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by Jamaican poet Edward Braithwaite "a truly third world novel,” for it explores the
hidden complexities of the relativuship between the supposedly underdeveloped
world and the developed worlds.

Marshall's first two novels as well as her stories of the 1960s were shead of their
time in that they clearly focused on the variety of black communities, and on black
wornen, at a time when black cultural nationalism fostered a monolithic view of blacks
as urban African American and male. Although her novels received fine reviews,
Marshall did not become well known. While she received many awards, including a
Guggenheim fellowship and a National Endowment for the Arts fellowship, she had
difficulty making a living as a writer. During the 1970s she taught creative writing at
universities such as Yale and Columbia and remarried, living part of the time in Haiti
and part of the time in the United States. Perhaps as a result of her complicated life,
she did not publish her third novel, Praisesong for the Widow, until 1982.

Praisesong for the Widow features a very unlikely heroine, Avey Johnson, an African
American middle-class, middle-aged woman who has achieved the American Dream
but feels her “dis-ease” with it. Marshall’s portrayal of Avey’s journey from dis-easc
to health is a praise song, an African ritual. At the same time Praisesong, like Mar-
shall’s other novels, is concerned with the ways in which American materialism threat-
ens black cultural wholeness. Praisesong also completes a journey begun in Brown
Girl, Brownstones, what critic Susan Willis calls “an arc of recovery,” for Avey has
to take a cultural journey back—a journey that Selina began—from the United
States through the Caribbean, to an African communal past to regain her sense of
wholeness.

In the early 1980s, the Feminist Press reissued Marshall’s long out-of-print Brown
Girl, Broumstones as well as some of her short fiction in Reena and Other Stories
(1982}, thus making her work available to a new generation. In 1991 Marshall pub-
lished Daughters, a novel set in the United States and Triunion, a fictional nation in
the West Indies. Through the ancestor figures Congo Jane and Will Cudjoe, comrades
in the struggle against slavery, the late-twentieth-century characters in the novel
understand their obligation to themselves and to each other. In Marshall's most
recent novel, The Fisher King (2000), diverse characters—in Brooklyn and Paris, poor
and middle class, of Caribbean and black southern parentage-—are bound by the
memory and the music that are the legacy of a deceased jazzman.

In 1992 Marshall received the MacArthur Award, an indication that she is finally
getting the tribute she deserves, as one of the Western Hemisphere’s major contem-
porary black women writers and as a pioneer in her own right.

-Reena

Like most people with unpleasant childhoods, I am on constant guard against
the past—the past being for me the people and places associated with the
years I served out my girlhood in Brooklyn. The places no longer matter that
much since most of them have vanished. The old grammar school, for
instance, P.S. 35 (“Dirty 5’s" we called it and with justification} has been
replaced by a low, coldly functiona! arrangement of glass and Permastone
which bears its name but has none of the feel of a school about it. The small,
grudgingly lighted stores along Fulton Street, the soda parlor that was like a
church with its stained-glass panels in the door and marble floor have given
way to those impersonal emporiums, the supermarkets. Our house even, a
brownstone relic whose halls smelled comfortingly of dust and lemon oil,
the somnolent street upon which it stood, the tall, muscular trees
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which shaded it were leveled years ago to make way for a city housing proj-
cct—a stark, graceless warren for the poor. So that now whenever I revisj;
that old section of Brooklyn and see these new and ugly forms, I feel nothing,
I might as well be in a strange city.

But it is another matter with the people of my past, the faces that in thej,
darkness were myriad reflections of mine. Whenever I encounter them a¢
the funcral or wake, the wedding or christening—those ceremonies by which
the past reaffirms its hold—my guard drops and memories banished 1o the
rear of the mind rush forward to rout the present. I almost become the child
again—anxious and angry, disgracelully diffident.

Reena was one of the people from that time, and a main contributor to
my sense of ineflectualness then. She had not done this deliberately. It was
just that whenever she talked about herself (and this was not as often ag
most people) she seemed to be talking about me also. She ruthlessly analyzed
herself, sparing herself nothing. Her honesty was so absolute it was a kind
of cruelty.

She had not changed, I was to discover in meeting her again after a sep-
aration of twenty years. Nor had I really. For although the years had altered
our positions (she was no longer the lord and I the lackey) and I could even
afford to forgive her now, she still had the ability to disturb me profoundly
by dredging to the surface those aspects of myself that I kept buried. This
time, as I listened to her talk over the stretch of one long night, she made
vivid without knowing it what is perhaps the most critical fact of my exis-
tence—that definition of me, of her and millions like us, formulated by oth-
ers to serve out their fantasies, a definition we have to combat at an
unconscionable cost to the self and even use, at times, in order to survive;
the cause of so much shame and rage as well as, oddly enough, a source of
pride: simply, what it has meant, what it means, to be a black woman in
America.

We met—Reena and myself-—at the funeral of her aunt who had been my
godmother and whom [ had also called aunt; Aunt Vi, and loved, for she and
her house had been, respectively, a source of understanding and a place of
calm for me as a child. Reena entered the church where the funeral service
was being held as though she, not the minister, were coming to officiate, sat
down among the immediate family up front, and turned to inspect those
behind her. 1 saw her face then.

It was a good copy of the original. The familiar mold was there, that is,
and the configuration of bone beneath the skin was the same despite the
slight fleshiness | had never seen there before; her features had even retained
their distinctive touches: the positive set to her mouth, the assertive lift to
her nose, the same insistent, unsettling eyes which when she was angry
became as black as her skin-—and this was total, unnerving, and very beau-
tiful. Yet something had happened to her face. It was different despite its
sameness. Aging even while it remained enviably young. Time had sketched
in, very lightly, the evidence of the twenty years.

As soon as the funeral service was over, I left, hurrying out of the church
into the early November night. The wind, already at its winter strength,
brought with it the smell of dead leaves and the image of Aunt Vi there in
the church, as dead as the leaves—as well as the thought of Reena, whom I
would see later at the wake.

Her real name had been Doreen, a standard for girls among West Indians
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(her mother, like my parents, was from Barbados), but she had changed it
to Reena on her twelfth birthday—"As a present to myself”——and had
enforced the change on her family by refusing to answer to the old name.
“Reena. With two e’s!” she would say and imprint those e’s on your mind
with the indelible black of her eyes and a thin threatening finger that was
like a quill.

She and I had not been friends through our own choice. Rather, our moth-
ers, who had known each other since childhood, had forced the relationship.
And from the beginning, 1 had been at a disadvantage. For Reena, as carly
as the age of twelve, had had a quality that was unique, superior, and
therefore dangerous. She seemed defined, even then, all of a piece, the raw
edges of her adolescence smoothed over; indeed, she seemed to have escaped
adolescence altogether and made one dazzling leap from childhood into the
very arena of adult life. At thirteen, for instance, she was reading Zola,
Hauptmann, Steinbeck, while I was still in the thrall of the Little Minister
and Lorna Doone.! When 1 could only barely conceive of the world beyond
Brooklyn, she was talking of the Civil War in Spain, lynchings in the South,
Hitler in Poland*—and talking with the outrage and passion of a revolution-
ary. I would try, I remember, to console myself with the thought that she
was really an adult masquerading as a child, which meant that T could not
possibly be her match.

For her part, Reena put up with me and was, by turns, patronizing and
impatient. I merely served as the audience before whom she rehearsed
her ideas and the yardstick by which she measured her woridliness and
knowledge.

“Do you realize that this stupid country supplied Japan with the scrap iron
to make the weapons she's now using against it?” she had shouted at me
once.

I had not known that.

Just as she overwhelmed me, she overwhelmed her family, with the result
that despite a half dozen brothers and sisters who consumed quantities of
bread and jam whenever they visited us, she behaved like an only child and
got away with it. Her father, a gentle man with skin the color of dried tobacco
and with the nose Reena had inherited jutting out like a crag from his non-
descript face, had come from Georgia and was always making jokes about
having married a foreigner—Reena’s mother being from the West Indies.
When not joking, he seemed slightly bewildered by his large family and so
in awe of Reena that he avoided her. Reena’s mother, a small, dry, formidably
black woman, was less a person to me than the abstract principle of force,
power, energy. She was alternately strict and indulgent with Reena and,
despite the inconsistency, surprisingly effective.

They lived when | knew them in a cold-water railroad flat above a kosher
butcher on Belmont Avenue in Brownsville,* some distance from us—and
this in itself added to Reena’s exotic quality. For it was a place where Sunday

L Eponymous heroine of the historical romance
Y Eng]ish novelist B. D. Blackmore {1825-1900).
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German dramatist, novelist, and poet. John Stein-
beck (1902--1968), American writer, best known
for The Grapes of Wrath (1939).
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beginning World War 1. Civil war raged in Spain
from 1936 10 1939,

3. Section of Brooklyn.
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became Saturday, with all the stores open and pushcarts piled with vegeta- \
bles and yard goods lined up along the curb, a crowded place where people
hawked and spat freely in the streaming gutters and the men looked as if
they had just stepped from the pages of the Old Testament with their profuse
beards and long, black, satin coats.

When Reena was fifteen her family moved to Jamaica in Queens and since,
in those days, Jamaica was considered too far away for visiting, our families
lost contact and I did not see Reena again until we were both in college and
then only once and not to speak to. . . .

I had walked some distance and by the time I got to the wake, which was
being held at Aunt Vi's house, it was well under way. It was a good wake,
Aunt Vi would have been pleased. There was plenty to drink, and more than
enough to eat, including some Barbadian favorites: coconut bread, pone
made with the cassava root, and the little crisp codfish cakes that are so hot
with peppers they bring tears to the eyes as you bite into them.

I had missed the beginning, when everyone had probably sat around talk-
ing about Aunt Vi and recalling the few events that had distinguished her
otherwise undistinguished life. (Someone, I'm sure, had told of the time she
had missed the excursion boat to Atlantic City and had her own private
picnic—complete with pigeon peas and rice and fricassee chicken—on the
pier at 42nd Street.) By the time I arrived, though, it would have been indis-
creet to mention her name, for by then the wake had become—and this
would also have pleased her—a celebration of life.

I had had two drinks, one right after the other, and was well into my third
when Reena, who must have been upstairs, entered the basement kitchen
where I was. She saw me before I had quite seen her, and with a cry that
alerted the entire room to her presence and charged the air with her special
force, she rushed toward me.

“Hey, I'm the one who was supposed to be the writer, not you! Do you
know, I still can’t believe it,” she said, stepping back, her blackness height-
ened by a white mocking smile. “I read both your books over and over again
and I can’t really believe it. My Little Paulie!”

I did not mind. For there was respect and even wonder behind the patron-
izing words and in her eyes. The old imbalance between us had ended and 1
was suddenly glad to see her.

I told her so and we both began talking at once, but Reena’s voice over-
powered mine, so that all 1 could do after a time was listen while she dis-
cussed my books, and dutifully answered her questions about my personal
life.

“And what about you?” 1 said, almost brutally, at the first chance I got.
“What've you been up to all this time?>”

She got up abruptly. “Good Lord, in here’s noisy as hell. Come on, let's
go upstairs.”

We got fresh drinks and went up to Aunt Vi’s bedroom, where in the soft
light from the lamps, the huge Victorian bed and the pink satin bedspread
with roses of the same material strewn over its surface looked as if they had
never been used. And, in a way, this was true. Aunt Vi had seldom slept in
her bed or, for that matter, lived in her house, because in order to pay for it,
she had had to work at a sleeping-in job which gave her only Thursdays and
every other Sunday off.
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Reena sat on the bed, crushing the roses, and [ sat on one of the numerous
trunks which crowded the room. They contained every dress, coat, hat, and
shoe that Aunt Vi had worn since coming to the United States. { again a’sked
Reena what she had been doing over the years.

“Do you want a blow by blow account?” she said. But despite the flippancy
she was suddenly serious. And when she began it was clear that she haci
written out the narrative in her mind many times. The words came too easily;
the events, the incidents had been ordered in time, and the meaning of hel’-
behavior and of the people with whom she had been involved had been
painstakingly analyzed. She talked willingly, with desperation almost. And
the words by themselves weren't enough. She used her hands to give them
form and urgency. I became totally involved with her and all that she said.
So much so that as the night wore on I was not certain at times whether it
was she or [ speaking.

From the time her family moved to Jamaica until she was nineteen or so
Reena's life sounded, from what she told me in the beginning, as ordinar):
as mine and most of the girls we knew. After high school she had gone on
to one of the free city colleges, where she had majored in journalism, worked
part time in the school library, and, surprisingly enough, joined a ho;seplan.
(h»ten I hadn't gone that far.) It was an all-Negro club, since there was a
tacit understanding that Negro and white girls did not join each other’s
houseplans. “Integration, Northern style,” she said, shrugging.

It seemns that Reena had had a purpose and a plan in joining the group. “I
thought,” she said with a wry smile, “I could get those girls up off their
complacent rumps and out doing something about social issues. ...l
coul.c]n’t get t‘hem to budge. T remember after the war when a Negro ex-
f;l)ld]er had his eyes gouged out by a bus driver down South [ tried getting
Them to demonstrate on campus. I talked until I was hoarse, but to no avail.

ey were too busy planning the annual autumn frolic.”

Aft[eifr lit'!g}? was bi:tter b-ut for%iving and it ended in a long, reflective silence.
o Iw ich she said guletly, It wasn't that they didn’t give a damn. It was
em;m Stt}l]ppose, tha‘t like most people they didn'’t want to get involved to the
o Thear: they}?‘ugh}tl'have to stand up and be counted. If it ever came to
they ha grzr;f:: :gr Enn:}g]. ]I”\}Jxeyhthought tf{ley were safe, special. After all,
souher 810 p i ’.e f)rt , most 0 ther‘n, and so had escaped the
them yﬁ prﬁju ice; their parents, like mine, were struggling to put
techer. ost(l)iialco e,;__:e; theydclotld look- f.orward to being tidy little school-
caom SCO,er hpr\«:z;c eras, cflnrtnh a , éechr}lmans. Oh, they were safe!” The sar-
Weren't safs : € r(l1 en abruptly gave way to p-lt)./. Poor things, they
in Horle , ym: see, ar:n would n'ever be as long as millions like themselves
unsafy ]r?"o(? Chicago’s Sot'!th Side, down South, all over the place, were

o m drle“‘ to tel{ them this—and they accused me of being oversensitive.
rﬂughte Hot to listen. But I would have held out and, I'm sure, even
oy by some of them around eve_ntually if this other business with a silly

adn’t happened at the same time. . . .”
n ezns told me then about her first, brief, and apparently innocent affair
Said. Wh:?)y s}}:eglac,l met at one of the hou:seplan parties. It had ended, she
of bt ha:(]t e boy’s parents had met her. “. [hat was it,” she said and the flat
Couldny 1 cut into the air. “He was forbidden to see me. The reason? He
ring himself to tell me, but [ knew. I was too black.
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“Naturally, it wasn't the first time something like that had happened. In
fact, you might say that was the theme of my childhood. Because I was dark
I was always being plastered with Vaseline so | wouldn’t look ashy. Whenever
I had my picture taken they would pile a whitish powder on my face and
make the lights so bright I always came out looking ghostly. My mother
stopped speaking to any number of people because they said | would have
been pretty if I hadn’t been so dark. Like nearly every little black girl, I had
my share of dreams of waking up to find myself with long, blond curls, blue
eyes, and skin like milk. So should have been prepared. Besides, that boy’s
parents were really rejecting themselves in rejecting me.

“Take us’—and her hands, opening in front of my face as she suddenly
leaned forward, seemed to offer me the whole of black humanity. “We live
surrounded by white images, and white in this world is synonymous with the
good, light, beauty, success, so that, despite ourselves sometimes, we run
after that whiteness and deny our darkness, which has been made into the
symbol of all that is evil and inferior. I wasn't a person to that boy’s parents,
but a symbol of the darkness they were in flight from, so that just as they—
that boy, his parents, those silly girls in the houseplan—were running from
me, | started running from them. . .."

It must have been shortly after this happened when I saw Reena ata debate
which was being held at my college. She did not see me, since she was one
of the speakers and 1 was merely part of her audience in the crowded audi-
torium. The topic had something to do with intellectual freedom in the col-
leges (McCarthyism* was coming into vogue then) and aside from a Jewish
boy from City College, Reena was the most effective—sharp, provocative,
her position the most radical. The others on the panel seemed intimidated
not only by the strength and cogency of her argument but by the sheer impact
of her blackness in their white midst.

Her color might have been a weapon she used to dazzle and disarm her
opponents. And she had highlighted it with the clothes she was wearing: a
white dress patterned with large blocks of primary colors I remember (it
looked Mexican) and a pair of intricately wrought silver earrings—long and
with many little parts which clashed like muted cymbals over the microphone
each time she moved her head. She wore her hair cropped short like a boy's
and it was not straightened like mine and the other Negro girls’ in the audi-
ence, but left in its coarse natural state: a small forest under which her face
emerged in its intense and startling handsomeness. I remember she left the
auditorium in triumph that day, surrounded by a noisy entourage from her
college—all of them white.

“We were very serious,” she said now, describing the left-wing group she
had belonged to then—and there was a defensiveness in her voice which

sought to protect them from all censure. “We believed—Dbecause we were
young, I suppose, and had nothing as yet to risk—that we could do something
about the injustices which everyone around us seemed to take for granted.
So we picketed and demonstrated and bombarded Washington with our pro-
tests, only to have our names added to the Attorney General’s list for all our
trouble. We were always standing on street corners handing out leaflets or

4, Le., the hunt for Communists in every sphere moted in the early 1950s by Wisconsin senator
of American life, especially in government, aca- Joseph R. McCarthy (1908-1957).
demia, and show business. The hysteria was pro-
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getting people to sign petitions. We always seemed to pick the coldest days
to do that.,” Her smile held long after the words had died.

“1, we all, had such a sense of purpose then,” she said softly, and a sadness
lay aslant the smile now, darkening it. “We were forever holding meetings,
having endless discussions, arguing, shouting, theorizing. And we had fun.
Those parties! There was always somebody with a guitar. We were always
singing. . . .” Suddenly, she began singing—and her voice was sure, militant,
and faintly self-mocking, -

“But the banks are made of marble
With a guard at every door

And the vaults are stuffed with silver
That the workers sweated for . . .”

When she spoke again the words were a sad coda to the song. “Well, as
you probably know, things came to an ugly head with McCarthy reigning in
Washington, and I was one of the people temporarily suspended from
school.”

She broke off and we both waited, the ice in our glasses melted and the
drinks gone flat.

“At first, I didn't mind,” she said finally. “After all, we were right. The fact
that they suspended us proved it. Besides, I was in the middle of an affair,
a real one this time, and too busy with that to care about anything else.” She
paused again, frowning.

“He was white,” she said quickly and glanced at me as though to surprise
either shock or disapproval in my face. “We were very involved. At one
point—I think just after we had been suspended and he started working—
we even thought of getting married. Living in New York, moving in the crowd
we did, we might have been able to manage it. But I couldn’t. There were
too many complex things going on beneath the surface,” she said, her voice
strained by the hopelessness she must have felt then, her hands shaping it
in the air between us. “Neither one of us could really escape what our color
had come to mean in this country. Let me explain. Bob was always, for some
odd reason, talking about how much the Negro suffered, and although 1
would agree with him [ would also try to get across that, you know, like all
people we also had fun once in a while, loved our children, liked making
love —that we were human beings, for God’s sake. But he only wanted to
hear about the suffering. It was as if this comforted him and eased his own
suffering—and he did suffer because of any number of things: his own uncer-
tainty, for one, his difficulties with his family, for another . . .

“Once, | remember, when his father came into New York, Bob insisted
that | meet him. I don’t know why I agreed to go with him. .. .” She took a
deep breath and raised her head very high. “I'll never forget or forgive the
look on that old man’s face when he opened his hotel-room door and saw
me, The horror. I might have been the personification of every evil in the
world. His inability to believe that it was his son standing there holding my
hand. His shock. I'm sure he never fully recovered. I know I never did. Nor
can I forget Bob’s laugh in the elevator afterwards, the way he kept repeating:
‘Did you see his face when he saw you? Did you? . . . " He had used me, you
see. | had been the means, the instrument of his revenge.

“And I wasn't any better. | used him. [ took every opportunity to treat him
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shabbily, trying, you see, through him, to get at that white world which had
not only denied me, but had turned my own against me.” Her eyes closed.
“I went numb all over when 1 understood what we were doing to, and with,
each other. I stayed numb for a long time.”

As Reena described the events which followed—the break with Bob, her
gradual withdrawal from the left-wing group {“I had had it with them too. |
got tired of being ‘their Negro,” their pet. Besides, they were just all talk,
really. All theories and abstractions. I doubt that, with all their elaborate
plans for the Negro and for the workers of the world, any of them had ever
been near a factory or up to Harlem”)——as she spoke about her reinstatement
in school, her voice suggested the numbness she had felt then. It only stirred
into life again when she talked of her graduation.

“You should have seen my parents. It was really their day. My mother was
so proud she complained about everything: her seat; the heat, the speaker;
and my father just sat there long after everybody had left, too awed to move.
God, it meant so much to them. It was as if I had made up for the generations
his people had picked cotton in Georgia and my mother’s family had cut cane
in the West Indies. It frightened me.”

I asked her after a long wait what she had done after graduating,.

“How do you mean, what I did. Looked for a job. Tell me, have you ever
looked for work in this man’s city?”

“I know.” 1 said, holding up my hand. “Don’t tell me.”

We both looked at my raised hand which sought to waive the discussion,
then at each other and suddenly we Jaughed, a laugh so loud and violent
with pain and outrage it brought tears.

“Girl,” Reena said, the tears silver against her blackness. “You could put
me blindfolded right now at the Times Building® on 42nd Street and I would
be able to find my way to every newspaper office in town. But tell me, how
come white folks is so hard?”

“Just bo'n hard.”

We were laughing again and this time I nearly slid off the trunk and Reena
fell back among the satin roses.

“I didn’t know there were so many ways of saying ‘no’ without ever once
using the word,” she said, the laughter lodged in her throat, but her eyes had
gone hard. “Sometimes I'd find myself in the elevator, on my way out, and
smiling all over myself because I thought 1 had gotten the job, before it would
hit me that they had really said no, not yes. Some of those people in personnel
had so perfected their smiles they looked almost genuine. The ones who used
to get me, though, were those who tried to make the interview into an inti-
mate chat between friends. They'd put you in a comfortable chair, offer you
a cigarette, and order coffee. How I hated that coffee. They didn’t know it—
or maybe they did—but it was like offering me hemlock. . ..

“You think Christ had it tough?” Her laughter rushed against the air which
resisted it. “I was crucified five days a week and half-day on Saturday. 1
became almost paranoid. I began to think there might be something other
than color wrong with me which everybody but me could see, some rare
disease that had turned me into a monster.

“My parents suffered. And that bothered me most, because I felt I had

5. Le., the office building of the New York Times, in midtown Manhattan.
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Welfare she had gone to work for a private social-work agency, in their pub-
licity department, and had started on her master’s in journalism at Columbia.
She also left home around this time.

“I had to. My mother started putting the pressure on me to get married.
The hints, the remarks—and you know my mother was never the subtle
type-—her anxiety, which made me anxious about getting married after a
while. Besides, it was time for me to be on my own.”

In contrast to the unmistakably radical character of her late adolescence
{her membership in the left-wing group, the affair with Bob, her suspension
from college), Reena's life of this period sounded ardinary, standard—and
she admitted it with a slightly self-deprecating, apologetic smile. It was sim-
ilar to that of any number of unmarried professional Negro women in New
York or Los Angeles or Washingion: the job teaching or doing social work
which brought in a fairly decent salary, the small apartment with kitchenette
which they sometimes shared with a roommate; a car, some of them; mem-
bership in various political and social action organizations for the militant
few like Reena; the vacations in Mexico, Europe, the West Indies, and now
Africa; the occasional date. “The interesting men were invariably married,”

Reena said and then mentioned having had one affair during that time. She
had found out he was married and had thought of her only as the perfect
mistress. “The bastard,” she said, but her smile forgave him.

“Women alone!” she cried, laughing sadly, and her raised opened arms,
the empty glass she held in one hand made eloquent their aloneness. “Alone
and lonely, and indulging themselves while they wait. The girls of the house-
plan have reached their majority only to find that all those years they spent
accurnulating their degrees and finding the well-paying jobs in the hope that
this would raise their stock have, instead, put them at a disadvantage. For
the few eligible men around—those who are their intellectual and profes-
sional peers, whom they can respect (and there are very few of them)-—don't
necessarily marry them, but younger women without the degrees and the fat
jobs, who are no threat, or they don’t marry at all because they are either
queer or mother-ridden. Or they marry white women. Now, intellectually 1
accept this. In [act, some of my best friends are white women . . .” And again
our laughter—that loud, searing burst which we used to cauterize our hurt
mounted into the unaccepting silence of the room. “After all, our goal is a
fully integrated society. And perhaps, as some people believe, the only solu-
tion to the race problem is miscegenation.” Besides, a man should be able

to marry whomever he wishes. Emotionally, though, 1 am less kind and

understanding, and I resent like hell the reasons some black men give for
rejecting us for them.”

“We're too middle-class-oriented,” I said. “Conservative.”

“Right. Even though, thank God, that doesn’t apply to me.”

“Too threatening . . . castrating . . .”

“Too independent and impatient with them for not being more ambitious

”

. .. contemptuous . . .
“Sexually inhibited and unimaginative . . .”
“And the old myth of the excessive sexuality of the black woman goes out

the window,” Reena cried.
“Not supportive, unwilling to submerge our interests for theirs . . .”

7. The mixing of races, especially nurviage between o white person and i member of anether race.



REENA / 2179

“Lacking in the subtle art of getting and keeping a man . . .”
We had recited the accusations in the form and tone of a litany, and in
th{:' silence which followed we shared a thin, hopeless smile. v
.“ They condemn us,” Reena said softly but with anger, “without taking
history into account. We are still, most of us, the black woman who had to
be almost frighteningly strong in order for us all to survive. For, after all, she
was the one whom they left (and I don't hold this against them; | underst;md)
with the children to raise, who had to make it somehow or the other. And
we are still, so many of us, living that history, ’
“You would think that they would understand this, but few do. So it’s up
to us. We have got to understand them and save them for ourselves. How?
By being, on one hand, persons in our own right and, on the other fully the
woman and the wife. . . . Christ, listen to who's talking! 1 had m;/ chance
And 1 tried. Very hard. But it wasn’t enough.” '

The festive sounds of the wake had died to a sober murmur beyond the
bedroom. The crowd had gone, leaving only Reena and myself upstairs and
the last of Aunt Vi’s closest friends in the basement below. They were drink-
ing coffee. 1 smelled it, felt its warmth and intimacy in the empty house
heard the distant tapping of the cups against the saucers and voices mute(i
by grief. The wake had come full circle: they were again mourning Aunt Vi.

And Reena might have been mourning with them, sitting there amid the
satin roses, framed by the massive headboard. Her hands lay as if they had
been broken in her lap. Her eyes were like those of someone blind or dead
I got up to go and get some coffee for her. .

“You met my husband,” she said quickly, stopping me.

“Have I?” I said, sitting down again.

~ “Yes, before we were married even. At an autograph party for you. He was
free-lancing—he’s a photographer —and one of the Negro magazines had
sent him to cover the party.”

As she went on to describe him I remembered him vaguely, not his face
but his rather large body stretching and bending with a dancer’s fluidity anfi
grace as he took the pictures. I had heard him talking to a group of people
about some issue on race relations very much in the news then and had been
struck by his vehemence. For the moment I had found this almost odd, since
he was so fair skinned he could have passed for white. ’

They had met, Reena told me now, at a benefit show for a Harlem day
nursery given by one of the progressive groups she belonged to, and had
married a month afterward. From all that she said they had had a full and
exciting life for a long time. Her words were so vivid that [ could almost see
them: she with her startling blackness and extraordinary force and he with
his near-white skin and a militancy which matched hers; both of them mov-
ing among the disaffected in New York, their stand on political and social
issues equally uncompromising, the line of their allegiance reaching directly
to all those trapped in Harlem. And they had lived the meaning of this alle-
giance, so that even when they could have afforded a life among the black
bourgeoisie of St. Albans or Teaneck,? they had chosen to live if not in Har-
lem so close that there was no difference.

“I-—we—were so happy I was frightened at times. Not that anything would
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change between us, but that someone or something in the world outside us
would invade our private place and destroy us out of envy. Perhaps this is

what did happen. . . .” She shrugged and even tried to smile but she could
not manage it. “Something slipped in while we weren't looking and began its
deadly work.

“Maybe it started when Dave took a job with a Negro magazine. 'm not
sure. Anyway, in no time, he hated it: the routine, unimaginative pictures he
had to take and the magazine itself, which dealt only in unrealities: the high-
society world of the black bourgeoisie and the spectacular strides Negroes
were making in all fields—you know the type. Yet Dave wouldn’t leave. It
wasn't the money, but a kind of safety which he had never experienced before
which kept him there. He would talk about free-lancing again, about storm-
ing the gates of the white magazines downtown, of opening his own studio
but he never acted on any one of these things. You see, despite his talent—
and he was very talented—he had a diffidence that was fatal.

“When I understood this I literally forced him to open the studio—and
perhaps I should have been more subtle and indirect, but that’s not my
nature, Besides, 1 was frightened and desperate to help. Nothing happened
for a time. Dave’s work was too experimental to be commercial. Gradually,
though, his photographs started appearing in the prestige camera magazines
and money from various awards and exhibits and an occasional assignment
started coming in.

“This wasn’t enough somchow. Dave also wanted the big, gaudy commer-
cial success that would dazzle and confound that white world downtown and
force it to see him. And yet, as | said before, he couldn’t bring himself to
try—and this contradiction began to get to him after awhile.

“It was then, I think, that I began to fail him. I didn’t know how to help,
you see. 1 had never felt so inadequate before. And this was very strange and
disturbing for someone like me. 1 was being submerged in his problems—
and I began fighting against this.

“I started working again (I had stopped after the second baby). And I was
lucky because I got back my old job. And unlucky because Dave saw it as
my way of pointing up his deficiencies. I couldn’t convince him otherwise:
that I had to do it for my own sanity. He would accuse me of wanting to see
him fail, of trapping him in all kinds of responsibilities. . . . After a time we
both got caught up in this thing, an ugliness came between us, and I began
to answer his anger with anger and to trade him insult for insult.

“Things fell apart very quickly after that. I couldn’t bear the pain of living
with him—the insults, our mutual despair, his mocking, the silence. I
couldn't subject the children to it any longer. The divorce didn'’t take long.
And thank God, because of the children, we are pleasant when we have to
see each other. He's making out very well, | hear.”

She said nothing more, but simply bowed her head as though waiting for
me to pass judgment on her. I don't know how long we remained like this;
but when Reena finally raised her head, the darkness at the window had
vanished and dawn was a still, gray smoke against the pane.

“Do you know,” she said, and her eyes were clear and a smile had won out
over pain, “I enjoy being alone. I don't tell people this because theyll accuse
me of either lying or deluding myself. But I do. Perhaps, as my mother tells
me, it's anly temporary. T don’t think so, though. T feel T don’t ever want to
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be involved again. It’s not that I've lost interest in men. I go out occasionally,
but it’s never anything serious. You see, | have all that I want for now.”

Her children first of all, she told me, and from her description they
sounded intelligent and capable. She was a friend as well as a mother to
them, it seemed. They were planning, the four of them, to spend the summer
touring Canada. “I will feel that I have done well by them if I give them, if
nothing more, a sense of themselves and their worth and importance as black
people. Everything I do with them, for them, is to this end. I don’t want them
ever to be confused about this. They must have their identifications straight
from the beginning. No white dolls for them!”

Then her job. She was working now as a researcher for a small progressive
news magazine with the promise that once she completed her master’s in
journalism (she was working on the thesis now) she might get a chance to
do some minor reporting. And like most people, she hoped to write someday.
“If I can ever stop talking away my substance,” she said laughing.

And she was still active in any number of social action groups. In another
week or so she would be heading a delegation of mothers down to City Hall
“to give the mayor a little hell about conditions in the schools in Harlem.”
She had started an organization that was carrying on an almost door-to-door
campaign in her neighborhood to expose, as she put it, “the blood suckers:
all those slumlords and storekeepers with their fixed scales, the finance com-
panies that never tell you the real price of a thing, the petty salesmen that
leech off the poor. . . .” In May she was taking her two older girls on a nation-
wide pilgrimage to Washington to urge for a more rapid implementation of
the school desegregation law.

“It's uncanny,” she said, and the laugh which accompanied the words was
warm, soft with wonder at herself, girlish even, and the air in the room which
had refused her laughter before rushed to absorb this now. “Really uncanny.
Here I am, practically middle-aged, with three children to raise by myself
and with little or no money to do it, and yet I feel, strangely enough, as
though life is just beginning—that it’s new and fresh with all kinds of pos-
sibilities. Maybe it's because I've been through my purgatory and I can’t ever
be overwhelmed again. I don't know. Anyway, you should see me on evenings
after I put the children to bed. I sit alone in the living room (I've repainted
it and changed all the furniture since Dave’s gone, so that it would at least
look different)—I sit there making plans and all of them seem possible. The
most important plan right now is Africa. I've already started saving the fare.”

I asked her whether she was planning to live there permanently and she
said simply, “I want to live and work there. For how long, for a lifetime, 1
can’t say. All I know is that I have to. For myself and for my children. It is
important that they see black people who have truly a place and history of
their own and who are building for a new and, hopefully, more sensible
world. And I must see it, get close to it, because | can never lose the sense
of being a displaced person here in America because of my color. Oh, I know
I should remain and fight not only for integration (even though, frankly, I
question whether I want to be integrated into America as it stands now, with
its complacency and materialism, its soullessness) but to help change the
country into something better, sounder—if that is still possible. But I have
to go to Africa. . . .

“Poor Aunt Vi,” she said after a long silence and straightened one of the
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roses she had crushed. “She never really got to enjoy her bed of roses what
with only Thursdays and every other Sunday off. All that hard work. All her
life. . . . Our lives have got to make more sense, if only for her.”

We got up to leave shortly afterward. Reena was staying on to attend the
burial, later in the morning, but I was taking the subway to Manhattan. We
parted with the usual promise to get together and exchange telephone num-
bers. And Reena did phone a week or so later. I don't remember what we
talked about though.

Some months later [ invited her to a party | was giving before leaving the
countiry. But she did not come.

1962

To Da-Duh, in Memoriam

“... Oh Nana! all of you is not involved in this evil business Death,

Nor all of us in life.”
~FROM “A1 My GRANDMOTHER'S GRAVE,” BY LERERT BETHUNE'

1 did not see her at first I remember. For not only was it dark inside the
crowded disembarkation shed in spite of the daylight flooding in from out-
side, but standing there waiting for her with my mother and sister | was still
somewhat blinded from the sheen of tropical sunlight on the water of the
bay which we had just crossed in the landing boat, leaving behind us the
ship that had brought us from New York lying in the offing. Besides, being
only nine years of age at the time and knowing nothing of islands I was busy
attending to the alien sights and sounds of Barbados, the unfamiliar smells.

I did not see her, but I was alerted to her approach by my mother’s hand
which suddenly tightened around mine, and looking up I traced her gaze
through the gloom in the shed until I finally made out the small, purposeful,
painfully erect figure of the old woman headed our way.

Her face was drowned in the shadow of an ugly rolled-brim brown felt hat,
but the details of her slight body and of the struggle taking place within it
were clear enough-—an intense, unrelenting struggle between her back
which was beginning to bend ever so slightly under the weight of her eighty-
odd years and the rest of her which sought to deny those years and hold that
back straight, keep it in line. Moving swiftly toward us (so swiftly it seemed
she did not intend stopping when she reached us but would sweep past us
out the doorway which opened onto the sea and like Christ walk upon the
water!), she was caught between the sunlight at her end of the building
and the darkness inside-—and for a moment she appeared to contain them
both: the light in the long severe old-fashioned white dress she wore which
brought the sense of a past that was still alive into our bustling present and
in the snatch of white at her eye; the darkness in her black high-top shoes
and in her face which was visible now that she was closer.

It was as stark and fleshless as a death mask, that face. The maggots might
have already done their work, leaving only the framework of bone beneath

| 1. Jamaican-born poet (b. 1937}
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the ruined skin and deep wells at the temple and jaw. But her eyes were
alive, unnervingly so for one so old, with a sharp light that flicked out of the
dim clouded depths like a lizard’s tongue to snap up all in her view. Those
eyes betrayed a child’s curiosity about the world, and I wondered vaguely
seeing them, and seeing the way the bodice of her ancient dress had col-
lapsed in on her flat chest (what had happened to her breasts?), whether she
might not be some kind of child at the same time that she was a woman,
with fourteen children, my mother included, to prove it. Perhaps she was
both, both child and woman, darkness and light, past and present, life and
death—all the opposites contained and reconciled in her.

“My Da-duh,” my mother said formally and stepped forward. The name
sounded like thunder fading softly in the distance.

“Child,” Da-duh said, and her tone, her quick scrutiny of my mother, the
brief embrace in which they appeared to shy from each other rather than
touch, wiped out the fifteen years my mother had been away and restored
the old relationship. My mother, who was such a formidable figure in my
eyes, had suddenly with a word been reduced to my status.

“Yes, God is good,” Da-duh said with a nod that was like a tic. “He has
spared me to see my child again.”

We were led forward then, apologetically because not only did Da-duh
prefer boys but she also liked her grandchildren to be “white,” that is, faix-
skinned; and we had, I was to discover, a number of cousins, the outside
children of white estate managers and the like, who qualified. We, though,
were as black as she.

My sister being the oldest was presented first. “This one takes after the
father,” my mother said and waited to be reproved.

Frowning, Da-duh tilted my sister’s face toward the light. But her frown
soon gave way to a grudging smile, for my sister with her large mild eyes and
little broad winged nose, with our father’s high-cheeked Barbadian cast to
her face, was pretty.

“She’s goin’ be lucky,” Da-duh said and patted her once on the cheek.
“Any girl child that takes after the father does be lucky.”

She turned then to me. But oddly enough she did not touch me. Instead
leaning close, she peered hard at me, and then quickly drew back. I thought
I saw her hand start up as though to shield her eyes. 1t was almost as if she
saw not only me, a thin truculent child who it was said took after no one but
myself, but something in me which for some reason she found disturbing,
cven threatening. We looked silently at each other for a long time there in
the noisy shed, our gaze locked. She was the first to look away.

“But Adry,” she said to my mother and her laugh was cracked, thin, appre-
hensive. “Where did you get this one here with this fierce look?”

“We don’t know where she came out of, my Da-duh,” my mother said,
laughing also. Even I smiled to myself. After all I had won the encounter.
Da-duh had recognized my small strength—and this was all 1 ever asked of
the adults in my life then.

“Come, soul,” Da-duh said and took my hand. “You must be one of those
New York terrors you hear so much about.”

She led us, me at her side and my sister and mother behind, out of the
shed into the sunlight that was like a bright driving summer rain and over to
a group of people clustered beside a decrepit lorry. They were our relatives,
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most of them from St. Andrews although Da-duh herself lived in St. Tho-
mas,? the women wearing bright print dresses, the colors vivid against their
darkness, the men rusty black suits that encased them like straitjackets, Da-
duh, holding fast to my hand, became my anchor as they circled round us
like a nervous sea, exclaiming, touching us with their calloused hands,
embracing us shylv. They laughed in awed bursts: “But look Adry got big-big
children!/“And see the nice things they wearing, wrist watch and all!” /"I
tell you, Adry has done all right for sheself in New York. . . "

Da-duh, ashamed at their wonder, embarrassed for them, admonished
them the while, “But oh Christ,” she said, "why you all got to get on like you
never saw people from ‘Away’ before? You would think New York is the only
place in the world to hear wunna. That's why | don't like to go anyplace with
you St. Andrews people, you know. You all ain’t been colonized.”

We were in the back of the lorry finally, packed in among the barrels of
ham, flour, cornmeal and rice and the trunks of clothes that my mother had
brought as gifts. We made our way slowly through Bridgetown’s* clogged
streets, part of a funereal procession of cars and open-sided buses, bicycles
and donkey carts. The dim little limestone shops and offices along the way
marched with us, at the same mournful pace, toward the same grave cere-
mony—as did the people, the women balancing huge baskets on top their
heads as if they were no more than hats they wore to shade them from the
sun. Looking over the edge of the lorry I watched as their feet slurred the
dust. I listened, and their voices, raw and loud and dissonant in the heat,
seemed to be grappling with each other high overhead.

Da-duh sat on a trunk in our midst, a monarch amid her court. She still
held my hand, but it was different now. 1 had suddenly become her anchor,
for 1 felt her fear of the lorry with its asthmatic motor (a fear and distrust, 1
later learned, she held of all machines) beating like a pulse in her rough
palm.

As soon as we left Bridgetown behind though, she relaxed, and while the
others around us talked she gazed at the canes standing tall on either side
of the winding marl road. “C'dear,” she said softly to herself after a time.
“The canes this side are pretty enough.”

They were too much for me. [ thought of them as giant weeds that had
overrun the island, leaving scarcely any room for the small tottering houses
of sunbleached pine we passed or the people, dark streaks as our lorry hurtled
by. I suddenly feared that we were journeying, unaware that we were, toward
some dangerous place where the canes, grown as high and thick as a forest,
would close in on us and run us through with their stiletto blades. I longed
then for the familiar: for the street in Brooklyn where 1 lived, for my father
who had refused to accompany us (“Blowing out good money on foolishness,”
he had said of the trip), for a game of tag with my friends under the chestnut
tree outside our aging brownstone house.

“Yes, but wait till you see St. Thomas canes,” Da-duh was saying to me.
“They’s canes father, bo,” she gave a proud arrogant nod. “Tomorrow, God
willing, 1 goin’ take you out in the ground and show them to you.”

True to her word Da-duh took me with her the following day out into the
ground. !t was a fairly large plot adjoining her weathered board and shingle
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house and consisting of a small orchard, a good-sized canepiece and behind
the canes, where the land sloped abruptly down, a gully. She had purchased
it with Panama money sent her by her eldest son, my uncle Joseph, who had
died working on the canal. We entered the ground along a trail no wider
than her body and as devious and complex as her reasons for showing me
her land. Da-duh strode briskly ahead, her slight form filled out this morning
by the layers of sacking petticoats she wore under her working dress to pro-
tect her against the damp. A fresh white cloth, elaborately arranged around
her head, added to her height, and lent her a vain, almost roguish air.

Her pace slowed once we reached the orchard, and glancing back at me
occasionally over her shoulder, she pointed out the various trees.

“This here is a breadfruit,” she said. “That one yonder is a papaw. Here’s
a guava. This is a mango. I know you don’t have anything like these in New
York. Here’s a sugar apple.” (The fruit looked more like artichokes than
apples to me.) “This one bears limes. . . .” She went on for some time, inton-
ing the names of the trees as though they were those of her gods. Finally,
turning to me, she said, “I know you don't have anything this nice where you
come from.” Then, as I hesitated: “I said I know you don't have anything this
nice where you come from....”

“No,” I said and my world did seem suddenly lacking.

Da-duh nodded and passed on. The orchard ended and we were on the
narrow cart road that led through the canepiece, the canes clashing like
swords above my cowering head. Again she turned and her thin muscular
arms spread wide, her dim gaze embracing the small field of canes, she said—
and her voice almost broke under the weight of her pride, “Tell me, have you
got anything like these in that place where you were born?”

“NO‘”

“I din’ think so. I bet you don't even know that these canes here and the
sugar you eat is one and the same thing. That they does throw the canes into
some damn machine at the factory and squeeze out all the little life in them
to make sugar for you all so in New York to eat. I bet you don’t know that.”

“I've got two cavities and I'm not allowed to cat a lot of sugar.”

But Da-duh didn’t hear me. She had turned with an inexplicably angry
motion and was making her way rapidly out of the canes and down the slope
at the edge of the field which led to the gully below. Following her appre-
hensively down the incline amid a stand of banana plants whose leaves
flapped like elephants ears in the wind, I found myself in the middle of 2
small tropical wood—a place dense and damp and gloomy and tremulous
with the fitful play of light and shadow as the leaves high above moved against
the sun that was almost hidden from view. It was a violent place, the tangled
foliage fighting each other for a chance at the sunlight, the branches of the
trees locked in what seemed an immemorial struggle, one both necessary
and inevitable. But despite the violence, it was pleasant, almost peaceful in
the gully, and beneath the thick undergrowth the earth smelled like spring.

This time Da-duh didn't even bother to ask her usual question, but simply
turned and waited for me to speak.

“No,” | said, my head bowed. “We don't have anything like this in New
York.”

“Ah,” she cried, her triumph complete. “I din’ think so. Why, I've heard
that’s a place where you can walk till vou near drop and never see a tree.”

“We've got a chestnut tree in front of our house,” | said.
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“Does it bear?” She waited. "I ask vou, does it bear?”

“Not anymore,” | muttered. “It used to, but not anymore.”

She gave the nod that was like a nervous twitch. “You see,” she said.
“Nothing can bear there.” Then, secure behind her scorn, she added, “But
tell me, what's this snow like that you hear so much about?”

Looking up, | studied her closely, sensing my chance, and then I told her,
describing at length and with as much drama as 1 could summon not only
what snow in the city was like, but what it would be like here, in her perennial
summer kingdom.

“ .. And you see all these trees you got here,” I said. “Well, they'd be bare.
No leaves, no fruit, nothing. They'd be covered in snow. You see your canes.
They'd be buried under tons of snow. The snow would be higher than your
head, higher than your house, and you wouldn't be able to come down into
this here gully because it would be snowed under. .. .”

She searched my face for the lie, still scornful but intrigued. “What a thing,
huh?” she said finally, whispering it sofily to herself.

“And when it snows you couldn't dress like you are now,” I said, “Oh no,
you'd freeze to death. You'd have to wear a hat and gloves and galoshes and
ear muffs so your ears wouldn't freeze and drop off, and a heavy coat. I've
got a Shirley Temple coat with fur on the collar. I can dance. You wanna
see?”

Before she could answer I began, with a dance called the Truck which was
popular back then in the 1930’s. My right forefinger waving, 1 trucked around
the nearby trees and around Da-duh’s awed and rigid form. After the Truck
I did the Suzy-Q, my lean hips swishing, my sneakers sidling zigzag over the
ground. “I can sing,” I said and did so, starting with “I'm Ganna Sit Right
Down and Write Myself a Letter,” then without pausing, “Tea For Two,” and
ending with “I Found a Million Dollar Baby in a Five and Ten Cent Store.”

For long moments afterwards Da-duh stared at me as if | were a creature
from Mars, an emissary from some world she did not know but which
intrigued her and whose power she both felt and feared. Yet something about
my performance must have pleased her, because bending down she slowly
lifted her long skirt and then, one by one, the layers of petticoats until she
came to a drawstring purse dangling at the end of a long strip of cloth tied
round her waist. Opening the purse she handed me a penny. “Here,” she

* said half-smiling against her will. “Take this to buy yourself a sweet at the
" shop up the road. There’s nothing to be done with you, soul.”

From then on, whenever [ wasn't taken to visit relatives, I accompanied

- Da-duh out into the ground, and alone with her amid the canes or down in

the gully | told her about New York. It always began with some slighting
remark on her part: “I know they don’t have anything this nice where you
come from,” or “Tell me, I hear those foolish people in New York does do
such and such. . . .” But as [ answered, recreating my towering world of steel
and concrete and machines for her, building the city out of words, I would
feel her give way. [ came to know the signs of her surrender: the total stillness
that would come over her little hard dry form, the probing gaze that like a
surgeon'’s knife sought to cut through my skull to get at the images there, to
see if | were lying; above all, her fear, a fear nameless and profound, the
same one | had felt beating in the palm of her hand that day in the lorry.
Over the weeks I told her about refrigerators, radios, gas stoves, elevators,
trolley cars, wringer washing machines, movies, airplanes, the cyclone at
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Coney Island, subways, toasters, electric lights: “At night, see, all you have
to do is flip this little switch on the wall and all the lights in the house go
on. Just like that. Like magic. It's like turning on the sun at night.”

“But tell me,” she said to me once with a faint mocking smile, “do the
white people have all these things too or it's only the people looking like us?”

I laughed. “What d'ya mean,” I said. “The white people have even better.”
Then: "I beat up a white girl in my class last term.”

“Beating up white people!” Her tone was incredulous.

“How you mean!” I said, using an expression of hers. “She called me a
name.

For some reason Da-duh could not quite get over this and repeated in the
same hushed, shocked voice, “Beating up white people now! Oh, the lord,
the world’s changing up so I can scarce recognize it anymore.”

One morning toward the end of our stay, Da-duh led me into a part of the
gully that we had never visited before, an area darker and more thickly over-
grown than the rest, almost impenetrable. There in a small clearing amid the
dense bush, she stopped before an incredibly tall royal palm which rose
cleanly out of the ground, and drawing the eye up with it, soared high above
the trees around it into the sky. It appeared to be touching the blue dome
of sky, to be flaunting its dark crown of fronds right in the blinding white
face of the late morning sun.

Da-duh watched me a long time before she spoke, and then she said very
quietly, “All right, now, tell me if you've got anything this tall in that place
you're from.”

I almost wished, seeing her face, that I could have said no. “Yes,” I said.
“We've got buildings hundreds of times this tall in New York. There’s one
called the Empire State Building that's the tallest in the world. My class
visited it last year and I went all the way to the top. It's got over a hundred
floors. I can't describe how tall it is. Wait a minute. What's the name of that
hill T went to visit the other day, where they have the police station?”

“You mean Bissex?”

“Yes, Bissex. Well, the Empire State Building is way taller than that.”

“You're lying now!” she shouted, trembling with rage. Her hand lifted to
strike me.

“No, I'm not,” T said. “It really is, if you don’t believe me T'll send you a
picture postcard of it soon as I get back home so you can see for yourself.
But it’s way taller than Bissex.”

All the fight went out of her at that. The hand poised to strike me fell limp
to her side, and as she stared at me, seeing not me but the building that was
taller than the highest hill she knew, the small stubborn light in her eves (it
was the same amber as the flame in the kerosene lamp she lit at dusk) began
to fail. Finally, with a vague gesture that even in the midst of her defeat still
tried to dismiss me and my world, she turned and started back through the
gully, walking slowly, her steps groping and uncertain, as if she were suddenly
no longer sure of the way, while I followed triumphant yet strangely saddened
behind.

The next morning I found her dressed for our morning walk but stretched
out on the Berbice chair in the tiny drawing room where she sometimes
napped during the afternoon heat, her face turned to the window beside her.
She appeared thinner and suddenly indescribably old.

“My Da-duh,” I said.
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“Yes, nuh,” she said. Her voice was listless and the face she slowly turned
my way was, now that | think back on it, like a Benin mask, the features
drawn and almost distorted by an ancient abstract sorrow.

“Don’t you feel well?” I asked.

“Girl, I don’t know.”

“My Da-duh, 1 goin’ boil you some bush tea,” my aunt, Da-duh’s youngest
child, who lived with her, called from the shed roof kitchen.

“Who tell you I need bush tea?” she cried, her voice assuming for a
moment its old authority. “You can’t even rest nowadays without some mali-
cious person looking for vou to be dead. Come girl,” she motioned me to a
place beside her on the old-fashioned lounge chair, “give us a tune.”

I sang for her until breakfast at eleven, all my brash irreverent Tin Pan
Alley songs, and then just before noon we went out into the ground. But it
was a short, dispirited walk. Da-duh didn’t even notice that the mangoes
were beginning to ripen and would have to be picked before the village boys
got to them. And when she paused occasionally and looked out across the
canes or up at her trees it wasn't as if she were seeing them but something
else. Some huge, monolithic shape had imposed itself, it seemed, between
her and the land, obstructing her vision. Returning to the house she slept
the entire afternoon on the Berbice chair. ;

She remained like this until we left, languishing away the mornings on the
chair at the window gazing out at the land as if it were already doomed; then,
at noon, taking the brief stroll with me through the ground during which she
seldom spoke, and afterwards returning home to sleep till almost dusk some-
times.

On the day of our departure she put on the austere, ankle length white
dress, the black shoes and brown felt hat (her town clothes she called them),
but she did not go with us to town. She saw us off on the road outside her
house and in the midst of my mother's tearful protracted farewell, she leaned
down and whispered in my ear, “Girl, you're not to forget now to send me
the picture of that building, you hear.”

By the time I mailed her the large colored picture postcard of the Empire
State building she was dead. She died during the famous ’37 strike* which
began shortly after we left. On the day of her death England sent planes
flying low over the island and in a show of force—so low, according to my
aunt’s letter, that the downdraft from them shook the ripened mangoes from
the trees in Da-duh’s orchard. Frightened, everyone in the village fled into
the canes. Except Da-duh. She remained in the house at the window so my
aunt said, watching as the planes came swooping and screaming like mon-
strous birds down over the village, over her house, rattling her trees and
flattening the young canes in her field. It must have seemed to her lying
there that they did not intend pulling out of their dive, but like the hardback
beetles which hurled themselves with suicidal force against the walls of the
house at night, those menacing silver shapes would hurl themselves in an
ecstasy of self-immolation onto the land, destroying it utterly.

When the planes finally left and the villagers returned they found her dead
on the Berbice chair at the window.

She died and I lived, but always, to this day even, within the shadow of

4. Labor riots in the Caribbean (hat precipitated the struggle for independence for many island-states.
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her death. For a brief period after I was grown I went to live alone, like one
doing penance, in a loft above a noisy factory in downtown New York and
there painted seas of sugar-cane and huge swirling Van Gogh suns and palm
trees striding like brightly-plumed Tutsi warriors across a tropical landscape,
while the thunderous tread of the machines downstairs jarred the floor
beneath my easel, mocking my efforts.

1967

The Making of a Writer: From the Poets in the Kitchen

Some years ago, when I was teaching a graduate seminar in fiction at Colum-
bia University, a well known male novelist visited my class to speak on
his development as a writer. In discussing his formative years, he didn’t real-
ize it but he seriously endangered his life by remarking that women writ-
ers are luckier than those of his sex because they usually spend so much
time as children around their mothers and their mothers’ friends in the
kitchen.

What did he say that for? The women students immediately forgot about
being in awe of him and began readying their attack for the question and
answer period later on. Even I bristled. There again was that awful image of
women locked away from the world in the kitchen with only each other to
talk to, and their daughters locked in with them.

But my guest wasn’t really being sexist or trying to be provocative or even
spoiling for a fight. What he meant—when he got around to explaining him-
self more fully—was that, given the way children are (or were) raised in our
society, with little girls kept closer to home and their mothers, the woman
writer stands a better chance of being exposed, while growing up, to the kind
of talk that goes on among women, more often than not in the kitchen; and
that this experience gives her an edge over her male counterpart by instilling
in her an appreciation for ordinary speech.

It was clear that my guest lecturer attached great importance to this, which
is understandable. Common speech and the plain, workaday words that make
it up are, after all, the stock in trade of some of the best fiction writers. They
are the principal means by which characters in a novel or story reveal them-
selves and give voice sometimes to profound feelings and complex ideas
about themselves and the world. Perhaps the proper measure of a writer's
talent is skill in rendering everyday speech-—when it is appropriate to the
story—as well as the ability to tap, to exploit, the beauty, poetry and wisdom
it often contains.

“If you say what's on your mind in the language that comes to you from
your parents and your street and friends you'll probably say something beau-
tiful.” Grace Paley’ tells this, she says, to her students at the beginning of
every writing course.

It’s all a matter of exposure and a training of the ear for the would-be
writer in those early years of apprenticeship. And, according to my guest

1. American short story writer (b, 1922).



