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INTRODUCTION

I love this book.

I loved it when I read it as a jazz-crazed thirteen-year-old. I loved it when, at age sixty-two, I read it again last month for probably the fifth time. I am deeply grateful for the book’s existence, not merely because I find salty beauty in its prose and funky poetry in its candor, but because it brings me closer to Billie. I never met Billie, except in her songs and in the pages of this book, which, as it turned out, changed my life.

After that first reading, I told my dad, who had introduced me to Billie’s music, that I felt as if Billie had been talking directly to me, narrating her story across her kitchen table. But I was confused by a credit on the cover: “As told to William Dufty.”

“Who’s William Dufty?” I wanted to know.

“The man who wrote the book,” my dad explained.

“No, Billie wrote it,” I said. “She’s the one speaking to you.”

“I’m not sure Billie has the literary background to write a book. So Dufty interviewed her and wrote the book in her voice.”

“Did he get to go over to her house?”

“I imagine so. It’s his job.”

“Well, that’s the job I want.”

Five decades later, that’s the job I have.

Thirty years ago, when I started in the business of ghostwriting, a much misunderstood and underappreciated art form, I had two models—Lady Sings the Blues and The Autobiography of Malcolm X. Were it not for these books, in which Dufty and Alex Haley skillfully and even mystically sculpt voices of undeniable authenticity, I would have never grasped the importance of getting out of the way and letting the artist live on the page.

Because it preserves the living voice of Billie Holiday, this fiftieth-anniversary edition of Lady Sings the Blues is cause for celebration. And because it has been the object of intense scrutiny, skepticism, and criticism, its longevity is testimony to one of its most endearing qualities: emotional power. The proof of that power is in Lady’s appeal. Like Billie’s music, Billie’s book has won favor with generation after generation of fans. It is as a fan—not as a writer or expert—that I sing its praises. It is as a fan that I cherish its ongoing availability to all those who now love, and will surely come to love, this mysterious and brilliant woman.

Billie has been blessed with a group of devoted students and scholars who have researched and reflected on her life. Each has approached her with passion, looking to explicate the entangled relationship between her art and her life. Each has begun with her music and Lady Sings the Blues. And even though the book has been castigated for inaccuracies and distortions, the book is—and will always be—the starting point for any investigation into Billie’s life. Like it or not, this is how she viewed herself.

A little background:

Billie met Maely Bartholomew, then married to actor Freddie Bartholomew, in 1947. The women became friends, and for a period of time, Maely helped manage and book Billie. In the fifties, Maely remarried. Her new husband, William Dufty, was a journalist and editor at the New York Post. He, too, became a confidant of Billie’s, and, in fact, Billie became godmother to Bevan, son of William and Maely. In 1954, Bill Dufty and Billie began working on her life story. In 1955, a first chapter and outline were shopped to Doubleday editor Bill Barker, who promptly bought it. In 1956, the book was published with a cover price of $3.75. The title proposed by Dufty and Holiday—Bitter Crop—was deemed too negative by Barker. A compromise was reached. In its first year, Lady Sings the Blues sold a respectable 12,000 copies. At the same time, Billie’s producer Norman Granz issued a tie-in album, also called Lady Sings the Blues (title song written by Herbie Nichols and Billie) on his Verve label. That November, Billie’s Carnegie Hall performance incorporated readings by Gilbert Millstein from the book.

A woman named Linda Kuehl was so moved by a recording of that Carnegie Hall concert that, in her seventies, she conducted almost 150 interviews of people who knew the singer. In addition, she amassed a great wealth of documents. Sadly, Kuehl committed suicide before her Billie biography could be completed. Other writers, though—some utilizing Kuehl’s research, some not—have contributed to our appreciation of Billie’s remarkable character. These include John Chilton (Billie’s Blues: The Billie Holiday Story, 1933–1959), John White (Billie Holiday), Robert O’Meally (The Many Faces of Billie Holiday), Stuart Nicholson (Billie Holiday), Donald Clarke (Wishing on the Moon: The Life and Times of Billie Holiday), Farah Jasmine Griffin (In Search of Billie Holiday: If You Can’t Be Free, Be a Mystery), and Julia Blackburn (With Billie).

Some of these scholars complain that Billie wrote the book for money. Well, Billie also sang for money (as did everyone from Enrico Caruso to Ray Charles). The implication is that her monetary needs overwhelmed her literary integrity. I find the argument specious and, moreover, incompatible with the book’s tone of urgency and undeniable passion. There is nothing gratuitous or glib about her views of her harrowing childhood, her mother, her lovers, or her relationship to music, heroin, and the criminal justice system. You feel that she’s writing—that she’s opening her heart—because she has to.

Billie was also accused of taking on the project only because she wanted a movie made from her life story. For a woman who renamed herself after a movie star—Billie Dove—that hardly seems unreasonable. And though it took sixteen years for Hollywood to make Lady Sings the Blues, the movie, beyond its cinematic faults and musical virtues, accomplished what Billie had always wanted: It kept her legacy alive. In fact, the film enlarged her legacy to an ever widening and appreciative international audience. Her book does the same thing. It makes her accessible and, at least for me, lovable.

Another charge leveled at Lady is that Billie distorts the truth, that the book is largely inaccurate. In fact, scholars have proven this to be the case in some significant areas. (See Nicholson’s, Clarke’s, and O’Meally’s studies for specific instances.) But as Farah Jasmine Griffin so sensitively explains about Lady, “It should not be evaluated as a book that does not live up to its claims of ‘Truthfulness,’ but as another performance of the Holiday persona.” Griffin goes on to explain that the chapter titles, quotes from Billie’s famous songs, provide the key to understanding her memoir. Her memoir is a song, a long and languid improvisation. In the mythopoeic sense, it is as true and poignant as any tune she ever sang. If her music was autobiographically true, her autobiography is musically true.

Billie’s music is hard-edged and soft-edged, bitter and sweet, assertive and passive, confident and conflicted. So is this brutally frank book. The fact that its frankness is not always factual is beside the point. Billie didn’t write the book for music historians or ethnomusicologists. She wrote it for the same reason she sang—to express emotion. We judge the book using the same emotional criteria we use to judge her music. Does it feel true? Clearly she’s indulging in myth-making, the stuff of which all autobiographies are made. Whether we’re St. Augustine, Rousseau, Montaigne, or Malcolm X, when we write our life stories we aim not for the illusion of literal truth but for metaphorical truth, the deeper truth, the truth that sustains and inspires.

Finally, there is the matter of authorship. Critics have questioned whether Billie wrote it. Dufty has been accused of doing a cut-and-paste job from old interviews. I’ve read the majority of Billie Holiday interviews, and all strung together they do not make a book, or even half a book. There is simply too much never-before-discussed material in Lady to justify such an accusation. More important, though, the literal fact of authorship, like the literal accuracy of the material itself, is not the point. Clearly, Dufty had Billie’s confidence. Clearly, Billie revealed her soul. Her vulnerability, the key to any convincing memoir, is on full display. Her voice, no matter how the Dufty/Holiday interviewing process worked, is real as rain. Her role as narrator is a marvel of dramatic exposition.

I know from long experience that the “I” of any book written by two people is an inscrutable mystery. You talk; you interview; you tape; you transcribe; you write; you edit; you rewrite. The worth of what emerges from this unscientific process is all in “the read.” The proof is in the pudding. And chapter after chapter, episode after episode, Lady Sings the Blues is filled with such proof.

Her language is always fresh, her descriptions delicious:

“If I had to sing ‘Doggie in the Window,’ that would actually be work,” Billie writes. “But singing songs like ‘The Man I Love’ or ‘Porgy’ is no more work than sitting down and eating Chinese roast duck, and I love roast duck.”

Or listen to her riff on Gladys, Lionel Hampton’s manager/wife:

“They [Lionel and Gladys] didn’t have the price of a bottle of champagne between them then. But Gladys has two-hundred-dollar hats now. She’s a hat freak, that girl. But she earned those bonnets the hard way.”

Or her characterization of an heiress of a paper business fortune:

“Every time she blew her nose she made some more loot.”

Or her introduction to working with white bandleader Artie Shaw:

“Don’t tell me about those pioneer chicks hitting the trail in those slip-covered wagons with the hills full of redskins. I’m the girl who went West in 1937 with sixteen white cats, Artie Shaw and his Rolls-Royce—and the hills were full of white crackers.”

Or her overview of the working conditions for musicians in New York:

“You can be up to your boobies in white satin, with gardenias in your hair and no sugar cane for miles, but you can still be working on a plantation.”

Or this powerfully succinct self-portrait:

“I spent the rest of the war on 52nd Street and a few other streets. I had the white gowns and the white shoes. And every night they’d bring me the white gardenias and the white junk.”

I love the language of Lady, but I also love the pictures she paints of Baltimore in the twenties; her recollection of the NYC and L.A. jazz scenes of the years before, during, and after World War II; the dazzling cast of characters—Ethel Waters, Sarah Vaughan, Benny Goodman, Orson Welles, Lester Young, Bob Hope, and especially her mother, the Duchess—who parade through the pages of her life. I love Billie’s humor, I respect Billie’s anger, I’m inspired by Billie’s candor. “Lady was one gutsy woman,” singer Carmen McRae, who knew her well, once told me. Well, Lady Sings the Blues is one gutsy book.

Billie died in 1959 at age forty-four, three years after Lady appeared, her heroin habit unchecked. Dufty, who wound up marrying Gloria Swanson and writing the famous antisugar treatise Sugar Blues, died in 2002 at eighty-six. Their collaboration, though, has not died. As this memoir starts its second half-century of life, I salute its authors for their remarkable achievement. I thank them for making literary music out of a life where music triumphed over pain. In the pages of this book and in the sound of her records, Billie Holiday continues to feed our spirit. She is our wounded angel whose voice will never fade.

DAVID RITZ has collaborated with, among others, Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin, B. B. King, Marvin Gaye, Etta James, the Neville Brothers, and Smokey Robinson on their life stories. His lyrics include “Sexual Healing.”


Chapter 1

Some Other Spring

Mom and Pop were just a couple of kids when they got married. He was eighteen, she was sixteen, and I was three.

Mom was working as a maid with a white family. When they found out she was going to have a baby they just threw her out. Pop’s family just about had a fit, too, when they heard about it. They were real society folks and they never heard of things like that going on in their part of East Baltimore.

But both kids were poor. And when you’re poor, you grow up fast.

It’s a wonder my mother didn’t end up in the workhouse and me as a foundling. But Sadie Fagan loved me from the time I was just a swift kick in the ribs while she scrubbed floors. She went to the hospital and made a deal with the head woman there. She told them she’d scrub floors and wait on the other bitches laying up there to have their kids so she could pay her way and mine. And she did. Mom was thirteen that Wednesday, April 7, 1915, in Baltimore when I was born.

By the time she worked her way out of hock in the hospital and took me home to her folks, I was so big and smart I could sit up in a carriage. Pop was doing what all the boys did then—peddling papers, running errands, going to school. One day he came along by my carriage, picked me up and started playing with me. His mother saw him and came hollering. She dragged at him and said, “Clarence, stop playing with that baby. Everybody is going to think it’s yours.”

“But, Mother, it is mine,” he’d tell her. When he talked back to his mother like this she would really have a fit. He was still only fifteen and in short pants. He wanted to be a musician and used to take lessons on the trumpet. It was almost three years before he got long pants for the wedding.

After they were married awhile we moved into a little old house on Durham Street in Baltimore. Mom had worked as a maid up North in New York and Philly. She’d seen all the rich people with their gas and electric lights and she decided she had to have them too. So she saved her wages for the day. And when we moved in we were the first family in the neighborhood to have gas and electricity.

It made the neighbors mad, Mom putting in the gas. They said putting pipes in the ground would bring the rats out. It was true. Baltimore is famous for rats.

Pop always wanted to blow the trumpet but he never got the chance. Before we got one to blow, the Army grabbed him and shipped him overseas. It was just his luck to be one of the ones to get it from poison gas over there. It ruined his lungs. I suppose if he’d played piano he’d probably have got shot in the hand.

Getting gassed was the end of his hopes for the trumpet but the beginning of a successful career on the guitar. He started to learn it when he was in Paris. And it was a good thing he did. Because it kept him from going to pieces when he got back to Baltimore. He just had to be a musician. He worked like hell when he got back and eventually got a job with McKinney’s Cotton Pickers. But when he went on the road with that band it was the beginning of the end of our life as a family. Baltimore got to be just another one-night stand.

While Pop was overseas in the war, Mom had worked in a factory making Army overalls and uniforms. When Pop hit the road, the war jobs were finished and Mom figured she could do better going off up North as a maid. She had to leave me with my grandparents, who lived in a poor little old house with my cousin Ida, her two small children, Henry and Elsie, and my great-grandmother.

All of us were crowded in that little house like fishes. I had to sleep in the same bed with Henry and Elsie, and Henry used to wet it every night. It made me mad and sometimes I’d get up and sit in a chair until morning. Then my cousin Ida would come in in the morning, see the bed, accuse me of wetting it, and start beating me. When she was upset she’d beat me something awful. Not with a strap, not with a spank on the ass, but with her fists or a whip.

She just didn’t understand me. Other kids, when they did something wrong, would lie their way out of it. But if I did anything wrong I’d come right out and admit it. And she’d have a fit, call me a sinner and tell me I’d never amount to anything. She never got through telling my mother I was going to bring home a baby and disgrace the damn family like she did. One time she heard me say “Damn it” and she thought this was so sinful she tossed a pot of hot starch at me. She missed, though, because I ducked.

She was always finding fault with whatever I did, but she never did pick up on Henry. He was her son and he could do no wrong. When I got tired of getting beaten because he wet the bed I got Elsie one night and convinced her we should both sleep on the floor. She was scared. It was cold and she thought we might freeze.

“All right,” I told her, “so we might freeze. But if we ain’t frozen to death in the morning, the bed’ll be wet and we won’t be in it.”

It was and we weren’t, so this time Cousin Ida beat me for being smart with her. “Henry’s weak,” she said.

You couldn’t tell her nothing about Henry, why that boy used to give us girls a terrible time. He even tried to do what we called “that thing” to us while we were sleeping. Sometimes we would be so tired from fighting this little angel off all night, we wouldn’t wake up in time for school. I used to try to plead with him because I knew it wouldn’t do any good to talk to Cousin Ida.

“Henry,” I’d say to him, “it ain’t so bad with me. I’m only your cousin. But Elsie’s your sister, and besides, she’s sick.”

Henry grew up to be a prize fighter and then a minister. But when he was little I had hell with that boy.

One day we were playing baseball and afterwards I was sitting on the curb. I was scared of the tiniest bugs, anything that crawled, and Henry knew it. This day he came up to me holding one of Baltimore’s biggest goddamn rats by the tail, swinging it in my face.

“Don’t do that, Henry,” I begged him.

“What’s the matter, you scared?” he said, grinning and swinging it closer and closer to me.

“All girls is scared of rats and bugs,” I said.

He kept right on swinging. Finally he hit me in the face with the rat. I took a baseball bat and put him in the Johns Hopkins Hospital.

I don’t think my grandma ever understood me either, but she never beat me like Cousin Ida did, and that was something. My grandpop loved me, though. He was half Irish and named after his father, Charles Fagan, who was straight from Ireland.

The one I really liked best, though, was my great-grandmother, my grandfather’s mother.

She really loved me and I was crazy about her. She had been a slave on a big plantation in Virginia and she used to tell me about it. She had her own little house in the back of the plantation. Mr. Charles Fagan, the handsome Irish plantation owner, had his white wife and children in the big house. And he had my great-grandmother out in back. She had sixteen children by him, and all of them were dead by then except Grandpop.

We used to talk about life. And she used to tell me how it felt to be a slave, to be owned body and soul by a white man who was the father of her children. She couldn’t read or write, but she knew the Bible by heart from beginning to end and she was always ready to tell me a story from the Scriptures.

She was ninety-six or ninety-seven then and had dropsy. I used to take care of her every day after school. No one else paid any attention. I’d give her a bath sometimes. And I’d always bind her legs with fresh cloths and wash the smelly old ones.

She’d been sleeping in chairs for ten years. The doctor had told her she’d die if ever she laid down. But I didn’t know. And once after I’d changed the cloths on her legs and she had told me a story, she begged me to let her lie down. She said she was tired. I didn’t want to let her. But she kept begging and begging. It was pitiful.

Finally I spread a blanket on the floor and helped her stretch out. Then she asked me to lie down with her because she wanted to tell me another story. I was tired too. I’d been up early that morning to scrub steps. So I laid down with her. I don’t remember the story she told me because I fell asleep right away.

I woke up four or five hours later. Grandma’s arm was still tight around my neck and I couldn’t move it. I tried and tried and then I got scared. She was dead, and I began to scream. The neighbors came running. They had to break Grandma’s arm to get me loose. Then they took me to a hospital. I was there for a month. Suffering from what they said was shock.

When I got home Cousin Ida started right in where she had left off, beating me. This time it was for letting Grandma out of her chair. The doctor tried to stop her. He said if she kept it up I’d grow up to be nervous. But she never stopped.

I was a woman when I was sixteen. I was big for my age, with big breasts, big bones, a big fat healthy broad, that’s all. So I started working out then, before school and after, minding babies, running errands, and scrubbing those damn white steps all over Baltimore.

When families in the neighborhood used to pay me a nickel for scrubbing them down, I decided I had to have more money, so I figured out a way. I bought me a brush of my own, a bucket, some rags, some Octagon soap, and a big white bar of that stuff I can’t ever forget—Bon Ami.

The first time I stood on a white doorstep and asked this woman for fifteen cents for the job, she like to had a fit. But I explained to her the higher price came from me bringing my own supplies. She thought I had a damn nerve, I guess, but while she was thinking it over I said I’d scrub the kitchen or bathroom floor for the same price. That did it. I had the job.

All these bitches were lazy. I knew it and that’s where I had them. They didn’t care how filthy their damn houses were inside, as long as those white steps were clean. Sometimes I’d bring home as much as ninety cents a day. I even made as high as $2.10—that’s fourteen kitchen or bathroom floors and as many sets of steps.

When I went into the scrubbing business it was the end of roller skating, bike riding, and boxing, too. I used to like boxing. In school they used to teach us girls to box. But I didn’t keep it up. Once a girl hit me on the nose and it just about finished me. I took my gloves off and beat the pants off her. The gym teacher got so sore, I never went near the school gym again.

But whether I was riding a bike or scrubbing somebody’s dirty bathroom floor, I used to love to sing all the time. I liked music. If there was a place where I could go and hear it, I went.

Alice Dean used to keep a whorehouse on the corner nearest our place, and I used to run errands for her and the girls. I was very commercial in those days. I’d never go to the store for anybody for less than a nickel or a dime. But I’d run all over for Alice and the girls, and I’d wash basins, put out the Lifebuoy soap and towels. When it came time to pay me, I used to tell her she could keep the money if she’d let me come up in her front parlor and listen to Louis Armstrong and Bessie Smith on her victrola.

A victrola was a big deal in those days, and there weren’t any parlors around that had one except Alice’s. I spent many a wonderful hour there listening to Pops and Bessie. I remember Pops’ recording of “West End Blues” and how it used to gas me. It was the first time I ever heard anybody sing without using any words. I didn’t know he was singing whatever came into his head when he forgot the lyrics. Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba and the rest of it had plenty of meaning for me—just as much meaning as some of the other words that I didn’t always understand. But the meaning used to change, depending on how I felt. Sometimes the record would make me so sad I’d cry up a storm. Other times the same damn record would make me so happy I’d forget about how much hard-earned money the session in the parlor was costing me.

But Mom didn’t favor her daughter hanging around the house on the corner. And especially she couldn’t understand why I wasn’t bringing home any loot. “I know Eleanora,” she used to complain, Eleanora being the name I’d been baptized under, “and she don’t work for nobody for nothing.” When Mom found out I was using my hard-earned money paying rent on Alice’s parlor to listen to jazz on the victrola, she nearly had a fit too.

I guess I’m not the only one who heard their first good jazz in a whorehouse. But I never tried to make anything of it. If I’d heard Louis and Bessie at a Girl Scout jamboree, I’d have loved it just the same. But a lot of white people first heard jazz in places like Alice Dean’s, and they helped label jazz “whorehouse music.”

They forget what it was like in those days. A whorehouse was about the only place where black and white folks could meet in any natural way. They damn well couldn’t rub elbows in the churches. And in Baltimore, places like Alice Dean’s were the only joints fancy enough to have a victrola and for real enough to pick up on the best records.

I know this for damn sure. If I’d heard Pops and Bessie wailing through the window of some minister’s front parlor, I’d have been running free errands for him. There weren’t any priests in Baltimore then like Father Norman O’Connor of Boston, who loves jazz and now has a big radio congregation listening to his disc-jockey shows.

About the only other place you could hear music those days was at dances. So I used to go to as many dances as I could get near. Not to dance, just to listen to the band. You couldn’t expect Cousin Ida to believe that, though. She accused me of staying off the dance floor so I could hang around the edges and pick up boys. So she’d beat me for that too.

She was always worried about me and boys. We lived next door to a junk shop. The junk wagon was always parked in front after making the rounds that day. The neighborhood boys used to hang around in the junk wagon shooting marbles and dice. And I used to hang around with them. I used to shoot with them and fight with them, but that’s all. One day a nosy old lady hung herself out a second-story window and started shaking her finger at me. Then she came down and hollered at me, saying I was a disgrace to the neighborhood for what I was doing with the boys.

I had no eyes for sex and I was doing nothing with the boys that another boy couldn’t do. I was one of the boys. So when this nosy old bitch shook her finger at me I hollered right back. “You think I’m doing that thing with them, don’t you?” I asked her.

When she heard the naughty word she forgot what she was raising hell about and started hollering about my language. She thought it was terrible for me to say what she had been thinking. I didn’t care about what she thought, or anybody. But I didn’t want her worrying my mother. Because I knew my mother worried.

“You ain’t got no father,” she used to tell me. “I work so hard. Please don’t make the same mistake I made.”

She was always afraid I’d end up bad and there would be nothing she could say. She never hit me when she thought I was doing something bad. She would just cry, and I couldn’t stand to see her cry. I didn’t want to hurt her, and I didn’t—until three years before she died, when I went on junk.

But back then I was worried what this old bitch might tell my mother. So when she told me she thought I was doing the thing with those boys and I wasn’t, I picked up a broom and beat her until she agreed to tell my mother she had never seen me doing nothing with the boys.

The boys were doing it, though. And they were looking for some girl who would. And I could tell them who. The one who was always a sure thing was the saintliest girl on the block. She always kept saying she was going to be a great dancer; meantime she was doing it, not only with the boys but with all those women’s husbands.

But she was always so damn proper and saintly, this Evelyn, she wouldn’t say “Bon Ami” if she had a mouthful. But because my mother had made a mistake, everybody, including Cousin Ida, was always raising hell with me.

I went back to Baltimore a few years ago when I was playing the Royale Theatre. I drove up in my white Cadillac in front of the house where Evelyn used to live. I parked it where the junk wagon used to sit. This saintly bitch who was going to be a big dancer was still living there. She had six kids and none of them by the same father and she was still funky and greasy. The kids lined up in the street and I bought them ice cream and gave them fifty cents apiece. They thought it was a big deal and I was a big star.

Evelyn always kept a young cat in the house and she had one that day, young and brown and good-looking. He leaned out the window, pointed to one of the six kids, and said, “This one is mine.” I never forgot that day. These were the people who used to worry me and Mom to death about going bad.

There were other things I missed when I went into the scrubbing business full time. I used to love to go to the five-and-dime store in Baltimore and buy hot dogs. They never used to wait on Negroes there. But they’d sell me a hot dog because I was a kid and I guess they could use the business if nobody was looking. But if they caught me eating that hot dog before I got outside on the street, they’d give me hell for cluttering up the place.

I used to love white silk socks, too, and of course black patent-leather shoes. I could never afford them. But I used to sneak in the five-and-dime and grab the white socks off the counter and run like hell. Why not? They wouldn’t let me buy them even if I did have the money.

I learned to crawl in the back way at the movies to save the dime it cost going in the front way. I don’t think I missed a single picture Billie Dove ever made. I was crazy for her. I tried to do my hair like her and eventually I borrowed her name.

My name, Eleanora, was too damn long for anyone to say. Besides, I never liked it. Especially not after my grandma shortened it and used to scream “Nora!” at me from the back porch. My father had started calling me Bill because I was such a young tomboy. I didn’t mind that, but I wanted to be pretty, too, and have a pretty name. So I decided Billie was it and I made it stick.

All the time Mom worked in Philly and New York she used to send me clothes given her by the white people she worked for. They were hand-me-downs, sure, but they were beautiful and I was always the sharpest kid in the block when I was dressed up.

My mother knew I didn’t like it much living with my grandparents and Cousin Ida. She didn’t like it any better. But the only damn thing she could do about it was work as hard as she could up North and save every nickel. So this is what she did.

After Pop went on the road with McKinney’s Cotton Pickers, he just disappeared. Later he got a job with Fletcher Henderson’s band. But he was always on tour, and then one day we heard that he had gotten a divorce and married a West Indian woman named Fanny.

When my mother came back to Baltimore one day she had nine hundred dollars she had saved. She bought a real fancy house on Pennsylvania Avenue in North Baltimore, the high-class part. She was going to take in roomers. We were going to live like ladies and everything was going to be fine.

All the big-time whores wore big red velvet hats then with bird-of-paradise feathers on them. These lids were the thing. You couldn’t touch one for less than twenty-five dollars—a lot of money in the twenties. I always wanted Mom to have one, and when she finally made it I loved it so I’d throw a fit unless she wore it from the time she got up in the morning until she went to bed at night. If she left the house without it, I’d carry on. She looked so pretty in it, and I thought she should look pretty all the time. She was no more than five feet tall and she weighed less than eighty pounds. In her red velvet bird-of-paradise hat she looked like a living doll.

When she went out in this fancy outfit she’d always talk about getting a rich husband so both of us working girls could retire. But her heart was never in it.

A while after Pop had married again Mom met Phil Gough. He was a Baltimore longshoreman but he came from a very high-class family. His sisters were all office workers, and besides, they were very light-skinned and thought it was terrible he was taking up with Mom and me, because we were a shade or two darker.

But he didn’t pay any attention to that. He married Mom anyway and he was a good stepdaddy to me as long as he lived, which was only a little while.

I was happy for a little bit. It couldn’t last.

One day when I came home from school Mom was at the hairdresser’s and there was nobody in the house but Mr. Dick, one of our neighbors. He told me Mother had asked him to wait for me and then take me a few blocks away to somebody’s house, where she would meet us.

Without me thinking anything about it, he took me by the hand and I went along. When we got to the house, a woman let us in. I asked for my mother and they said she would be along soon. I think they told me she had called them on the telephone and said she would be late. It got later and later and I began to get sleepy. Mr. Dick saw me dozing and took me into a back bedroom to lie down. I was almost asleep when Mr. Dick crawled up on me and started trying to do what my cousin Henry used to try. I started to kick and scream like crazy. When I did, the woman of the house came in and tried to hold my head and arms down on the bed so he could get at me. I gave both of them a hard time, kicking and scratching and screaming. Suddenly, when I was catching my breath, I heard some more hollering and shouting. The next thing I knew, my mother and a policeman broke the door down. I’ll never forget that night. Even if you’re a whore, you don’t want to be raped. A bitch can turn twenty-five hundred tricks a day and she still don’t want nobody to rape her. It’s the worst thing that can happen to a woman. And here it was happening to me when I was ten.

I couldn’t figure out how my mother had managed to find where they had taken me. But when she had come home, one of Mr. Dick’s girl friends, a jealous hustler, was waiting on the porch. She warned Mom to keep me away from her man.

Mom tried to brush her off, telling her I was just a kid and to quit being jealous and silly.

“Just a kid?” said this hustler, laughing. “She ran off with my man. She’s with him right now, and if you don’t believe me I’ll tell you where you’ll find them.”

Mom didn’t waste no time. She called the police and took this jealous bitch by the arm and dragged her to the house where they had me. And a house it was, too.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. The cops dragged Dick off to the police precinct. I was crying and bleeding in my mother’s arms, but they made us come along too.

When we got there instead of treating me and Mom like somebody who called the cops for help, they treated me like I’d killed somebody. They wouldn’t let my mother take me home. Mr. Dick was in his forties, and I was only ten. Maybe the police sergeant took one look at my breasts and limbs and figured my age from that. I don’t know. Anyway, I guess they had me figured for having enticed this old goat into the whorehouse or something. All I know for sure is they threw me into a cell. My mother cried and screamed and pleaded, but they just put her out of the jailhouse and turned me over to a fat white matron. When she saw I was still bleeding, she felt sorry for me and gave me a couple of glasses of milk. But nobody else did anything for me except give me filthy dirty looks and snicker to themselves.

After a couple of days in a cell they dragged me into court. Mr. Dick got sentenced to five years. They sentenced me to a Catholic institution.

I’ll never forget that place. It is run by the Catholic sisters, the kind who never go outside the four walls. When you go in they give you a blue and white uniform and a saint’s name. I drew the name of St. Theresa. There were about a hundred girls there, mostly for stealing and hooking from school. But they knew I was there on account of a man, so they all looked up to me as some kind of a big shot.

When you did something against the rules at that place, at least they didn’t beat you, like Cousin Ida had. When you were being punished you got a raggedy red dress to wear. When you wore this dress, none of the other girls were supposed to go near you or speak to you.

I’ll never forget the first girl I saw wear the dress. She was a real wild one and she was alone in the back yard, standing on a swing. She kept swinging higher and higher, shouting and hollering, swinging higher and higher. She worked so hard she was puffing and huffing. And the kids stood around watching her, all eyes.

The Mother Superior tried to keep the kids moving and break up the crowd of gawking girls. The girl in the raggedy red dress just kept on swinging and screaming. I guess she figured as long as she stayed up there on the swing no one could touch her. The Mother Superior looked at her, then she turned to a group of us and said: “Just remember, God will punish her. God will punish her.”

In a few seconds there was a terrible jerk. As she swung to the highest point she could make on the swing, the chair broke and the girl flew through the air, over the fence, screaming as she sailed through the air. Then there was a terrible thud and then nothing. When they found her, her neck was broken.

The first time I wore the red dress was at Easter. My mother came to visit me and she brought a huge basket, two fried chickens, a dozen hard-boiled eggs, and all kinds of things. Because I had the red dress on, the sisters gave my basket to the other girls and made me sit there and watch them while they ate it.

But this wasn’t punishment enough. They wouldn’t let me sleep in the dormitory with the other girls. Another girl had died and they had her laid out in the front room. And for punishment they locked me in the room with her for the night. Maybe it was the girl who broke her neck on the swing. I don’t really remember. All I knew was I couldn’t stand dead people ever since my great-grandmother had died holding me in her arms. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stand it. I screamed and banged on the door so, I kept the whole joint from sleeping. I hammered on the door until my hands were bloody.

The next time my mother came to visit me I told her if she ever wanted to see me again she better get me out of there. I guess she knew I meant it. And I did. Anyway, she and Grandpop got a lawyer. Some rich white people my mother was working for helped her out too. According to the judge, I was supposed to stay there until I was dead or twenty-one. But they finally got me out.

I went back there once years later, when I needed some proof I had been born before I could get a passport to go abroad. I came back to see the Mother Superior.

I had told the government people about being born in that hospital in Baltimore where my mother scrubbed floors and carried water when she was only thirteen, but they wouldn’t believe me. The same Mother Superior was there who had been there thirty years before. And I saw the place where I had slept, the place I was baptized, the place I was confirmed, and the place where I had beaten my hands to a bloody damn pulp when they put me in a raggedy red dress and locked me up with the body of a dead girl.
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