
Audrey

By JazzmineRose

          It was the first time in my life that I was ever so angry with my mother that I felt 

like swearing at her. But knowing what would of happened if I did, I cried Instead, out of 

desperation, hoping my tears would make her feel bad enough for me to let me stay; as 

usual my tears didn’t phase Mama one bit. She stood there with her one hand on her 

bulky hip and looked me square in the eye, past the tears, the tears that were failing to 

save me from what I felt was the punishment of all punishments.  

     I couldn’t believe Mama was doing this to me. How could she? I wondered. She was 

sending me away to Mississippi on that stinking farm with people I hardly knew even 

though they were family.  In my mind Mama was being a pill, and she wasn’t hearing 

anything I had to say.  Her mind was made up. I was leaving.

     “That’s not fair!” I shouted while I stood in the middle of the kitchen wiping the tears 

from my cheeks.

        “It’s for your own good,” Mama said, paying more attention to the cast iron pot in 

the sink she was scrubbing. 

     Mama was so angry with me, that she didn’t even look up at me once until I begged 

louder and harder than before, “But Mama, please?” I pleaded over and over again. 

       “But nothing, I don’t want to hear it,” she said, angrier than I’ve seen her before. “It’s 

final.”  “You really did it this time,” She reminded me.

     Her pitiless attitude burned right through my soul, and I thought it was just awful of 

her to be ruining my life like this. My dream of ever getting in the Cotton Club was being 

squashed like a cock roach and buried in the earth with the worms James played with; or 



so I thought. 

    The rest of that night while me and my little brother James lay in bed, the room was so 

quiet I could hear the sound of the weak floorboards squeaking from Mama pacing back 

and forth across in the front room as she asked God for help with me.  “Lord what has 

gotten into that child?” I heard her ask God. “What am I to do with her Lord,” she 

continued.

      I figured if I just went off to sleep, by morning Mama would forgive me and change 

her mind about sending me to Mississippi.  To make sure, I climb out of bed, got down on 

my knees and squeezed my eyes shut as tight as I could-- as if somehow that would make 

Him hear me any better-- and asked God to help me too.  I began to pray like I never had 

before.

      Dear God, I know what I done was wrong, disobeying Mama like that and all, but 

please God, don’t let her send me away? PLEASE?  Amen!   

     The whole time I was praying, I could feel the bed wobble every time James flipped 

flopped from side to side pretending to be asleep.  I knew he really wasn’t, though, and I 

knew he heard me praying because when I got up from off my knees to get back in the 

bed, he whispered to me, “Audrey, why is Mama sending you away?”  He asked me if it 

was because of that place, as if he was worried for me for the first time in his little pesky 

life. 

          “Is it Audrey?   He asked again. Is that why Mama’s making you go to 

Mississippi?”

           “Mind your business, I snapped back through the tears that were about to build up 



again.  We both laid hushed in the pitch dark room with only the light from the moon 

shining in, and the rats scratching in the walls.  Neither one of us said another word, until 

James out of nowhere quietly whispered to me in raspy voice, “sorry Mama’s sending 

you away.  For some reason, or another I believed James this time, because he never felt 

bad for me about anything, but I said nothing back.

***

     Mama didn’t like the place much, at all really. In fact she hated it; I could always tell 

by the tone of her voice and the tightening of her mouth whenever she said the name, 

how much she despised the club, and she made it her business to let me know just how 

much. I couldn’t figure out why, and as much as I wanted for her to tell me, I knew not 

to ask why because I was nobody’s fool. 

     To question Mama was asking for trouble; I learned that a long time ago. 

“A place full of mobsters and gangsters, and where women keep improper hours 

in the company of men and served the devil’s juice is no place for a young girl, 

you understand?” was all the explanation she ever gave.   

     She warned me many times before not to go anywhere near the Cotton Club, but   

Mama’s warnings only made me more curious. I needed to know what the inside of that 

forbidden place was like and why Mama hated it so bad. The need to know was killing 

me.  

     What little I had learned about the Cotton Club, I learned listening to the grownups 

talking, laughing, and using profanity while drinking moonshine everyday on the stoop. 

Mr. Charlie was the loudest of all. He was a funny looking man. He was short and kind 

of chubby, and he wore the same brown plaid pants and cream shirt everyday with his 



hat cocked to one side of his head, and a liquor bottle hanging out of his back pocket. 

Mama said all drunk folk are loud. But Mr. Charlie’s loud slurred talking didn’t bother 

me because I wanted to listen to the talk anyway; the louder the better. They talked 

about all sorts of grown folks stuff like who got evicted, who was laying with who, and 

most of all, the Cotton Club. That’s when I really paid attention.

     Saturday was when the whole neighborhood came out—except for Miss Blanche, the 

lady across the street--and music was blasted. My brother James always found fun in 

swing around the parlor light outside our building. That’s all it was good for anyway. It 

got busted out, like many of the street lights in my neighborhood by the whacky Jenkins 

brothers who got a laugh out of going around using a sling shot to bust up whatever could 

be broken or knocked down from a distance. So, our street was dark and scary at night. 

That’s when Miss Blanche came out. She was like the bats that appeared once the sun hid 

behind the clouds and traded places with the moon. She slept all day and came alive a 

night. I asked Mama about her one time but didn’t get much of an answer.

     Mama, why does Miss Blanche only come out at night?” I asked. Is she afraid 

someone might see her in the day?”  Mama told me to mind my business and stay out of 

grown folks’. But I overheard Miss Mattie and Mama say about Miss Blanche that her 

apartment had a revolving door. I didn’t know what they meant by that though. Miss 

Blanche had children, two boys and three girls. I didn’t see them often either. They all did 

what they wanted. I thought they were lucky because I wished I was allowed to do what I 

wanted, but Mama would’ve rather beat me dead before she’d let me wander free.

     While James spun around the street light, I sat there on the steps reading the Nancy 

Drew novel my teacher Mrs. Jackson let me burrow. I was envious of Nancy Drew 



because she was she was smart, pretty and talented, but I adored her too. What I liked 

most about Nancy was, she was adventurous and brave and could solve any mystery. She 

always had a plan. That’s how I wanted to be. 

     As I was read along in  , I was getting bits and pieces of the conversations going on 

around me until Mama called down to me from the front room window to come help with 

dinner. 

     By that time Mr. Charlie’s wrinkled up paper bag with his empty bottle was under his 

chair and he was leaned over almost falling out the chair until someone lifted his head up 

and said, “Get up ol’ man.”  Secretly I always wanted him to fall out of the chair.

     “Those white folks travel from all over, some as far as Chicago, New Orleans  and 

Washington and North Carolina just to watch Negroes perform” Miss. Mattie said. “Us 

Negroes seem to be the only folks not allowed in unless we singing and carrying on. The 

Whites Only rule made sure of that.”  The “White Only rule?”  I wondered what that was 

about. 

       “Ya right about that” Mr. Charlie agreed. 

Knowing I had no business up in grownup talk, I asked anyway, “How come?” 

       “Baby, you too young to understand right now, but you will someday” Miss Mattie 

assured. That was the last thing I heard before I headed up the stairs to help Mama. It was 

my turn to snap the beans. I loved the sound the beans made when they snapped. 

         “All go on and tell the child” Mr. Charlie said after waking from his temporary nap. 

         “Its better she learns now then find out later what this old crazy world is really 

like.”  

         “Hush up you ol’ kook. You always talking that crazy talk.”



I knew what they meant even though no one would explain. Mrs. Jackson, my teacher, 

talked to the class about white people not liking black people.

     It wasn’t long before I made up my mind that I was going to come up with my own 

plan just as Nancy Drew had done so many times, to get into the Cotton Club and see 

what it was like. Maybe while I was at it, I get even luckier and would get to see Ethel 

Waters sing, I thought. I grew tired of hearing about the club from Miss Mattie and all the 

rest of the grownups who never been in either. So what did they really know? I asked 

myself I wanted to see for myself, with my own eyes just what it was like. I knew I 

wasn’t going to be easy but I was determined even if it meant disobeying Mama’s 

constant threatening warnings and feelings about it. 

     That night when I went to bed, all I could think about was the Cotton Club. I imagined 

myself in there many times, all dressed up and dancing.

***

     On my way home from school the next day I stopped at Mr. Tilley’s soda shop for a 

scoop of mint chocolate chip ice cream on a sugar cone--Mr. Tilley had the best dipped 

ice cream ever. Two blocks later, on a 142nd street, I walked past the Cotton Club. That’s 

when I saw it, the sign out front of the door with the name Ethel Waters all spelled out in 

black letters. I felt my heart stop, and I just stood there staring in a trance at the sign. I 

stood fixed on it so long, I didn’t realize the big bellied man with the curled up mustache 

approaching me. “Move along” he said in a real deep voice. The frightening sound of his 

voice almost made me drop my cone as he shooed me away with his white gloved hand. 

***



       Ethel Waters is only the greatest Jazz and blues singer of all time. That’s how Papa 

used to refer to her. She was his favorite. Seeing that sign made me think about what 

Mattie and others were talking about out on the stoop the day before. Ethel Waters was an 

entertainer and she was Negro, and that’s the only reason she was getting to be inside the 

club. I wondered how she felt about that. That’s when it hit me. I was a Negro, but I 

didn’t sing, so my chances of ever getting in the club had just gotten smaller. Everyday 

after that prayed for God to make me white. I wished I could wash away my brown skin 

for one night to be pearly white like that little curly head girl I’d seen in the theater, so I 

could get inside the one place my mother had told me I was never to go anywhere near 

and that my color excluded me from. Maybe if I were as light as my mother I could pass 

for white I thought. 

     Being white came with certain privileges that didn’t include me, James, or Mama, or 

anyone from where I came from; that is so unfair, I thought. I wanted the privilege more 

than anything, even more than my favorite, mint chocolate chip ice cream. I wanted to be 

able to go in the Cotton Club just like all those fancy dressed white people, to see Ethel 

perform. But aside from being a Negro and only fourteen, I had a bigger problem; My 

Mama.  Mama was never going to allow it. She would hog tie me before she would 

allowed me any where near the Cotton Club. I could never understand how Mary was 

able to be in the place that I longed to be. Mary was a girl I met the same day I saw the 

sign. She was coming out of the club with a group of other girls. I guess since they were 

all talking to one another, she didn’t see me when she crashed into me. It hardly even 

startled me because I was still taken by the Ethel Water sign. She apologized and kept on 

with the rest of the girls.  I would see her often after that. 



***

    When Poppa left, he left some of his records behind. I imagine he wouldn’t have much 

time to listen to records while working. Poppa and I had a bond. He used to call me his 

little locomotive. He loved to sing and dance around the house. I remember standing on 

top of his feet, while held my hands and danced around with me. 

     My favorite record was Ethel Waters because Poppa played that one all the time, but I 

didn’t have anything to play them on. That is, until one day while at work with Mama I 

noticed the old junked phonograph that Mrs. Tinsby put on the trash. I waited for the right 

moment before I collected it out of Mrs. Tinsby’s trash. Mrs. Tinsby was the old lady that 

my mother worked for. It was clear to me that Mrs. Tinsby didn’t pay Mama nearly what 

she was worth—that was one of Mama’s biggest complaints--so I decided to take the 

phonograph as payment that she wouldn’t know she was giving. We didn’t have much, 

and I knew we couldn’t afford a record player, but I found me a way to get one.

     I knew my Mama could have gotten fired and surely my backside whipped raw if Mrs. 

Tinsby would have found out that I had taken the phonograph out of the trash. Lucky for 

me Mama sent me home ahead of her that day. Since we lived all the way the on 135th 

street near Harlem hospital and Mrs. Tinsby lived on the other side of Harlem on 110th 

street, I knew she wouldn’t be there for awhile because Mama walked slow because of 

her bad legs. She was a strong woman, but years of cleaning up after white folks, taking 

care of their children, and cooking their meals put a beaten on her. That’s why I went to 

go help Mama sometimes. 

     Little did I know, Mama saw me steal the phonograph from Mrs. Tinsby’s garbage, but 

didn’t let on about it until she got home because it would’ve alerted Mrs. Tinsby and she 



would have known I had taken the phonograph.  How was it stealing if it was thrown 

away? I wondered.  

     Before Mama could get home, I hurried up and fetched the box from the top shelf of 

the closet to get my Ethel Waters record. I had to blow the dust off that had collected on it 

from sitting in the dark closet for so long, before I could play the record on my new 

phonograph. When Mama finally did get home from work, I hardly noticed because I was 

too wrapped up in Ethel Water’s words to hear her yell my name.

     “Audrey”, she called.

     “Audrey Lenox!” she called again, when I didn’t respond the first time. Only this time 

it was more urgent. Whenever I didn’t answer to Mama’s call for me right away, she’d 

yell for me a second time by my full name, which meant she was angry and I’d better 

move immediately if I didn’t want to pay with a firm tug on the gristle of my ear. I hated 

when she pulled my ear. I swore when she released it, a finger impression was gonna be 

there.

“Mama?” I called out into the living room from behind the bedroom door. “Is that 

you?”  I wanted to confirm so I could hide the phonograph. 

           “Get out here right now,” she said, annoyed like she had called me once before.

     I wasted no more time, and went to see what Mama wanted before she had the chance 

to call for me a third time.

          “Yes ma’am,” I responded, bugged that she was interrupting my time with Ethel 

Waters. Mama was sitting in the kitchen tapping her fingers about the table went in to see 

what she wanted. I started to get nervous because Mama didn’t look like she was about to 

offer me milk and cookies.



          “Hi Mama,” I said, looking her in the eye trying to act like I didn’t notice she was 

upset.

          “Don’t hi Mama me,” she said, still tapping her fingers about the table.

     I wasn’t sure why Mama seemed upset with me---I was always being set straight for 

something I had or hadn’t done—so I asked, “What’s wrong?” hoping her attitude would 

change for the better if I acted polite.

        “I witnessed you take that phonograph off Mrs. Tinsby’s garbage,” she told me, 

“what were you thinking?”   I just stood there quiet as a mouse, picking at my fingernails 

because I was busted. There was no worming my way out of this one, so I waited 

patiently for the punishment I knew was coming.

        “Don’t you know I could’ve gotten fired if that Mrs. Tinsby would’ve caught you,” 

she asked, “then how will we eat, huh?”  “I ought a skin your behind right now.”

I apologized to Mama and begged her not to skin me. 

        “I will have no child of mine behaving like a common Negro,” she said.  “We may 

be poor, but I never stole nothin from a living sole, and neither will you,” Mama 

confessed to me, looking as if she was about to break down.

     Mama didn’t let me keep the phonograph. She took it and gave it to Miss Mattie, who 

talked Mama into letting me come down and play my record every once in awhile.

***

The cracked mirror in our bathroom, which wasn’t even real glass, was my crystal ball. I 

became who I wanted in that mirror and spent  lots of time in it pretending to be a singer, 

singing into the tarnished, metal hairbrush given to my mother by her nana when she was 

a girl, now passed down to me. I imagined I was performing on stage at the Cotton Club 



in front of crowds of onlookers excited and clapping for more.

     My little brother James made it a point to make Mama aware of my long bathroom 

visits. He suddenly built up an urge to go whenever I was in there. James was a pesky 

little twit who made it his business to get me in trouble every chance he got. And because 

he was younger, it usually worked. I was tired of being the one who had to set an 

example. I had to be the mature one, but I couldn’t do what I wanted to do.

      I didn’t have all the beautiful dresses that Ethel had—Mama made most of, if not all 

my clothes--so I  wrapped  myself up in a clean bed sheet, tie a belt around it to get that 

womanly shape just like Our neighbor Miss Blanche and pretend the sheet was a fancy 

dress.

     Mama came into the bedroom and started scolding me for ruining sheets she had spent 

all day washing.

      “Child, are you stir crazy”, Mama said looking straight at me with that piercing look 

of aggravation on her face.

        “No ma’am” I answered.

        “Well you must be child. I don’t scrub sheets on my hands and knees all day for the 

liking of it”. 

           “Now put them back”, she would order.

            “Yes ma’am”.

     I was never gonna be able to experience what the white people were able to witness 

with their own eyes just because I was a Negro. How was that possible? I asked my self 

this haunting question often. But what I wanted to know most of all was why Mama went 

mad whenever I mentioned the Cotton Club. I wanted to ask her, but I knew she would go 



on about how I need not trouble myself with the devil’s work. I thought, if Papa were 

here he would’ve told me. I could talk to him about anything.

     Everyday I day dreamed about how I would get into that club. I thought about how I 

could go unnoticed if I was ever lucky enough to get in, but I knew better. Besides, some 

of Mrs. Tinsby’s tea party friends go there, and if they ever saw me even hanging around 

the place, they’d be sure to mention it to Mrs. Tinsby, who would tell Mama on purpose. 

And that dreadful, angry looking doorman would never allow me to pass through either. 

If only I could get him away from the door I thought to myself. It didn’t matter to me 

though who was at the door, or who was inside, I had it in my mind that one day I was 

going to get in to see Ethel perform.

     Every Thursday Mama had to work late for Mrs. Tinsby because the “girls”, as Mrs. 

Tinsby called them, were coming over for their weekly tea party. They all sat in the same 

place gathered around the pretty decorated table out in Mrs. Tinsby’s miniature garden 

drinking tea from tiny tea cups, eating cucumber sandwiches with the crust cut off and 

talking about something called prohibition. But mostly, they sat giggling and gossiping 

about the other women who weren’t apart of their circle. I bent my ears to listen to Mrs. 

Tinsby and her girls’ conversation like always whenever I was in the kitchen and 

supposed to be helping Mama. Mrs. Tinsby was the leader. She pulled out her notebook 

and pen and would put on the black framed glasses that hung from the chain around her 

neck to glance at what was written on the paper. As the Mrs. Tinsby and the girls talked, 

Mama made her way around the table filling their cups with tea from the silver tea pot, 

making sure not to touch a single cup or plate until Mrs. Tinsby would signal they were 



done. 

      “Are we going to let Virginia in the group?” one of the girls asked Mrs. Tinsby. 

“She’d be great for the fundraising committee.” Mrs. Tinsby just looked at her with a 

snobbish look, and said, “We’ll give her a trial and see how she does, but she’ll have to 

prove herself.”

     I leaned as close to the door as I could, in an effort to get the low down of Mrs. Tinsby 

and the Girls’ conversation. I had leaned in so far that I almost lost my balance and 

dropped Mrs. Tinsby’s china plate that I was drying. Mama gave me the, “you know 

better” eye and told me to mind my manners and stay out of grown folks business.

***

     That next day, Mama worked a little later than usual. She told me to go straight from 

school to get my little brother James and wait for her to get home. Instead, I took the long 

way since I knew she would be working late. It didn’t matter to me that it was freezing 

cold either and that I had to get James. Trash was whirling all around at my feet as the 

thought of getting into the Cotton club whirled around in my head. My heart was warmed 

knowing I might get to steal a look inside the club. 

     As I got near, I could see that mean doorman was in his usual standing position pacing 

back-and-forth smoking a cigarette. Seeing him standing there instantly sadden me 

because I knew that any chance I might have at sneaking a peek was ruined. The doorman 

reminded me of the mean old dog chained up in my neighbor’s Mr. Harvey’s front yard. 

Anytime anyone walked passed the house, the dog, forgetting it was chained, charged the 

fence almost choking him. Although the dog was mean and smelly, I didn’t like that Mr. 

Harvey kept him chained up all the time. I thought he should be free to roam the yard as 



he pleased like I wanted to do-be free. Free from my social restraints and free my color.

     I walked slowly up the street before coming up on the doorman so I could plan what I 

was going to do or say. It was during the day, so I didn’t know how much I would really 

get to see, since all the entertainers and classy dressed white folks gathered during the 

night while I was at home in bed. 

     The doorman raised his head, looked up at me with a strange look on his face as if he 

knew what I wanted to do. It made me nervous. I thought maybe if I be polite to him like 

Mama forever preached to us kids about being, maybe the doorman might let me see 

inside even just for a second. 

***

     My heart started to pound when I thought the doorman might say something to me. So 

I bent down to act like I was tying my shoe, hoping he would go back to smoking his 

cigar. Just as I  made my way closer to the building, two men dressed in black suits with 

roses—one with white, the other with red—pinned to their jacket pockets, walked up to 

the doorman. The one man was round and stumpy with slick, shiny black hair combed 

back to hide the bald spot; the other man was much taller with black and white hair.  The 

doorman quickly gave them his attention, leaned forward like his stomached ached and 

pulled open the door open so the two men could go in.  Almost able to catch a glimpse 

inside, the door swung back shut before my eyes were able to capture anything. The mean 

looking doorman shifted his attention to me, threw me a look, and said, “Carry on. You 

know you don’t have any business around here. Now go on, get!” Oh how I wanted to tell 

give him a piece of my mind, but Mama always told me how I should mind my manners 

and conduct myself like a young lady. So, instead, I picked up a rock, hurled it at the 



doorman with all my might and took off running like heck. Mama never said anything 

about throwing rocks.

     When I finally walked through the front door Mama and James were right there in the 

kitchen. James sat on the kitchen on the foot stool while Mama whipped dirt from his 

knees with a wet towel. James peeked around Mama’s shoulder and stuck his tongue out 

at me. I knew I was about to get scolded since I should have been home long ago. 

     “Audrey Marie Lenox, where have you been?” Mama yelled. I could see the anger in 

her eyes, but I couldn’t dare tell her that I took the long way home so I could walk past 

the Cotton club. My bottom would be sore for sure. “You know you had to mind your 

brother” she reminded me.

     James stood there with hand over his mouth chuckling as I was getting the wrath of 

Mama. I told her that I left my book sac back at school and had to turn back to get it. I 

don’t know if she believed me or not, but shortly after I was on my hands and knees with 

a scrub brush and a pail of hot soapy water scrubbing the steps out on the stoop. Nothing 

else was said. If there was anything that I knew for sure from experience I knew Mama’s 

silence was more powerful than her words. 

     That evening Mama prepared dinner; pigs feet, greens, and cornmeal. I hated pigs feet. 

They smelled like burning flesh. They were sticky, and I could still see the fine piney 

hairs poking up. “Gross!” Some part of the pig showed up on our table almost every 

night, because Mama grew up eating it back in Mississippi. Unfortunately, my brother 

and I had no choice but to eat what was put in front of us. Complaining about a meal was 

an absolute no-no. We either ate it or went hungry for the night. I learned the hard way.

     The water Mama was boiling the pigs feet in, spilled over down the sides of the pots 



making the lid jiggle. The kitchen filled with steam causing the window to sweat. James 

and I were in the bedroom. He sat in the floor listening to the Lone Ranger on the 

wooden radio that sat on the window seal, and I practiced my arithmetic while waiting for 

the dinner I was in no hurry to eat.

     For the next week, whenever I wasn’t doing some chores, I was restricted to my room 

where I sat staring out the window picking the at the paint chips, daydreaming about 

getting into the Cotton Club. If only there was a view other than the view of neighbor’s 

window that was always wide open with a baby crying. I might not have minded staying 

cramped up in the room. 

     I could here from the room since our tenement was so small. It had a bathroom, one 

bedroom, and a kitchen that took up most of the space; and a living room. My brother and 

I shared the bedroom while Mama slept on the sofa couch out in the living room. It’s a 

good thing Poppa wasn’t around because there wouldn’t have been enough room for all 

of us. I miss Poppa a lot. But James and I learned quickly not to talk about him much, 

especially not around or to Mama. I don’t know exactly why, but it angers Mama when 

either James or I bring him up, so I learned to miss him silently. He had to go off to find 

work in order to take of us. He found a job working as a Pullman porter in Virginia. 

Poppa came home twice since he’s been gone, and he used to send us money once a 

month, but I haven’t seen any of those yellow envelopes the mail carrier used to deliver 

that made Mama happy, in a long time. I guess that’s why Mama had to pick up more 

work.

***

     Lady Eloise, one of Mrs. Tinsby’s tea friends liked Mama. Said she was one the best 



Negro cooks she knows. Lady Eloise was a well-to-do woman who lived on Park Avenue. 

She always smelled like lavender. One day she asked Mrs. Tinsby if she wouldn’t mind 

sharing Mama. Like Mama was a toy or something. Mrs. Tinsby didn’t take to kindly to 

Lady Eloise’s request. Friends or not, women didn’t like sharing maids. If they had a 

good one, they wanted her all for themselves. But Mrs. Tinsby knew Mama needed more 

money that she was too cheap to pay, so she agreed. A week later Mama started working 

for Lady Eloise. She went directly after her work for Mrs. Tinsby was finished. Now 

instead of helping Mama at Mrs. Tinsby’s I went to help at Lady Eloise’s. Mama got up at 

five in the morning to go work for Mrs. Tinsby until two in the afternoon, and the rest of 

the time she worked at Lady Eloise’s. 

     I started going to help Mama by the second week, after she got familiar with where 

things were and familiar with Lady Eloise’s rules. 

      “White women have funny ways” Mama told me. 

      “They like things a certain way. So when ya work for them you have ta do things 

right.”

     The week I began, I remember walking into Lady Eloise’s house fascinated by all the 

pretty things she had. Everything was so white and so clean. When I got there, I was 

directed straight to the kitchen. Mama and I cooked Lady Eloise and the guest she was 

having, dinner. It was one of Mama’s favorite dishes, a juicy glazed ham, green beans, 

corn and boiled potatoes. For dissert she made her famous praline pie.  

     ****

     After a while, I went to work with Mama only on the weekends because I had to look 

after James. I much rather went to work with her though because it more fun, and I got to 



see down town. And Lady Eloise lived close to the Astoria hotel, the hotel where all the 

famous people stayed. That’s when I saw Mary again.

     On my way back to Mama’s work from taking Lady Eloise’s  pooch for a walk,   

across the street I saw the girl who days before was in such a rush coming out the Cotton 

Club that she didn’t even notice me  standing there, and almost knocked me down. She 

was standing out in front of a hotel. I paused for a moment wanting to see what she doing 

standing there and suddenly she looked my way and she saw me too. It surprised me 

when she smiled and waved at me like she knew me.  Feeling somewhat nervous, I 

waved back and darted across the street trying to avoid being trampled by one of those 

huge horses to go talk to her. I didn’t know what I was going to say, I just hoped whatever 

it was, it wasn’t something stupid.

    She paused for second to fix herself, which gave me enough time to meet her face-to-

face. Once I got in front of her the only thing I could think to say was, “Hi, I like yours 

dress. How stupid was that, I thought. She probably thought I was a lame-brain, so I 

wouldn’t say anything else to make me look or sound stupid. I guess she saw the 

awkward look on my face and to make me feel good, she giggled and said, “Thanks, I 

like your too.”

“Thanks,” I said, feeling less stupid.

“So what’s your name?” She asked me. 

“Audrey, Audrey Lenox” I answered.

      As we were talking, she got distracted by the other people coming and going in and out 

of the hotel.  “Are you waiting for someone,” I asked. She told that she was waiting for 

her mother who worked there.  “I come everyday after I my rehearsals to wait for her to 



mary and meget off,” she explained. 

“What do rehearse for?” I wanted know.

“I’m a dancer,” she said looking toward the hotel door.

 “Where do you dance?” I asked trying not to sound nosy. “I use to dance with my 

Papa all the time.”

     But when she told me she was a dancer at the Cotton Club, it made dancing with Papa 

seem like nothing. I was suddenly more curious than ever to know how that was possible. 

How was a girl who was young like me allowed to dance at the Cotton?  I couldn’t believe 

it. I didn’t know if I wanted to be mad at Mary or like her more. When I stopped talking 

Mary asked what was wrong. “Why’d you get so quiet?” She asked. Is everything ok?

“Yeah, I’m ok,” I told her.  “But how did you get to dance at the Cotton Club?” I 

asked out of nowhere.

“My mother got me the job.”

“Your mother!” I almost yelled out loud. “My mama doesn’t even want me 

anywhere near that place.”

 “Then why do I always see you hanging around there,” she wanted to know. 

“You’re not afraid of gettin' into trouble if ya mama finds out?” 

     All I could do was just shrugged my shoulders because I had never really thought 

about getting in trouble for going against my mama’s wishes and how she felt about the 

Cotton Club, although I knew  for sure she would kill me. Mama had a sore spot for 

disobedient children. The only thing that ever mattered to me was getting inside of the 

Cotton Club, not Mama, not getting in trouble, or the doorman; nothing or none mattered.

    I said to Mary, “I dream of getting into that club everyday.” 



“Why,” she asked looking confused.

     Picturing it all in my head, I told Mary, “because I wanna dance and sing like Ethel 

Waters.” 

“Ethel Waters?” “Why Ethel Waters?”

“Because,” I said, “she’s me and my Papa’s favorite,” I said with a grin on my 

face.

     Mary and I had talked for a long time. So long, I almost forgot where I was going until 

Lady Eloise’s pooch started barking like crazy.  I told Mary I had to get going before 

Mama has a fit and Lady Eloise thinks I done something with her precious pooch.

“Ok,” Mary said. 

     As I started to walk away, Mary called me like she forgot there was something else she 

wanted to tell me. “Say, Audrey?” 

     I looked back over my shoulder to see what Mary wanted. “How would like to come 

watch me rehears tomorrow?” she asked.

     My eyes got so big, I thought they were going to pop right out of my head and roll 

down the block like marbles. 

“Who me?” I asked in total shock.

“Yeah you silly.” She said. “Think you’ll be able to come?”

     I thought I had died and gone to heaven after what Mary asked me, and without 

wanting to look like an anxious fool, I said, “sure.”

    After I came back down to earth, I thought about Mama. It’s a good thing it was the 

weekend I thought, because I didn’t have school in my way. Only problem was I had to 

come help Mama at Lady Eloise’s the next day. Excited about what just had happened, I 



started to think quickly about how I would pull it off. It sure would be nice if Nancy 

Drew was here, I thought. She’d know what to do for sure. No matter what, I was going 

to go. I just had to make sure James didn’t know what I was up to because the little 

blabber mouth would squeal. 

***

     I continued on my route to Lady Eloise’s. I was so taken with meeting Mary, my idol, 

that I forgot where I was going and lost track of time. Mama was certainly going to kill 

me. Here I was late again. She was a real stickler about being on time for things. She was 

never late for anything. “Being on time shows character” she reminded me on a regular 

basis. I didn’t know what excuse I could make up this time, since there was no school. By 

the time I got there Mama just gave me the look, threw me the apron and told me to start 

shucking the corn. “I will deal with you when we get home child” she said. I knew 

exactly what that meant.

     It was Sunday morning, and I was up bright and early; anxious. I was so anxious that I 

barely got my breakfast down. I finished up as fast as I could without choking on the 

fatback that sat on my plate, so I could get dressed. I knew exactly what I was going to 

wear. I had just made a lovely red dress that I had worked on for months, and now I was 

going to get to wear it finally. I couldn’t have saved it for a better time. I wanted to look 

just as fancy as all those fancy white folks so I could fit in. I thought maybe if I were 

dressed nice, my blackness could be overlooked, that my pretty red dress would 

somehow outshine my brown skin. 

     Getting dressed, an idea came to me. I was going to pretend I was sick so I didn’t have 

to go to work with Mama, but instead go to see Mary. Mama hated when one of us kids 



got sick, mainly because we didn’t have enough money for a doctor. But it also reminded 

her of baby Sara. She was Mama’s second baby after me. She died from the whooping 

cough. I was three when the baby came into the world so I don’t remember her too well. 

Whenever I’d ask about her, Mama would tell me that God came for her. That’s why she 

made sure James and I both got a spoon of cod liver oil every morning with our breakfast. 

I hated that stuff. 

     Instead of pretending to be sick and have to stay home, I went on with Mama to Mrs. 

Lady Eloise’s to help clean. I figured at least if I was already out the house I’d have a 

better chance at seeing Mary. Down the five flights of stairs Mama and I went. Lady 

Eloise lived on the Upper East Side of Park Avenue and we lived 135th street. Sometimes 

took the bus to work, but not often. Other times she walked in order to save money.

     I knew once we got there I could make a plan to get out of there. Time was winding 

down, Mary was waiting for me, and I didn’t want her to think I was lying when I told 

her how much I admired her. By the time Mama and I reached Lady Eloise’s the sun had 

just opened in the sky. Inside, it was cold. This house is always cold, I thought. Mama got 

right down to her cooking anyway. My job was to hand Mama all the ingredients she 

asked for. As I went to fetch the eggs out of the basket one hit the floor.

     “Lawd Chile what’s the matter with ya, can’t ya hold things right?” Mama 

asked.

     “Yes ma’am.” I said nervously.

     I was so preoccupied about leaving Lady Eloise’s house I couldn’t think. Eventually 

Mama had me go walk Lady Eloise’s pooch Remington. This was my chance finally. I 

was going to walk the dog all the way to the Cotton Club. I grabbed my coat and the 



leash for Remington and left.

     I walked back down Park Avenue toward 132nd street, weaving in out of people 

walking their dogs and pushing coaches with crying babies. The gusty wind whipping 

across the face was bringing tears to my eyes. A couple of times I had to grab my hat to 

keep it from escaping my head. But I didn’t let any of that stop me. I knew I was going to 

be in a heap of mess when I got back to Lady Eloise’s but that didn’t discourage me 

either. 

     I had finally reached 132nd street and went right ten more blocks to 142nd street. When 

I arrived, I was tired, but I got myself together enough to look calm. Remington in had, I 

walked toward the back as Mary had instructed. Headed to the back, I saw the mean 

doorman standing in his usual place, looking the way he always did, and smoking a 

cigarette. There at the back door waiting for me as promised, was Mary. Not only is she 

pretty, she’s honest, I thought. 

       “Hello suga, I see you made it”, Mary said to me.

        “I did!”

     Mary gave me a bag and said to carry it in. I was going to be her assistant. As I took 

the first step inside my insides were trembling. I couldn’t believe I was actually going in 

the forbidden place that Mama warned me about. We went through the tiny, all white 

kitchen. There was nothing but pans in all sizes everywhere and on big silver table that 

looked like the table you see dead people lay on. 

     We exited the kitchen and into a large open space with men and women who looked 

like me where standing all around in glitter outfits and suits. I thought I was in heaven. 

Mary saw me gazing and told me to act normal. I tried acting as normal as possible. 



Meanwhile, Mary freshened herself up, and smoothed some bright red lipstick on her thin 

mouth. I wish I was allowed to wear lipstick, but Mama wouldn’t hear of it, said it was 

the devils paint and that only women of the night painted their faces in such ways; Mama 

and her rules.

     Backstage was so crowded with people, I almost knocked into Mr. Ellington who was 

going over his musical number with some his band, as I followed Mary around. She was 

almost ready to hit the stage for her rehearsal. Waiting for Mary to get ready, I watched 

the other performers practice in corners to perfect their numbers. The smoke that hung in 

the air from the large white man’s Cigar, started to make me wheeze. From backstage I 

could hear the rapid click clack of the tap shoes of the two men who were auditioning. 

Mary was up next. My heart started to race fast. 

     The moment had arrived, I was about to see Mary dance and couldn’t wait.  Mary told 

me to stand off to the side behind the curtain that hid the back of the club from the stage.   

“You will be able to see me from here,” she said fixing the feathers on top of her head. 

Mary sashayed out onto the wooden stage floor surrounded by the same tall black lamps 

just below our apartment on the street corners.  The view behind the girls where the band 

was playing resembled an elegant tree-lined house. It looked like the house in a 

photograph taken of my great grandmother when she was young.

     Seconds later, I saw Mary spinning, dipping, and twirling across the stage right in 

sync with the rest of the long thin girls. Their costumes were a sparkly black and gold. 

The head pieces were matched and had tall feathers sticking from the top. As I watched, I 

imagined myself right in line with them performing and the audience cheering. I thought, 

I know how to tap, thanks to Mrs. Tinsby’s grand daughter, and in two-years I would be 



sixteen just like Mary. I had it all figured out. I would leave home, audition at the Cotton 

Club and be just like Mary. 

     Although it was rather dark out there, I saw a few nicely dressed men sitting at a table 

with glasses in front of them, smoking cigars, and watching the girls dance, a smile upon 

their mugs. Two of them I had recognized from the other day as the two men dressed in 

their black suits with the roses fastened to their jacket pockets. It was the short round one 

and the taller shiny haired man. They looked as serious now as they did that day, only this 

time with kind smiles on their about their faces. The short round man leaned over to the 

tall shiny haired man, appearing to have said something to him, and instantly they 

returned their attention to the stage.

     I felt like Mary’s rehearsal performance went on forever, but yet, for me it wasn’t long 

enough. I didn’t want it to end. A short while after, the girls stuck their final poses and 

were headed back behind stage. They scurried along altogether like children running for 

the Good Humor truck.

“So, how’d you like it?” Mary asked me.

“Mary, you were fantastic” I said.

     Out of nowhere, it crossed my mind how long I had been gone. Mama was going to 

have my hide, and Lady Eloise would probably fire Mama because I was away with her 

beloved pooch for too long, whom I forgot I had left out back tied up. I thanked Mary 

again for inviting me, and that I had to go. She walked me back through the kitchen just 

on case anyone questioned my being. You see, men, women, blacks and white were taken 

with Mary, so she received privileges that others didn’t. She, with her red lipped smile 

and soft voice told me she hoped to see me again someday.



     I freed Remington and quickly headed back to Lady Eloise’s. The same wind that beat 

me in the face on the way to the Cotton Club waited to beat me some more. This time the 

wind was angrier. I walked as fast as I could, not that it mattered much because I had 

already been gone longer than I should. Back down to 132nd and Park Avenue I went. It 

seemed like the faster I walked the longer the blocks got, so I began to pick up the pace to 

almost a run. By the time I reached Lady Eloise’s I stood outside the door before making 

an attempt to go in.  I knew I had to gather my thoughts and think of what story I could 

tell Mama. I didn’t have much time to think about it on the way, where I would tell Mama 

I was. My only thought now was would my lie be good enough to save my hide. I had 

managed to outwit Mama once or twice, but it ordinarily it was hard pulling the wool 

over that woman’s eyes. She always seemed to know when I was lying. 

     I pushed on the back door but it didn’t budge so I gave it another push, still I didn’t 

open, so I knocked, but no one answered. “Think, Audrey, think” I said to myself, “what 

would Nancy Drew do right now?   I knocked once more and before long Lady Eloise 

appeared before me. She opened the door, and said, 

     “You know what you have done is inexcusable.”  

With my head hung low to avoid direct eye contact, I said with guilt, “Yes ma’am.”

Lady Eloise went on tell me that my mother was worried sick about me and was out 

looking for me. I started to feel guilty. Not that I had went to the Cotton Club to Mary, 

but that I made her worry.  Lady Eloise recovered her furry copper haired pooch from me 

and told me to sit in the kitchen and wait for my mother to return. For once scared out of 

my mind, I wanted to run far away and never return.

     Panic-stricken, Mama had gone back to our apartment to look for me. It wasn’t long 



before she realized I wasn’t there, nor had I been there. She went down to our neighbor 

Miss Irene to check on James and asked if they had seen me. As usual, James, my little 

rat of a brother told Mama he knew where I probably gone. James was Mama’s pride and 

joy because he was the baby. In her eyes, he could do know wrong. Even though he 

wasn’t a girl, I think he took the place of baby Sara.

     James was always sneaking around, peaking in on what I was doing. As I got dressed 

this morning, in the midst of the excitement, I was talking to myself, and rat boy was 

probably outside the bathroom door listening. When Mama got back to work, she found 

me sitting in the kitchen at the table drinking a glass of water. She stood in the kitchen 

doorway with her hands on her hips, giving me the eye. Right then and there, I knew I 

was dead meat!

     Mama never scolded us in front of other folks, especially white folk. She said there 

ain’t know need in airing ya dirty laundry for the world to see. But she never had to 

anyway.  We knew never to show out in public or be an embarrassment to Mama. That 

too would lead to a knock upside the head! I knew I had gone and done it this time 

though. I embarrassed Mama and Lady Eloise was going to see our laundry. She handed 

me an apron and told me to wash all the dishes in sink. Now we would have to stay later 

to make up for the time Mama was out looking for me.

     It was finally time for Mama to leave work. As we rode the bus home things were 

silent, I could hear the people sitting around us breath. By the time we reached twenty-

five 135th street, she was so furious with me. I sure wish my daddy were here. He would 

save me. Daddy was a nice man. He was a very tall, slender man. I must have taken after 

him. My love for music came from Daddy. Back in Mississippi when I was little, he’d sit 



me on his lap while listening to the blues.

     Mama sat her purse on the kitchen table and took her coat. She turned and looked at 

me and told me to start explaining myself. Little did I know, Mama already knew that I 

had gone off to the devil’s place, she just wanted me to admit to it. Whenever one of us 

did anything wrong, that Mama already knew about anyway, she always gave us a chance 

to come clean.

              “I sent you off to walk that pooch and it took you over two hours” she said. I 

gathered this was not a question to me, but more like a reminder of what I did as if I 

didn’t know. Mama was clever like that. She went on and on about how she despises 

deceitful children and that I was becoming unruly carrying on like a hussy.  “I will not 

stand for no daughter of hers acting in such a manner” Mama protested, shaking her 

finger in my face.

         “Were you down by that Cotton Club?” she interrogated. This was the first time I 

ever heard Mama Call the club by its name. I didn’t know if I should answer that with a 

yes or no, so I sat there and said nothing. Either way I was going to be in trouble. That 

didn’t stop Mama from asking once more. 

          “I asked you a question chil” she said. 

Her tone was harsh this time, but she never once raised her voice.

         “You have got to be the most ornery chil I know.”

Mama looked at me with such disapproval in her eyes, and I caused it. I knew it was time 

for me to fess up. So I did. I decided to take what was coming to me.

     I started from the beginning with how I was on my way to Lady Eloise’s the day 

before, and as I was walking I saw a pull up in front of the hotel, and how out came this 



really classy looking lady. I went on to tell her, that lady turned out to be Mary. Mama 

just stood their listening while I poured my guts out. I told her how I ran over to speak to 

Mary, and before I knew it she was inviting me to come watch her perform. Mama looked 

at me with her greenish brown eyes. I knew she was tired and had had enough because a 

single tear rolled down her cheek.

     After my confession, Mama said to me, “I am fixin’ to send you back to Mississippi.” 

My eyes began to fill up with tears.  “I will send a telegram to cousin Pearl in the 

morning and have her come here to escort you back.”  “No Mama, please” I pleaded.  

Cousin Pearl was Mama’s oldest cousin, my great aunt Hattie’s daughter. Aunt Hattie and 

Mama were close growing up in Mississippi. 

     I begged and begged Mama not to send me back there. 

“Mama please, I don’t want to go. I promise I will mind you” I cried. Mama just stood 

there with her arms folded. 

“Have your things ready. You’ll be leaving this week” she said. Then she turned and 

walked away.

     James just sat there with hi s mouth hung so far open, he could have caught a fly. That 

night, as laid in bed, I cold hear Mama in just outside the door pacing back and forth 

across the creaking floor. I left Mama no choice I thought. Now I will have to leave my 

home to be with people I hardly know, and work on the farm. I wept myself to sleep that 

night praying to God Mama would have a change of heart in the morning. 

     That Friday afternoon cousin Pearl arrived to get me. On the kitchen table was a used 

looking white envelope with cousin Pearl’s name neatly written on it in Mama’s hand. 

Mama had beautiful penmanship. I wish I did. When cousin Pearl walked into our 



apartment, she called my name. I came out of the room with my suitcase and just looked 

at her. She walked over to me a kissed me on top of my head and said, “My, look how 

you’ve grown. I haven’t seen you since you were a tot.”  She saw that I wasn’t 

responding to her efforts to be friendly, so she felt the need to assure me that I would be 

just fine.

          “The farm could stand to have another girl around” she shared. 

          “Well we best get on our way.”

     Before me and cousin Pearl left, she grabbed the envelope off the kitchen table. Inside 

was a letter, two train tickets and some money. Two hours later me and Cousin Pearl was 

headed to Central Terminal and on the first thing smoking back to Mississippi. Cousin 

Pearl slept most of the way back. While she slept I thought it was the perfect opportunity 

to lift the letter Mama had written her, out her coat pocket.

Dear cousin Pearl. 

This ain’t easy for me. Thank ya for doing the good dead of looking after 

my Audrey. Promise you will watch over her for me. I left two train tickets 

for the return trip back to Mississippi and three dollars, all I have left to ma 

name.

Josephine. 

     That was the longest train ride ever. I didn’t say one word to cousin Pearl the whole 

way there. I just stared out the window and watched the sights swiftly pass before me. I 

admired the scene because it was free. Free was the only thing that I wanted to be. 



     Halfway through the ride, it suddenly hit me; I was not going to see Mama or James 

everyday; I didn’t know for ho w long. Maybe Mississippi won’t be that bad, and if I had 

to be there, I hoped Mississippi at least had Mint chocolate chip ice cream. There won’t 

be any Mary or the Cotton Club, but I knew I was gonna to have to make the best of it 

until Mama sent for me.


