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			Praise for dem

			 

			‘One of the outstanding comic novels of the [sixties]’ Boston Globe

			 

			‘This satire peels back some uncomfortable layers of how the races see each other and is just as relevant today as it was in 1967, when it was published’ New York Times 

			 

			‘In dem the search for absolutes and the revelation of chaos beneath apparent order give this novel a mythopoetic resonance even as the concrete devices of fabulation and the dialectics of bitter, blue-black satire undermine the myth­ologies upon which the disintegrating lives of the white central characters depend’ John S. Wright

			 

			 

			Praise for A Different Drummer

			 

			‘Black America’s lost literary masterpiece’ Observer

			 

			‘Set to become a publishing sensation’ Kirsty Lang, BBC Radio 4, Front Row

			 

			‘Simple, timeless, mythic . . . an astounding achievement . . . still relevant and powerful today’ Sunday Times

			 

			‘Brilliant . . . The rare first novel that makes future ones seem both inevitable and exciting’ Kathryn Schulz, New Yorker

			 

			‘Absolutely essential reading’ Stylist

			 

			‘Wonderful . . . full of dazzling moments of social and psychological observation that jump from the page as if they were written yesterday’ Metro

			 

			‘A Different Drummer is a revelation. A story so vividly alive I closed the book a different person from the one who opened it. A vital classic of literature’ Polly Clark, author of Larchfield

			 

			‘Kelley blended fantasy and fact to construct an alternative world whose sweep and complexity drew comparisons to James Joyce and William Faulkner’ New York Times

			 

			‘This first novel just perhaps could play a part in changing our history’ Kansas City Star

			 

			‘[A] masterpiece . . . Kelley wrote intricate novels that identified with the rejection of dominant social orders’ Public Books

			 

			‘This fierce and brilliant novel is written with sympathy as well as sorrow. It’s a myth packed with real-world’ Guardian

			 

			‘Superbly written . . . a stunning work’ Kirkus

			 

			‘A rare first novel: dynamic, imaginative, and accomplished . . . It is a custom to say of first novels that they “show promise”. But we need not say that of this one. It shows accomplishment; it shows fulfilment’ Chicago Sunday Tribune

			 

			‘So brilliant is this initial novel that one must consider Mr. Kelley for tentative future placement among the paragons of American letters’ Boston Sunday Herald

			 

			‘Beautifully written and thought-provoking . . . It will strike a responsive chord in all men of goodwill’ Baltimore Evening Sun

		

	
		
			

			Born in New York in 1937, William Melvin Kelley was an African-American writer known for his satirical explorations of race relations in America. He was just twenty-four years old when his debut novel, A Different Drummer, was first published in 1962, earning him critical comparisons to William Faulkner and James Baldwin. dem, first published in 1967, is his third novel. Considered part of the Black Arts Movement, Kelley was in 2014 officially credited by the Oxford English Dictionary with coining the political term ‘woke’, in a 1962 New York Times article titled ‘If You’re Woke You Dig It’. He died in February of 2017, aged seventy-nine.
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			His dream must have seemed so close that he could hardly fail to grasp it. He did not know that it was already behind him, somewhere back in that vast ­obscurity beyond the city, where the dark fields of the republic rolled on under the night.

			—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, The Great Gatsby

			 

			 

			 

			The ruin of a nation begins in the homes of its people.

			—ASHANTI PROVERB

		

	
		
			

			Note:

			Superfecundation is the fertilization of two ova within a short period of time by spermatozoa from separate copu­lations. It is only distinguishable from usual two-egg twinning if the female has coitus with two males with diverse physical characters, each passing his respective traits to the particular twin he has fathered.

			—ALAN F. GUTTMACHER, Pregnancy and Birth
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			SOMEONE, thought Mitchell Pierce, is having his apartment painted.

			A large pile of painter’s rags—what looked like a spotted gray tarp, an old Indian blanket, a black unblocked fedora—sat on the pavement just outside the front door of his apartment building. In the June morning heat, steam rose from the rags. Mitchell walked from under the awning, stopped, felt a lukewarm sun on his shoulder, and wondered why he was not beginning to sweat. Then a hand grabbed his ankle.

			“You got a dime, chief?” Under the black hat, the Indian smiled with only one side of his mouth; the other side held a cigar. Now Mitchell could smell him, sweet and pungent as old bananas. “Come on, chief, a few silver trinkets.”

			Mitchell tried to pull his leg free, but the Indian held fast, red and black eyes staring from a broad brick-colored face cut by a thousand tiny wrinkles, coated with soot, caged by two thick braids. Breakfast, not long crushed, began to turn in Mitchell’s stomach. He put his foot into the Indian’s chest and tried to kick him away.

			“Just a dime, chief, so I can make the happy hunting grounds.”

			Pulling change from his pocket, Mitchell aimed at the Indian’s face; the hand left his ankle. Late already, he did not wait for a thank you. At the office, his stomach still upset, he was told by his secretary that Mr. Cook wanted to see him immediately.

			He knew why. Mr. Cook had assigned Mitchell and a co­worker, John Godwin, a commercial. Since Mitchell knew very little about the intricacies of selling such a product, Godwin had volunteered to do it alone, and Mitchell had agreed. He had seen Godwin’s work only minutes before they submitted it to Mr. Cook. But those few minutes had been enough. Even Mitchell knew it was a bad job. Now he would have to face Mr. Cook, and accept half the responsibility for the failure, or confess that he had done no work at all.

			Mr. Cook’s office did not have a desk, only fifteen orange leather chairs, arranged into three circles in various parts of the room. They sat in the chairs nearest the window, the sun just outside, above the river, Mr. Cook’s back to the window. Mitchell was glad to be squinting. It would be harder for Mr. Cook to know what he was thinking.

			“I’m not going to ask which of you fellows is basically responsible. I think I know already. Besides, the last thing I want is a spy system around here.” Mr. Cook, eyes shaded by yellow-tinted spectacles, smiled at Mitchell and John Godwin in turn; the sun lit his thinning hair from behind. “All I care about is creating a one-minute play that will educate people about their need for HECES. So maybe if we sit here and work on it together, we can get something by lunchtime. All right?”

			Mitchell had just torn out a match, the cigaret already between his lips, when Mr. Cook asked the question. He answered as quickly as he could: “Yes, sir.” Godwin simply nodded and Mitchell wondered if ever he would have that kind of courage.

			Mr. Cook did not seem to notice. “Now, we have this couple, in their early thirties. Two ugly people. The husband is balding. The wife? No hairdo. Straight hair, brown, a little curl on the end. Am I right? Those are the kind of people who buy HECES. What’re they wearing?” He smoothed his tie, and waited.

			Godwin, to Mitchell’s right, crossed his legs. “What time of day is it?”

			“You’re supposed to be telling me, John.”

			“I thought you might want to change it.” Godwin looked at Mitchell for a second. “We put the time in the early evening, after supper.”

			“All right. Now, what’re they wearing?”

			Godwin turned to Mitchell. “I think you have some ideas on that.”

			This was not true; he rephrased what Mr. Cook had already said. “Well, sir, I saw them as working people. The wife has on a cheap housedress. The husband has on a white shirt, with his sleeves rolled up.”

			Mr. Cook was happy, but did not smile. “Now look what you have here? The man says: Gee, honey, this room smells really good tonight. Did you use some air freshener? And she says: No, I used HECES. And then you go into the demonstration and the rest of it. It’s all wrong. Awareness of a problem must come before a person begins to look for an answer to that problem. Those people aren’t that smart. You see what I mean?”

			Mitchell was not sure, but nodded anyway.

			Godwin lit a cigaret, exhaled, looking out of the window.

			Mr. Cook sighed. “Now, do you have any suggestions?” He sat back in his chair, his thumb and index finger starting at the tip of his nose and sliding up, under the two yellow circles to press against his closed eyes.

			Godwin signaled Mitchell to lead off.

			Mitchell doubted that Godwin was actually giving him the opportunity to answer the question. More likely, he was trying to get Mitchell to test out Mr. Cook. Then Godwin could judge Mr. Cook’s reaction and make his own suggestion. But he decided to gamble and accept the challenge. “Well, sir, it seems to me that we must make people aware of their fears.” Mr. Cook nodded. “And don’t people fear rejection most of all?”

			“Right.” Mr. Cook came forward in his chair. “Go on.”

			He glanced at Godwin, who, surprisingly enough, seemed genuinely pleased. “So we can start with silence, no music, just these two ugly people sitting in their living room. We have a close-up of the husband, balding, needing a shave, an ape. Then his wife, plain as a grocery bag. They’re sitting in the living room, just staring at each other. Their life is boring and dull. They’re lonely. Then the husband says: Gee, honey, I wonder why no one ever comes to visit us?”

			“Good, Mitchell.” Mr. Cook smiled at Godwin, who nodded as if Mitchell were his younger brother, though they knew each other only slightly. “Then what does the wife say?” Mr. Cook had stopped smiling.

			Mitchell tried several answers to himself, but none seemed right. The room was very quiet.

			“Something like: The Jensens always have a house full of friends. Right, Mitchell?” Godwin was trying to help him; Mitchell could not understand why.

			“All right, John.” Mr. Cook frowned. “But that doesn’t really advance the action. We have the rejection theme started. We have to keep it moving.”

			Godwin nodded, did not defend himself.

			But Godwin had given Mitchell time, and he thought he had the answer, and even decided to risk coming to Godwin’s aid. “Excuse me, Mr. Cook, but I think John is trying to give us a second for reflection. I may be wrong—I mean, you’d probably know better—but I wouldn’t rush them. Let this new awareness of their loneliness sink in.”

			Mr. Cook thought for a moment. Godwin seemed to be watching a bird, wings sparkling, circle away toward the river.

			“All right, Mitchell. I’ll accept that. But then what?”

			“Then the husband says: You know, I’ve been hearing about something new, called HECES. Then he tells a little bit about it . . .”

			But Mr. Cook was shaking his head. “No, Mitchell. You’ve made a mistake. The wife’s got to get the idea. She’s the one who does all the buying. She’s the one who watches television all day.”

			“You meant wife, didn’t you, Mitchell?” The bird had disappeared and Godwin had returned to them.

			Surprised again, but picking up his cue, Mitchell made himself laugh. “Did I say husband? I’m sorry, sir. I mean wife.” He watched, but could not tell if Mr. Cook believed him.

			“All right, the rest is easy. The demonstration. Then what?” Mr. Cook smiled at them. “I want you fellows to earn your money.”

			“The obvious stuff, Mr. Cook.” Godwin sat up. “We give the husband a good shave, a suit coat, and a tie. The wife gets a nice simple hairdo, not too much to notice, and a cocktail dress with some spangles on it. We change the lighting. And a house full of people, a party setup, some music, and couples dancing in the background. The husband kisses the wife, and says: Gee, honey, I’m sure glad you made me get some HECES. That what you had in mind, Mitchell?”

			He nodded.

			“All right then. When can I see a final draft with camera directions?”

			“In a week, Mitchell?” Godwin crushed out a cigaret and started to get up.

			“I think so.” Mitchell gathered his notes.

			Mr. Cook walked to the door between them. “I always have a better lunch when I know I’ve done a good morning’s work. What about you fellows?”

			He and Godwin agreed.

			They walked the two flights down to their offices, Mitchell following. Godwin held the door for him. “It was nice of you not to say I messed up the assignment, Mitchell. My mind isn’t within a million miles of here.”

			“What about you?” Mitchell was still puzzled. “You kept throwing me fat pitches.”

			“Why not?” Godwin shrugged. “Listen, how about lunch? You have anything on?”

			“No.” Mitchell shook his head. “Sure, let’s have lunch.”
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			THEY MET in the lobby of their building, near the cripple’s newsstand, and walked out into the street. Most of the millions of secretaries—in short cotton dresses, under shining helmetlike hair—were already hurrying back to their offices.

			At the corner, a yellow taxi and a blue sedan had collided. The two drivers, a neckless Italian and a balding man, his white arms sticking from rolled-up plaid sleeves, stood in shattered glass shouting threats. Godwin wanted to watch, but Mitchell had a three-thirty appointment.

			“That’s the third one I’ve seen this week.” Godwin stopped again to light a cigaret. “Listen, Mitchell, I’m really sorry you had to share the blame for that mess.”

			Despite all that had happened, Mitchell had been expecting an hour of excuses. Now he wondered why Godwin had wanted this lunch. “We haven’t got very much to do now.” He pulled open the thick glass door of the restaurant, and began to shiver.

			Godwin dropped his cigaret, twisted it apart with his right toe.

			They sat in a back booth and waited for their drinks. Godwin lit another cigaret. “You were in the last Asian war, weren’t you?”

			“That’s right.” Mitchell waited, a habit. Whenever someone began a new conversation, it was best to see how it developed before joining it.

			“So was I.” Godwin exhaled. “Marine Corps. I was just out of college when it started and I wanted to toughen myself up.” He thought a moment. “And I guess I did.”

			Godwin did not look or talk like a Marine. He was tall, thin, gaunt even, with hands too small for his long arms, and almost shaggy hair. In meetings, he did not say much, did not seem very ambitious.

			Their drinks came and they ordered lunch.

			“My mind wasn’t on that piece at all, Mitchell. The Marine Corps is calling me up.”

			“No kidding? Asia again?”

			“I guess so.” He shook his head, smiling. “It was a real surprise. I didn’t think they’d need the old men for this one.”

			“I’m sorry, John.”

			The waiter arrived with their lunch—for Mitchell, a steak ringed by hard little potatoes; for Godwin, lamb chops and spinach. They each ordered another drink, pausing in their conversation until the waiter, too attentive, had left them.

			Because there was no particular rivalry between them, and because of Godwin’s conduct that morning, Mitchell offered honest sympathy. “I really don’t think you’ll have to worry about your position, John. They give leaves of absence. Naughton got called up last year and there didn’t seem—”

			Godwin’s arm waved his small hand. “Sure, sure, if they want me back, I’ll be back.”

			Mitchell could feel his brain swelling with alcohol. “No, I don’t think you have to worry.”

			With metal tools, Godwin carved the meat away from the bone, which he picked up in his fingers. “I don’t think you understand, Mitchell. I liked the Corps.”

			“Liked it?” Mitchell used his broadest smile.

			“I’m serious.” Godwin’s eyes were blue. He did not continue, instead, lowered his mouth to his bone. “Is there a good hardware store around here?”

			Mitchell did not know. He was still thinking about the way Godwin had looked at him.

			“My power mower’s broken. I have to get a part for it.” He shrugged. “Well, I didn’t feel like mowing the lawn this weekend anyway.”

			Mitchell had been enjoying his steak. Very carefully he had separated the rim of fat from the lean red meat and pushed it to the side of his plate, wishing he could hide the fat somewhere. “How do you like it out there?”

			“It’s wonderful. Especially for the kids. Before we moved, my boy was always losing fights. But since we’ve been out there, he’s gotten much tougher. He can really take care of himself.” Finishing his bone, Godwin cleaned his hands. His napkin looked like shredded waxed paper. “I don’t go for all the stuff the Marine Corps dishes out, but a kid does have to know how to handle himself. At least they taught me that. You know anything about the Marines?”

			“Not much.” Mitchell’s throat was dry; he looked for the waiter.

			“Well, every man in the Corps is essentially a rifleman. Then they teach you a specialty. It can be cooking, or radio, or killing by hand. That’s my specialty. I know seventy different ways to kill with my bare hands. Scares me sometimes, knowing how to do that. But at least I can walk through that God-damned park without being afraid.”

			Mitchell envied that. Sometimes on Saturday mornings, he would put Jake, his baby son, in his carriage and push him through the park. Whenever he passed a Black man, his heart would knock under his coat. He would walk on, hoping the Black man was not following him. For a moment, he looked at Godwin’s small hands. “You ever do it?”

			Godwin nodded. “About thirty times, I guess. I used to go on a lot of missions behind enemy lines.”

			“I had some combat duty, but it was the usual stuff, shooting at a bush or a rock. I don’t think I ever saw one of them.”

			“I saw plenty, usually from behind.” He leaned forward, his hands around his almost empty glass. “You have to be quiet. You blacken your face and move as quiet as a butterfly.” He smiled. “Cover the scream, break the windpipe. You want any dessert?”

			“No, thanks. How does it make you feel?”

			“Feel? You don’t feel anything. Most of the time you get yourself something, like morphine.” He turned the right side of his head toward Mitchell. “You ever take a close look at my ear?”

			For the first time, Mitchell saw the little hole. Godwin had a pierced ear. “One time I got so high I did that.” He pinched the lobe. “You numb it, and jam in a needle. I used to wear a little gold ring. But Cindy didn’t like it. I guess I would’ve looked funny as hell in the office with an earring. But lots of men did it. It was kind of hard to take out my earring and come back to work.”

			Mitchell understood this. In Asia, he had once gone six months without a bath. Back home, he found he had almost forgotten how to knot a tie.

			“I guess I’ll be putting in my earring again.” Godwin sat up and raised his arm. When the waiter came, they each ordered another drink and did not speak until they arrived. Mitchell spent the time imagining how he would look with an earring.

			“You know, Mitchell, one of these Sundays you have to come out. You like baseball?”

			Mitchell nodded.

			“We could sit around and watch the ball game and get a little drunk. We could make a stand. Order the wives to drive the kids over to the woods and we could just sit.”

			“Nice. That’d be nice, John.”

			“The neighborhood’s getting quiet now. All the wives and kids’re going away for the summer. We could just sit and watch a double-header. But I guess you’ll have to make it soon.” Godwin was rocking from side to side. “You know what I liked about the Marine Corps. You didn’t have to pussyfoot around. You killed or screwed anything yellow and talked to anything white. It was simple.”

			Mitchell remembered how wary he had been in the conference with Mr. Cook, continued his thought aloud. “You don’t have to wait and see what anybody’s going to say. You just come out and talk.”

			Godwin had not been listening. “You get yourself one of those little yellow girls, keep her in food, and you have a very, very good friend.” He let his fist fall onto the table. “And no back talk!”

			In Asia, Mitchell had kept a friend like that. She had even unslanted her eyes for him.

			Suddenly, Godwin started to laugh. “You ever hear that joke about the young correspondent who was going to relieve an old correspondent in Hong Kong? For hours, they sit in the editor’s office and talk about the political situation, the economic situation, the important contacts. But when they come out of the editor’s office, the young one says to the old one: ‘That’s all very interesting, George, but that isn’t what I want to know. Let me ask you one thing. You know what they say about Oriental women, about how they’re built? Does it really run crossways?’ The old one just looks at him. ‘Did you really believe that nonsense? Of course, it doesn’t run crossways. But I’ll tell you one thing: an hour after you’re finished, you’re as hungry as hell!’ ”

			Both men began to giggle, their hands over their mouths.

			“Really? ‘You’re as hungry as hell!’ ” Mitchell repeated the punch line.

			They paid their checks and left the restaurant. Mitchell, in a good mood, was still laughing at the joke. Avoiding the sun, they walked in the cool shadow of the buildings.

			“Remember what I was talking about before, about you coming out to see me? Why not this Sunday?” Godwin’s blue eyes seemed darker now.

			“Well, I can’t tell you for sure. Tam might have something planned. But I’ll phone her and let you know before we leave the office today.”

			Godwin nodded. “Push it, boy. We got to make a stand.”
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			MITCHELL HAD HESITATED to accept Godwin’s invitation, not because he had to consult his wife (he knew already Tam had nothing planned for Sunday), but because he did not quite understand why Godwin had asked him to visit. After his three-thirty appointment, he spent the last hour of the afternoon trying to figure it out. He and Godwin had never been friendly, had lunched together only when business made it necessary. Perhaps, Godwin now wanted to make Mitchell a friend, to protect himself. It had been, after all, a very poor script. Or perhaps Godwin wanted someone in the firm to watch over his interests while he was in Asia. Then the invitation could even have been a simple gesture of friendship, though Mitchell doubted it. Unable, finally, to decide what Godwin was planning, Mitchell based the decision on his own feelings. He realized then that he admired Godwin, not just for his ability to walk through the park unafraid, but because of the way he handled himself with Mr. Cook. Godwin’s fearlessness might spring from nothing more than the knowledge that he was leaving the firm, or it might grow from something deeper. Mitchell decided he wanted to know for certain, and accepted Godwin’s invitation. He told Tam that evening, just as they were stepping out of their slippers.

			“Oh, Mitchell, why didn’t you make it for next Sunday?”

			He was punching his pillow, wondering if they needed a thin blanket to shield them from the air conditioner. “You weren’t planning anything, were you?”

			“No, I mean, not to do anything.” He was not looking at her, but could hear her fanning the pages of a magazine. “But we could’ve just stayed home.”

			He rolled toward her. “Where were you this afternoon?”

			“I had my hair done.” Her hair was dark, shineless, recently cut short where jaw joined cheek, and parted on the right side.

			“I tried to get you all afternoon,” he lied. “Finally, I just had to give him an answer. I didn’t know you’d get so upset.” They could just as well stay home the following Sunday. “Listen, Tam, John Godwin is a good man to be friendly with. He’s been with the firm much longer than I have.”

			She opened the magazine to a picture of a thin girl in a flowered slip. “I’ll tell Opal to come and baby-sit.”

			He rolled away from her, certain that even in the lighted room, his lids would supply more than enough darkness for sleep. But after five minutes, he realized he could not keep his eyes closed, and rolled toward her again. “I can’t sleep.”

			She was no longer reading. The magazine lay closed in her lap. “You have some pills in the bathroom.” She did not look at him.

			He shook his head, crunching his hair against the pillow. “Then I’ll be groggy all day tomorrow.”

			She shrugged. The light was behind her; the line of her profile was darker than her face. The tip of her nose was a dime-sized ball. He watched her raise her cigaret, the smoke coming out through puckered lips in a thin stream. Under the covers, he inched his hand toward her side.

			“That tickles.”

			“Relax and it’ll feel sexy.”

			She pushed his hand away. “Stop, Mitchell, that tickles!” Turning toward him, she blew smoke into his eyes. “Besides, I’m not a sleeping pill.” She did not smile, but he could not believe she was serious.

			“I know that, Tam.”

			“Then don’t.” Her face softened. “Anyway, I haven’t got in my stopper.”

			He smiled. “Well, why don’t you trot into the bathroom and put it in.”

			She stared at him. “You really want me to?”

			“I don’t want to force you.” He paused. “But it is your job.”

			“God, I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.” She took another drag on her cigaret. “But I guess it is.” Sighing, she put her feet on the floor. “All right.”

			It seemed to take her a long time, but finally she returned, snapped off the lamp, slid into bed, and put her arms around his neck. “You know I love you, don’t you, Mitchell?” She sounded just the slightest bit worried.

			“Sure.” He patted her back. Through her nightgown, her skin was cold.

			“I mean, I hope you don’t think I didn’t want to make love to you. I mean, I always do, anytime you ask me to.”

			He laughed softly. “Anytime?”

			“Yes, really.” She kissed him hard, pushing his head deep into the pillow, so that it curled around his ears like a close-fitting cap. She was half on top of him. But suddenly, she withdrew her lips, squinting down at him in the light from the street below. “Is anything wrong?”

			He could just hear her through the pillow. “What?” He lifted his head.
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