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PROLOGUE

Ghostly Remains

EVEN AS I WAS on the verge of letting it go, part of me still wanted to hang on. Not just to the obvious things, like the good money and the more than comfortable life that it purchased, but to the intangible of the persona, the identity itself. Even though I'd been wearing that identity more and more like a ghost, it still provided a measure of comfort, and cover: inside it, I was not left shifting about in my own naked skin. My protective covering also allowed me the option of hovering. I could always choose to be slightly above and apart. My particular costume was that of the accomplished black business professional. I wore it with a dash of cynicism cinched at the waist, but no amount of cynicism could undo the suit itself. It was carefully crafted. 

I was wearing one of those well-tailored suits on that spring day in 1986 as I sat in the new corporate headquarters of the American Express Company at the World Financial Center, waiting to see the personnel officer with whom I'd made an appointment. She did not keep me waiting for long. Precisely at ten, she ushered me into her office, a small interior room with a solid wall instead of the smoky taupe glass partition that was standard issue for most middle-management offices in this new complex to which the company had moved just a few months before. The personnel officer and I knew each other, but not so well as to require prolonged pleasantries. It was therefore acceptable, after a few moments, for me to turn immediately to the subject at hand. 

As she waited for me to begin, I had the briefest sensation of dislocation. It was not a wholly new sensation. For several weeks I'd had a similar feeling, as if I were set slightly apart. The refracted light in the office appeared to be causing everything in its ambit to change. The personnel officer's desk was not overly large, and as a result, we sat only a few feet from each other. She was quiet and still as she waited.

I suddenly wondered what my parents would say if they knew I was here. After all, these halls were my home now. I had sojourned for over ten years in them—centers of power and prestige in white America. I'd been trained in their very own breeding grounds, made my career at institutions that were still, at their pinnacles, overwhelmingly white and male. And though as a black female I was the perpetual outsider, persistently viewed as a trespasser on private preserves, at the same time it was a role I'd been groomed for since birth. I hailed from a small Southern town once described as the home of the black middle class, was the daughter of a pharmacist and a teacher, granddaughter to a banker and a businessman, great-granddaughter of a doctor who'd built one of the largest black-owned businesses. Ever since I left my cosseted Southern world, I'd honed my act as the first, or one of a handful, of blacks or women or both. Along with one other black girl, I integrated an exclusive boarding school, Kent, in Connecticut. With a few other black women I represented my race at Radcliffe College in the turbulent 1960s. Mine was the sole black female face at the conservative white-shoe Wall Street firm Cadwalader, Wickersham & Taft. And during my eight years at American Express, as a director, I'd been among a handful of blacks and women straining toward senior management. Where I was now was where all of the familial expectations had led. Still, I had not told my parents, nor any of my family except one of my brothers, what I'd planned. And though it had been all that I'd thought of for weeks, now that the moment had come, I still couldn't believe it. Nevertheless, I'd done nothing irrevocable. I could make up another reason for this meeting. I did not, in fact, have to utter any of the words I'd rehearsed so carefully. 

"I have had a good career here with American Express," I began, and that much was true. On the surface of things, I certainly had no cause to complain. Since I'd joined the company nearly eight years before, the promotions had come at a fast-track pace, each one, up until this last job, in less than two years. I had been named a Black Achiever in Industry. I had been in departments that were the envy of many of my colleagues, working, for example, on the highly visible Shearson acquisition. I was even on a first-name basis with some of the most senior people in the company.

"And throughout my years here, one thing was always consistent—I was always treated fairly."

This was also primarily true. True on the level of personal choice, true of the stated and best of intentions. But as the years had gone by, I'd been forced to confront again and again the limits of merely evenhanded treatment. Treating me fairly did not change the yardstick by which I was judged. It did not alter the standards to which I was held. It did not transform me, in one iota, from a constant exception to the general rule. Nothing, in fact, about the treatment of me changed the habits, predilections, and foundations that made this company the institution it was, with the values that formed and sustained it, values that mirrored my own in many places, and diverged as sharply in other places as the currents that had formed each of us went where no one could touch them, underground. In all the meetings I'd participated in, I'd thought of myself as just a slim brown face pulling up to the table, prepared like everyone else to meet the task at hand. But my brownness, my femaleness, my unexpected competence, even the surprising fact of my middle-class status, could not help but confound a culture that thinks it knows who I am, and where I should be, and is ever threatened when I turn up where I'm least expected. 

"Fairness has been important to me," I continued, and that much was also accurate, how the level of personal intention had been both a balm and a distraction, blinding me to the realities of how far personal intentions might go.

"Now all I'm asking is that the company continue to do the same."

The personnel officer was well trained, with a natural affinity for her work. She did not have to bite her lip to keep from interrupting me, or grip the side of the desk, as I had seen one senior manager do during a mandated person-to-person chat, his personality as unsuited to passive listening as mine was to the sarcasm that was his real forte.

She did not say anything, and for a few moments neither did I. Though I had imagined myself as ready, no planning was adequate preparation for diving, without checking, into a bottomless quarry. Yet that was just what I felt I was about to do—about to cast off with one impulsive plunge a whole lifetime of training, education, and grooming, and for what? For something certainly my parents, if they had known, would describe as a whim. 

Ever since the idea had come to me—to quit my job in order to write—it was all I could think of. I wanted to try and turn the turmoil and chaos that had gripped my department the previous year to my advantage, and emerge jobless but with a cushion of five to six months' severance pay. I had turned the scenario over in my mind countless times. My hope that a six-month buffer might solve anything—that I would be anywhere, much less where I wanted and needed to be, in so short a time—may have been wholly fanciful, but it gave me courage and grit, just the smallest bit of insulation from reality that I needed.

"My whole staff" has been let go," I continued. "I haven't had a budget, or really even a job, for over six months. It's as though I have been let go. It seems only fair that I be given a settlement package."

This turn took the personnel officer completely by surprise. When I'd set up the meeting, I imagined she'd expect a list of grievances, demands about the new job I'd been told about; she'd probably planned to reassure me about my new place on the team. That I wanted out altogether hadn't been part of what she'd envisioned.

"But you are one of the people we want to keep," she said, sounding genuinely startled. "We want you as part of the new team. You will be an important player. I think you know how much we value your contribution." 

"Thank you, I've always felt that. And that's why I'm hoping you will be fair with me now."

From there on out, we simply repeated ourselves—she, to be sure she understood what I was asking; I, to give her the line I wanted to be repeated to her superiors. She wants out, with a package, she would tell them. I think she's unhappy with the new boss—who was an old colleague of mine—coming in over her. I don't see any real legal exposure, but she is well liked by people. She's been a team player, and we are, after all, trying to put the past behind us. I don't see a problem with giving her a package, I hoped she would say.

I could see the personnel officer assaying me, trying to calculate my motives. Though I had carefully thought out the mechanics and strategy of my departure, what was driving me was totally unrelated to reason. How, I wondered, could I ever explain a decision propelled by motives as insubstantial as breath: a belief that I had something more to offer than an increase in the bottom line, a notion that my life was supposed to have meaning, a desire to just go, get out, seize back the life that I'd bartered away.

Despite the familiar script of success, this present was not where my past should have led. And from the moment I yielded to that, something ancient took over. Bequeathing a conviction—in the absence of fact—that things would somehow work out in the end. Deeding a belief that I could even do what it was I was hoping to do. Buoying me up with wild faith and a willingness to leap. And leap is just what I did at last. Out of bonuses and yearly increases. Out of a decadelong career that afforded fortnightly dinners at Lutece and yearly vacations in the south of France. Out of my well-worn corporate shape into something that was wholly unknown. I awaited for months a final decision. After my initial meeting, I met with several different people in Personnel. I was cool and calm and rational. All the while, something else was pressing me toward an opening that I'd suddenly spied. And all of it—the jockeying for power and position, the barriers I always met and the things that enabled me to smooth the way—fell behind. I was untethered, a balloon set loose, flying free on my way toward my past. 



ONE

Cloistered in a Colored World

FOR THAT long stretch of memory that is childhood, colored people were all that I knew. They were compass and referent, copper, beige, pecan brown. 

The place was Durham, North Carolina, a small segregated Southern town, extolled by virtue of its thriving black community as the black Wall Street and the home of the black middle class. The accomplishments of Durham's Negro citizens were held up everywhere as a model of racial relations and proof of the vitality of the American dream. The country's largest black business was there, and that business—the North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company, founded at the turn of the century—along with the many institutions that were fostered by the Mutual and its leaders, served as a magnet to members of the black intelligentsia, race leaders, prominent entertainers, and politicians who were constantly in circulation in the town.

Though I was unaware of this public face, it was part and parcel of the Durham that I first knew and loved as a child. I was part of the postwar baby boom, born in June of 1950, the only girl among two boys: Garrett, who was less than two years my senior, and Tony, who followed me by five years. As a social class, we Durham colored were somewhat unique: an upper and middle class that was entrepreneurial in nature and that had not been wholly wedded to color distinctions at its birth. Ours was a community that in the 1940s and 1950s boasted a higher percentage of home ownership by colored people than anywhere else in the nation, a community of relentlessly self-serving as well as race-serving men and women. It was a community with intricate and at times ambivalent ties to the larger white community, ties that resulted in a boom in factory jobs for blacks in the burgeoning tobacco industry and led to the founding of a hospital for coloreds, Lincoln. The backroom deal for the hospital was struck at the turn of the century, with my great-grandfather supposedly bargaining for the seed money with a member of the Duke family who originally planned to erect a monument in memory of the mammy who had cared for his family. It was also a community that figured symbolically in the early-twentieth-century debates between W. E. B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington, with its ruling elite an example of the "talented tenth" Du Bois called upon to do what they could for the race, and its material progress the type that Washington believed would represent the Negro's salvation. 

This was the Durham that formed the backdrop to my young life. I didn't realize that grinding poverty in towns not nearly so fortunate as Durham was the lot of so many of my people. Nor, as a young child, did I realize how very lucky I was. I didn't ponder the meaning of the heritage I was born to, I simply took advantage of its succor, and at the same time indulged myself in what all children indulge themselves in initially—namely, the sensory and familial world into which they are born.

My parents were a natural force. My father was an outgoing, charming, stubbornly independent man, hugely attractive by all accounts to the opposite sex, blessed with a mind that was facile and quick, a man with an easygoing manner punctured at times by inexplicable bursts of temper. My earliest recollections of him are of those outbursts as well as the great delight he took in my spirit and drive. My mother was an earthy, sensuous, bright, beautiful woman, temperamentally conservative, who took great delight in her home and her children. My earliest memories of her are of the rich creamy tone and warmth of her skin and of the alternating flashes of anger and spells of depression to which she was prey. Both she and my father had an electric will, and living with them was sometimes like being in the midst of a gathering storm. I inherited their combined will, my mother's lean frame, her height and high cheekbones, and my father's brown skin, his stubbornness, and his quick mind. Though my parents and I would later skirmish, and though their tempers sometimes frightened me, my most persistent memories are of a world that was predominantly welcoming. 

It was a world defined by heat: the Durham summers were hot and muggy and extended from April to October, and the winters were mild and brief. The outdoors, in the form of screened porches and stoops that sloped away to large manicured lawns, was a part of my daily round of experience, and for a child enamored of the sensual world, as I was, it was a propitious place to live. I lolled, boundless, in its sweaty embrace. Light and shadow, the majestic swoop of the trees, the sharp grit of dirt, the smooth coolness of breezes drifting through screens, all of these propelled me through my earliest days. I took from them my first concept of meaning and pattern, and I had no doubts about my certain place within nature's ordered beauty. 

When I looked beyond the natural world, I felt similarly cosseted. I lived in an entire neighborhood of family, relatives to the north, south, east, and west of me, all up and down our block of tidy brick homes. Perched on the hill behind us was the large house of my mother's mother, Grandmother McDougald, our back yards flowing from one to the other like one huge playground. Next to us were one set of my mother's first cousins and their children, and beyond them another set of first cousins. And every door was always open to me. Most mornings I took a second breakfast with my grandmother McDougald of raisin toast slathered with sweet butter and as much bacon as we both cared to eat while my grandmother's housekeeper, Lucille, told us news of the neighborhood. Cousin Pearl next door was always good for fresh lemonade, the pulp and sugar dancing across my tongue as Cousin Pearl delivered some admonition or warning in her gravelly voice to which I would only half attend. Throughout the neighborhood, I listened at doors, sat at knees, pulled up to tables for a drink, a snack, or a meal, or just sat and chattered a minute. "Gwennie Mac, come on in," someone would say as I peered through a screen door to see what was happening inside. I would sit down to whatever meal was in progress, another slim brown face at the table, eyes peeping out from a face framed by wild pigtails. There was no home that was closed to me, no doors that I could not open. Everywhere I turned, life was an unqualified yes.

The only task with which I was charged as a child was to do my best, whatever I did. This exhortation toward excellence was impressed upon me not only as a personal mandate but as the lifeblood that had created the town. If the words themselves were not ground up and fed to me with my morning grits, they might as well have been. 

All of Durham, in fact, white as well as black, had been cobbled together by self-made men, with the tobacco-rich Dukes at the top. But for us colored (what we called ourselves then), descended from farmers and country people, being the best was infused with an added dimension—it was almost a holy defense. It was the first line of protection against a world that sometimes refused to be tamed. Being the best was a strong, high fence to keep intruders out and the family in; it was the sturdy plow that turned over the ground and the tightly woven basket used to gather the grain; it was the schoolhouse to which, no matter how far away, we could always walk.

The colored people I was born to were hard workers, because working hard was what they had learned from their parents. They were hard workers no matter their station in life, and if they were fortunate, then they felt it their righteous duty to work all the harder. They were also zealots when it came to the difference that education could make, and they used both land and education to leverage and garner the other. They saw the fruits of their labor, believed in the efficacy of their own will and that a better day was coming. It was the Puritan ethic enlivened by racial reality.

Culturally we were all colored, though in the realm of biology, like most colored we were a diverse lot. My maternal grandfather was light enough, with wavy brown hair, to pass for white when he chose to. My paternal great-grandfather was a dark-brown-skinned man who had been born a slave. We counted African, Scottish, Cherokee, and Tuscarora among our heritage, and before the passage of laws that prevented it, some of the white ancestors had married African or African-Native American women, and bequeathed land to the potpourri of children that were left behind. One of my ancestors was rumored to have been a Scottish pirate, one of two brothers who took up farming in an area far outside of town. From the one brother who took a mixed African-Native American woman as his wife came many of my mother's relatives; from the other brother came the McDougalds—my mother's family name—who were all white. 

This heritage belonged to everyone who lived in Durham, but I was made to know that it carried a special meaning for me. And that was because I was not just the only daughter of Yip Parker and Arona Moore McDougald, but because I was also, on my father's side, the granddaughter of Beatrice Burnett Parker, founder of the first Youth Council of the NAACP, and on my mother's side the granddaughter of R. L. McDougald and the great-granddaughter of Aaron McDuffie Moore, cofounder of the North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company. I learned that I had inherited not only physical attributes and temperament, but had been bequeathed habits of thought and belief as well. I realized, in fact, as soon as I knew it, that there was scarcely a conscious moment of my life when I couldn't recite every detail of my family history.

My mother's father and grandfather loomed particularly large in this heritage. The legacies of their lives were everywhere evident in the town, and though they had died long before I was born, they were talked about as if they were just temporarily absent: "Your great-grandfather, he would do or say thus and so." Even those who had known my great-grandfather quite well would always use his title, to denote respect: "Dr. Moore, when he was alive, this wouldn't have happened." People would peer at me and my two brothers, looking for signs of him: "Your brother Tony, he's the spitting image of your great-grandfather. Look at that child." Or say to me, "You've got that long look, just like Dr. Moore." 

The list of my great-grandfather's accomplishments was legend. With one of his close friends, John Merrick, he started the Mutual, for many years the largest colored-owned business in the country. He became a doctor at the age of twenty-five, placing second in the state medical exam. He was a founder of the first colored hospital in Durham and was instrumental in the growth of many of the city's key institutions, including the White Rock Baptist Church, the Stanford Warren Library, the Mechanics and Farmers Bank, and North Carolina Central University. He had helped lay the groundwork for an entrepreneurial empire, but more than that, he was a man with a vision and a mission. The Mutual was, as he perceived it, not only a place to earn money. It was an institution charged with the uplift and betterment of his people. Should God and Mammon collide, he had always made it clear: let Mammon go.

People loved to tell stories about his generosity. They talked about how he would tend a patient in exchange for a pig, or if there was no pig, in exchange for nothing at all. Young people from "down country" who showed promise came to live in his Durham home, and in exchange for some chores were put through school. He kept extra shoes and spare clothes in a back closet to give to anyone who needed them for church. He was not only a doctor, a businessman, and a philosopher, according to those who knew him intimately, but also a deeply spiritual man. 

My favorite picture of him hung in the halls of the new North Carolina Mutual building, but I had first seen it in the home of my great-aunt Lyda, his daughter. The portrait showed a man with a slender, gentle face, a graceful forehead, and huge, protruding ears that seemed to temper features that otherwise might have been too handsome. I remember thinking that he was a remarkable-looking man—remarkable because of the beauty of his face, but even more so because of the look in his eyes. His gaze was direct and self-confident without being aggressive or cocky. He looked intelligent, but it was an intelligence touched by something else, a wisdom, and a feeling that he was at peace with himself. I thought of him as a secret friend, someone who, as I gazed back at him, was delivering his secrets only to me.

It was a long time before I realized that the great-grandfather spoken of with such awe and love and reverence was this very same man, my secret protector and guide. Once I knew that they were one and the same, he assumed almost mythic proportions. I never tired of hearing stories about him. He became the icon to which I would refer any action. I always asked myself what he would think, and that's what I would seek to achieve.

My grandfather, on the other hand, was a more robust and earthly presence. People did not speak of R. L. McDougald in the hushed tones reserved for Aaron McDuffie Moore. They did not lean down to get close to me when they wanted to tell me something about him. Instead, they threw their heads back, laughed, and slapped their knees or smacked their lips. Mac they called him. "Mac," they would say, "he sure did pull a fast one." "Remember that Packard Mac liked to drive? If Mac were here, he'd know how to make some money off of that." From what I could tell, Mac too was outsized, though not so much in compassion as in smarts and business savvy and humor and temper. He made a ton of money, and made it fast. People looked up to him and feared him. Had he lived past the age of forty-six, when the drive that propelled him finally burst his heart, there was no telling how far he might have gone. He had been the executive vice president of the Mechanics and Farmers Bank. He developed numerous real estate projects for the bank, the most prominent of which, called McDougald Terrace, a housing tract for the rising colored working class, was completed after his death. He was on the board of the Mutual, and he owned land and single-family homes all around town. Supposedly he kept a safe full of money, and it was reportedly that money that my grandmother, his young widow, used to build the grand brick house she lived in, perched up on the corner of Lawson Street right behind our house, the house that, for so many years after her death, figured in my dreams. 

This effect of recognizing my place in the constellation of the town was forceful: it not only formed the boundaries of my past, it also outlined the direction in which I was expected to go. These expectations were a beacon and a compass, and also a bedrock of values. Whatever deeds were accomplished, it was the meaning of those deeds that mattered: Progress for the race. Being the first. Opening doors for those who will come behind. Making our people proud. I lived in a town that had historic dimensions for our people, and the people who had built the institutions that gave the city its titles were my ancestors. 

These were the voices from the past, but there were living daily reminders as well. Right across the street from my grandmother's house was North Carolina Central, the college for the colored that my great-grandfather had helped foster and that the Mutual had in its early years supported. My mother taught mathematics there, and students from the college were my babysitters. In the afternoons, I would look out my grandmother's library window as they made their way from their classes to their dorms. Almost everyone in my parents' circle had a college degree, and many, like my parents, had a master's or more. My mother had earned her master's in math education from Columbia; my father had his pharmacist's degree from Philadelphia College of Pharmacy. So for all of my time growing up, it was a given that I would go on to some form of graduate school. Similarly with things of the spirit: we went to church on most Sundays. We said grace before most of our meals. Though neither of my parents was particularly devout, a belief in something larger than oneself was taken for granted. Likewise with business: it was considered both intimate and essential. My father was a pharmacist with his own store in the center of the colored business district, and his uncle was also a pharmacist with his own store, as was my great-aunt. Even the accomplishments of my ancestors were concrete living presences: houses to live in; streets like the ones in McDougald Terrace that I could walk down and were named after my mother and her two sisters; a thriving institution like the Mutual, where colored men and women from all over the country still came with high hopes for a job.

Even more salient to me as a child was the way the values instilled in me were interconnected. There was no teasing one thread away from another: people needed to be fed and housed and clothed, they needed education, they needed insurance to care for their own after death. All of these things had value, all required their servants, and the many different needs of the community flowed as effortlessly from one side of the street to the other as I did as a child. 





While the close-knit and interbred nature of Durham provided a fertile hothouse environment for a child, the overwrought nature of the town did not appeal to all sensibilities. My father, for one, seemed particularly to dislike the glare of intense interest. By contrast, I liked the fact that everyone knew everyone else, and that everyone's comings and goings were a matter of note. I especially liked the constant flow of talk that was so much a part of my day. I loved the way women's voices rose and fell when they greeted each other. "Girllllllll," they would trill, "how you been?" The "been" an emphatic smack. I loved the rumble of the men's voices, pitched low but also secretive, so that the children—and the women too, I suspected—would not overhear. When people came out of church, the sudden chatter was like an explosion, all the quiet and decorum of our middle-class congregation dispelled. People swirled together, eager to hear all the news, and I swirled with them, first in this group, then in that. A few doors away, at my father's drugstore, people would gather for ice cream, pick up prescriptions, and continue the talk, heads bobbing, bodies leaning toward each other confidentially. I liked to duck behind the long mahogany counter or hide in the back room, where the prescriptions were mixed, and listen from there.


"She thinks nobody notices, but Flora saw her. Hmmph. Tippytoeing. Like she thinks she's somebody grand." 

Or, "And did you hear how she went on? All of that talk about money. Does she think she's the only one with a foxtail? I've had plenty of foxtails in my life!"

"Umm-hmm," someone might add. "And that silly fur coat. Who needs a fur coat if you don't travel. And when was the last time they went anywhere?"

"And you know why, don't you? Because Harold is cheap, cheap, cheap."

Cheap or bossy or tippytoeing, or too fond of Wild Turkey, or caught in her housecoat after twelve o'clock. Stellar hostesses and people whose homes were so dirty that their housekeeper quit. Brilliant dealmakers with rude and unmannerly children. Best friends who no longer spoke to each other. This one or that one who hadn't a flaw.

From my eavesdropping I began to recognize allegiances, loyalties, rankings, and with this recognition came the beginning of what I viewed as my coming awake. Up until then, I had taken reality as all of a piece, with no part separated out from the rest. It was not ordered or arranged, but merely existed without hierarchy. Now I began to see that the world was not all a seamless whole, that instead there were places and spaces, that people could tumble out of favor, that even within this tightly knit world there was the constant threat of a precipitous fall.

And yet, despite the sharp talk, I was surprised to learn that no one was ever exiled. Poor Miss So-and-so could be talked about like the devil before she arrived and after she left, but she was invited every week, just the same. My father would decry this habit as the height of hypocrisy, but to me as a child, it became a comfort. It said that no matter how grave the transgression, no member would ever be cast out of the tribe. 





After my parents, and the ancestors who were long gone, my grandmothers had the greatest influence on my childhood. My maternal and paternal grandmothers were like two contrasting bookends girding opposite sides of our proper, Southern, colored middle-class life. While my maternal grandmother was the ultimate arbiter of good taste, decorum, and propriety, my paternal grandmother reigned over the educational and political realm. They each had their assigned roles, and each took her position quite seriously.

My grandmother McDougald was a tiny wren of a woman who spent most of the lifetime in which I knew her laboriously and earnestly making her nest. From the money my grandfather had made in his short life, my grandmother McDougald lived on and lived well, never working a day in her life after her marriage to him. Her first move a few years after his death was to build herself a grand house, for her occupancy alone. It had a large, modern kitchen, a formal dining room and living room, a large second-story screened-in porch, a library, an entryway dominated by a spiral staircase and crystal chandelier, and an upstairs with three large bedrooms, each equipped with a bath. She bought the choicest of furniture and clothes, and furnished her home to be the envy of everyone in Durham. I can only imagine now what it must have been like for her, a schoolteacher from a small town in New Jersey, transported south as Mr. Mac's new bride, stepmother to two young girls grieving for their own mother, and then two years later, mother to her own young daughter. But however it was for her inside, on the outside my grandmother McDougald wore the mantle of business scion's widow well. She never remarried. She spent her husband's money with taste and great pleasure. She owned a shiny car, buying a new one every two or so years. She didn't know how to drive, but she had a man to drive for her, so that she would never have to suffer the indignity of riding in the back of a public bus. She went on cruises in the winter, and, after we moved to the North, shopped at Saks Fifth Avenue, where she sat amid the designer clothes, and salesladies brought out to her whatever she wanted to look at. 

When I was older, we would go to Schrafft's in New York City for lunch and have chicken sandwiches with the crusts cut off. For the train ride home from the city we would buy Fannie Farmer chocolates and walnut fudge. My grandmother liked her sherry in a crystal glass, her lamb chops trimmed just so. Her living room was filled with gleaming mahogany furniture, Hummel figurines, doilies, and velvet brocade loveseats and couches. From her I learned that if you are lucky enough to have money, no one can force you to accept second best, that money gives you freedom that not even white people can take away. You could put down your money and escape to the sun whenever you chose. You could shop in the stores, or at least in the catalogues, that you wanted. You could go to restaurants in the North and eat all of the lobster and shrimp that you wanted.

She was a tasteful, conservative, unabashed sensualist. She never went to extremes, but she never apologized for loving and enjoying beautiful things, for appreciating a well-cooked meal, a well-stitched leather glove, a well-made piece of furniture. With her, I was the sensualist as well. She bought me expensive Italian gloves lined with fur (which my parents said I was sure to lose, but which I held on to until they were frayed) and gold-leaf-embossed books that she knew I would cherish. I swooned with delight in her library, with its glass-fronted mahogany bookcases, three walls of beautiful books, and overstuffed chairs. 

There were many like my grandmother McDougald in Durham, people who took deep pleasure from their material possessions. Cars were a special source of pride. When I turned nine, my parents bought a pink and white Lincoln, the same color as the bike I got that year, and we drove it slowly around town like eager peacocks. When my cousin Pearl and her husband, Ulysses, got new living room furniture, everyone was invited over to see it. Easter Sunday was an orgy of new dresses and shiny patent-leather shoes and handbags, the display of them in morning church inevitably followed by afternoon calls to show them off some more. To me it was an indivisible whole, this love of things both tangible and invisible. People cheerfully mixed the spiritual and the mundane, and I did as well.

At the opposite end of the spectrum sat my grandmother Parker, Miss Bea as she was known to all. Scratch any Southern colored family and you find a woman like her. She was the churchgoing, organizing, tireless social activist who would never take no for an answer. For most of her life, like others of her ilk, she kept up a range of activities with dizzying energy. She taught English and math and social studies and physical education for over fifty years. She was a feminist before anyone else was even thinking of using the word, a staunch believer that a girl or a woman was the equal of any boy or man, and to prove it, she organized sports for the girls when the school provided none. She taught Sunday school and was one of the founders of her church and its oldest member. She organized the first Youth Council of the NAACP. She was for seventeen years the president of her local NAACP chapter and traveled every year, no matter the distance, to the national convention. She had her own opinion about anything and everything, and was never afraid to express it. In fact, she could talk your ear off, nonstop, day or night, if she was in the mood, and if you tried to get away, she would grasp you with a grip so tight that you feared she might snap off your arm. Grandmother Parker was stalwart, robust, talkative, aggressive, and too much for anybody to live with, so after two brief marriages she lived alone, in the sleepy town of Tarboro, next to her sister Mattie, who never married and ran the local drugstore. Miss Bea lived to be 102. 

I learned many things from her, particularly once I was old enough to piece things together for myself. It was from her that I took my first intimations of class and expanded upon it. Down the street from her lived the first family that I recognized as poor, a family of at least a dozen children living in a huge, shambling white house. Every Saturday night in the summer, with my less than able assistance, my grandmother made pots of greens, large trays of corn bread, buckets of rice and black-eyed peas, and a huge pot of some sort of meat—smothered pork chops, perhaps, or stewing beef, but meat, and a lot of it. We would eat our small amount and then she would ring a bell out in the back yard, and one of the children who lived in that white house would come running. My grandmother would tell her to go ask her mother if she would do Miss Bea a favor. 

"I cooked way too much food," she would tell the child, then nod at me. "This young 'un eats like a bird. Ask your mother if she would be so kind as to help me keep all this food from wasting. If she wouldn't mind, you and a few of your brothers and sisters come back with some pots."

A few minutes later the oldest child would return with a gaggle of recruits behind her, each carrying a battered pot or chipped bowl. "Miss Bea," the oldest would say, "my mother says she would be glad to help you. You can just put what's the leftovers in these pots and bowls." Then my grandmother would ladle out as much as she could, and the children would depart like a ragtag platoon, the pots and bowls hugged to their chests, up close to their noses.

Gestures like these were frequent and went without comment, but I took from them a new awareness. Children who before had simply lived or dressed differently from me now were something else: they were in need—of food or clothes—and my grandmother assumed it was our role to provide.

Grandmother Parker might have been gentle with these children, but it was about the only way she was gentle. She was a proud, feisty woman, with a memory so keen that she loved to show off. She could remember the full name of every one of the thousands of children she had taught. And not only their names, but their brothers' and sisters' and parents' names too. She was forever running into former students—"Miss Bea, Miss Bea, do you remember me?"—and she would proudly call them by name and ask about their parents and each one of their siblings. "Taught her in the third grade," she'd say to me later. "She moved away in the fifth. Her father lost his job in a factory, and just two years ago she moved back. She has two little girls now of her own." 

My grandmother's pride in her memory was part and parcel of the value she placed on things of the mind. In her book, smart was the best and absolute best you could be. "Little Ginny So-and-so," she would say, "smart as a whip. Harry Turner, now there was a boy who was smart! Mr. Roy Wilkins, as smart as they come." She would tell me stories about how bright my father had been as a boy, going off to college at fifteen, learning subjects in half or a quarter the time that it took somebody else. "Now this young un," she would say when I accompanied her around town, laying her hand on my shoulder and pushing me forward, "now she's just as smart, maybe smarter than her father." Then she would relate some tale about how young I had been when I started to read, how good my grades were, that as a baby I had started to talk not in single words, according to her, but in full sentences.

As I listened more carefully, I learned that to Grandmother Parker intelligence was a weapon, a sharp, infinitely useful instrument, good for dealing with anyone but especially with white folks, who, as she put it, never expected colored people to have any brains.

I heard about white people throughout my young years, but I really didn't know who they were. The world I lived in was strictly segregated. I went to a colored school, shopped in colored stores, went to the colored movie theater near my father's drugstore. The white people my grandmother Parker talked about were usually related to some story in the past that she told, so I assumed they were particular people she had known in Tarboro and disliked. Whenever she spoke of them, it was with disdain or in a haughty tone. By contrast, when I heard white people mentioned at home, it was sometimes in a very offhand way—that someone had run into some white people who did thus and so. I decided that "white people" was a great catchall that could and did mean different things depending on who said it, in the same way that "blue" coming out of different mouths could mean so many different things. One meaning of "white people," I gathered, was that it actually did refer to skin color, and so I decided that all of the light-skinned people I knew were white. This included my mother, my grandmother McDougald, my aunt Julia, my cousin Constance and her husband, Charles, and some number—I wasn't sure how many—of their children. Jane Johnson, my best friend who lived up the street, in this scheme was also white. 

But the word "white" had no meaning beyond this description—it was simply a means of pinpointing a physical fact. Though other meanings doubtless swirled about me, I was oblivious of them. Years later, I would read something that my grandmother Parker had said about white people and the colored's relationship, as she had known it, to them. "I have never taken low," she said. "I'm as good as the President. The President has one vote, and I have one vote." And in her resolve and determination she was fearless. "Nothing is going to stop me," she was quoted as saying, "especially where my people are concerned. I am not afraid of anything."
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