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Introduction


I first discovered Gloria Naylor’s work in my local library when I was a teenager: a weathered copy of The Women of Brewster Place. I was seeking out books about the Black experience, hungry for explorations across the diaspora. Learning about the variety and fullness of our lives was a way of empowering myself. The Women of Brewster Place had a transformative impact on me. Something shifted within me after reading it. I kept chasing that feeling, which I realised through reading more of Naylor’s work was an expansiveness of Black consciousness that wasn’t just political; it was sensitive, loving in its intentions, in spite of the harsh realities depicted on the page. What struck me about Naylor’s writing was its emotional power and how it made me feel seen, regardless of geographical and cultural differences. The emotional depth she gave, especially to her female characters, felt like an act of quiet rebellion.


After winning the 1983 National Book Award for best first novel with The Women of Brewster Place, Gloria Naylor developed a reputation as a formidable talent, and was a recipient of fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts and the Guggenheim Memorial Foundation. Her exceptional books are deftly acute examinations of the beauty and tenacity of Black lives, despite structural inequities. These unflinching, intimate portraits home in on both the internal and external worlds of their characters in ways that are by turns tender, profound and wise. Her work is outstanding, not just for the profound humanity of her characters, but for the breadth of their worlds. She creates an interconnecting universe in her novels, with protagonists flowing from one book to another; each of these narratives is part of a bigger story. Naylor also displays a unique playfulness with form, drawing inspiration from classics such as Dante, the Bible and Shakespeare, as well as from the American Gothic and oral storytelling traditions.


Linden Hills, Naylor’s second novel, reimagines Dante’s Divine Comedy as a journey through an affluent Black neighbourhood and the secret lives of its residents. She takes bold stylistic risks to give the book its multi-perspective feel, stretching the boundaries of form through her signature aesthetic of the composite novel to give voice to each character’s individual story, as well as locating their experiences within a broader context. Naylor challenges our narrative expectations of Blackness, too; both by depicting a wealthy community and by interrogating the divide within the Black middle class.


The story is seen through the eyes of two young men, Lester and Willie – both poets, like Dante and his guide Virgil in the Inferno – whose journey takes them into the heart of the neighbourhood. The physical construction of Linden Hills is based on the circles of hell: a zoned district of eight circular drives. Lester lives in Linden Hills itself, in the smallest house, while Willie resides outside it, on the wrong side of town. While seeking work in the lead-up to Christmas, the two men spend five days interacting with the residents, providing a window into their lives.


Although the residents of Linden Hills are upwardly mobile, they lead quietly imploding lives while maintaining a façade of happiness. To live in this gated, closed-off enclave, one must achieve a particular social status; to continue to reside there, those standards must be maintained. Willie, who comes from the lower-class Putney Wayne community, is seduced by the resourcefulness of the residents in creating economic freedom for themselves; Lester, meanwhile, is both guide and naysayer, wanting to show Willie that life in a supposedly upscale Black community comes at a price. Their irreverent humour and positive nature counter the more painful realisations about Linden Hills: that this enclave is racked with pain, soullessness and doom.


The further and deeper Lester and Willie journey through the netherworld of Linden Hills, the wealthier the residents become. As the two men face their own internal reckonings, we see the community’s veil of respectability gradually drawn back to reveal an underbelly of hypocrisies and decay. At the very bottom, on Tupelo Drive, is the Nedeed House, the family home of the neighbourhood’s original developer, Luther, who envisioned an affluent, conservative Black community with shared values who would maintain a sense of order. Here a supernatural element creeps into the storytelling, as each generation of the Nedeed family has its own iteration of Luther; an inheritance that feels like a curse. Like a present-day Lucifer, Luther is the puppeteer of his own hellish dominion.


The hypocrisies of Linden Hills are not lost on the reader: this is a community which professes to take pride in its Blackness but is performative for and seeks acceptance from the white gaze, dangerously eliminating signs of true development or freedom. With clear-eyed candour, Naylor interrogates the various aspects of elitism, colourism, homophobia and misogyny that fester beneath the beautiful façade. In order to gain access to material success, many of the characters in Linden Hills trade their true selves, stripping out their individuality. This is what being upwardly mobile can do to the Black psyche if it is not grounded in core cultural values that make Black Americans who they are: not a monolithic identity but a complex tapestry of varied experiences and perspectives, possessing a shared historical legacy and a pride in their Blackness.


Linden Hills seeks to replicate the American dream – which Naylor refers to as a promise to prosper – but the novel reveals how, for non-white communities, this becomes a hellish trap. The American dream was not created with Black people in mind. Rather, Naylor suggests that Black people must define their own terms of success, build their own tables, reshape the American dream into a new form.


If Linden Hills represents hell, then Bailey’s Cafe is purgatory, a limbo that reveals itself to the troubled. Set in 1948, in the aftermath of the Second World War, each chapter of Naylor’s fourth novel depicts the life of a different character at a critical point in their lives. The cafe acts as a place of solace, a haven for those on the margins who find methods to cope despite the barriers in their way. Physically or emotionally abused, the characters are damaged individuals trying to regain a sense of themselves. The cafe then is a place of escape, a sanctuary where they can experience quiet joy through interacting with others, or ruminate over their issues in an attempt to plan their resolutions. Bailey himself, the proprietor, laments that in the cafe and beyond it ‘most of what happens in life is below the surface’. Like Willie in Linden Hills, he is a guide to this world. Through his observations, Bailey establishes that individuals must be flexible and open to life’s possibilities. In contrast to the conformism of Linden Hills, here rigid boundaries, labels or fixed ideas of reality must be shifted in order to reach one’s true sense of self.


It is no coincidence that so many of Gloria Naylor’s novels are set in disputed territories, liminal spaces where alternate futures become possible. Bailey’s cafe exists everywhere and nowhere, at a critical juncture for the characters who need to restore the parts of themselves that have been diminished by the outside world. It is situated beyond the edge of the world, with boundless possibilities; a place where the beautiful consciousness of Black female identity is infinite. The cafe is both life source and portal. The stories of women reverberating through its walls give a sense of communal restoration in the face of societal challenges. Naylor’s choice of misfit characters – including a heroin addict, a transvestite and a nymphomaniac – forces the reader to reassess the notion of whose stories deserve to be told. Rather than judgement, there is deep empathy for marginalised people and their experiences as they evolve into more fulfilled human beings.


Biblical references echo through the names of Naylor’s female characters. There is Eve, the owner of a boarding-house brothel next to the cafe; a strange, particular woman, raised by a minister whom she refers to as ‘Godfather’. We see the toll their dysfunctional relationship takes on her. Later, she makes her fortune in the prostitute business in New Orleans. Characters such as Esther, Mary (aka Peaches) and Jesse Bell – Jezebel – all move between the cafe and the boarding house; these women are both individual and universal, representing the experiences of marginalised women globally. The novel ends – like Linden Hills – at Christmas, with the celebration of the birth of Mariam’s son George. Despite everything, Naylor closes both novels with the sense of magic and renewal that Christmas brings.


One of Naylor’s greatest strengths is her ability to make visible the lives of those who have been erased or ignored in history – in particularly Black women, to whom she gives such dimension and care, no matter their background or place in society. Her ambitious, richly humane portraits of these women finding ways to thrive under the weight of gendered, racialised lives feels quietly triumphant. In both Linden Hills and Bailey’s Cafe, Naylor plays with traditional concepts of place, time and identity to debunk expectations of race, gender and class – and yet anchors her stylistic experimentation to the reality of Black women’s lived experiences.


Gloria Naylor died in 2016 but her legacy lives on. Years later, I am still struck by how subtly innovative she was. She helped launch the careers of award-winning authors such as Tayari Jones and inspired Oprah Winfrey, who notably adapted The Women of Brewster Place into a TV miniseries. It is especially thrilling then that through fresh editions Naylor’s books are being brought to the public’s consciousness again and new readers get to discover these virtuosic, sensitive works of immense power.


Irenosen Okojie





 


 




hush now can you hear it can’t be far away


needing the blues to get there


look and you can hear it


look and you can hear


the blues open


a place never
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MAESTRO, IF YOU PLEASE . . .





 


 


I can’t say I’ve had much education. Book education. Even though high school back in the twenties was really school, not what these youngsters are getting away with now, and while Erasmus Hall in general, Miss Fitzpatrick in particular, is still talking about the cream that floated to the top and then to the top of that again, school isn’t where real learning happens.


I went to kindergarten on the muddy streets in Brooklyn, finished up grade school when I married Nadine, took my first diploma from the Pacific; and this cafe, well now, this cafe is earning me a PhD. You might say I’m majoring in Life, standing in front of this grill and watching that door open and close, open and close, as they step in here from all over the United States and some parts of the world.


A few of them actually think wanting a cup of coffee brought them in, even though they soon find out we make lousy coffee. The grinder’s broken and I can’t ever be sure what size grounds I’m getting one batch to the next. I brew it for them anyway. And covering up its taste with the food is out of the question: I picked up my cooking skills from the navy mess, where you’re taught a little more grease and salt should answer any complaints.


Then there’s the few who think it’s Nadine’s peach cobbler that keeps bringing them back. I admit it’s close to spectacular. But she only makes it when the mood hits her and will only dish it up and serve them when the mood hits her again.


And it can’t be for the company, like others think. Our customers are all so different I’ve yet to see anybody get along in here. But that door will still open and close, open and close.


They don’t come for the food and they don’t come for the atmosphere. One or two of the smart ones finally figure that out, like I figured out that I didn’t start in this business to make a living – personal charm is not my strong point – or stay in it to make a living – kind of hard to do that when your wife is ringing up the register and it’s iffy when and how much she’ll charge.


No, I’m at this grill for the same reason that they keep coming. And if you’re expecting to get the answer in a few notes, you’re mistaken. The answer is in who I am and who my customers are. There’s a whole set to be played here if you want to stick around and listen to the music. And since I’m standing at center stage, I’m sure you’d enjoy it if I first set the tempo with a few fascinating tidbits about myself. (Nadine, nobody asked you.)


[image: ]


I grew up in Flatbush believing that Brooklyn was the capital of the world and that all colored people except for my family were rich. I wasn’t a stupid child; Brooklyn had Ebbets Field and the Brooklyn Royal Giants, and since baseball, good baseball, was all I cared about, that settled that for wherever anything else important in the world could possibly happen. And my eyes certainly didn’t deceive me: liveried coachmen, sable wraps, and brownstone mansions meant rich, while getting up at five in the morning to stoke the furnace, start breakfast, and lay out the morning suits for people like that meant you weren’t. And that’s what my parents did as butler and cook for the Van Morrisons, who were as colored as we were; and all their friends sure looked as colored as we were, and while I couldn’t vouch for their homes, there was no denying the silk gowns and beaver top hats as they stepped out of the polished carriages that pulled up in front of the house for one of Mrs Van Morrison’s balls.


Those were the only colored people I ever saw until my father started taking me to baseball games, and then I just figured that the hundreds of other Negroes around me were like the Van Morrisons’ friends, only dressed down for the occasion. I didn’t figure they could be like us, because there were no other colored servants in our household or in the neighborhood. Mrs Van Morrison’s personal maid was a full-busted Swedish girl whose cousin doubled as coachman and gardener. They both ate in the kitchen with us and complained as loudly about Mrs Van Morrison as my mother did. That left only Bella, a Polish woman, who came in three times a week for the laundry and heavy cleaning. The other homes in the neighborhood were owned by white people and they all had French, Swiss, or German servants. So I think I had it figured out pretty good for a five-year-old: there were rich white people, poor white people, rich colored people – and us.


If my older brother hadn’t been so much older than me, he probably could have explained things to me a little sooner than I learned them myself. But with a twelve-year difference in our ages, he was already on the road before I started kindergarten –


—To discover his fortune: my mother


—A shiftless bum: my father.


My folks didn’t see eye to eye on much, beginning with their firstborn son and ending with the Van Morrisons. My father would have cut his own throat for Mr Van Morrison. My mother hated Mrs Van Morrison with a quiet passion that’s peculiar to women: it burns low, slow, and long. If a man disliked someone as much as my mother disliked that woman, he would have just hauled off and punched him in the face and let the consequences be damned. But a woman can drag the whole thing out – over years – and pick, pick, pick to death. I used to think my mother didn’t just up and poison Mrs Van Morrison because we ate whatever they had left over from supper, but now I know that she relished hating that woman and would have done anything to keep her alive and well so the whole thing could go on and on.


I wondered which was the greater or lesser sin: Mrs Van Morrison not deserving Mr Van Morrison because she’d been a woman of loose virtue, or because she tried to keep him from hiring my parents. Granted, for my mother, loose virtue could have meant anything from Mrs Van Morrison’s former stage career –


—Opera: my father


—Burlesque: my mother


to a brief association with a London bordello –


—As interior decorator: my father


—Interiors, period: my mother.


But even my father admitted that the mistress of the house was less than thrilled when her husband insisted upon taking my parents on staff. And my mother got that one nod from him because it helped him prove how wonderful Mr Van Morrison was, a real race man.


He had made a small fortune as a tea and spice dealer, rolled that into a larger fortune through some shrewd real-estate investments, and split off part of that into railroad, steamship, and oil stocks. No, he couldn’t have booked first-class passage on any of those railroads and steamships, but the value of his shares kept going up enough to afford him his own private Pullman and yacht. But he was a plain man who didn’t go in for any of that showy stuff. A trustee of the Tuskegee Institute, he’d put money behind the Niagara Movement, what they’re now calling the NAACP, as well as some settlement houses for colored orphans in the Tenderloin district. That’s how he met my folks; they were living in that part of Manhattan, my father being between jobs and volunteering to teach the settlement kids baseball.


It seemed like a good arrangement: my parents wanted to get themselves and my brother out of those slums in the west fifties, Mr Van Morrison needed to start staffing his new home on Lafayette Avenue, and he felt why not give his own kind a chance at fresh country air and a living wage? Shows you how long ago it was, when Brooklyn was considered the country.


And it was giving them a chance, to live and work in a house like that. You’d never know it now, with Negroes doing all kinds of domestic work, but back then colored people had a hard time even getting jobs as servants if you’re looking at the finer homes. A female might come in on day work as a charwoman or laundress, and a male, if he was lucky, could get taken on as a coachman. But if you’re talking about a staff cook and housekeeper or a valet, a gentleman’s gentleman, Europeans did that – and only certain Europeans.


Wealthy Negroes held the same kind of attitudes as wealthy white people but even more so, feeling that they had more to prove. According to my mother Mrs Van Morrison didn’t want them as servants because it cheapened their appearance to the neighbors.


—It don’t matter what color hands is peeling these potatoes; none of them neighbors is about to sit down and eat with her.


My father’s version was that Mrs Van Morrison worried about the second child being born. Servants with large families were a nuisance. My mother wasn’t buying it.


—Two children in twelve years. What does that make me, some kind of rabbit?


My father, a dark-skinned man, would actually blush as he put his finger to his lips and cut his eyes toward me.


—Woman, remember yourself now.


If he’d only known, when he wasn’t around and my mother and the maid put their heads together over a cup of tea, I heard much worse than that.


I really don’t know if I was or wasn’t the cause of Mrs Van Morrison’s reluctance to keep my parents on staff. I do know they worked for those people for twenty-five years, retired with a sizable pension, and were later mentioned in Mr Van Morrison’s will. And the few times over those years that I had reason to run into Mrs Van Morrison she was always nice to me. A tiny tiny woman who favored shades of beige lace for her dresses, but her voice was round and full, making me think that singing could have easily been somewhere in her past. She would put her jeweled hand on my shoulder to ask me about my studies. That’s what she called them, studies, while I mumbled something about school being fine before she’d pat me and move on. Good, keep improving yourself.


The truth was, I didn’t like school and it was never fine. When I wasn’t being punished for getting into a fight, I was punished for sleeping in class, and when I wasn’t being punished for that it was for sneaking out early. Now, all of those strappings were justified – except for the last. I wasn’t so much sneaking out of school as sneaking into the ballparks. A fine distinction that my mother had a hard time appreciating.


Over the years I’ve tried to figure out what it is about the game that hooked me so early. My father being such a big fan probably helped. He’d been a bat boy for the Cuban Giants and wasn’t a bad fielder himself. I think he would have gone out barnstorming with them if he hadn’t met my mother and started a family. In those days, he’d say, in those days they really played ball.


He had stories about them and the Philadelphia Giants and other Negro independents I took to be a little bit of an exaggeration. No human being could shut out both ends of a doubleheader with the last throw a fastball that went by with so much heat it busted a seam in the catcher’s glove. But I got the glove, my father said as he dug into the bureau and pulled out a catcher’s mitt. There was a slight tear in the seam and scrawled across it in fading ink was the name –


Smokey Joe Williams.


But did it really happen because of a pitch? And at the bottom of a doubleheader? A shutout doubleheader?


You don’t say your father is a liar. And when I was coming up you didn’t even think that your father was a liar. Good thing too, because in 1917 I finally saw an aging Smokey Joe Williams pitch.


—Not at the top of his prime, my father sat in the bleachers muttering and shaking his head.


I was there with my mouth so wide open I could have swallowed flies. That tall, swaybacked man had them fanning left and right, and not just any them – the New York Giants. He ended up fanning twenty of them before the game was over and losing 1–0 on a tenth-inning error.


I had to hear about that error all the way home.


I still hear about that error in my sleep.


I thought it was a great performance. And knowing now what I do about baseball, it was a little bit more than that. Something happened when those colored players were out on the field, and I guess I went to so many games trying to figure out exactly what it was. Sometimes it was exhibition games against the white teams, like the one where I first saw Smokey Joe, but most of the time it was them against each other: the Homestead Grays, the Pittsburgh Crawfords, the Baltimore Black Sox, the Chicago American Giants, the Newark Eagles, those amazing – and still-amazing – Kansas City Monarchs.


I didn’t question why Negroes had separate teams; watching their games and then the white games, it was pretty clear to me. The Negroes were better players. And just like us at school, who wanted to team up with the pee-pants who had snot running out their noses? No, winners stay with winners. But they could have been a little more fair-minded and let the likes of Honus Wagner or Ty Cobb on their teams.


Even my father would have agreed that the Flying Dutchman could have endured a season that started in February with barnstorming in the Deep South, a game a day, three on Sunday, as he made his way north, sleeping on the bus riding into town, playing a game, riding again to get to the next town just in time for the first pitch, playing a game, riding again before the real season begins in April, which means he can exchange his bed on the bus for a bed in a run-down Northern hotel and the cow turds between second and third for a field line that only slopes slightly in second-rate parks. Still a game a day, still three on Sunday, but more and more dark faces in the crowds, who cheer his speed and don’t sit in deadly silence when he comes in on a two-out hopper and whips it across to first base, so there’s less of a worry that retiring the home team to come back then as third in the batting order, once with a line-drive single, again with two batted in will mean pop bottles filled with piss thrown at his head; less of a worry that if he’s too good a crowd could turn real ugly, if he’s too good he might not make it out of town that night; so the Northern games are where he goes all out and hopefully gets himself voted into the East-West Classics and his team into the Negro World Series, which makes it September but not quitting time because with all of this the pay hasn’t been too great and there’s always winter ball in Florida for the tourists or maybe Cuba, leaving just enough time to start preseason barnstorming again in February.


Yeah, the Flying Dutchman would definitely have been good enough to join one of those teams; they grow ’em tough up there in Mansfield, Pennsylvania. He could have made it with no rest – in body or mind – and still brought in a batting average of .327 while transforming himself into a golden shield between second and third bases. He’d been just like Pop Lloyd in that respect. And it leaves me confused, why these newspapermen look back at Pop’s career and call him the Black Honus Wagner; all things being equal – or in this case unequal – the highest compliment to pay the Flying Dutchman is to call him the White Pop Lloyd. And I’ll even bring Ty Cobb into that club, although he’d play dirty and spike a man in a second: he’s the White Oscar Charleston if there’s ever been one. Those other players, now, those others just couldn’t have made it. And no, I haven’t forgotten the Babe. Too temperamental. He couldn’t have gone two seasons in Josh Gibson’s shoes and held on to his record, and so as far as I’m concerned, the title of a White Josh Gibson still goes unclaimed.


And today? You can just forget it today. They’ve gotten so soft and ridiculous they’ll be wanting their mammies in the dugout to suckle them between innings. Only way to explain the hoopla over this new kid, Jackie Robinson. (Just let me make this one last point, Nadine, and then I’m getting on to our own long and blissful twelfth inning.) To hear these people talk, you’d think Jackie Robinson grew up like a mushroom in the jungle somewhere and Branch Rickey was on some kind of rare-species hunt and stumbled over him. Well, if Rickey was after the rare, he didn’t find it in that player. Robinson is a dime a dozen in a long-established league. The Negro American League, to be exact, whose teams play against the Negro National League. Organized baseball, just not recognized baseball.


I’m the first to admit the Dodgers needed all the help they could get; nobody was going out to Ebbets Field to see that mess Rickey called a defensive lineup, and it got me so I was becoming embarrassed to say I was from Brooklyn – white baseball or not. When you love the game, you love the game, and mutilation is mutilation. So, yeah, he’s desperate enough to bring in a colored player, but dammit, bring in a colored player. Try to get your hands on a Josh Gibson, a Satchel Paige, an Oscar Charleston. And this is where the Negro race gets on my nerves – because they’re screaming, Hallelujah! and running in droves to see a rookie play with a team so mediocre they end up having to name him Rookie of the Year when he barely made it into the Kansas City Monarchs (don’t take my word, read the papers), and I guess that’s why he’s acting like the Negro leagues didn’t exist for him. Rickey was his Savior. But the fans know better, especially the colored fans, and still they’re killing themselves to see Robinson at first base.


If they’re so anxious to see colored and white as teammates, all they have to do is keep on doing what they’ve been doing – going to the Negro games cause The Star Spangled Banner is played to the tune of a cash register and with gate receipts as high as they’ve been, the Negro owners could have pressed for a whole team entering the major leagues. And like I said, when you love the game, you love the game. And don’t tell me some of these smart white boys coming up wouldn’t have tried out for a place on one of the best teams in the major league. They’d be hungry and ambitious enough to know that they couldn’t call themselves a real pitcher until they took the crown from Satchel Paige. And then all these folks yelling, Hallelujah, would have had their eyeful of integration; but there would have been some colored people owning teams and colored people managing teams and colored people coaching teams. And yeah out on that field – but above all, in the owner’s box – would have been colored and white together – the American way.


It’s not gonna happen now. The best I can see for baseball is the same old way. The Rickeys of the world calling the shots because a hundred Jackie Robinsons isn’t gonna really integrate baseball and baseball is not going to help integrate America. Having Jackie Robinson out there with Pee Wee Reese is the same as having my mother and Mrs Van Morrison’s maid trading gossip in the back kitchen. We all ate together – Marie, her brother, and Bella – but that wasn’t bringing about no real change because Mrs Van Morrison’s neighbors wouldn’t dream of eating with her, while Mr Van Morrison wasn’t about to sit in anybody’s boardroom. And until that happens, real power getting shared at the top, nothing but a game of smoke and mirrors is going on at the bottom.


I know my position about that Second Coming out at Ebbets Field doesn’t sit well with most people, but I call ’em as I see ’em. And if you’ve got a problem with how I feel, well, there are other cafes. It’s never been my ambition to win a popularity contest. If it had been, I wouldn’t have married a woman even I have a hard time liking. (I told you I’d be getting to you, darling.) But liking Nadine has nothing to do with the fact that these have been twelve wonderful years.


We’re the right kind of fit, me and my woman. I can talk a blue streak and I believe that she hasn’t strung more than six sentences together in her whole life. Nadine doesn’t have to go on and on about anything. She times what she has to say and makes those one or two words count. I’d get plenty of care packages while I was overseas, but short short letters. Some of the guys got mail from their girlfriends and wives that it would take ’em a whole hour to read, telling them everything Aunt Tessie, Aunt Muriel, Cousin Joe was saying, describing how the snow looked outside the window, what the dog was doing – that kind of stuff – along with the usual how-much-I-miss-and-love-you’s. And even those women who weren’t too flowery with the words would fill up the page with x’s and hearts. I dreaded mail call cause it meant I was going to get ribbed. Deenie doesn’t waste words and so she wasn’t gonna waste paper. My letters came in these little thumbnail envelopes that weren’t much bigger than the stamp. How the guys would laugh. But like I said, she has perfect timing. And going into the third year of my stint in the navy, when I didn’t think none of us were gonna survive now that we were winning the war against the Japanese, and my nerves were wound so tight I feared popping loose like a lot of good men around me, I got this one-line letter: If you don’t make it home, I’m marrying the butcher. Love, Nadine.


I knew she wasn’t kidding. My wife doesn’t kid. There was no way to imagine her smiling as she wrote that letter, because Deenie rarely smiles. It was one of the hardest things I had to get used to when I first met her. She looked like an African goddess, plunked right down on the third row of bleachers at a Brooklyn Eagles game. A full, round face holding an even rounder set of eyes, all of it as dark as that gorgeous unruly hair. She had it in one thick crown of braids that circled her head. When my eyes moved down, the scenery got even better: one of those gazelle necks, a compact chest, an invisible waist, and then what can only be described as a Bantu butt. I can’t remember anything about her legs or the turn of her ankles; my journey ended at that butt. Only a fool keeps on traveling when the road’s brought him to paradise.


I did a lot of dreaming between the fifth and sixth innings. You do a lot of dreaming when a face and body like that is sharing the same plank of wood only ten feet to your right. Luck was with me and the Eagles were in fine form, sending them long and deep into left field, giving me plenty of reason to turn my head in her direction and reassure myself that no, I wasn’t imagining it, those lips do look like that, those eyes do look like that, and yes, the butt was still there. I did think it peculiar she was watching the game so quietly. I took it that she must be a Grays fan and it was certainly one of those days they must have wished they’d kept themselves in Pittsburgh. But even when they threatened to make a small rally at the top of the seventh with two men on and Josh Gibson, of all people, up to bat, she wasn’t smiling and cheering like the other Grays fans. Little for them to be happy about later: two ground fouls and a foul tip meant even the mighty Gibson could be put out.


That game was doomed to be over at the top of the ninth and I was wracking my brains over how I was going to meet this strange girl without appearing to be a masher. I’d already made sure there was no wedding ring, and surprisingly she must have come to the ballpark alone. A kid no more than thirteen was on her right and the fella in the plaid suit on her left was pushing seventy. And if it turned out she did happen to be into geriatric papas, I wouldn’t have no problems beating him up. And I was even willing to tie one hand behind my back to make it a fair fight. But Mr Plaid Suit went on about his business and I was left to follow her at a distance as the crowd made its way out of the park.


Tall as she was, with the pink ribbons in her straw hat and the wind fluttering the pink swiss dots in that voile dress, she was easy to follow. I had to hold myself back from grabbing each fella by the scruff of the neck who had the nerve to turn his head and watch her as she passed. One jerk almost walked right into a pole and I couldn’t resist a snide Good for you, even though he was no more guilty than me of absolute awe over the motions of that unbelievable rear end. No idea that kept popping into my head for introducing myself would work if this was a nice girl. Nice girls who looked like that had heard it all before and weren’t about to take the bait from some strange man. And how I wanted her to be a nice girl – because I had made up my mind to follow those swiss dots out of the ballpark, onto the elevated train over the East River, and even up into the Bronx if need be. And when you’re from Brooklyn, that’s the same thing as committing yourself to the ends of the earth.


She stopped at a peddler’s to buy a raspberry ice. I hate ices; they break me out in hives, which has little to do with the fact that I stopped and bought one too. Only three feet away now; my hands were shaking and my heart was pounding so fast I couldn’t hear the traffic on the street. And something told me then, in that way you just know things, that if I didn’t make my move at that very moment I would lose her. I cursed myself for all the naps I’d taken during elocution classes. Mrs Fitzpatrick had warned me I would rue the day when I sneered at learning to round my vowels properly. I could have been standing there right now, putting her under my spell, as I talked about the wonders of raspberry ice, delving into the origin of raspberries; the origin of ice in general; the origin of summer, which made the need for ices all so possible and her obvious delight in them all so understandable. Nothing directed at her specific person more closely than that, not even turning my head her way – it would label me a masher – but just standing there, you know, elocuting out into the air, would be enough to get her attention, dammit.


My throat was so clogged up I wouldn’t have made it through all of that anyway, and she was about to walk off from the peddler’s cart. One run behind at the bottom of the ninth, so you make an all-or-nothing play for the home team. When this girl walked out of my life, what on earth was I going to do with this melting raspberry ice? Since I knew the answer was Absolutely nothing, I dumped it right down her back. She spun around and called me a clumsy fool. I smiled broadly and agreed with her. Then she smacked me in the head with her straw purse. The courtship was on.


My first big letdown came when I found that she didn’t care much for the movies. I really didn’t either, but I kept looking for ways to get her alone in the dark. And I’m a little ashamed to say that after discovering she was, indeed, a very nice girl it became exciting to try and make myself her one exception. I think that’s why it took me weeks to realize that Nadine wasn’t much of a talker. All of my conversations had one slant, which only required a firm no from her. And even after I’d given up and moved on to other subjects, the sound of my own voice was so pleasing to me I only needed one or two sentences from her to let me catch my breath before I started off again. But the problem was that when I came to the real amusing parts of my life’s story, she didn’t laugh. And I can remember pausing – to let her laugh. I remember the pauses getting longer and longer – to drop her a subtle hint or two. And longer and longer, until I worried that she might be retarded.


—You don’t laugh much, I finally ventured.


—I laugh all the time, she said.


But she was just being mean, because she didn’t. And I knew it wasn’t me; I’m a very captivating fella. And besides, what about all those times at Coney Island?


We practically lived at Steeplechase Park. Nadine was from the Sea Islands and she’d always agree to see me if I offered to take her out by any kind of water. One of the nice things about Brooklyn in those days was that I had a lot to choose from. When my money was tight we’d promenade across the Brooklyn Bridge, pretzels for me, a fruit ice for her. And if I was flush, Sunday suppers at the old Iron Pier on Brighton Beach. Coney Island was the best cause there was always something to do there if you had a little or a lot. And Nadine didn’t much care as long as she could smell or glimpse the water. Seeing how she grew up on an island, it was odd she didn’t know how to swim, and I’d have the hardest time just getting her to wade near the edge of the beach. She’d spend hours on the boardwalk, though, and that’s how I learned she rarely laughed at anything – it wasn’t me.


Steeplechase Park had a bit of amusement for just about everyone’s taste – except Nadine’s. Did she want a fast and furious ride? we could get on the steeplechase horses; she wanted slow? we could get on the carousel. She wanted high and exciting? the roller coaster; high and soothing? the Ferris wheel. The human pool table and two-headed baby for the bizarre, the strolling minstrels for the ordinary. If she liked dark, loud, and scary, there was the Fun House. If she wanted dark, quiet, and romantic, there was the Tunnel of Love; but I already knew not to bother wasting a ticket with this stone-faced girl on that one. Why on earth did she always agree to come when nothing about it pleased her?


—I don’t know what you’re talking about. I enjoy myself every time we’re here.


—Nadine, you haven’t smiled all afternoon.


—But what does that have to do with being pleased?


At home I had a whole notepad filled with columns of female names, and at least two of them were still speaking to me. I didn’t need to be spending my time with this nut case. Unrequited lust can only carry you so far. What does that have to do with being pleased? Just that it’s something everyone in the whole universe understands – like slitting your throat with a knife. Go to Upper Borneo and smile; they’ll say, He’s happy. Go there and slit your throat; they’ll say, He’s dead. It is basic. It is simple. And I was out $2.15 while this dimwit wouldn’t even ride the bumper cars with me because it was too tight a fit. But Nadine was still leaning against the boardwalk railing – on her third cherry ice – patiently waiting for me to answer. Like I was the dimwit.


—I’m more than my body, she finally said.


Now there was a piece of wisdom. She certainly was. She was also that vast empty prairie between her ears. I had been more considerate to this girl than to a dozen of the others rolled up together and had gotten no appreciation. No effort on her part. Wronged and wounded, that was me. Misused. Abused (yeah, I could feel the blues coming on). And with me definitely the offended party in all of this, why was I also feeling just a tiny bit guilty?


—Nadine, I am deeply hurt by what you’re implying. I have only thought of you as a lady. And I have never, never had anything but the most honorable intentions in mind.


—Good, she said. Then I accept.


—You accept what?


A man palsied with fear is an awful sight. The sea breezes were chilling the circles of sweat spreading under the armpits of my shirt. My mind went totally blank except for the message my throbbing temples sent racing across it: Please, God, oh, God, no, God, please. I didn’t mean what she thought I meant and if she means what I think she means, I need a way to find out if that’s what’s really happened, and if that’s what’s really happened, then I’ll have to fight my way out of it, yes, there must be some way I can get out of it; but these next few minutes are going to be the worst of my life (I had yet to meet the Japanese) and what’s the most that she could do, huh? what’s the most? hit me? she’s done that before; call me a slimy double-dealer? well, let her say it; cry and wail? well, let her cry; the cops’ll come by, I’ll get arrested, but then I’m only sentenced to thirty days.


I summoned up the courage to stare her down. I was going to the slammer like a man. I saw the same set face. The same quiet attention to her cherry ice. But looking deep into her eyes, I saw that she was laughing. Down at the bottom of those dark orbs, she was bent over double and howling. She laughed and laughed and laughed.


—I’ve never seen a man more scared.


To put it mildly, I was crushed. And, taking pity on me, she tried her best to stop. Calmly finishing her ice, she disposed of the paper cone in the trash. I saw that a giggle would burst through from the bottom of her eyes every now and then, but she was getting herself under control. As angry as I was with her, I knew she’d only gotten even.


—Let’s do the Helter-Skelter now, she said.


She held out her hand to me. I took it. And to this day, I’ve never let it go.


Sure, she taught me a lesson, and a whole different way of looking at her – and women – which doesn’t negate the fact that my wife is still a little strange. While most of what happens in life is below the surface, other people do come up for air and translate their feelings for the general population now and then. Nadine doesn’t bother. You figure her out or leave her alone. Falling in love with her, there was no question that she was going to be a part of my life, but if I could have gotten a handle on her at times I’d probably have liked her more. I knew why I finally married her; I just didn’t know why she married me.


I wasn’t what you’d call promising material. My job as an indoor aviator at the St George Hotel was about what Miss Fitzpatrick had predicted for me: We are on the verge of unimaginable changes in this country. There are several men in your race who will rise to the top. You won’t be one of them. My elevator only ran between the lobby and tenth floor. The penthouse elevator was in the rear, and true to her words, I didn’t stay long enough to be promoted to that. After marrying Nadine, I quit to become a Fuller Brush man. I bought into all of their flimflam about early retirement and Cadillac sedans because I knew I could talk to anyone about anything. And a little common sense meant that you started with the dirtiest house on the block and you’re sure of a sale to build on when you got to the next house. Nadine had told me that it would be smarter to work it the other way around. But who was listening to her? She was too mean to even buy from me when I was practicing my sales pitch.


War broke out in Europe and saved us both from starvation. It’s odd how events can be going on three, four thousand miles from you, deciding your fate on the very ground you stand on, but the dominoes taking as long as they do to reach home, you never make the connection. I can vaguely remember reading in the early part of ’36 that German troops had reclaimed some of their land on the west bank of the Rhine. Like most people, I scanned the headlines before going on to the sports page. And since I always picked up the afternoon paper to read while I took a bite of lunch between rounds with my suitcase and brushes, I’m sure I glanced right over the news that six years later I was being called up to ship out from Camp Smalls and head to the Pacific.


Nobody missed the meaning of Pearl Harbor. Those headlines were three inches tall and they yelled that the dominoes had finally come home. I was proud to be assigned to the messmen’s branch because the talk at Camp Smalls was all about Dorie Miller, another messman, third class, on the USS Arizona, who had carried his captain and other wounded men to safety before manning a machine gun and shooting down six enemy planes at Pearl Harbor. The navy gave him credit for four planes. The newspapers gave him credit for nothing. No surprise to me. I had already learned from baseball who does and doesn’t exist when it comes to my country needing heroes. Dorie Miller was the Satchel Paige of the war in the Pacific. But we all knew his name, which is what really counted, since we were the ones who were being sent over there to face those same maniacs.


We weren’t getting into Tokyo


I told Nadine I didn’t know when I would be back. But I told her I would miss her dearly, think of her every moment, and carry her picture next to my heart. She told me nothing. I promised I would write every chance I got. I promised that my wedding vows would remain as sacred as the day I made them. No shore leave. No women. No wine. No song. She called me a liar – and a pretty lousy poet. Then I stopped all that crap and told her the truth: I knew this would be the most exciting thing to ever happen in my life. And that was when she finally told me that she loved me.


We weren’t getting into Tokyo


—Who you gonna kill?


—We’re gonna kill Japs!


—Louder


—Japs! Japs!


—Louder


—Japs! Japs!


—Who you gonna fuck?


—We’re gonna fuck Japs!


—Louder


The first thing you learn in basic training is to march in time. It makes no difference if you’re headed for the cockpit of a plane or the cramped engine room of a cruiser. Navy doctors. Navy dentists. Painters. Metalsmiths. Warrant officers assigned to intelligence, who would spend the war at the Navy Department in their dress whites, learned to march in time. Though there wasn’t anybody at Camp Smalls slated for those jobs when I was called up. I marched beside many Fisk and Howard men and a few Yalies too, but they were going to be regular seamen or steward’s mates just like me. Those types mostly hung together and I didn’t like ’em cause they beefed too much. They came in acting like Jim Crow was something new, like they got drafted from Mars somewhere. They had been living with segregation, and so how did they figure the navy expected them to die without it?


If anything, I’m a realist. It was the spring of 1942 and America was what it was. Cockeyed and mixed-up, new and still growing, with all its faults, I had no place else to call home. And the law was the law. I could either learn to bake bread and peel potatoes or spend the summer of ’42 in jail. I opted not to go to jail and ended up spending the summer on Guadalcanal. And that’s where I discovered that Japan was what it was.


We weren’t getting into Tokyo


From the moment my left foot sank into the level sands of that calm beach near Lunga Point (and I remember it was my left foot because the right was bracing me in the supply boat), I stopped calling those people Japs. There wasn’t any fighting that day. And my specific job was only to haul supplies through the coconut groves and set up base. But swinging my right foot out of that boat was to land me at war in the entire Pacific.


No vet ever says he went to war in the Gilbert Islands. He might have fought only on those islands, at Makin or at Tarawa, but he went to war in the Pacific. Cause any man who’s ever been at war will tell you, you can feel everything that happens on the earth where you are. It’s one of the shittiest feelings you can imagine, the way it cakes around the soles of your boots as you first haul ass on up that beach toward those muddy coconut groves, ignoring your stinking sweat as you keep falling and dying at that very moment twenty-five miles away in Tugali, a thousand miles away in New Guinea. For the next three years me, the Brits, the Aussies, the Dutch, and the Filipinos were at war in the Pacific against the Japanese – and only the Japanese –


We weren’t getting into Tokyo


– as inch by inch, island by island, we were pushing them back. And they told me I was on the winning side, long before the A-bomb was dropped. But believe me, I understand about that bomb. Cause even with every Medal of Honor they gave me, every victory broadcast, every assembly called to hear the latest greetings from my supreme commander, I wasn’t gonna win a war from the sea or in the air, I had to win it on land –


We weren’t getting into Tokyo


– the enemy’s land.


I don’t expect my unborn children to forgive me. But they have to understand how beautiful it was. The end of the world is blue. And it wasn’t about saving my life; I was willing to give that up for them – not my country, them. Without them I knew there would be no America. But when the sun rises at the end of the world, the sky and the sea are so blue they only deepen to swallow those streaks of red-gold. Yeah, I know I’ll be judged a coward. But I couldn’t march into Tokyo. I feared for my immortal soul.


They had taken Guadalcanal. I was taking it back. I was trained to kill. They were trained to kill. And I fought them like a man. They came at me wading across the Ilu River with rifles. I cut them down with my own. And they kept coming. I cut them down with machine guns. And they kept coming. I finally stopped them with antitank canisters from guns meant to rip open steel. Their bodies covered the sandy banks of the Ilu; the treads of my advancing tanks gummed up with their flesh as I felt their heads popping under me like scattered coconuts. They lost Guadalcanal – fair and square – but for six months they still kept coming. I blew them back up into the jungles; I drowned them in Ironbottom Sound. What kind of people were these?


They ate their own dead in New Guinea. And I stepped over clumps of jungle ants finishing what they left. Shit ran down my legs from dysentery and I shook until my teeth ached at night. But even with the damp rotting the clothes from my body and peeling the skin off the soles of my feet, I pushed them north to Buna, where they burrowed, like moles, into the ground. They became one with the very earth they fought to hold. In Buna. In Bougainville. In Tarawa. In Guam. Closer and closer to Tokyo. I couldn’t uproot them from the sea: three thousand rounds of artillery. I couldn’t uproot them from the air: six thousand tons of high explosives. I blasted those fucking islands into the middle of nowhere, and the earth still crawled with them under my feet. They dug and hid beneath sand. They dug and hid beneath coral. And at Iwo Jima they dug beneath hot volcanic ash. No victory without land. And the land I walked on was killing me. I slung aside my guns and picked up gasoline. I poured it into those holes and roasted them alive. I stood east of the stench from their burning flesh drifting up into the westward trades.


And it was west to Tokyo. But Lord, there was still the Philippines. Corregidor. The Rock. I was getting tired of these bastards. They wanted this lousy, stinking land: I’d bury them in it. I sealed them up alive in the ground. They blew the tunnels open. I sealed them up. They blew them open. And finally they blew themselves apart. Scalps, arms, and legs raining down with bits of gravel from thirty feet in the air. Leyte. Mindoro. Luzon. Seasick from the monsoons. Knifed by cogon grass. I started jumping at the sound of my own heart, trudging through the dark ruins of Manila. I kept jumping at the sound of my own heart, even in my dreams. Like the bombs overhead, pounding, pounding, pounding. I left one out of seven Filipinos sprawled in the streets of Manila, liberated from the Japanese.


I’m a soldier. I follow orders. But I beat them and they don’t lie down. I win and they don’t lie down. They rise shrieking and laughing from the graves of Guam. Pitchforks against machine guns. Empty bottles against grenades. Baseball bats against Sherman tanks. God, I am so sick of killing the living dead. What kind of people are these? The people waiting down there in Tokyo.


The city lies below my B-29. I’m a soldier. I follow orders. I spray napalm from the air to send rivers of fire running through the streets. I burn ammunition factories. I burn shipyards. I burn schools. I burn hospitals. I burn homes. And they still keep coming.


One last island before Japan. But in Okinawa I couldn’t stop the shakes. I chewed up the palm of my hand and spat out the blood to keep from dozing at night. I could stop myself from sleeping, so there would be no dreams. But I had to breathe. And it was in the air, flowing from its source just three hundred miles away. The divine wind. Kamikaze.


The wind fluttering the edge of her flowered kimono, unraveling the baby’s swaddling band as they hurled down the jagged cliffs of Saipan. And only twenty-four years on that island. I packed dirt up my nose and panted through my mouth. But I could still hear it. The divine wind. Kamikaze. I jammed empty shell casings into my ear canals.


Saipan. A family picnic. All bathed. New clothes. A hundred hands pressing a hundred grenades to a hundred navels; the explosion of a hundred entrails. And only twenty-four years on that island.


One thousand and five hundred years in Japan.


I could still feel it on my skin. The divine wind. Kamikaze. I took my trembling hands and plastered my body with mud. It wasn’t enough. I rolled in the mud, howling up into the hills of Okinawa. Begging for any god to take it all away. I couldn’t set foot in Japan.


The very young, the deformed, and the old were waiting for me in Tokyo. And you gotta understand how blue it was. How beautiful, soul-wrenching blue. And you gotta understand we were winning the war. There’d be no judgment passed on me for what was to happen in Tokyo. I wasn’t a coward. I could go in and do my duty. It became just too unbearable to know I’d be doomed to come out alive. Take. This. Cross. From. Me. And yes, I offered any god who would answer even the rights to my unborn children. And the only god to answer claimed them.


Pika-don. The earth melted open and gave birth. My salvation rose like the head of a newborn. Tears streaked down my face. Its own face gleamed brighter and its breath burned hotter than the sun. It set the sky on fire as its typhoon winds swallowed the puny kamikaze. I was saved. Hiroshima in exchange for my soul. Count the bodies. I’d left more dead in the streets of Manila. On the hillsides of Okinawa. Pika-don. Just count the bodies. But then Nagasaki – where it turned to claim our children. The unborn children.


My seed rained on that city from black clouds, withering the camellias, curling the leaves of oaks, scalding the feathers of songbirds. My seed flowed with the inland tides, sweeping heaps of trout and salmon into piles among the rotting sea turtles. So gentle those tides, as the seed seeped out into the North Pacific, moving slowly, spreading east, nurtured within warm currents across the curve of the earth. It was a long journey. Across a new age. Most of us had shipped back home and I was pocketing my discharge when I saw a few of those seeds finally hitting the rocky coast of San Francisco. A heavy fog was misting around my face as the churning surf sprayed them up into the air. A cool breeze was blowing over my shoulders – steady and heading due east. I felt their hard shells sting my cheeks as they blew on past. It was too late to mourn. Too late to wish there might have been a different prayer. Right here on this soil, we’d be forced to watch them grow. To watch them lead. My prayers had saved me, but the one god to answer went on to spawn for this country the sons – and more sadly, the daughters – who could have marched into Tokyo.
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