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This book is dedicated to James Finney, who took Alvenia to the highest plane with his plaits, and to Roberta Flack, who saw how the world means everything to everyone. 
















  
  


















This memoir is the author's story. The memories and experiences are from her recollection and may not reflect the experiences of those featured in the book. Alvenia looks back on her life in the music industry with fondness, love, and gratitude. 
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I entered the black, metal-framed, double doors of the building at the corner of 58th Street and 7th Avenue. Stepping over the threshold provided some relief from the muggy New York summer air and the bustling of clueless tourists that had descended on the city. I had no luggage with me other than a backpack because my suitcase never made it on the plane. A baggage handlers’ strike at Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris ensured that I would be without my possessions for at least a week, leaving me even grumpier than usual after a transatlantic flight. I approached the doorman and stated my business—trying to sound official since I had never really interacted with doormen before. They were characters in movies set in upper-class New York City. I never expected that I would be living in a building that required them. 

Florian, the doorman in question, greeted me with a smile. “Miss Alvenia has been expecting you. The elevator is over there. You may proceed to the eighth floor.”

Over a decade earlier, I had called New York City home.  As a college student on a scholarship, the only apartments I had ever lived in were five-story walkups. Somehow, I had found a room in this fancy building and yet I was paying a fraction of what I did in the early 2000s. Alvenia described the space that I would be subletting from her as an adorable little room with an ensuite bath. For $800 a month and only a block from Central Park, I was pretty sure I would be sleeping on a mat next to the toilet and using the sink to shield my face from falling paint chips. Finding a room like the one she described, in a prime location for such a low price seemed too good to be true.

As I knocked, the door swung open. She must have been informed of my arrival because she was waiting for me with a huge grin. As I entered what would be my home for the next three months, I was immediately struck by how regal this woman was. She was statuesque—her six-foot frame towered over me, even though her back was slightly bowed. She wore a simple strand of pearls around her neck, accentuated by the smoothness of her brown skin and the ripples of her black flowing outfit. Her eyes, meanwhile, conveyed the accumulation of wisdom that comes from a lifetime of experiences. As I studied her face, Alvenia’s warm voice resonated in the hallway, “You must be Maya. Please, come in. Welcome to your new home.”

She gave me a tour of the apartment, starting with the kitchen and breakfast nook, then my room, which was adjacent to the kitchen, followed by a large living room that was partitioned with a silk accordion screen. The right side of the partition was fashioned as a hybrid library and art gallery, with grand, overflowing bookcases and large-format oil paintings leaning against empty wall space. Her bed was in the corner on the left side of the partition, along with a desk, a sofa, and a table. She then pointed out a spacious, sunny bedroom at the end of the long hall, which our other roommate occupied and the bathroom that they shared. I couldn’t get over the height of the ceilings and the detail in the crown molding. 

“You must be tired, dear. Why don’t you go rest?” 

I took Alvenia up on her offer. Although I had so many questions, they could wait. I hadn’t gotten a good look at my room yet and even after witnessing the opulence of the rest of the space, I wanted to inspect where I would be sleeping for the summer. The room was a perfect size for me and while the bathroom was cramped, it offered everything I needed. I was still confused about how much real estate I got for only $800 a month. But at that moment, the overwhelming emotion I felt was delight. My living arrangements were a nice antidote to the chaos of my trip.

When I groggily emerged from my room a couple of hours later, Alvenia met me in the kitchen. “Would you like some tea?” she inquired. 

“Herbal, if you have it, please.”

“That’s all I have.” Upon hearing that, I realized that we would get along. She then motioned for me to sit at the little round table in the kitchen while she prepared our tea.

I knew very little of my new roommate other than some scant background information from the mutual friend who had put us in touch. This friend was someone I hadn’t spoken to in years, but who had happened upon my plea for housing in New York on Facebook. There is always anticipation when encountering a new roommate, but my introductory phone call with Alvenia had left me with a sense of immense excitement. When I hung up with her, a voice in my head told me that meeting her would be a life-changing experience. 

While waiting for our tea to steep, I admired all the photos pinned on the wall above the table. The breakfast nook was plastered with incredible images, many adorned with beautiful inscriptions: photos of Bob Marley signed by his favorite photographer, Kate Simon; portraits of Roberta Flack and Dizzy Gillespie with heartfelt notes scribbled in their handwriting; a blown-up copy of a color polaroid of Jimi Hendrix strumming his red guitar outside his home in Seattle when he was just a boy. This image was juxtaposed with a black-and-white photo of Jimi waiting on a bench in an airport, taken shortly before his death. Someone had drawn angel wings on his back with sharpie. I then noticed a black-and-white photo of a much younger Alvenia modeling a stunning dress, as she presented the viewer with her profile. The kaleidoscope of images went on and on, consuming all blank space. 

“If you think that’s impressive, you should see my office.” She winked. She then grabbed her mug and beckoned me to follow.

It was true. The objects hanging in the breakfast nook were only the tip of the iceberg. She proudly drew my attention to even more impressive memorabilia suspended above her office desk: two framed records encased in glass—identical except that one was gold and the other platinum—with her name engraved next to an image of Mick Jagger’s first solo album cover “She’s the Boss”; a black-and-white photo of Mick during the height of his Rolling Stones’ career; a color photo of Mick huddled together with other rock and roll legends—Tina Turner, Madonna, Bob Dylan ... the list went on. A black-and-white photo of Alvenia and a man I didn’t recognize rounded out the series. The two of them were looking at each other with such respect and admiration. The inscription read, “Don’t ever forget—don’t ever forget how good you are … —Bill.” 

I asked Alvenia about these objects that she so lovingly displayed and each one catapulted her into sharing a distant memory. At first, I didn’t know what to expect, but as she casually said things like, “Oh that’s when I was working on Live Aid,” or “That’s when I was Mick’s personal business liaison,” or “Roberta was how I got into the music business,” or “I was with Jimi the days leading up to his passing,” 

I would have to stop her and say, “Wait, what?” 

She would always laugh. “Those were from another life. Another time. I’ll tell you the stories behind them someday soon.”

The next day, I set off to begin the project that had brought me to New York in the first place. I was conducting qualitative fieldwork for a book on language and identity in the Senegalese diaspora. I planned to spend the summer interviewing members of the Senegalese community all over the city to add to research already collected in Paris and Rome. For the next three months, I navigated the city, visiting the West African markets up in Harlem and the cultural centers down in Brooklyn, attending Senegalese dance classes in the Bronx and luncheons in Queens, all the while capturing the experiences of those I interacted with through interviews. I came home each night exhausted by the hours on my feet but also excited because my day of gathering stories would have only just begun. My evenings became my opportunity to learn Alvenia’s story and the multiple worlds that she once inhabited.

The first evening of storytelling—all our storytelling sessions would only commence once tea was served—consisted of my staring wide-eyed at her as she began to pull back the wrapping on her former life. Once I got over my initial shock, I fumbled into my pocket and pulled out the digital recorder that I used to interview people. I then stopped Alvenia mid-sentence, “Alvenia, would you mind if I recorded you? I could email you the files so you would always have a record.”

“Of course you may record me, but I don’t really know anything about email. I sort of lost interest in new technology once I stopped working in the music industry. I can barely work voicemail on my phone.”

“That’s okay. I’ll show you how to access them if you ever need to.”

She then continued with the first story she shared with me—pointing to a photo and explaining why she was dressed so impeccably in white surrounded by a sea of people also shrouded in white. The photo was taken in the eighties, decades before dîner en blanc parties became a global trend. “This was from Ashford and Simpson’s annual Fourth of July white party,” she continued. “I looked forward to these gatherings every year.”

As 1:00 a.m. rolled around, I thanked Alvenia for sharing so much of her life with me but informed her that I must go to sleep. I often wondered if she ever slept. 

I asked if we could continue the conversation the following day and she responded, “Of course, darling. I would be happy to tell you more about my life if you’re interested.” 

I assured her that I would love that and then retired to my room. 

We got into the lovely habit of meeting in the evening over tea and tales. We exchanged stories of our lives. I was always amazed at how riveted she was by my own stories, considering that she had lived the lives of what seemed like many different people, each one more wondrous than the last. As we sank into this familiarity, she started sharing with me all of her story—not just the glitzy and glamorous insights into being a model in Europe or the absurd behind-the-scenes chaos of working with some of the biggest musical acts in the world, but also about her troubled childhood against the backdrop of societal rot and the moment that she fell down to the earth after soaring so high. I accompanied her on this journey, feeling immense joy, inspiration, anger and sadness as she wove tales of despair and rejection with those of success and triumph. I kept thinking to myself how fortunate the world would be if they ever got to hear her voice. She had spent a lot of her life behind the scenes. What if she could finally have a stage of her own?

A few days before I was set to leave New York, Alvenia turned to me after sharing a particularly emotional memory. “You know, it has been my dream to write my memoir. Numerous people have told me that I should. On several occasions I’ve tried, but each time, life would get in the way or people tasked with writing my story would fail to see the true essence of what I am about. After spending these months rehashing the experiences of my life, I finally want to try again. Would you help me?” 

I was taken aback by her request at first. She had shared parts of her life story with so many people. I mean, how could people not inquire about her life when they saw her walls meticulously adorned with the relics of an almost fantastical past? Why was she entrusting me with bringing her words and her wisdom to a larger audience? 

I pondered our generational gap. I am four decades her junior. She lived many of her most dramatic experiences before I was even born. The musical acts she supported during her decade in the music industry did not even cross my radar until long after these performers had exited their prime. Yet, Alvenia and I resonated with each other in a way where the age difference quickly dissipated whenever we were locked in dialogue. 

We share a variegated perspective on understanding what it is like being highly mobile Black women who have travelled the world and have experienced the ebb and flow of life in motion. I have arguably had a much easier experience in reaching the far corners of the globe. As a child of the eighties, I had more of a leg up than Alvenia ever had. I am the product of two people who came of age in the volatile sixties, who attended segregated schools in the South and who, because of relentless warriors who fought and demanded equal rights, went to prestigious colleges against the backdrop of Vietnam War activism, as well as the Black Power and Women’s Liberation movements. I grew up in the wake of my parents’ and ancestors’ sacrifices, which gave me a more expansive understanding of what I should demand for myself and how I should conceptualize my own humanity. Their struggles and accomplishments also paved the way for me to access what my ancestors could only dream of. I could earn a PhD, become a professor, and travel to and live in multiple countries. While the number of Black women professors in the country is dismal, at least I am not the first. I, thus, have a very particular relationship to notions of race and gender, as well as to the places where I have lived and visited, both in America and throughout the world.

Alvenia, by virtue of her upbringing and the timing of her birth, encountered this world in a very different way. She was an unwitting player in the desegregation of America and her personal experience serves to illustrate the human trauma associated with demanding liberation and equality. By the 1950s, the country may have slowly been moving toward justice, but little children like Alvenia were often forced to bear the scars of an unjust world. I thought that I knew what this experience was like from hearing about my parents’ experiences under Jim Crow and reading personal accounts from the period. But it wasn’t until I heard Alvenia’s story—of failing to integrate a public school and how the repercussions of this reverberated in various ways throughout her life—did I realize that this formative experience would dictate how Alvenia learned to engage with the world and color how she would approach interactions around race for a lifetime. But while I am hyperaware of how being a Black woman influences my lived experiences, Alvenia has been less concerned with the restrictions that the world has tried to place on her, instead focusing on simply being who she knows how to be: Alvenia.

I have experienced nowhere near the same amount of racist vitriol that she has encountered in her lifetime, nor have I been subjected to the extent of lowered expectations that she endured during her childhood and working career, when everyone around her assumed failure based on her race or her gender. Yet, many of the emotions she conveyed to me and disappointments that she had to overcome were ones I’ve wrestled with as well. The world has always been very adept at creating scripts based on preset conditions and shoehorning people into stereotypes that limit their potential and their worth. While the world has evolved a lot since Alvenia’s arrival on this planet, in many ways it has stayed the same. Alvenia’s story is just as relevant today as it was when her story began to form.

In many ways, her life is testament to what can be achieved when one faces adversity head on. Alvenia transformed failure into the fuel that allowed her to take the world on in her own creative way. The successes that she was able to cobble together against the odds convey her indomitable spirit and the stories that she tells from her time in the music and fashion industries would impress anyone. But for me, their true value is in how she navigated these spaces that were not meant for her, as a woman, a Black person, or both. Unfortunately, her trailblazing somehow got left out of the history books. As I stood in awe of her ability to live her life fully, authentically and on her terms—when she was never supposed to—I realized that most people have never gotten past the razzle-dazzle that she has chosen to display through the carefully curated artifacts on her wall. Her life means so much more than the sum of its parts.

Ruminating on her request, I was overcome with a tremendous sense of purpose. It was as if she and I had been transmitting on the same wavelength our whole lives but only now were we simultaneously tuning into the same frequency. I reminded myself that I had dedicated my life to creating a platform to amplify those voices that would normally go unheard. Converting people’s stories to written form had become my calling and I was now being gifted with the most extraordinary life story that I had ever encountered. I started to understand that it was through our friendship, through the joy that we cultivated in our storytelling sessions and through my faith in the power of listening, that a fuller picture of Alvenia Bridges had emerged. I told her that writing her story would be my greatest honor.

While teeming with excitement, I began to feel overwhelmed by this monumental task. The diversity and disparity of experiences that Alvenia had shared with me over a few months indicated that I was not telling the singular life of a woman. I needed to find a way to do justice to her many lives, because Alvenia was a master of reinventing herself. 

She smiled at me with her watchful eyes while peering over the metallic rim of her teacup, the wall of photographs perfectly framing her regal posture. As my gaze darted from the autographed photographs of musical legends pinned overhead, to Alvenia’s black-and-white modeling photos, I soon understood that these artifacts were the key. Our storytelling sessions almost always started off with her sharing a piece of memorabilia that would teleport her back to a past life and purpose.

Because of my training as an ethnographer, my goal has always been to study people’s lives and their relationships to their communities by applying a cultural lens. Artifacts and the ways in which people interact with them, provide illuminating insight about how we make meaning in the world. They also convey intimate knowledge about particular cultural moments. Alvenia has witnessed and been a driving force in some of the largest cultural moments of the 20th century, moments that span both time and space. Meanwhile, Alvenia’s ability to move throughout the world, from Kansas City to Los Angeles, New York, Geneva, Portofino, London, Paris, Sydney, and beyond, after having grown up in a town that would not even let her move within the white-only sections, highlights the importance of mobility in her narrative.

Therefore, the best way to unravel Alvenia’s story is by highlighting her relationships to people, places, and things. This book chronicles Alvenia’s whirlwind journey through a focus on the global places that she has occupied and the extraordinary people who she has touched. However, at the same time, her apartment and the memories contained in the photos and memorabilia that decorate her walls keep her grounded in the present, while allowing her to return to her illustrious past. Because of their centrality to her life, these treasures serve as the lynchpin to her narrative. The following pages thus represent the life and times of Alvenia Bridges—her stories intertwined with my experiences of getting to know her, as well as the objects she holds dear in her New York City apartment, the first and only place that she has truly called home. 







  
  










Part 1: Dreaming of the World










  
  

Chapter one

The Long Escape from Kansas






“Baby girl, tell me what’s the matter,” my grandma, who I affectionately called Mama, pleaded as I buried my young adolescent head in her lap to hide the tears. She gently stroked my hair. She had been dutifully massaging grease into my scalp and taking the pointed end of the comb to create parts for my four braids, but at this moment, she paused to tend to my emotional wounds. My sporadic visits to Mama’s house, across the border in Missouri, were the highlights of my childhood. When the pressures of dysfunctional family life and society’s racial vitriol became too much for me to bear, I would set out from my small Kansas town to the one refuge that I had in the world. 

Mama was the only person who ever seemed to want me around. My mother, Zonnetta, wasn’t an unpleasant person, she was actually well respected in the community. She had flawless taste and loved to sew, so she would make beautiful dresses for my sisters and I to wear for Easter and other special occasions. I was always very presentable, but I also knew that Zonnetta wasn’t interested in having me as a daughter. She didn’t know how to be a mother and never bothered trying to learn. My stepfather, Ed Madden, on the other hand, was a flat-out unfriendly human being. While Zonnetta was devoid of any motherly instincts, Ed Madden was the antithesis of fatherly. When I was nine years old, I started sleeping with a knife under my pillow because there was something about him that I didn’t trust, even though at the time there was nothing specific that drove me to take such a drastic measure, except the underdeveloped but intuitive reasoning of a young child. He seemed like trouble, so I spent my childhood trying to avoid him at all costs. In fact, I tended to avoid most people. The fewer people I let into my heart, the less disappointment I would face.

The fact that I was a loner made it easier to deal with my younger sisters, who were a tightknit group who never really accepted me as theirs. Perhaps it was because I had a different father than they did, or perhaps it was because they were into different things than I was. The reasons didn’t matter. I vowed to love them despite how they treated me. I saw myself as their protector, because living in our house was hard on everyone. So, when they would scatter like flies as soon as Zonnetta left for work in the morning, I would make sure that the house was spotless upon her return, even if I had to do the chores that were meant for all of us by myself. Mother didn’t care how they were done, as long as they were done. 

Besides, many things were much easier since my family moved to the house on Cleveland Avenue in Kansas City in the mid-1950s. Before this house in town, we had lived on a farm. There, when my sisters would disappear, I alone would have to kill, pluck, and cook one of our chickens for supper. Even though I was duty-bound, imposing death on a living creature had never come easy to me. The business of killing chickens was even dirtier in my mind because it was the only useful thing Ed Madden ever taught me—along with the capacity that men had for violence. Fortunately, I no longer had to kill chickens once we moved to town. I contented myself with that one improvement in life. 

But I exchanged killing chickens for the slow death that your spirit suffers when subjected to unending racial hatred. Our new house in town was indeed nicer. Our yard even had a large tree that I loved climbing in my spare time and resorted to hiding in when I needed an escape. But this shiny, new house belied the dark underbelly of a state and a nation in turmoil. The 1954 Supreme Court decision on Brown vs the Board of Education had roiled Kansas. We lived only fifty miles east of Topeka, the epicenter of a massive struggle to end school segregation. While racial segregation was deemed unconstitutional, it would take almost two decades before the stalwarts in the farthest reaches of the country gave in to a progression towards equality. 

Our new house was in an all-white neighborhood and the KKK had made sure to welcome us with their usual brand of hospitality. Black families throughout the South were no strangers to rocks through windows and racial epithets that seemed to linger in the air long after screeching tires carried away their owners in the dead of night. Even so, we never got used to the violence inflicted on us, such as when faceless neighbors set our pickup truck on fire. Ed Madden had taken it out on us extra hard that night, seeming to absorb the anger and hate that the white folks harbored for us simply for the color of our skin and transforming it into an aggression meant for the only people he had power over—his family. I doubt this displaced rage actually soothed his soul, but it did strengthen my resolve to escape Kansas and all its transgressions.

“I failed my mother,” I hiccupped between sobs, head still buried in Mama’s skirt. I had finally steadied myself to answer Mama’s question, quieted by the care that she was showing for my hair.

“Honey,” she looked down with those solemn eyes, “you did what any strong girl would’ve done in that circumstance. You can’t be too hard on yourself.”

I was still wearing my best Sunday outfit—the only clothes Zonnetta said would be presentable enough in court, since I had ruined my white dress. She had barely spoken to me since the incident, other than to repeat how I was a failure. Zonnetta didn’t accept any backtalk. I just had to swallow my imagined retorts and block out the surge of pain that jolted my heart each time she cursed my name.

An all-white neighborhood meant an all-white school, so I had been bussed to a predominantly Black school miles away ever since the move. The PTA of that school had chosen me, along with a couple of other Black students, to integrate the all-white neighborhood school. I was a good student who loved to learn and I worked with the librarian, so the PTA agreed I should be included in the group of integrators. Zonnetta, who was on the PTA, had doubts about whether I could pull off this assignment or not because I was not known for sitting back and allowing bullies to pick on those weaker than they were. Once, when my baby brother Robert failed to return home from the grocery store, I had found some older bullies beating him up. I’d flung my body between him and them. It was admittedly not very ladylike. 

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want,” stumbled off my tongue as I marched toward the school door that first day. I had proven to Zonnetta that I knew the whole verse by heart, because her explicit instructions to me were to say it over and over in case there was trouble. Under no circumstance was I to even think a violent thought. They told us there would be police. There were. While I learned from a young age that the police weren’t there to protect me, I was still shocked by the way those officers looked at us with the same derision as the jeering onlookers who yelled and spat in our faces. I was wearing the white dress Zonnetta had made for the occasion. I had matching white socks and white shoes. I was pristine and defiant, gaining courage as I walked along the wall toward the school’s main entrance. Suddenly, glass Coke bottles began to fly around me, shards ricocheting as they shattered against the pavement. I looked down to find blood on my socks. Was it mine? I had asked Zonnetta why they hated me because of my skin, but she never explained why. She did nothing more than to act as if she hadn’t heard me.

As the shrapnel of exploded bottles burst around me, I caught sight of one of the white boys who was throwing those bottles. I grabbed him so quickly that I will never forget the look of surprise on his face. I dragged him down and put my knee on his throat. I was about to raise my fist when a burly policeman grabbed me by my neck and shoulders and pinned me down. While he straddled my body to cuff me, his eyes bored a hole into my face. Those piercing eyes were brimming with the hatred that I had endured my whole life. The racial animus, so indicative of my surroundings, clung to the air and stagnated as the onlookers cheered my detention. 

I had promised no violence. I had broken that promise. So, I ended up in juvenile court. Just me. No one else was punished. The white protesters with their broken bottles—jagged edges scraping away my humanity—went on with their daily lives. I sat there in the courtroom, sat there drowning in Zonnetta’s humiliation as they read off my punishment. She didn’t speak to me all day. When we got home, I asked if I could help her with the chores, but she simply shook her head. Even though she never said a kind word to me, I still yearned for her love and tried to do everything I could to make up for whatever it was that kept her from loving me. I went to the backyard and climbed up my favorite tree. I went up there to seek forgiveness and decided that I would try to never care about the color of my skin ever again. I asked God to rid me of what I called racial karma—a fate that I didn’t understand but which followed me around for some unknown reason. I then became bolder in my supplications and asked to be rid of Kansas. I worried though, that God had stopped listening to me years ago.

I felt so alone, so isolated. The disappointment Zonnetta had worn on her face that day made her lack of love all the more palpable. I began shivering with anger, but that anger soon dissolved into sadness. I was becoming despondent, but then, out of nowhere, I started hearing a quiet voice in my head telling me that I already had what I needed. That voice had never made itself known to me before. Who was speaking to me? I briefly thought that perhaps I was going crazy, but the voice had such a calming influence. It didn’t tell me that everything would be okay. It simply beseeched me to believe in myself. This was the first time that this essence, which I would one day call the Spirit, decided to visit me.

The quiet voice helped me realize that at that moment, what I needed most was the contact of someone who loved me for me. I climbed down from my tree sanctuary and set out for my grandma’s house. 

After what seemed like hours of silence, as Mama Beatrice washed, oiled, and braided my hair, she looked up at me and said, “Baby, if you could have anything in the world, what would it be?” No one had ever posed that question to me before. In fact, I had never allowed myself to dream before. How can you dream when you are so focused on surviving each moment? How can you dream when life is a waking nightmare? Biting my lip in deep concentration, I pondered her question for a moment and then, straightening my back, I looked up at Mama with a newfound sense of calm. 

With no inflection in my voice, I finally spoke aloud the dream that had been lying dormant deep inside for all those years, “I want to leave Kansas, Mama. I want to see the world. If I don’t leave, I’ll either be dead or in jail.” 

Mama gently patted me on the head and nodded.

A few weeks later, when I visited Mama again, she pulled out a package wrapped in delicate cloth. She smiled. “Honey, I want you to make me one promise. I want you to finish school. Just finish high school, baby and I’ll get you out.” She then handed over the mystery package. As I unwrapped the twine and pulled back the cloth, a gorgeous globe emerged. It was my first globe. She whispered, “This represents my oath to you. If you finish high school, you will be able to go anywhere that you can find on this globe.” This was one promise that I could keep. True to her word, Mama would eventually keep her end of the bargain and facilitate my escape from Kansas. 

In the meantime, I had to somehow get through several more years of humiliation and exclusion. Although integrating into the all-white school hadn’t worked out, I saw a silver lining in my failure; I didn’t really want to be subjected to the same taunts and disdain at school that I received simply for walking in my neighborhood. As such, things got a little better when I started attending the Catholic high school, Bishop Ward. For one, they had integrated in 1945, a decade before all public schools were mandated to do so. At the time, Kansas was in a curious position when it came to rolling out integration. Of the five states arguing before the Supreme Court in the early fifties to safeguard racial segregation in public schools (including South Carolina, Virginia, Delaware, and the District of Columbia), Kansas had historically taken a more multifaceted approach. Segregation was not codified in state law and in fact, all state colleges, as well as most high schools and junior highs, were already integrated. My town of Kansas City was the only place in the state where public high schools were racially segregated because, as a border town, it followed the lead of its Missouri neighbor. Bishop Ward touted its devotion to giving all people of God access to a Christian education and used this reasoning to convince its parishioners to integrate. While many families had withdrawn their children, the school community survived integration.1 

However, just because I was allowed to be there didn’t mean that I truly belonged. I was an awkward kid with arms as inexplicably long as my legs and with nothing in between. My sisters were all given ample backsides. It was as if God had used up all of my flesh on my wiry limbs and decided to forego endowing me with anything more than a flat surface for a rump and a little stump for a torso. Zonnetta used to joke that if I sat on a quarter, ten cents would stick out. That was when she was being kind. She usually just shouted her preferred name for me, Orangutan, when she wanted me to acknowledge her. Looking so different from all my sisters was a constant reminder of how I didn’t share their daddy. I blamed my lack of booty on whoever my father was. He had also bequeathed me my unusual nose. I had never met him. The only information Zonnetta shared with me was that he was part Blackfoot Indian. 

Luckily, I was able to find solace in the world of books and spent my free periods sitting amongst the stacks reading anything that talked about foreign lands and different customs. I would then mark these places on my globe when I got home and think about how I would one day visit them. School signified my escape route. Mama knew that if I was educated, I could eventually go anywhere. She gave me that globe for encouragement and to remind me that I had to create dreams in order for them to ever become true. Besides, school was a much safer place than home, so I ended up spending a lot of my time there.

At least my love of learning offered a refuge. I couldn’t say the same thing for my brother Robert, who was born a few years after me. School was a constant battle. Zonnetta and Ed Madden called him stupid when in reality, he was simply dyslexic. Because words didn’t make sense in written form, it took him forever to learn how to write. But I knew that he was an incredible little boy. I would tell him about the people and places I learned about in my library books and he would ask the most inquisitive questions. I could see that he knew more about the world than most people his age. He grew up to prove me right eventually, but I wish I could’ve had this knowledge when we were children. It would’ve kept my heart from breaking as I watched him suffer at the hands of an abusive father and an uncaring world.

I tried to lessen the burden for each of my siblings the best way I knew how. Each afternoon, I would return from school and begin preparing dinner. I would then help them with their homework while tending to the stove. Zonnetta worked on Saturdays as well, so I would watch everyone while completing my chores. One particular Saturday afternoon, one of my sisters was sullener that usual. Several weeks before, it had crossed my mind that she always seemed to be in an exceptionally foul mood on Saturdays, but I had pushed the thought out of my head. Who knows what goes through the mind of a pre-adolescent girl? The following Sunday, I noticed a bruise on her arm that escaped the cover of her shirt sleeve, so I decided to investigate. Something told me that I should tread carefully. 

We had never been close, so it was difficult to get my sister to open up to me at first. She had always been into the more typical girl things. She liked dolls and dresses and couldn’t understand my penchant for getting into fights with the neighborhood bullies. Perhaps my reputation as a fighter was what finally convinced her to tell me, but my suspicions, the same ones that drove me to begin sleeping with a knife several years ago, didn’t prepare me for the impact of hearing it aloud. While refusing to go into too much detail, she allowed me to share her secret about Ed Madden’s Saturday visits, when he would touch her in a way that she knew was wrong. She was just a little girl, powerless in so many ways. Yet, she was strong enough to ask for help the only way she knew: by confiding in me. The shock that I felt quickly turned into an overwhelming sense of responsibility. I needed to make things right.

I resolved to talk to Zonnetta after church. I was hoping that the word of God would open her heart to what I had to say. When I approached her as she tended her garden, she seemed annoyed by my very presence. To muster courage, I repeated under my breath over and over that I was a fighter and needed to do this to deserve being called one. I instinctively waited until she had set the pruning shears down. Compared to how she was with her children, she was so gentle with the plants, gingerly patting the soil and whispering to the chrysanthemums that were just starting to bloom.

I knew never to interrupt her and didn’t say a word until Zonnetta was ready to speak to me. While she didn’t care much about me, she did manage to teach me a thing or two. For instance, she always put me in charge of the root vegetables in order to illustrate patience. She had to remind me on occasion that if you don’t dig around enough to loosen the earth, you only pull up the carrot tops, which won’t feed you. We relied on our garden vegetables for nourishment, so over the years, I had learned something about patience.

“Don’t you have chores to do? Stop that stalling and spit it out so you can get back to your work,” she said. She didn’t even bother looking at me in administering this reproach. 

I sucked in my breath and upon exhaling, I managed to tell her everything that my sister had said before having to draw another breath. 

She calmly rose from her knees, took off her gloves, and motioned for me to come closer. Then, before I could register what was happening, she took the backside of her hand and smacked it across my face—each knuckle burrowing into the fleshy part of my cheeks for a split second and bouncing back on a wave of energy. She then took one of the weeds she had just pulled up and fashioned it into a switch. She proceeded to rap the length of my lanky arms repeatedly as I screamed for her to stop.

“Don’t make a scene. You’ve already brought enough shame on us. Don’t you dare make the neighbors think that I can’t raise my children right. I will beat those lies out of your mouth, so help me God.”

I didn’t want to draw attention to our family, but I couldn’t stand getting a whooping just for telling the truth. I decided to make a run for it, twisting myself out of her grasp and bolting into the house. I could feel the heat rising in the pit of my stomach before tamping it down as best I could. If I submitted to anger, I would become dangerous and there would be no stopping me. If I got myself thrown out of the house, there would be no way to offer the little protection that I could to my siblings. If I was thrown out, I knew I wouldn’t be able to finish school. I was scrappy, but I couldn’t imagine surviving on the streets. Would Mama take me in? She was always kept at arm’s length, even when she wanted to help. I couldn’t risk it. The tears that rolled down my face were silent. It was the beginning of a cocoon of silence that I wove around me in order to make good on my promise to Mama. Sadness took over—the same sadness that glazed over the eyes of my siblings. I decided that silence was the only way forward. I sacrificed my siblings to pave the way for my own escape—biding my time until Mama could rescue me. The others would have to find their own modes of escape.

The years passed at a plodding pace. I continued to sleep gripping that knife under my pillow—ignoring the guilt gnawing at every aspect of my being about how I didn’t use that knife to protect my sister. Ed Madden was very good at cornering her when no one else was around, making sure that no one ever witnessed these assaults. Even though Zonnetta refused to listen to me, I think Ed Madden knew that if she ever caught him in the act, it would be over for him. Denial is much easier when you don’t have to contradict your own eyes. Zonnetta had already gone through a couple of husbands. It was pretty obvious that Ed Madden wouldn’t last forever. I guess he figured that he would take what he could while he was there.


      [image: image-placeholder]Mama once gave me a tiny pink radio. I added it to my prized possessions, propping it up next to my globe. When I was a teenager, a new sound began taking over the airwaves. The contagious rhythm of the Motor City gripped the nation, helping to dissolve the monopoly that white performers had over pop music. Dancing to Motown in my bedroom—the sound muffled to not disturb Zonnetta and Ed Madden—was the only thing that could calm my soul enough to sleep each night. It was also the one thing that I could share with my sisters. Dancing meant freedom. It was my spiritual practice. It kept me grounded in a world that seemingly wanted to tear apart every fiber of my being. My childhood would’ve been void of all joy if I didn’t have a space to dance, or my globe and library books to buttress my daydreaming. In fact, to this day I still dance to Motown when 88.3 plays the greatest hits on Saturdays.

Surviving off these gifts, I somehow finished high school. On graduation day, however, I did not think about all the knowledge that I had learned and how it would prepare me for the world. I just wondered if Mama was really going to save me like she had promised all those years ago. She had come into town for graduation. Zonnetta hadn’t even bothered to show up to the ceremony, which was probably for the best. Mama greeted me after I made my way across the stage and whispered for me to head home and pack my most important possessions. She was inviting me to stay with her for a couple of days and would meet me at the bus station that evening.

I thought it odd that I would need my most important possessions for a short visit. I really hoped that it meant what I prayed it did—that I was finally leaving Kansas for good. But after suffering so much disappointment in my life, I didn’t want to place too much faith in this moment. I also didn’t want Zonnetta to suspect anything. I needed it to appear that I really was going to Missouri for just a couple of days. 

When I went home that afternoon, I found Robert sitting at the kitchen table. I didn’t know what to say to him, so I headed to my room and found the overnight bag that I usually took to Mama’s house. I rolled up a few outfits and underwear into a tiny ball and stuffed them in. I frowned when I saw that there was no room left for my globe and pink radio. I realized that neither Zonnetta nor Ed Madden was home and opted to take a small suitcase that was buried in the bottom of the hall closet that could fit everything I needed. I then prayed that they wouldn’t walk through the door before I left, as I smuggled out the few things that had kept me alive all these years. 

As I headed toward the kitchen, I hid my suitcase behind the couch before telling Robert to let Zonnetta know that I was going to Mama’s for a couple of days. As I mentioned before, just because Robert had trouble in school didn’t mean that he was stupid. He searched my eyes with a knowing look and told me to take care of myself. I didn’t want our last moment together to be so devoid of emotion, so I grabbed his shoulders and pulled him to me. I didn’t know if I would ever see him again. Then without a word, I went back to the couch, retrieved my bag, and walked out the front door for the last time. I met Mama at the bus station and we boarded our bus to Missouri. As I crossed the state line, I vowed never to set foot in Kansas again. I almost kept my word.






1.
       To understand segregation in Kansas, see “Why Kansas?”
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