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For Julia Metcalf Williams, my greatest hero


I am the darker brother.

    They send me to eat in the kitchen
When company comes,
But I laugh,
And eat well,
And grow strong.

LANGSTON HUGHES




CHAPTER ONE




Wimbledon is a special place for me. It’s the tennis tournament where my daughters, Venus and Serena, have won the Ladies’ Singles Championship ten years out of the past twelve. Yet, on that rainy Saturday morning in August 2012, anxiously looking down from our family box while Serena played her finals match on center court, I couldn’t help thinking that we almost didn’t make it here at all.

Wimbledon is the oldest tennis tournament in the world, first played in 1877. It is the grandest of the four Grand Slams—including the French Open, the Australian Open, and the U.S. Open. It’s the only one still played on grass, the game’s first surface, the reason it was originally called “lawn tennis.” Yet, with the terrible illnesses and foot problems Serena suffered in the past year, I never dreamed I’d be watching her compete here for the championship—in fact I feared I might never see her play again.

During those dark days of her illness, there was actually a time I feared Serena was going to die. The doctors said they could not rule that possibility out. She had blood clots in her heart that could be fatal. I didn’t know what to think or what to do. Then, hope grew, but just as Serena started to recover, she got an infection in her stomach and had to have a drain tube put in to help her heal. This was after two surgeries on her foot and toe.

My children have been the center of my life since they were born, so I was beside myself with pain and fear. I never thought about tennis during those gloomy days. I just wanted my little girl to live. When you see someone you love more than anything in the world so close to death, especially your child, you’d willingly die to save her. All during the first matches of the tournament, it was unbelievable to me that we were here. Serena felt it, too. A few times before her early matches, she became a little shaky and nervous and I had to remind her of her confidence and about being a champion. I wrote a poem to her.

Step forward so you can see

the light of day and know

you are capable of

conquering fear, defeating feelings of inadequacy,

and rising above life’s circumstances.

One who is able to prevail

is a shining example of

power, strength, and confidence.

It’s just a matter of faith.

I wanted Serena to understand that where she came from was great, where she was going would be terrific, but right now she should be elated just that she was here. I told her to forget about winning the tournament or losing the tournament.

“You go out there and you put your best foot forward,” I told her. “Not the one you cut up—put the other foot forward.” It made her laugh.

When Serena won the semifinal, I felt sure she would win the tournament. I didn’t think anything could stop her now. Others were not so sure. I was walking the grounds before a tough match when a man said to me, “Your daughter could lose this next one, you know.”

I said happily, “No, it’s impossible. She can’t lose.”

“But it’s such a tight match.”

I waved that away. “That doesn’t matter. It’s impossible.”

I knew he thought I meant “losing the match” was impossible. I didn’t mean that at all. Serena couldn’t lose a thing because just her being alive and here at all was a miracle. Everything else was small by comparison, immaterial. When Serena played Zheng Jie in the third round and the girl gave her such a hard time, I yelled out to Serena on the court, “Serena, relax and beat her like you did your sickness.”

She looked at me with a twinkle in her eyes and went on to beat that girl.

When Serena got to the finals, she had such an easy victory in the first set I thought there was nothing to worry about. That’s unusual. I’m like any other parent. I always worry. Even after all these years, it’s terribly hard for me to watch my daughters play a match. But this one was going well. The first set was a blowout, 6–1. Then Serena faltered in the second and began making errors. Little by little, the set got away from her. She made small mistakes—a blown volley, a double fault, a down-the-line forehand long, and suddenly Agnieszka Radwańska broke her and evened the match at one set apiece.

I hate rain delays, but this one gave me an opportunity to go talk to Serena. Venus went with me. There is a special champion’s area in the locker room but I couldn’t go back there, so Serena came out. We all stood in the lobby near the polished wood staircase that leads up to the balcony where the champions greet the crowd after they’ve won. It didn’t matter that there were tournament officials and members all around us, and thousands of fans outside.

“Serena, play her the same way I would play her, and you’ll beat her,” Venus told Serena.

Serena listens to Venus before she listens to anyone. Venus is not only her older sister, she’s the assistant coach, maybe the whole coach. Venus meant “play her all out.” Use your serve. Use your power. Think of yourself as a winner. Venus uses her big serve to pull her opponent wide and then blows her off the court with three or four strokes. She gave Serena a final hug and whispered, “There’s nothing in the world that can stop you now.”

That left just my daughter and me. Inside, I believed this Wimbledon final was going to be her greatest victory. I felt it with a sureness I could not explain. I got close to Serena and said, “You know you are a champion, and you know you can win. The three other girls you played before her, they couldn’t beat you, and you’re not gonna beat yourself here. You’re representing life at this time, and it’s your life. You know you’re the best. Now, you go back out there and play to celebrate what life has given you.”

She looked at me, smiled that smile, and said, “I will, Daddy.”

I gave her a last hug and she went back to the locker room to prepare, and then back onto the court for the third set. Back in the box I kept saying, “Don’t worry. Serena will win this match easily.” Our family box was near enough to Radwańska’s family that we could hear them yelling for their own girl. One of them said, “Can you believe how she’s playing? She got a set on Serena. We could win this thing!”

I think some of the people in our box got a little worried. I tried to encourage them. It’s the Williams way, my way, to take your trials and turn them into triumphs, to turn your contests into victories, to fight and never let anyone else define or defeat you. Down on the court, Serena looked up at me and smiled. I knew she had gotten the message. It was as if I could read her mind. I beat this sickness, I can beat this girl, and she did.

Serena won the championship and raced through the stands up to the box to hug me and her mother and sisters. I could not keep tears out of my eyes. I had brought two pairs of very dark sunglasses with me so no one would see if I cried. I gave that right up. I cried deeply when she won, but not because of her victory. Serena had survived death. She beat back all the evil forces of hell, stayed right here, and made this earth her heaven. I was so proud of her because I knew how hard she had fought to live, to give herself the opportunity to show how great she was once again.

All that and more I felt that morning so far from the place I was born and raised in Shreveport, Louisiana. Wimbledon, with its white rule and its traditions and its royalty, was the other end of the world. Yet, were things so very different? In tennis, just as in Shreveport, there was a crowd and I had often heard it grow ugly. I was never sure for whom it cheered. Many people said to me, “I’m not pulling against your daughter, we’re just pulling for the underdog.” It only reminded me how when we first came up, people pulled against us even when we were the underdog.

On that glorious morning of victory, the complexity of life could not help but cross my mind. I was elated. I felt stature, unique. I felt like a young father, not my seventy years. Watching Serena race up to the family box, and every time she hugged me, I got a chill. My life had been so unique and special. Amidst the applause and cheers, I sat back for a moment and thought how blessed I was to have the two champions I predicted I would have, and how far we had come.

And because of that, I thought about Shreveport, where it all began . . .




CHAPTER TWO




Lightning almost stopped nineteen-year-old Julia Metcalf that stormy day in 1942, as she raced the old mule cart down the muddy dirt road. Jagged forked streaks tore across the big dark Louisiana sky and the thunder that followed pounded rain into her like a hammer. The labor pains were coming increasingly fast, spreading from deep within her swollen belly. She was thoroughly soaked, her clothes plastered to her body. She drove the mule harder. She had to get to Charity hospital, miles away. It was the only hospital close enough that would treat Negroes.

She flicked the reins harder. “Gettie up, Midnight.”

She had first heard the distant thunder that meant a storm was coming earlier this cold and dark February day. She grabbed the cardboard box she used to collect her wash from the clothesline and lit out back before it hit. Without warning, the first labor pains crashed through her body. She grabbed the clothesline for balance and struggled to stay on her feet. A second wave of pain hit but she continued to take her wash in, folding each piece carefully before placing it in the cardboard box.

A sharp pain hit her in the stomach. She dropped the box and fell to her knees with a shriek. Contraction subsiding, she picked up the laundry and made it into the old house. Puddles of rainwater had already formed on the floor. She was accustomed to leaks in the tin roof. She always put pots and tins beneath them to catch the water. Later, she would use it to wash clothes, or heat it on the stove for cooking or bathing. Rainwater was welcome in the house because it meant she wouldn’t have to carry heavy buckets in from the well.

Julia’s life had never been easy. Her father, Harold Metcalf, had been born to sharecroppers in 1895 in Natchitoches, Louisiana, just south of Shreveport. When he was twenty-one, he married Julia’s mother, the former Julia Thompson, who had moved to Shreveport with her parents in 1914. They had four sons and four daughters, including Julia, who was named after her mother. The Metcalfs worked hard to make sure their children knew the word of prayer. Faithful believers, they put their trust in God and relied on him to fill their needs. Harold read the Bible aloud every night, and even as a baby, Julia liked best to climb up on her father’s lap and read along with him. She was his favorite, maybe because she saw things differently than the other kids. When white people set Harold’s barn on fire and it burnt to the ground, everyone screamed and cried. Not Julia. She just shrugged.

“Why y’all crying? Ain’t nuthin’ we can do about that barn. It’s gone and it ain’t comin’ back. We just have to help Daddy build another one. That’s all.”

Maybe, Julia thought as she ducked a tree branch swept by the wind, that’s why I was so calm when the pains first hit. She had gasped as a stream of water burst from between her legs but just sat down in the rocking chair and rocked. She wasn’t ready for the baby. She had no clothes, no diapers, nothing. Well, she thought, she wasn’t ready, but the baby sure was, so she went to hitch up the mule without another word.

She drove the mule hard, feeling the rain hit her, ducking flying leaves and dirt from the cotton fields around her. Years before, after half a lifetime of picking cotton, her father had decided to quit and make his living as a sharecropper. He made a deal with a Mr. Richmond to work his fields, part of his earnings going to pay off his right to own the land outright. Harold did not know he was making a deal with the devil. After years of paying for the land, Harold assumed the land was rightfully his, and decided to go to Mr. Richmond to ask for the deed.

His wife was frightened. She begged him not to go. “If you make a big deal about it, they might tie you to a tree and whip the flesh off your back till you die.”

A proud man, Harold’s only response was, “I want what’s mine.”

Harold fought for composure as he went up to the big house. He held in his hand yellowed pieces of paper that showed each time he had made a payment, and for how much. The deal was he could buy the land for $150. Harold’s records showed he had actually paid that sum off years before. He knocked on the big white door and a female house servant came and told him to wait outside while she fetched Mr. Richmond.

Mr. Richmond was very tall, over six feet, his black hair streaked with gray. He had sharp eyes, one blue and one green, and a gaunt face with high hard cheekbones. He limped because his right leg was shorter than his left, and he wore boots with a special heel made to even it out. Mr. Richmond loved his black boots. They went all the way up to his knees. The boots were famous because he had a reputation for using them to kick Negroes in the head. He was proud of that. He used to tell people he could kick them in the head and the blood wouldn’t even leave a stain.

“Mr. Richmond,” Harold began, polite but firm, “I was wondrin’ when you gonna give me the papers for my land. I done paid you all the money I owe you, suh.”

Richmond’s laugh held no humor. He looked Harold right in the eye and brought his face close. “Now, Harold. You know a nigger can’t own land, don’t you?”

Tears of anger and frustration welled up in Harold’s eyes. He held up his papers. “But, suh, I paid you—”

Richmond cut him off. “My records show you still owe me fifty dollars. As soon as you pay me the rest of what you owe me, I’ll be glad to give you those papers. Now, be a good boy and go back to the fields. We don’t want to cause no hard feelings, do we?”

“No, suh.”

“You been working for me too long for us to be enemies. I let your family live on my land for practically nothing and you come to me with some nonsense about I owe you? Get out of here before I have your black ass whipped to death.”

“Yes, suh, Mr. Richmond. I didn’t mean no harm. We still friends, suh?”

Mr. Richmond smiled a cold smile and slammed the door in Harold’s face.

Harold was never the same after that. When he wasn’t working, or reading his Bible, all he talked about was leaving. “A man can’t go round lettin’ people cheat him. It ain’t right. It just ain’t right.”

But he couldn’t just ride off the Richmond land without a plan. It was surrounded by a fence, and both the front and back roads were blocked by gates. At night, Mr. Richmond put a lock and chain on them. When his family saw Harold was determined, fear set in. What if Mr. Richmond found out? What if he called the sheriff with his guns and dogs? But Harold would hear nothing about that. Every night he vowed to his wife, “Mama, I’ll die before I stay on this land another day.”

“But, Harold, we got a home and you just want to up and leave? That’s crazy.”

“We ain’t got nuthin’ and we don’t own nuthin’. We don’t even belong to ourselves. We belong to the white man. Now, I’m gonna take the children and go. If you don’t come with us, we gonna leave you here.”

It was dark the night the Metcalf family packed up to go. There was no moon, no stars, nothing to betray them. They took only what they could carry and headed for the back gate. The Metcalf farm was pretty far from the main house but the whole Richmond place was over twenty acres. Every sound startled the family. Every dog’s bark seemed like it was meant for them. Two black men in field hand’s garb were waiting with a wagon on the other side of the back gate. Harold and his family squeezed their belongings through a hole in the fence and the men helped them lift their few pieces of furniture over it and into the wagon. They helped the children over, too. They wanted to ride in the wagon but there was no room except for their mother.

The family walked for hours on dark and lonely roads. They jumped at every rustle in the woods. They knew they had to make a good distance because Mr. Richmond would be out looking for them as soon as he discovered they were gone, maybe as early as first light. They made it out of the county the first night and for several days moved from house to house, sheltered by other families, until they reached a community called Cedar Grove. There, Harold found a shack for the family and got some work . . .

“Ho, mule!” Julia shouted over the wind and rain, flicking the reins sharply. Torn from her reverie, she smiled grimly and wiped her wet face. What a sight she must be. All her life she was told what a beautiful woman she was, all smooth-skinned and bright-eyed, with a beautiful figure. Just look at her now. Belly swollen with child, hair matted and drenched, mouth clenched in pain. Well, everyone said her best feature was her kind heart. Maybe it was. Making friends was always easy for her. She got a lot of attention. But, she mused, not all of it was the right kind.

Well, her mother had warned her. “It don’t make no difference you is innocent, girl. Lot of men gonna try and get you in bed anyhow.”

Lightning forked across the sky again and thunder hit in rolling waves. The storm was all around her. Trees bent to the wind. The mule snorted and strained but kept on pulling. Cars passed her on the main road. It meant nothing. None of the white people would stop to help her or give her a ride even if they knew what pain she was in.

“Sorry, child. Niggers don’t go in cars.”

Julia almost screamed when the next pains hit. They were coming closer. She was almost to town. Where was the baby’s father, R.D., when she needed him? She wiped her arms across her eyes to clear them and gave a bitter smile. Where he always was, gone.

She had first seen R.D. while she was walking home along the road by the river with her aunt Honey. He was fishing, but turned back to her and smiled a devilish smile.

She walked right past him.

“Mornin’, Miss Julia. How are you today?” he called after her.

He was handsome, no doubt about that. And, Julia thought, he obviously loved to flash his fine teeth.

Her aunt had made no bones about her feelings. “That R.D. ain’t up to no good. He don’t hit a lick at a snake ’cause he think he too good to work in the field likes the rest of us. He call himself a music man but he just hang out in them jook joints drinking moonshine.”

Curiously, that piqued Julia’s interest. Her aunt continued, “I hear he can’t play that old raggedy guitar worth a dime and he sure ’nuff can’t sing. Don’t let him catch his eye on you, little sister. People say he ain’t got no place to call home. He just like to sleep around with a whole bunch of women and go from house to house!”

Julia remembered saying, “He look fine to me, Aunt Honey.” And that was that.

Nobody had known when she first started seeing R.D. She was young and, well, sometimes passion got the best of people. She knew there were rumors they met in a barn at night. Soon, nothing was secret when she got pregnant with his baby. Her father was furious with her. He didn’t think his favorite child could be out there having sex. Her sisters and brothers were angry, too. When the fights got too much, she moved into her own house. The family didn’t make it easy for her. Even when she got real big, Julia still had to work in the fields and take care of other people’s kids. There were no handouts. She had made her bed and had to lie in it, Daddy said firmly.

The wind whipped up suddenly and hit her like a slap. Julia fought the storm, driving the mule, not knowing where the rain ended and her tears started. She had to get help. She wasn’t going to let this baby die. Pain distorted her features but she held on to the reins and surged Midnight forward. Suddenly, she felt a hard bump and Midnight began to slow. She yanked the reins harder but, abruptly, the old mule came to a complete stop and sank to the ground. He shook his head from side to side, an indication something was terribly wrong, and gave out an awful cry.

Julia got out of the wagon. Even in the driving rain, she could see the bump had been caused by a sinkhole in the road. Midnight had stepped in it the wrong way and broken his leg. She couldn’t help him. She had her own pain to deal with. She pulled desperately at the reins while yelling, “Get up, you dumb mule. Please get up. I can’t stay here. You gotta get up!”

Midnight didn’t move. She cried because she knew it would take him time to die and she had no gun to put him out of his misery. She had to leave him there. She picked herself up and started down the road with the storm swirling all around her. Clutching her stomach, she stumbled forward, crying out, “Jehovah God, please, I need you right now.” Between sobs, she kept saying, “I need you, Jesus. I need you, Jesus.”

She made the main road and almost fell but managed to keep on going. Cars passed her and she knew the occupants could see her, but no one stopped. Then she saw the car of the white woman whom she worked for coming straight at her on the other side of the road. The relief was enormous. Julia waved her hand. The woman surely saw her. She had to see her, even in the rain. Julia felt her load lighten. Surely the woman would stop and help her.

The car slid by like a speedboat, throwing water in its tracks as it passed.

Julia kept on walking. It was still miles to the hospital. Streaks of lightning filled the sky. Thunder roared like an angry lion. When all hope was gone, she fell to her knees. She felt the warm seductive power of surrender come over her. Just lie down and it will all be over. Let the pain go away. Let it all go away. She couldn’t. She got up. One step farther. One more step, and then another. All the white people in Louisiana could try to kill her but she wasn’t going to let them. One more step, she told herself, and forced her feet to take it. Her baby wasn’t going to die on this filthy road even if God sent all the lightning and thunder in the world down on her.

She prayed and she walked. One step farther. Then, another. When it was almost too much for her, she thought she saw a dim light in the distance coming toward her. Was it an illusion, born of desperation? Was it another white person who would pass her in his warm car? Under her breath she continued to pray, “I need you, Jesus. I need you, Jesus.”

The light became brighter. It cast harsh shadows. Maybe it was the devil coming for her. She prayed for an angel. She never stopped praying. “I need you, Jesus. I need you.”

An ancient rusty pickup truck coughing smoke from its exhaust rolled to a stop beside her and the old black man inside rolled down the window.

“Is that you, Julia? Do you need help?” He slid from the cab and kneeled beside her. “What are you doing out here, child? Some of those white fools could come along and rape and kill you.”

Julia wiped her face in the rain and looked at him without a hint of recognition.

“Julia, it’s Mr. Leroy. From church.”

“I need to get to the hospital,” she moaned.

“Oh, my Lordie, child. You out here in this rain trying to have that baby? Lord have mercy. Come on. I’ll get you to the hospital.”

Julia rose to her feet and Mr. Leroy helped her into the seat next to him. She was shivering uncontrollably, but the truck didn’t have any heat. Mr. Leroy pulled off his coat and put it around her shoulders but it barely helped. She cried out, “I’m so cold.”

Mr. Leroy reached down to the passenger floorboard of the truck and removed the blanket stuffed there to block the draft from the rust holes in the floor. He covered Julia as best he could and headed for the hospital. With the rain blasting against the windshield and the lightning flaring in the night sky, Julia laid her head back and fought the pain.

“Jehovah God, I need thee every hour and I need thee right now. Put your arms of protection around us so we can make it to the hospital, and then, Jehovah God, help me to have a healthy baby. Make my heart strong so I can live to raise my child. In Jesus’ name, I pray. Amen.”

The truck pulled up in front of the hospital. Mr. Leroy jumped out and ran around to help Julia out. He wrapped his arms around her and hurried her through the thick glass doors into the brightly lit hospital corridor. A nun came out from behind her desk and ran to them.

“Her baby’s coming any minute,” said Mr. Leroy, breathlessly. “You got to help her now.”

Julia felt the world slipping away as the nun ushered her toward a delivery room. She turned and Mr. Leroy was still standing there, dripping water from his clothes onto the corridor floor, hat in his hands.

“Thank you, Mr. Leroy,” Julia called back. “God bless you.”

“And you, girl,” he said. “And the baby . . .”

*  *  *

Julia Metcalf Williams gave birth to me, Richard Dove Williams, that night of February 14, 1942. The truth is, but for her strength, and the kindness of a stranger, my mother would have died that night and I would have died within her, left on the side of the road by depraved indifference, racism, and cruelty.

But we didn’t die.

It is now more than seventy years later and I have walked a long road. I fought every hand raised against me in this world and raised my daughters to become the greatest female tennis players who ever lived.

I have survived my wounds and prospered mightily.

What follows is my story.




CHAPTER THREE




Growing up in Shreveport, Louisiana, you knew what everybody knew. Black boys were big, strong, and docile. Black girls were domestic and kind. Either way, we were expected to work in the cotton fields without question, reservation, or revolt. When I was a child, Negroes flocked to the fields like obedient puppies to perform mind-numbing chores. Conditioned to inequality by violence and a lack of education, we accepted racial disparity and learned to fake contentment in a hateful and segregated America.

The racial war in Shreveport in those days wasn’t the only war going on. The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and America entered the war just two months before I was born. It seemed to me the entire world was fighting while I grew up. World War II killed more people, cost more money, damaged more property, and affected the lives of more people than any other war in history. It also foreshadowed my own journey. Life was a battlefield, win or die.

Shreveport is located on the Red River in the northwestern part of Louisiana, three hundred miles northwest of New Orleans. In the 1940s, it was a quiet little city where everybody upheld the values of the times. That meant laid-back attitudes, obedient personalities, stagnant minds, and fearful hearts. Negroes in Shreveport were quarantined as if they had a contagious disease. To protect white folks, every facet of the city was segregated—restaurants, movie theaters, parks, hotels, and public accommodations. Negroes accepted it because whites had strategically subjugated their innate strength and character to keep them forever in darkness.

Blacks lived in a small area of the city in filthy, old, rundown houses near the railroad tracks, or in dirt road shanties in the woods. There wasn’t much of a future in Shreveport. Too many young men got convicted of crimes, real or imaginary, and sent to the State Penitentiary at Angola. Too many more were lynched, burned alive, or beaten to death, their bodies tossed into the nearby Red River.

It was a terrible time. It was a terrible place. Young black girls had babies at an early age because white men raped them and then refused to acknowledge the crime, much less support them. My greatest fear was that one of my sisters would be raped, and I was always on the watch for their safety. Hatred fueled Shreveport. I often had to run from whites who tried to beat me up. I was chased with a stick, a bat, guns, and chains. My body has a lot of reminders of the violence I knew as a child. My nose was broken three times and my teeth were knocked out. I limp to this day because, as a child, I was stabbed in the leg with a railroad spike and an ice pick by members of the Ku Klux Klan.

One of the white men in the general store demanded I call him Mister and, when I refused, I had to fight him and three of his friends. Two of them wrestled me down and one hit me in the back of my head. I have a scar where he busted my skull open. It turned out to be a blessing, because I didn’t feel any pain after that, not even when the fourth one jammed the railroad spike into my leg. I bled so much they must have thought they killed me, because they all got scared and took off.

My mother pulled the spike out when I got home. She told me, “It doesn’t matter what happened. We all God’s children.”

I wasn’t so certain.

In fact, as a child, I never understood why black people put their hope in God at all. We were taught to believe that one day, in the twinkling of an eye, God was going to come and take us to glory, where the streets were paved with gold. No more crying in the midnight hour, no more pain and suffering, no more disappointment, no more hatred, no more killings. I wasn’t the smartest of children, but absolutely nothing in Shreveport led me to believe this was going to happen any time soon.

For that reason, it took a lot of courage, in that spring of 1942, for my mother, Julia Metcalf, a young Negro woman, to have me out of wedlock. Whites scorned her for her sin of fornication. Her own people compounded it by ostracizing her. The real problem was her messing around with R. D. Williams, my father, a man with a terrible reputation for living off women and having babies all over Shreveport.

R.D. was Mama’s greatest weakness, the invisible man who impregnated her by night and disappeared from our lives by day. His “Harry Houdini” act eventually led to the birth of five children, four girls—Pat, Barbara, Penny, Faye—and me. I was the eldest, Richard Dove Williams, his only son.

I never understood my mother’s attraction to my father. The world may now see me as a famous man in control of his destiny, but no one knows how much my early life defined me as a child, and later, as a husband and a father. Back then, it was customary to name a son after his father, so my mother did. As early as I remember, I hated my name because my father’s love did not come with it. My name was a constant reminder of what I did not have and could not earn. It would always remind me of the man who left me alone, who abused my mother, and who put me way behind the starting line in the race of life.

As a child, I struggled to understand why my father didn’t want me and why he didn’t love me. Even now, those questions remain, and I am rarely comfortable with people, or within myself, regardless of the respect I have gained. When I was a child, my mother understood how much pain my father caused me and tried to make up for it. In the bedtime stories she read to me, she made sure I knew Richard was a king’s name. She told me it meant “lionhearted.” It took a long time for me to accept my name but I had to, to become what I believed I could be. I knew I would need a heart bigger than a lion’s to make something of myself, a heart at least as big as the world that hated me.

My father publicly admitted I was his child but never made even the slightest effort to forge a bond between us. His presence in town was tantalizing—a father so near and yet so out of reach. As much as I tried to accept that, his rejection created a breach that would last for the rest of our lives. Yet, every child wants to love his father, and back then, I was no different. When I was in the third grade, I started pretending he lived with us. One rainy day after school, I stood in front of the building in the rain for over an hour, waiting for him to pick me up. He never came. After a while, my mom showed up carrying a homemade raincoat for me.

“Sonny, why are you standing here in the rain?”

“I’m waiting for my daddy to pick me up.”

She touched my wet head tenderly. “He’s not coming. Let’s go home.”

I struggled to love my father but grew to hate him even more as Mama continued to let him come over and make babies inside her. She used to say she was accustomed to a big family. After my last sister, Faye, was born, I confronted her.

“Mama, why do you let him keep doing that to you?”

She answered angrily, “That’s not your business, Richard.”

To me, it was. Something inside me needed to know why she allowed him to use her over and over again. I kept questioning her. Her response was always the same, her face turned away, curt and angry.

“It’s not your business, Richard.”

Every day of our life was a struggle to hold on to hope, a struggle to live. R.D. never got better. He never helped my mother or me or my sisters. It took a long while, but finally my mom saw that. One day when I questioned her, she seemed to take it more to heart, and answered sadly, “I don’t know why I let him do that to me.”

In time, she realized R.D. had no hope of ever changing. He didn’t want us and we didn’t need him. My mother was all the strength we needed, the backbone of our family. To this day, she is my greatest hero. She taught us the importance of sticking together. She created special bonds with each of us. As time went on, I began to treat the very idea of having a father as a figment of my imagination. He wasn’t real. Neither was his love.

It’s always been ironic to me that I was born on Valentine’s Day, because for many years love was my most elusive quest. Throughout my life, I have tried to understand why it was so important to find someone to love me. My mother and sisters surely loved me, but I always felt something missing. It was something I would not find until I fathered my own children and had a family of my own.

That was when my life truly began.

There are many who think me a fierce, dominating, and controlling parent. Perhaps. Or perhaps I just know what it is like to grow up without a father’s love and support and, in that, see the reason why being a husband and father has been the most important and all-encompassing role of my life.

Raising my children, fighting for them and protecting them, gave me the utmost love, pride, and satisfaction. Without doubt, of the many places I have been, and the many jobs I have done, the opportunity to be a good and loving father will always be my greatest joy and most solemn blessing.




CHAPTER FOUR




In Shreveport, my family and I lived in a three-room shack on East Seventy-Ninth Street, next to the railroad tracks. The house was so raggedy a strong wind could have blown it down. Outside, three uneven stone block steps led to the front door and the ripped screen door that squeaked every time it opened or closed. Countless leaks in the roof made it an indoor lake every time it rained.

The house was scarcely furnished. The front room had a woodstove and a fireplace. A sheet of plywood on top of four bricks was our version of a kitchen table. We used old crates in place of chairs. An old rocking chair occupied one corner with a kerosene lamp on top of a big pot next to it. In the other corner sat a fishing pole and a bucket.

The other two rooms were our bedrooms. Each room had a kerosene lamp on the floor and my mom hung blue-and-white flowered curtains over the windows. We did not have any beds. My mom made pallets on the floor from old quilts, blankets, and sheets, and we used cardboard boxes to store our clothes. We didn’t have an indoor toilet, just an outhouse in the backyard. One night, one of my uncles went to the outhouse and jumped up fast when he felt something touch his behind. A large black snake had crawled in through a hole in the siding. After that, we told Mama it was too scary to go out there so she kept a bucket next to the back door and we relieved ourselves in it. Every morning, I had to dump the bucket while the smell turned my stomach.

Our property was as raggly as the house. I thought our front yard was cursed because it refused to grow grass, but it did have the biggest tree I’d ever seen, with thick branches reaching out like twisted arms. Every afternoon, when Mama returned from the fields picking cotton, we used to sit in the shade under the tree and she’d rest. She came home with a rag or stocking on her head, so tired she could barely walk, unable to stand up straight from bending down all day. The heat was miserable. I don’t know how she managed it. When I was an infant, she was all alone so she had to take me with her. She pulled me around those fields on top of her cotton sack, which was almost twelve feet long and could hold as much as two hundred pounds.

Despite her exhaustion, she always got herself and us kids ready for nightly prayer meetings at church. I secretly watched her groom herself. She could not afford makeup or body lotion, so she put cooking oil in her hair, and on her arms and legs. It was the saddest thing in the world to see, but at the same time the greatest act of love.

When she was ready, Mama led us down the road through the woods. She had no fear or reservation. She trusted the Lord would protect us. We attended the Church of Christ, a small wood-frame building that exploded regularly with the Holy Ghost. Prayer warriors chanted in uninterpretable language and tongues. Women filled with the spirit ran up and down the aisles while others fainted and foamed at the mouth.

Reverend Bullard, a short, fat, baldheaded man with big bulging eyes and a big bass voice, shook the building as he intoned, “Father, I stretch my hand to thee, no other help I know. If thou should draw thyself from me, tell me where shall I go?”

The congregation repeated the hymn in perfect unison. Prayers were a direct plea to God. Without Him, where would we Negroes be? Without God’s protection, wouldn’t our lives be much worse? I sat there silently as the congregation sang the words and then began to hum and moan because, they said, that way the devil didn’t know what we were talking about.

The service lasted until the moon rose. We all filed out and I took my mom’s hand as she said good night to the reverend and the choir and her friends. Once outside, all that chanting and testifying faded into silence and the sounds of the forest were like a soft blanket as we stole into the night with my hand in hers, walking quietly back home.

My mom, actually, was never supposed to have kids. She was born with a hole in her heart. The doctor told her if she got pregnant, she would probably lose the child before full term. Mama always smiled and shrugged off the doctor’s warnings. Her philosophy was simple. “If you believe things will go wrong in your life, they will—if you believe they’ll go right, they will.”

For me, the verdict on that philosophy was in doubt. I doubted it even further when she sent me downtown to the market called Peoples, to get a soup bone. A soup bone is one that the butcher has cut all the meat off and sells to poor people to make soup. It was unusual for my mom to want one. She mostly cooked things grown in the ground. We always had grains, beans, okra, and a lot of good turnips and carrots. But today, she wanted a soup bone.

I walked down to the market and was having a good time, being a kid, pushing the basket down the aisles when I accidentally bumped into a white lady.

“Nigger, can’t you see where you’re goin’?” she fumed. “You ain’t got no business drivin’ that thing like that.”

I was in trouble. I had been noticed. A couple of white boys nudged each other and sidled outside. They’d be waiting for me. I mumbled something to the white lady and walked away. The bone I got from the butcher barely had a strip of meat on it. I told him I didn’t want him to wrap it. I wanted to carry it in my hand.

The biggest boy was waiting when I came up to the checkout. “Nigger, what did you buy?”

“A soup bone,” I told him.

“Well, I’m takin’ yo’ damn bone after you pay for it,” he said.

I said, “And I’m gonna give it to you, too.”

When he reached his hand into his pocket for a knife, or whatever was in there, I hit him as hard as I could with that big bone. Bones like that have knots on the end where they fit into joints, and I caught him right on the side of the head. The knot almost took his eye out. He grabbed his face, bleeding, and I ran off as fast as I could, losing the bone in the process.

I thought I had won, but I just couldn’t escape a beating that day. Mom walloped me because I came back without the bone and I couldn’t tell her why. She already thought I had too much hatred in me. It was a constant theme in our discussions. She made me read the Bible and told me how important it was to have God in your life. She told me I had to be peaceful and tolerant.

I asked her, “But, Mama, aren’t you prejudiced?”

She nodded. “Absolutely.”

I smiled. Here was proof I was right in my thinking.

“Sonny, I am prejudiced—against you.”

I was shocked. “Me? Why?”

“Just look at you. You’re raggly. You don’t have anything. If I don’t buy you no clothes you’d be naked, wouldn’t you? Sonny, you don’t have nothin’. Your bicycle is out there broken down with a flat. You don’t have no get-up or ambition. Sonny, you don’t try to do much with your life, do you? In fact, you’re not doin’ anything.”

To teach me about life, since I had no real father, she began looking around for a male figure to guide me. I was already working on East Seventieth Street for Dr. Carter, a white man who hired me to sweep out his office every day before school. I made a dollar and a half a month. On one occasion, he scolded me for not doing a good job. I resented it and told Mama, “I’m not going to the doctor’s office anymore.”

She looked angry. “You’re not gonna be the same way he be about you, son. You can’t. Now, let’s go see him.”

There was no arguing with my mother, so we went. When we got there, Mom asked him to come out, and when he did, she pointed to me.

“Doc, whatever you said to my son you did the right thing. You know this boy don’t have no daddy.”

He looked at us over his spectacles. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, from this day on, you’re his daddy and we’re gonna bring him up together.”

I thought both of them were crazy. They must both hate me. I soon came to realize that Dr. Carter and my mom had more knowledge than I ever knew. Dr. Carter did a lot to help me. He let me work for him and put money aside for me. He was a good man, a kind soul. If I complained to Mama again about his being prejudiced, she’d say, “Sonny, no one’s in the world prejudiced unless you see prejudice. And if you see prejudice, it just means you have to do a little bit more work to free your mind from it.”
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