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  To My Son

  MALCOLM

  "All my bones shall proclaim,

  'O Lord, who is like unto Thee?"'

  —Shabbat and Festivals Morning Service

  

  
Lovesong


  December 1982

  In the winter of 1974, while I was on retreat at the Trappist monastery in Spencer, Massachusetts, one of the monks told me, “When you know the name by which God knows you, you will know who you are.”

  I searched for that name with the passion of one seeking the Eternal Beloved. I called myself Father, Writer, Teacher, but God did not answer.

  Now I know the name by which God calls me. I am Yaakov Daniel ben Avraham v’Sarah.

  I have become who I am. I am who I always was. I am no longer deceived by the black face which stares at me from the mirror.

  I am a Jew.


  Part I
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  It is summer, any summer in the 1940s. I am with Momma and for two to four weeks we will be here, staying with her mother outside Pine Bluff, Arkansas.

  Grandmomma lives with her brother, my great-uncle Rudolph, in a frame house whose unpainted boards have absorbed sun and rain, frost and dew until they are as gray as restless sleep and as weary as the sleeper who awakens to a day for which he has no love.

  Grandmomma’s house stands alone, removed from its neighbors and back from the main road like the monarch of an impoverished kingdom. To the east is a large field, “the orchard,” Momma calls it still, because when she was a girl (and I can’t imagine that), rows and rows of peach, apple and cherry trees flowered where now an infinite variety of weeds flourishes like immorality. On the other side of the “orchard,” beside the railroad tracks, is another house, smaller than Grandmomma’s, and even more weary. Grandmomma’s sister, my great-aunt Rena, lives there with her husband, Fate McGowan.

  Behind Grandmomma’s house is the chicken yard, henhouse and outhouse. Beyond these are deep woods, somewhere in the midst of which is the family cemetery. In all, there are forty acres of fields and woods enclosed by a sturdy wire fence, whose gate no one ever enters and we seldom go out.

  Beyond the fence, on the west, is a dirt road leading to and from the main one on the north. It is wide enough for a mule wagon as far as Grandmomma’s gate; then it narrows to a dusty footpath and winds into the innards of Pine Bluff’s black community. (We were “colored” in those days when Hope was the name some dreamer bestowed on a daughter, when change was what the white man at the store might give you when you bought something, and progress was merely another incomprehensible word on a spelling test.)

  I sit on the porch each day and watch children go back and forth to the little store on the main road. I am a child yearning to be with children, but these wear dirty and torn clothes. How am I supposed to play with someone whom dust coats like roach powder? They look furtively at me sitting on the porch in my clean and well- pressed clothes, socks and shoes(!). (Only now, looking back, do I realize that in the fifteen summers at Grandmomma’s, no child ever came to the gate to ask me who I was, where I was from and did I want to play. I realize only now, too, that I never went to the gate so that they could ask.)

  I accept such separateness as unquestioningly as I do the air my body breathes. There is something different about us—Grandmomma, Uncle Rudolph, Momma and me. In the evenings we sit on the porch and watch as trucks, filled with fieldhands who work the white man’s cotton, stop on the main road in front of the store. With much laughter and loud talking, they jump or climb off and meander down the side road that leads past Grandmomma’s to their houses scattered over the fields behind like neglected thoughts. Their loud voices soften as they near Grandmomma’s. “You niggers hush! Don’t you see Miz Smith setting on the porch?” (That was Grandmomma’s name when she wasn’t Grandmomma.) A quietness as stifling as the heat falls upon them, fifteen, twenty, men, women and children, hoes at forty-five-degree angles across their shoulders, fraying straw hats or red handkerchiefs on their heads, and as they pass the gate, that gate they never enter and through which we seldom go out, someone calls out loudly, “How y’all this evening?” We call back, “Fine, and you?” “Tol’able, thank you.” Only after the last one passes do their voices rise again like birds from tall grasses.

  We are different. Daddy is a Methodist minister and I was robed in a mantle of holiness even before the first diaper was pinned on my nakedness. I cannot do what other kids do—play marbles for keeps, go to the movies on Sundays, listen to popular music on the radio, play cards. Momma cannot wear makeup or pants. Only sinful women do that. We represent Daddy and he represents God.

  My brother hates all of it. He is nine years older than me. But he does not come to Grandmomma’s and I do not know where he is or what he is doing.

  I do not hate holiness. Sometimes I wish I could do what other children do, but Daddy tells me, “God has special plans for you,” and I wonder what they are. I cannot imagine, but I will never know if I do not nurture separateness as if it were my only child.

  We are different, too, because we do not depend on white people for our economic survival. Daddy does not work for white people and we do not have to talk to them or even see them, except when we go to town. We go to town as infrequently as we can.

  There is something else different about us, too. Grandmomma and Momma look like white women. Both have thick, wavy long hair and skin like moonlight.

  (Summer 1982. Daddy has been dead a year. My oldest son, Malcolm, and I go to Nashville to help Momma sort through the remains of fifty-seven years of married life, sell the house and prepare her to move in with a relative in Washington, D.C. I cannot imagine being eighty-five years old and Life asking me to begin again. I look at her and learn what it is to submit to Life’s requirements and create oneself anew as Death takes your hand in his. For Momma, part of beginning again is to go to Pine Bluff and visit the family cemetery for what might be the last time.

  (“Your daddy was supposed to bring me down last summer but he died before he got to it,” she says several times.

  (We drive in silence. Neither Momma nor Grandmomma ever had much use for words. Grandmomma died at age ninety-one more than twenty years before and she never spoke of herself, to her children or grandchildren. Momma is not very different. So I am surprised when into the silence she says, “It was hard growing up looking white. I had a hard time in school. The other kids were always beating me up. And when we went to town, the white people acted like they hated us because we looked white but weren’t. I grew up being afraid all the time.”

  (Silence closes around her again like an enemy. It is a silence I know too well, a silence she has bequeathed me like an antique family ring of dubious value. It is the silence of Grandmomma’s solitary house and of how solitary we were in that house, in that community and with each other. We were different, Grandmomma, Momma and me, holding ourselves back from the world and all in it—reserved, polite, formal—acknowledging salutations with the fingertips of white-gloved hands while longing for an embrace.)

  At night we sit on the porch and I listen to the sounds of Momma’s, Grandmomma’s and Uncle Rudolph’s voices telling of people now dead, and their dead walk through the silences between their words, and I miss people whom I have never known.

  Silence acquires the dimension of space at night. There is no electricity in the black community and the lights from coal-oil lamps flickering in the windows of houses in the distance are like matches before the force night is. Night is an absolute, an irrefutable mathematical equation to which one submits with grateful awe. Night and silence are palpable presences I love.

  The only time I go outside the fence is to sit by the mailbox and await the mailman. I am not expecting mail but want to decipher the name on Grandmomma’s box. I read almost as well as an adult but cannot pronounce the name painted crudely in black on her box. A-L-T-S-C-H-U-L. Grandmomma’s name is Smith. Sometimes mail is addressed to Rudolph A-L-T-S-C-H-U-L, however. Who is that? Uncle Rudolph is Grandmomma’s brother, which means that he is Rudolph Smith.

  I want to ask Momma who A-L-T-S-C-H-U-L is, but she does not like my questions and generally answers them with “No,” even when they begin with “Why?”

  One afternoon we are sitting in the porch swing next to each other. She is telling me about the orchard and her voice is soft like moonlight on magnolia blossoms and I want to melt into her and, without thinking, my voice soft like the fuzz on a bee’s back, I ask, “Momma? Who is A-L-T-S-C-H-U-L?”

  “That’s your uncle Rudolph’s name,” she answers.

  “I thought his name was Smith.”

  She chuckles. “That’s your grandmother’s married name. She was an Altschul before she married.”

  Al ... I try to say it to myself, but can’t. I know she hasn’t told me who Al . . . whoever is, but if I ask again, she will only say that I ask too many questions.

  [image: image]

  Time at Grandmomma’s is like the tall pine tree by the main road. It is simply there—straight and immovable, unbending and indifferent. Day becomes night and night becomes day and the new day is the old one’s twin.

  One morning every week or so, however, Momma says, “Your daddy’s coming this evening.” I eat breakfast quickly and hurry to the porch. Daddy never comes until the sun is like fire on the edge of the world, but maybe he will come early today. That is what I think each week.

  Daddy teaches ministers in summer school at Philander Smith College in Little Rock. I do not know even now what he taught. I know only that I miss him.

  Night is squeezing day into evening before I see the blue Plymouth cross the railroad tracks by Aunt Rena’s house. I leap from the porch and race across the yard to unlatch the gate. Before the car turns off the main road, I am standing at the exact place Daddy will park.

  There is a big grin on his face when he gets out of the car. “Well, what you saying about yourself?” he chuckles, picking me up in the air, which is fun and scary at the same time.

  Anybody can tell that Daddy is a preacher. He always dresses in a suit and tie. They are as natural on him as his black skin. He is a serious and, at times, stern man. Even when he grins and laughs (and he laughs a lot), the seriousness does not change. It is as if his grin and laughter are prayers, too.

  Though I am glad to see him, I know that the next morning we will go to town to shop. I don’t like to go to town, especially when Momma and I ride the bus. We have to sit in the back, and if Momma talks to me, her voice is small and tight, as if her throat is lined with dust that water cannot wash away. She never talks much on the bus, though. So I sit and read the sign over the bus driver’s head:

  WHITE SEAT FROM THE FRONT COLORED SEAT FROM THE REAR

  Daddy doesn’t like us to ride the bus.

  “What was I supposed to do, Reverend Lester?” Momma will say. “You said you were coming Wednesday, and when you didn’t, I got up Thursday morning and Julius and I went to town. There were things Momma needed.”

  “Wasn’t nothing so important that you couldn’t have waited one more day,” he answers.

  “How was I to know if you were going to be delayed a day or another week?”

  “You didn’t. But I don’t want you riding on the back of no bus!”

  When Daddy takes us to town, Momma’s thin lips are not pressed together more tightly than the boards of Grandmomma’s house. I still don’t want to go, however. It is hotter in town and Daddy won’t let me drink out of the colored water fountains in the stores. He won’t buy me an RC or Dr Pepper, either. There were no soda machines in those days and the only places to buy cold drinks were at the colored windows of cafes or diners. Daddy says only “common Negroes” go to the colored windows, Negroes who don’t care about themselves, who don’t have any pride and let the white man treat them like dirt, and he will let me die of thirst before I drink a soda bought at a colored window.

  On many of those hot summer days, dying of thirst seemed imminent. Yet I do not recall being angry with Daddy or thinking him mean. His anger taught me that though we were powerless to change segregation, we would not freely choose it. His anger was self-respect and we took pride in knowing that Lesters did not use COLORED toilets, drink from COLORED fountains, walk through doorways with signs reading COLORED ENTRANCE, buy anything from a COLORED WINDOW, and at home, in Kansas City, Kansas, I walked to and from downtown rather than ride in the back of the bus.

  We are walking along a street in downtown Pine Bluff one hot summer day. I see a large round clock jutting from a store front. Curved over the top are the letters A-L-T-S-C-H-U-L. Curved at the bottom is the word JEWELERS.

  “Momma! That’s the name on Grandmomma’s mailbox!”

  My excitement is met with a long silence. Finally Daddy chuckles softly. “Those are your cousins,” he says.

  When we are driving back to Grandmomma’s he says, “Your great-grandfather was a Jew. Altschul. That’s a German-Jewish name. He was married to your great-grandmother. She was a slave. Not when they met, of course. His name was Adolph. Your grandmother was one of his daughters and your uncle Rudolph was one of his sons. That’s how come they look like white people. You remember your uncle Charlie?”

  I recall being taken to a tiny apartment in Chicago one hot Sunday afternoon where a tall, white-looking man was introduced to me as “your uncle Charlie.” I looked up at his dour face, wondering what he had to do with me.

  “He’s an Altschul, too. Your aunt Rena was an Altschul before she married your uncle Fate. There was another girl, Julia. She’s dead now. Your momma was named for her and you were named for your momma. Then there was Ada and Florence. Florence moved away somewhere, passed for white and nobody has seen or heard from her since.

  “Well, the way the story goes is that Adolph came over here from Germany at some time or another and him and his brothers somehow made their way down here to Pine Bluff and Adolph became a peddler. He went around through the countryside selling things off a horse and wagon. That must’ve been how he met your great-grandmother. This was not too many years after slavery and him and your great-grandmother—her name was Maggie. Maggie Carson. A little bitty woman who looked like she was white. Well, somehow she and your great-grandfather met up with one another. His brothers disowned him for marrying her. But I always respected Adolph for that. Back in them times he didn’t have to marry her if he didn’t want to, but he did the Christian thing, even if he was a Jew. When he died, his brothers came and got his body and buried him in the Jewish cemetery somewhere here in Pine Bluff. I don’t see how come they did that. They didn’t want to have nothing to do with him when he was alive. I think sometimes about going and digging him up and burying him out there in the family cemetery next to your great-grandmother. That’s where he belongs.

  “That store we passed, well, the ones that own it are the descendants of them brothers. They’re your blood relatives.” He chuckled. “But don’t you go marching in the store and call them cousin. They’d pretend like they didn’t know what you were talking about. Your mother knew your great-grandfather, you know.”

  “What was he like, Momma?” I ask eagerly.

  “He was a very nice man,” she says in that proper way when she doesn’t want to talk about something, or doesn’t know how she feels about it, and maybe that’s the same thing. “I was just a little girl, so I don’t remember much. But I remember when my father died, and don’t start asking me about him because I remember less about him than I do about Grandfather. But when our father died, I remember Grandfather came and got us and brought us out here where Momma lives now. And that’s where we lived from then on.”

  My great-grandfather was a Jew, I say to myself. I don’t know what that means, not if meaning is confined to words and concepts. But meaning is also feeling and sensation and wonder and questions.

  Altschul. I can say it now. Altschul.
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  After Daddy’s death I find among his possessions a large photograph of the church he pastored in Kansas City, Kansas, and next door to it, the parsonage. They are the only two buildings on that side of the block.

  “How bleak,” my wife says when I show it to her some months later.

  I look again. There are no people on the street. The trees are topped and leafless; the sky is as gray as grief. The church is a massive rectangle of huge stones as dully gray and heavy as the sky. Two stories high, it extends from the corner of Ninth and Oakland for three-quarters of the block up Ninth Street. It looks as impregnable, immovable and eternal as a mausoleum. Next to it the frame parsonage huddles as if recoiling from the prospect of such an eternity. I was taken into that house two years after my birth in St. Louis, Missouri, and we lived there until I was nine.

  Looking at the photograph, my wife’s comment resounding through me, I see a childhood as heavy and gray as the stones of the church, as bare and lifeless as the trees, a childhood pruned and pruned again until who I might have been is not even a memory in my veins.

  The home of my childhood is as if it never was. I remember the twin bunk beds in which my brother and I slept, but not the room. Were there pictures on the wall? Where did I hang my clothes? Where is the dresser which I opened each morning to get a clean pair of underwear? Was there a box for my toys? Did I have toys? Of course I did, but what has memory done with them?

  I do not have memories of people in that house—no sounds of conversation or laughter, no odors of food cooking. I see myself sitting at the piano, and on the floor in front of the big Philco console radio listening to “Inner Sanctum,” “Beulah,” and “Amos ‘n’ Andy,” but where did we eat every day?

  Yet I was at Grandmomma’s for no more than a month each summer, but every detail of her house, the nuances of the heat of the day, the smell of dust and sounds of bees in the heavy air, the textures of silences from waking through sleeping are integral to my daily journeys through memory.

  Was there no separation between life in that house and the church next door? Only now do I understand that there was not. Daddy was not a pious man and our house was not burdened by family prayer meetings and nightly Bible readings. But he was deeply religious and the word God appeared in conversations as casually as milk, broom and weather. My children ask me about my childhood, and I am embarrassed and annoyed when images and their attendant emotions slide from memory as if I am being born only when I think of church and Sundays.

  Sunday mornings begin with Momma’s voice pulling me up from sleep as if I am a fish on a hook. (Momma supervised my getting dressed and recalled to my wife with pride once that she never allowed me to get dirty. It is almost as if the memories of slavery in our blood demanded perpetual cleanliness as expiation. My shirts had creases, and during my first marriage, my wife pronounced me crazy for expecting her to iron my underwear. I hadn’t known that the people I passed each day on the street wore wrinkled ones.)

  At breakfast Daddy prays for God to protect us “in health and in life, because one of us might not be here next Sunday morning.” At nine-thirty I go with Momma next door and into the basement of the church for Sunday school. I am not a child who asks embarrassing questions about the nature of God, or anything else. I believe and accept what I am told, and when my fifth grade teacher tells us about dinosaurs, I am so outraged that I form an after-school study group to “prove” that dinosaurs never existed because they are not mentioned in the Bible. However, I do correct my Sunday school teachers when they are wrong. I know the Bible, or at least the Old Testament, my favorite part.

  At ten forty-five Sunday school ends and I go up to the sanctuary where Momma teaches her class. If she is not finished I sit quietly and wait. Sometimes I go to Daddy’s study to tell him all the mistakes my Sunday school teacher made. If he is busy elsewhere in the church I sit at his desk as if it will be mine one day, which neither of us doubts.

  Church service begins always with the singing of “Holy, Holy, Holy,” and, bored by the song, I stare at Daddy. The pulpit is curved and wide, occupying nearly half of the front of the sanctuary. Daddy sits alone at the center in a massive, high-backed chair. In his black robe he looks like an omnipotent prince. Momma and I sit in the third pew to his left, and I believe he sees me even when his eyes are closed in prayer. If I think about being restless it seems that he looks over at me and my body stiffens. There are members of the church, I am sure, who still chuckle about the time my brother was making noise during service. Daddy stopped preaching, came out of the pulpit, took off his belt, beat my brother, and put his belt back on, returned to the pulpit and resumed his sermon in mid-shout! (I am certain I was there that Sunday—where else would I have been?— but that memory, too, has been quarantined in some room which I cannot find and to which I do not have a key.)

  In the 1940s a black minister was the recognized and accepted authority in the community—the enforcer of divine law, adjudicator of disputes, provider for the poor, intermediary between the white and the black communities. He knew the words that gave one person the strength to carry a sorrow that could never be relieved and those to scare a sinner out of hell. He was expected to respond to any plea for help, even if it wasn’t from a church member. When Jimmy Bell got drunk on Saturday nights and sought to leave the signs of his manhood on his wife’s face and body, she ran to our house as if it were a cathedral whose portals the enemy could not cross. It was, because Jimmy Bell sobered instantly when he stood on the porch before my father and promised to treat his wife better. (He always did, until the next Saturday night. One Saturday night she didn’t make it to our porch and died in the alley, a knife in her belly.)

  The white community regarded the black minister as a tribal leader. I accepted it as normal that Daddy went to court and on his word alone the judge paroled young black men into his custody, or waived bail. No wonder he sat in the pulpit as if he were the creator of life and death.

  The black minister embodied—in the way he dressed, talked and walked—-the dreams and hopes and aspirations of a people who carried these as if they were illicit contraband that had to be smuggled past hostile guards. That was why I seldom saw Daddy without a suit and a tie on. He exuded dignity as if it were everyone’s birthright and people would say, “Reverend Lester, I feels better sometimes just by looking at you.”

  As his sons my brother and I were expected to be his representatives in miniature. Among my father’s belongings I found a booklet commemorating the sixty-fifth anniversary of the church during the winter of 1944. I would have been five years old. In it there is a short section about me and my brother: “Parsonage children have their problems. They have to live with ‘One Foot in Heaven,’ but these boys find it a source of joy.” The paragraph continues with a few words about my brother, and then says of me: “Julius is just fine. He can read a little and count money. He attends Sunday school and stays for church. He knows practically all the members.”

  I remember going into a back room after church each Sunday, walking in with all the authority I have as Reverend Lester’s younger son, sitting down at the table where the men are counting the money from the collection plates, and being given the pennies to count. A normal child would have raced outside after church to play with the other kids. I am the minister’s son and I am admitted to the world of men and act like one. Every Sunday someone says, “He’s just like you, Reverend Lester!,” or “You gon’ be a preacher like your daddy!”

  In that sixty-fifth-anniversary booklet there is a picture of the Sunday school teachers. In the middle is Daddy in a dark suit and clerical collar. I stand in front of him, my head barely coming to his belt buckle. I have on a dark coat and am staring directly at the camera, intent and serious. It is no expression for a child. I look closely at the photograph and notice both of Daddy’s hands on my shoulders. There is no affection in those hands, but control, power, dominance, and I submit gratefully: This is my father, I am his.

  I do not enjoy living with “One Foot in Heaven,” being God’s representative among my peers as Daddy was among us all. But, unlike my brother, I do not hate it. That is simply how things are and to quarrel with how things are is to think you can box with God and win.

  Yet I do not like church, do not understand why the people shout and “get happy” and scream, “Yes, Lord!,” do not understand why one old man “gets happy” and trots around the sanctuary muttering, “Thank you, Jesus! Thank you, Jesus!,” do not understand the lady who always throws her pocketbook into the choir loft when she “gets happy.”

  Nor do I like to look at the cross affixed to the wall behind the pulpit. Jesus died on that cross for my sins and I wonder if there is something wrong with me for not understanding. I accept what Daddy preaches about Jesus, afraid I will not be saved if I don’t. Yet God knows that I do not understand and when I die I will go to hell anyway where I will burn with all the other sinners.

  I hope God is not angry that Jesus is less real to me than the giant in Jack and the Beanstalk. God knows that I love the story about David and Goliath and sometimes fantasize that I am Jacob meeting Rachel at the well, or Elijah in the valley of the dry bones, or Joseph putting on his many-colored coat. That should count for something, shouldn’t it, God?

  I am seven or eight years old when it happens. One night Momma and Daddy are at a meeting in church and leave me in Daddy’s office. Mrs. Hilda McIntosh, a church member, brings her daughter, Voynez, to the meeting, and tells her to wait in the office with me. I sit behind Daddy’s desk, Voynez in the chair next to it.

  She asks me to read from the Bible to her. I open the one on Daddy’s desk and turn to the Book of Psalms, my favorite. Whenever I read or hear its wholehearted love and praise I am so happy that my body wants to jump up and down, dance, turn flips, spin around and around until I collapse in laughter as lilting as sunlight on a wheat field.

  O Lord our Lord, how excellent is thy name in all the earth! who hast set thy glory in the heavens.

  Voynez asks me what that means. I look at her, annoyed, wondering why she isn’t crying at this beauty that is too great to carry.

  I tell her she is dumb. As soon as I say it, I am sorry, but don’t tell her that. I am too angry and I snap the Bible shut, slam it on Daddy’s desk and tell her I am going home.

  I rush angrily from the study, down the steps and out the door. Suddenly my head is like a balloon into which helium is being blown, and though it is night, I float languidly into a deeper blackness that comes up from the bowels of the earth and my body bends to meet it, to embrace it . . .

  I open my eyes. Daddy is looking down at me. His face is tense, pinched. Next to him I am surprised to see Doctor Love. Momma stands beside him, her face a mirror of Daddy’s.

  I am lying on the dining room table, my shirt off. I hear someone snicker. Voynez! What is she doing here? Her mother is standing beside her. Why am I on the table with my shirt off? I fold my arms over my tiny chest.

  Doctor Love wants to know how I feel.

  Fine, I tell him.

  Daddy asks what happened.

  I don’t know.

  “I caught you just as you started falling,” he says. “Voynez came back to where we were having the meeting and I asked her where you were and she said you went home. I couldn’t understand why you’d do that since you knew nobody was there and the house was locked. I rushed out and caught you just as you started to fall.”

  Mother wants to know if I can sit up.

  I do. I ask for my shirt so Voynez will stop giggling.

  I go upstairs to get ready for bed.

  A little while later, Daddy comes in. “How’re you feeling?” he asks, concern in his voice.

  “Fine,” I say, getting beneath the covers.

  He puts his big, rough hand on my forehead. “You don’t seem to have a temperature,” he says. He removes his hand. “Doctor Love couldn’t find anything the matter with you. He and I went over to the church to see if that old gas stove in my study might have a leak, but we didn’t smell any gas. Did you?”

  “No, sir.”

  He is silent for a moment. “What were you and Voynez doing in there?”

  I know what he is thinking because his voice sounds like he doesn’t want to ask and doesn’t want me to answer. But I wouldn’t do whatever it is boys do with girls, and I certainly wouldn’t do it in church, even if I knew what it was. “We weren’t doing anything. I was reading the Bible to her and she asked me a dumb question. I got angry, slammed the Bible down and walked out.”

  He doesn’t speak for the longest time. He looks at me and then looks away. When he finally speaks his voice is quiet, almost hollow, and more serious even than when he prays. “Don’t ever slam the Bible down again.”

  His seriousness is like a cold, sharp wind and I can only nod my head and manage a halting “Yes, sir.”

  He doesn’t move to leave but remains standing, as if there is something else he wants to say but the words are outside my window, caught in the darkness, and can’t get free to come to him. In the silence a fear crawls over my flesh like a long-legged spider and I understand in the hollows and crevices and caves of my soul: God has chosen me for Himself.

  But I don’t tell Daddy.
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  I am eight or nine years old. I am playing Bach on the upright piano in the living room. Though it is a simplified arrangement of a Bach fugue, the lines of music move away from and back to each other, never merging or separating, like windblown ribbons on the tail of a kite. I forget that I am playing, and I slip through the lines to the other side of the music where I understand all that was, is and will be. When the music ends, however, I return to this side and cannot remember what I understood.

  I love Bach’s music more than that of any composer, but my favorite composition is in a thick book Momma bought me. There is no composer’s name and I do not know how to pronounce the title because it is in a foreign language. Every day after I finish practicing, I play it over and over. It is not lines or chords; neither does it move, but it does not stand still. It simply is. It is happy and sad at the same time. I play and beauty becomes pain and then beauty again and in a half-step is inverted into pain once more until beauty and pain wrap around each other like the braids of a girl’s hair, and beauty and pain become a piercing that holds me pinioned and I feel old like “In the beginning,” old as if I was never born and will never die. The music winds itself around me and wants to take me somewhere, but I am afraid and do not go. When I stop playing there is a painful yearning in my stomach, a wishing for something I have never had and thus do not know what it is, or a wishing for something which I had once and have forgotten what it was. The name of the composition is “Kol Nidre.” It is a Hebrew melody.

  I am eight or nine and sit on the floor in the living room before the big Philco console. The news announcer says that Sammy Davis, Jr., has converted to Judaism. “I’m going to do that someday,” I say to myself.

  As I began work on this book, I wanted to know the precise year of Davis’s conversion and read his autobiography, Yes, I Can, to find it. He does not give one, but mentions that he converted a few months before beginning work on the film version of Porgy and Bess, which was released in 1958. Given the time between the making of a film and its release, Davis converted in 1956 or ’57. I was a senior in high school, a freshman or even sophomore in college.

  Why, in memory, do I see myself, even now, sitting on the floor before that console radio hearing a news broadcaster say that Sammy Davis, Jr., “the Negro entertainer,” has become a Jew? I wanted to call up Sammy and tell him he was wrong, that I was a little boy when he converted, not an aging adolescent pestering God to tell me the meaning of life.

  Did I think the memory was safer in childhood where I would not have the responsibility to the declaration that Davis’s conversion evoked from me? Or was the yearning to be Jewish so confusing and disorienting that I put it in the void of my childhood to shine like a tiny flame over a grave?

  There is another memory:

  Christmas Day, 1951. I am twelve years old. Momma hands me her present. It is big and thick and heavy. A book! Neatly but quickly, I remove the wrapping paper and stare in wonder at the thick wine-and-gray-colored volume. Along its spine are the intimidating words The Complete Plays of William Shakespeare.

  I thank Momma effusively. She smiles. “You might want to start by reading the play called The Merchant of Venice.”

  Why did she suggest that? If I were recommending a play of Shakespeare’s to a twelve-year-old child of mine, it would be Romeo and Juliet. But Merchant of Venice with its two complex plots? Was Momma thinking of her grandfather?

  I stretch out on the living-room couch and begin reading. The language is too complex for me to follow the play’s subtleties, or even to appreciate the extraordinary language. I do not know even what a money-lender or interest is, but I know that Shylock is being mistreated because he is a Jew.

  I eat Christmas dinner quickly, angry at what is being done to Shylock. I return to the couch, and when I come to the climactic scene in which Shylock is allowed a pound of flesh if he does not shed a drop of blood, I am outraged! I try to imagine a knife blade as thin as the wind and as keen as hope, but when I apply it oh so gently to flesh, lo, blood flows.

  Shylock. How odd that in him I encounter myself in literature for the first time. It is odd because I did not grow up unaware of black history and literature. The segregated schools of Kansas City, Kansas, were secret training camps for the black leaders of the next generation. In second grade the teacher played Paul Robeson’s records. In fifth and sixth grades we learned about W. E. B. Du Bois, Booker T. Washington, George Washington Carver, Mary McLeod Bethune. In junior high school we memorized poems by Countee Cullen and James Weldon Johnson. Daddy subscribed to Ebony magazine and there were books by and about blacks on his bookshelves, books I read.

  Yet in Shylock I see myself as I do not in Du Bois, Johnson, Langston Hughes, Robeson or any other black figure. Is it because they are models of success and I need a model of suffering, someone to reflect a child’s pain and confusion at being condemned because of the race into which I was born, someone whose anger at outrageous injustice gives me permission to be angry and through that anger begin to defend my soul? Or is it simply that through Shylock I learn that blacks are not the only people in the world who must ponder in their flesh the meaning of meaningless suffering?
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  Summer 1953

  We move to Nashville, Tennessee.

  Because of my summers at Grandmomma’s I hate that land in which blacks working the cotton fields look like slaves, where white men stare with eyes as tiny and unblinking as snakes’, where stillness and silence lie on the flat land as if the land itself clutches secrets it can never relinquish because we would die, all of us, black and white, if we knew them.

  Each summer when we cross the state line from Missouri into Arkansas, I read the sign that says:

  WELCOME TO ARKANSAS

  Land of Opportunity

  Invariably Daddy says, “Land of opportunity if you’re a peckerwood.” Invariably Mother protests: “Don’t talk that way, Reverend Lester.” I am only a child but know Daddy is right, know that whoever created the state slogan was not thinking of me and would not understand if I could tell him that the sign is an official proclamation of my nonexistence. I am only a child, but I know. Now I am to live in that land where my nonexistence is not only assumed but demanded.

  I do not want to live where ancient memories of black deaths pull at my clothes with fleshless, bony fingers and slavery clings to my hair like spiderwebs. But Daddy has been offered the position of Director of Negro Affairs for the Board of Evangelism of the Methodist Church, and its headquarters are in Nashville. He will be the only nonwhite there. It is an important job, and I am more than willing for him to move to Nashville, leaving Momma and me in Kansas City.

  “I hate the South!” I tell him in an unusual outburst of emotion and candor one afternoon as we carry boxes of trash to the alley preparatory to moving.

  He nods. How could he not know? I have grown up listening to his stories of lynchings and brutality, of risks and escapes, of small, unseen triumphs and humiliations vaster than hope. I have witnessed some of the humiliations in our travels in the South and remember sitting in the backseat of the car when Daddy was stopped for speeding, and watched and listened as the policeman forced him to say “Yassuh,” words Daddy never said to any white man. His anger burned for two weeks afterward like a fire that could not be extinguished.

  For other black men, getting gas may have been a simple business transaction and they were willing to endure a little humiliation. Not Daddy. How I dreaded it when we needed gas. Daddy would drive slowly past several filling stations, looking closely at each one before deciding which appeared to offer him treatment as a human being. When he pulled in and stopped at the pumps, he would say, “I’d like to fill up and my wife and son would like to use the facilities.”

  “I don’t need to go to the bathroom, Reverend Lester,” Momma always whispered.

  Daddy ignored her. If the attendant pointed toward the rear of the station, or said, “They can go around back,” Daddy would say, “Like hell,” and press the accelerator. That happened often. He would go to three, four gas stations and sometimes was not able to find one where the attendant said that the rest rooms were inside, indicating he did not have a separate one for blacks.

  There were also the occasions when Daddy did not get a chance to ask, because if the white man walked up to the car and said, “How many gallons, boy?,” Daddy spat out, “Not a damn one, Sam,” and pressed the accelerator to the floor. An incident like that meant only a week of anger singeing my edges.

  Now my time has come to talk to white men so they will think I am saying “Yassuh” when I’m not, to say “Yassuh” when there is no alternative, to walk with my head bowed, my eyes on the pavement so no white woman walking or driving past will accuse me of leering at her. (That’s what Daddy told me after Mack Ingram was arrested that year. Ingram was a farmer in North Carolina. One morning he was plowing a field. In the distance a white woman walked along the road. Later that day Ingram was arrested for “assault by leering.” He was convicted and sentenced to life in prison. His conviction and sentence were later overturned.)

  White women are the deepest terror. What a white woman says is truth even when it is a lie. How do I assert my existence if nothing I say is believed as truth, if death has blue eyes, long yellow hair glistening like destiny, and skin as pale as hope?

  (Since 1975 I have taught a course on the history of the Civil Rights Movement. When I describe life in the South before The Movement, globules of pain like phlegm come to my throat and tears flare in my eyes, and I am aware of a massive trauma of anger and terror within me. This is not the melodrama of rhetoric; it is the consequence of surviving in a land where terror was as omnipresent as sunlight and starshine.

  (You do not make friends with terror. You can defy it, challenge it. There was a black photographer in The Movement who rode all over Mississippi on his motorcycle the summer of 1964, his blond girlfriend behind him, her arms tightly around his waist. One day some white men beat him almost to death, and he left Mississippi. You can laugh and joke with terror, a time-honored technique that Southern blacks refined into an art form. Or you can try to reach an agreement with it, as in the famous blues line: “Got one mind for the captain to see, got another mind for what I know is me.” That is most dangerous of all, because it is a statement of functional schizophrenia, of the psyche divided against itself. Ultimately, you become your own victim and never know it.

  (I chose invisibility and walked as if I did not occupy my body, and talked in the polite tones of a string quartet. I even practiced breathing so that my chest would not rise and fall as I inhaled and exhaled.

  (Nothing could mitigate the ontological terror of nonexistence, the unending trauma of being damned in the flesh. The only salvation was to learn to live outside the terror. Daddy taught me how.)

  That day as we stack trash, Daddy brushes off his hands and looks at me. “I know you don’t want to move to the South,” he says gently. “I’m not too keen on the idea myself. But you don’t know what God has in store for you down there.”

  But who was God? And how could I know that what Daddy said God wanted for me was what God wanted?

  September 1956

  I enter Fisk University and the first week of my freshman year I see what I think is the most beautiful girl in all of creation light a cigarette. (Her name was Myrna Rivers.) God, Daddy had said, condemned women who smoke as sinners. After thirty seconds of inner theological debate I conclude that any God who would send a woman that beautiful to hell because she smokes should have His head examined.

  Such a mundane beginning for a spiritual journey, but in that instant of rejecting the morality of my father’s God, a heretical thought follows: “What if there isn’t a God at all?”

  Before the end of the first semester I have begun to read Plato and Sartre, to study theories about the origin of the universe, and am quickly convinced that there isn’t a God. I dutifully inform Daddy. He asks me where I think the trees and all of nature came from. I respond with a capsule summary of the Big Bang theory. In disgust and anger, he says that all he has comes from God and therefore everything I have comes from God, too. If I do not believe in God, I am obviously prepared to go out and work for a living.

  This is a proof for the existence of God I had overlooked. We stand and glare at each other for long seconds until he asks if I understand that he can’t allow me to go around saying I am an atheist. How can he be telling people about God if his son is arguing against God? We reach a compromise. I can believe what I want as long as I go to church every Sunday and don’t embarrass him by saying publicly that I am an atheist. I marvel at Daddy’s wisdom. My declaration of atheism has been like a knife in his heart, but he keeps his hands off my soul.

  The God of my father is dead, but instead of exulting in the freedom of defining my essence, I am surprised to find myself paralyzed by despair and depression. How do I live now that there is not a God?

  I do not know, but suddenly I find that I do not know how to live at all because I am learning just how much I am a child of the South.

  I watch Northern black students strut around campus as though being black is not a deformed hump between their shoulders. They talk in classes as if they belong in the world of ideas with Plato and Descartes as equals. I have never heard of Faulkner, Cervantes, Mann, Hemingway, Spinoza, Marx. (I am afraid to attempt to say “Descartes,” at least not until I know why the “esses” are not pronounced.) My classmates from Detroit, Chicago and New York discuss these writers and thinkers as if they are neighbors who keep an eye on their houses when they go on vacation. My thoughts are like simple sentences in a foreign language, and I cannot speak in classes.

  The Northern blacks have gone to school with whites; they come from places where slavery is not even a memory. What is it like, I wonder with awe, to grow up sitting beside white people on buses, to eat in any restaurant, not to see each and every white person as your potential murderer? They tell me about the white girls they dated in high school, and even in their telling I fear for their lives. Why have they come here, to Nashville, Tennessee, and Fisk University, where slavery’s echoes shatter the sky with each rising of the sun? They say they have come to be with their people. I don’t understand.

  One afternoon during the spring of that first year I am walking across campus when I hear a girl call my name. I look up, and there, at the corner by the chapel, is Roma Jones, waving to me.

  I can’t believe she has called my name. Roma? Roma with dark eyes so filled with intelligence that they are flames that will consume me if I am not careful? Roma who speaks so rapidly and precisely and brilliantly that words leap from her mouth like stars being sprinkled across the deep of the heavens at creation?

  She is a senior from Chicago and I am in danger of dying from terminal heartache and galloping acne from love of her. The mere fact that she called my name is consummation of the relationship.

  “Hi!” She greets me brightly. “I’m going to visit a synagogue. Want to come?”

  I would read poetry to a brussels sprout if Roma asked.

  I don’t ask why she is going to a synagogue. I don’t even ask what a synagogue is.
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