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BUTTER



A novella


I.


She buys one of those new Japanese-made, filmless cameras in order to photograph Remunda Eadweard. That’s how Remunda spells her last name—Eadweard, not Edward. It’s an ancient spelling of the name, perhaps going back to the time of Beowulf. A lot of modern people are spelling their last names like that again, returning to the original spelling from ancient or medieval times. It’s very much in vogue. But as far as she knows, Remunda’s family has always spelled its name that way.


But why does she spend so much time thinking about the name and about those years? First, it’s important to know that Remunda Eadweard is her mother and that she met her for the first time in a café in London years ago. Or rather a pub, to be more exact. Remunda has thick, black hair and is not thoroughly English but a mixture of English, Welsh, Irish, Danish, and Swedish. Well, you can see her for yourself in the photograph her daughter Odelle has taken.


Once when Odelle was sitting in a Manhattan restaurant, before she met Remunda, she overheard two English women talking. She tried to picture Remunda as the woman they were referring to, though she’d see other people’s pictures of Remunda and knew the description didn’t possibly fit. But every time she hears an English voice, she tries to imagine it’s Remunda’s, or someone who knows her. Anyway, this is what she overheard:


“She looks like an ordinary girl from Liverpool, if y’ask me. But she’s the daughter of famous people, so everyone wants to photograph her. She looks like an ordinary girl to me, and her teeth are crooked.”


She glanced about to see them thumbing through a copy of the French magazine Elle. They were eating marmalade on toast. One of the women was dabbing at crumbs with her forefinger. They were younger than they sounded, perhaps her age in those days. Thirtyish. One was petite with short, raisin-black hair. The other was a blonde. There was the smell of oranges and powdered sugar.


“I see her every day,” said the other. “That same face, y’know. You see it everywhere and nobody’s breaking down doors to get a picture of it.”


“But I bet she enjoys knowing that, knowing that they wouldn’t be at all interested in her for who she is. Don’t y’think she enjoys knowing that?”


“She looks like any milkmaid, if y’ask me.”


“We should go down to Miami and sit in the sun.”


“I sunburn easily.”


“I could live in the sun.”


“It’s just my forehead I’ve got to worry about. It peels.” “And I love the feel of water. I never swim. I tiptoe into the ocean.”


“I can picture you at Brighton.”


“I never go to Brighton, dear.”


One of the women had a Fujica Auto Focus camera on the table.


She started to take pictures of her friend.


“Oh, no you don’t,” said the other one. “I’m not very photogenic. Everyone tells me how pretty I am, and then when you see me in a photo, I’m just not photogenic. Some gals who look great in pictures, you wouldn’t even notice on the street.”


Odelle took out her pen and jotted on the napkin a list of things she needed to buy: film, a new battery for the camera meter, PX13 and PX625 batteries, lens cleaner, lens cleaning tissues, lens brush, 100% rag paper for mounting prints, Vivitar Bigmouth Developing Tank trays, color print drums, Omega analyzer, exposure computer. One needed all of that paraphernalia then.


In the booth across from her, a man was eating pizza and the woman with him, noodles with bits of seafood. The woman kept loading noodles on her fork and hogging it down. The man nibbled.


But for a long time, Odelle had stopped photographing people and took up photographing things. It became an obsession, a compulsion. She photographed everything: the corners of rooms, a pink radiator, a carpet stain, Scotch tape, butter. She was really banalyzing the art. Still, they put some of the photos in a museum, and she labeled the show Private Subjectivism and she actually had buyers. So she continued taking photographs of such inconsequentialities; that people actually bought them made her shrug and wonder. The gallery director praised them; she talked about how such photographs looked easier to take than they actually were. It’s harder than it looks to take a really good photograph, she said. And what did Odelle think? Which ones were her favorites? Odelle answered that her favorite pictures were the ones she hadn’t intended, those she didn’t realize she’d taken until after she’d developed the photo. The gallery director said that wasn’t exactly what she meant.


It was Dante who suggested that she go and visit Remunda. Or rather who was the catalyst for what she always wanted to do anyway. But needed the push or nerve. She remembered it like she remembers everything, as a continuing present, even those old days: she is photographing Dante, her boyfriend, the musician and composer, who is sitting at his piano. She photographs him first and then the sheets of composer’s paper piled on top of the piano. Music manuscript paper, he calls it. It’s a thin paper he orders especially from a company in Youngstown, Ohio, because it has multiple staves. He always orders the twelve-stave, deluxe pad. But she can’t remember why it’s better than any other music manuscript paper. And he has a blueprint machine. What does a musician need with a blueprint machine? And he keeps a list of other places where the multiple-stave paper can be gotten; it can be gotten at Educator’s Music in Cleveland, Harris Teller’s in Chicago, Volkwein’s Music in Pittsburg. And the first time he asked her, “Have you seen my master?” she didn’t know what in the hell he meant. “Master,” he repeated. “You know.” No, she didn’t know. He went about and found it himself. Made her feel stupid that she didn’t know. When anyone said “master,” the only thing she could think of was slavery, not music. Then he played the piece. She’d gone out onto the terrace, but it traveled to her, changing as it came. It sneaked up on her and nudged her shoulder and said, “I’m what you like.” She tried to stay indifferent to it, but it made her dance. Standing against the music, she rested her chin on its shoulder. She interlaced her fingers with its fingers. The music got closer and whispered something.


She couldn’t quite hear it. But then there was Dante standing there at the glass doors, watching her. He came out onto the terrace, and she held her head up simply, and they kissed.


“Need something to distract me,” she says.


“What?”


She says it again.


“I don’t mean to bore you with my problem,” she says.


“Sure you mean to.”


She tries to remember the guy who advised his son never to entertain other people with his personal problems and private affairs. “Though they’re interesting to you,” he said. “They’re tedious and impertinent to everyone else.”


She’s had a string of boyfriends, real ones and dream ones: an electrician, a plumber, a high school football coach, a motorcycle repairman, a welder in an automobile plant, a diver, a coast guardsman, a gardener, an organizer of socialist cooperatives, mostly rough-and-ready types. She didn’t know how the organizer sneaked in there. Was he the sort who’d please Remunda? Dante was born in Nassau in the Bahamas and composes contemporary music that has its base in the music of Junkanoo.


She photographs the piano keys. She photographs Dante reaching up and scratching notes on composer’s paper. She photographs a “master.” She photographs some sheet music. She lights up one of the Chesterfields they keep for houseguests.


“Leave me some peace, just for a minute,” he mumbles. She goes into the kitchen and photographs condiments. Salt, pepper, garlic powder, onion powder, cinnamon. She returns to the living room, grabs a handful of Chesterfields, then goes into the darkroom. She leans against the darkroom wall and smokes one cigarette, one after another.


After a while, Dante comes to the darkroom door and knocks. “You okay in there?” he asks.


“Yeah, sure.”


“Come on, let’s go to dinner.”


She exits with a handful of cigarette butts.


“You smoke all o’ that crap?” he asks. “That’s the worst crap in the wul for ya.”


“Then how come we keep ’em for the guests?” she asks.


“Their choice,” he says.


In the kitchen she dumps the butts into the trash compactor.


She thinks of her last showing of photographs—the one of inconsequentialities.


What do you feel taking pictures? An interviewer had asked her once.


What do you mean what do I feel? she’d asked.


I mean does it make you feel well, I don’t know. Safe or in danger?


I just feel.


Well, what do you mean by feel?


She didn’t answer.


But do you think that the photographs are truly worthy of our attention, I mean, that photograph of butter, for example? And aren’t you Remunda Eadweard’s daughter?


Remunda … How’d you know about Remunda?


She sits back in one of the straight-back chairs along the wall while the interviewer rattles off her biography: A war baby, born in London. Her father, an Afro-American—do you prefer Black or Afro-American?—soldier stationed in London. They met in a bomb shelter during the Blitz. Very romantic, etc. Her father brought her back to America when she was still a baby. How come? But that’s not the usual war-baby story, is it? I mean, don’t most GIs just leave the kid? Korea, Vietnam, and all? …


She says nothing. Remunda’s a photographic journalist and art photographer who takes real photographs—the Bia­fran War, Guinea Bissau; or real landscapes—Futa Jallon highlands or those of Southern Algeria; or real people—brick makers in Guyana or Sotho potters; or exotic animals—the oribi. No common zebras for Remunda. In fact, she has a signed book of photographs—signed from Remunda, with love. What does a camera feel? Next to Remunda’s photographs, hers seem the most inconsequential in the world.


“Lock up your camera, take a holiday, why don’t you?” Dante had asked back then. “Maybe you should go visit Remunda, why don’t you?”


Lock up your cameras? Imagine that? Imagine telling him to lock up his piano? Or his keyboard? Or his music?


And in fact, when he said that, she looked at him in wonder, not because of the prate about locking up her cameras, but that he even knew who Remunda was. She’d forgotten ever having told him about Remunda. Well, at least naming her. He persisted with the bit about locking the cameras up, and then he said, “Go to London. Maybe you’ll come back and take better pictures.”


“My pictures ain’t half bad,” she mumbled.


“Recharge,” he said.


As they walk down the street toward the restaurant, she looks at their reflections superimposed over objects in the glass windows: wine glasses, a VCR, candelabra, sweatshirts. “Palimpsest” pops into her head. Palimpsest, though, has to do with words, doesn’t it, not images. It always surprises her that her reflection is so fair and Dante’s, so dark. She doesn’t feel her color. She feels darker. She read somewhere that Robert Redford had said he didn’t feel blond; he felt like a brunet; he felt dark. She feels like a darker woman. Up North sometimes, too, they mistake her for a white woman. Only in the South do they seem to know she’s Black. Or Afro-American.


Someone behind them with a radio passes. She hears snippets of Joe Cocker’s “I’m a Civilized Man.” “You’re lucky I’m a civilized man,” he sings to a woman who’d done ’im wrong. You’re lucky I’m a civilized woman, she thinks, though Dante hasn’t actually done ’er wrong. What could she say of him? Sometimes it seems like he’s on one planet and she’s on another. Sometimes she travels to his to meet him; other times she invites him to hers. He surveys her planet, explores it, discovers things, but always goes back to his own.


Shouldn’t lovers journey to a new world, neither one’s nor the other’s? Once, looking out at the ocean, Dante said, “That ocean’s a perfect blue.” But it wasn’t blue at all to her; it was green. He swam and bathed in the sun, and she roamed about taking pictures of lovers, triple exposed. As she photographed, she kept trying to remember what it was Flaubert had said about passion. She’d written a paper on it for a Comparative Literature class in college, a whole paper, and she couldn’t remember now what it was at all. They had read La Rochefoucauld and Rousseau, but nobody Black, nobody African, in those days, and one Asian woman whose name she couldn’t remember, Lady something. She’d wanted to write her paper on Achebe or Tutuola, but she’d chickened out and done someone safe: Flaubert. Nothing magnifies passion like art? Was that it? The lovers whose pictures she took seemed like such small souls, embracing, but when she blew their pictures up … Well, nothing magnifies passion like art. But did she dare call it art? Quincunx she called that series of five lovers, triple exposed.


“Hungry?” he asks.


“Some,” she replies.


“Let’s grab a bite t’eat in here,” he says.


She thinks he means Horn and Hardart’s, but he’s glanced toward the right.


“Okay,” she says. “Was that lyricist really named Glasscock, the one who sent you those lyrics?”


It’s redundant, but she feels redundant sometimes. Lyricists are always sending him lyrics.


“Naw, the song was called ‘Glasscock Island.’ Maybe change it to ‘Glass Island.’ Now that would be a title.”


“You darn right.”


Pushing in glass doors, they touch their own reflections. Inside, stranger, latent images. Dante directs her away from the crowd toward a corner table. In the background, a woman’s tender, idle comment. Odelle orders a salad. Dante, a steak with mushrooms.


“Is it a real island?” she asks.


“Naw, I think it’s supposed to be a symbol.”


“Rather blatant, ain’t it? And perverse.”


Eating mushrooms, Dante only nods. Salad stuck in her jaws, Odelle smiles.


“The lyricist must be a woman,” she says, after a moment.


“How’d you guess?”


“I couldn’t imagine a man calling a song Glasscock anything, only a woman.”


“Oh, yeah?”


Dante shoves some of his mushrooms onto her plate. She puts bits of salad onto his. She nibbles the mushrooms, which are garlic-flavored. Her favorite flavoring. In the background, two women jabber; they complain of small, picky things. She wonders if they were not two women but two men talking of the same matter, whether she’d consider the things small and picky or of consequence. No. Still small and picky. She nibbles mushrooms and wonders how they’d look in photographs—the mushrooms, not the women.


She and Dante are not talking and so she is thinking of a volume of contemporary American poetry Dante gave her. It surprised her a bit, Dante giving her a volume of poetry, but Dante said he always read poetry for musical inspiration. All kinds of poetry. And she read and reread James Dickey’s “Power and Light.” It made her think of Ralph Ellison, though, not James Dickey. She wondered what it would have been like if Ellison’s Invisible Man had spoken on his lower frequencies, not from underground but climbing the poles and towers of the power and light company. Even reading poetry makes her see things she’d like to photograph: “barrel-cracks of plaster … the seal on the bottle … heads of nails … wires … limed rafters … dice dots … watch … gloves … shoes … a double handful of wires … sparklers … a limp piece of bread … a bulb …” Her favorite poem in the contemporary American poetry book was Gary Snyder’s “Riprap.” Dante has two favorites: Robert Lowell’s “Man and Wife” and Gwendolyn Brooks’s “Boy Breaking Glass.” At first she misread a line in the glass poem as “The music is in minors.” But her favorite line was “The only sanity is a cup of tea.” She tried to photograph it, the cup of tea, but the photograph stayed merely a cup of tea and nothing more than that, nothing magical and other. And Imamu Amiri Baraka’s “Three Modes of History and Culture” gave her things to photograph too: “chalk mark … telephones … windows … milk … cardboard trunks …” “All talk is energy,” said Baraka. She liked to skim through the poems, building a collage of words and rhythms; said: enough sense loves beautiful shoes bluegreen doorframe the mirror meanwhile jiggle the contraption of your hidden equator.


And she would quote from John Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” and called Dante for a while “Francesco”: “Your argument, Francesco,” she would say, “has begun to grow stale.” “What argument?” he’d ask. He looked at her like she was a weirdo. But no answer or answers were forthcoming.


Really, she feels it is not objects that she wants to photograph but ambiguities. Dante asks what ambiguities can be found in a cup of tea.


Now, she looks across the table at Dante with his sleeves rolled up. His upper arms are still muscular and tight from all the years of working in his father’s construction company. He refused to play the boss’s boy, in the office behind a desk, but laid bricks and carried beams and whatever construction workers carried. Would James Dickey call such work “I Am a Man” work? She wonders. And surely Dante climbed poles and towers, though he worked for his father and not the Bahamian Light and Power Company. (She wondered if there was a light and power company in Ellison’s book; she tried to remember.) But that made him more attractive to her, that he was both cerebral and muscular, athletic and aesthetic. She wants to reach over and touch the muscles in his upper arms, but she doesn’t. She thinks of Robert Creeley’s “Cat Bird Singing.” Catbird, catbird.


She has never been tempted to photograph catbirds.


Dante can compose anything: rock, rhythm and blues, funk, soul, new wave, jazz, blues, classical, country, reggae, rap, Junkanoo. He prides himself on being cosmopolitan, of combining many different types of music, in a sort of musical fusion sometimes, even though Junkanoo is his base. He likes it that critics have not been able to pinpoint a Dante song. He prides himself on having a multifarious style. He’s even written Broadway show tunes.


Odelle pretends to be ignorant of music. She pretends not to know the difference between sforzando and allargando. But Dante edited a musical dictionary. She knows the terms, but she can’t hear them. She has a tin ear, or so she says she does, and can carry a tune only in a bucket. The only music she listens to, besides Dante’s, is music that Dante calls vapid and sentimental. But for Dante, music is not just music. Now he’s working on a book on music theory, focusing on music in Africa and the African diaspora. He doesn’t see music as merely entertainment; entertainment’s only surface; it has a deeper more complex meaning. In the Junkanoo Festival, for instance, most tourists only saw and heard the entertainment but not the other dimensions. She’s read passages of his manuscript, but she doesn’t fully understand the difference between music’s deep structure and its surface structure. She gets tangled in the talk of melody and chords and harmonics and its relationship to culture and language and human values. But she thinks he’s onto something.


She says, “You’re onto something.” But he doesn’t just listen to African and African diaspora music. When he can’t sleep, he listens to Bach’s Goldberg Variations At least, she thinks it’s called Goldberg Variations. Dante said that Bach wrote it for a friend of his who was an insomniac. When she said most of the classical musicians must have had friends who were insomniacs, he didn’t think it was very funny. He didn’t get the joke. He gave her a lesson in Mozart and Wagner and Berlioz and Vivaldi. Of Mozart, he played for her one of the keyboard pieces Mozart had written at age five, and he made her listen to The Marriage of Figaro and The Magic Flute, which he called Zauberflote, interrupting the music as he lectured, or rather interrupting his lectures with pieces of the operas. So, she didn’t joke about music anymore.


“Almost time for La Dolce Vita,” she says.


“What?”


“La Dolce Vita.”


“Yeah, sure.”


She’d said she wanted to get back from dinner in time to see La Dolce Vita. Dante finishes his mushrooms. She gulps her wine. He calls for the bill, pays the check. He tells her she’s silly. What does she think they’ve got a VCR for? But she can never time them right.


Back at the apartment, they sit together on the sofa, Dante’s arm around her shoulder. She doesn’t know how many times she’s seen this movie. Marcello Mastroianni, Anita Ekberg, Anouk Aimee, Yvonne Furneaux. Rubini, Sylvia, Maddalena, Emma … Italian movies, says Dante, are like wandering rocks. He loves Fellini too. But he doesn’t feel like Fellini has progressed. He feels like Fellini keeps doing the same movie. “But what a movie. The best movie in the world.” It’s like the jazz musician he once told her about. This bunch of jazz musicians were having a jam session and another of them sits in on it; they’re improvising a song; this jazz musician who sits in on it plays maybe for an hour with them, then he has to leave. He leaves, takes care of some business, and then, maybe three hours later, he comes back—and they’re still playing the same song!


Well, Dante can tell it better than she can remember it. After La Dolce Vita, they watch another Italian movie. You know the one. With Sophia Loren. Odelle’s favorite scene is the one in the kitchen when Sophia’s husband picks up the hem of her dress and wipes his hands on it. It’s not exactly her favorite scene, but it’s the one that sticks with her. She’s seen that scene almost as many times as she’s seen La Dolce Vita. It’s funny how it sticks with her, but Dante hardly remembers it at all. It’s just a little scene, but for her it somehow explains the whole movie. Dante scarcely remembers it. The scene that sticks with Dante is the one where Sophia and her lover, played by Marcello Mastroianni, are searching for something to say to each other. For Dante, that’s the scene that tells everything.


“See it,” she says.


“What?”


“Wiping the hands on her dress.”


“Yeah, what?”


She reaches for a Chesterfield and lights up.


“At it again?” he asks as she inhales.


She flicks ash into a tray.


“Tell me what you mean,” he says.


“Sophia’s really beautiful, isn’t she?” she says.


He says something about Sophia being beyond beauty, about Sophia being somewhere in the stratosphere.


She puffs until his scene comes up, then she puts the cigarette in the tray, like a dropped conversation. She gives a lazy, idle stare toward the screen, as Sophia and Marcello search for something to say to each other.


She wonders what it would be like to be so beautiful you were beyond beauty. Dante wipes ash from her skirt. Watching an Italian movie, you feel as if you’ve wandered somewhere. Could he also mean that? Drowsy, she lights another cigarette. She wonders why the scenes that men love and remember are not the same ones women do. But Dante’s not every man, and she’s not every woman. She looks toward him.


“Don’t give me that lost gaze,” he says.


His eyebrows hook. He turns back toward the screen, toward Sophia. She falls asleep and dreams that she’s in an Italian movie. There are a maze of hallways and rooms. There is no music in her dream. (She wonders if Dante’s dreams are song-filled?) When she wakes up, Dante’s brushing more ash from her blue denim skirt.


“Didn’t smoking used to upset your stomach?” he asks.


She nods but pulls the ashtray near and lights up another cigarette, inhaling.


“What’re you watching?” she asks.


“Some new show.”


Another kitchen scene. In this one, a young man is sitting in a kitchen chair; a young blonde woman straddles him; they’re kissing.


“Do you want a Pepsi Cola?” she asks.


Not the woman on the TV screen, but Odelle.


“Yeah, thanks.”


She gets up, goes into the kitchen, and comes back with two Pepsis.


She gives him his and sets hers on the end table. On the TV screen a woman with a high-pitched voice is talking about birds. But she herself is thinking of the ocean. Someone said women didn’t like the ocean, but she can’t remember who just now. She’s photographed oceans. Remunda’s photographed them, too, but more exotic oceans, or rather, the view of oceans from more exotic places. Odelle has photographed more soap than oceans. More lettuce.


She even tried to photograph a cat’s meow.


Dante squeezes her shoulder. She watches the man and woman in the kitchen. They’ve never made love in the kitchen, her and Dante. Now he’s kissing the tip of her ear—Dante, not the man on TV. Then he goes to the piano, a blond piano. He tinkles it.


Then he makes a deeper music, a deeper, African sound. Why does she think “African sound”? Why can’t the lighter sound be African music too? One of the poets said a kiss was a bird. If she photographed a bird, would that be the same as photographing a kiss? The interviewer asked her what her hobbies were: reading poetry and watching TV. And movies. If a kiss is a bird, then what is a bird’s kiss?


Dante, at the piano, plays all the keys. He keeps changing the rhythm. How he makes love, she’s thinking. Keeps changing the rhythm. Once she’s learned one rhythm and she’s moving with him, he shifts to another, and she must relearn. Dah, dah-dah, dah-dah-dah-dah. He moves behind a beat, then above it, then beyond it. He never moves with a rhythm she could mistake for her own.


Going into the bedroom, she puts on her nightshirt, a long purple one with an embroidered pocket; she brushes her dark brown hair, the sort they used to call “good hair” in the old days. She thinks of Sophia Loren again. She tries to remember all of the Sophia Loren movies she’s seen. She thinks of Two Women. She thinks of Marriage Italian Style. She turns on the radio, soft, sentimental music. She thinks of Dante wiping his dirty hands on the hem of her nightshirt. Perhaps Sophia’s dress was already dirty (from working in the kitchen) and the man thought, Well, what’s the difference? Kids tugging at her skirt all day. In the basement of her father’s house in Connecticut, there is a punching bag, a rowing machine, and bicycles. She thinks of Sophia, at the end of the day, going into the basement and making use of the punching bag. Then she thinks of Sophia again, this time punching Marcello, or rather trying to. It’s one of those Laurel and Hardy scenes, the one where you’re punching at someone and they’ve got their arms held out, holding your head, and their arms are so long and yours so short that instead of punching them, you’re punching the air. So, that’s what Sophia’s doing, punching the air. She wonders whether it would be one of Sophia’s comedies or dramas.


“Come in and hear this,” shouts Dante.


She returns to the living room and sits on the couch, but she can’t hear the music for thoughts of Dante’s sister.


“Why do you go about calling yourself Black?” she’d asked.


Melda’s her name.


“Because I am,” Odelle had answered.


Melda said America bewildered her. All the Europeans going about calling themselves Black. Even dark-toned mulattoes from America she’d point to, asking Odelle, “Are they Black?” and Odelle would answer, “Yes.”


All through Manhattan she’d tug Odelle’s sleeve. “And that one?”


“Yes.”


“What about that one?”


“No, he’s Puerto Rican.”


“How can you tell?”


Odelle said she just could. She didn’t know how. She just could. She didn’t tell Melda that she herself had been mistaken more than once for nearly everything. Except, she kept reminding herself, in the South. The best racial detectives seemed to be southerners.


She supposed they had to be, because of the history.


She drove up with Odelle to Providence, to the Rhode Island School of Design, where Odelle had been invited to lecture on photography. (What do you think of Sontag? was the only question she remembered.)


“Are they Black?”


“No, they’re Portuguese.”


It made her even more bewildered. She brooded over it. It amazed her. She brooded over Odelle too. And you, you consider yourself Black? Of course, replied Odelle. She thought of the one-drop rule, the one-drop theory. When she had gone to see Remunda in London, she’d left London and spent a few weeks in Spain, photographing castles. She met a woman there whom she offended by talking about the woman’s African ancestry. You could see Africa in the woman, but the woman refused it. Even as a remote ancestral possibility. She assured Odelle—naming her father, a respected merchant, an old family, un hombre superior—she assured Odelle that she was “pure white.” Africa peeped out everywhere.


One hidden equator. But she was pure white. Perhaps Odelle should have said Moors, not Africans. The Moors who were in Spain for … was it centuries? “Tus antepasados moros, de sangre puro.”


My father is Don So-and-So, the woman insisted, and we are Old Christians. His name rolled off the young woman’s tongue like butter, but Odelle couldn’t remember it. It was an elegant-sounding name, and the woman said it sacredly. Don Arellano?


She thought of her as she and Melda walked down Prospect Street in Providence and she pointed out the Portuguese. Black? No, Portuguese. They went to a pizza parlor and Melda kept giving her that brooding look. Again, a tug on the sleeve and a question.


She nodded toward a tall, ginger-colored man. “Portuguese?”


“No, Black.”


“But how can you tell? How can you tell the difference?”


It was funny actually. She smiled and the man must have thought she was smiling at him, because he smiled back. She didn’t tell Melda that she could see, besides Africa, Ireland in his features and Native America, maybe Cherokee or Cree or even Navajo or Kiowa, and even Mexican all mixed in together. She recognized him, suddenly, thought she knew him. Wasn’t he one of the poets in one of Dante’s poetry books?


She took out a picture of her father and showed Melda. Her father was as dark as Melda and Dante. Melda’s mouth dropped open. Then she had no photograph of Remunda. She merely explained her.


“In the Bahamas … Jamaica … the Caribbean … you’d be …”


Was she going to say white? Or was the preferred term “biracial”? She tried to remember what she had read about race and ethnicity in the Caribbean.


Originally, Melda and Dante’s family was from Jamaica, she explained. Still, it was hard for her to understand how Odelle had chosen Dante over, say, one like that one, and she nodded toward the ginger-colored man. The poet?


Odelle said nothing, and Melda laughed, a high-pitched laugh.


When Dante went to bed, she stayed up and watched another movie, an old one with Ray Milland, Marjorie Reynolds, and Carl Esmond.


“I know I sound insane,” one of the characters said. “You are, without a doubt,” replied the other.


It had the atmosphere of a Hitchcock movie, but it wasn’t a Hitchcock movie. She wondered whether if Hitchcock had directed it, whether it would be considered a classic now. Then she switched the channel. A woman on the screen was laughing. Bursts of laughter, ricocheting laughter. She’d missed the joke. She switched to another channel, a rebroadcast of an ice-skating championship.


“Her name and her look would lead you to think she’s of Asiatic origin, but she’s an American,” says the announcer.


Odelle watches the skater do a sort of twirling jump. “Ah, a flaw,” says one announcer.


“Ah, just a little flaw,” rejoins the other.


Odelle herself hasn’t seen any flaw, but she isn’t a skater. She turns the channel back to Ray Milland. When finally she goes into the bedroom, Dante is already asleep. When she sleeps, she dreams that she and Dante are standing at a seawall. Dante resembles Ray Milland. Dante keeps looking out to sea and she keeps watching him, hoping that he’ll come to resemble himself again. She pulls out a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of her sweater-vest, pulls out two cigarettes, puts them both in her mouth, lights them, then gives one to him. She thinks he’s going to protest that he doesn’t smoke, but he doesn’t, he takes it, puffs, then looks seaward again. Where do all your romantic ideas come from? he asks her. The movies? Instead of answering, she puffs and puffs and puffs and puffs. Someone who resembles an Aborigine—Dante refers to them as Native Australians—or bushman walks along the wall, balancing himself. The acrobat takes her attention away from Dante. She watches the acrobat, but Dante keeps looking seaward. When the man gets to where Dante and she are standing, he pauses in front of them and gives them a lecture on Captain Cook, the English explorer and navigator. “Okeh?” he asks when he finishes the lecture. “Okeh,” she answers. But Dante keeps watching the sea. It’s Dante who had told her about lucid dreams, the sort of dreams you have where you know you’re dreaming, the kind you’re supposed to try to learn from.


“In lucid dreaming, you know you’re in a dream … You can even wake up inside the dream, like you’d wake up inside a movie …”


At breakfast, Dante asks her what the movie was about. “Kermesse,” she says.


He says nothing. He merely butters toast. Then he asks, “What in the hell is Kermesse?”


2.


Odelle had met Dante in the Bahamas. Nassau, on Providence Island. She had gone there for a photographer’s convention but became too preoccupied with the beauty of the place to spend time in the convention hotel. She’d rented a car and driven along the stretches of roadway, trying to remember that here in the Bahamas one drove on the left not the right. It was the same as in England.


And the roadways were immaculate. Palm trees grew alongside the road. There were few automobiles in the direction that she’d taken, away from the popular beaches. Here, in this place, she felt there was the most beauty she’d seen. She felt as though she belonged here. She turned down a road leading to a beach. (All the roads seemed to lead to beaches.) This was not a beach exactly but a sort of cove. She thought it was deserted till she saw a man, barefoot, wearing khaki shorts, no shirt, and sitting on a rock. He held a bag of sponges. She had asked if she could photograph him. They had started talking. About the sponges mostly. About how only native Bahamians could dive for sponges or coral or any of the island’s resources; foreigners were forbidden to. At first, she learned later, he had thought she was Canadian and white, but then there was something that she’d said, some fleeting comment, some turn of phrase, some expression or attitude that made him realize that she was an African American.


And there was something he said too, some turn of phrase that made her realize that he was not just a diver for sponges to sell in the marketplace for tourists. She mentioned that she’d always wanted to learn to scuba dive—“for underwater photography, you know”—and he said he’d teach her. She photographed the scuba gear on the sand at his feet, then she said she hadn’t planned to be in the Bahamas long enough to learn that, but he said something about teaching her the rudiments in a few lessons. Also, he had some oceanographer friends who’d invited him to go diving with them. (He’d said “oceanographer people,” and he hadn’t told her it was his boat they’d rented or, rather, his father’s, who had not only a construction company but a boat-rental company as well.)


When she left him (promising to meet him the next day to learn the “rudiments”) she went to the nearest camera store and bought a Nikon underwater camera. The next day she met him at the cove.


No, no, he’d said about her taking the camera down right off; she’d have to wait a bit for underwater pictures. But by the time they were to go diving with the oceanographer people, she was ready, her camera loaded.


The oceanographer people were all Scandinavians. She’d expected Bahamians. (She’d called them “Norwegians”—all Scandinavians looked the same to her.) They seemed like aliens from another world. The leader of the group, a specialist in marine vegetation, who’d written articles on farming the oceans of the world, was named Dr. Jomfruen I. Ulveham; her friends, however, called her Jomfrey. Others on the boat were Dr. Varulven, Dr. Bosmer, Dr. Eyvind, and another woman, Dr. Gerd Jytte. Dante, of course, didn’t call them Doctor anything. They were Jomfrey, Guri, Aagot, Aurand, Gudrun, Gerd, etc. She couldn’t remember any of the names except for Jomfrey and Gerd, who, instead of talking about oceanography were on the deck raving about a new shampoo with Protena-9, some sort of natural curl energizer that made the hair curl up without being permed. They were fascinated by how her hair stayed curly underwater. They were both from Denmark; Gerd’s father was a kaolin miner. Kaolin, she explained, was used to make porcelain. Jomfrey was from a family of fishermen and shipbuilders. They stood around her on deck running their fingers through her curly hair until it was time to get together their scuba gear. They were to be collecting and labeling specimens of marine plants. Of course none of the specimens could be taken out of the Bahamas, Jomfrey said; they would be given to a local marine museum or tossed back into the ocean.


Odelle swam between Dante and Jomfrey while the others swam ahead. She wondered if Dante and Jomfrey were more than friends as they swam near underwater caves and entered one.


Inside they swam up up up up until they reached the surface inside the cave. She photographed while Jomfrey climbed out of the water to put bits of green vegetation into her sack. Odelle wondered how these, growing in the cave, could still be termed “marine vegetation.” Then they dove down again, and she photographed not the fish or underwater plants but rock formations, shaped by water, that seemed like human carvings. Then she saw some seaweed and reached to pull at it (it was in the way of one of the rock formations), and it reached back at her and seized her wrist. The others laughed, and Dante freed her, pulling apart the colorful, jeweled leaves.


She thought it was like one of those land plants that trap flies and insects—the Venus flytrap, for example—but later, on board ship, Dante explained that it wasn’t a plant—not seaweed—but a water animal that had evolved that way for chameleon—no—camouflage purposes. Then one of the rocks she was photographing turned out to be a sort of fish. Another camouflage effect. Rock separating from rock and swimming toward her.


They entered another underwater cave, this one well lit from some invisible source of light above them. She and Dante climbed up onto the bank, but the others continued swimming, gathering their specimens. It was there that he kissed her. And they dove under water again. Then Jomfrey was looking at her in a way that looked dangerous behind her mask. Yes, he and Jomfrey had probably been lovers. (Dante swore they’d never been.)


As she swam near Jomfrey, Jomfrey swam faster. Then on deck, Jomfrey began calling the names of the plants they’d gathered, plants she said flourished only under water. (She was working on a book called Marine Plants in the Bahamas.)


“These look like mushrooms,” Odelle commented. “They thrive only under water,” Jomfrey repeated. “Yes,” echoed Gerd. “Only under water.”


It was a fascinating assortment of marine plants, all colors, shapes, and sizes, but they were prevented from taking any out of the country, Jomfrey repeated. They did, however, let Odelle photograph everything.


Jomfrey, whom she learned was from an island in Denmark called Laaland, asked her why she hadn’t photographed any fish.


“The fish in those caves are used to having their pictures taken,” she said. “Some of them even have names. That ‘rock’ that swam toward you, that’s Geronimo … Lend me your camera.”


When Odelle gave her the camera, she snapped Odelle’s picture.


“Send me one,” she said, and gave Odelle an address in Laaland.


Then she told Odelle about the Blue Grotto in Capri, Italy, all full of brilliant blue light. One comes to it, like the caves here, from the sea, she explained. Talking, her eyes, too, were full of brilliant blue light.


After the oceanographic expedition, Odelle went back with Dante to his cottage. He fixed her hot chocolate with cinnamon. He’d sold a few of his songs to a publisher in Montreal and now wanted to devote himself full time to composition. He’d saved a little money to tide him over for a while, he said. She sipped the hot chocolate with cinnamon and listened to him play a song on his keyboard. She thought he’d kiss her again, but he didn’t. He played the keyboard, one song after another. After listening to the first few songs, she wandered into his bathroom, took a bath, and washed her hair. He had Galenic bath oil pour les peaux sensibles and some sort of organic, hypoallergenic shampoo.


When she came back to the front room, he was watching television. He turned toward her and smiled slightly and patted the seat beside him. She sat down on the couch. He was watching a television movie based on a story by Gabriel Garcia Márquez about the smell of roses coming from the sea. It took place in a seacoast village. Suddenly the villagers started smelling roses that came in from the sea.


She was half watching the movie and half waiting for him to kiss her again as he’d done in the underwater cave. She remembered that a woman had once told her that women didn’t like the sea. She’d taught a photography class at a small girls’ school and then with her salary had rented a house on the New England coast, one of those ragged, rocky coasts without a beach. She had photographed the seawall and was standing at the seawall photographing the ocean when a woman came up to her, a tall, angular, gray-haired woman with a hawk’s beak nose. The woman’s hair was long and tied back with a rubber band. She had perfect cheekbones, high, the skin along them tight. She wore a plaid shirt and khaki trousers. Odelle imagined her as a writer or artist, but never asked. Perhaps she was neither. Perhaps she was a fisherman’s wife.


Odelle did not stop photographing as the woman talked. Her camera raised, she photographed the sea and rocky coast and the sudden flash of seagulls. As she photographed, the woman talked, like background music. She was thinking of the sea and that woman talking as Dante reached toward her and unbuttoned her blouse and the belt of her slacks.


The sea, the woman said, was what men tested their manhood by. Men who live by the sea and who go to sea.


Except for her perfect cheekbones, the rest of her features were as jagged and angular as the coastline.


And what of women? she’d asked.


The woman had frowned and said nothing.


Then she said the thing about women not liking the ocean, and she walked back up the coast, picking her way along rock. Odelle watched her through the camera lens but didn’t photograph her.


Instead she turned back to photograph the sea.


Some woman from a photography magazine had planned to drive up and interview her that day, but she’d been intimidated by the coastline. So, she telephoned.


What are you trying to capture in your photographs? she asked.


Something like what Jung said, Odelle answered. About how experience comes to us in fragments.
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