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waiting for the store to open so we each could get first crack at
buying our allotted quarter-pound of unrationed butter. Through-
out the war, Mother kept a mental list of all the supermarkets
reachable by one bus, frequently taking only me because I could
ride free. She also noted which were friendly and which were
not, and long after the war ended there were meat markets and
stores we never shopped in because someone in them had
crossed my mother during the war over some precious scarce
commodity, and my mother never forgot and rarely forgave.

I started school in a sight-conservation class in

the local public schpol on 135th Street and
Lenox Avenue. On the corner was a blue wooden booth where
white women gave away free milk to Black mothers with chil-
dren. I used to long for some Hearst Free Milk Fund milk, in
those cute little bottles with their red and white tops, but my
mother never allowed me to have any, because she said it was
charity, which was bad and demeaning, and besides the milk
was warm and might make me sick.

The school was right across the avenue from the cathohc
school where my two older sisters went, and this public school
had been used as a threat against them for as long as I could re-
member. If they didn’t behave and get good marks in school-
work and deportment, they could be “transferred.” A “transfer’’
carried the same dire implications as ‘“‘deportation’ came to
imply decades later.

Of course everybody knew that public school kids did noth-
ing but “fight,” and you could get “beaten up”’ every day after
school, instead of being marched out of the schoolhouse door in
two neat rows like little robots, silent but safe and unattacked,
to the corner where the mothers waited.

But the catholic school had no kindergarten, and certainly
not one for blind children.

Despite my nearsightedness, or maybe because of it, I learned
to read at the same time I learned to talk, which was only about
a year or so before I started school. Perhaps learn isn’t the right
word to use for my beginning to talk, because to this day I
don’t know if I didn’t talk earlier because I didn’t know how, or
if I didn’t talk because I had nothihg to say that I would be

3 When 1 was five years old and still legally blind,
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allowed to say without punishment. Self-preservation start:
very early in West Indian families.

I learned how to read from Mrs. Augusta Baker, the children’s
librarian at the old 135th Street branch library, which has just
recently been torn down to make way for a new library building
to house the Schomburg Collection on African-American His-
tory and Culture. If that was the only good deed that lady ever
did in her life, may she rest in peace. Because that deed saved
my life, if not sooner, then later, when sometimes the only
thing I had to hold on to was knowing I could read, and that
that could get me through.

My mother was pinching my ear off one bright afternoon,
while I lay spreadeagled on the floor of the Children’s Room
like a furious little brown toad, screaming bloody murder and
embarrassing my mother to death. I know it must have been
spring or early fall, because without the protection of a heavy
coat, I can still feel the stinging soreness in the flesh of my up-
per arm. There, where my mother’s sharp fingers had already
tried to pinch me into silence. To escape those inexorable fin-
gers I had hurled myself to the floor, roaring with pain as I
could see them advancing toward my ears again. We were wait-
ing to pick up my two older sisters from story hour, held up-
stairs on another floor of the dry-smelling quiet library. My
shrieks pierced the reverential stillness.

Suddenly, I looked up, and there was a library lady stand-
ing over me. My mother’s hands had dropped to her sides.
From the floor where I was lying, Mrs..Baker seemed like yet
another mile-high woman about to do me in. She had immense,
light, hooded eyes and a very quiet voice that said, not damna-
tion ﬁor my noise, but ‘“Would you rike-to-hear a story, little
girl?’

Part of my fury was because I had not been allowed to go to
that secret feast called story hour since I was too young, and
now here was this strange lady offering me my own story.

I didn’t dare to look at my mother, half-afraid she might say
no, I was too bad for stories. -Still bewildered by this sudden
change of events, I climbed up upon the stool which Mrs. Baker
pulled over for me, and gave her my full attention. This was a
new experience for me and I was insatiably curious.

Mrs. Baker read me Madeline, and Horton Hatches the Egg,
both of which rhymed and had huge lovely pictures which I
could see from behind my newly acquired eyeglasses, fastened
around the back of my rambunctious head by a black elastic
band running from earpiece to earpiece. She also read me an-
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other storybook about a bear named Herbert who ate up an en-
tire family,.one by one, starting with the parents. By the time
she had finished that one, I was sold on reading for the rest of
my life.

I took the books from Mrs. Baker’s hands after she was fin-
ished reading, and traced the large black letters with my fingers,
while I peered again at the beautiful bright colors of the pic-
tures. Right then I decided I was going to find out how to do
that myself. I pointed to the black marks which I could now
distinguish as separate letters, different from my sisters’ more
grown-up books, whose smaller print made the pages only one
grey -blur for me. I.said, quite lo,udly, for whoever. was listening,
te.Hear,..I"want to read.;

My mother’s surprlsed relief outweighed whatever annoy-
ance she was still feeling at what she called my whelpish carry-
ings-on. From the background where she had been hovering
while Mrs. Baker read, my mother moved forward quickly,
mollified and impressed. I had spoken. She scooped me up from

the low stool, and to my surprise, kissed me, right in front of !

everybody in the library, including Mrs. Baker.

This was an unprecedented and unusual display of affection
in public, the cause of which I did not comprehend. But it was
a warm and happy feeling. For once, obviously, I had done
something right.

My mother set me back upon the stool and turned to Mrs.
Baker, smiling.

“Will wonders never cease to perform!” Her excitement star-

_ tled me back into cautious silence.

Not-only had I been sitting still for longer than my mother
waukd: b_gggmfhpughtﬁ possible, and- sitting.-quietly.. I .had: also
flimken Yather than screamed, something that my mother, after
four years and a lot of worry, had despaired that I would ever
do. Even one intelligible word was a very rare event for me. And
although the doctors at the clinic had clipped the little mem-
brane under my tongue so I was no longer tongue-tied, and had
assured my mother that I was not retarded, she still had her
terrors and her doubts. She was genuinely happy for any pos-
sible alternative to what she was afraid might be a dumb child.
The ear-pinching was forgotten. My mother accepted the alpha-

- bet and picture books Mrs. Baker gave her for me, and I was on
i my way.

I sat at the kitchen table with my mother, tracing letters and
calling their names. Soon she taught me how to say the alphabet
forwards and backwards as it was done in Grenada. Although
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she had never gone beyond the seventh grade, she had been put
in charge of teaching the first grade children their letters during
her last year at Mr. Taylor’s School in Grenville. She told me
stories about his strictness as she taught me how to print my
name,

I did not like the tail of the Y hanging down below the line in
Audrey, and would always forget to put it on, which used to
disturb my mother greatly. I used to love the evenness of
AUDRELORDE at four years of age, but I remembered to put
on the Y because it pleased my mother, and because, as she al-
ways insisted to me, that was the way it had to be because that
was the way it was. No deviation was allowed from her inter-
pretations of correct.

So by the time I arrived at the sight-conservation kindergar-
ten, braided, scrubbed, and bespectacled, I was able to read
large-print books and write my name with a regular pencil.
Then came my first rude awakening about school. Ability had
nothing to do with expectation.

There were only seven or eight of us little Black childrenin a
big classroom, all with various serious deficiencies of sight.
Some of us were cross-eyed, some of us were nearsighted, and
one little girl had a patch over one of her eyes.

We were given special short wide notebooks to write in, with
very widely spaced lines on yellow paper. They looked like my
sister’s music notebooks. We were also given thick black cray-
ons to write with. Now you don’t grow up fat, Black, nearly
blind, and ambidextrous in a West Indian household, particular-
ly my parents’ household, and survive without being or becom-
ing fairly rigid fairly fast. And having been roundly spanked on
several occasions for having made that mistake at home, I knew
quite well that crayons were not what you wrote with, and
music books were definitely not what you wrote in.

I raised my hand. When the teacher asked me what I wanted,
I asked for some regular paper to write on and a pencil. That
was my undoing. “We don’t have any pencils here,” I was told.

Our first task was to copy down the first letter of our names
in those notebooks with our black crayons. Our teacher went
around the room and wrote the required letter into each one
of our notébooks. When she came around to me, she printed a
large A in the upper left corner of the first page of my note-
book, and handed me the crayon.

“I can’t,” I said, knowing full well that what you do with
black crayons is scribble on the wall and get your backass beat-

half-showing off, half-eager to please.

E room.
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en, or color around the edges of pictures, but not write. To
write, you needed a pencil. “I can’t!” I said, terrified, and
started to cry.

“Imagine that, a big girl like you. Such a shame, I’ll have to
tell your mother that you won’t even try. And such a big girl
like you!”

And it was true. Although young, I was the biggest child by
far in the whole class, a fact that had not escaped the attention
of the little boy who sat behind me, and who was already whis-
pering “fatty, fatty!”” whenever the teacher’s back was turned.

“Now just try, dear. I'm sure you can try to print your A.
Mother will be so pleased to see that at least you tried.” She
patted my stiff braids and turned to the next desk.

Well, of course, she had said the magic words, because I
would have walked over rice on my knees to please Mother. I
took her nasty old soft smudgy crayon and pretended that it
was a nice neat pencil with a fine point, elegantly sharpened
that morning outside the bathroom door by my father, with the
little penknife that he always carried around in his bathrobe
pocket.

I bent my head down close to the desk that smelled like old
spittle and rubber erasers, and on that ridiculous yellow paper

¢ with those laughably wide spaces I printed my best AUDRE. 1
¥ had never been too good at keeping between straight lines no
i matter what their width, so it slanted down across the page
g something like this: A

U
D
R
E

"'- The notebooks were short and there was no more room for any-
4 thlr}g else on that page. So I turned the page over, and wrote
- again, earnestly and laboriously, biting my lip, L

O
R
D
E

By this time, Miss Teacher had returned to the front of the

“Now when you're finished drawing your letter, children,”

sl}e sai_d, “Just raise your hand high.” And her voice smiled a
£ big smile. It is surprising to me that I can still hear her voice but
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I can’t see her face, and I don’t know whether she was Black or
white. I can remember the way she smelled, but not the color of
her hand upon my desk. ) .

Well, when I heard that, my hand flew up in the air, wagging
frantically. There was one thing my sisters had warned me
about school in great detail: you must never talk in school un-
less you raised your hand. So I raised my hand, anxious to be
recognized. I could imagine what teacher would say to my
mother when she came to fetch me home at noon. My mother
would know that her warning to me to “be good’ had in truth
been heeded.

Miss Teacher came down the aisle and stood beside my desk,
looking down at my book. All of a sudden the air around her
hand beside my notebook grew very still and frightening.

“Well I never!” Her voice was sharp. ‘I thought I told you to
draw this letter? You don’t even want to try and do as you are
told. Now I want you to turn that page over and draw your let-
ter like everyone. . .” and turning to the next page, she saw my
second name sprawled down across the page.

3 There was a moment of icy silence, and I knew I had done

,ﬁ something terribly wrong. But this time, I had no idea what it

;ﬂ + could be that would get her so angry, certainly not being proud
of writing my name.

She broke the silence with a wicked edge to her voice. I see.”
she said. “I see we have a young lady who does not want to do
as she is told. We will have to tell her mother about that.” And
the rest of the class snickered, as the teacher tore the page out
of my notebook. ‘

“Now I am going to give you one more chance,” she said, as

' she printed another fierce A at the head of the new page. “Now
‘ .you copy that letter exactly the way it is, and the rest of the
\ class will have to wait for you.” She placed the crayon squarely
‘Back into my fingers. .

By this time I had no idea at all what this lady wanted from
me, and so I cried and cried for the rest of the morning until my
mother came to fetch me home at noon. I cried on the street
while we stopped to pick up my sisters, and for most of the way
home, until my mother threatened to box my ears for me if I
didn’t stop embarrassing her on the street.

That afternoon, after Phyllis and Helen were back in school,
and I was helping her dust, I told my mother how they had
given me crayons to write with and how the teacher didn’t w.ant
me to write my name. When my father came home that evening,
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the two of them went into counsel. It was decided that- my
mother would speak to the teacher the next morning when she
brought me to school, in order to find out what I had done
wrong. This decision was passed on to me, ominously, because
of course I must have done something wrong to have made Miss
Teacher so angry with me.

The next morning at school, the teacher told my mother that
she did not think that I was ready yet for kindergarten, because
I couldn’t follow directions, and I wouldn’t do as I was told.

My mother knew very well I could follow directions, because
she herself had spent a good deal of effort and arm-power mak-
ing it very painful for me whenever I did not follow directions.
And she also believed that a large part of the function of school
was to make me learn how to do what I was told to do. In her
private opinion, if this school could not do that, then it was not
much of a school and she was going to find a school that could.

; In other words, my mother had made up her mind that school
- was where I belonged.

That same morning, she took me off across the street to the

& catholic school, where she persuaded the nuns to put me into

the first grade, since I could read already, and write my name

', on regular paper with a real pencil. If I sat in the first row I

eould see the blackboard. My mother also told the nuns that un-

_“ like my two sisters, who were models of deportment, I was very
aunruly, and that they should spank me whenever I needed it.
b Mother Josepha, the principal, agreed, and I started school.

My first grade teacher was named Sister Mary of Perpetual

E Help, and she was a disciplinarian of the first order, right after
§ my mother’s own heart. A week after I started school she sent
* a note home to my mother asking her not to dress me in so
j many layers of clothing because then I couldn’t feel the strap
E on my behind when I was punished.

Sister Mary of Perpetual Help ran the first grade with an iron

E band in the shape of a cross. She couldn’t have been more than
[ eighteen. She was big, and blond, I think, since we never got to
b see the nuns’ hair in those days. But her eyebrows were blonde,
g and she was supposed to be totally dedicated, like all the other
€ Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament, to caring for the Colored and
¢ Indian children of america. Caring for was not always caring
£ about. And it always felt like Sister MPH hated either teaching
b or little children.

She had divided up the class into two groups, the Fairies and

jthe Brownies. In this day of heightened sensitivity to racism and
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color usage, I don’t have to tell you which were the good stu-
dents and which were the baddies. I always wound up in the
Brownies, because either I talked too much, or I broke my
glasses, or I perpetrated some other awful infraction of the end-
less rules of good behavior.

But for two glorious times that year, I made it into the
Fairies for brief periods of time. One was put into the Brownies
if one misbehaved, or couldn’t learn to read. I had learned to
read already, but I couldn’t tell my numbers. Whenever Sister
MPH would call a few of us up to the front of the room for our
reading lesson, she would say, “All right, children, now turn to
page six in your readers.” or, “Turn to page nineteen, please,
and begin at the top of the page.”

Well, I didn’t know what page to turn to, and I was ashamed
of not being able to read my numbers, so when my turn came
to read I couldn’t, because I didn’t have the right place. After
the prompting of a few words, she would go on to the next
reader, and soon I wound up in the Brownies.

This was around the second month of school, in October. My
new seatmate was Alvin, and he was the worst boy in the whole
class. His clothes were dirty and he smelled unwashed, and
rumor had it he had once called Sister MPH a bad name, but
that couldn’t have been possible because he would have been
suspended permanently from school.

. Alvin used to browbeat me into lending him my pencil to
.| draw endless pictures of airplanes dropping huge penile bombs.
He would always promise to give me the pictures wheh he was
finished. But of course, whenever he was finished, he would de-
cide that the picture was too good for a girl, so he would have
to keep it, and make me another. Yet I never stopped hoping
for one of them, because he drew airplanes very well.

He also would scratch his head and shake out the dandruff
onto our joint spelling book or reader, and then tell me the
flakes of dandruff were dead li¢e. I believed him in this, also,
and was constantly terrified of catching cooties. But Alvin and
I worked out our own system together for reading. He couldn’t
read, but he knew all his numbers, and I could read words, but
I couldn’t find the right page.

The Brownies were never called up to the front of the room;
we had- to read in anonymity from our double seats, where we
scrunched over at the edges, ordinarily, to leave room in the
middle for our two guardian angels to sit. But whenever we had
to shire a book our guardian angels had to jump around us and
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k sit on the outside edge of our seats. Therefore, Alvin would
show me the right pages to turn to when Sister called them out,
. and I would whisper the right words to him whenever it came
f his turn to read. Inside of a week after we devised this scheme
- of things, we had gotten out of the Brownies together. Since we
I, shared a reader, we always went up together to read with the
i Fairies, so we had a really good thing going there for a while.
& #  But Alvin began to get sick around Thanksgiving, and was ab-
’ P sent a lot, and he didn’t come back to school at all after Christ-
- mas. I used to miss his dive-bomber pictures, but most of all I
‘ missed his page numbers. After a few times of being called up
by myself and not being able to read, I landed back in the
¢ Brownies again.
~ Years later I found out that Alvin had died of tuberculosis
¢ over Christmas, and that was why we all had been X-rayed in
b the auditorium after Mass on the first day back to school from
f Christmas vacation.
i I spent a few more weeks in the Brownies with my mouth
i almost shut during reading lesson, unless the day’s story fell
1 on page eight, or ten, or twenty, which were the three numbers
I knew.
1 . Then, over one weekend, we had our first writing assignment.
\ We were to look in our parents’ newspaper and cut out words
| & we knew the meaning of, and make them into simple sentences.
l ’We could only use one “the ” It felt like an easy task, since I
3 F was already reading the comics by this time.
¢ On Sunday morning after church, when I usually did my
homework I noticed an ad for Whlte Rose Salada Tea on the
L back of the New York Times Magazine which my father was
reading at the time. It had the most gorgeous white rose on a
f red background, and I decided I must have that rose for my pic-
8. ture—our sentences were to be illustrated. I searched through
: f the paper until I found an “I,” and then a “like,” which I duti-
¥ fully clipped out along with my rose, and the words “White,”
e “Rose,” “Salada,” and “Tea.” I knew the brand-name well be-
use it was my mother’s favorite tea.
~ On Monday morning, we all stood our sentence papers up on
e chalk-channels, leaning them against the blackboards. And
ere among the twenty odd “The boy ran,” “it was cold,” was
like White Rose Salada Tea” and my-beautiful white rose on
red background.
bt That was too much coming from a Brownie. Sister Mary of
’“ frowned.
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“Thiszwas t8- be- our~own»work; children - she~sait¥ «Whe
helped you iwith your sentence, Audre?”’ I told her I had.done it
aloné?

“@urr guardian .drigels -weep. when -we~dont tell the truth,
Andre: I want a note from your mother tomorrow telling me
that you are sorry for lying to the baby Jesus.”

I told the story at home, and the next day I brought a note
from my father saying that the sentence had indeed been my
own work. Triumphantly, I gathered up my books and moved
back over to the Fairies.

The thing that I remember best about being in the first grade
was how uncomfortable it was, always having to leave room for
my guardian angel on those tiny seats, and moving back and
forth across the room from Brownies to Fairies and back again.

This time I stayed in the Fairies for a long time, because 1
finally started to recognize my numbers. I stayed there until the
day I broke my glasses. I had taken them off to clean them in
the bathroom and they slipped out of my hand. I was never to
do that, and so I was in disgrace. My eyeglasses came from the
eye clinic of the medical center, and it took three days to get a
new pair made. We could not afford to buy more than one pair
at a time, nor did it occur to my parents that such an extrava-
gance might be necessary. I was almost sightless without them,
but my punishment for having broken them was that I had to
go to school anyway, even though I could see nothing. My sis-
ters delivered me to my classroom with a note from my mother
saying I had broken my glasses despite the fact they were tied
to me by the strip of elastic.

I was never supposed to take my glasses off except just be-
fore getting into bed, but I was endlessly curious about these
magical circles of glass that were rapidly becoming a part of me,
transforming my universe, and remaining miovable. I was always
trying to examine them with my naked, nearsighted eyes, usu-
ally dropping them in the process.

Since I could not see at all t6 do any work from the black-
board, Sister Mary of PH made me sit in the back of the room
on the window seat with a dunce cap on. She had the rest of the
class offer up a prayer for my poor mother who had such a
naughty girl who broke her glasses and caused her parents such
needless extra expense to replace them. She also had them offer
up a special prayer for me to stop being such a wicked-hearted
child.
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I amused myself by counting the rainbows of color that
danced like a halo around the lamp on Sister Mary of PH’s desk,
watching the starburst patterns of light that the incandescent
light bulb became without my glasses. But I missed them, and not
being able to see. I never once gave a thought to the days when
I believed that bulbs were starburst patterns of color, because
that was what all light looked like to me.

It must have been close to summer by this time. As I sat with
the dunce cap on, I can remember the sun pouring through the
classroom window hot upon my back, as the rest of the class
dutifully entoned their Hail Marys for my soul, and I played
secret games with the distorted rainbows of light, until Sister
noticed and made me stop blinking my eyes so fast.

~' How I Became a Poet

“Wherever the bird with no feet flew she found trees with no
limbs.”

il When the strongest words for what I have to offer come out of
*1 me sounding like words I remember from my mother’s mouth,

| then 1 either have to reassess the meaning of everything I have
to say now, or re-examine the worth of her old words.

My mother had a special and secret relationship with words,

‘i?f" taken for granted as language because it was always there.

I did not speak until I was four. When I was three, the dazzling

& world of strange lights and fascinating shapes which I inhabited
= resolved itself in mundane definitions, and I learned another
i nature of things as seen through eyeglasses. This perception
¢ of things was less colorful and confusing but much more com-
fortable than the one native to my nearsighted and unevenly
i focused eyes.

I remember trundling along Lenox Avenue with my mother,

¥ on our way to school to pick up Phyllis and Helen for lunch. It
{‘ was late spring because my legs felt light and real, unencumbered
& by bulky snowpants. I dawdled along the fence around the pub-
lic playground, inside of which grew one stunted plane tree. En-




