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Introduction


When I got the call from my agent, Denise Stinson, that Dawn Daniels, my editor at Simon & Schuster, wanted me to compile a collection of inspirational African American stories, I was thrilled. “The title will be Black-Eyed Peas for the Soul,” said Denise. Soul food as a metaphor for inspiration. I liked it, very nice. This was to be the Black version of the enormously successful Chicken Soup for the Soul. Then my heart sank.

“Uh, can we change the title?” I asked.

“Why?” asked Denise in her typically blunt manner. I could just see her looking at her watch.

“Because it sounds like a rip-off of Chicken Soup for the Soul,” I said. I knew that my Africentric friends would give me hell for that title.

“So?”

I sighed. “I’ll work on the outline,” I said. And I’ll come up with another title, I vowed under my breath.

When my concept for the book was okayed, I hit the streets running. I enlisted the services of my sisters, Laura and Janice Williams, and my sister friend, Gettye Israel. We begged stories from people we knew to be upbeat and positive and from others who were referred to us. In the process, we got a wide range of reactions to the title, from laughter to “oh Gods” to heads shaking and eyes rolling. But in every case they got it, whether or not they had heard of Chicken Soup for the Soul. They knew right away that these were to be stories describing our experiences from our perspective.

As the stories began to pour in—stories about beginnings, wisdom, patience and endurance, excellence, joy, and miracles—I began to see the wisdom in Dawn’s original title.

Black-eyed peas are not a comfort food like chicken soup. When you need a warm shawl wrapped around your body, chicken soup keeps good company, but when you’re really in a bind, when there’s no one to turn to or there’s nowhere left to go, you need the grit, determination, and wisdom of the lowly black-eyed pea to get you through the tough times. Our ancestors sowed them as slaves, and now we can reap their bounty as free, self-determining men and women. Those black eyes have seen us through the bad times and, bless those good luck bowls of Hoppin’ Johns, they’ll see us to the good. Black-eyed peas, as it turns out, are an excellent metaphor for the sojourn of Africans in America.

Thus, Black-Eyed Peas for the Soul is not your ordinary collection of inspirational stories. These stories are grounded in reality, and while many are gritty and disturbing, they all inspire us to shed the shackles of mediocrity and apathy. They challenge us to become better people, more loving, smarter, and more determined than ever before. They teach us never to accept the status quo, always to rebel against evil, and to be radical for righteous causes. They admonish us to take better care of ourselves, to reclaim our children, and take back our communities. Even the last section, with its dreams, prayers, and miracle stories, gives us a vision of the very real spiritual technologies that delivered our ancestors through multiple invasions of our Homeland, the horrors of American slavery, Reconstruction, Jim Crow, injustice, discrimination, and, as Rosa Parks might say, feeling mighty tired of all the mess.

One of the challenges in compiling this collection was getting folks to understand my one irrevocable law. No witnessing allowed. Like Martin, I too have a dream, that Black people from all spiritual and philosophical walks of life will begin to speak a common language, unify around issues, become a community again. We can’t do this if we continue to allow, as my friend Carolyn Dennis used to say, a pork chop to divide us. We are many in one. We are varieties of Christian, Muslim, New Thought, Buddhist, Yoruba, Agnostic, Hebrew Israelite, Republican, Democrat, Vegetarian, Meat Eating, African-centered, Integrationist, and Universalist.

I had to weed out stories about religious conversions, coming-out-of-the-closet stories, and even one about a man’s love for his particular fraternity. What did Mama used to say? If I gave in to one, I’d have to give in to everybody, so I had to be ruthless. Fortunately, I didn’t lose any friends over this, as many of the writers who contributed to this collection I’ve either worked with in the past or knew of my reputation with the red pen.

Although I didn’t want to alienate anyone with these stories and the way they were assembled, I knew I might lose a few readers. Some of us may have a real problem with a book that has the audacity to feature a story about astrology along with one that explores the Christian ritual of anointing with oil. And if they loved that combination, they’ll really love how the first section includes creation stories from the Honorable Elijah Muhammad and Yoruba priest Ralph Cheo Thurmon, as well as P. K. McCary’s hip version of Genesis. Believe it or not, the no-witnessing rule holds fast even with these stories. They do not advocate following a particular path to God; they are telling, from their own unique points of view, stories of how the world was created.

Hairs were split, however, for while no witnessing was allowed, testimonies were. In talking about a particular trial or tribulation, many writers had to talk about the spiritual beliefs that helped them to overcome. That was perfectly acceptable and most appropriate. I started slashing and burning, however, when the writing strayed from sharing to promotion.

Black-Eyed Peas taps the rich vein of life experiences that testify to how wonderful and resilient we are as a race of people. The reason why Aesop’s fables have endured is because they teach, they socialize, they entertain. Likewise, these black-eyed peas stories feed the soul with insights that are relevant to a twenty-first century people.

Yes, we must know our history, but to tell the truth, if I watch Oprah it’s because I want to know what’s going on with people today. I want to know how people are getting over. Too many of our written stories sing sad songs about strange fruit. We have been in mourning for too long. Never forget, and let’s move on to a new millennium, a new dispensation, a promised land that we ourselves can create and enter into. Heaven on earth is about the Divine Connection, self-love, excellence, and a good, hearty bowl of black-eyed peas to get us over the rough spots. As it is said in Yoruba, agba ibi ire (may it go to the right spot).



STEP ONE






Buying the Peas


Daddy’s kitchen is a modest space. Few of the amenities of a really well-stocked kitchen live here. This kitchen has only the essentials for cooking: a stove, a refrigerator, some pots and pans, a spatula. The kitchen is a lot like my father. He is a man of few needs and possessions. I bought the blender a couple of years ago, and my mother insisted on a microwave oven, but neither feels right in his kitchen. It’s like High Tech meets Jurassic Park. My father tolerates their presence, but never uses them.

In the kitchen closet are all the canned goods and other sundries. There are also cookbooks by the dozens, Christmas presents for the man who has everything but never needs anything—especially cookbooks. If he uses a cookbook at all; it’s the old reliable Fannie Farmer. The pages are stained with the grease of dishes past. Some are torn. Favorite recipe pages are dog-eared, and a rubber band holds it all together.

Daddy’s kitchen serves as both the cooking center and the “formal” dining area, so the kitchen’s most always a mess. My mother fusses about it, but it’s Daddy’s kitchen, and since she wouldn’t want to risk pissing him off into retiring from cooking forever, she keeps the fussing to a dull roar.

My father is one of those rare and wonderful men who not only loves to cook, and all the time, but creates the most delectable dishes in all of Creation. Not only that, he has never minded my sisters and me crowding him in his domain, never shooed us away. Over the years, his kitchen became the main place in the house for sharing and talking smack. With a glass of beer in one hand and a stirring spoon in the other, some jazz or blues playing on the old radio, Daddy would listen to hours and hours of his girls talking about men or jobs or children or whatever. He’d just sit there and listen, grooving to the music and the smells of his famous chili, barbecued chicken, garden-grown collards, macaroni and cheese. Intoxicating, hypnotic smells.

Except for one Saturday a few weeks ago. A strange and alien scent entered into Daddy’s kitchen, and it was my fault. I brought the kids to visit their grandparents. Truth be told, I needed baby-sitting help. I was on deadline to finish a manuscript and the little darlings were driving me crazy.

I settled at the kitchen table, papers spread all around me, when, just as I was putting pen to paper, my daughter, Ayanna, walked up to me and said, “I’m hungry.”

I hate those words “I’m hungry.” When I’m hungry, I can just make a sandwich and be satisfied. But when a child is hungry, a good mother has to think about all the major food groups, and today, like most days, I just didn’t have the time.

No, tell the truth, Daddy may be the chef of life, but I, his beloved daughter, can’t cook worth a jambalaya damn. I wish I could take out a bag of beans and rice and magically produce a five-course meal, but I never got the hang of it. Ashamed, I threw some turkey hot dogs in a pot of boiling water (that much I can do). The scent of boiling meat wafted through the house and, like the cartoons, led my father by the nose to the kitchen.

“You fixing my granddaughter hot dogs?” Daddy said. It was an accusation, which immediately put me on the defensive.

“This is just to hold her.” He looked at me suspiciously. “Until I get home and cook her a proper meal.”

Daddy didn’t buy that lie for one minute. “What you gonna fix her when you get home?” I blinked. “Girl, you know you should be ashamed.” I cowered.

“I was going to do quiche. Yeah, quiche.”

“Quiche!” He was disgusted. Most days, my father is easygoing, the strong, silent type, but the two things that could send him over the edge were restaurant food and food that didn’t make sense. Egg pie didn’t make sense to him.

“Mommy, I’m hungry!” Ayanna cried, playing the emerging kitchen drama for all it was worth. Casting me a sideways sneer, my father knelt before my four-year-old on one arthritic knee.

“You want some real food, princess? I got some leftover macaroni and cheese and string beans and chicken. You want that?” he asked, standing up, knees cracking and groaning under the strain. He went to the refrigerator and took out a few foil packages.

“I’m hungry too, Mommy.” Michael, my ten-year-old, was always hungry.

“There’s plenty enough for both of you. Gone and watch Rug Rats. I’ll let you know when dinner’s ready.” My children skipped happily to the TV. Daddy started banging pots and lighting fires. At that moment I couldn’t even deal with the issue of too much TV watching and my thus far unsuccessful attempts to eliminate chicken from our diet.

“Daddy, I know how to cook. For real. It’s just that I’ve been so busy ’ trying to make this deadline—.”

“Donna, I’ve always told you, keep a pot of chili or soup on hand. When was the last time you cooked my grandchildren a decent meal?” I blinked. He held up his hand. “Never mind.”

“I’m a single parent,” I whined. “I’ve got no help. I’ve got to do everything myself. Time—” I faltered.

“Thirty-odd years old—how old are you?—and still can’t make a decent pot of peas. Hot dogs!”

“I can cook,” I said with no conviction. “I do quiche and other dishes the children love. Really.”

“Got all them degrees, but you can’t cook a decent pot of peas.” Then my father looked to the ceiling and asked God, “Where did I go wrong?”

“Brother,” I muttered, but I knew I had been caught. I’d been wanting to be a better cook, a better mother, but I had never found the time to figure my way around all the herbs and spices.

“Be here tomorrow, seven o’clock sharp,” Daddy said suddenly. “I’ma teach you how to make a decent pot of black-eyed peas.”

I looked up at that old man like he had lost his mind. Seven o’clock on a Sunday morning? My one and only day of the week to sleep in late?

“Okay,” I sighed.

Fearing my father’s wrath and razor tongue, I was at my parents’ home, sleep still in my eyes, at 6:59 A.M. My children were excited, though. This felt like an adventure to them—getting up early on a Sunday morning, dressing up for church. Little did they know what they were in for. My mother had agreed to take them to Morning Glory Baptist Church, and they’d probably be there for most of the day. That left me alone to face the Tyrant of the Kitchen.

When the door closed after Grandma and the children, my father and I eyed each other warily. “So what torture do you have in store for me today?” I asked brightly. He grumbled, then abruptly told me to “c’mon.”

“Where are we going?” I asked, following his limping form out of the house and to his raggedy car, make and model unknown. He didn’t answer me. “Do we have to ride in that thing?” Still no answer. “Come on, Daddy, let’s take my car. See how nice and shiny it is?” He barely glanced my way. Just opened my door, waited for me to climb in (I managed to avoid the rust—good thing I wore my jeans), closed my door, got in, and drove off. Oh, that car coughed and wheezed like an old man with phlegm, but somehow we made it to the market.

“There are four basic ways to buy black-eyed peas,” said Daddy as we walked toward the vegetable bins. I guess Yoda had begun the lesson. “In the stalk, out of the stalk, canned, and frozen.” He walked me over to a big, free-standing bin of stalks. He took one in hands that trembled and shelled it smoothly. He picked up one and handed it to me. “Now you try,” he said. I was amazed at how difficult it was.

“Our ancestors used to do this all day?” I grunted.

“This and more. Remind me one day to tell you about my cotton-picking days.”

“You picked cotton?” I asked, impressed. The things you learn about a man while shelling black-eyed peas.

“Yeah, I picked cotton and had to stand at the back of the bus. Now pay attention to what you’re doing,” he ordered.

I managed to get out a pea, but in the process broke a nail. “Damn!” I said, putting my finger in my mouth. I paid thirty bucks for that nail.

“C’mon,” he said. “I just wanted you to get a feel for the way the peas come in nature. Since we ain’t got all day for all that’s involved in the preparation of fresh peas, we’re going to buy the kind that’s already shelled. We’ll get a pound of them.”

“What about canned or frozen?” You would have thought I had just called him out of his name. He looked up at the ceiling, then over to an elderly woman who had been watching us closely.

“Where did I go wrong?” he asked her. She squinted, then laughed at his distress. I just stood there looking like an idiot.

“Don’t feel bad,” she told him. “Mine don’t know nothing neither.”

My father led me to the packaged-goods section. He told me this was a major compromise, buying black-eyed peas packaged up instead of fresh, but there wasn’t enough time to do it to perfection. Sacrifices would have to be made. That was life.

Hell, canned peas would have been fine with me.

We also bought onions, carrots, celery, and tomato sauce. I put my foot down when he put a slab of salt pork in the cart. “Daddy, that’s a heart attack waiting to happen! I can’t believe you’re still eating that mess!” The meat looked fatty, white, and crystalline. It scared me. I could feel the evil energy just pouring out of it. I recoiled in horror.

“It ain’t real black-eyed peas without the salt pork, girl.” Standoff in the meat section.

“I would prefer if we didn’t use any meat at all, but let’s compromise and use smoked turkey, okay?” Bravely, I replaced the hog with some good-sized smoked-turkey wings. Daddy glared at me as if to say how dare you, but I stood my ground. “Didn’t the doctor tell you to lay off the salt and the meat?” He didn’t reply, just glared. “Daddy, your high blood pressure, remember? Who’s going to fuss at us if you get sick? Who’s going to take care of us?” I wanted to say the word “love” but I didn’t want him to have a stroke. Besides, he knew I was telling him how much I loved him. He relaxed and said, “C’mon, let’s pay for this stuff.” He already had a good supply of spices in his kitchen, so we headed for home.

As we put up the groceries, Daddy said with an awkward gentleness, “Donna, I know you’re wondering why I made such a big fuss out of buying those black-eyed peas, but you need to know how important the beginning is to how the dish turns out in the end. If you don’t take care in the beginning to choose your ingredients well, you’re going to end up with a mess on your hands. Always take your time. Use the freshest produce, if you can. Shoot, grow your own. A good beginning will guarantee a good dish.”

As our heroine putters around the kitchen, she reflects on the importance of beginning a project well. The principle applies to everything—business start-ups, social movements, baby making. God took his time in the Beginning, and look at now the universe turned out. Not bad!
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World Up 

P. K. McCary

Now when the Almighty was first down with His program, He made the heavens and the earth. The earth was a fashion misfit, being so uncool and dark, but the Spirit of the Almighty came down real tough, so that He simply said, “Lighten up!” And that light was right on time. And the Almighty liked what He saw and let the light hang out a while before it was dark again. He laid out a name for the light, calling it “day” time and the dark He called “night” time so that all around it made up the first day.

The Almighty’s program continued, making those dark ugly masses separate so that they made up the skies above and the big waters, oceans, below. And all was happenin’ (the sky above, you see, and the oceans below), creating day two.

The Almighty hung tough with His program and commanded that the waters “Get to one place,” and there was land and this He called earth. The water left, He called “seas.”

And He was happy.

Then He commanded the earth to be down with every kind of grass, fruit- and plant-producin’ tree which was like itself, and the earth was down enough to make the Almighty smile. Count ’em up, now—day three. So, the Almighty’s program continued with bright lights which lit up the world at His command. The day differed from night ’round the clock, “twenty-four/seven”—turning weeks into months and months into “seasons,” which make up years. And it was so.

The Almighty made two big lights and they did shine on the earth. The big light He called the sun and it rested itself over the earth during the day, and the little light, which He called the moon, cruised through the night. The Almighty added little lights called stars and put them in the sky and they did their share of lighting, so that now we have a day and a night for real and the Almighty was feeling mighty fine on the fourth day.

The Almighty then said, “I want the waters to have fish and other kinds of things and I want birds that fill the sky.” And He made all them different kinds of living sea things and blessed them. And on the real tip, the Almighty commanded them to “Increase and fill up them waters,” and the birds He commanded, “Multiply and fly the earth.” And all was done by day five.

Now the Almighty was on the one with his program, replenishing the earth with every kind of animal—cattle and other creeping crawly things, reptiles and so on, and all the beasts like themselves, they were down with the program, too. It just so happened that the Almighty knew His stuff. And He was down with it all, duplicating things and all, and like Hisself He was together with the male; but male and female did He make.

And the Almighty was righteous by them and commanded them to, “Get down with My program and you will multiply and expand right here on the earth.” Each living creature would be on the oneness with the birds and fish and all the animals. He admonished each of them to be hip to the fact that “These plants will hang tough with fruit for plenty of good eating.” He was on the up-and-up with everything He had made and took care of what was His.

And the Almighty looked at things on His program, liked what He saw and when the nighttime was down again, it was the sixth day,



THE BEGINNING OF MAN


The Almighty finally finished making the earth and was right on target with all that He had made. So on the big seven, the Almighty said, “Enough!” And the Almighty caused this day to be a special day ’cuz this was the day He’d finished His program.

And this was what went down with the Almighty’s program. Now at first things hadn’t been too cool ’cuz plants didn’t grow with no H2O ’round and there was no one hip to plant raising. But suddenly there was this mist that came from the ground and it watered down the earth, every square inch. And the Almighty created the brother from the dust of the ground and breathed heavily through his nose so that the brother was all the way live; and the brother became a human being.

The Almighty, He made a garden on the east side of Eden and the brother’s crib was there and all. And the plants and trees that were good to look at grew. The Tree of Life grew, too, right in the heat of the garden (this was the tree ’tween bad and good). A river from Eden went around watering down the garden and then it divvied up into four parts.

The Almighty made the brother get down with his gig and take care of the garden. And the brother was told he could munch on every tree in the garden. “But be cool ’round the tree of knowledge. Please don’t eat from it or you’ll die.”

And the Almighty felt it wasn’t cool for the brother to be by hisself. “I’ll make him someone to keep time with,” God said. So he started forming every kind of animal out of the ground and brought ’em around to Adam (that was the brother’s name) to see what he’d name them. And the brother was down with some great names for the animals, but he was still lonely. So the Almighty put the brother deep in a coma and took out a rib and sealed the place up again. And from the rib He created a sister and brought her down to the brother.

“Right-on,” said Adam. “This is my woman, ’cuz she’s part of me, the man.” And that’s why she’s called woman, ’cuz she was made from the rib of man. And this is also why when a brother and sister get together he leaves his mother and father and belongs to her. The brother and sister weren’t hip to the fact that they didn’t have no clothes on neither, so this didn’t faze them.
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When Souls Were Made  

Zora Neale Hurston

I thought about the tales I had heard as a child. How even the Bible was made over to suit our vivid imagination. How the devil always out-smarted God and how that over-noble hero Jack or John—not John Henry, who occupies the same place in Negro folk-lore that Casey Jones does in white lore and if anything is more recent—outsmarted the devil. Brer Fox, Brer Deer, Brer ’Gator, Brer Dawg, Brer Rabbit, Ole Massa and his wife were walking the earth like natural men way back in the days when God himself was on the ground and men could talk with him. Way back there before God weighed up the dirt to make the mountains. When I was rounding Lily Lake I was remembering how God had made the world and the elements and people. He made souls for people, but he didn’t give them out because he said:

“Folks ain’t ready for souls yet. De clay ain’t dry. It’s de strongest thing Ah ever made. Don’t aim to waste none thru loose cracks. And then men got to grow strong enough to stand it. De way things is now, if Ah give it out it would tear them shackly bodies to pieces. Bimeby, All give it out.”

So Folks went round thousands of years without no souls. All de time de soul-piece, it was setting ’round covered up wide God’s loose raiment. Every now and then de wind would blow and hist up de cover and then de elements would be full of lightning and de winds would talk. So people told one ’nother that God was talking in de mountains.

De white man passed by it way off and he looked but he wouldn’t go close enough to touch. De Indian and de Negro, they tipped by cautious too, and all of ’em seen de light of diamonds when de wins shook de cover, and de wind dat passed over it sung songs. De Jew come past and heard de song from de soul-piece then he kept on passin’ and all of a sudden he grabbed up de soul-piece and hid it under his clothes, and run off down de road. It burnt him and tore him and throwed him down and lifted him up and toted him across de mountain and he tried to break loose but he couldn’t do it. He kept on hollerin’ for help but de rest of ’em run hid ’way from him. Way after while they come out of holes and corners and picked up little chips and pieces that fell lack on de ground. So God mixed it up wide feelings and give it out to ’em. ’Way after while when He ketch dat Jew, He’s goin’ to ’vide things up more ekal.
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Session Nine  

Estella Conwill Majozo

I went in for an ultrasound. No, I didn’t bring the pictures, but it was better than the movie 2010. My mother went in with me. This was the second one, you know…. Yes, the first one was some months ago. I went in and was stretched out on the table, right? We couldn’t see anything at first then there on the screen was this tiny circular mass of baby and at its center was this dot—dancing wildly pomp-pomp-pomppomp … a cosmic pulsation … pulling everything in the room into its rhythm … yes, uh-huh, and what’s almost as wild is this. It took me time to know exactly what it was that I was seeing, but what showed up on that screen—the baby … the circle with a dot in the center—is the ancient African symbol for everlasting life. Can you imagine? I guess you don’t have to any more … something our people knew symbolically—something that was revealed centuries ago—shows up on this scientific screen in reality. This time, my mother and I could make out the baby’s head and his little body and we kept looking and there from the blurred mass of body rose up his hand—this little little hand—reaching out to us. My mother reached back out to the little finger on the screen. We laughed! It was what Michelangelo tried to capture in his painting where God’s hand reaches out to touch life into Adam … it’s what they tried to get going with the movies ET (raising her finger in the air). Eat your heart out Steven Spielberg!

… and pregnancy—pregnancy itself—imagine that … a symbol of love … that’s got to be what love is. I mean for men and for women—pregnancy—lending energy and strength—carrying another inside of you—becoming food … giving nourishment from your very being towards the transformation and life of another … and all the while … all the while believing in the inexhaustible source of Divine Life.
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Ultimate Frontier 


Ari Brown

When music is true to a musician’s voice, then his or her songs will be honest. Honesty is missing in a lot of our music today. It takes a lot of courage to play true to your soul. People might not like it. They may reject the message and the messenger. You might go hungry for a while. I think it was that fear of rejection that almost kept me from taking the biggest risk of my music career two decades ago.

During the late 1970s, I was playing sax at the Back Room, a jazz club in Chicago. Chicago was comfortable, it was cool. Maybe too comfortable. It was around this time that a great musician named Elvin Jones came to town. As fate would have it, his saxophone player abruptly left the band because of a family crisis. A friend told Elvin about me, and later, I was invited to sit in with the band.

About two weeks later, Elvin’s wife and manager, Keiko Jones, called me and asked if I wanted to play with the band. This was a really big step for me. Actually, I was really scared because when you are playing you never know what your abilities are. You’re comfortable playing in a familiar situation, but when you leave your safety net, you never know how people will respond to your music.

Anyway, I stalled while on the phone with Keiko. I made up this story about having another responsibility and promised to call her back. I could tell she was upset. After all, she had believed that I really wanted this opportunity.

After hanging up with her, I immediately phoned my friend and mentor, Rubin Cooper, Jr. He said, “Whatever you do in Chicago won’t be worth half the work you’ll do with Elvin Jones.” So after his pep talk I called Keiko back and explained that I’d taken care of everything and was ready to go. Fortunately, she accepted me, fears and all.

The next week I flew to New York and rehearsed. That was my introduction to playing with Elvin Jones. During the following two years we performed twenty or thirty times in Europe, as well as other countries, such as Japan.

This experience furthered my career because it exposed me not only to a broader national audience, but also to my first international audience. It also did a lot for my performance because it gave me greater confidence. Initially, I was worried about whether or not my music would have the same impact on people who didn’t know me as with those who were familiar with my work. The question was answered; I discovered that music was of the soul. If you’re sincere about what you’re doing, people will embrace you. I was able to transfer my same vibration from Chicago to New York to the world.

Because I took that scary first step, I learned that wherever I play, I can reach the hearts and minds of people from all walks of life, and that’s a great accomplishment. My latest CD, Ultimate Frontier, is a testimony to my development as a musician. At the same time, I continue to grow. I’m constantly being challenged to be better. I’ve learned that the ultimate frontier is really myself. As long as I play my music in my own voice, I’ll create new beginnings for myself, pave my own direction.
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How to Grow a Business and a Family for Love, Livelihood, and the Revolution  

Chavunduka and Steve Cobb

Our story is really two stories intertwined. It is the story of two independent, socially conscious musician-entrepreneurs who came together to make music. Our story is also about a marriage of not only two adults, but of eight prepubescent and adolescent people. Our relationship has been a grand social experiment. We are a tribe, a ready-made clan. We are thirteen strong now, a bonded family of eight children ages twenty-four down to six, a grandmother, an uncle, and a brother-in-law. Somehow we manage to make it work with a lot of give and take on both our parts.

We had known each other for years before we first came together romantically. Chavunduka was a single parent of sons ages thirteen and eight. Steve had a son, fourteen, and a daughter, six, who were not living with him. As musicians, we’d even worked gigs together (Cha sings; Steve plays drums, percussion, and guitar). We had never considered each other as love interests, but we both were looking for love and had experienced enough to know what we needed (and didn’t need) in a relationship.

One day we both found ourselves working a wedding reception, of all things. After playing a set, we decided to slow dance and soon found ourselves trying to have a relationship. From that dance on, we spent lots of time together planning, talking, and learning to accept each other. On weekends, to facilitate child care during Steve’s late-night gigs, we unintentionally experimented with living together.

During the trials of our courtship, we also experimented with collaborative music projects. We were both headed in similar directions (we were producing independent recordings); thus we agreed to combine our resources and energy. One of us headed our own record label, the other a music production company. We were very cautious. We had each been working on our music careers before we met and were somewhat afraid of losing autonomy. But we pushed forward. Our initial collaborations were benefit concerts for the United Negro College Fund. Our first event was small and fairly successful. However, the next one nearly ruined our health and finances. We lost nearly $10,000, Steve developed a hyperthyroid condition, and Cha, pregnant throughout the ordeal, experienced morning, afternoon, and evening sickness. One of our most vivid memories of that period was of a late night “supper” at Kentucky Fried Chicken. We had been beating the pavement and passing out flyers. We were so hungry, but we could only afford one teeny, tiny chicken sandwich, which we shared. It was a bittersweet moment filled with intense love, commitment, hope, and fear. For years, we have tried to find the lesson in that traumatic experience. We now believe that it was the challenge that showed us what we were made of; it also cemented our bond.

We were tested even further when we married and moved our families into one household. Initially, our plan was to maintain two separate but closely located residences. A first-floor—second-floor relationship. Yes, we were very cautious. It didn’t work, of course. We enjoyed being together too much.

But ours was not the typical marriage. Steve’s not the typical husband. Cha’s not the typical wife. First, there was a ready-made family of eight with an addition on the way. And to further complicate things we were both creative people, performing artists, with no steady income. We were entrepreneurs juggling our businesses, careers, and domestic life on this same groove. Unpredictable schedules and pay checks, eight personalities and a brand-new relationship—it’s a wonder we made it, but with the support of a great mom/landlady, we at least had a place to live.

We struggled through issues of love, respect, trust, responsibility, discipline, household order, economics, spirituality, ideology, occupation, parenting techniques, personal space, his past, her past, our future, and that of our children, knowing that for us and our community, the way we handled these challenges would represent a micro-example of the Black family’s macro-possibilities.

In spite of our lofty ideals, there was often low-grade silent competition and the desire to be crowned the most learned, correct, and wisest in all areas of living. Having grown up in different types of households, we each constantly compared and struggled to prove that his parent/her parent was correct in his/her childrearing practices. “I turned out okay, didn’t I?” We realized at some point that it was the values of our upbringing (if not the practices) that we shared.
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