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‘Unit One
Text

Number One!
Jill Nelson

That night I dream about my father, but it is really more a memory than a
dream.

“ Number one! Not two! Number one!” my father intones from the head of the
breakfast table. The four of us sit at attention, two on each side of the ten-foot teak
expanse, our faces rigid. At the foot, my mother looks up at my father, the
expression on her face a mixture of pride, anxiety and — could it be? — boredom.
Iam 12. It is 1965.

“You kids have got to be not number two,” he roars, his dark face turning
darker from the effort to communicate. He holds up his index and middle fingers.
“But number. . . ” Here he pauses dramatically , a preacher going for revelation, his
four children a rapt congregation, my mother a smitten church sister. “ Number
one!”

These last words he shouts while lowering his index finger. My father has great
big black hands, long, perfectly shaped fingers with oval nails so vast they seem to
be landscapes. The half-moons leading to the cuticle take up most of the nail and
seem ever-encroaching, threatening to swallow up his fingertips, then his whole
hand. I always wondered if he became a dentist just to mess with people by putting
those enormous fingers in their mouths, each day surprising his patients and himself
by the delicacy of the work he did.

Years later my father told me that when a woman came to him with an infant
she asserted was his, he simply looked at the baby’s hands. If they lacked the size,
enormous nails, and half-moon cuticles like an ocean eroding the shore of the
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fingers, he dismissed them.

Early on, what I remember of my father were Sunday morming breakfasts and
those hands, index finger coyly lowering, leaving the middle finger standing alone.

When he shouted “Number one!” that finger seemed to grow, thrust up and at
us, a symbol to spur us — my sister, Lynn, 15, and my brothers, Stanley and
Ralph, 13 and 9 — on to greatness, to number-oneness. My father’s rich, heavy
voice rolled down the length of the table, breaking and washing over our foul
trembling bodies.

When I wake up, I am trembling again, but it’s because the air conditioner, a
luxury in New York but a necessity in D. C. , is set too high. I turn it down, check
on Misu, light a cigarette and think about the dream.

I never went to church with my family. While other black middle-class families
journeyed to Baptist church on Sundays, both to thank the Lord for their prosperity
and donate a few dollars to the less fortunate brethren they’d left behind, we had
what was reverentially known as “Sunday breakfast. ” That was our church.

In the dining room of the 11-room apartment we lived in — we were the only
Black family in a building my father had threatened to file a discrimination suit to
get into — my father delivered the gospel according to him. The recurring theme
was the necessity that each of us be number one, but my father preached about
whatever was on his mind: current events, Black heroes, Black sellouts, our
responsibility as privileged children, his personal family history.

His requirements were the same as those at church: that we be on time, not
fidget, hear and heed the gospel, and give generously. But Daddy’s church boasted
no collection plate; dropping a few nickels into a bowl would have been too easy.
Instead, my father asked that we absorb his lessons and become what he wanted us
to be, number one. He never told us what that meant or how to get there. It was
years before I was able to forgive my father for not being more specific. It was even
longer before I understood and accepted that he couldn’t be.

Like most preachers, my father was stronger on imagery, oratory, and
instilling fear than he was on process. I came away from fifteen years of Sunday
breakfasts knowing that to be number two was not enough, and having no idea what
number one was or how to become it, only that it was better.

When I was a kid, I just listened, kept a sober face, and tried to understand
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what was going on. Thanks to my father, my older sister Lynn and I, usually at
odds, found spiritual communion. The family dishwashers, our spirits met
wordlessly as my father talked. We shared each other’s anguish as we watched egg
yolk harden on plates, sausage fat congeal, chicken livers separate silently from
gravy.

We all had our favorite sermons. Mine was the “Rockefeller wouldn’t let his
dog shit in our dining room” sermon.

“You think we’re doing well?” my father would begin, looking into each of
our four faces. We knew better than to venture a response. For my father, even
now, conversations are lectures. Please save your applause — and questions — until
the end.

“And we are,” he would answer his own query. “We live on West End
Avenue. I'm a professional. Your mother doesn’t have to work. You all go to
private school. We go to Martha’s Vineyard in the summer. But what we have we
have because 100,000 other Black people haven’t made it. Have nothing! Live like
dogs!

My father has a wonderfully expressive voice. When he said dogs, you could
almost hear them whimpering. In my head, I saw an uncountable mass of black
faces attached to the bodies of mutts, scrambling to elevate themselves to a better
life. For some reason, they were always on 125th Street, under the Apollo Theatre
marquee. Years later, when I got political and decided to be the number one black
nationalist, I was thrilled by the notion that my father might have been inspired by
Claude Mckay’s poem that begins, “If we must die, let it not be like dogs. ”

“There is a quota system in this country for black folks, and your mother and
me were allowed to make it,” my father went on. It was hard to imagine anyone
allowing my six-foot-three, suave, smart, take-no-shit father to do anything.
Maybe his use of the word was a rhetorical device.

“Look around you,” he continued. With the long arm that supported his heavy
hand he indicated the dining room. I looked around: at the eight-foot china cabinet
gleaming from the weekly oiling administered by Margie, our housekeeper, filled to
bursting with my maternal grandmother’s china and silver. At the lush green
carpeting , the sideboard that on holidays sagged from the weight of cakes, pies, and
cookies, at he paintings on the walls. We were living kind of good, I thought. That
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notion lasted only an instant.

“Nelson Rockefeller wouldn’t let his dog shit in here!” my father roared.
“What we have, compared with what Rockefeller and the people who rule the world
have, is nothing. Nothing! Not even good enough for his dog. You four have to
remember that and do better than I have. Not just for yourselves, but for our
people, Black people. You have to be number one. ”

My father went on, but right about there was where my mind usually
started drifting. I was entranced by the image of Rockefeller’s dog — which I
imagined to be a Corgi or Afghan or Scottish Terrier — bladder and rectum full
to bursting, sniffing around the green carpet of our dining room, refusing to
relieve himself.

The possible reasons for this fascinated me. Didn’t he like green carpets? Was
he used to defecating on rare Persian rugs and our 100 percent wool carpeting wasn’t
good enough? Was it because we were black? But weren’t dogs colorblind?

I’ve spent a good part of my life trying to figure out what my father meant by
number one. Bomn poor and dark in Washington, I think he was trying, in his own
way, to protect us from the crushing assumptions of failure that he and his
generation grew up with. I like to think he was simply saying, like the army, “Be
all that you can be,” but I'm still not sure. For years I was haunted by the specter
of number two gaining on me, of never having a house nice enough for Rockefeller
dog shit, of my father’s middle finger admonishing me. It’s hard to move forward
when you’re looking over your shoulder.

When I was younger, I didn’t ask my father what he meant. By the time I was
confident enough to ask, my father had been through so many transformations —
from dentist to hippie to iay guru — that he’d managed to forget, or convince
himself he’d forgotten, those Sunday morning sermons. When I brought them up
he’d look blank, his eyes would glaze over, and he’d say something like, “Jill,
what are you talking about? With your dramatic imagination you should have been
an actress. ”

But I'm not an actress. I'm a journalist, my father’s daughter. I've spent a
good portion of my life trying to be a good race woman and number one at the same
time. Tomorrow I go to work at the Washington Post Magazine, a first. Falling
asleep, I wonder if that’s the same as being number one.

¢
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New Words

anguish: n. extreme mental distress 2 2] ; I &

bladder: n. [ERk

brethren: n. (plural) the lay members of a male religious order 52 541, 5} #g

congeal: v. become gelatinous ¥g%% , B &

congregation: n. a group of people gathered together in a church, gathering of
people HE LA RE, ABE

cuticle: n. the dead skin at the base of a fingernail or toenail #i§ B )3 JZ

defecate: v. have a bowel movement HEf#

encroaching: a. gradually intrusive without right or permission ##f A &

erode: v. remove soil or rock {2

fidget: v. move restlessly 48 37 A%

guru: n. & (FREIEHEF B IMB ) Sl , €5

heed: v. paying particular notice ( as to children or helpless people) F & 3|, &
LoE

instill: v. to gradually make somebody feel, think or behave in a particular way
over a period of time BT , &5 1 FF (832 B EITRH)

intone: v. to say something in a slow and serious voice without much expression 2§
1% E i

lush: a. (of plants, gardens, etc. ) growing thickly and strongly in a way that is
attractive; covered in healthy grass and plants FRERK, BHFEK

marquee: v. a covered entrance to a theatre, hotel, etc. often with a sign on or
above it (XREE JEIEFEA DL, EHEHARICH) Mg

oratory: n. the skill of making powerful and effective speeches in public #F{E A ;
HERER

oval: a. shaped like an egg FH[ETE 80, ORTERY

rapt: a. feeling great rapture or delight £ BT/, AERT, B
rectum: n. 5

revelation; v. the act of making known something secret; a sign or explanation
from God about His nature or purpose i&#& ,ME&; ( 7% ) BxR
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reverential: a. full of respect or admiration ZEH ALY ; FS B ; BEIA 2L 80

roar: v. utter words loudly and forcefully I, JCF {5 , HY 08

sag: v. droop, sink, or settle from as if from pressure or loss of tautness T & ; [V

sermon: n. an address of a religious nature (usually delivered during a church
service) AFiH, i

smitten : v. (past participle of smite) affected by a feeling, disease, etc. £5%------
Ri#k

sniff: v. perceive by inhaling through the nose PR, & f

sober: a. serious and sensible LR, EEN

specter; n. a ghostly-appearing figure R, Wi R

teak: n. tall East Indian timber tree now planted in western Africa and tropical
America for its hard durable wood A&

thrust; v. push upward #f A ; 385 ; 1)

whimper: v. cry weakly or softly W0H , Wihr, i bR

glaze over: ($5HRE) R

quota system: FRAIH, & H0BH

Notes to The Text

Afghan: n. FiEHRER

Baptism: a. Christian religious ceremony in which a person is touched or covered
with water to receive (or initiate) them into the Christian faith ( FEF#0Y) ¥EAL,
=L

Claude Mckay (1889 —1948) . African-American poet.

Corgi: n. gUR T

gospel: one of the four books of the Bible which describe the life and teachings of
Jesus Christ HIAZANEE B2 W( DR E) (FAZLNEZTH R
(RS (R E) (AT ) M mEE))

hippie: n. someone who has chosen to live a different sort of life based on peace
and love and has rejected conventional ideas about things such as money, values
and dress. The hippie movement started during the 1960°s & F7 1+, & fz BiFE4E
HA
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Misu: Nelson’s daughter.
Scottish Terrier: 7 4% —F7

My Notebook

1. Memory: 1. a person’s ability to remember facts or past events: A few things
stand out in my memory. 2. something (an event or experience) that one
remembers from the past: She loved the old house and its memories. [ phrase |
Commit something to memory : ( formal ) learn it thoroughly so that one can
repeat it exactly; He read the poem over and over, and soon committed it to
memory. In living memory; for as long as one is still alive and can remember:
It was the hottest summer in living memory. In memory of: if you do
something in memory of someone who has died, you do it so that the person is

not forgotten; A statue was built in memory of all the soldiers who died in the

war.

8%}

. Table: [ associated words ] kitchen table; dining table or dining-room table;
bedside table; tablecloth; table lamp; table manners [ phrase | at table:
one’s behavior while sitting around a table having a meal. My father seldom
talked at table. Lay/set the table: put plates, etc. on the table so as to be
ready for eating; Now lay the table and we’ll have dinner in no time. Turn the
tables ( on someone) : suddenly become stronger than your opponent who used
to be stronger than you: He completely turned the tables on his dreadful wife.

3. Rigid: 1. (laws, systems, methods, etc. ) very strict and not able to be

changed: rigid discipline/rule/censorship. Others; binding agreement/
contract/rule; rigorous standards/tests/training; stringent tests/regulations
2. (people) very unwilling to change their ideas: He is very rigid and old
fashioned. 3. (substance) stiff and not moving or bending: The framework of
the aircraft must be rigid yet light.

4. Finger: [ associated words | thumb; index finger or forefinger; middle

finger; ring finger; little finger [ phrase | get one’s fingers burnt: suffer

because what one did or is involved in was a failure or a mistake: He had burnt

his fingers in the stock market once, and so didn’t want to try investing again.

7



B FRARBRSKE

Have a finger in every pie: be involved in many activities: The senator has a
finger in every political pie. Keep one’s fingers crossed: hope that something
will happen the way one wants; We’re keeping our fingers crossed that Andrew
will actually come to our party. Keep one’s finger on one’s or some pulse:
know or be fully informed about something: A successful politician is one who
is able to keep his finger on the country’s pulse and knows what to offer the
voters. Lay a finger on: touch or harm something or someone: If you so much
as lay a finger on my kid, I'll kill you. Net lift/raise a finger: not make any
effort to help someone; We moved furniture all day long, and Sarah never
lifted a finger. Point the finger/point a finger at: blame someone: The
school pointed an accusing finger at some cheating students. Put one’s finger
on; see and identify exactly what something is; I couldn’t quite put my finger
on what was different about Simone. Slip through one’s fingers: fail to catch
or get something: Happiness seemed to slip through his fingers. Twist/wrap
someone round one’s little finger : be able to persuade him/her to do anything
one wants: Sue can twist her boyfriend round her little finger.

5. Preacher: a person who gives religious talks in church or elsewhere; a person
who performs religious ceremonies is a priest ( especially in the Roman Catholic
Church), or vicar (in the Church of England), or minister ( in Protestant
Churches) ; groups of priests are clergy; a church member is clergyman; a
seniof priest who is in charge of all the churches and priests in a specific area is
a bishop; a bishop who has authority over other bishops is an archbishop; a
priest of high rank in the Roman Catholic Church is a cardinal; the head of the
Roman Catholic Church is the Pope.

6. Dentist: the work of a dentist is dentistry: She studied dentistry at University
of Southern California. A dentist’s business is called his practice: Another
dentist has joined his the practice. The dentist uses a filling to fill a tooth if
there is a cavity: I had three fillings last time I saw the dentist. If a tooth is
removed, one has the tooth out, or{formal) the dentist extracts the tooth: The
tooth was so badly decayed that I had to have it out. Artificial teeth are false
teeth or {formal) dentures.

7. Tremble: shake very slightly and/or uncontrollably because one is very
nervous, excited, angry, or upset; I was so nervous during the wedding
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11.
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ceremony that my hands were trembling when I put the ring on her finger.
[ synonym ] Shiver: shake with small uncontrollable movement because of cold
or shock: They were all shivering in their thin coats, praying that the bus would
come soon. Quiver: shake slightly because of emotional tension, fear or
passion; The little boy’s lips quivered as he tried not to cry. Shudder: shake
uncontrollably for a moment because of something horrible or unpleasant: I
shuddered at the thought of staying in the dark cave for two days.

. Donate; give something (especially money) to a person or an organization in

order to help them/it; The magazine says it will donate all profits to medical
research. Also: Hospitals are publicly appealing for people to donate blood.
The patient needs a liver transplant and the search is under way for a suitable
donor. We’re collecting for the Help the Poor Fund. Would you like to make a
donation?

File a suit: bring an argument to a court of law by a private person or
company, not by the police or government: The airline fears there will be
hundreds of negligence suits filed by relatives of passengers.

Boast: 1. talk proudly about one’s ability, achievement, possessions: She’s
always boasting about how clever her children are. [ synonym] Brag: boast in
an annoying way: I wish he’d stopped bragging about how rich his parents are.
2. Have (a good feature) ; The golf course is surrounded by hills and boasts
some of the finest scenery in the country. n. Something that one likes telling
people because one is proud of it; One of her proudest boasts is that her
daughter is a professor.

Specific: 1. (only before noun) particular or specified: Education should not
be restricted to any one specific age group in a knowledge-based economy.
2. Detailed and exact: Please give us specific suggestions. 3. (formal)Limited
to or affecting only one particular thing: It’s a disease specific to horses. n.
( ~s) Particular details that must be decided exactly; When are we going to get
down to specifics? [ phrase] Specific absorption (1L ) WU, R ZE
specific activity (¥J3E) BUR LR, HBTH 1 specific charge (#38) ()5
FRLF RS S HBR) oA, B L specific disease Fr i B BN specific
duty (Z:57) NEBL specific energy (#H) LLPYHE specific epithet (A£4)) %)
45 4 specific gravity/ weight (#)38) LV specific heat capacity ( #3) Lt

4
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

70

K specific inductive capacity (93) A%, /i H %X specific name (4=
) R T WL (HFh 45 N 4 ) specific performance (354) BE AT,
JERE AT specific refraction (438 ) 37 4+ £ 4 specific resistance (H T ) It
(F)PH#, (E%) % —Prit specific rotation ( J2%%) %R specific surface
(HpH) 3% [ specific viscosity ( 473#) 25 specific volume ( #73) LL A
Instill; teach someone a way of thinking or behaving, especially concerning
morals and good manners, over a long period of time: They instilled good
manners into their children at an early age. [ synonym ] Implant: teach
something that is fixed in one’s mind and becomes part of his character: The
father implanted a deep sense of patriotism in him. Inculcate: ( formal)
persistently and repeatedly impress ideas, principles in someone’s mind: The
parents inculcated in him high moral standards.

Thanks to: because of. Thanks to your carelessness, those important
documents have been lost. | synonym ] Due to: { formal) used to introduce the
reason for a difficulty or failure. Due to circumstances beyond our control, we
regret to inform customers that this store will close early. Owing to: { formal )
used to introduce an explanation of why something happened: Owing to her
illness, her visit to the new school is postponed.

Be at odds; 1. (people) disagree or quarrel with each other; She is at odds
with her boss and has decided to quit. 2. (parts of something) Do not match or
suit each other: The government decision to raise taxes was at odds with their
policies on inflation.

Anguish: mental suffering caused by worry, guilt, grief or dread: She was in
anguish until she knew that her son’s life was saved. [ synonym] Sorrow:
sadness caused by a sense of loss, guilt and/or remorse: He expressed his
sorrow at my father’s death. Grief: extreme sorrow: The grief she felt over
Helen’s death was almost unbearable. '

Elevate: 1. (formal)move someone or something to a more important rank or
position: Both were later elevated to positions of authority. 2. lift something
up: Earth movements in the past elevated great areas of the seabed. 3. make
someone feel happier and more sensitive: The beautiful countryside was enough
to elevate her spirits. 4. increase (amount, temperature, pressure, etc. ) : These
drugs may elevate acid levels in the blood. Also: elevated: (person, job) very
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18.
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important; (thoughts, words) on a higher level morally or intellectually; The
respectful title is in keeping with your elevated position in the profession.
Thrill; make someone feel very happy and excited: It’s a sight that never fails
to thrill me. n. Catching small animals used to give the boys a thrill. Sensation
is a feeling of great excitement among a group of people. the news of their
marriage caused a sensation. Suspense refers to the excitement you feel when
you wait for something good, bad or exciting to happen: Please just tell us the
result — I can’t stand the suspense!

Gleam: 1. shine or reflect light (off a very smooth surface) : The Rolls Royce
parked outside was gleaming in the sun. 2. (face or eyes) show a particular
expression: His eyes gleamed with pleasure. n. 1. a pale, clear light: There
were no lights on outside but there was a gleam from a window downstairs. 2. a
quick expression on one’s face: A gleam of pride crossed the woman’s face.
Administer: 1. manage and organize (a company, government, etc. ): Joe
has a huge department to administer. 2. organize (law, justice, punishment,
test, or plan) , put into operation; The Red Cross administered relief to people
who have suffered because of the earthquake. 3. (formal) hit or shock; The
economic crisis administered a severe blow to their hopes. 4. (formal) make
someone take some medicine: The doctor administered a pain-killing drug.
Relieve: 1. make (an unpleasant feeling, pain, etc. ) less unpleasant; The drug
is used to promote sleep and to relieve pain. 2. (formal)take something heavy
away from someone: He relieved her of the plates she was holding. 3. ( formal)
dismiss someone from his job: The president had decided to relieve the
professor of his post at the university until further notice, after he had been
found plagiarizing. 4. remove a difficulty, or problem that people have: The
fund is for relieving the distress of flood victims. 5. (army) free a town which
an enemy surrounded: The general dispatched an expedition to relieve the city.
6. make something less dull and boring: The bird’s body is black, relieved only
by white under the tail. 7. replace someone when he has completed his duty or
needs a rest; The guard will be relieved at midnight. | phrase ] Relieve the
boredom/monotony: Sometimes she would try different routes to relieve the
monotony of her daily journey. Relieve one’s feelings: express one’s feelings:
Leave her alone; she’s relieving her feelings. Relieve oneself; { formal ) pass

7



