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Introduction 

Sweat was my great-grandmother’s name. 
weat Suffering was my grandmother’s name. 
Suffice was my mother’s name. 
Self-Sufficient is my name. 

Emma Ransom Hayward 

While we were working on Chicken Soup for the African American Woman’s Soul , two of the most powerful and influential African American women in our history—or rather our her story—passed away. Thus, it seems fitting to offer this book as a tribute to their lives and their work.Without Rosa Parks and Coretta Scott King, without their dedication, their courage and their sacrifices, it is questionable whether this book would exist. It is questionable whether many of the story contributors in the book would have had the awesome opportunities and successes that they were able to share in their heartwarming stories.

Sister Rosa Parks was a sweet but powerful lady who spoke softly while making a statement that screamed so loudly. I could see the gentle spirit in her eyes and in her smile, and hear it in her kind words. As I watched Mrs. Rosa’s niece speak about her in an interview, I had two reoccurring thoughts: How proud she must be to have had an aunt like Mrs. Rosa , and Mrs. Rosa must have been the most widely adopted “Auntie Rosa” by all of us who are thankful that she took a stand for each of us. We are all proud of her. Mrs. Rosa took a big stand by taking a firm seat, letting us know that even on our way home from work, on public transportation, in the middle of chaos, if we are willing to pay the price for our convictions, then we are ready to reap the rewards, as well.

When I was blessed with the opportunity to see Coretta Scott King speak, I hadn’t before noticed how really beautiful she was. Previously, I’d admired her gracefulness, her stand for peace—and her choice in men. But that night, I found myself captivated with her every word, her beautiful disposition, her confidence and her gentle but steady strength. I felt as if I were holding my breath as she told the story of what it was like to actually “be” the stand for truth and justice. As she sat there poised to perfection, I saw for the first time the mother in her, the grandmother, the friend, and I caught a quick intimate glimpse of the solid rock of a wife she must have been.My eyes were fixated on Mrs. Coretta Scott King; my ears were enjoying the melody of her rhythmic and profound words. In the past when I’d heard Mrs. King speak, she had inspired me a great deal, but somehow this moment was different. On this night, she grabbed me; she held my heart, expanded my mind and stirred my soul. I felt her words. I listened as she explained that she was called just as Martin had been, that she was obedient to God in a different way but with equal conviction. She shared that she hadn’t sacrificed her life in the same sense that Martin had, but she had definitely offered her life to the cause.

For the first time, I did not see Dr. Martin Luther King’s wife, I saw Coretta, Coretta Scott, Coretta Scott King, a dedicated, passionate, remarkable African American woman powerful in her own right, not as “the wife of” but as the woman, herself.

The long nights of fear as mothers and wives, the endless organizing and protesting, the ongoing prayer and so much more, were not in vain. Because of Mrs. Coretta and Mrs. Rosa, we stand taller, we breathe deeper, we love ourselves more, and we have bigger convictions to be obedient to our own callings. Many are called but few answer because the price to pay for our convictions is often considered too high of a price. Today we get to be who we are because Coretta Scott King and Rosa Parks had convictions for equality and were willing to pay the price not only for their own sake but for us all.

While the work is not yet done, they have shown us how much one or two people can do in the world. How can we make this world a better place? How can we contribute to the cause? We now know that by sharing our stories of success both large and small, by taking our own stands in honor of our convictions and by rising to the occasion or staying firmly seated as the situation demands, we work every day to live out that answer.

Chicken Soup for the African American Woman’s Soul offers a sampling of the stories that each of our lives hold— moments of love, hope, faith, courage, conviction, persistence and inspiration. Sometimes, we just need the inspiration to stop long enough to remember, to find those stories stored within our hearts and hiding within our life’s experiences. It is our hope that as you read, powerful, heartwarming stories from your own life will pop into your mind, and you will be inspired to put the book down for a minute and turn to your children, grandchildren, parents, siblings, friends or coworkers and share your magical moments with them. It is our hope that you will take any inspiration this book gives you and share that blessing with someone else. In honor of Rosa Parks and Coretta Scott King, we offer the world this book full of stories by or about women who have benefited from their examples of God’s obedience, manifested in the African American woman.

Lisa Nichols 




1 

THE 
SHOULDERS 
WE STAND ON 

I am where I am because of the bridges that 
I crossed. Sojourner Truth was a bridge. 
Harriet Tubman was a bridge. Ida B. Wells 
was a bridge. Madame C. J. Walker was a 
bridge. Fannie Lou Hamer was a bridge. . . . 

Oprah Winfrey 




A Line in the Sand 

On my underground railroad, I never ran my 
n train off the track and I never lost a passenger. 

Harriet Tubman 

Blue. Once the paint was blue. Weathered, sun tarnished, the house slumped on the sand in the clearing. The door stood open, and though the few windows were without glass, it was dark inside. A roof of rusted tin shaded the front porch and steps, never painted. A shabby cane chair, a broken box of firewood, that’s all there was.

She was as weathered as her home, dressed in gray, the blouse darker, but still gray. Gray hair was pulled severely back from her face. Her skirt stopped at bare ankles and cracked, worn feet as she stood on the hot sand and watched me trudge up the road.

The same sand pulled at my low-heeled white shoes making each step a commitment. The runs in my nylons and scratches on my legs were witness to an encounter with a raspberry bush. I’d read books about the sun searing the skin on the desert. Not here. The clouds formed a lid on the pot I’d simmered in since June. Sweat oozed persistently between my breasts, under my arms, down my thighs. Many hand washings had not released a moldy whisper from my cotton dress, which glued itself to my damp body. I yearned to be dry.

What was she thinking as she watched me? White folks drive up in cars; they don’t walk up to the house. She went to church regularly, and perhaps she guessed who I was. When I reached her, her eyes were veiled, but not cold. She didn’t trust me, but she wasn’t locking me out.

“Evenin’, Mrs. Crawford?” I asked.

“Evenin’,” she answered, her voice almost a whisper as she looked at her feet. She wasn’t going to help me.

“My name is Sherie Holbrook, and I am here registering voters for Martin Luther King.”

I had said the magic words, Martin Luther King , and she looked up at me quickly and then down.

“We’re talking to people about going to the courthouse to register to vote. Have you registered yet?” I wished she would offer me a glass of water.

The soft voice answered, “Yes, ma’am.” I’m sure she was thinking that perhaps I would go away now.

I didn’t believe her. I had been taught to say exuberantly, “Good for you. So few people have. Do you have your registration card?”

“Yes, ma’am.” She turned toward the house, limping slightly as she walked up groaning steps and disappeared into the darkness. Time went by. I thought she had decided not to return. Sometimes, that’s what folks did. They just disappeared so they wouldn’t have to explain they were terrified to vote.

This was the summer of 1965, and waves of change were crashing against shoals of tradition across the American South. The American Negro demanded freedom and the rights that freedom bestows, and they were determined to get that freedom now! For many, the price for that freedom was costly. Some of the people we met told us that Negro votes were not counted, so there was no reason to vote. They knew that some people who resisted the system lost their jobs, like Rosa and Raymond Parks when she refused to give up her seat on the bus to a white man. Some relied on surplus food to feed large families when the income from chopping cotton fell short.

With the mere flourish of a pen, this source of sustenance could disappear. There were beatings, lynchings, bombings and burnings. Just having us in the community could have lethal consequences, as it had in Neshoba County, Mississippi, where churches were burned and three civil rights workers disappeared for over a year before their tortured bodies were found buried in an earthen dam. In Birmingham, Alabama, a church was bombed, and four little girls in Sunday school were sacrificed. We represented change, but we also represented danger, and eventually we would leave, and the community would be left with the Ku Klux Klan, the White Citizens’ Council and politicians who owed their success to stopping this change at any cost. Terrorism wasn’t shipped from afar; it was homegrown and individually specific.

Now I brought that danger into her dooryard. Mrs.

Crawford had no job, and her husband could not be fired.

He had died long ago. She had no children who could be hurt. They had moved north for jobs in the cities. Her house was all she had, and she knew it could easily be burned to the ground. That’s what happened to her church when the “Civil Right” people came and held their mass meetings there.

Her hands were empty except for calluses when she reappeared. She watched the ground as she came closer.

“Cain’t find it,” she mumbled an apology.

“But you don’t need it.” I didn’t want her to get away.

“You can help us anyway because you have registered to vote.” She glanced up at me for a second.

“On next Monday, we are taking a bus of people down to Monck’s Corner to register. If you come with us, you can help them understand how important voting is, and they will see that you have done it.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll come,” she said softly.

“We are meeting at Redeemer Church at 10:00 A.M.,” I insisted.

“Yes, ma’am,” was all she said.

Mrs. Crawford was not there as the old, faded green bus crunched across the church parking lot and rested before the crowd of quiet people. The importance of the occasion was clear that sultry morning: Sunday dresses and suits, fancy hats with feathers and tulle, polished shoes, pocketbooks. They were too quiet, too afraid, but they were there. They deserved more. They deserved to celebrate their courage! Florence began to sing, “Oh, Freedom. Oh, Freedom. Oh, Freedom over me.” The crowd began to sing tentatively.

We stepped up the tempo of the singing with “Keep Your Eyes on the Prize.” Voices committed a bit more.With “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me ‘Round” everyone got on the bus, and it slowly whined out onto the road.

Inside the bus fans fluttered like butterflies to beat back the heat. Many had pictures of Martin Luther King on them, others the image of Jesus. Someone else saw her first, walking slowly toward the church, waving her handkerchief. The bus creaked to a stop, and Mrs. Crawford stepped up.

She came down the aisle to the empty seat next to me and smiled as she met my eyes.

“Everyone! We’re so lucky. Mrs. Crawford has already registered to vote, and she has come to answer any questions about doing it.” Applause. We went on singing.

She sat quietly next to me in her broad-brimmed straw hat. Five miles went by, and then she whispered, “Chile, I ain’t never registered.”

I whispered back, “But you will today.”

“But I cain’t read or write.”

“I’ll teach you. You just need to sign your name.”

“I cain’t.”

“We have time. I’ll show you.”

I took a pencil from my purse and turned to the back of the map of Berkeley County. I slowly wrote Rebecca Crawford. It was too much; I could tell as a furrow tightened between her eyes, and her gaze dropped to her lap.

“Wait. Let’s start one letter at a time. Here, write over the top of this letter R .” I wrote the R and handed her the pencil and paper. Awkwardly, she traced the letter over and over. “Now, write the R fresh here below.” Her hand shook as she tried. I couldn’t recognize the letter, and we started again.

Fifteen miles is not very far when you’re trying to overcome 250 years of defeat. We registered 150 people that day, but Rebecca Crawford was not one of them. She asked me to come and teach her, so she could “regster” next time. I promised I would.

More than a month went by. As much as I remembered my promise, my other responsibilities kept me away. I begged our project director for some time to visit her.

The road was as long and as hot as before. Far ahead, I could see someone moving toward me. I recognized the straw hat first, then a basket on her arm and finally that beaming, delighted face.

“It’s you!” She set down her basket in the middle of the road and raised her arms to heaven in thanks. I shook her hand and smiled back into her eyes. Before I could say anything, she said, “Chile, I been wonderin’ where you was.

Sunday I prayed that you come and learnme howtowrite.”

I explained I had been busy trying to get other folks to register.

“When I gots up this mornin’ I was feeling something extra good was gonna happen today. I cleaned my house real good. I felt so grand I come on down the road. I saw you, and I knew what that good was. Look what I cain do.” 

She bent down and picked up a stick. With a steady hand she wrote Rebecca slowly and deliberately in the sand.

She was right, good things were coming, but they were much bigger than me.

Sherie Labedis 




Legacy 

And so our mothers and grandmothers have, 
more often than not anonymously, handed on 
the creative spark, the seed of the flower they 
themselves never hoped to see —or like a sealed 
letter they could not plainly read. 

Alice Walker 

Somehow, it just didn’t feel right. Maybe it was the way that I was brought up, but it was hard for me to say it. Although I felt blessed and honored to have the opportunity, I just had a hard time saying aloud that I was “a graduate student at Harvard University.” After all, I know good and well that I’m just a country girl from Sweet-water, Tennessee, who never saw herself as the Ivy League type, but what impression did that title give people who didn’t know me?

I was not alone in this dilemma. Many of my black and Latino colleagues in the Graduate School of Education felt the same way. Several of us had to admit that when we told people we were going to graduate school and they asked where, we answered evasively, “Uh, Boston.” It wasn’t that we were embarrassed about being smart or weren’t proud to be there; it was just that the perception people have of “Hah-vahd,” conjured up images of privilege and snobbery. Many of us were first–generation college graduates from lower to middle-class families, and most of us were there because we wanted to give back something of educational value to the underserved students of color in America’s schools. We actually discussed more than once whether going to Harvard was an asset or liability when our goal was to return to the neighborhoods we came from, “keep it real,” and be taken seriously by regular folks. Would we build a “barrier of bourgeoisie” by having a Harvard degree?

Very quickly it was June and graduation day arrived. An incredibly rich year of reading, writing and discussing educational issues had flown by, and I was standing outside in a processional line with my dorm mates and new friends-so-close-we-were-almost-family from the Black Student Union. I sat dazed in my cap and gown on the same lawn where I’d seen Nelson Mandela receive an honorary degree back in September. I sat in a row of brown faces on the lawn with its giant oak trees that had been there since 1636 and tried to comprehend what in the world I was doing there. While the platform dignitaries waxed eloquent, it felt surreal. I snapped back to reality when it was Hazel’s turn to take the platform. Hazel Trice Edney, graduating from the Kennedy School of Government, was my friend from the dorm and one of the sharpest sisters I have ever met. She had won the speech contest and was believed to be the first African American woman ever to give the graduate student address at a Harvard graduation. Hazel from Louisa, Virginia, who had grown up in a home with no indoor plumbing and became a single welfare mother at age fifteen, had managed to earn her college degree and risen through journalism in the black press, covering politicians like Governor L. Douglas Wilder. She would soon start a Congressional fellowship in Washington, D.C., in the office of Senator Edward Kennedy. Her delivery of the speech was flawless, and we were all proud to know her.

Suddenly, listening to Hazel, proudly watching her represent all of us, it hit me. This wasn’t about me. I was there as a representative. I looked up into the branches of the centuries-old trees and thought about what they would have looked like back in 1636. I thought about where my ancestors would have been in 1636 . . . 1736 . . . 1836 . . . even 1936, and how remote the possibility seemed that any of their daughters would ever be at Harvard. I thought about Grandma Mildred, valedictorian of her Cook High class with her career options so limited. No, this degree was not about me at all. This was about standing on the shoulders of my black grandmothers who scrubbed floors and cared for babies—both theirs and others’. Black women whose potential went untapped and whose intelligence was so long ignored. Women whose great minds could have been idle, except they rerouted genius, pouring it into rearing the next generation. This degree was for my grandma, who was a farmer’s wife and a housekeeper, but never just that, like so many black women seen only as the shadow domestic by the outside world but who stood out as pillars of dignity in their own communities. This degree was dedicated to a woman who had to sacrifice many of her personal dreams as a young woman, but made sure all eight of her children had a respect for education and would ascend to the level of their own potential. It was dedicated to a woman who passed on heritage to her numerous grandchildren with old Ebony and Jet magazines, her gardens and recipes, family stories and photo albums. I was here because she could not be, but had the self-respect and insight to pass something significant on to her offspring.

Sometimes I still have a hard time knowing just what to say when people ask me about graduate school, but right there in Harvard Yard, I made my peace with it. Grandma Mildred didn’t know it, but when I walked across that stage, I did not just get my own degree. I held in my hands her honorary degree in motherwit, holistic medicine, childhood development, home economics, culinary arts and botany earned by life experience. That degree was about stepping up to accept my responsibility to follow in her footsteps and pass something on. Thank you, Grandma, for your legacy.

Jerilyn Upton Sanders 




Letters of Love 

Love makes your soul crawl out from its hiding place. 

Zora Neale Hurston 

The doorbell rang, I moved the curtains back to see who it was and recognized the big brown truck before I even saw the UPS uniform at the door. I hadn’t ordered anything, but everyone loves to get packages, so I smiled like a kid at Christmastime as I opened the front door.

“I have a package for this address, will you sign for it?” the deliveryman asked.

I obliged him and said, “Thank you.”

As I closed the door, I looked at the package and saw the out-of-state zip code in the upper left-hand corner and knew it was from my mother. I removed the thick brown wrapping paper to reveal a small, simple box with no letter of introduction. That was a strange action for my mother; she always, at the least, attached a letter saying “hello” and giving me the lowdown concerning the lives of the rest of the family. A little bewildered, I opened the box and stared at its contents. There were lots of letters inside, some in the handwriting of a small child, some with a more mature penmanship, but all were from me and addressed to my grandmother. Nearly every envelope was sealed with the phrase “In God’s Care” written on the back. A tear rolled down my face, and my cathartic journey began.

Grandma had passed three short months earlier. It was a shock to the family, who all seemed to have thought that our “rock” would never leave us, but even more of a shock to me because I was supposed to be on a plane that very morning to go and visit her.

The call came at 6:42 A.M. Central Standard Time.

“Lori, I know you are on your way here, and I struggled with whether or not to tell you now or wait till you got here. I didn’t want you to be emotional while traveling, but I could not let you come here and be in a state of shock once you arrived. Grandma is gone. She went quietly in her sleep last night,” my mother said. I remember those words as if they are etched inside my eyelids for me to see every time I close my eyes. Those words haunt me.

“Gone, gone where? What are you talking about? I know you don’t mean . . . gone as in dead? I’m on my way to see her; she can’t be gone!” was my reply. “Mom, this isn’t funny. It’s a cruel joke, Mom. Why would you say something like that? My grandma isn’t dead. I’ll see you in a few hours, Mom.” My husband heard the back end of the conversation and saw my legs buckle, so he took the phone from me, and he continued the conversation with my mother.

Even though I protested to the contrary, my grandma was gone.

I got on the plane and returned to my childhood surroundings. I appeared strong to the rest of the family so that I could hold them all up. That was the way I was raised, taking care of others. As I walked in Grandma’s house, the smell was the same, kind of like soap and mothballs mixed with home cooking. The furniture was in the same spots as I remembered, and I immediately had visions of myself as a child running into the kitchen to sit near the stove and talk to her as she cooked, sing along to the radio and nibble on whatever masterpiece was brewing in the oven.

Grandma was a great cook. The kitchen was always filled with the smell of fried bologna sandwiches after school and fried chicken, greens and sweet potato pie at dinnertime.

Everyone in the house sat down together to eat at the same table and would actually talk to one another without the aid of the television set. And if the phone rang, it did not get answered.

That vision was quickly shattered by the reality that the sound of her beautiful alto voice would never penetrate those walls again. I fought back the tears and helped with the funeral arrangements. I allowed my mother to grieve, and I took care and control of everything else. After all, it was my mother’s mother; I had to be strong for her.

Everyone knew how close I was to my grandma. She was my world and my inspiration, so the few tears I shed instead of a more dramatic response was a telltale sign to all that I was in denial. Everyone knew I had not grieved; they were all waiting for me to break down, and secretly, so was I. I just never thought it would be at the hands of the UPS guy delivering a small box three months later.

My denial seeped out of me as I looked in the box. It was an exorcism of sorts. The fact that no letter came with it explaining its contents allowed me to imagine that the box was delivered from heaven directly from Grandma. I had been in denial asking myself, Did you give her enough flowers while she was here? I had reassured myself that even though I lived thousands of miles away, I had showed her love across the miles, and I had always called a couple times a month, but a small voice inside me had been questioning, Could I have done more? 

I sat in the middle of my living room floor for two hours or more. As I shuffled through letter after letter, I saw it right there in writing. My whole life was chronicled out in letters that I had sent to Grandma, and now they were sealed within one small box. There were so many of them, and I sat and read them all—each and every letter. I cried, I screamed, I laughed, and I reflected on my life. Middle and high school were in those letters; army life, marriage and motherhood were in those letters. My thoughts, my hopes and my dreams were all encompassed in the words and pages of those letters. I was able to see that even though I was miles and miles away, I had shared it all with my grandma.

There were things there that I had forgotten; thoughts I did not remember having or sharing. Some intimate feelings that most would not expect a young girl to be telling her grandmother, yet I told her. There were letters where I referred to my husband of fifteen years as “my boyfriend.” Thoughts of how I was going to get a raise at work and would make $1,000 a month, and how I thought that was a lot of money. There was happiness, fear, sadness, joy and pain, all in black and white and told to the special person in my life.

As I sat there in the middle of my living room reading my life and reintroducing me to myself. I said a thank-you prayer to Grandma, sure that she knew I needed those letters, the letters she had held onto for so many years. She had reached down from heaven and used my mother and the UPS guy to deliver them to me so that I could release my guilt and my grief. It was as if she looked down on me and said, “Child, all is well in my eyes. I’ve always known that you loved me, and now I rest, as always, In God’s Care .” 

Lorraine M. Elzia 




Walking the Lessons of Life 

My family directly and my people indirectly 
have given me the kind of strength that enables 
me to go anywhere. 

Maya Angelou 

“Wake up, baby. We need to get ready to go before the sun gets too high up in the sky.”

I heard Nanny speaking to me, but I did not want to move. My sheets were freshly washed, smooth and oh so warm against my skin. I tried to ignore her as I snuggled up closer to my Raggedy Ann doll.

“Baby, we have a long walk today to get to cousin Mittie’s house.We don’t want to get caught out in that hot sun, now do we? Get up, girl, and I mean now, or I’ll leave without you!”

At the thought of her actually leaving me behind, I ran to the bathroom and began to brush my teeth. I washed my face and ran to the breakfast table to sit down to eat.

We walked out of the door just when the sun was rising, and our journey down 118th Street began. It was nice walking down the street holding hands. It had been six months since I had seen the person whom I loved most of all in the world.

“So, baby, how is school? Do you like your classmates?” 

“Yes, ma’am, I think I like them.”

“What do you mean ‘you think’ you like them?”

“Well there is a girl named Carol who is mean to all the girls. She is really mean to a new girl named Theresa.” Nanny took my hand and squeezed it to let me know she was really listening to me and that I could tell her what was on my mind.

“Carol hangs around with a lot of other girls and they follow behind Theresa in the hallways and call her names behind her back. I feel so sorry for her because she looks so sad.”

“What are you doing when the other girls tease Theresa?” 

“I try to look at her and smile. I even asked her if she needed a pencil one day, because I have a whole bunch of them that you bought me for school.”

“That is nice, baby. Always treat people right, and before you say mean or hurtful things to others, remember to ask yourself if you would want someone to hurt your feelings in that way. I am sure your answer will always be that you wouldn’t.”

Within just a few blocks, Nanny taught me to treat people the way I wanted to be treated.

“Your yard sure looks nice,” Nanny said to the lady gardening.

“Why thank you!” said the short, round brown-skinned lady. Nanny walked up to the fence and began carrying on a conversation with her. They talked about flowers and watering grass. Then they started talking about church and shopping. It seemed like she was standing there for hours. 

“Well Ms. Rose it was nice to meet you. Maybe I will see you again when I am walking by.”

“It was nice to meet you too, Ms. Fannie.”

“Nanny,” I said as I broke my silence. “I thought you knew that lady already.”

“No, ma’am, I didn’t know her already, but now she is someone I know.”

Another block and Nanny taught me to be social, that talking to people makes new friends.

Although I was the younger of the two of us it seemed as though Nanny’s energy was endless. She moved each leg back and forth with the strut of a broad peacock and the swish of a runway model.

“Nanny, I’m hot. Can we stop and get some ice cream at the drug store, please?”

“Girl, it is too early to be eating ice cream!”

“I know, but I am hot and tired. Please, Nanny, please!”

I begged.

“The last time I bought you ice cream, you didn’t even eat the whole thing. You let it melt all over your hands and kept asking me to hold it while you played at the playground. You ended up throwing it away.”

My lips began to poke out, and my face turned into the likes of a prune. I let her know that I was not happy with her comments and that I was not going to talk to her the rest of the way. I folded my arms in front of me and walked with my head up in the air. She just looked at me and laughed. She kept right on walking and never said a word for the rest of the block, but during the course of that block, Nanny taught me to waste not, want not.

Finally, we got to a bus stop bench, and Nanny said, “Let’s sit here for a while and rest.”

“Nanny, can we please catch the bus the rest of the way?”

“Why would we do that?” she asked with a smile on her face. “Exercise is good for your legs and your heart. I have been walking since I was a little girl in Alabama. I used to walk with my Grandma Harriet just like you are walking with me now, and I walked with your mama when she was a little girl just like you. I didn’t have a car, but I didn’t let that stop me from going where I wanted to go.” She sounded so proud and independent. Her life had taught her to stand on her own two feet and not to wait for anyone to take her where she needed to go. In the course of this block, Nanny had taught me those same things and that exercise is important and good for your health.

We sat at the bus stop for about fifteen minutes then we crossed the street to go to the corner store to buy soda pop. Nanny loved soda, and she said that I could have any flavor I wanted for being such a good walker today. This block is where she taught me that persistence brings rewards.

And in the last block she taught me the joy of accomplishing goals.

“Nanny, I think I see cousin Mittie’s house!”

“Are you sure? Do you remember what it looks like? You know you were a lot younger the last time we went to visit her.”

“I think that is it because there is a lady standing on the porch waving at us.”

She laughed at my reasoning, “Well, I guess you are right then.”

As we approached the old white house we could see cousin Mittie standing on the porch with a big, loving smile on her face. You could tell that she and Nanny were related because they were both tall, with brown-sugar skin and high cheekbones. She came down from the steps to greet us with her arms stretched open to give us hugs and kisses.

She bent down to me and put her hands on my shoulders. “Did you enjoy your walk today, baby?”

I looked at Nanny, and we smiled at each other. Then I turned to cousin Mittie and said “Yes, ma’am, I sure did!” 

These were, literally, the building blocks of my childhood. 

H. Renay Anderson 




These Precious Hands 

Hands the shade of caramel, mocha, honey, chocolate 
and brown 

It is in the midst of these precious hands that strength 
can be found.

It begins with Mother’s coffee hands that caress me as I 
grow inside 

When I am born, these same hands reach out 
and nestle me with pride.

Mother, let me see your hands. 

Hands the shade of tan, coffee, beige, pecan and brown 

It is in the midst of these precious hands that strength 
can be found.

Look at this grandmother’s weathered and calloused 
chocolate hands 

Strong enough to work in a factory and field 

Yet soft enough to soothe a bruised knee and tender 
enough to heal.

Grandmother, let me see your hands. 

Hands the shade of caramel, ebony, copper and brown 

It is in the midst of these precious hands that strength
can be found.

Sister, let me see your hands. 

Mocha hands whose fingers skillfully glide over piano 
keys.

Pecan hands strongly clasped together as they pray on 
bended knees.

Nimble chocolate hands that give you that warning tap, 
to let you know that you’re still in her sight.

Ebony hands that embrace you to let you know that 
everything is all right.

Hands the shade of honey, mocha, coffee and brown.

It is in the midst of these precious hands that strength 
can be found.

I look at the past and see mocha hands united together 
in the civil rights movement.

I see honey hands sacrificing to bless women in the 
present.

Copper hands that handle the gavel in the judge’s seat.

Ebony hands that perform surgery and coffee hands that 
teach.

Nutmeg hands that bake warm pound cakes and sweet 
potato pie, 

Served with a heaping side of seasoned wisdom that’s 
too delicious to deny.

Hands the shades of honey, caramel, coffee and brown 

It is in the midst of these precious hands that strength 
can be found.

Mother, let me see your hands. 

I treasure these precious hands that guard and surround 
me 

I am here because these precious hands have always 
been around me.

Grandmother, let me see your hands. 

These hands are cherished because they are connected to 
the heart 

Love is channeled through these hands and fingers with 
tenderness to impart.

Sister, let me see your hands. 

Hands the shade of espresso, bronze, ebony and brown

It is in the midst of these precious hands that strength 
can be found.

Sheila P. Spencer 




My Mother’s Shoes 

There were many days when I wanted to walk in my mother’s shoes.

On a warm July morning in 2004, I shut and locked the door of my house. As I walked down the multicolored brick sidewalk, I felt uneasy butterflies dance in my stomach. My mother had been having pain in her hip, and my brother and I agreed to accompany her to hear what a specialist had concluded.

Less than an hour later, we were seated inside a cramped office. Although the doctor smiled optimistically, the uneasy feeling returned. With precise words, he explained to us that arthritis was not the cause of our mother’s discomfort in her bones—it was a rare form of cancer called multiple myeloma. When the doctor explained that the X-rays also revealed that my mother had a fracture in her back, I felt my courage buckle under the weight of heavy words, and I tried to tolerate hearing more details. I watched my mother take off her glasses, but to my amazement, she appeared unmoved as she listened intently. Feeling as if this were happening to me, I excused myself, in search of a temporary haven. I slowly shut the bathroom door and peered into the mirror. My face was red and the tears in my eyes clouded my vision.

I felt an incredible sense of fear grab me, and I could not shake it loose. If I were feeling this, what did it feel like to be in her shoes?

Returning to my mother’s home, the car ride was quiet and unnerving. As we paused at red lights, I did not know what to say to someone who just learned that many aggressive approaches would be attempted to slow down the progression of an incurable type of cancer. On the walkway, as we passed a large shrub, I gently grabbed my mother’s elbow, helping her up four small steps. She looked at me like a soldier and said, “Andrea, I’m blessed.

Something can be done for me.” I was amazed that my mother felt blessed in the midst of this storm. By the time we reached her bedroom, I sat on the bed next to my mother, and a rush of honesty invaded my lips. While placing one arm around her, I confessed my sorrow regarding what we found out, thanked her for all of the sacrifices that she made for so many people, and promised to stand by her side, no matter what she would endure.

Her shoes and my shoes would remain side by side.

I drove home replaying the day’s events in my head, until I reached my driveway. As I placed my feet on the stone-lined driveway, I felt the sun beat upon my back, but the sight of treetops delivered a soothing presence.

Feeling defeated, I sighed and walked up the walkway, noticing a large box sitting on the porch. When I stood in full view of it, I read my name and the sender’s address.

My first box of books had arrived from the printer—I was officially a self-published author. As I lifted the large box and lugged it into the house, I wondered if God was playing some sort of cruel joke on me. I was faced with a difficult decision to devote my full attention to supporting my mother, or divide my time between my literary venture and her needs. After driving to my mother’s house the next day, I watched the smile form on her face as she held my book in her hands. Sister soldier did not relent. She never complained about her circumstances—her happiness overshadowed all other issues. Instantly, I made up my mind that I would handle both responsibilities well. If my mother signed up to be a soldier, I did too. Her shoes transformed into army boots, and I went in search of mine. 

Although my mother began her treatment, she also collected money for book sales and told me that she would help me make calls when she could. Once again, her resilience amazed me. When she received her first treatment, I sat in the room with her for a while. I placed her tote bag next to the recliner where she sat and noticed the signed copy of my book inside it. Upon leaving the room, she spoke of the other cancer patients’ strength. Who was I to feel defeated, if she did not?

Her pride gave me strength, and I pressed forward over many months. To our surprise, I even made the bestseller’s list at a popular chain in my area.

Unfortunately, my mother’s condition continued to fluctuate, and she ultimately took a turn for the worse. After several blood transfusions, she was scheduled for surgery to install a port in her chest. As I carefully lifted my mother’s right foot, to stick it inside her black, slimline Easy Spirit shoe, my spirit revealed that she would not return home again. I spent many nights crying but managed to drag myself out to promote my book. A short time thereafter, a tumor was found on her lung, and the cancer began spreading rapidly. Making my mother comfortable became the only remaining option. I could not imagine what it must have felt like to be in her shoes.

When I entered her hospital room, I asked her to squeeze my hand if she could hear me. Although her pale hand shook, she mustered the strength to greet me. I read the Bible to her and reaffirmed that she was loved and appreciated. Although she could no longer talk, I could feel a sense of unity swirl in the air and felt my strength rise. During this time, I had secured my first radio interview and explained where I was going to my mother.

Although her eyes were closed, she smiled, and I knew that I would make it through the interview, despite my jumbled thoughts.

Less than six months after diagnosis, my mother departed to heaven. After her funeral, I found it difficult to do more than sleep or cry. I had written only one chapter of my new book, and I knew that my mother, my best friend, would want me to continue striving to meet my goals. Over time I got stronger. My appetite returned, and I pulled myself together and was able to write the sequel to my first novel.

Almost a year later I helped a delivery driver unload a truck full of boxes. After we finished, I dropped to my knees in my basement and cried tears of joy in thanks to my mother for being my role model. I knew she was looking down smiling.

One day I was unable to find my tennis shoes. My eyes fell on the same Easy Spirit shoes that my mother wore the final time she was dressed to journey to the hospital.

In between sniffling, I grabbed the shoes and decided that I would overcome the fear of no longer being able to physically speak to my mother. I put them on and decided that I would wear the shoes to the gym, as a symbolic representation of two soldiers: Mom and me. As I sprinted around the track, with each lap I completed, I felt her strength comfort me.

So this is what it feels like to be in my mother’s shoes.

Andrea Blackstone 




My “Shero” 

Dreams come a size too big so that we can grow into them. 

Josie Bisset 

All of my childhood and early adult life my mom weighed over 220 pounds. I could feel the pain that my mom experienced with her obesity—not because I had a weight problem, but because our family was so close, and I often watched Mom when no one else was looking. I would see the hollow look in her face as if she lost something a long time ago and was still searching for it. I had no idea that I would soon find out what my mom had actually lost.

She never came to any school events, even though I ran track, swam competition, did water ballet, was a cheerleader, was in student council and many other things. I have no memory of my mother attending anything with me at all. My father made it his responsibility to participate in many of these activities with me, which ultimately led me to forge a greater bond with my dad than with my mom. I often wondered why she chose not to participate in my activities and even wondered if she maybe didn’t love me enough to support me. My bitterness and hurt toward my mom’s lack of involvement in my life only became heightened as I moved into my later teen years. I found myself resenting her for her choices and criticizing her for her complacency. I looked for female role models elsewhere, away from my mother.

I was never embarrassed about my mother, but I think she was embarrassed about herself, and that feeling was painful for all of us. I would hear stories about when my mother was younger. She used to be the family’s number one dancer, dancing all night and lasting longer on the dance floor than all the other guests that came to visit. I longed to know this dancing lady, as I was the dancer of my generation, known for my own smooth moves; I wanted to share that joy with my mom. Maybe the dance floor would be the common ground where we would finally connect! I had never seen this dancing woman, though; the woman I grew up with had traded in her dancing shoes for house slippers.

As I became an adult and interested in psychology and self-development, I began to understand people better. I soon realized that my mom loved me and did for me as much as she could. After a while, I understood that my mom was in pain; however, I did not know how to help her. Fortunately, from somewhere, she found the strength to help herself.

After more than twenty years of battling obesity, my mother completed a vigorous eighteen-month diet that left her ninety pounds lighter than before. A new woman was born! At age twenty-eight, I got a newmom!When I looked at her, I knew she was my mom, but I could not believe that she was real. This jubilant, energetic and lively woman was all mine to call Mom. For the first time, I met the woman my mother truly was, the beautiful little lady underneath the obesity. She now weighed a whopping 125 pounds. It wasn’t so much her new body that was the surprise, but rather her new spirit.

To celebrate her new size and to rededicate herself to dance, my mother joined a “Mrs. Forty-Plus” competition, where she would have to model, give a speech and provide a dance performance. She told our family that she did not care if she won—she simply had always wanted to be in a pageant, to walk down a runway and perform on stage.

She told each one of us, “I’m not doing it to win; I’m doing it to dance!”

“I’m not doing it to win; I’m doing it to celebrate.”

“I’m not doing it to win; I’m doing it because . . . now I can!”

The competitionwas intense!Many women—well–seasoned with their elegant salt-and-pepper hair—graced the runway with style and assurance. Ther ewere many beautiful women there full of talent and grace, but none had just accomplished the amazing feat my mom had to get herself to this place of confidence. I prayed that my mom would win, but while watching her on stage I was simply overjoyed just by her effort. To me, she had already won. She posed to perfection, her speech brought tears to everyone’s eyes, and her performance emulating Janet Jackson stopped the show. She spun, she kicked, and she even danced on the chair like Janet Jackson did in her onstage performances. Who was this lady on stage with black leggings, a rhinestone vest, a headmicro-phone and a Rhythm Nation baseball cap looking like a professional performer?

That night, at age forty-three, my mother was crowned “Mrs. Forty-Plus.” She was the first person in our family to ever win such a title. With this new woman, my mother was born again. She gave herself a new chance at life—as a model, a dancer, a mother and a friend. At age twenty-eight, I met my “shero.”

Lisa Nichols 




What She Said 

A successful person is one who can lay a firm foundation with the bricks that others throw at him/her. 

David Brinkley 

The words Mama flung at me on a summer day in 1978 stabbed me in so many places I figured I’d ache and bleed forever.

“This is what I get,” she said, “for working my fingers to the bone raising somebody else’s child. You wouldn’t have done this if your daddy was still alive.”

I was stunned. Had I heard her right? “Whose child you raised?” I asked, puzzled.

“Your daddy’s. You .”

We were sitting outside, lapping up lemonade and sharing a pint of vanilla ice cream. That was the way we communicated in those days, substituting homemade lemonade for “I’m glad to see you,” and bowls of ice cream for “I love you.” But on this sun-scorched afternoon,Mama, stung by my new, short Afro and sassy ways, finally blurted out what was in her heart.

I could hear the pride in her voice as she talked about how she’d raised me and rescued her marriage. After so many years of living a lie, it seemed to free her to dump our family’s secrets on a table and slice them open. But I was angry at her, angry at Daddy, angry at Grandma Eva, angry at Aunt Minnie and angry at anyone else who’d known the truth but kept it buried.

After six or seven months, I finally packed away my anger, dried my tears and began using the journalistic skills I’d learned in the news rooms, hammering Mama with questions about my birth mother. The state of Alabama had never been able to find a birth certificate for Betty Jean DeRamus, the name I’d always believed was mine. However, state workers quickly found one for Betty Jean Nesby, a baby girl born on the same day and year as I was. The story was as true as rain and as real as Grandma’s Bible.

Now I understood why Mama had always forgotten my birthdays. Now I understood why her all-consuming love seemed to change at times to resentment once I reached my teens. Her remarks about my long, lank hair, my tan skin and my full lips—all so different from her own—made sense, too. I could even forgive her for once telling one of my friends that it was too bad I lacked her beauty. She’d been watching me become her worst nightmare, a young woman who looked like her rival.

Yet I was still knee-deep in sorrow and still churning with questions. According to my newly acquired birth certificate, my birth mother came from Monroe County, Mississippi, and already had another child when she gave birth to me in Tuscaloosa, Alabama. And according to Mama, my birth mother had willingly handed me over to my dad. I don’t think I’ll ever know where my father found the courage to bring me home to his wife. Or why Mama, childless though she was, agreed to raise her husband’s love child by another woman. But the two of them had indeed leaped aboard a train in Alabama and got off it in Detroit, a city where they created a life for me without bothering with any uncomfortable paperwork or truths.

But a funny thing happened while I was packing my bags for a trip to the South that I hoped would enable me to pick up the trail of my maternal relatives, including, perhaps, my biological mother. I woke up that morning with a familiar phrase dancing in my head—“It takes a whole village to raise a child.”

I recalled that during the slavery era there had been honorary “aunts” and “uncles” on every plantation, ready to wrap their arms around youngsters separated from their parents and school them in the art of survival. Those traditions endured in the twentieth century and beyond.

My friend’s mother raised the daughter my friend had when she was sixteen. The child grew up believing her mother was her older sister. And just about every black family I knew could tell stories about “cousins” who were actually family friends and “mothers” who were really open-hearted neighbors.

Mostly, though, I remembered those times when Mama had shown up at my elementary school in the middle of the day, bringing raincoat and boots to protect me from a simmering storm.

I thought about how she used to lean out of windows to watch me play hopscotch and hide-and-seek, smiling so much I worried that she would crack her face. I remembered all those pork chops and slabs of chocolate cake she’d stuffed into my lunch boxes. And the fact that she and my working-class dad had paid for my weekly piano lessons and sent me to a tuition-charging Catholic school.

I also thought about all those evenings when Mama had taken me to the movies, too weary from hours of maid work to stay awake but determined to give me a shot of joy. Daddy, who read Bible stories to me at bedtime and combed my hair on Sunday mornings, had been my heart. But Mama, I now realized, had been the person who made our little family possible, sheltering a youngster she could easily have despised.

“I’m your daughter,” I said one day after stopping by Mama’s apartment to drop off bags of groceries. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes told me that she knew why I’d never gotten around to taking that trip to Alabama to search for traces of my unknown family. My only regret is that I never really thanked Mama, in clear, direct words, for all she’d done.

When she died, I had engraved on her tombstone, “You taught me everything that matters.” One of the things she taught me is that life isn’t some big-screen drama in which families thrash out all their differences in two hours and then blend their voices in a symphony of joy. Sometimes love is just a lunch packed with extra care, a shared dish of ice cream, a jug of homemade lemonade or a mother who fills her daughter’s head with a stream of constant dreams.

And family? I know what that is, too.

It’s whomever you’re lucky enough to love for a lifetime. 

Betty DeRamus 
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