felt, ’cept I felt like that all the time. Like that, and like I wanted to lie down even though it might have been the middle of the day. And whenever I did my eyes closed and I saw shapes and swirls and folks’ faces and I heard voices and laughing. And other folks might be in a room with me and talking to me but I was just sitting on a couch looking at a corner in the ceiling because that’s the only place it felt safe to look, and maybe I was just imagining those other folks there in the room with me after all.

She needs to go to the hospital for a rest, was what I remembered hearing the doctor say. A rest sounded good to me, so when Mama and I took the elevator to the fourth floor at Jackson, I was surprised to see a sign that read PSYCHIATRIC WARD. Was that where I was going? Oh well. Mama musta known. She signed the papers at the admitting desk for me. A white lady sat behind the high counter. Her voice sounded far away. “No visitors,” she said. “And no phone calls … at least for a while.” I wanted to hug the lady. To have her smile at me. I think she did when the doors at the end of the hall buzzed open for us. “The doors are locked for safety reasons,” the lady had explained to Mama. That was a surprise to me. It felt scary to think that they were keeping all those crazy folks locked in there.

Mama and I passed through the buzzing doors and found my room. I saw it was just a regular hospital room and my shoulders relaxed a bit. There was no padded walls like I had feared, just a room with high, white-painted walls and a bed, a chair, and side tables. Mama unpacked my suitcase and pulled the blinds down. It must have been the afternoon sun she needed to keep out for me. I felt her lips press on my forehead as she kissed me good-bye. “I’ll talk with you later, Honeychild,” she said. Her voice sounded so good. Just warm and familiar. It reminded me of dessert. Mama was always cooking. I wanted to forget a lot of things, but I never wanted to forget that. What was my favorite dessert? I had to think about that one. It was a toss-up between bread pudding and red velvet cake. Probably the bread pudding. Yeah, that was it. That’s one thing Mama made all the time. She took leftover bread or biscuits and put raisins and pineapples on top. She could always reuse bread if it was left over. She cooked it and added a raisin sauce. It was sugary and creamy. No, I didn’t want to forget bread pudding. Some things you don’t ever want to forget.

When Mama left the hospital room I was all alone. I looked at the walls, at my suitcase that stood empty now near the door, my clothes were stored away somewhere in the room. What was that sound I heard? It must have been a cat. Someone had let a kitty cat run loose in the hospital. What kind of a crazy place was this? Who would have let a cat into a hospital? It wasn’t one of those shrieky toms that lurk around your window when you’re trying to sleep and let loose with those awful wails. It was more like a kitten. A tiny kitten’s mew. That’s what I heard. There it came again. Maybe it was a baby’s cry. A tiny, kittenlike baby’s cry. Maybe my room was nearby the maternity ward in this hospital. Did they let crazy folks near babies? Oooh I liked seeing babies. I hoped I’d see one soon. I put a hand over my mouth. My lips were open and now I knew the mew was coming from me. My face was wet and hot and I looked for a Kleenex but there was none. I sat down on the bed. My mew kept coming and I couldn’t stop it then. The cry became more high pitched, more nasal. My body was shaking now. Maybe I was just cold. I pulled my feet up on the bed, my knees bent, and wrapped the blanket around me. The cry was still coming from my mouth. I knew it wouldn’t stop for a while. My crying seldom did. I burrowed my head into the pillow. It was firm and flat and clean, not fluffy like my pillow at home. All around me I felt the emptiness of the white walls and the darkness of the drawn blinds. Soon the pillow was clammy and damp from my crying. For hours, that’s all I could see and feel.

When I woke a nurse was taking my pulse. It might have been morning. Maybe it was night. She wore a white V-neck top with a starched collar. Her head was covered and her butterscotch hair bunched out from underneath her swan hat. I loved blond hair. I always have. The nurse’s eyes were blue and she was young, mid-twenties, about the same age as me. She wrote something on a chart and stroked the top of my head. “You just lie and rest,” she said. Her smile was genuine. “The doctor will be in soon.”

Something about the color of the pretty nurse’s hair sparked another memory, my favorite toy as a child. I’d want to hold on to that memory too. I was five and had crafted a doll out of some old twine I found, a newspaper, and an empty Coca-Cola bottle. The twine became the doll’s hair. For hours I had sat combing and pleating that hair. Beige, golden, blond hair—just like a real princess. She didn’t have no name, my doll, she was just pretty. Pretty Doll, maybe that’s what I called her. I made Pretty Doll out of twine because we never had money for real toys except at Christmas, and Christmas was a long way off. It must have been spring when I made the doll because I was sitting outside on our high, high steps and the Alabama sky was blue above me. We lived in an old house then. It was a hot day with one or two pearly clouds floating by, but not too hot a day yet even for Montgomery. Joe, our brown-and-black collie, his chest and legs a furry silver, was lying on his front paws with his tongue sticking out panting, his head cocked in my direction, a smile on his doggy face. I liked Joe a lot. He was keeping a protective eye on me, I’m sure. There was a fence around our yard, and we kids weren’t allowed to play outside of that fence except for roller skating. Every kid in our neighborhood had those old metal strap-ons that sparked fire when you skated hard. It made you feel so alive to roller-skate, you’d be skating so hard and your side would ache and you’d be breathing in gulps—and we ventured outside the fence on the concrete sidewalks for that. But usually we were inside the yard where it was safer, using a piece of broken glass to scratch hopscotch squares in the dirt. On summer evenings all my family sat around on the inside of that fence. We laughed and told stories and sang. Neighbors were with us. It was so hot on those nights and we sweated in the summertime air. Nobody had air conditioners so we made fans out of cardboard to keep the heat at bay. At night we burned rags on our lawn to keep mosquitoes from biting. The smoke served that purpose. I don’t know how my parents coaxed the rags to burn for so long like they did, if they dipped them in oil or water to smoke, or what it was. We children surely couldn’t mess with fire, we wasn’t allowed. And maybe somebody had whipped up homemade ice cream with the berries in season. Mmmmmm. I licked my lips. Blueberry ice cream. We made homemade blueberry ice cream nearly every Sunday and ate it all together by our little campfire of rags. Yes, I’d hold on to those memories if I could. I’d grip to them tightly. Some things you don’t ever want to ever forget.

After that, doctors and nurses filed in and out of my room regularly. Maybe a couple days passed. Maybe more. I saw Pretty Nurse whenever her shift came around. She remembered my name. Martha. I liked how she said it, sweetly, a whisper almost. I had been told what they was admitting me for. I had been taking a lot of medication for my nerves but wasn’t getting no better. The doctors said that they had this alternative treatment, sometimes it really did a number for people to help them feel better. That sounded good to me.

It must have been a week after being admitted that the treatments began. They happened right in my room. The doctors and nurses came in with this machine. They rolled it in with its metal wires and electrodes. A nurse slathered ointment on the sides of my head. It wasn’t shaved. My chin-length kinky hair was still there and my temples felt oily, like she had plastered on a slick type of lard. Then they put something steel around my head and clamped it into place. I reached up and felt a metal coil sticking out from my hair. Nurses took my arms and strapped them down and also my legs so they wouldn’t jerk. I stayed awake, lying in my hospital bed, not sitting in an electric chair as I had thought might happen.

Electroconvulsive therapy was the preferred name, I figured, because somebody said it with a low voice. A nurse gave me some more pills and I swallowed them with a sticky throat. They turned the machine on, I almost laughed to think that the lights might dim. It would have been a crazy cuckoo laugh, I’m sure, where the swollen river inside me would spill its banks at last, bust loose with nervous hilarity, and run and run and run forever. But I didn’t laugh then. I didn’t say a word.

I guess the treatments had begun because a nurse said, “You’re having one now.” There wasn’t no blast of volts, no sudden lightning or raised, stiffening body. Just a little zap, then another, and another, a few seconds each at a time. The shocks felt like I had shuffled across a carpet with my socks on then touched something metal, but the shocks came stronger than that, like I was having little seizures. I tried to count how long each one lasted. One second, two, three, four, five, six seconds. And then it was over. Then came another. One second, two, three, four, five, six. And it was over. Then another. Then the pulses of current stopped. “That’s all for today,” I heard a doctor say. His voice sounded high above me near the ceiling. “We’ll do it again tomorrow.” Pretty Nurse was there with me also, stroking my head, holding my hand, removing the electrodes from my temples. I was crying then. “Just sleep,” Pretty Nurse said. “Close your eyes, Martha, and sleep.” She sounded like my mama. Maybe she was.

I was never quite sure what was real for a while after that. I saw images in my head. Pictures as if in a photo album. We had this old basketball hoop in the backyard. My backyard, I mean, not my parents’ house where I grew up but the little house I rented for my kids now. I worked at the glass company most days when I wasn’t sick, and so after I paid for day care and food we could afford a bit nicer house in an okay neighborhood although bills always made my chest tight. I saw that basketball hoop again and again. Maybe I was there in my backyard. Maybe I was still lying in my hospital bed. Most days when my sons came home from school I watched them play basketball in that backyard. I hoped I was there.

Shawn, at twelve, was my oldest son. He was the protective one, the man in charge. Once near Christmas a few years back Shawn had found me crying. “Why, Mama?” I could hear the plea in his voice. “What are you crying so much? How can we help?” I had told him I was worried about money for Christmas presents. That was partly the truth, as much as I figured a young boy could bear to understand. “We got plenty of toys, Mama,” Shawn said. “Honest. We don’t need no more Christmas presents. Really, we don’t.” Shawn was always on the short side, which he hated, and he had asked me to order him something from the catalog that he could put in his shoes to help him be taller. I don’t remember if I was able to buy Christmas gifts that year or not.

Quintin, my next son, was quieter, maybe more fearful. At ten he was always afraid something would happen to me. He told me that outright. A boy shouldn’t have to fear that for his mother. His favorite song was the same as mine. Whenever Otis Redding came on the radio, we cranked up the tune and danced throughout the house: That changes gotta come, now / Oh yes it is, my oh my oh my oh my.

Reginald was tall and slender even by age eight. He was the mischievous one, always into stuff he shouldn’t be into, always sticking out his tongue, always saying a cuss word or whatever young boys wasn’t supposed to say. Goodness, how I wanted to see him, to hold him. I wanted to see them all so badly.

Nyrone was my baby. At age six he was happy and jolly, a little bundle of jokes and songs. He was always roly-poly even from birth when he weighed in at just under nine pounds. They didn’t allow my boys to see me in the hospital, so maybe it was all just a dream. The basketball hoop in the backyard. If it was a dream I didn’t want to wake from this one. Sometimes if I felt well enough I played basketball with my boys, just to let them know their mama wasn’t through yet. Or if they played and their friends came over, I fixed them some corn bread or something. No matter how poorly I felt I could always fix something. I loved it when I could get out there in the evening air with them and pass and shoot and give high-fives when the ball swished through the rim. I loved it that my boys played basketball in our backyard. Basketball knitted us together as a family. Seeing them there with the backyard hoop was a way of knowing where they was and that they were safe. I’m sure all mothers feel that. Even if they’re a bit crazy. I always wanted to take care of my sons.

Doctors had explained to me, as best as I could understand, that the main reason for the shock treatments was to get to the root of the problem and help my depression. The theory was that if I could forget, I wouldn’t be depressed anymore. And there lay all the conflict I felt inside. If you forget some stuff, the bad stuff, the painful stuff, well that’s good, right? But there’s the strong chance that you can forget more stuff than you want to. You forget the good stuff too. And I didn’t want to lose that. I needed all the good stuff in my life.

They told me it was a controversial treatment. Supposedly you could improve a mood disorder by altering the electrical activity inside your brain. Electroshock therapy was designed to do that, hopefully without damaging any mental function in the process. It worked for some folks. It really did. But sometimes the side effects took over, they said, and that was one of its risks. Yes. And there were more. They warned me the shocks could produce headaches, dizziness, and seizures. The memory loss, both short-term and long-term, would come more as a side effect. No one was quite sure how long a memory loss would last. Or if by not remembering I’d actually feel happy again. But that was the hope, anyway. Strangely, losing my memory was the one side effect I wanted most. Yet it was also the one side effect I fought against the hardest.

They gave me five shock treatments spread over five days. I don’t know if they upped the volts each day. The pills they kept giving me swirled around my brain. I fought against the fog, searching for something bright. Little flashes of sunbeams came to me, calling me from out of the mist, memories I wanted to cling to, images and faces I desperately wanted to sort out and keep. From the blur in my mind I heard the voice of Martin Luther King, of all folks. I had heard him speak at the Oak Street Baptist Church when I was maybe fourteen. My daddy took me and my brothers and sisters to hear him. Everybody knew who he was. We couldn’t get in because there were so many folks at the church so we had to stand outside and listen from a loudspeaker hung on a pole. Hearing that man of so much thunder and power and gentleness and hope was exciting and scary at the same time. Reverend King reminded us that we needed to stick together, that it was a time for change, and to never forget what we hoped for. I’d file that memory away if I could.

One morning in the hospital I put my lips on a drinking glass and remembered my first kiss. The memory just came to me, pure and unblinking. I was fourteen. There were no stars or anything in the kiss, but I’d file that memory also as one of the good ones. The kiss came from Reuben, a boy in my neighborhood where we lived in the projects. He was seventeen and friends with my brother Edward. My brother and I had gone to a basketball game at school. Reuben met us there because Daddy would have never allowed me to date at that age. Afterward Edward walked me home. I would have gotten into trouble if Reuben had walked me home. So Reuben just walked with us and my brother was a good friend and walked ahead of us so he couldn’t hear or see while Reuben and I lagged back thirty yards and Reuben held my hand. I liked him okay. He was known around school as a real cool dude. Sure, I liked the association that brought. He always dressed nice with his pressed slacks and his white shirt tucked in, and he always wore a fedora angled down on his face, all jaunty and James Dean. He was going to graduate that year and then go into the Air Force. Whew. When Reuben let go of my hand there on the road he turned and faced me. I felt those flip-flops in my stomach like it was right before a quiz in math class. Then he smushed his face against mine and it was all over. He walked one way and I caught up to my brother and walked the rest of the way home with him.

Mama was cooking when we got home. She was always cooking. Give her a pot of peas and a dash of salt and she could make a meal for the entire neighborhood. Coming through the front door I smelled fresh-baked corn bread, squash casserole, and smothered cabbage. Maybe there’d be sweet potato pie for dessert. I hoped. The taste of Reuben’s lips was still in my mouth and I had a wedge in my throat that I didn’t feel right about. When you grow up thinking some things are wrong and then you cross that line, or maybe you haven’t even crossed a line but you’re pretty sure that your mama and daddy would disapprove of your actions if they found out, that can be hard to swallow. I didn’t say anything. Not just then. If Reuben wanted to date me, he would need to come by and ask Daddy’s permission. I certainly wasn’t going to do it for the boy.

Other memories that floated through my mind in the hospital weren’t as clear. They battled through my head day after day. Some I fought to keep. Many I fought to rid myself of. I won’t talk about those just yet. After the fifth and final shock treatment all I felt like doing still was lying down in bed. Pretty Nurse came by one morning around then, felt my forehead, and asked me if I wanted the blinds opened. “Martha,” she said, very quietly, very gently, “it’s a beautiful day outside. Just come and look. I’ll help you over to the window so you can see.” I so wanted to look with Pretty Nurse. I wanted to want to anyway. I wished I could sit up in bed, shake my curls loose and hold on to the hand she held out to me. But I shook my head. At least I responded to her. That was something wasn’t it? I so liked the outside. My favorite time of the year in Montgomery is when the trees change color. Maybe it was autumn right now. Sometimes I walked the forty-five minutes to Oak Park near the central part of downtown. We was allowed in there nowadays. There was a fishpond there by the side of the park where it was quiet, and I took bread with me when I remembered to and threw it to the fish so they could bubble up and get it. They weren’t catfish; if they were catfish somebody would be out there trying to catch them. They were brightly colored fish, maybe koi. I sat on the side of the concrete pond and could often think there best. But today I didn’t even want to look outside.

Not the next day neither.

They tell me that four weeks went by while I lay in bed at Jackson Hospital. I drifted in and out for hours at a time. I felt like a zombie. It must have been near the end of my stay when I finally was allowed to phone Mama from my room and it changed everything. I had just washed down a handful of pills and Mama sounded so happy to hear me.

“Mama,” I said. My voice was woozy. “Uncle Roosevelt is here at the hospital. He came to visit me. He’s knocking on the door outside. He wants to come in. He keeps knocking, Mama. What should I do?” My head felt burning, blistering, the room was boiling, surging.

“You don’t let him in!” Mama hissed. “Martha, do you hear me! Whatever you do, don’t let him in.”

“But Mama, I said, “Uncle Roosevelt really wants to come in. He’s knocking so loud. He keeps knocking and knocking.”

“Martha! You listen to me!” Mama’s voice rose to a shout. “Your Uncle Roosevelt had a stroke several years back. You know that! He’s dead, Martha! Uncle Roosevelt’s dead! Whoever’s knocking on your door, you don’t let him in! You hear!?”

It must have been the medication talking. There was nothing wrong with Uncle Roosevelt. He never done me no wrong. He wasn’t a nightmare. Only a hallucination.

The next day after Uncle Roosevelt wanted to stop by, Mama came and got me. She signed me out of the hospital and we went home to her house. She propped me up on the couch in the living room and went into the kitchen. I could hear pots and pans clanging and dishes being rattled back and forth. Mama must have been starting to make supper. The living room was dark, an oppressive, gray-dark color. Or maybe that was just me. My head hurt. My stomach hurt. My body hurt. One thing was certain: those shock treatments hadn’t done a thing. Any bad thing I wanted to forget was still in my head. I could just make out the words to an old spiritual Mama was singing in the kitchen. Maybe she was humming it and the words were still in my mind. There’s a balm in Gilead to make the wounded whole / Gonna kick my wings and cleave the air / I’m gonna lay down my heavy load.

Maybe that was hope enough for today. For the first time in weeks I closed my eyes and really slept.

[image: Image]



2
How We Was


LET’S JUST LET ME SLEEP there for a while, shall we? Lord knows I could use it. Let’s just let me lie on the couch asleep in my memory while I tell you some things about my life. It’s important you know how I got to there. And it’s much more important that you know how I got from there to here. Today, that is. Because today is a fine day and much more fine than the days of yesterday. And I’ll say right now that even though I was shocked and drugged and depressed and lying on my mama’s couch with four boys to look after and no husband to love me and harder things than that ahead, which I would shortly go through, this book has a happy ending after all. That’s why I’m writing this down today. There would be hope for me, from where I came from and what I went through and what my life is like now—and there’s hope for you too. No matter how dark the waters may seem, I know there’s hope.

For you to really understand what I was so desperately trying to forget, I need to take you back even farther in time, and you need to know that many years ago in the rural outlie of Alabama my grandmother became sick. This was no ordinary sickness, for my grandmother sensed within her it was a sickness unto death. I don’t know where my grandpa was, for I never knew him nor met any of my grandparents. So my grandmother called over to her a young man in the community and told him that he needed to marry her daughter Sallie. Willie Hawkins was twenty-one years old, and Grandma’s daughter Sallie was just fourteen when the marriage was proposed, but Willie Hawkins evidently knew a good thing when he saw it for he married Sallie straightaway. Yes, there was an older daughter in the family but she was sickly as well, so it was Sallie who was strong and was married. There were four younger boys in Grandma’s family and Sallie and Willie set out to raise those boys until they could all look after themselves, for sure enough my grandmother soon passed and they was left all alone.

Willie and Sallie Hawkins were to become my parents, yet there were many seasons to be gone through before I came along. My grandmother had chosen Willie Hawkins to marry her daughter because the boy had a job and jobs were scarce in 1926, the year they was married. My daddy picked cotton and he worked around the plantation as a farmhand when the cotton wasn’t ripe. He drove tractors and worked with sugarcane and pulled the peanuts off the vines. Mama and Daddy lived in an old house that sat way off the ground, and my sisters will tell you that Mama gave them cookies and they were allowed to go up under the house to play. Daddy made 25¢ a day but he was a smart man and a hard worker and when he became married he asked the man for a raise, and soon Willie Hawkins made 35¢ a day for five days of work per week, even though he worked much more than that for the man.
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