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            Foreword

            by Taíno Mendez

         

         Henry Van Dyke was one of the many members of mid-century Black America’s cultural elite to have sat for iconic portraits by the white photographer and writer Carl Van Vechten, the author of the novel Nigger Heaven and the man who convinced the author Ronald Firbank to change the name of Sorrow in Sunlight to Prancing Nigger. Some might look back on him as a fetishist, yet he also served as something of a one-man PR machine, connecting talented writers to publishers and generally promoting them however he could. Van Vechten encouraged Van Dyke to revise his writing to sound the way he spoke, and eventually, Farrar, Straus and Giroux picked up Ladies of the Rachmaninoff Eyes, his debut novel.* With the flat-top haircut and broad shoulders of an American G. I. and dressed in brocaded silks that almost flatten him against Van Vechten’s patterned wallpaper backdrop, there is an air of camp about Van Dyke that carries through into this wonderful, unusual book.†

         Ladies of the Rachmaninoff Eyes was completed in 1961 and published in 1965. Perhaps the publishers who rejected it in the interim had wanted another Giovanni’s Room or Another Country, the two James Baldwin novels of 1956 and 1962 that tackled with grave seriousness themes virelating to sexual freedom, racial integration and white/Christian guilt. It is hard not to think of Baldwin, of course, when discussing Civil Rights-era literature. Van Dyke, who was born in Michigan and raised in Alabama where his parents taught at all-Black colleges, moved back to Michigan with his family so that his father could finish his PhD, and he remained in the less segregated North when the family returned to Alabama, graduating from high school in 1945 and enrolling at the University of Michigan-Ann Arbor. He had dreamed of becoming a concert pianist, but his father insisted he take medical studies. Henry instead joined the army and was sent to Germany, where he was recruited into a marching band and took private piano lessons from a Nazi supporter, although the austerity of the practice discouraged him from pursuing a career. He began to write at this time and experimented with cruising down Heidelberg’s ‘Philosopher’s Walk’, delighting in how attractive he proved to be to other gay men, though he wrote little for publication that spoke directly to his sexual encounters.

         In 1949 he returned to Michigan and to Ann Arbor, majoring in journalism. Both Henry’s parents, Bessie and Lewis, were activists who undertook supporting roles in the Montgomery Bus Boycott, though Henry was not so politically involved. Perhaps this is why he is not as well known today as some of his contemporaries, Baldwin especially, who is synonymous in the public imagination with the Civil Rights Movement. It is not clear whether the two writers, born just four years apart, ever met. In Rachmaninoff, the horny maid Della often sings the lyric ‘How long, how long, viithat evening train been gone’, which opens the blues spiritual and work song ‘How Long, How Long Blues’, first recorded by Leroy Carr in 1928. The lyric probably also inspired the title of Baldwin’s fourth novel Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone (1968). Baldwin and Van Dyke mixed in similar haute bourgeoisie circles, and it is likely that Baldwin read Ladies of the Rachmaninoff Eyes during its initial publication. (An obituary of Van Dyke’s claims that he was a keen reader of ‘Jimmy’ among others.‡) The social politics of the era, particularly when it comes to race, sexuality and class, is the elephant in the room that is respectfully ignored. In this way Rachmaninoff resembles Another Country, though its comic treatment stands in opposition to the latter novel’s overt tragedy. Both even end with an airborne migration, one a departure, the other an arrival.

         Alluding to the eyes of Sergei Rachmaninoff was a queer choice, especially for the title, sampled from a passage in the first chapter: ‘And they did frighten me—those ladies with tears coming out of their ancient eyes, wetting the millions of wrinkles around their eyes, as though to irrigate the cracked parchment around their eyes, those eyes so like old pictures of Rachmaninoff’s eyes.’ Rachmaninoff was, in his personal life, greatly affected by the many deaths of friends and figures he idolised. Van Dyke may perhaps have intuited a haunting in the pianist – one of his own idols – that reflected the grief beneath the surface of his characters’ ‘high arguing’, in what to all intents and purposes is a Firbankian drawing-room romp.

         viiiThere is a lot going on right from the first paragraph, which is only two sentences and forty-eight words long, but in it we meet four characters. There is an act of violence during which the aforementioned ancient ladies draw blood from the head of a fleeing man, and in the excitement, one of the women perishes. The deceased, Aunt Harry, dies ‘near a salt lick, on a Saturday daybreak in August’, having conspired, with Mrs Klein, to ‘beat Maurice LeFleur almost to death with a stick in a patch of joe-pye weeds’. Finally we are introduced to Oliver, our point-of-view, whom Mrs Klein orders to run for Aunt Harry’s medicine, although she is already dead. Why are they all up fighting to the hilt so early on a rural morning? The story proceeds to delineate how we got to this point.

         Mrs Klein, the owner of a big house in the fictional Michigan town of Green Acorns, is an alcoholic Jewish widow. Aunt Harry is at once her governess, her confidante, her punching bag and her housekeeper of thirty years. Their dialogue is so ruthlessly bitchy that they can’t be mad at each other for long; they argue like an old married couple, and it is unclear whether Van Dyke intended their relationship to come across as Sapphic, as some have alluded§. Mrs Klein’s ‘bachelor’ son Sargeant ‘slashed his wrists in New York City, in a Sutton Place bathtub, five New Year’s Eves ago’, and both women, having mothered Sargeant in different ways, remain grief-stricken. Oliver’s mother is also dead, which is why he is in the two women’s care. Oliver and Aunt Harry are ‘the last of the whole family tree’. Mrs ixKlein is sending Oliver to Cornell to study. He reads Wordsworth to her and Baudelaire to himself, when he is not listening to, in Della’s words, ‘longhair music’ (presumably Rachmaninoff). At the same time as mocking him for trying to be white, Aunt Harry pities him for being stuck out ‘in a big old house with two old ladies’.

         Maurice LeFleur, described by Oliver as a warlock, seems to Jerome, Mrs Klein’s grown-up son, to be a trickster masquerading as a medium. The two women have sent for him so that he might be able to communicate with Sargeant. There are subtle allusions to segregation off-stage: Oliver calls Jerome to meet him, not at the bar in the Bijou, where they won’t let him in (though this might somewhat be to do with his age) but at the dinette, where they can discuss how best they might prevent LeFleur from taking advantage of the women’s desperation.

         Jerome, however, is discovered in passing to be at the home of a woman called Belle, to whom locals refer as a whore or a paramour, depending on their tolerance level. While she pops out for a minute, Jerome becomes blind drunk and pukes up all over her lilac beds. Oliver drags Jerome indoors, unclothes him and showers him under cold water to sober him up, landing on a tube of toothpaste with an almighty squirt while trying to grapple with Jerome’s two hundred pounds of sopping nudity. Beneath the veil of slapstick there is something about the way Oliver handles Jerome’s body that reveals a tender shock of sexual longing, even if Van Dyke goes to pains to describe Jerome as unattractive. It also feels a little opportunistic, perhaps on the part of both men; Jerome, in his nonsense, somehow xconfuses Oliver for his dead brother. Belle, having missed all this, watches her casual racism around Oliver, though certain terms accidentally slip out of her mouth for which she is instantly apologetic. Oliver offers himself to Belle even as he rules himself out; his opening salvo, apropos her slipping into something in which to recline comfortably on a daybed, is ‘You think I’m too young?’ In the end, he is white enough for Della (who is attracted to white men and desperate for him), yet not white enough for Belle, who has ‘not bestowed favours on a coloured man–boy before’.

         Once Jerome has sobered up enough, they drive back to Green Acorns for the séance. Della is convinced that ‘Maurie’ is going to take her away, somewhere she can make something of herself, having told her that a coloured woman like her can make a lot of money in Chicago once she has learned from him ‘how to be a whore’. Her delusion jumps off the page, and knowing what we know about the world, we fear for her. She is supposed to meet LeFleur somewhere, but she doesn’t know where she’s going and has very little money and isn’t convinced he’s going to meet her after all. And yet Harriet and Etta are also waiting at their dining table for Maurice LeFleur, who silently presides over the chaos that ensues.

         Van Dyke wrote three further novels and spent the last decades of his working life teaching at Kent State University before he died of heart failure in 2011¶. Ladies of the Rachmaninoff Eyes has been described, especially when it comes to Oliver, as ‘a portrait of the artist as a young gay ximan’, though his later works to varying degrees did delve more into racial politics. As a boy he was led through Alabama groves and shown the swinging corpses of the lynched and warned thus about the consequences of crossing racial lines. An early sexual experience, alongside two other boys, with a girl described as being ‘from the wrong side of the tracks’ resulted in a pregnancy that the girl died in the process of illegally aborting. Perhaps Della, in her radical availability, was a means through which Van Dyke was able to address his guilt and innocence, and a woman’s agency. Later, his social life in New York included members of the British aristocracy as well as writers such as Iris Murdoch, whose intellect he revered, and Geraldine van Wiedman, whose contact at Farrar, Straus and Giroux read the first few pages of Ladies of the Rachmaninoff Eyes and made him an offer. Without his social mobility, a novel like this might have gone the way of another brilliant work of mid-century queer fiction – Mark Hyatt’s Love, Leda – and left undiscovered for decades.

         Although Van Dyke created in this novel an idyll where there is little segregation based on race, gender or class – where everyone is equally able to lust, to mourn, to travel together, to call out or in, without fear of recrimination – it is all the more striking and modern when we are brutally reminded of the fragility of this egalitarian illusion. Homophobia, misogyny and racism will still burst the bubble of tolerance during moments of implied jeopardy, something we still know all too well today.xii

         
            * https://lithub.com/camp-over-tragedy-on-henry-van-dykes-farcical-irreverent-novel-of-black-gay-life-in-mid-century-america/

            † https://mrmhadams.typepad.com/blog/2012/01/who-was-henry-van-dyke.html

            ‡ https://mrmhadams.typepad.com/blog/2012/01/who-was-henry-van-dyke.html

            § https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803115159627?p=emailAg9tdI5lJ.DvI&d=/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803115159627&print

            ¶ https://glreview.org/article/the-multi-talented-henry-van-dyke/
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         aunt harry died near the salt lick, on a Saturday daybreak in August, shortly after she and Mrs. Klein beat Maurice LeFleur almost to death with a stick in a patch of joe-pye weeds. Although it was too late, Mrs. Klein screamed: “Run, Oliver, her medicine! Run!”

         For the second time that morning I ran past the hothouse, past the shed, through Mrs. Klein’s kitchen and dark hallways, in slippers and pajamas. When I got back to the lawn, she said, “Oh, Oliver, look what Harriet’s done. Look what she’s done.”

         She had died. Mrs. Klein, in a housecoat, looked down at Aunt Harry’s body with accusation, and a glossy cameo that dangled from her neck bumped Aunt Harry’s black face. She was dead. There by the salt lick.

         “Harriet? Harriet?” Her hand poked Aunt Harry, demanding she stop displaying some wicked joke, some spectacular disobedience. “Oh, Oliver, is she dead? Is she dead?”

         The sun pushed up from the east scrubs; it was no longer daybreak. It was day, and Aunt Harry lay dead on the ground.

         “Don’t cry, Oliver, dearest, don’t.” She began pulling me to her, stepping on my slippers, pressing her wrinkled face 6into my neck. “Please, don’t.” A fragrance of walnuts came from her harsh white hair and cocks were crowing and sunlight was in my eyes.

         I had no intention of crying. I would have liked to; it was appropriate. It was, of course, Mrs. Klein who was crying: Aunt Harry had been with Mrs. Klein forever—for thirty years—and it seemed, from the way she was consoling me, that the boundaries of my aunt’s servitude had faded into a violent kinship. Nevertheless, Mrs. Klein said, as she looked over my shoulder to Aunt Harry’s body, “She did it to spite me, Oliver, I know she did. Harriet? Harriet?”

         Maybe. Certainly if it hadn’t been for Maurice LeFleur she would be living. She’d be snapping at Bertram for not cleaning away cow dung; yelling at Della for not dusting in the crevices of the piano legs; she’d be watering down Mrs. Klein’s breakfast rum; and she would be sniffing at my French grammar book, complaining about my “bonelessness,” and complaining that Mrs. Klein was ruining me by sending me to Cornell instead of a sensible school right there in Michigan, and that, as sure as anything, Mrs. Klein was trying to make a white boy out of me.

         Still, it was too soon to cry: the sound of bickering, the sound of grumbling, was yet in my ears, and at the moment this sound was more real than the fact of her death at our feet; this was something—even for a minute—to hang on to. Had Mrs. Klein forgotten so soon the bickering and bantering, the fights? The sandwiches to be put in a picnic basket, and the sandwiches not to be put in a picnic basket? The flavor of ice cream to be used on Sunday? And the rum? There always was a fight over the rum, particularly the hot 7rum drinks Aunt Harry made on rainy days. Mrs. Klein swore Aunt Harry’s creation was a watered-down cough syrup and juice of lemon.

         “Heavens, Harriet,” she often said when she was given the drink, “I need to send you to bartender’s school. Did you put any rum in it?”

         We watched Mrs. Klein bend her heavy nose to the brew the second time; only the rain on the bay windows made a sound. Aunt Harry’s face was alert, waiting, under piles of white fiberglass hair. “Well?”

         “Slop, Harriet. Absolute slop. Why, I can’t taste a thing but syrup.”

         Aunt Harry turned away. “That’s because you’re an alcoholic, that’s why. Rum for breakfast. Rum puddings. Rum salads. How do you expect to taste anything when rum’s the natural state of your taste anyway?”

         Mrs. Klein looked at me and tightened her lids in a half wink so all the wrinkles would stand out. She must have guessed how much all those labyrinthian paths leading to her blue eyes fascinated me. “Your aunt’s exaggerating again, dear. She does so like to exaggerate. Don’t you like to exaggerate, Harriet? Harriet? Oh, Harriet, don’t be tedious—you started it.”

         Aunt Harry placed Dresden china on the table in front of us. “I just said you’re an alcoholic. I stated a fact. That’s all I ever do—state facts.”

         A rose tinge came to Mrs. Klein’s chalk in her cheeks. “But, really, now, I don’t drink that much. You think I drink that much, Oliver?”

         “I—”8

         “If you was to die tomorrow, Etta Klein, they’d be afraid to cremate you with all that alcohol you’ve got in you. You’d start a conflagrating fire.”

         “Foot,” Mrs. Klein said, tapping the black satin around her brooch. “Isn’t she a comedian, Oliver, conflagrating, ha! I don’t think she’s funny at all.” Her laugh, with mahogany teeth, was the sound of soft rifle shots, but quickly she stopped it and turned towards Aunt Harry and the silverware. “Anyway, I may not get cremated, I may have Jerome bury me.”

         “You’ll get cremated.”

         “Not if I don’t want to.”

         “All Jews get cremated, don’t they?”

         Mrs. Klein drew out a grand handkerchief of Brussels lace. “Dearest Harriet, you’re so ignorant about Judaism. That’s one area I think you ought to just stay clear out of.”

         “Well, I’m only going by what I’ve heard and what I’ve seen. You cremated Sargeant didn’t you? You had your own son cremated. Now just try to tell me that that’s exaggerating.”

         Quietly Mrs. Klein looked dead into Aunt Harry’s dark face, dabbing all the while her Brussels lace to her goitered neck. “Sargeant, Mrs. Gibbs, asked to be cremated. He chose to be cremated. Sargeant … Sargeant …”

         I never knew what to do about ladies crying, and at Green Acorns both of them cried usually at the same time or in close sequence. Once, earlier in June, when then they thought Della was made pregnant by a farm equipment salesman from Chicago (she wasn’t; Della lied to soften them up for a raise in salary), they both began to cry—Mrs. 9Klein in barking, suffering noises, and Aunt Harry in a whinny. I had said, “Stop, Mrs. Klein, it’s all right,” and then I ran over to console Aunt Harry with “Now, now, Auntie, it’s all right,” and then back again to Mrs. Klein. It was a relay race of sorts.

         But worse was the aftermath: Mrs. Klein, who apparently needed to pay penitence for an excess of sentiment, chose me to help her expiate her venial weakness: we would dig weeds in the hot sun, or wash PG, the cat, or sometimes it took a cerebral form and I would read to her Wordsworth poems. With Aunt Harry the aftermath of a crying spell was less physical but no less painful. Admonitions and sneers came from her pony face, a face chockfull of wrath. “I’m ashamed of you. Sucking up to that white woman just as if she was your dear, dead Mama. Nibbling at her petticoats, Oliver Eugene, that’s what I call it.” And if I tried to point out that I was consoling (during that relay race) both of them, she’d say: “Yeah? but you was with her the most. You’d think blood relations didn’t mean anything whatsoever the way you act. You ought to pay more attention to family ties, Oliver Eugene. There’s nobody left of all of us but you and me. You and me, Oliver. We’re the last of the whole family tree, and what do you do? You suck up to old Mrs. Klein like she was your relative instead of me. Just because she’s sending you to that fancy college to study and you can say a few fancy French words, you think I don’t count for anything, don’t you?” I learned some time ago that I could place my hands on her fiberglass hair and bury my face in her starchy collar—she was as tall as God; I’m six one—and murmur (which I admit is a dirty trick): “Don’t 10fuss at me, Auntie, please don’t fuss at me.” Of course, Aunt Harry wanted, right then and there, to burn her tongue out. “Poor lonely boy. In a big old house with two old ladies. Harriet Gibbs, you must pray to God,” etc.

         Oh, I knew their tears would stop; they’d begin with a noisy jolt, just like the shower in the west room and like the shower, their tears would stop without warning. But meanwhile I had to placate such opposite souls with the same words, the same frightened nonsense. And they did frighten me—those ladies with tears coming out of their ancient eyes, wetting the millions of wrinkles around their eyes, as though to irrigate the cracked parchment around their eyes, those eyes so like old pictures of Rachmaninoff’s eyes. Moreover, their indelicacy frightened me. What was I to do? Walk out of the room? Run to the black grove of trees where the acorns fell? And now this crying, an indecent duet, was instigated by Aunt Harry’s quip about Sargeant, Mrs. Klein’s bachelor son, who slashed his wrists in New York City, in a Sutton Place bathtub, five New Year’s Eves ago. (Why? Aunt Harry claims she knows why, but she doesn’t.)

         I particularly didn’t like them to cry about Sargeant, for it placed me in an awkward position. It wasn’t that I was taking Sargeant’s place exactly—I was more or less the “project” used to fill in Mrs. Klein’s time, though on this matter Aunt Harry had two opinions: she would say to the townspeople of Allegan, “With all of Mrs. Klein’s millions from the stoves they make in Kalamazoo she can well afford to educate a poor unfortunate.” (In public I was a poor unfortunate, who was going to attend school out East; back at the edge of town, at Green Acorns, I was a “boneless” 11specimen who should have been going to a decent school right there in Michigan.)

         Jerome, Mrs. Klein’s other son, thought it noble of his mother to educate me, buy me Chesterfield coats, English tweeds, first editions of dull classics. He never questioned what she did with her money; he had his own: he now controlled Klein Stove Manufacturers, and his twin boys were well taken care of at Harvard. To him I was his mother’s toy. He meant, but never said, her toy to keep her mind off Sargeant.

         It would be generous to think that Mrs. Klein took to rum right after Sargeant’s suicide, but—according to Aunt Harry—Mrs. Klein leaned towards rum ever since Aunt Harry took up service with the Kleins some thirty-odd years ago. “You were drinking rum when Al Smith was running for President, Etta Klein,” Aunt Harry said one Sunday over a quince on muffin.

         Mrs. Klein was smoking an English Oval and reading her horoscope magazine. “At least one thing,” she said, not looking up, “I was true to my Ezra when he was alive, Mrs. Gibbs. That’s more than you can say for yourself, I’ll wager. Oh, you think I didn’t hear the gossip those days when we lived in Kalamazoo. Ha! Remember that little cook we had with the stutter? What was her name? Judith? Judith, yes. Judith said once that you were walking down Burdick once—”

         “It’s a lie, you know it’s a lie, I never even looked at another man ’til the day Gideon Gibbs killed hisself by working his fool head off. For what? For the Klein family who didn’t ’preciate him no how. Doubling as chauffeur, yardman, every thingamajig. Lord, it might’ve been the 12Depression days, but you wasn’t all that depressed. Slave labor. I thought many times of putting the NAACP on the whole lot of you.”

         Mrs. Klein frowned at her cigarette; it wasn’t drawing; it was unlit. “Oh, hush, Harriet, you don’t even know what the NAACP is.”

         (I was occupied with smoked oysters and quince with a glutton’s concentration, but I was a bit uncomfortable; I never knew how much of the fight between the two ladies was real, how much was diabolical jest, how much was hate, how much was love. These games were always played in the same deadpan key.)

         “Listen, Oliver,” Aunt Harry said, rolling English muffin crumbs from her gums, “just to show you how cheap the Kleins were in those days—listen. Your great-uncle Gideon Gibbs worked like a slave. He drove that silly old limousine of theirs like a prince. He loved that car. But you think they ’preciated that? Gideon, believe me, had to take his own money to polish the thing. Why, they wouldn’t even buy him a chauffeur’s uniform. They—”

         “Harriet! Now, you needn’t go into—”

         “They wouldn’t even buy him a chauffeur’s uniform—until one day! Oh, Lord, I think I’ll never forget that day! One day Gideon drove Etta downtown to pick up some visiting business gentlemen of Mr. Klein’s. This is hysterical. One day—”

         “Now, Harriet, I don’t think it’s necessary that Oliver know this. It was a long time ago, for heaven’s sake.”

         Aunt Harry’s eyes were cat glints, gleaming like PG’s do on her evil days. “First of all, your great-uncle Gideon was 13very light-skinned. You seen pictures of him on my bureau. In point of fact, he looked far more white than Jerome does—and his hair wasn’t even a third as kinky as Jerome’s is. In point of fact, he could’ve passed for white any day. In point of fact, he did once in Birmingham, Alabama. He ate in a white restaurant and went to a white hotel, and slept in a white bed, and went to a white picture show. He had the time of his life being waited on by white folks. That trip was something, the way he told it. In point of fact, he took it just to prove he could get away with it. Some fellows in Chicago where he grew up—”

         “Mississippi, I’ll wager,” Mrs. Klein said.

         “—where he grew up made a bet with him. If Gideon didn’t get caught and get lynched and got back to Chicago all in one piece, these fellows would treat him to dinners and drinks for a whole month. Gideon did it, Oliver, and it did take guts, because Gideon did look sort of colored if you looked real careful and there was a chance he’d get caught but—”

         “Really, Harriet, can’t you talk without jiggling the coffee all over the place? If this sloppiness continues, I’ll be forced to take my breakfast alone, without jabbering servants around—That doesn’t mean you, Oliver, dear.”

         “Anyway, Oliver, Gideon was white as a colored man could get without being actually white. So, these cheap Kleins in nineteen thirty-four asked Gideon to buy his own chauffeur’s uniform. Course Gideon wouldn’t. He was too principled, Gideon was. And he was neat. I pressed his best suit—and that cost us, too, I’ll have you know—and he wore it with a white shirt and a tie. Then this day comes. Etta went 14to downtown Kalamazoo—and it seemed like a downtown ought to be, not all spread out like it is now—and picked up her husband’s—God rest Ezra Klein—business gentlemen. They just beamed and beamed, those business gentlemen did, and Etta was as polite as pie when she got out on the sidewalk to meet them. But when they got in the car—you know what? You know what one of them said? One of them said, ‘You sure do keep a fine-looking car, E.J.’ He said this to Gideon and I sure wish I’d been there to see his friends hush him up. All of them, Gideon told me, practically had hemorrhages right there in the car seat.”

         “Harriet!”

         “Well? Is it true or isn’t it true? Come on, now, tell Oliver if it’s true or not.”

         “Yes, it’s true, but it was an understandable mis—”

         “So, sweetie, can you guess what old E. J. Klein and Etta did the very next day? They went right in their so-called depressed pockets and bought your great-uncle Gideon a uniform! The bluest, brassiest, most chauffeurish uniform this side of the Alleghenies. Isn’t that right, Etta?”

         “Oh, for God’s sake, Harriet, yes, that’s right.”

         I was amused by that sort of gossip, those kinds of tidbits, and I would have listened all day, but something always broke into their ballades. Today it was the memory of Sargeant’s Sutton Place suicide.
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