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PRAISE FOR


Dreaming Me


“Jan Willis’s new book does what seems almost impossible: It breathes new life into the old question of race and faith. A black woman brought up in the Baptist South builds new bridges, stone by stone, to an Ivy League education in the North and to the Buddhism of Tibetan refugees. In a poetic language of considerable force and grace, Willis takes the reader into unexpected landscapes both in space and in her own mind. We emerge enriched and inspired by the will to truth and the courage to believe that is the heart of Dreaming Me.”


—Vera Schwarcz, author of Bridge Across Broken Time


“Hailed by Time magazine as one of the top innovators in religion for the new millennium, Willis delivers a gripping, intimate account of her spiritual journey that will move anyone who is compelled by the examined life…. She could be the first African-American Buddhist feminist guru to be embraced by reading groups across America.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Intensely felt…highly personal…the heart of her story is the account of her transforming encounter with Buddhism, which enabled her to overcome racism and practice the loving-kindness that Christianity demands. A moving story that aims to reconcile the experiences of faith and racism.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Destined for the same shelf as Anne Lamott’s Traveling Mercies and Kathleen Norris’s The Cloister Walk and Amazing Grace, this is a powerful memoir of a ‘Baptist Buddhist’ who writes with courage, compassion, and forgiveness.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“Fascinating…a powerful and moving personal memoir.”


—Booklist
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THE CRITICALLY ACCLAIMED MEMOIR FROM ONE OF TIME MAGAZINE’S TOP RELIGIOUS INNOVATORS FOR THE NEW MILLENNIUM
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A brilliant child growing up in the Jim Crow South, Jan Willis escaped the Ku Klux Klan only to face racism of another kind in an Ivy League university. Recruited by the Black Panther Party, she chose instead to travel to India and Nepal, where she encountered Lama Yeshe, a Tibetan monk who would become her mentor and later one of the most influential Buddhist teachers in the West. Through his guidance, Jan Willis learned to face down the demons of her past and embrace her whole identity — Black, Baptist, and Buddhist. Dreaming Me is her story, one that “will move anyone who is compelled by the examined life” (Publishers Weekly, Starred Review).
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“Willis writes frankly about family, race, spirituality, and finding grace among life’s most difficult challenges. Dreaming Me is more honest and fascinating than anything I’ve read in a long time.”


— David Pesci, author of Amistad


“Jan Willis’s book is a compelling, beautiful, and informative guide for anyone interested in transformation.”


— Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness


“Empowering and inspiring! Read it with pride and pleasure!”


— Robert Thurman, author of Why the Dalai Lama Matters


“Intensely felt... highly personal... A moving story that aims to reconcile the experiences of faith and racism.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Powerful.”


—Library Journal (Starred Review)







In loving memory of my mother,
Dorothy Delores White Willis,
1921-1998


And for my father,
Oram Willis


And my sister
Sandra W. Williams


Family







Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.


–MARIANNE WILLIAMSON







Part 1


BIRTH
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DREAMING ME, I


The Terror of Lions


When it began, I had just walked up the long wooden steps at the back of my grandmother’s house and entered the kitchen. In the darkened room, directly across from me, I saw the table and the broad back of my brother-in-law, James. My sister, San, was standing at one end of the table. She glanced at me as she reached into the cupboard and slowly brought down what appeared to be a chocolate cake. I thought she was going to feed me. I sensed that I had come here to eat; to be nourished in some way. But instead, she set the cake down in front of James, and it disappeared behind his massive back. It was not for me. I was deeply hurt; soulfully wounded. I determined to leave. I would go back to our house. This was not the only place to get food. I would eat somehow. I would not beg!


Just then, a dark and wispy shadow moved close to me. When it spoke, I heard my mother’s voice whisper threateningly into my ear: “You know it’s dangerous out there!” I immediately felt panicked. My knees buckled, and my body developed a cold sweat. I sensed, too, that “outside” was fraught with dangers. Still, in frightened defiance, I turned and leaned out the door.


Next, I stood in a dry and very dusty place. The air that waffled and shimmered there parched my throat. The dust was hot and powdery under my feet. There were cages and wire coops all around me, some standing vacant and open. I noticed one to my right and cautiously turned to look inside it. Suddenly something fast-moving and snake-like sprang out. It leapt just in front of me, and I recoiled in terror as it came to rest with a thud on the powdery ground. I sensed eyes on me, but saw that the other cages were all empty.


I turned away and found myself slumped down just outside the railings of a large corral. My head was touching one of its aged wooden slats. Inside there was a lion. He prowled the corral alone, circling in the heat, head down, his massive paws making the hot dust fly upward. His mouth was bloody. I was frozen in fear. I could neither run nor take my eyes off the beast. He was a magnificent creature: solid, firm, massive, powerful. In spite of the dust, his coat shimmered and gleamed. As he stalked the perimeter, ravenous and near to me, it seemed that I could smell his awesomeness. In spite of my fear, I wanted to touch him.


The scene shifted and I was inside what appeared to be a barn. There were animal stalls here and hay underfoot. Another lion prowled anxiously, this time even closer. I gasped and turned my head away.


Then I was running. Running down a long dusty red-dirt road. I was running for my life. My only thought was, “All the cages are open!” I knew the lions were after me. I didn’t know how many, but I knew they were following close behind me. I ran and ran, out of breath, panting through the hot air. I saw no one, no one to go to for help.


Finally I ran up to a town that looked like it was out of a Western movie. I scrambled up some stairs. A cowboy sat leaning against a building, his stirruped boots propped up against a railing. I screamed to him, “Please! Help me! They’re after me!” But the man only rearranged his hat more securely over his eyes and leaned back again. I raced along the raised wooden walkway until I heard voices and turned through a set of swinging doors.


I found myself inside a bar. The place was packed and seemed somehow familiar—like an old New Orleans Cajun club I had once been in. I heard the raucous sounds of zydeco blaring. My fear redoubled since I felt again like an intruder, a stranger, out of place. Still, I needed to find someone who would help me. Trembling, I was buffeted along from one sweaty body to the next. Desperate to get away from the lions, I pushed farther and farther in. Somehow, I moved through two long dark rooms, until I found myself in a back room, opened to the sky, with a few tables, and people scattered about and along a long bar.


As I stood there, bent over and panting, a slim youngish white man came up to me. He reached into his shirt pocket and held out to me a clutch of money. As he did so, he made only one comment, phrased in the form of a question, spoken calmly and steelily: “Did you bring them?”


I knew he meant the lions.


Furious and deeply pained, I woke up.


I am a black woman from the South who teaches Tibetan Buddhism in a mostly white elite college in the Northeast. I have come a long way since leaving home. It has had its costs.







“WHITE GAL”


This voyage that I am on,
This is a journey about what’s basic:
A sense of place and of belonging,
Of safety and of being whole,
Of family, and home.


When I was a little girl, one of my mother’s friends called me “white gal.” It was the nickname I hated most of all. Other children sometimes taunted me with negative slogans: “Deanie Pie’s daddy must’a been a white man.” I was called “yella gal” more times than I can count; and each time it was a wound that pierced deep. I folded in, ashamed at the core. Both my parents were black. Even so, because of such mocking, I felt like a co-conspirator.


In the middle of my thirty-ninth year, just after my mother had had a very angry bout with my father, she turned to me and began narrating the details surrounding my birth: the surprise, pain, hushed secrecy, and wrangling that soon erupted concerned my light skin and sandy blonde curls. In Lloyd Nolan Hospital (the company hospital that all of Birmingham’s steel, coal, and iron workers were required to use), it seems it was the colored nurses’ aides who had first shattered my mother’s calm and relief following the birth of a healthy child.


They came in groups to my mother’s bedside with secret warnings: “Uh-huh. Girl, you done messed up now! Dat baby jes as sure white as dat white daddy dat fathered her. You better look out from yo husband, if you loves life!”


Later, after seeing me for the first time, my mother, too, had apparently thought there had been some sort of mistake, some mix-up of babies. Initially, she also worried. But soon enough, having come to know that I was in truth of her womb and, therefore, also only of her union with my father, she countered their attacks with a simple declaration. She said, “You should have seen my father.”


My father was mum on the matter—at first. But even as I lay newly arrived in Lloyd Nolan’s nursery, my father’s father, Belton, had begun making suggestions to him about my mother’s possible “illicit collusions.” My mother’s hurt and sorrow in all this cannot be fathomed. And while still a newborn, I believe I sensed this troubled welcome.


Subconsciously, it seems that I knew my parents fought over me. Fought bitter battles of censure, hurled cosmic disclaimers: “It is not mine!” and, even grander for a black child, “It is not of my race!” Perhaps my early sense of abysmal isolation and loneliness stems from these first moments and days of life.


The source of my fair coloring would be accepted by the two male Willises only years later, when my mother received an unexpected late night visit. My father was working the graveyard shift down in Ensley’s steelworks when Dorothy heard the thud of footsteps on the wooden porch and peered nervously through the front peep-hole to see the scraggily dressed old white man standing there. Hunched forward, he called her name in muffled tones: “Dorthay? Dorthay?” She leapt backward from the door in fear, grabbed me up in her arms, and ran on tiptoe back to the kitchen to summon Miss Chank, our neighbor, with anxious knocks through the wall.


We lived in a double-tenant frame house then, on Pleasant Hill Road in Ensley. Behind that street sloped the muddy trails that led down through the scrubs, across the tracks, and directly into the blast furnaces of the steel plant where my father worked. Often men would come up from the plant, like old hoboes, to forage for food or to nap on the porches of the black folks lucky enough to have company houses so near work.


We lived on one side of the house: my mother, my father, my older sister, Sandy, and me. Miss Chank occupied the other half of the house, and for reasons always unknown, she lived alone. My mother needed Miss Chank to come help or to go and get help, since she did not recognize the old white man hulking on the porch to be her own father.


“Miss Chank! Miss Chank! Wake up! Come help! There’s some old white man out on the porch!” my mother began shouting as she knocked louder and louder against the creaky slats of the adjoining kitchen walls.


“What’s dat you say, Dorothy? I’s coming, honey!” was finally the response from the other side of the wall. And out she came, drawing her night robe up tight around her and calling up that deep, brusque voice of hers as she grabbed the heavy stick she kept poised nearby. Miss Chank bounded to her front door.


“What do you want up here, old man? And what’re you doin’ out here on our porch in da middle of da night?”


My grandfather fell back, startled by the sudden assault. He took off his hat, and, holding it in both hands, he explained:


“Ma’am, my name is Alex White. I’m looking for a Dorthay Willis, said to live here.”


My mother, back at our front door listening, now slowly swung it open.


“Daddy? That really you?”


“Yes, Dorthay. It’s me.”


“Lawd, Daddy, we almost called the law on you! Come on in and tell me why you come after so long, and in the middle of the night.” Miss Chank, too, made apologies, commenting on the dangerous times and how one couldn’t be too careful. She wished Dorothy and her father a pleasant visit before, quietly now, fading back into her side of the double-tenancy and to whatever dreams my mother, in her desperation, had so abruptly shattered.


My grandfather, I am told, stayed with us for about two weeks after this rather shocking appearance. He and my mother had not seen each other in years, and whole worlds of experience and pain had found life in the time intervening. For the first time in my grandfather’s life he was without a steady job. The younger woman with whom he’d immediately taken up as soon as my grandmother, Sadie, died had tired of him. He still had his good looks, though. He had twinkly blue-gray eyes, hair straight and soft as corn silk, and skin as white as any white man.


My father, and my grandfather Belton who lived just a few doors down from us in one of the biggest houses on Pleasant Hill, met Alex then for the first time. After early suspicions retreated, the two showed him a cordial enough welcome. It was, no doubt, during this time also that they could see whence my own looks originated.


I myself saw my grandfather Alex only a few times. Seeing him left no doubt that he was at least half white. In fact, after another visit to us in Docena when I was about nine, I asked my mother why this particular white man came to visit us and why he called San and me his “little darlings.” Though she told me that Alex was her father, my curiosity was not appeased.


I remember the first time I consciously saw “Alech,” as I called him. He was a tall man. He wore a suit, brown as I recall, with thin blue pin stripes, a white shirt, and a tie. His pants were held up by suspenders, a mark of age as well as sophistication, I thought. I also thought he was very handsome; and kindly, too—for a white man. He would call us to him and have us sit on his knees. My sister and I liked to feel his hair, to run our fingers through its fine texture; and he let us play in it. He also seemed to know a lot about gardening; a good deal of conversation went on about the plot of vegetables and my special patch of strawberries we kept in the backyard.


As time passed and I grew, I became more and more the spittin’ image of my father. Everyone agreed that Dean was sure enough her daddy’s child! In time, my father too recognized it. Still, there’s a funny thing about doubt, anger, and denial once unleashed: in spite of later correction and understanding, they are not so easily relinquished.


As for me, I became known as a moody child, one who was always thinking and brooding rather than playing. I was sensitive and reflective far beyond my tender years; and I am convinced that my behavior, at least in part, stemmed from my earliest mixed reception.


When I began working on my family’s history later in life, I clearly remember the day that I became, literally, sick from having to look through white slave-owners’ materials in order to trace my black kin. The more I stared at my scribbled charts, the sicker I became. It was not that I hadn’t known there were white ancestors in my family’s background. Given the contours of African American history and the system of slavery that so long dominated in the United States, hardly any black person in this country has avoided the forced mixture of the races. I knew my “light” skin came from somewhere, but it was much harder to own up to its having come from a specific someone.


I was following a thread of evidence indicating that my maternal great-grandfather was a Jewish storeowner named Mayer who lived in west central Alabama. But it became more and more clear to me that it didn’t much matter whether or not this particular Mayer was my great-grandfather. Nor did it matter that he was Jewish. Most of my closest friends were Jewish; and whenever I thought of black-Jewish relationships, I considered us natural comrades, equally ostracized and discriminated against and—at key historical moments—working together to combat injustice. No, what mattered was that my maternal great-grandfather was white. That fact alone somehow made me feel dirty and polluted. Abstract ideas didn’t produce such emotional turmoil; concrete examples, living flesh did.


As I was growing up in the sixties and seventies, the strong emphasis on Black Power and our African ancestry dictated that white ancestry should be kept in the closet. Its exposure gave us as a people no benefits. No matter how light-skinned, a black person in this society was still black. Of course, there was a whole subculture of blacks who prided themselves on their fair complexion. Indeed, a separate class of blacks, from the antebellum mulattoes and free persons of color to the social-climbing networks of the skin color–based social clubs of the Bon Tons and Links, gave testimony to the benefits in terms of prestige and power that did operate among them. But I was not one of those blacks. For me as a child and adolescent, whenever my skin color became an issue, it was always a mark of embarrassment and shame. I was like the child who covers her eyes with her hands and thinks she is no longer visible. As long as I didn’t look too closely at my own skin, I would not have to recognize the white blood that ran in my veins.


I had lived among different cultures and had developed what I thought of as a genuine appreciation of diversity. But this was somehow very different. The specter of white blood, so generationally close, weighed extremely heavily on me. It made me neither accepting nor gracious. I did not wear proud shoes.


Once, when I was in Nepal, a distinguished Nepalese anthropologist began a conversation with me by saying, “Of course, your parents are mixed, are they not?”


I had denied the accusation loudly. “No! Both my parents are black!” I had responded, wounded even by the suggestion that they might not be. Over the years, other acquaintances had made similar inquiries. Always it was embarrassing, like an accusation impossible to defend against. I felt exposed, found out. Neither of my parents was dark-skinned, but both were black; and I was black.


Now, as I worked on this line of kin—I could not yet bring myself to say “my kin”—that old anger at being unrecognized and misunderstood resurfaced, together with that old shame. The pain I was experiencing had not so much to do with my earliest reception as with coming face-to-face with the fact of my white ancestry. My grandfather Alex’s father was white. It was not frustration about which white man might have fathered him; it was the recognition that some white man had. The whole thing turned my stomach.


I had always hated the word miscegenation. Now I experienced why. Facing the fact of my white ancestry was like being given a diagnosis of cancer. There were white blood cells living inside of me that were out of the closet and out of control. They were eating my body and my soul alive, and I did not know if I could survive. What does one do when the oppressor’s blood courses in one’s own veins? How could I run away from my own self? How to make peace with such horrific origins? Historically, I was both the victim and the child of rape conceived in terror. Everyone in the whole sordid history of slavery and racist oppression and all blacks are subject to its enduring legacy: black women unable to fend off white rapists; black men unable to protect their wives and partners. Given such history, the questioning of origins, though painful, was unavoidable.


Thus, from my birth, the history of blacks in this country became for me a very personal history. More than anything, I wanted my father’s love and acceptance. As I grew older, I also wanted to be able to trust and to genuinely love others. To get beyond the pervasive sense of pain and suffering I carried, I knew I would have to find healing, to find that place of belonging that is so basic for us all: feeling at home in our own skins. And so, from my earliest days, my solitary quest became to find a way to accept myself, and to love me.




DOCENA


“Don’t go too far!” my mother always reminded me as she pushed open the screen door and I rocketed forth, straight past her. I crossed the feeble new patch of Bermuda grass that was our yard, crossed the red clay that would later take on the semblance of a graveled road, and headed straight up the dusty alleyway that ran atop my grandparents’ sloping backyard. My bare feet plopping up the dust so that it lightly coated my legs and chest assured me that this was the bliss and freedom of heaven. With complete and utter glee, I leapt and scampered along, my trusty bottle in hand, clothed only in the sky, the dust, and the white cotton panties we still-almost-babies were allowed to wear.


As a small child I romped through those alleyways with an excitement and eagerness possessed only by those too young to have judgmental eyes. Armed with my bottle, I minutely surveyed those dusty paths and mused on the further adventures awaiting me in the thick pine woods that surrounded the Camp and came right up to our backyard. For me, Docena was home and life was good. When we moved there, in 1950, I was two years old.


My parents had come to Docena, leaving the city security of life on Pleasant Hill Road in Ensley, Alabama, behind. They wanted a house of their own, even if this meant a return to the country. My father, however, continued to travel daily back and forth on the three-mile stretch of road into town to the Ensley branch of United States Steel. This fact later proved fortunate for us since by the time I entered school, the Docena mine had closed, and men whose livelihoods had depended on coal sat on their porches idle, poor, and despairing.


Docena, Alabama, was a tiny hamlet outside the city limits of Birmingham that, for as long as I can remember, was referred to simply as “the Camp.” It had been created to house the white and black workers for the coal mine located there. I was well into adulthood before I happened upon a book that, describing the origins of certain place-names in Alabama, included Docena. From that book I learned that the mining camp in which I had been raised until I journeyed off to college had originally been named Booker, in honor of Booker T. Washington. That revelation filled me with a sense of quiet pride. First, because it suggested that as early as 1870, the black people of the Camp had had enough sense of community and pride to name their settlement after a black man of considerable power; and second, because the fact of their naming it indicated that, at least initially, blacks had had some power of their own. The book went on to explain that the Camp’s current name was coined by a man named Stallingworth who had worked in Mexico as a railroad dispatcher and was later a train master in Docena. It was apparently he who had suggested the Spanish name—the feminine determiner docena meaning “twelfth”—for the nearby mine.


During all the time we lived in Docena, the commissary had been the Camp’s only public building, serving both whites and blacks. It housed a grocery store as well as the sole post office, and it was there that, as a young child, I first saw the signs above the water fountains that read “white only” and “colored.” Returning as an adult, I noticed for the very first time that above the building’s entrance there was carved very large in concrete the solitary word mercado, or market, in Spanish. Perhaps the Spanish had had a longer hold on the Camp than we ever knew.


Still, I like to remember the meaning of the name my grandmother Jennie had told me when I was a small child. Grandmama had said that Docena was a Native American name and that, in the Choctaw language, it meant “the place where the mimosa trees stand upon the hills.” I treasured this interpretation as a sacred trust, a private communication between my Native American-ancestored grandmother and me. And clearly, the description was true. Everywhere throughout the Camp, mimosa trees and honeysuckle vines thrived. Our front yard sported two gorgeous mimosas, and the air of Docena was filled with soft, pink cotton-balled trees and with the delicately sweet scent of honeysuckle.


I loved everything about the rural camp that stood on the other side of Village Creek from Ensley, nestled inside a verdant pine forest, clean-aired and fragrant. City folk called Docena “the country,” but for me it meant forests and dusty paths and sweet smells. It meant the sounds of birds in the day and of crickets and frogs at night. It meant lightning bugs twinkling in the dark skies, and stars unobscured by city lights. The world was a natural wonder, perfect unto itself and completely joyous to my young heart. I loved it all.


Of course, by any external standard, we were quite poor. The four of us lived in three rooms: kitchen, living room, and bedroom. There was no inside toilet until I was almost five, and no extra bedroom for my sister and me until we reached junior high. Two double beds slept the four of us in one bedroom. In the kitchen the walls were painted with heavy coats of glossy light yellow paint applied directly to the wide wooden boards that bounded it. Wallpaper covered the wooden slats of the living room and bedroom. In the kitchen, my mother’s pride and joy was the new electric range my father bought soon after we moved there. Before that, she had baked loaves of bread and light, tantalizingly fragrant biscuits in an old cast-iron wood-burning oven.


We used a fireplace in the living room for years, until a big oil-burning heater was installed. In the bedroom, a medium-sized coal-burning stove jutted out into the center of the room. During the winter, my mother liked to keep this stove glowing white-hot; and many a night my sister and I feared for our lives. My mother protested that we were just being silly. “There is no reason to be scared. The stove is fine!” she’d say.


My mother’s name was Dorothy, and people called her either “Dot” or “Dor-thay.” My grandfather Belton always called her “Doris.” But my father referred to her as “Red,” and it was certainly the most apt description of her character. She was an Aries, quick to anger, and she loved nothing better than having enough heat. She liked to see, not just feel, the fire. And so my sister and I lived with the fear that the coal stove would someday surely explode.


There was a single entrance road into Docena. The first two blocks on either side of the road housed blacks, and if, after the second block, one turned right, one entered into the bulk of the black section. There were six more blocks of black households. If one continued straight on the entrance road, after three blocks one ran into the white section. As blacks, we always turned right just after passing the first two blocks. To have continued straight would have been viewed as an intrusion into white territory that could have had serious consequences.


My family lived at the very farthest end from the entrance to Docena, the middle house of a group of three that alone formed First Avenue. Our address was 104 First Avenue. To one side of our house lived Dot and Bill Chambers and their three kids, Fred, Essie Mae, and Deb, who was born just after we moved there. On the other side of our house was a two-tenant structure that was inhabited by Jesse and Mae Eva Givins, Mae Eva’s twin sisters, and a whole bunch of children, perhaps ten or eleven. My mom got along with both families, but she was closest to Dot Chambers the whole time we lived there. They were known as the two Dots.


My dad’s father and mother, Belton and Jennie, moved to Docena a year or so after we did, and bought the house that sat diagonally across the street from us. It was a corner property, at 100 First Street. Daddy’s brother, Lamar, took the house next to theirs the following year. Consequently, there were three Willis households on that far end of Docena. This meant that Sandy and I had a set of grandparents and a lot of cousins nearby. All the Willis men continued to work at the steel mill in Ensley. It would later be my civic-minded father, and his father, who saw to it that there were street signs posted and a graveled road laid in the black section of Docena. My dad has always been a “race man,” and a man of pride.


I thought my sister, San, was beautiful and sophisticated, somehow always wiser than me, and savvy about the world. She did, however, like dainty things and paper dolls, for which I had no patience at all, preferring to build plastic models of Fort Apache or to shoot marbles. Still, throwing a sheet or blanket over the kitchen table, she and I would sometimes journey in our minds to far-off lands and camp out. We shared such a rich fantasy life that once we were absolutely convinced we had dreamed the same dream. When she eventually went off to school, I felt completely lost.


Though there was relative safety with all of us Willises living in a tiny cluster of houses at that farthest edge of Docena, my sister and I learned that there were also threats to life and limb there. These were the threats that came to all black people living in the South in the 1950s and 1960s—they came from other human beings, those who had white skin.


Docena was a stronghold of the Alabama Ku Klux Klan. The Grand Wizard—or Grand Rooster, as black folks mockingly called him—made his home in Docena. It amazes me that black people have managed over the course of their long history on these shores to keep their humanity intact. For surely all the signs and signals around us told us otherwise; told us that we were less than human, a people cursed by God to live degraded lives; told us that we were lazy, stupid, and unfit for society.


Every so often, Docena’s Klan reminded us blacks of our “proper” place. Their tactics were simple: they reminded us of who was boss by instilling in us fear of the consequences of ever forgetting it. None of the blacks who lived in Docena were spared the Klan’s reminders. On a fairly regular basis, to prevent our forgetting, there were drive-throughs and cross-burnings, terrifyingly enacted by the Klan. The messages were crystal clear: Don’t get out of line! Don’t begin to feel safe! This unimaginable psychic terror would prove effective in helping to cripple my self-esteem and the self-esteem of many black people. I am a witness to our scars.




SNAKES


Dot Chambers kept chickens. She sold the eggs to add income to her household. We regularly bought a dozen or so from her. However, the presence of eggs in such abundance also brought unwelcome guests, in the form of snakes.


I was deathly afraid of snakes. My parents kept a big garden out back, where we grew corn, beans, potatoes, carrots, peas, peanuts, watermelons, and strawberries. I loved seeing the seeds turn into little green shoots and then leafy green plants. We children were constantly reminded to keep a lookout for snakes when we were in the garden and to watch precisely where we stepped or put our hands. Our garden was visited by all sorts of snakes, big and small, long and fat. Some were an iridescent chartreuse; one, I remember well, was long, black, and shiny, with a triangular body. Owing to Dot Chambers’s chickens and their eggs, we surely saw more of these creatures than most of Docena’s residents.


Dot herself was something of a wonder woman in my eyes precisely because of her fearlessness regarding snakes. If we cried out “Snake!” and ran for cover, Dot dropped whatever she was doing, grabbed her hoe, and came to our rescue. In one fell swoop, she would cut the snake in half. With a mischievous glint in her eye, she held it up before flinging it in a wide arc over the back fence. I can still see those arcs of snakes in the air; they give me the shivers.


I never learned to distinguish so-called harmless garden snakes from poisonous ones. I simply made a judgment that any slinking, earth-bound creature possessed venomous fangs that could potentially end my life.


One day Dot took it upon herself to help my mother solve the problem of my attachment to the bottle. I was almost three years old, and they’d determined that drastic measures were needed. My mother called me home, away from my gleeful scampering in the dusty alley across from our house. When I neared the house she motioned to me to go over to Dot’s fence. “She has something to show you!” she said, before disappearing back into the house. I walked toward the fence happily, bottle still in hand. Dot Chambers walked toward the fence from the back of her house. With both hands she carried her hoe in front of her, and across its end lay the biggest snake I had ever seen. I froze. “You see this snake, Miss Dean Pie? If you don’t drop that bottle, I’m going to put this snake on you!”


Sweat broke out on my forehead. My little heart raced like it might explode. My tender but reeling mind formed the thought to kill Dot. Slowly, my right arm unfolded. My fingers uncurled from the bottle that had for so long been my trusty friend. I felt its cool plastic slide slowly down my body and land silently in the fledgling grass. And then I ran, ran for my life, into the house and away from Dot Chambers and her snake. I never looked back, and to this day I’ve never gone back to look for that bottle.


Of course, this incident only intensified my fear of snakes. And because I am ever on the lookout for them, I invariably see them. In the heat of the California sun, I come upon rattlers basking in its warmth. On my sole wilderness walk, I happened to choose to rest on a stone wall that was home to hundreds of them. And so it goes.


As a recently tenured professor, I was once living in a fine, newly built house in Nepal when a huge snake decided to grace my establishment with its wealth-granting presence. My cook, Kanchi, made daily offerings of tinted rice to the water-colored image of the snake goddess that she insisted be tacked above the entrance of the house. It honored Lakshmi, the Goddess of Wealth, who in the form of a large serpent brought abundance to every household that worshipped her. I could understand the reasoning: snakes often came to farming households where large amounts of grains were stored, so the presence of one indicated that the granaries were healthy. But the ten-foot snake that took up residence in my yard was unwelcome, to say the least.


I knew there were other countries and cultures where the snake was revered. The Greeks had prized them. In the West, our American Medical Association had made it its symbol of health. But I did not want to have to creep into my yard each day on alert for a giant black snake. My desires, however, were ignored. The snake lay on my front steps. It crawled along my garden fence. One day Kanchi and I stood terrified together as we watched it slide silently up to the closed wooden door of the yardman’s little house and, with its head, push in the door and slither inside. However, Kanchi could go home; this was where I lived.


Then one day, as I sat reading upstairs, the young boy who lived next door called frantically to me, “Ma’am sahib! Ma’am sahib! Sarpa cha!” “What do you mean, ‘the snake is’?” I called back to him through the window. “The sarpa is coming up, Ma’am sahib. It’s there, climbing up to the second floor!” The snake was winding its way up the large plant alongside my house. Looking timidly to where the boy’s finger was pointing, I saw its head appearing just past the level of the upper patio.


It was then, between screams, that I called the yardman, Lakshman, and gave him the command to kill the snake. He seemed to be completely bewildered, as though he couldn’t possibly be hearing me correctly. “Take the hoe from the shed and kill that snake! I don’t care if it’s good fortune or not. Kill it!”


The phrase “wouldn’t kill a flea” takes on new meaning in relationship to Lakshman. Though he couldn’t understand my fear and anger, he was willing to do what I asked. But he couldn’t do most things. Lakshman couldn’t build a fire, or shop very well, or do anything else Kanchi and I asked him to. Hired as a yardman, it was really for his cheery and eager demeanor that I had taken him on. Now I needed him, and I hoped that he could carry out this most desperate assignment.


The snake was now moving slowly along the top of the fence. Lakshman climbed up and, with hoe in hand, began cautiously following after it. “Go on, Lakshman. Use the hoe!” I urged. He looked back, sweating and grinning. Then it happened. Slowly, he raised the hoe above his head and then, swiftly, brought it down. But rather than strike the snake, the hoe crashed into the brick fence, and Lakshman almost fell several feet. The snake dove out into the air, straight as a board, its wide mouth agape. The image is etched indelibly in my mind, and its recollection is like a nightmare; that open-mouthed ten-foot shining black serpent stretched out and leaping through the air for what seemed like a full minute before diving into the adjoining field below.


There is no moral, or proper ending, to this story. I had ordered that snake’s death. Lakshman was unsuccessful in killing it. The neighbors knew I was terrified but couldn’t understand why I didn’t welcome such a sign of prosperity. I continued to live in that house for a few more weeks under the shadow of my own guilt, and fear.


I am ashamed about having such a strongly negative response to a living creature. Such hatred is not very becoming to either a Buddhist or a Christian. But I did want to kill that snake just as, when a child of three, I had wanted to kill Dot Chambers. Today, I know that what I really wanted to kill was the overwhelming fear that rose up and crippled me. Even now, I am still afraid of snakes. Dot, however, well…Dot is okay.







LIFE AT HOME


“What’s the matter with you, you little devil? You think you know so much! You just shut your mouth, you hear!” I swung my head around. There was no one else at home; only my mother and me. Was she screaming these terrible things at me? Her angry yelling continued, “You, you…my Lord, where did you come from? You must be evil!” I was her intended target. The room froze. My mother was yelling at the top of her voice, “You must be evil!” I was five years old.


I had been attempting to help make up the bed. I was standing on one side of it, my mother on the other. We were at the stage of pulling up the cream-colored spread. What had I said just before? What had I even been thinking? To this day, I cannot remember. What I remember only, in all its numbing virulence, is her rebuke, her utter condemnation. I was different, I was strange, I was smart—she often told me—and now I was also evil. It was a weight that seemed unbearable.


I have asked my mother since about that occasion, and not unlike any other parent, I suppose, who has been angered by a young child’s impertinence, she claimed not to remember the incident at all. When I described it to her, she brushed it aside, first with denials and then with assurance that, anyway, she hadn’t meant to hurt me. With uneasy laughter, she reminded me that with the mouth I had had even then, it’s no wonder she had chewed me out.


But from the moment my mother pronounced me evil for my smart mouth, I was determined to take a wholly new tack toward learning. It would be my personal, secret life; an act conducted privately and alone, against, and in spite of, disapproval. I was never going to be ignorant, even if it was evil to be smart, and even if—as turned out to be the case—it meant that I would have to shut my mouth for many years to come. If being smart meant making a pact with the devil then I would do it, and heaven help all those who would stand in my way.


I must have been quite a handful, really. All reports confirm this. I walked when I was just nine months old and, without losing a beat, proceeded to get into everything. I was always watching and thinking, judging and dreaming, and talking about things that either struck my parents with amazement or caused them to wonder where I’d come from. For my part, it seemed that my curiosity continually brought me trouble.


When I reflect back on my life at home, prior to my venturing off to school, what I envision is a sort of duel between my mother and my father, in which I was the contested territory. My father encouraged my intelligence; my mother seemed jealous of it.


Although I don’t remember my father being around home very much, from time to time he walked into my life and dropped heavy questions on me. Once, he walked over to our bedroom light switch, clicked it on and off, and asked me, “Where does the light go when it’s turned off, baby?” That question set my four-year-old mind to buzzing. It was an unfathomable puzzle; a problem so mysterious, deep, and weighty that I could not stop thinking about it for months. Years even. Soon after he first raised it, I was totally unnerved. I sweated over it. My thoughts circled around it as I surveyed the dusty paths. It was a worry that, for a time, consumed me.


Sometimes, when my father was home, I attempted answers: “It goes off, Daddy,” or “It goes back to the power house that generated it.” He’d comment, “Um-hum…maybe.” I came to hate him as much for asking the question as I was determined to solve it. I am sure that my interest in science—and especially in physics—originated from that early query. But to this very day, in spite of my knowledge of physics, I have arrived at no answer that satisfies me. Nor do the lessons learned from Wittgenstein on the nonsensical formulation of the question provide me with solace. There was a challenge in that question that came not only from my father but also, it seemed, from the mysterious source of the entire universe.


My father asked me another weighty question during these early years. He’d been lying on the bed listening to gospel singing on the radio. It was a Sunday afternoon. I had sat through the last few minutes of the program with him. After turning off the radio, he got up to leave the room. But on his way out, with a sigh, he turned and asked, “Why is it, baby, that black folks sing so good?” Though it was a question that carried almost equal magnitude, unlike the query about the light, this one allowed me no handle whatsoever. Surely he knew that other people had voices, too, though I had to admit I enjoyed the singing he had just turned off much better than what we sometimes listened to on the white stations. When in later times he offered answers to the singing question: “Negroes sing from the depths of their sorrows,” or “Black people have known the chains of slavery,” I could not fathom the meaning of these ideas. Sorrows and slavery must be adult things; grown-up emotions and institutions. As before, the bewilderment brought on by the question both isolated and consumed me.


By the time I was eight, I had concocted and blown up any number of volatile compounds in our backyard using a Christmas-present chemistry set and had peered into assorted varieties of leaves, skin, and butterfly wings with a tiny microscope. I had begun to amass vast collections of coins, stamps, and sea shells from around the world—to say nothing of two gigantic canisters filled with marbles of all sorts, booty I had personally won in games with the neighborhood boys. And since I was good at drawing, my mother bought me a real oil-painting set and an easel for my seventh birthday.


One of my earliest and fondest memories is of standing in the center of our kitchen at about age four, stick baton in hand, “conducting” symphonies by Dvorak and Rimsky-Korsakov. My mother had given in to my pleas for the 78 rpm. She thought the music completely unappealing and constantly yelled at me for turning the volume up, but I loved her without bounds for buying for me the ninety-eight-cent record.


For days and weeks, I was completely lost in the roaring sonorities of Scheherezade and in the somber strains of the New World Symphony. My head and arms sank and rose in waves and flurries as the music wholly enveloped me. I thought the New World particularly moving, somehow divinely captivating. Its sounds struck a deep, still, soul-place in me, though I did not and could not say why. It was only much later that I learned of Dvorak’s being influenced by black spirituals.


I do not remember where I first heard classical music. Nor do I know how I could have known the names of particular composers. I suspect I first heard the music in movies such as Walt Disney’s Fantasia or on television. How I ever claimed to comprehend the intricacies of musical notation and meter, I am not sure. Yet I was somehow drawn intensely and irrevocably toward this kind of creativity; and I marveled that in music, as in mathematics, there was a language that was universal. And so, for a time, while my father was toiling away at making steel in the fiery blast furnaces of the Ensley mill, I determined that if life were just, I would become a great conductor.







SCHOOL IN ALABAM’


My parents encouraged me in school, yet even at an early age I detected an underlying ambivalence. It takes abundant daring to say, “Well, world, I hope you’re ready for her!” and such daring had been eroded for most blacks by centuries of racial prejudice. What were the chances of success for a black child from the rural South, and a girl at that, educated until college entirely in segregated schools, with little external encouragement?


For gifted black boys there was some hope. They could become preachers and sometimes even doctors. But what could a gifted black girl become? There were no examples of success in my extended family. I would become the very first to go to college; and, as the entire camp of Docena later mused and grumbled, not only would I choose one of those snooty Ivy League places but, what was worse, a northern school. Of the 234 students who graduated in my senior class, only four of us went on to college, and only I ventured northward.


Both my parents had been good students. But whatever dreams they might have had about higher education were either erased with time, as in my mother’s case, or painfully dashed, as in my father’s. He had attended the same high school as I did. And he, too, graduated valedictorian of his class. He liked science but excelled in debate and oratory. The gift of gab is accorded great respect in the black community. It appreciates nothing more than a man who can talk, whether this takes the form of preaching or of rap. My father also had a penchant for philosophy. I’m sure that if he’d gone on to college, he would have pursued this area of study with considerable interest. If he’d had the chance to go.


But never once, my father later told me, had his father or mother told him to keep studying, or that study was a good thing. In spite of this, he always loved ideas and books. Shortly after graduating with honors from high school, he ran away from home, hitched rides to Talladega, and camped out for a week’s orientation at Alabama Agricultural and Technical College, the most eminent black college in the area. After dragging him home, his father, Belton, had made it emphatically clear that college was not for him. He was to take the job that Belton had arranged for him at the Ensley plant. So it was that in 1939, at the age of nineteen and after such a promising beginning, my father became a steelworker.


I entered first grade in 1954, the year of Brown v. Board of Education, when the U.S. Supreme Court finally nullified the doctrine of “separate but equal” in education. That decision promised a much-needed antidote to black despair throughout the South. But in Alabama the Court’s decision simply meant that the state’s own courts went immediately to work to block the new law’s implementation. Eleven years later I would graduate from a still-segregated, all-black school.


I had expected school to be a place where my spirit could run wild, galloping through new knowledge like so much summer grass. But it did not turn out to be like that. I had been reading my sister’s books and doing figures for at least two years before I entered first grade, and often found myself bored and unchallenged. I learned later that some of my early teachers had been afraid of me and had admitted as much to my mother: “Lordy, Miss Willis, I was sure scared when Principal Jackson said that that little Dean was coming to my class!” “Little Miss Know-It-All,” I was called. Terror to classmates and teachers alike.


My inner silence and secrecy regarding things intellectual no doubt date from the time my mother pronounced me evil for being too smart. However, I know I must have spoken up throughout my elementary, middle, and high school years, since I quickly came to the attention of my teachers and was one of the chief prides of both of my schools’ principals: Mr. Jackson of Docena Elementary School and Mr. Ware of Westfield High. My sights had been set, for years, on going to school in a way unknown to my parents. To them I simply wanted to follow my sister, Sandy, to whom I was devoted, who left home every morning for some place to which I could not accompany her. For two years I had been in visible agony whenever she headed up and over the graveled road and disappeared. But I also wanted, for myself, to get on with learning.


Almost everything seemed to block my desire. In Docena, there was no kindergarten for black children. I was not allowed to enter first grade until the fall of the year in which I turned six years old. Since my birthday fell in February, this meant that I turned seven halfway through the year. My folks had made a number of valiant attempts to argue with Docena school officials that, being quite ready, I should be admitted even though I was only five. Their efforts were to no avail. I suspect that nobody then really understood the depths of my desire to enter a place where learning was the primary activity; where knowledge was respected and even revered. To me it represented the place where someone strange, moody, and smart-though-evil might be appreciated.


I got my comeuppance in the form of boredom and boredom’s child, mischief. I already felt too old to be in Miss McCall’s first-grade class. Besides, who cared to see Jane run? Or Dick run? Or Spot run? They showed only blonde and blue-eyed children engaged in the stupidest adventures.


I was much more interested in what was going on with the others in the class. Restless, I wrote notes and squirmed constantly. I talked a lot, too. And once I made the fatal mistake of chewing bubble gum in class. That day, Miss McCall had had it. She’d told all thirty-five of us to take a rest: “Heads on desks!” I don’t know what pushed me to keep fidgeting and whispering to my classmates. I just couldn’t stop myself. All of a sudden, Miss McCall’s voice went up several decibels.


“Little Missy. Who gave you permission to chew gum?” I fell silent then, but I didn’t think she could possibly be meaning me. I was, after all, Deanie Pie, the smartest kid there. Her second booming pronouncement left no doubt:


“You! Little Miss Deanie Pie!” Her voice had become a pointed finger at the end of a gigantic arm that reached all the way from her desk up front to my head. I felt the buzzing breeze of it.


“Yes, I mean you! Come up here.”


My body got shaky all over. Miss McCall was a big woman, very light-skinned, with that soft, wavy “good hair.” She weighed a lot but was also soft-bodied and, I thought, cuddly. But she was known for inflicting great blows on a child’s knuckles with her heavy wooden ruler. That day, the punishment Miss McCall decided upon was, for me, much worse than swollen knuckles. She had everyone raise their heads and made me stand before them as she announced, “Some of you here need to know who’s in charge! Now, as for you, Miss Deanie Pie, you are to spend the rest of today standing in the cloakroom. You are not to come out until I say that you may. Now go.”


It could not have been worse. Before the entire class she had brought me down a peg. I was banished. A number of students snickered. I wanted to die. But the ordeal did not end there. When I peeked out from the cloakroom hoping that she had softened, I was greeted with that booming voice, “Did I tell you you could come out, young lady? Get back in there!” I could hear the rest of the class going on about their work, but I could not participate. I began to scheme about ways that a seven-year-old could avoid ever setting foot inside a school again. I had thought Miss McCall would be a friend in the great adventure of learning. That day in the cloakroom I listed her among all those who would be my lifelong enemies.


From the beginning, my teachers relentlessly compared me to my sister. This always troubled me because I loved her so deeply. I championed her whenever I could, to many a teacher’s displeasure. Then came the fateful day when, with respect to San, I committed a deadly mistake.
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