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			For Mom

		

	
		
			A Note About This Book

			A few months after my husband, Oscar Hijuelos, died in 2013, I began thinking about how to handle the bulk of his extraordinary archive (a part of which was already at Columbia University’s Rare Book and Manuscript Library). Finding the appropriate repository for his voluminous papers was one of four main objectives I wished to accomplish for the future custody of his work—a multifaceted and complex mission.

			The truth was I could not enter Oscar’s studio, where he kept most of his professional belongings and manuscripts, because the grief I felt was so debilitating and relentless it prevented me from facing his expansive energy: Oscar might have been taken physically from this earth, but the unseen magnetic element of his soul was as powerful as ever.

			I decided that Oscar’s archives would remain in his studio for only the professionals to peruse and arrange. I would wait until I was able to read his papers without falling apart.

			Eventually, to my delight, his archives did find the perfect home at the Library of Congress.

			When I was informed there were some 2,000 pages of a novel in several boxes among the many, I was relieved and curious. The novel had two titles: So Imagined Mercado and Blue Antiquity. I knew that Oscar had decided on the latter as the final choice because we had discussed, quite often over the years, which of the two was more compelling. I preferred Blue Antiquity, and, in the end, so did he.

			Oscar had shown me pages of this searing fiction periodically. It was a work that he kept writing while crafting his other books. In fact, he had begun the opus in the late 1980s, as sketches and detailed notes, when he became a fellow at the American Academy in Rome after winning the Rome Prize for his first novel, Our House in the Last World. What I had not realized was the size of the manuscript, the scope, and the fullness of his thinking about it. I simply hadn’t known that it was so substantive.

			One day, quite a few years after his passing, Oscar’s agent and mine, Jennifer Lyons, wrote to tell me that she had found a section—the very first one hundred pages or so—of Blue Antiquity that he had polished, perfected, and had sent to her to read before showing them to his editor, Gretchen Young. He had released these pages by email to Jennifer just a few weeks prior to his death. Gretchen, at the time, was working at Grand Central Publishing/Hachette Book Group as senior editor and VP.

			When Gretchen heard from my agent that I was writing about my life with Oscar, she asked to see some of my pages. Jennifer also asked her to look at Oscar’s work in progress from Blue Antiquity. She graciously accepted to do so and started to read both of our offerings immediately.

			Gretchen realized, soon thereafter, that Blue Antiquity referred to the culmination of Oscar’s artistic vision and was also an allusion to ancient history and the beginnings of civilization. This capstone novel—in effect a summation of what my husband believed about life, love, death, and eternity—centers on a scholar who is facing his mortality. He senses that his health is seriously failing, while keeping this knowledge to himself.

			More specifically, Blue Antiquity suggests the fullness of Oscar’s philosophical and spiritual development as articulated by the protagonist, Victor Mercado, an historian and classicist whose dissertation, The Pagan Roots of Christianity, awards him an appointment in the Department of History and Classics at a small liberal arts school by the name of Angerona College. Mercado has a reputation for specializing in the life of Christ. In short, he is an academic who has achieved a certain level of success. His ethnic identity, like Oscar’s, is that of the son of Cuban immigrants. His passion—and the source of his intellectual verve—is working on archaeological digs. In the following excerpt from Blue Antiquity, Oscar could have been talking about himself instead of his fictional counterpart:

			In his twenty-five years of European excavations, he had seen mostly everything of antiquity. He knew what it was like to sleep in fields under the stars, on the decks of overnight ferries, on the hard seats of tobacco fume filled train cars; on sea walls, on docks, on the rooftops of one- dollar-a-night Turkish pensions, and in the waiting rooms of dead-end train stations in the middle of nowhere. He knew the crisp air of the Roman forum at seven in the morning, the monuments and temples of that great graveyard of stone, riddled with ghosts. He had battled the mud, the thickets, the hard unyielding ground, the burning stones, the rising templates of heat, the stinging black flies of Turkey, the monotony of repetitious tasks, the inquiries of pushy German tourists peering over the barricades into the trenches dug around the temple of the Vestal Virgins in the Forum, the backaches, pulled tendons and sore feet that come with those exertions. Since his younger days, he was good at yielding a pick and shovel and at judging the weight, in stones and rocks, that he could tolerate while pushing a wheel barrel up a trench plank. He could determine just how high a mound of excavation debris should rise, and of where and how thickly to spread his porcelana, the greenish volcanic “Kilroy-was-here” sediment that archeologists laid down as a demarcation fill at excavation’s end. He knew the workings of surveyors’ instruments to ascertain an elevation, and, as well, how to take core samples of the soil, and to date their levels, as might a geoarchaeologist.

			The cultural upbringing, hobbies, avocations, passions, and beliefs of Mercado and Oscar are virtually the same. As I ruminated on the pages before me in my living room, I realized that Oscar was Mercado to a very large degree. I also discerned that if Oscar were alive to finish this work, it would be among his crowning achievements.

			After reading both my proposal and Oscar’s pages, Gretchen got in touch with Jennifer and said she would like to publish my memoir. She also informed Jennifer that she had a position at another house, Post Hill Press, and that she was going to start an imprint there by the name of Regalo (which means “gift” in Spanish and Italian). She had some thoughts about my pages that she wished to share, and she asked to talk to me about her ideas.

			The book you have in your hands is the result of that conversation: My husband’s words are woven together with mine. I have chosen excerpts from Blue Antiquity to harmonize with and expand upon select recollections of our relationship. It has been more than a writing exercise for me. It has been an unexpected pilgrimage to the heart of our union. In the years since Oscar’s passing, I have been excavating our marriage and pondering it. The writing of this book has been a soulful examination, a symbolic unearthing of certain memories and stories that Mercado might understand as a labor necessary to capture the fullness of a history, the ephemera and evidence of, in this case, a love story.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			“Write the vision…”

			—Habakkuk 2:2, KJV

			Turn away no more:

			Why wilt thou turn away

			The starry floor

			The watry shore

			Is giv’n thee till the break of day.

			—William Blake

		

	
		
			Prelude

			Once, while my husband and I were spending several months in Italy doing research at the American Academy in Rome, I found an intriguing book about marriage that someone had left behind in a communal sitting room. It was written by an American clergyman and, basically, held his testimony about how he had come to understand which of the many engaged couples whom he had counseled over the years would have an enduring marriage and which couples wouldn’t. He admitted that when he first began officiating weddings, he was wrong most of the time about his predictions.

			His final and correct realization, based on thoughtful observation over many years, was that an enduring union had not so much to do with the sharing of values (however helpful), hobbies, or temperaments. Instead, he came to understand that long-lasting wedlock was about two individuals having the same vision of their life together and an iron-clad commitment to that vision, one that would never be dulled by disappointment, perceived betrayal, hardship, or misfortune. The imperative was keeping that vision.

			Oscar and I came warily to marriage for different reasons. He had suffered a very short-lived, dismal marital experience in his twenties that came to a nasty end. Then there was his nagging belief that he would die in his early forties, owing to the unanimous prediction of the physicians who had treated him when he nearly died of childhood nephritis. As for me? Well, I had come of age at a time when feminism had done its best to knock down traditional ideas about womanhood, fulfillment, and the notion that female happiness was connected to being a wife and mother.

			Neither of us was against getting married, per se, but initially both of us held the belief that it wasn’t terribly important. That we could have a wonderful and meaningful life together without the formal act of putting our lives on the page. And for eight years that is precisely how we managed our relationship. But that was the issue. I eventually understood, as did he, that a truly life-enhancing and profound union might need something more than management. For us, at that stage in our lives, it needed to be sanctioned and—in our case because of our belief in God—sanctified. It needed the imprimatur that comes from law. The idea of a legal seal associated with couplehood—even if dismissed by the most sophisticated and intellectual among us—is, after all, a fundament of civilization and society all the way back to the Old Testament. So, why not make it official?

			Getting married changed the way we saw our life together and it changed us too. It made our “vision” of being a couple something to cherish and not underestimate. Marriage transformed our life; it gilded our bond.

		

	
		
			A Library in a Church

			I am working in a sacred place. I am sitting at a desk in the library of an old, beloved cathedral as I write these words and begin the story of my marriage to the love of my life, Oscar Hijuelos. It is my first week writing here, and I take in the details with profound appreciation.

			The colors on the walls, floor, and furniture surrounding me are earthy and calming. Crimson, moss, and sienna. Lining the walls are sturdy, black-painted bookshelves bearing placards with simple appellations such as Fiction, Inspirational & Devotional, Parenting & Personal Growth, Children’s Literature, Bible Stories, and Martin Luther & The Reformation. It is an uncommonly well-stocked repository for a small-town ecclesiastical reading room and surprisingly au courant in its holdings of excellent fiction and nonfiction.

			It is a very special gift to write in this benevolent, brick and stone church, by the name of First Lutheran—or First Church, as it is affectionately called by the congregation—which sits upon a grassy hilltop overlooking the small city of Jamestown, New York, my birthplace. My mother is a member of First Lutheran, and I am spending time with her for a while. But I need a quiet space in which to write, away from the bustle of her house. To help me out, the pastor, Mark Swanson, the librarian, Wendy Larson, and the church council have graciously given me this library room in which to work.

			Down the hall from my office is a blue stained glass–windowed chapel—a modern and tranquil space somewhat at odds with the original nineteenth-century architecture of the main part of the church—where I can go to pray and meditate. I hear Brian Bogey, esteemed Jamestown citizen and masterful musician, playing the organ in the nave above. His virtuoso playing thrills me. It settles me too. I detect uncommon ability and devotion in the way his fingers work the keyboard. And even when I can’t see him, I know he’s smiling in the way he always smiles during the 11:00 AM service each Sunday. There is a comforting sense of peace and safety in these rooms and passages of lemon-scented cleanliness. The sexton, Mike Key, has an office across from mine, and he labors constantly to keep the building immaculate. He moves silently, I notice, and is consistently attentive to me. Every time I enter the church, I feel his respect.

			To say that I feel honored to be in this edifice to think about my late husband, examine our life together, and configure a narrative that conveys the sense of spirit and mystery of our life together is an understatement. The act of writing a memoir in this building has the sacramental about it.

			But there is a problem: I don’t know how to explain the essence of our writing marriage. It seems an impossibility. Even though I feel the necessity to do so—to elaborate on its form and content—this is an exigency I don’t understand. I am following an inner voice. I am an acolyte to this mandate: to know that our marriage happened, to recall and memorialize it. Yet this is not enough.

			I will try to give our history a niche in time. I will try to make our story sing. It seems that the definition of my life depends on it.

		

	
		
			A Brief Interlude

			Before my story begins, I need to set the stage by revealing a few details about our origins.

			In the 1980s, at the time of Oscar’s arrival on the American cultural platform, it was virtually unheard of for a child of poor Latino immigrants to make his mark on the US literary turf of Philip Roth, Saul Bellow, William Styron, John Updike, and John Cheever, among others. He was the first Latino to win a Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. This is often said of Oscar, as a kind of advertisement or commercial byline. But it really means something quite monumental. I believe my husband’s unlikely path leading to literary achievement, as related in his memoir Thoughts Without Cigarettes, is necessary to note in order to fully appreciate the constitution of our writing marriage. Why?

			Oscar broke boundaries by way of extraordinary drive, spirit, and individual reliance. And he achieved being a “first” in American literary history despite the flow of aggressive negativity in the staid enclave that determined what was remarkable in American letters.*

			Strength of enormous will and an appreciation of his Spanish constitution via Cuban pizazz. This is what Oscar was made of and used to push forward, out of an environment of going nowhere. With almost no encouragement or prompting from his immediate circle, including his family, he made the leap to a life of opportunity. His aspirational character and imagination propelled him. Once he started City College in New York City, he found mentors—such as novelists Donald Barthelme and Frederic Tuten—who became not only his professors, but true friends and colleagues, just as the figure of Dr. Aloysius Hunt is for Mercado in Blue Antiquity. Here is an accounting of Oscar’s quest for betterment through education, fictional in presentation but totally nonfictional in truth, from the novel:

			So naturally, he wanted out, and what better way was there than to read books, and to get himself all educated, though it was never easy. His high school had been rough, its classrooms and hallways so congested and noisy as to make it hard for anyone to think, let alone feel special and “upwardly bound.” Putting the gangs, the drugs, the stairwell rapes, the stabbings and the daily hassles of just being there aside, Mercado could never study much at home, his mind vexed by the inertia he felt around him. To put it bluntly, no matter how bright he sometimes felt himself to be, some dragging down of his confidence still wrapped itself around his every aspiration.

			Nevertheless, he made it through high school and onwards to college, first in the Bronx at a two-year school, then to City College as a history major, and in his later incarnation, while a substitute teacher in the New York City public school system, taking courses towards a master’s degree at night. It was there, in Harlem, in a classroom in an old stone building, after the template of Yale, whose foundations had gone up over a nun’s graveyard, that Mercado, then in his late twenties and attending a course in ancient history, first met Doctor Aloysius Hunt.

			And I? Well, as the daughter of second-generation Americans—living comfortably in a lovely house in a beautiful neighborhood with all kinds of advantages that often accompany American middle-class life—I had an understanding, by virtue of my Lutheran formation and my interpretation of biblical verse to understand how much my soul would complement his, even though it might not have been obvious to those around us. We were meant to be.

			

			
				
					* To this day, there is a critical current that works against the strain of the American voice coming from Spanish/Hispanic culture. This bias is hundreds of years old and crosses continents. It is related to a rooted academic, political, and cultural/philosophical standing that claims superiority, which is too lengthy to address here, but is real. And it is associated with the invention of the printing press at a time when Protestant dominion was gradually gaining steam on the global stage after centuries of Spanish Catholic rule. This Protestant gain was finally established in the late sixteenth century with the defeat of the Spanish Armada by England.

				
			

		

	
		
			Spanish

			Without question, other than our mutual love of literature, Spanish was fundamental to our relationship and mar­riage. It was Spanish—that sensual, mellifluous language—that explained a lot about our unity through thick and thin. So important was the fact that I was bilingual and intimately knew the Iberian-Hispanic cultures to which the language belonged, as well as my formal collegiate education conducted in the language, that I doubt Oscar would have made the switch from partner to spouse otherwise.

			As for me, well…I might have considered dating someone who didn’t speak Spanish, but I would never have married a man who did not speak it. And Oscar, I know, would not have tied the knot with a woman who did not have a clue, as he expressed to me, about cubanía. He needed to marry someone who could fully understand his Cuban background and relate her thoughts in castellano. Period. This is how important agency in Spanish was to both of us. This romance language had multiple layers of symbolic meaning that English did not hold for either of us. For Oscar it involved pride of origin and familial dignity; for me it involved intellectual growth.

			I suppose there was an element of secrecy about our bond in castellano too, something that cemented our mutual attraction. This feature of our relationship was mostly unknown to the world and especially to the New York literary scene. The latter operated on an English-only stage at the time. Few seemed to understand that our foundation was in the Latino element of our society, and this was reflected in our private life, our friendships, our cuisine at home, and our appreciation of Spanish art and literature and the motherland herself, Spain.

			How this came to be is rather complex and unusual, I suppose, given that when I began to study Spanish, as a child of ten in my remote little town, the language was not considered a popular or necessary subject of instruction in public schools. New York State, in the years in which I was a youngster, was unique in our country. There was a massive influx of Puerto Ricans—Americans by birth—in the 1950s and ’60s to New York City. Educators viewed this migration as an opportunity to add the language and Puerto Rican cultural awareness to formal curriculum. It was thought of as a fun and interesting opportunity to learn about Hispanic culture in communities like Jamestown. (Any serious ESL interest was relegated to Manhattan public schools.)

			I was one of a small group of children chosen by my fourth-grade teacher to take Spanish lessons a few times a week in the library of Milton J. Fletcher Elementary School. I loved it. I remember practicing a few words out loud on my short walk home after class ended each day. Smiling all the way. I was chosen to be one of these lucky few because it was determined that I had a good ear and was a very engaged pupil. I was an early reader; I won lots of prizes for reading the most chapbooks each month. And I was enamored with music. I liked piano, violin, and anything that emitted beautiful notes. I also loved to sing.

			In junior high school, I realized—no, I understood—that the Spanish language would be a major part of my life. (This was owing to a psychic awareness that I explain more fully elsewhere in these pages.) I did not understand just how Spanish would affect my life, but I knew that it would be essential to my future, along with music.

			In college, I excelled in my studies. With the support and encouragement of my professors, who reinforced my certainty that I would claim a very particular future that involved speaking Spanish, I decided to enter a doctoral program in Iberian-Hispanic Literature at Indiana University. I chose Indiana over other great schools because—at the time—the department was one of the best and largest in the country. It boasted a superb faculty with some of the finest scholars of Spanish and Latin American literature in the world. It was big, really vibrant, with many tenured faculty. This was important to me.

			I left the department, however, after I received my MA because I knew that my path was meant to be different from the ordinary approach to scholarship. I realized that I was being directed. (That feeling of “understanding” was insistent and not to be ignored.) Off to New York City I went, without knowing a soul there, with excitement to begin a career in editing, writing about, and translating Latin American literature. (An almost unheard-of professional direction; hence my need to create it.) And, indeed, my career took off in the world of Spanish and Latin American literature just as I had predicted. Quickly.

			Oscar’s dance with Spanish was completely different from my own, of course. There was no formal education. Born into a Spanish-speaking household, he spoke as a native before he fell grievously ill with nephritis at the age of four. This was the wound that would affect Oscar’s understanding of his life forever. A linguistic sword came down on Oscar’s psyche; his yearlong hospitalization in an English-only environment isolated him from his family and, thus, his natural confidence in Spanish. It would divide his life into before and after. English would take center stage at this point in his development and would change the way Oscar thought about communication forever.

			Oscar was often quoted by journalists and others in the public arena as saying that he “lost” his Spanish after nearly dying from nephritis. But I would like to lend some perspective to his thinking about what he lost. My understanding of Oscar’s “loss” was different from his own on the matter.

			There is no denying—none, on my part—that if I had not been completely fluent in Spanish, I would not have had as much influence on Oscar as I had, both in our romantic relationship as well as in Oscar’s professional life. The fact that he could depend on me for everything—from the correct pronunciation of a Spanish word that was unfamiliar to him to choosing the perfect vacation spot for total relaxation in Mallorca to inviting my opinion of a novel by, let’s say, Mexican Juan Rulfo or Chilean novelist Pepe Donoso, to feeling comfortable in a social setting where Spanish was the only language spoken—cannot be refuted. I was his solid in these regards. He could confidently rely on me, and he did.

			But there is something more to all of this. The truth is that Oscar never lost his ability to speak Spanish; he lost his confidence in being and living in it.

			When Oscar and I first started dating, my entire social scene revolved around friends who were native Spanish speakers (also fluent in English), and this situation both attracted and scared him. He loved that I was so immersed in and familiar with the culture, but he also found it somewhat daunting. He knew that Spanish would be expected of him, especially with his newfound status of famous Latino writer. Oscar, truth be told, would hardly ever resort to a word in his native tongue at those gatherings, preferring to carry on in English. Believe me, he could have held his own…if only he had understood his capability. But there was always a psychological impediment: the trauma of the childhood hospitalization and the fear of speaking Spanish because of it. He simply did not have the confidence to assert himself in his family’s native tongue. Public life, for him, required English.

			There is a brief allusion to this personal and vexing linguistic duality in Blue Antiquity when the protagonist, Mercado, is trying to communicate in Italian with a stranger he has just met in a little Roman restaurant. Oscar certainly, in my view, inhabits Mercado’s thinking in the following:

			“Please,” he remembered the portly man saying, “just in English, huh? I prefer it to the way you speak Italian.”

			A little stung, for Mercado got quite well along in Rome with the language, he nevertheless withdrew behind a veil of good-natured modesty, the same way he did growing up when he’d encounter so many of the Cubans and Puerto Ricans of his family’s acquaintances, some of whom—but not all—were somewhat judgmental of his New York–bred Spanish; that is to say, the Spanish of a wayward kid trying to get along in the outside world, whose preference for years had been to speak English, but one of a street borne hybrid, speckled like a dirty mirror with “ain’t”s, “you know,” and “hey, man”s, not to mention all the curse words that flew like crows through his head and had to be cleared out of there, educationally speaking, with a later-in-life industrial strength vacuum cleaner, that, indeed, gave him an aloof air. And so, he supposed, there were Italians every bit as snobby as some Latinos, or Hispanics as they were called in those days, were about their Spanish. Or as Mercado sometimes (still) thought, there would always be someone around to draw the line between Mercado and his Latino-ness.



OEBPS/image/1.jpg
A WRITING
MARRIAGE

LORI CARLSON-HIJUELOS

with excerpts from
Blue Antiquity
by Oscar Hijuelos





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
.

A
o, ananamdet™

With Excerpts from BLUE ANTIQUITY

A WRITING
MARRIAGE

LORI CARLSON-HIJUELOS

with OSCAR HIJUELOS





OEBPS/image/RegaloPress_vertical_black.jpg





