“Away From My Mother’s Watchful Eye…a coming of age story”
                                                                                                 By Jesse A. Mayfield
Synopsis

Away From My Mother’s Watchful Eye is the unforgettable true story of one Negro boy’s coming of age amidst the turbulence and social unrest of the 1960s. The story chronicles the early years in the life of Jesse Aurelius Mayfield, a precocious, lovable, adventurous, over-achieving kid from inner-city Brooklyn, New York, from his birth in the sedate and for the most part, peaceful 1950s with its’ hula-hoops, yo-yos, Elvis and rock n’ roll right on through the volatile and explosive 1960s with its’ “free love” and declarations of “burn baby burn,” “we shall overcome” and “give peace a chance.” It is against this backdrop that Jesse grew and matured.
Clara Mae Fallen was big hipped and “high yella,” two qualities that served her well in the small southern town that put great emphasis on light skinned Negroes. Colonel Jesse Mayfield was tall, strapping and good looking. His sharp mind, photographic memory and remarkable ambidexterity made for quite an imposing character so it came as no surprise when their boss’ wife decided to play matchmaker and bring her two employees together. She succeeded and they were soon married and a few years later they were catching the first thing smoking to New York City with baby Mary Ruth in tow. They quickly entered the restaurant business and did alright by most accounts but “the Colonel’s” incessant gambling made it a constant case of “one step forward, two steps back.” He finally gambled away the business and the family home and as fate would have it, they ended up in the post World War II, income determined, Kingsborough Housing Project where “White flight” had left behind a Black ghetto, complete with an array of colorful inhabitants, mostly decent and hardworking and others dangerous and downright predatory. It was here that Jesse was born one cold December morning, eleven pounds of cute and round, and it was here that he began to develop amidst a communal atmosphere that gave credence to the old adage “it takes a village to raise a child” long before present day, vote seeking politicians popularized the phrase.
By the time he was ready for Kindergarten in 1958, Jesse’s view of the world had been framed in between the Venetian blind slats that he peered through daily awaiting his sister’s return from school. Now it was his turn and after a rocky start, he took to school and the structured learning process like a duck to water. He quickly learned that intelligence, good manners and personality went a long way and he utilized all three assets to make it through year after year of elementary school, excelling along the way. He also quickly learned that amongst the young in his community, less emphasis was put on academic excellence and more placed on one’s ability to fight and to administer and take physical punishment without complaint, even in games. Failing 
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to comprehend the constant need for confrontation and aggressive posturing, Jesse immediately found himself feeling out of place in a community where daily rites of passage demanded both. 
By the time the year 1965 rolled around Jesse was looking forward to graduating elementary school and heading to the local junior high school. His sister Ruth had attended the same school as had all Kingsborough pre-teens so it seemed like the logical thing to do. In 1954, the Supreme Court had ruled in the case of “Brown vs. the Board of Education,” that all segregated schools in the United Stated had to be integrated “with all deliberate speed.” The term “all deliberate speed” was left to the interpretation of individual school boards around the country so in the South “all deliberate speed” meant not at all while other communities across the nation moved ever so slowly, thus perpetuating the “status quo.” In 1965, the New York City Board of Education decided to make an attempt to fully integrate its’ public schools and thus, made the busing option available to Negroes of the inner-city. Clara and the Colonel expressed joy at the news that their son would be bused to an all-White school in the Fall of 1965 to get what they truly believed to be a better education. They were however, fearful and apprehensive about sending their son twenty-five miles away to a potentially hostile community. “You study hard so that you can be just as smart as them White kids” and “Boy, remember, what you get in your head, can’t no White man ever take it away from you” was just some of the advice bestowed upon Jesse from well meaning friends and family members intent on encouraging and fortifying him but though the social and historical implications of busing were monumental, Jesse viewed the upcoming, daily sojourn cross town as simply, an adventure. 
Jesse’s great-grandfather, Reverend Promise Mitchell Mayfield had had an illustrious, fifty year career ministering to sinners in both North and South Carolina. Known for his powerful oratory, he was perhaps best known for having been arrested and charged with murder in the deaths of several female members of his congregation. In the Black church, the faithful believed that if one “moaned” while praying, the Devil wouldn’t know what you were saying and therefore could not intercept your “earth to Heaven” communications. Apparently, Promise, a tall, good looking and devout man, had mastered this moaning technique to the extent that females in attendance were known to swoon and pass out as he moaned himself into a euphoric trance. Some had heart attacks and died and after the seventh incident Promise was put on trial for murder. Many in the community believed that the trials were just an excuse for White southerners to bring down who they perceived to be an “uppity nigger” in their midst. Promise was acquitted seven times and banned from preaching in several counties of the South afterwards. Following his death, the family was forever looking to see who would be the “second coming of Promise.” Jesse had expressed an interest in the Bible at an early age and word spread through the Mayfield family like wildfire with everyone asking, “Is he the one?” Promises’ two daughters, Jesse’s great-aunts, Ruth and Doreatha each began to bestow gifts upon him in an effort to “encourage him” and Jesse gladly filled his piggy bank with their encouragement. Upon his graduation from 
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elementary school they announced that they were taking him on a summer trip to Egypt, Jordan and Israel then referred to as “The Holy Lands.” Jesse wasn’t sure if there was a calling on his life to preach but he did recognize that he’d never be the same again after experiencing the land where Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses and Jesus had tread. He returned from his trip prepared to take on whatever this “busing thing” might bring. 
Meanwhile, the Civil Rights Movement was in full swing and while the NAACP challenged laws in the courts, Martin Luther King, Jr. had taken to the streets, challenging America’s moral compass and forcing the nation to take an ugly look at itself. His nonviolent approach appealed to older Negroes but the younger generation gravitated to a more confrontational and militant approach to winning freedom for American Negroes. The Black Panthers, The Black Muslims and other groups promoted “Black self defense” and “Black self sufficiency” and this appealed to the youth who by now had abandoned the term “Negro” and were demanding to be called “Black.” Inner-city youth were now adopting African names and African style of dress as they demanded “freedom, justice and equality by any means necessary.” Young Blacks were encouraged to “hate Whitey” and to be “down with the revolution.” Anyone not perceived to be “committed to the struggle” was considered a “traitor,” “Uncle Tom” or “house nigger.” When word spread through the community that Jesse was going to school with “Whitey” he was further alienated from a community that had never fully embraced him to begin with. He’d now be walking a tightrope between two diverse cultures with no one to share the experience with. He found himself resenting the fact that his father was incapable of moving the family to an environment more compatible with his sensibilities, talents and innocent view of the world.
Jesse stepped off the bus in lily-White Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn on the first day of school in September of 1965. Expecting the worst, he looked around for the angry, hate spewing mob shouting chants of “Nigger go home” but there were none. He braced himself as he crossed the street for the expected onslaught of bottles and rocks but there were none. To his surprise, he and his four friends were not the only Black faces descending upon the community and what he did encounter along the three block trek to the school were a slew of curious, unintimidating, White faces lining the sidewalk. How strange they looked to him with their long hair, mini-skirts, Beatle boots, fishnet stockings and eyes overly done with mascara. “How strange we Negroes must look to them with our Afros, shark-skinned pants, Alpaca sweaters and high boy dress shirts,” he thought to himself.
After a morning address from the Principal and being assigned to class, Jesse made friends with a White boy named Paul Weiner who quickly assisted in his introduction and assimilation process. By lunchtime Jesse had already witnessed two acts of violence by Whites on Whites and he questioned why many Whites had claimed that Blacks shouldn’t come to their schools because “they’d bring crime with them.” He’d assumed that White communities had no crime.  Before the day was over Negro and White kids were playing and talking their heads off and it was apparent that all the hoopla about busing and all the drama had been the work of adults and the media. On this first day of school Black and White kids were proving once again that when left to their own devices, kids will always be kids. The “busing experiment” as it were, was getting off to a great start. 
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Before the day was over Jesse had laid eyes on who he perceived to be a vision of loveliness. Cindy Gadye was beautiful, olive complexioned, quick to laugh and friendly and Jesse was smitten. There was just one problem, Cindy was White and Jesse had been warned repeatedly, “Boy, don’t you mess with no White girls if you don’t want to end up like Emmet Till.” Jesse was well aware of Emmet Till, the thirteen year old Chicagoan who, while spending the summer with his grandparents in Mississippi, made the fatal mistake of whistling at a White woman. Yes, Jesse knew the story of Emmett Till all too well because he had been bombarded with the story from well-meaning relatives ever since he expressed that he’d be attending a White school. Content to just be her friend, Jesse thought he’d have time to declare his true feeling in due time; or so he hoped. Feeling that Cindy was unattainable, Jesse hooked up with his “first girlfriend,” a pretty Negro girl named Rita Springs. Being more worldly that Jesse, Rita took it upon herself to school him in the ways of inner-city cool and about the facts of life. While they bonded and became soulmates, a part of him still secretly longed for Cindy.
The school year moved quickly and without incident and any stress that Jesse felt was from his own community. Feeling like an outcast, he escaped to the White community as often as he could and found himself excelling academically, athletically and artistically. All of this was happening while his mother was being diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. It was somewhat of a relief to finally know what had been attacking her body for years because, unknowing doctors had guessed at everything from roaming tumors to anemia. Her condition would require frequent, extended hospital stays and as a result, inevitable family dysfunction began to rear its’ ugly head.  His father’s inability to fully express his concern for her ever-deteriorating condition and his seeming inability to express his pride in his son’s accomplishments affected Jesse deeply and had him longing to escape to the White community he’d become accustomed to and more specifically, to Paul’s family that had embraced him from day one.  
The two years rolled by quickly and found Jesse graduating junior high school surrounded by friends, both White and Black. He had accepted his father’s alienation of affection and he had assumed a greater role of responsibility for his mother’s care. Standing up to a neighborhood bully had brought a long sought level of respect in his own community. By the time he triumphantly walked across the stage to accept his diploma, his transformation was obvious as he’d survived family dysfunction, resisted the Black militant call to arms and managed to keep his wits about him as an ever changing world and community swirled around him.

Rita gave Jesse his first kiss on graduation day and he was walking on air. He later confided all of the details to his experienced best friend “Scooter” only to be told, “Hey, getting kissed was cool but in the future remember, it’s the girl’s leg that’s supposed to rise off the ground, not yours.”
Feeling pretty good about himself and the role he’d played in the successful busing experiment, Jesse enrolled in a vocational high school intent on studying optical mechanics and learning to “work with his hands.” It took all of fifteen minutes on the first day of school for him to realize 
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that he’d made a mistake. Confiding his blunder to Paul, he lamented the fact that his mom was unable to come up to school to get him out so Paul took it upon himself to tell his own mom who in turn got permission to be Jesse’s mom’s proxy. Mrs. Weiner succeeded in getting him out of the vocational school and enrolled in the same Sheepshead Bay High School with Paul, Cindy and all of his other friends and classmates.  He was finally back home!  
