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I've just finished reading Judy
Goldman'’s new book, Child,
a memoir about her relation-
ship with Mattie Culp, the black
woman hired to care for Judy as
a child in Rock Hill, SC, during
the 1950s. | am deeply moved by
this honest look at a complicat-
ed and important relationship,
one I've often thought about.
The best memoir (okay, the
kind of memoir | like best) is
not simply a collection of the
writer's memories — not his-
tory, not autobiography, not
a report. Instead, at its best,
| think of memoir as belong-
ing to the genre of mystery,
with the memoirist as a kind of
Agatha Christie sorting through
available clues in search of
understanding. First of all, what
happened, exactly? And then,
why? This is precisely what Judy
Goldman asks in Child. | have
never read a memoir that so
intimately involves the reader in
this sort of sleuthing. Let's fig-
ure this out, Goldman seems to
say, and we're with her from the
first sentence. We struggle with
her through the developments
that were hard to understand
and the troubles that arose. We
worry with her when she fears
she may sound paternalistic. She
invites us to share the writer's
secret doubts and hesitations
and to help solve the mysteries.
It is that sense of investiga-
tion shared between writer
and reader that makes Child a
remarkable achievement. The
mystery to be solved is one that
many of us have known, espe-
cially those of us who are older
Southern white women: the sur-
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prising and abiding love we have
felt for black women, especially
those who were hired to raise us
during the years of segregation
and segregation’s aftermath.
This love is not a new thing. You
can find it even occasionally in
slavery times. Calling it “love” is
clearly irrational, contradictory,
self-serving, and yet, weirdly,
somehow true.

Although I'm definitely an
“older Southern white woman,”
I never had the kind of experi-
ence with a nursemaid that
Goldman describes. But | will
remember forever an experi-
ence that had a similar effect on
me. Riding a Charleston city bus
when | was about seven, | was
the only white person on board.
In the back, a dozen black ladies
sat together, headed home after
working in downtown houses.
| had been told to call them
women, not ladies, but that
made no sense to me, like other
things | didn’t understand. In
this sixty percent black city, |
had no substantial connections
with black people, but | was
aware. | knew about slavery and
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segregation and racism. And |
knew those things were wrong.
So | felt distinctly uncomfort-
able on that bus, and a little bit
afraid. The black ladies surely
hated me. Why would they not?
| tried not to look their way, but
when we turned north from
Broad onto Meeting, approach-
ing my stop, | had to walk back
to the exit. The door was already
open; all | needed to do was go
down the three steps and then
out onto the sidewalk and I'd be
free. But something went ter-
ribly wrong.

| was so small that, when |
started down the steps, the
driver could no longer see me in
his mirror. My head was below
the level of his view, blocked by
a metal partition. Just as | was
about to step onto the sidewalk,
he closed the door, thinking
I'd already gotten off. The bus
began to lurch forward. | pan-
icked and burst into tears.

All of a sudden a cry went up
from the ladies. “Stop the bus!”
they yelled to the driver. “Stop
the bus!” Two ladies jumped
up from their seats and came
to my side. “It's all right, baby,”
one said. “It's all right.” The bus
stopped, the door opened, | was
released. They had saved my life.
Well, of course that wasn't exact-
ly true. | probably would not
have lost my life if | had missed
my stop. But something had
happened, some kind of truth
had been shown to me, some-
thing clear and real and impor-
tant. “It's all right, baby.” | can still
hear those words. | was, and am
still, grateful. In a way, they did
save my life. | loved them.

Ideally the best kind of mem-
oir will have a certain looseness,
some threads that need tying
up, just as a mystery novel may
not solve the entire mystery. A
piece may be solved, a perpetra-
tor named, motives explained,
but always a sense of deep
mystery remains, and that is the
treasure of Goldman'’s Child. As
she works through her memo-
ries of the past and her love
for Mattie, Goldman asks, and
answers, a number of smaller
mysteries. Why did Mattie leave
her own child to go live with a
white family and take care of
someone else’s child? Why did
Mattie not want Judy to go to
church with her? But the larger
and clearly more important
mystery is the South itself, its
divisions, its violence, its beauty
and humor and religions and
stories and contradictions. What
are we to make of this place we
love and inhabit? And what are
we to make of ourselves?

Toward the end of Child,
Goldman writes,

Can we trust anything inside the
system we were brought up in?

A system founded on, and still
dependent on, oppression? Can |
see the world as it really was, as it
really is? And has it even changed
that much? Black maids calming
cranky white children in grocery
store checkout lines. Hispanic nan-
nies pushing white children in park
swings. So many women, so many
years, taking care of other women's
children. (134)

Her answer, to herself and to
us, is this: “What I've finally
come to: It is possible for love
to co-exist with ugliness.”

| want everyone to read this
book because it's true, and it's
important. It's a reminder that
there has been love between
us and there can be more.
Love can co-exist with ugli-
ness, and then proceed to
conquer it. m

OVE Mattie Culp and the author, Thanksgiving, Charlotte, NC, 2000

NVWA10D AdNC 40 ASILINOD



