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MARCH 26, 1965

My dream job. White working-class students— mirror images of me. Salem State College, I’m a twenty-four-year-old beginning composition instructor. We’re discussing the politics, rhetorical effectiveness, and message of Martin Luther King’s 1963 “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.”

Angie says, “Last night my parents and I watched the news about the Selma to Montgomery voting rights march and rally. A woman was murdered. I cried. My mother doesn’t get it. I’d be embarrassed to tell you what she said. She sounds like the KKK.” Student heads nod. I get Angie’s point.

On days like today, discussing King with my students I feel grateful to Sister Marie, my old prof, social justice advocate, mentor who in 1959 brought me and a bunch of my freshman classmates to an ecumenical interracial weekend. We’d never met Negroes. Eaten with Negroes. Hung out, laughed, or talked with Negroes. Mutual hopes, fears, dreams. My eyes, my heart, my mind flew open. Ignominy of white and colored drinking fountains. Not being able to vote. Riding in the back of the bus.
A half hour after my composition class, I’m driving down Route 128, obligatory dinner at my mother, The Beak’s house. Chance to collect my mail.

Beak loves riffling through my mail, beaking into my life. Doesn’t approve of my interests: NAACP newsletters, Catholic Interracial Conference bulletins . . . I’ll probably hear, “Why the hell is this embarrassing stuff still coming? You don’t live here.”
As I buzz along, a flash bulletin comes on the radio. “President Lyndon Johnson will have a televised press conference within the hour, an important announcement regarding the killing of Viola Liuzzo.”

I bust into the house, “Hi Beak, got to catch something on TV. Mind if I turn it on?”

“Suit yourself, Miss College Professor. Just don’t get on the phone. I’ve got some bets to call in to my bookie.”

“Mind if I sit next to you, Beak?”

“Your choice. What the hell is this on TV anyway?” “Shhh, let’s listen.”

Beak sneers, “Oh that drawl of LBJ, it’s a killer. Texas twang.”

The president speaks, “After the tragic death of Mrs. Viola Liuzzo on a lonely road between Selma and Montgomery, Alabama, arrests were made a few minutes ago of four Ku Klux Klan members in Birmingham, Alabama, charging them with conspiracy to violate the civil rights of the murdered woman.”

I cry. Beak’s rattling her racing forms. “What the hell is he talking about?”

“Shhh, please, Beak.”

“Mrs. Liuzzo went to Alabama to serve the struggle for justice. She was murdered by the enemies of justice.”

I start crying. Again.

The newscaster wraps up: “Liuzzo, thirty-nine, white mother of five, social justice activist, murdered by the Ku Klux Klan. Just days ago, she delivered a check from her husband’s Teamsters union supporting the march.”

I wipe away tears.

Beak snarls, “What the hell are you crying about, Miss NAACP? Why wasn’t she home with her five children instead of slutting around with n—— in Alabama? N—— lover.”

My mouth hangs open. I remember Angie: “My parents don’t get it.”

I scream at Beak, “I hate hearing that word! You’ll never, ever, use that word for a Negro under my roof. Ever.”

She sputters as I bolt out of the house.

MONDAY, MAY 8, 1989

3 PM. I’m at Salem State chairing a women’s studies meeting on improving our Introduction to Women’s Studies syllabus. Great working with colleagues committed to social justice. I nudge them: “We need more on class, race, sexuality, and families.” Exhausting, but we’re being creative. Committed to justice.

5 PM. At home, glass of wine in hand, toasting with Congetta, my visiting ex-mother in law. My ex-partner Marilyn’s mother. In women’s studies, we discuss constructing families. Congetta, my mother of choice.

Riiinnnggg. Phone. Riiiinnnggg. Not answering. I need a little peace and quiet.

Riiiinnnng.

Suddenly Congetta’s smile fades and she looks serious, asks, “Oh Pat, the Beak called earlier. Thinks we should all go to the race track on Wednesday. Could you do that Sweetie?”

Beak. My mother of birth. No choice there. She’s a gambler. No jackpot for me. Beak thinks she’s the big loser with a lesbian daughter. Congetta loves her lesbian daughter and gay son.
“Do you want to go, Congetta?”

Ring.

“Love to, Pat, if it’s all right with you? But I know you work on Wednesday?”

Ring.

“That might be the Beak, Sweetie.”

Love it when Congetta calls me, “Sweetie.” Ring number 8. Beak. Who else lets the phone ring eight times? Nine times? Beaking in. Ten times.
I grab the phone. Click on speaker.

“What the hell takes you so long to pick up the phone?” Congetta puts her arm around me. I try to be charming and casual, neutralize Beak’s condescending treatment of me.

Two hours ago professors listened to me, treated me, my ideas with respect. Now I’m being infantilized.
I choke out, “Oh, hi Beak.”

“Don’t give me any of that ‘Oh hi Beak.’ I’m your mother, Miss College Professor. Listen, clear your calendar. I’m coming over on Wednesday at 11. Congetta wants to go to the track with me. You’re driving. This can be your Mother’s Day gift to me.”

Mother’s Day gift? Wasn’t planning on it. Maybe a card. Catholic guilt.
Beak knocks me out with her next line, “And listen. I want to meet that Jolene. Bring her. Congetta told me she likes her.”

For the past six months, since Jolene, a nationally recognized African American scholar, and I have been together, I haven’t breathed a word of our relationship to the Beak. I met Jolene’s mother, Lizzie, in NYC. So nice. Smart. Fun. Had a great time with her and Jolene. To Beak, being black is worse than being a lesbian. If Jolene meets Beak, I’ll be dropped like a hot potato.
MAY 9, 1989

Jolene and I are taking Congetta out to celebrate her seventieth birthday. Superb dinner Top of the Hub, mucho champagne, dancing at a gay club, fabulous. Everything Congetta requests. Jolene, 6’2” Grace Jones look-alike, majestic African American icon and Congetta, 5’ in her platform shoes, Carmen Miranda reincarnation. . . . quite the scene on the dance floor. Hot. I love watching them. They’re a huge hit with all the gay guys. I’m crushed out on Jolene.

The DJ indulges me. “Nightclubbing,” “Pull Up to the Bumper Baby,” and then the song Jolene and I call our song, “I’m Not Perfect, But I’m Perfect for You.” Jolene waves me over to join her and Congetta. I wave her off. I love to voyeur.

Jolene and Congetta bring everyone in the club to their feet—cheering them on. Jolene singing to the music looks like she is Grace Jones:

“I’m not perfect but I’m perfect for you . . .”

WEDNESDAY, MAY 10, 1989

I’ve taken the day off work to please Congetta. I casually told Jolene that I won’t be at the college. Obligatory mother thing with Beak and Congetta at the track. Jolene apologizes too busy to join us. Didn’t notice that I didn’t invite her.

11 AM. Right on time. Gears grinding. Engine racing. CRASH—Beak customizing the driveway wall—again. I just had it repaired for $500 from her visit six months ago. Engine revving. She guns it. Rips off the capstone. Again. Decapitation. Again. Like she’s knocking my block off. Slams her car door. Kicks in my back door. Well it feels like that. Like Grant taking Richmond.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, Miss College Professor, I need a drink.”

“Hi, Beak. Knew you were here. Heard your car hit the wall.”

“What the hell are you talking about? Wall? What wall? You’re imagining things.”

11:10 AM. Clop, clop, clop. Congetta’s Carmen Miranda wedgies clopping down the stairs.

Congetta coos, “Pat, sweetie, did you hear that crash?

“Oh, Mary. How good to see you. Was that your car? Are you okay?”

“Car? Come on, Congetta, have a Scotch. We’re drinking the good stuff. Not her usual rotgut. I’m sure the professor got the good stuff for you. Where’s Marilyn? If she has to be one of those L’s—why isn’t she with Marilyn?”

Beak ignores any reference to crashing her car. Refuses to say the word “lesbian.” And the revisionist history! When I was with Marilyn, Beak hated her. Now that I’m not with Marilyn, she’s great. Can’t imagine what she’d say if she ever got to meet Jolene. But she’ll never meet Jolene. Not if I can help it.
“What do you mean, Mary? What’s an L?”

“Oh please, Congetta, that L word will never cross my lips. Miss Big Shot here, saying it on television, in the newspaper. I moved to Falmouth. No one there knows I’m her mother. Hey, where’s that Jolene? You’re a fool. Look at that nice Marilyn. Get rid of that Jolene. What do you think, Congetta?”

“Now, Mary, our kids make their own choices. I just want them to be happy. And you’ll see, Jolene is very nice. Beautiful. Looks like Grace Jones.”

“Who’s Grace Jones?”

Noon. Congetta, Beak, and I are still sitting around the kitchen counter, cranking up our pre-luncheon cocktail festivities. Booze my defense, around The Beak. The doorbell. I peer out the window. Oh no, it’s Jolene.

Beak. Jolene. Beak. Oh #**! What’s she doing here?

“Hey what a surprise! What are you doing here?” Oh my, Jesus.
I give Jolene a peck on the cheek. I can see Beak craning her neck to see who it is.

Congetta runs over. Hugs Jolene. Gives her a kiss. Takes charge.

“Jolene, I’d like you to meet Pat’s mother—the legend.” Beak eyes Jolene. Gives me a disgusted look. Gives Jolene a smile.

Fake. I know Beak’s fake smiles.
I try to ignore it, turning to Jolene. “Here honey, sit here, by me. What a surprise. How about some lunch.”

“No, no, Pat. Got to go back to the college but wanted to drop by. Surprise you and Congetta. Wish you all luck at the track.”

Congetta, rushes a glass of wine over to Jolene. Jolene gives her a thank you peck. Beak simmers.

I whip out lunch. Feign casual. “Got a big antipasto here and ham for sandwiches. What do you think, gang?”

Beak is eerily silent.

Jolene and Congetta dig into the antipasto.

Beak swallows the last of her second Scotch. Eyes me.

I’m solicitous. “Sandwich, Beak? Ham on rye, your favorite.”

Congetta jumps in, “Looks great Pat. What do you think, Mary? Sandwich?”

Beak eyes me.

What the hell?
Beak silent.

Not a good sign.
Beak shifts in her seat. Stands up. Glares at me. Glances toward Jolene. Throws back her head. “Listen, Miss College Professor, cut the bull. Pour me a sandwich and make it a double. On the rocks.”

Oh no, what’s next? Ice in the air. Beak’s frosty, snippy. Heads for the bathroom. I’m ten again. Scared. Not knowing what’s going on with her. Wanting peace. Honor thy mother. Wanting everyone to get along. Wanting Beak to like Jolene.
Congetta and Jolene chatting it up. Quite the pair.

Congetta slides another Scotch to The Beak. Breaks in. Subject change. “Jolene is a wonderful dancer, Mary. Such fun the other night out dancing.”

Beak scowls at Jolene and Congetta, “The two of you dancing together?”

“Yes, your darling daughter and Jolene took me to a gay bar for my seventieth birthday. Jolene and I brought the house down. Didn’t we, sweetie?”

Beak shoots daggers, “Congetta, you need your head examined.”

Jolene eyes me. She’s picking up on Beak’s vibe. Leans in and nuzzles Congetta. “Congetta, you’re a fabulous dancer.”

“Takes two to tango, Jolene. I’ll go dancing with you anytime.”

Beak sneers. Eyes Jolene. Oh, God, it’s coming.

Jolene always amiable. A very tall and beautiful black woman’s defense. Savvy. Grew up in Harlem projects. Went to Harvard. Writes about race and class. No pretense.
Beak from a Boston slum. Clawed out of there. Married a guy who got through seventh grade. Working-class stiff with a house and car. Nirvana. Beak, moving on up, marrying a union guy. College? Smart enough. But too poor.
Beak’s doing a low boil looking at Jolene. Always measuring her life against others. Jealousy. Smirks. Throws back her head. Eyes her prey—again.

Coils back. Like a cobra.

“Now Jolene, wouldn’t you really rather go out with Sidney Poitier? Remember him in Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? He’s a nice-looking guy—kind of reminds me of you. Tall, handsome and . . . a . . .”

I spit out my drink. I fear it coming. “Beak, you know the rule. You’re under my roof . . .”

Congetta senses danger, jumps off the bar stool, scurries out. “Gotta go change.”

Jolene and I sitting across the kitchen counter from Beak.

“Beak, that’s totally sick. Why the hell are you talking about Sidney Poitier?”

My head is exploding. Women’s studies . . . intersection of race and sex . . . family dynamics. Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, 1967. Twenty-two years later. Beak still doesn’t get it. But couldn’t she keep it to herself? Congetta gets it. Jolene gets it.
Silence. Jolene looks right at The Beak, laughs, throwing back her head.

Maybe this is good. Maybe Jolene won’t hold it against me? I’d like to kill The Beak. Shame washing over me.
Jolene putting her arm around my shoulder.

Oh, no. Too close.
Jolene leans toward The Beak. “No Mary, no Sidney Poitier for me, I’d rather go out with your darling daughter.” Jolene kisses my cheek. I freeze.

One upping The Beak. Never a good idea. Beak doesn’t lose. But please dear god don’t let her win the ugly way. Not under my roof.
Beak glares at Jolene, shakes her head, blows a disgusted sigh, like she’s auditioning for one of the ugly moments in Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner.

Jolene pats my hand. Beak watches her.

Beak leans toward Jolene, hisses:

“You’d rather go out with my so-called darling daughter, than Sidney Poitier?”

Oh, damn it, Beak? No. Enough already.
“A good-looking girl like you, Jolene, going out with her?”

Mother love. Ever hear of it, Beak?
Beak’s evil snake eyes slide toward me.

Don’t say it, Beak.
She eyes her prey, “You know what you need, Jolene?” She gulps her scotch. Smirks. “You need a cold shower and a vinegar douche. That would do the trick.”

The trick?
Race . . . Sex . . . Homophobia . . .

The KKK in all our families.

