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Barbara Neely learned early on there's more to grandmothers than milk and cookies. 

When this Jamaica Plain mystery writer, radio host, and activist was 19, she left her home in rural Pennsylvania and moved in with her maternal grandmother in Philadelphia. One Friday night, her grandmother mentioned she was running out to get some bread. Neely didn't see her again until Saturday afternoon. 

Grandma just liked to boogie. 

Neely later wrote that during her lifetime, "Sarah," as she called her, "changed her address; changed her name and made herself up all over again. And she danced, and danced, and danced, devouring it like bread." 

In the years since, 62-year-old Neely has become something of an expert on grandmothers, although she's not one herself, and isn't a mother either. In four mysteries ("Blanche on the Lam," "Blanche among the Talented Tenth," "Blanche Cleans Up," and "Blanche Passes Go") Neely has created an award-winning literary sleuth, Blanche White, in honor of Sarah and also Mary, her paternal grandmother, both of whom did domestic work. Neely sums up Blanche as a "poor, working-class black woman who has to deal with whatever life puts in her way, including dead bodies." One reviewer called her "one of the best fictional `detectives' conjured up in years," while another called her first book a "Eugene O'Neill plot seen from the pantry door." 

Blanche is a middle-aged African-American who stumbles onto mysteries and murder while doing housework. Weary of racism and the whites who "seemed to think she ought to be delighted to swab their toilets and trash cans for a pittance," she uses her intelligence, people savvy, and common sense to solve crimes and get herself out of jams. 

In March 2003 for Women's History Month, as host of WUMB-FM radio's "Commonwealth Journal," Neely narrated a two-part documentary called "Grandmother's Hands," which examined the effects of grandmothers on families and societies and how this role has changed over the years. The programs, which will be rebroadcast tonight, include commentary by experts accompanied by a chorus of unnamed voices reminiscences by grandmothers and grandchildren. 

"I don't think we could have anticipated the amount of positive responses we received," says WUMB general manager Patricia Monteith. "It was heartwarming to talk to folks who saw their grandmothers in a new light. . . . The biggest surprise was the often profound response Barbara received from those who were interviewed." 

Grannies on bikes 

"I've always been attracted to older women," Neely says. "The way they think, the way they operate, what they know, and how they manage. 

"If there's going to be wisdom," she adds, "there's going to be older women." 

She began the "Grandmother's Hands" project by interviewing guests after each of her weekly radio shows historians, writers, cartoonists, and comedians a parade of personalities who address everything from ancient Chinese music to chocolate in Boston. 

"It was interesting to go from historian to grandmother," recalls Pulitzer-Prize-winning historian and Harvard professor Laurel Ulrich, one of the many included. "Since my scholarly work focuses in part on family memorabilia, it wasn't as big a stretch as it might have been." 

With other guests, however, Neely frequently witnessed a dramatic change. "They'd relax," she says, "and a number of these people men, I might add teared up when they started talking about their grandmothers." 

Neely concluded, as she commented on the show: "The new millennium grandmother is also likely to have more to occupy her time than baking your favorite cookies. In addition to being in the workforce, she may be training for the Boston Marathon, raising money for her biker club, or running for political office." 

There were the typical stories of hugs, candy, and gifts, but sad tales as well. One writer recounted how her grandmother would bring out a coin purse full of silver dollars and shower her sister with the coins, then sneer at the writer-to-be, "What are you looking at me for?" This writer never got any coins, a tradition that inevitably provoked a physical confrontation between her mother and grandmother. 

"My grandmother loathed me and I always knew that," this granddaughter told Neely. "But each time she was going to visit, we would be so thrilled." 

Others had more upbeat, humorous memories, such as the woman who described a trip to Finland in which she found herself in a sauna: "beating myself with birch branches [supposedly to improve circulation], drinking beer, naked with . . . my grandmother." 

Another proud granddaughter told how her grandmother founded a school and orphanage in Haiti. 

"The thing I liked most about the project were the nontraditional grandmothers," Neely says. "Because they reminded me more of my own grandmothers. . . . I didn't want the project to be some sappy thing that gets caught in your throat." 

It isn't sappy and it wasn't a solo. Neely repeatedly emphasizes that this was a group effort, giving special kudos to production engineer David Palmater, who came up with the idea, in addition to engineering and editing work. 

Will there be, by any chance, a "Grandmother's Hands, Part 3"? 

Monteith hopes so: "If we could find a sponsor, we would be delighted to produce more segments. We already have more interviews recorded, and there are certainly more grandmother stories to tell." 

A working legacy 

Substance, not syrup and sap, is what drives Neely. A small woman with an intense gaze, a quick laugh, and a mellifluous voice, she says, "The women in my family are very outspoken. I was raised to talk back." 

Neely's mother died last month. "I will be eternally grateful to her for many things," Neely says. "She was adamant about maintaining independence, speaking your mind, and being in charge of your life and she was always open-minded." 

Neely remembers worrying about her mother's disapproval after buying an expensive coat early in her working days. When Neely asked if her mom was upset, she replied, "No, my dear. That's exactly why you always need to have your own money." 

Of her grandmothers Sarah and Mary, she says, "There's a sense in which they were opposites of each other that made a very nice whole. One of them was very devout [Mary, on her father's side] and the other one loved to boogie. I feel like I've inherited something from both of them. I'm not religious, but . . . I consider myself to be a spiritual person. And I love to boogie." 

Neely spent much of her childhood in Lebanon, Pa., about 90 miles northwest of Philadelphia, where she was the only black child in a Catholic school. Despite being "treated quite well," she acknowledges that the situation created a sense of isolation that put her "in hell." She never complained to her parents, mistakenly thinking she was the cause of the problem, but she says, "I felt by turns invisible and on display." 

A few blocks away, her grandmother Mary provided not only a safe haven but an example of independence. She was a caring dominant figure, Neely relates, always helping anyone who was lonely, sick, or otherwise in need. "She was definitely the matriarch," Neely recalls, "not only of our family but of the street." 

On maid's wages she'd somehow managed to buy land and build a house and rental cottage. As Neely writes: "She took up planting flowers and talking to her dog, Bob, wearing cutoff men's pants and threatening to cuss out white neighbors who accused her dog of disrespecting their flower beds, although, as she was quick to add, she was not a cussing woman. She could be heard singing `What a Friend We Have in Jesus' three blocks from her house." 

Out of tune, Neely adds with a smile. 

Neither grandmother lived long enough to read Neely's mysteries. "I'd be interested to know what they thought about them," the author says. Although she didn't use any stories from their working experiences, Neely says: "I do remember attitude, and certainly Blanche has that attitude." 

Cleaning house 

As Blanche explains in "Blanche on the Lam": "she was really her own boss, and her clients knew it. She was the expert. She ordered her employers' lives, not the other way around. She told them when they had to be out of the way, when she would work, and when she wouldn't." 

The details of cleaning that fill each volume are universal, Neely says: "What woman doesn't know? Only the most privileged of us have never done any housework. I would be delighted to say, `Oh, my dear, I had to go to the library and research the whole subject.' " 

Blanche also has culinary talent, dishing out everything from down-home to gourmet for her employers. These details come not from her grandmothers, however, but from Neely's partner of many years, Jeremiah Cotton, an economist at UMass-Boston. Neely remembers sitting at their table and taking notes as he made biscuits one day, saying, "Slow down so I can write this." 

The details, the humor, and the suspense of the series added up to a hit. "Blanche on the Lam," published in 1992, won the Agatha, the Macavity, and the Anthony three of the four major mystery awards for best first novel as well as the Go On Girl! Book Club award for a debut novel. 

Will there be more? 

"As long as I have issues that I want to harangue people about," Neely says. "So there will be." 

Meanwhile she's at work on a different type of novel, inspired by a comment she heard from a minister involved in the civil rights struggle. "He said that integration is arguably the worst thing that ever happened to us. I started thinking about black people for whom that might literally have been true, and they're the people I'm writing about." 

Neely's mystical nudge 

Were it not for a stranger, Blanche might never have been born. 

Before her books, Neely was a radio producer for Africa News Service and a staff writer for Southern Exposure magazine. In addition, she's always been an activist, having been designer and director of the first community-based correction facility for women in Pennsylvania, director of a YWCA branch, and head of a consultant firm for nonprofits. 

In the mid-'70s, she and Cotton were newly arrived in San Francisco, having little if any money and no jobs. One day they watched a band perform on the street when a woman walked up and started dancing. 

Neely remembers her vividly, with a writer's eye for detail: "She was about 4 feet tall, probably 70, with extremely dark skin, sort of patent leather hair. She had on a flowered shirt and some striped pants things that shouldn't be in the same closet, let alone on the same person." 

The woman started to dance, and tourists began to snicker. Suddenly, however, the performer began pointing at various people in the crowd, including Neely. 

"It got very quiet," she recalls. "It was just eerie." 

Although the woman didn't speak, Neely felt she received a subliminal message: "I could hear this woman say, `Darling, if you're going to dance, you'd better do it today.' " 

That night Neely began writing a fictional version of this woman's life story. "I absolutely failed writing her life story," Neely admits, "but it got me to writing." 

Perhaps one might even go so far to say this woman was a sort of spiritual grandmother to Neely. According to anthropologist Marjorie M. Schweitzer, an expert interviewed on "Grandmother's Hands" and the author of "American Indian Grandmothers: Traditions and Transition": In Hopi society all women of a grandmother's generation are that child's grandmother, regardless of whether they're related by blood. 

Mother's Day gripes, glory 

These days Neely isn't doing as much writing as she'd like. The past few months she was traveling back and forth to Philadelphia to help her brother and sister care for their mother, who had a debilitating stroke, and, ultimately, to deal with her death. 

Traditionally, the family has always gathered on Mother's Day, often going to a restaurant, but in the last year or so Neely's 8- and 12-year-old nieces have whipped up a special family dinner and cake, then waited on their relatives with napkins tucked over their arms. 

Neely loves the new tradition but not the holiday. "It's very commercial," she says of the latter, "and many poor people spend inordinate amounts of money. I think mothers ought to be bowed down to every day. If you haven't celebrated your mother all year, what do flowers mean?" 

"I want to make it clear that I am childless by choice," Neely adds. "I never wanted to work that hard." 

Like a feisty grandmother, and like her character Blanche, Neely often has the last word: "I think it would be a much better world if we socialized young girls to understand that your womb doesn't have to be used for you to be a real woman. . . .The world can always use good aunts." 

Barbara Neely's half-hour, weekly "Commonwealth Journal" show can be heard on WUMB (91.9 FM) on Sundays at 7:30 a.m. and 7 p.m. Both segments of "Grandmothers' Hands" will be rebroadcast back-to-back today from 8 to 10 p.m. In addition, excerpts from the show are available at www.wumb.org/ grandmother. 

SIDEBAR 1: 
ON THE LAM OR NOT, GRANDMA HOLDS THE KEY 
Barbara Neely based the unconventional heroine of her award-winning series about a maid/ sleuth Blanche White in honor of her grandmothers, Sarah and Mary, both of whom did domestic work. 

Both in her "Grandmother's Hands" project and in the following excerpt from "Blanche on the Lam," Neely notes the pivotal role that older women play in society: 

In an African history and culture course she had taken at the Freedom Library back in the '60s, Blanche had learned that among some African peoples, there were wise women elders who chose the chiefs and counseled them. Had Miz Minnie been born among such a people, she would undoubtedly have been one of those women. Miz Minnie knew a good portion of the private affairs of practically every black person in her community. In times of trouble, almost everyone found themselves talking with Miz Minnie. Some folks just went to see her, and spilled their pain out on her scrubbed wooden floors and handmade rag rugs, and let her soothe them with wise words and sassafras tea. Other people met her seemingly by accident and found themselves telling all their business, although they'd never planned to do such a thing. Everyone came away fortified. Blanche could just see her in her grease-stained cotton house dress, mincing along on fat-heeled feet in oversized men's bedroom shoes, hard-pressed hair done up in greasy gray curls that peeked out from under her ever-present head scarf, her lower lip packed with snuff. 

Whether she's conducting a radio interview or writing one of her mysteries, Neely appreciates good stories and their tellers. Here's a passage about this skill from "Blanche on the Lam": 

Blanche leaned back in her chair and adopted a listening pose. Nate had already proved to her that he was a storytelling man. She knew enough storytelling folks like her Aunt Maeleen, who could bring tears to Blanche's eyes by telling her about the tragic death and/ or funeral of someone neither of them knew to know that a storytelling person couldn't be rushed. Their rhythm, the silences between their words, and their intonation were as important to the telling of the tale as the words they spoke. 

SIDEBAR 2: 
'YOU BE LIKE THEM AND YOU BE FINE' 
The following are excerpts from an unpublished essay Neely wrote about her grandmothers. She calls it "SarahMary: A meditation on my grandmothers." 

The first three are about Sarah, her maternal grandmother; the last one is about Mary, her paternal grandmother: 

Sarah declared her intentions at an early age. In girlhood pictures, her jaw and fist clenched, ready to duke the world down at age 9. She left home at 15, determined to be her own woman. "I do what I want because it's my life. It's not supposed to stand still," I hear her say in answer to every attempt to tamp her down, to block her way to change her attitude, her talk. 

Sarah slowed but she didn't stop taking time out to teach me how to fight to win, to travel the city through the shortcuts and alleys that took her to places of joy. 

She ruled us like a benevolent dictator with a quirk loving to distraction, working hard to bend at least one to her will by any means available: the one who had her volcano eyes. Some days she forgot to love us at all and would only grumble about the loss of a life of her own, on her own terms, without the care and directing of others to stop her dancing feet, clip her wings, shut her in the kitchen. 

Mary: 

- "In slavery days," she used to say in introduction to each story of strong-hearted, fleet-footed women who would not be penned, eaten, or raped. Women with names like Iownme Forever and Iama Freewoman. "You be like them and you be fine," was how the stories always ended. 
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