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For my parents, Belvin & Betty,
You gave me wings





It is a unique art and special skill, this business of being a Negro in America.

—WILLIAM H. HASTIE
Lawyer, Judge, Civil Rights Advocate,
Civilian Aide to the Secretary of War
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INTRODUCTION

I BEGAN THIS PROJECT in 2009 because I became convinced that an unprecedented, hidden, and robust conversation about race was taking place across the country in the wake of Barack Obama’s historic presidential campaign and his ascension to office. Americans seemed to be spending more time talking about race, but even so, I had the feeling that something was always left unsaid. Filters would automatically engage, preventing us from saying things that might cause us embarrassment or get us into trouble or, even worse, reveal us for who we really are. We weren’t so much talking about race as talking around it.

In my work at National Public Radio, I tried to dig deep into race in America in a multipart NPR series of no-holds-barred conversations with a diverse group of voters in York, Pennsylvania. Over the course of three visits we spent more than fifteen hours with fifteen Americans: whites, blacks, Latinos, and South Asians. We were surprised by their enthusiasm for the project. We eased the conversation with good meals. (Amazing how carbohydrates can lubricate a conversation.) And we asked simple and direct questions. What are the occasions, if any, when you become aware of your race? Do white Americans underestimate discrimination? Do black people make too much of it? How would the country be different if led by a black man?

There was candor, discomfort, and a certain amount of conflict among those gathered in the room. They rolled their eyes and crossed their arms and conveyed their unease in myriad ways. They did so many of the things that people do before unease turns to exasperation and the possibility of conversation vanishes. But they didn’t back down, even when things got dicey. All stayed and listened, even as each revealed fears, biases, hopes, and insecurities—all those things so often left unsaid when people try to talk about race. In the end, we were confident we had pushed past a barrier to frankness and had probed the consequence of silence on matters of race.

What happened in York is by no means unique. It is happening right now in beauty parlors and truck stops, in college dormitories and courthouses, in office parks, at construction sites, and at dinner tables, where parents are often confronted by children with more tolerant views on race. The conversation is flowing through bodegas and along interstate highways and rural roads. It is filling computer screens and creeping into country clubs.

Yet for the most part, it remains segregated. Blacks and other people of color often seem to talk about race more openly, while many whites appear to yearn for a postracial world where such discussions are unnecessary. People may be talking about race more, but they’re not necessarily talking to one another. My intention was to eavesdrop on their conversations and write a book that might enrich our collective dialogue on the thorny subject.

Well, the truth can set you free, but it can also be profoundly disconcerting. I realized that pretty quickly when I began listening carefully to conversations in my own family. I had hoped that other people would speak candidly about race for my book, but I soon came to understand that my reporting had to begin with me. The discussion about race within my own family was not completely honest.

My racial identity has largely been forged by the sum of experiences in my lifetime, and my most formative memories flow through my parents’ lives—from their struggles and tribulations, their triumphs and celebrations, their dignity found through a hard day’s work, the devotion of our worship, the places we lived, and, above all, the constant expectation captured by one word: rise. Rise and shine. Rise to the occasion. Rise above it all. No matter what, move forward, never backward, always onward and upward. And if you ever feel like you’re at the end of your rope, tie a knot and hold on until you can start climbing again.

For all of our lives, we were told, “Keep your eye on the prize.” Stay strong. Keep committed. Focus on the fight for justice and equality. Set your sights on excellence and opportunity. Don’t let up. Don’t look back. Don’t slow down. Ignore the slights and the slurs—and the laws—that try to keep you from achieving your goals. Always keep the prize in mind. See it. Smell it. Feel it. Our parents armed us with what they thought we needed: strength, courage, and a touch of indignation. But just a touch.

I was shaped by the advice and admonitions that rained down on me. I’ve always known that. What I did not know until I began this project is that I was also shaped by the weight of my parents’ silence. I originally wanted to write about how “other people” talked about race, but that presumption was swiftly disabused when I learned about secrets in my own family that had purposely been kept from me.

Among those secrets was this: as a young man, my father had been shot by a white policeman. He never spoke about the incident after leaving Alabama and moving north. He never told even my mother. He took the story to his grave. But she, too, was hiding something. My mother never talked about the time her mother spent working as a traveling Aunt Jemima, swooping through small midwestern towns in a hoop skirt and head scarf to perform pancake-making demonstrations for farm women. The memory had caused her shame, so she’d locked it away. These revelations suggest to me that in certain ways I’ve never had a full understanding of my parents or of the formation of my own racial identity.

How many of us know the whole truth about our families? For most of my adult life, I thought I did, but my confidence has been shaken. One of the unforeseen consequences of the rise of Barack Obama has been a grudging willingness to shed painful memories. The rise of a black man to the nation’s highest office has lowered the barrier for painful conversations among Americans of all colors, especially those who lived through the trials and tumult of forced segregation.

Every household is different; in my childhood home, the window to that painful past was never widely opened. Instead, stories were meted out judiciously, in morsels and tidbits. Occasionally, there would be a tale of a hardscrabble life or some unguarded talk. A visiting relative—fueled by that third glass of Pink Champale—would steer the conversation toward a place called melancholy and then a bit yonder, to the rough intersection where disappointment meets rage. But it would never last long. The story would always come to an abrupt end. My mother would shoot one of her “don’t go there” looks, and the discussion would snap back to the here and now. Even so, something in that relative’s face—a sudden gloss in the eyes, a catch in the throat—suggested a mind still wandering through some distant, aching memory.

Our parents felt we needed to know only so much. No time for tears. No yearning for sympathy. You see, you can’t keep your eye on the prize if your sight is clouded by tears. How can you soar if you’re freighted down by the anger of your ancestors?


1
Daddy

MY FATHER WAS ONE OF those people who are most comfortable at the fringes, away from the action center stage. He did not need or crave attention. Instead, he was driven by the need to reassure others that everything was going to be all right. Belvin Norris Jr. was a fixer. An eternal optimist to the core. You could see it in his smile. As a grown man he still grinned like a schoolboy, and you could not help but grin along with him. His vibe was contagious. Kindness is usually seen as altruistic. But it can also be an act of desperation, satisfying a deep-seated need to avoid the mind’s darker places. Benevolence, for some, is a survival tactic.

Even in his last hours my father practiced benevolence, always looking out for everybody else. Moments after the doctor delivered devastating news about his health, my father, still smiling, pointed to an infected cut on my left hand. It was his way of prodding the emergency room physician to turn his attention to me. The victim opting to be the benefactor.

Dad took ill in June 1988, while visiting his brother Simpson in Fort Wayne, Indiana. The minute he called me I knew something awful had happened. His voice was graveled, his words rubbery. He couldn’t put a sentence together, and the failed effort only added to his frustration. He had lost control of his speech, but he managed to hold on to his sunny disposition. Although his words were incomprehensible, I sensed a false cheer, with each attempt at speech ending on an elevated note—the kind of verbal leap parents of very young children use to mask irritation or fear.

I was working as a newspaper reporter in Chicago at the time. Dad had stopped by to visit me on his way to Uncle Simpson’s house. We had spent a few days going to baseball games and trying to get my kitchen in order. He was relieved to see that I’d finally learned to enjoy spending time at the stove. I showed off for him with jambalaya and pineapple upside-down cake. It worked. He set small talk aside, went back for seconds, and still had room for a huge piece of cake. When he was finished he dabbed his mouth and said, “Maybe now you’ll find someone who will put up with you.”

To another person, this might have sounded like a dig, but I knew what he meant. I could use my kitchen skills to cook at home and save money and to help “close the deal” when I found the right man. I was twenty-six and living on my own in Chicago. No husband. No roommate. Just me in a second-story duplex apartment with high ceilings, a large kitchen, and actual furniture. For years my father had visited me at various apartments where the most comfortable chair had been either a wooden crate or something recovered from the curb on trash day. He never let me forget an embarrassing episode when I was living in southern California. A neighbor stopped by my Manhattan Beach apartment to borrow a coffee filter one Saturday morning. She couldn’t stop staring at the wingback armchair in which my father sat reading the Los Angeles Times. “You know, Michele,” she said, “that looks like the chair I threw out for bulk trash pickup a few weeks ago.”

My neighbor left with her borrowed coffee filter and a piece of my dignity. Lucky for me, my father had a sense of humor and a strong commitment to thrift. He always believed that the prettiest car on the road was the one that was paid in full, and in his book the most attractive chair in my cramped living room that day was the one that had arrived without a price tag. We had a good laugh, and when he left, he snuck an envelope into my jewelry box with “sofa fund” written on the outside.

My father preached that he would always help me as long as I helped myself by working hard and spending smart. I was better at the former than the latter. When he visited me in Chicago in June 1988, he saw that I had earned high marks on both fronts. He appeared healthy during that visit. A week later, when I got the call from Indiana, it seemed I was talking to a man I didn’t know. As soon as I put the phone down, I started packing a bag. I had to get to Fort Wayne fast. By the time I arrived, Dad had already checked into the hospital. The doctors there didn’t know exactly what was wrong, but they knew that something was very wrong and that most likely it had to do with his brain or his central nervous system. The doctors spoke among themselves about anaplastic astrocytomas and radiation therapy. It was a code that could mean only one thing: cancer.

Even in the most terrifying moments at a sterile hospital, there is some comfort in knowing that a world you recognize is just outside and beyond the parking garage. You can fixate on a familiar image as a doctor shaves years off your life with each sentence. He can talk all he wants about therapies and operations, but you’re thinking of the parking lot where you taught your daughter to drive, or the gas station that uses red reflective press-on letters to spell out a different Bible verse each week, like “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” While the doctor yammers on, you’re thinking of the grizzled gas station attendant who climbs the ladder to change the sign, and wondering what pearl of wisdom he might offer in light of the news you just got.

In Fort Wayne, in a large hospital in an unfamiliar city, we were confronting an unknown illness that had swiftly robbed my father of his ability to carry out the most basic functions. We were looking at complicated surgery and, at best, a long and complex recovery, so the doctors suggested that we quickly move Dad back to Minnesota, where he could be treated closer to home.

We wanted to get Dad on the first flight to the Twin Cities, but his gait was unsteady and he seemed increasingly disoriented. He clutched my arm as we walked through the airport; he kept shooting me tight little smiles: reassurance. I wasn’t buying it. By now his speech was so slurred that only I could understand him, and so labored that he wasn’t able even to whisper. It took him so much effort and focus to spit out a sound that it was slightly explosive when it arrived, like a sputtering engine in a hushed area.

At the airport we sat across from two stout middle-aged blond women with wet-set curls and matching pink satin jackets. They must have been on their way to a convention or a sorority gathering; they were electric with excitement and frosted up like high-calorie confections, constantly rifling through their pocketbooks for mirrored compacts, then checking their makeup or blotting their lipstick. I remember them so well because they were sitting next to a large Amish or Mennonite family.

The men had long beards and wore suspenders. The women had long braids and long dresses, and their heads were covered by little white hats that looked like fancy French fry baskets. They seemed uncomfortable with the constant chatter of the satin dolls. They, too, noticed the women’s prying eyes and “get a load of this” gestures, though the taciturn demeanor of the Amish rendered them perhaps slightly less interesting specimens than Dad and me.

When my dad tried to lean toward me to ask a question, his words sputtered forth like bricks tumbling from a shelf. The satin dolls found it hard to mind their own business. They stared and pointed every time Dad attempted to speak. They didn’t try to hide their disparagement, one of them harrumphing loud enough for anyone to hear, “Goodness sakes, it’s not even noon yet!”

After spending a lifetime trying to be a model minority—one of the few black men in his neighborhood, at his workplace, or on his daughters’ school committees—my father now sat facing the condemnation of the two blond scolds. They had apparently concluded that he was an early morning lush instead of a gray-haired man fighting a losing battle with a devastating disease.

Here is the conundrum of racism. You know it’s there, but you can’t prove, beyond a reasonable doubt, how it colors a particular situation. Those pink satin ladies were strangers to me, so I have no idea if they would have been as quick to judge a gray-haired white man with impaired speech. However, I do know this: the fact that they were white women added mightily to my father’s humiliation. I knew my father felt the sting of their judgment. I knew it because he kept pushing up his cardigan sleeve and futzing with his wrist, as if he’d left home without his Timex. But it was not the wrist on which he wore his windup watch. It was the wrist where the plastic bracelet had been affixed at the hospital. His awkward gestures were a silent plea to the satin dolls to notice the hospital bracelet. My heart breaks every time I think of the look on his face that day.

The jut of his chin showed indignation, but the sag of his shoulders and the crease in his brow conveyed something different. Something hovering between anger and shame. There was also, however, a hint of grace. I see that now that I have come to understand my father better, as a man who was always in tight control of his emotions. I believe now that he was trying not just to salvage his dignity but also to absolve the two women from dishonor. A less controlled, more impulsive man might have responded by giving those women the finger to shut them up. My father drew strength from reaching past anger.

The aphorism “Kill them with kindness” might have been penned with a man like Belvin Norris Jr. in mind. By fiddling with his wrist he was saying, “If only they knew,” rather than “Shame on you.”

Dad boarded the plane early because the flight crew knew he would need extra time to settle into his seat and because they wanted to check his medical release from the hospital. He was flying alone that morning. I planned to drive his Oldsmobile back to Minneapolis and meet him there the next morning, a decision I have spent a lifetime regretting. Before walking down the jetway, he motioned for the nurse and the flight crew to wait a second. He leaned toward me as if he wanted to tell me something, but he couldn’t get words out. He kept looking over his shoulder, aware of the flight crew watching and waiting, and perhaps wondering whether the satin dolls were also taking it all in. He kissed me on the cheek, a loving but clumsy gesture. His balance was off, so it was almost as if we were bumping heads. I didn’t mind, and I certainly didn’t care who was watching as we locked in a long embrace. My eyes were closed, fighting back tears, so I barely noticed when the flight attendant crept into our circle of grief to gently remind us that they had to stay on schedule. The attendant lightly cupped my father’s elbow and led him away. It is disturbing to see your parent treated like a schoolchild, yet amusing to watch a man grin like a lucky teenager when a pretty woman takes his arm.

As I walked away, the satin dolls gazed at me. They must have overheard the chat about Dad’s medical release because now they wore pouty, ingratiating smiles. Lipstick contrition. I walked past them and smiled back. It hurts to recall my response; I, like my father, had reached beyond anger to offer conciliation instead. I had every right to throw my father’s humiliation in their faces. Spitting at them was, of course, out of bounds, but at the very least I should have served up a scowl. I should have made them squirm. I should have been the black girl that certain white women are conditioned to fear most.

I didn’t do any of that. I am my father’s daughter, and such caustic gestures weren’t in my DNA. I was raised by a model minority to be a model minority, and to achieve that status, certain impulses had to be suppressed. Years later, I understand both the reason and its consequence.

I was almost out of the waiting area when I felt someone touch my shoulder. I turned, thinking it might be one of the women, intent on apologizing, but there was no nail polish on the hand touching my arm. The hand was large and calloused, marked by raised splotches resembling coffee stains. A bearded man held my forearm; he called me “ma’am,” though it sounded like “Mom.” “I’ll watch over your pa,” he said before darting back to join his family.

I wonder what my father had wanted to tell me, but couldn’t, right before he’d boarded the plane. More of his classic lunch-box wisdom? “Learn all you can” or “Save your money” or “Don’t eat too much late at night”? More than twenty years later, as still I mourn, I wonder if he was trying to impart some eternal verity before his final flight home to Minneapolis. This would be the last time I saw him alert. Within a day Dad slipped into a coma. Within a week a fast-growing brain tumor took his life.


2
Block Busters

BEFORE THE ALARM CLOCK GOES OFF, before the smell of coffee or bacon finds its way to your bedroom door, there’s often a sound outside your window that jolts you out of slumber during winter months in Minnesota. It’s the scrape of a snow shovel against wet cement. I know the sound so well. The thwack of the blade cutting through snow, the drag of metal across pavement, the thump of the payload landing somewhere on the lawn.

Thwack, swoosh, thud! Three steps in four-quarter rhythm, over and over, until the job is done. The thought sends an all-too-familiar ache through my shoulders. All the same, in my house as a child, I myself rarely awoke to the sounds of snow being shoveled. I listened to it going on outside my kitchen window while wolfing down Malt-O-Meal or scrambled eggs. You see, by the time the rest of the neighborhood began their collective assault on the snow, our walkway was already whistle clean. That was a point of pride for my father. When the Westvigs and the Murrays and the Bowmans and the Pratts ventured out of their stucco homes, they would look over and see that the sidewalk around Belvin and Betty Norris’s lot was already free of snow and ice. Dad would be in the house, sipping coffee, a self-satisfied grin on his face, tiny icicles still dangling from his mustache. My parents were always house proud.

We lived on a corner lot on the South Side of Minneapolis, which was at once a blessing and a curse. In the summer, it meant we had a larger yard to play in and nearly an extra hour of daylight. Oakland Avenue was lined with towering elms that formed a thick, protective canopy. But our intersection broke up the tree line and toward the end of day we could look to the sky from our two-story Tudor house with its curved ten-foot bay window. At sundown the glow would radiate through that window like lemonade spilling out of a pitcher. We called it the golden hour.

In winter the corner lot meant extra work. We didn’t just have to clear the T-shaped stretch of sidewalk that led from our stone steps to the street. We also had the fan-shaped curve at the corner to contend with, the long stretch of cement along the side of the house, the driveway leading up to the garage, and the opening to the alley. All that, and no sons in the house. So as soon as I could walk I was given an itty-bitty shovel. First a plastic one to get the feel of the thing, but within a year or two, a junior version of an adult shovel, wood and metal. A shovel was a tool for survival in Minnesota, so you had better get the hang of it early on. Though it’s not written down anywhere, there is strict shoveling etiquette in Minneapolis. No matter how much snow falls the night before, you are obliged to clear your walkway and driveway before leaving the house in the morning. No exceptions. My father went one step further and decreed that snow had to be cleared before our neighbors arose. No matter what, you had to adjust. Six inches of snow: wake up forty-five minutes early. Twelve inches of snow: better make that two hours. If it was a whopper of a storm, you’d do some shoveling before bedtime to skim the first few inches, then rise early to shovel the rest, satisfied that your work the night before had reduced the morning’s accumulation.

For a man raised in the Birmingham heat, my father took to this with alacrity. He’d suit up in big black galoshes and a tight little watch cap and head outside like Teddy Roosevelt preparing to charge San Juan Hill. Everybody shoveled. Mom. Me. My two half sisters, Cindy and Marguerite. No use complaining or you’d pull double duty. This, too, was a point of pride. We were a family of hardworking folk, and my parents looked for every opportunity to trumpet the note. Belvin and Betty Norris were block busters when they purchased their stucco home near the Minnehaha Parkway in South Minneapolis. “We weren’t trying to be activists,” my mother said. “We just decided it was time to live someplace nice. We worked hard and we worked with white people at the post office who could live wherever they wanted. We wanted to do the same thing and we wanted to show them that we could do the same thing. We wanted to show them that we were just as good as they were.”

The Twin Cities, especially Minneapolis, were known for tolerance. Even so, blacks, Latinos, American Indians, and, later, Hmong and Vietnamese refugees would cluster in a few ethnic fiefdoms. My parents wanted to be on the far South Side, where the best schools were located, and they wanted to be close to water. Finding a house wasn’t going to be easy for a brown-skinned couple. Realtors would “forget” appointments or make hasty exits when my parents walked into their offices. So my parents decided to sidestep real estate agents and focus on other ways to buy a house, like reading newspaper obituaries. After all, a family in mourning might feel pressured to entertain a strong offer, regardless of the race of the bidder, as long as the money on the table was green. Ghoulish, but Belvin and Betty did what they had to do, and eventually things worked out for them.

In January 1961, they found a three-bedroom, two-story, Tudor Revival on a corner lot with a large yard, an open kitchen, a large limestone fireplace, and a finished basement with knotty pine paneling. After her first marriage, Mom, with two daughters, had been a little gun-shy about relationships when she’d met the handsome man from Alabama. As she watched Dad cut the real estate deal, she said she was reminded why she’d married him. When my parents showed up to make their offer, they saw discomfort on the white sellers’ faces. Mom and Dad explained that they had been preapproved for a loan and could make a decent down payment. And just when they sensed that the sellers and their agent were about to bolt, Dad stood up and said, “Do you really want to lose a sure thing for only a possibility?” The sellers were close in age to my parents. I have since discovered that the husband came from a small town in southwest Minnesota. He was the son of an insurance salesman and had enlisted in World War II two months after my father joined the navy. The two men were discharged from the armed forces around the same time. I can imagine that Cecil Fuller may have looked at Belvin Norris and seen more than just a “Negro.” Perhaps he also identified with a fellow veteran eager to use the G.I. Bill to pull himself and his family up.

In any case, the Fuller family said yes when so many others had said no. On February 1, 1961, Belvin and Betty Norris signed the deed to the largest house on the 4800 block of Oakland Avenue. My mother’s sister advised her against buying so big a house. “It will just make it harder,” Aunt Doris said. “Why give them another reason to judge you? They’re going to say you think too highly of yourself. You know how they are.” Mom wasn’t having it. “I do think highly of myself, and I don’t care if they know that. In fact, I prefer if they know that.”

My parents moved in within a week, and the white families whose property line touched ours soon put their homes up for sale. Three who owned houses across from my parents’ also decided to decamp. As my parents celebrated their new home with a picnic supper, amid boxes in the living room, their neighbors furiously burned the dial, calling each other, calling my folks’ mortgage lender to complain, and eventually calling real estate agents to put their homes up for sale pronto. Mom says she watched the white flight with a mixture of anger and amusement. The desperation of her new neighbors to sell gave her an opportunity for a little mischief.

Every time a real estate agent pulled up with a prospective buyer, she would send my older sisters, Marguerite and Cindy, out to play in the yard. Or she would saunter out herself, holding her back or stretching her arms so anyone could plainly see that another child was on the way. That child was me. My sisters and I never knew any of this until recently, but now Mom loves telling the story. “I’d wait until they got inside the house and had time to check out the bedrooms and look inside the closets, and right about the moment I thought they were in the kitchen giving it a real good look-see, I’d say to myself: ‘Showtime!’

“No matter what your older sisters were doing I’d tell ’em, time to get some fresh air. Go on. Go! Out in the yard. If the kids were at school I’d go outside myself and make sure they saw that I had a child on the way.” She adds, “You couldn’t count to ten before those people would be scurrying out the front door, back to their cars.”

The family that lived next door had the hardest time unloading their property, even though their For Sale sign went up the very day my parents moved in. Three generations lived in the home, a grandmother, her son and daughter-in-law, and their children. They were “displaced persons” from Eastern Europe, and my mother told my older sisters never, ever to refer to them as DPs. Our next-door neighbors, however, saw no need for courtesy. The wife was a homemaker, a woman who nowadays might be referred to as a member of the sandwich generation because she was taking care of her elderly mother-in-law as well as her children. She had a heavy Eastern European accent and only one arm, and she used to usher her kids inside anytime my sisters stepped into the yard. My mother shakes her head in disbelief as she recalls how the woman would stand on her stoop, clutching her shoulder, as my parents carried groceries from the car. She would stare down my mother when she left for work. My mother would stare back and wave. I can see Mom gliding down the front steps with her smart black handbag and one of her classic “get with the program” smiles. Great day, isn’t it?

The forlorn For Sale sign sat in front of the house for weeks. At one point, someone attached a flyer that read BEWARE. NEGRO NEIGHBORS, and the woman wailed so loudly that her cries ricocheted through our kitchen window. Sometimes I wonder: Shouldn’t my mother have been the one moved to tears? But that was not her style.

My sisters were told to keep their distance from our neighbors. And usually they did. But an unfortunate incident occurred. The neighbors had a hardy little apple tree, and some of the branches reached into our yard. When my sisters plucked a few apples from the tree, the woman sent her husband over to ask them to cut it out. He seemed somewhat ashamed to have to carry out his wife’s order. He and my father had achieved a measure of civility; they would exchange curt greetings while shoveling snow or cutting grass. Despite his discomfort, the husband’s message was firm. For everyone’s sake, leave the damn apples alone.

My sisters complied for a few days. But soon temptation was too strong. The moment Marguerite and Cindy plucked a few more apples, they were caught red-handed by the woman. Within minutes she stormed angrily out of her back door, chattering away in her native tongue. My sisters couldn’t understand what she was saying, but they knew to get back inside the house, fast! The next day a landscaping crew chopped the tree down, creating a void in the nicely designed yard. When they finished the job, a smattering of red apples lay in our yard. “I told the kids, don’t you dare touch those apples,” my mother said. She finally went out and scooped the fruit up. She thought how nice it would be to put them in a basket lined with fresh gingham, or perhaps to bake them in a cobbler or a lattice-top pie, and deliver a gift at the doorstep of the furious woman next door. She thought about it. But instead she threw the apples away.

My mother’s tough. Rock of Gibraltar tough. John Wayne tough. Minnesota-winter tough. She lives life on her own terms; she’s an original. She has no patience for “woe is me.” Once, years later, when we were vacationing on a cruise to Alaska, Mom struck up a friendship with a fellow passenger, who told her how she keeps things in perspective. “Everybody is somebody’s pain in the ass,” the woman said. “Today someone is getting on my nerves but tomorrow I am certain to bug the hell out of somebody else. That’s just the way life works.” Mom loved that. It explained so much. She adopted that phrase and added her own coda: “Life would be pretty boring if we all got along all of the time.”

In retrospect, I can see how Mom’s tough-as-nails exterior might keep people at bay, but she also has a wicked sense of humor and a laugh that commands you to join in the fun. Sometimes I think she has the heart of a cleric. People seek her wisdom and track her down for comfort. Social graces are of extreme importance to her. She raised “please and thank you” daughters in a “Hey, how ya doing?” culture. Now, as adults, we share her small obsessions with thank-you notes, table linens, guest books, and carefully planned menus. Social conventions shaped her views about decorum and the management of her home, but in almost every other way she’s a woman who colors outside the lines.

Mom wasn’t quite like all the other women in the neighborhood. She always seemed larger—not physically, though she’s what you might call stately because her erect posture seems to add inches to her tall, lean frame. She turned gray early and refused to dye her hair. There was something about her that always seemed epic, like the larger-than-life characters we used to read about at night when she sat at the edge of my twin bed.

She reminded me of those prairie women who pushed the plows on the plains. In reality she, like my father, was a postal worker; she sallied out of the house each morning bearing her thermos as if it were a scepter. Our neighborhood was full of women who took no guff from their children, but Mother was a cut above the rest. She could turn you into Jell-O with one of her looks, which she used to great effect in and outside our home. She’d give the clerk at Kramarczuk’s market a glance that would somehow compel him to pick out the best Warsaw ham from the refrigerator case. She’d narrow her eyes a bit when she spoke to my teachers, ensuring that my slight childhood speech impediment would not keep me from joining accelerated classes. And if my friends stepped out of line on her watch, she would fuss at them as if they were her own kids.

Never tell her that she can’t do something. She is a two-time breast cancer survivor who has probably outlived the gray-haired doctor who crouched down in a hospital corridor thirty-some years ago to tell me that my mother might not see me graduate from high school. She proved the doctor wrong that day and beat the odds twenty-five years later, when cancer struck again. She showed him. She showed us all. She danced at my wedding, gave my daughter her first bath at the hospital, and wiped away joyful tears at both of my children’s first communions.

One spring afternoon, she and I returned home after softball practice and froze when we heard hurried footsteps on the second floor. My older sisters had moved out by then. Dad was at work. Someone was in our house who did not belong there. My instinct was to flee and call the police from safety. Mom instead braced herself for a confrontation. She grew red with anger.

Weeks before, a burglar had broken in and had stolen my father’s video equipment and a few pieces of Mom’s costume jewelry. My mother and father were devastated by the violation—not just by the loss of property but by the notion that someone had been pawing through their things with abandon while they were off earning a living. They were unusually quiet at dinner after the break-in. They’d wait until I headed upstairs for bed; only then would I hear them pacing and fretting, wondering aloud who would have done such a thing. The theft ate away at my parents for weeks. Just when they’d started to relax and once again keep the bedroom windows open all night for fresh, cool air, another intruder was on the premises, wandering around in our private spaces.

Mom wasn’t having it. She threw down the grocery bag, tossed her purse in my direction, and stormed toward the stairs. Before she got to the landing, a long-haired teenager came whooshing down, zoomed through the living room, and zipped right out the front door. The scene was almost comical. I never saw the look on his face, but all the blond hair flying this way and that reminded me of Saturday morning cartoons. Mom roared at the guy like a mama bear chasing a skunk from her den. Without blinking, she took off after him down the street, screaming at the burglar while punching the air with her fist. I wonder what that kid thought when he looked over his shoulder and saw a middle-aged black woman hoofing it in pursuit. She tired halfway down the block and put her hands to her knees as she tried to catch her breath. The long-haired kid hopped into the passenger side of a car waiting for him and sped off.

It was late afternoon, and the setting sun made Oakland Avenue look like a movie set. Shards of light bounced off windshields and the chrome handlebars of banana-seat bicycles. A group of kids halfway down the block, straddling their Sting-Ray bikes, watched the scene with utter amazement. Mom motioned to the uncomprehending kids to chase after the car to confirm the license plate number; she was so winded she couldn’t yell anymore. I spied the whole thing from the safety of our front steps and knew that this would be the talk of the playground for weeks. Not that I minded. This was the mid-seventies, when blaxploitation films featured baaadass women, when Get Christie Love lit up our TV screens and we cheered in our beanbag chairs as Teresa Graves shouted, “You’re under arrest, sugah!” every time she nabbed one of the bad guys.

Once Mom had huffed and puffed her way back into the house and started fixing our dinner, I overheard her on the phone talking to Aunt Doris, who by now lived a few blocks down Oakland Avenue. One of the first things she said was “Thank God he wasn’t black; I’d have hunted him down and wrung his neck.” I could very well imagine Aunt Doris, in her fashionable clothes, nodding her head while uttering her “you know it’s” and “yes honey’s.” The exchange was memorable because at the time I wondered, Would our white neighbors, upon seeing the teenage hoodlum with his dirty-blond hair and carpenter pants, fleeing our house, ever say: “Christ, why did he have to be white?” Even then I knew the answer. Blacks often feel the dispiriting burden of being perceived willy-nilly as representing an entire race. The idea made my head hurt, and it still does if I dwell on it too much. To this day I have to tamp down anxiety when I step on a stage or into a studio. The notion that I can lift up others through stellar work or stall their progress by falling short has been drummed into me since childhood.

Whether the responsibility is an honor or a burden, I accept it as a fact of life. Whenever I feel the anxiety, I hear my parents: my father telling me, “Wake up and smell the opportunity,” and my mother saying, “Snap out of it.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Norr_9780307379467_epub_tp_r1.jpg
The Grace
of

Silence

i

Michele Norris

PANTIEON BOOKS, NEW YORK






OEBPS/images/Norr_9780307379467_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE GRACE OF

SILENCE # e

Michele
Norris







OEBPS/images/Norr_9780307379467_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





