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To all those coming up after: stay in the struggle.






Introduction by Walton Muyumba


1

John Edgar Wideman has been my most important teacher, though I didn’t attend any of the universities where he taught. Already well into my undergraduate studies when I first read the stories in Wideman’s Damballah, it still stands as the moment my education really began. As the child of Congolese immigrants and simultaneously an inheritor of the Western Hemispheric Black experience, especially in the United States, I was entangled in multiple lines of descent and responsibility. Like so many other young Black Americans coming of age in the late 1980s and early 1990s, I was trying to create an identity on my own terms. But I also felt a need to extend the political advancements previous generations accomplished in the liberation movements throughout the African diaspora.

None of this was easy to narrate to myself or others. Because my literary education began very traditionally—Chaucer, Shakespeare, Keats, Austen, Dickens, and Woolf—I didn’t have models for creating stories about my liminality. Luckily, other parts of my formal (and informal, often subterranean) training included listening to, reading, and watching canonical artists of the African diaspora: Achebe and A Tribe Called Quest; Gwendolyn Brooks and James Baldwin; Morrison and Makeba; Bird and Dizzy; Richard Wright and Frantz Fanon; Spike Lee and Public Enemy; Miles and Coltrane; Kincaid and Walcott; Ellington and Monk; Wole Soyinka and August Wilson. They offered me an abundance of beauty, feeling, and intelligence. But it wasn’t until I read Damballah—electric with Wideman’s modernist experimentation and his orchestra of voices—that I began, as Ralph Ellison puts it in Invisible Man, “creating the uncreated features” of my own face.1

During a period of rudderless wandering, intellectual adjustment, and growing psychological awareness, Wideman’s first story collection guided me as no other artwork could at the time. Even three decades on, the collection’s title story, “Damballah,” continues to shape my understanding of how the strongest Afro-diasporic traditions are maintained and renewed. In that piece, Wideman flips the American slave story on its head: rather than describing his characters bound by their subjugation, Wideman draws our attention to Orion, a fish-gathering griot, whose daily ritual summons Damballah Wedo. The primordial father in the Vodou pantheon, Damballah signals both the ancient past and assures the future.

Parsing “Damballah” for the first time, I noticed, just as the young, unnamed slave boy–protagonist does, that Orion embodies his freedom defiantly. Proudly African, Orion designates the crossroads with the Kongo sign, calls for Damballah’s guidance, and creates an African/American tradition. When the boy catches the spirit and learns to make the sign and speak the word, he’s also learning that prayerful, linguistic action powers self-invention. When the plantation’s master and overseer find out that Orion has maintained his West African religious practices, the penalty is deadly: they sever Orion’s head from his body. At the story’s end, the boy retrieves Orion’s head, carrying it to the ceremonial site. Listening to Orion’s stories once again, he blesses the head and sets it adrift to the waiting fish. In that act, the boy takes up the ritual as if born to it, as if born from Orion’s head—the narrative tradition passing cyclically, mouth to mouth, like life-giving resuscitation.

Damballah, Hiding Place, and Sent for You Yesterday form The Homewood Trilogy. The overarching story those works describe begins with Sybela Owens, a slave who ran to freedom with Charlie Bell, the slave master’s son. They established Homewood, one of Pittsburgh’s historically and predominantly African American neighborhoods, during the 1850s. These two characters sit atop the “Begat Chart” in Damballah; Wideman molded these characters from family lore about his own ancestors. Though Wideman uses some Homewood street names in his first novel, A Glance Away, the district goes unnamed as such. Damballah offers readers the first entrée to Homewood specifically.

The stories from Damballah in this volume lead readers into the lives of the French and Lawson families. The character John “Doot” Lawson is a writer-translator, if you will; he’s collected anecdotes from his family and transposed them into literary fiction. Lawson lives with his own family far away from Pittsburgh, hoping that distance might create opportunities for establishing his writing life free from family disarray and trauma. However, over the course of the trilogy, Lawson discovers that writing about the lives of his maternal grandparents and extended family members, turning their experiences into fiction, allows him the possibility of discovery through characterization and reveals that the roots of his own aesthetic lie in the fertile modes of oral storytelling his family members have crafted. In Damballah, Lawson’s stories help him locate and traverse various routes leading him back to Homewood.

Readers who imagine Lawson as a surrogate for Wideman or Wideman’s stories as autofictions are on the mark. Late in these pages, for example, when readers take up “Maps and Ledgers” (a story that sits at the core of American Histories), we’ll overhear a brother and sister working back through their family history in a phone conversation. The narrator, the older brother, mentions to his sister that in a previous call they had gotten “deep into the begats, both trying to recall Daddy’s grandmother’s name and neither could and Owens popped into my mind and I said Owens to you and you said Sybil Owens—wasn’t she the slave from down south who came up here to found Homewood and you were right of course and I laughed because I was the one who wrote down the Sybela Owens story and you knew the story from my books or from family conversations.”2

Notice, however, that the mark is often moving in Wideman’s stories. He desires both close connections between his life and his works, and the ambiguities that literary writing can create, holes that allow readers to enter fictional worlds, spaces inside the stories where readers reimagine themselves. Wideman suggests as much in the microstory “You Are My Sunshine” (which appears in Briefs). Replying to his French translator’s query about an inconsistency between the begat chart frontispiece in Hiding Place and the narrative for a character named Shirley, Wideman writes:


Shirley’s not either, she’s both, I want to respond—not only my sister, not only a character—the world of the novel depends on fact and fiction and I’m just a mediator with no answers or changing answers, always more questions than answers, as curious as you are, Jean-Pierre, a translator like you, who at best attempts to mediate irreconcilable differences.3



From story to story in this volume, book to book in his oeuvre, readers ought not search for linear trajectories. Instead, they should notice that Wideman’s stories overlap and encompass each other concentrically.4

Wideman invites readers to sit alongside him, amid these stories, in liminality, in Great Time, mediating and translating in multiple directions simultaneously. Borrowed from John Mbiti’s African Religions and Philosophy (1969), Wideman describes “Great Time” as a kind of nonlinear, “ancestral” time. Imagine it as a body of water that one paddles or swims or wades into. “There is no beginning, no end,” to ancestral time, Wideman writes.5 I think that Wideman offers another description of this concept in “Williamsburg Bridge,” in which the narrator recalls hearing Sonny Rollins “practicing changes on the Williamsburg Bridge.”6

Contemplating a suicidal leap into the East River, the narrator realizes that the bridge spans an array of possibilities from the churning river flowing below to Rollins’s death-defying improvisatory flights. The saxophonist’s improvisational play expressed “color deeper than midnight blue… Color of disappointment, of ancient injuries and bruises and staying alive and dying and being born again all at once.”7 One does not pass through Great Time unidirectionally. Instead, the artist, the listener, the reader, the imaginer, learns to float in time.

Learning to enter and float in Great Time may be the very lesson the boy interprets from studying Orion so closely. One imagines that the boy learns to enter Great Time through ritual, playing within and with ritual forms, obscuring his practice from scrutiny, while mediating between old and new worlds, and meditating upon narrative meaning. Possibly, I’m speaking about myself: when I entered Damballah that first time, I became the watching-listening boy to Wideman’s Orion. He taught me to listen to the head and to improvise on it. Reading Wideman’s fiction has meant entering into creative exchange with his stories. His work has pushed me to innovate new ways of gathering and embodying my histories and traditions—globally Black, Congolese, American—into ritual practices of cleansing, healing, reconnection, and self-invention.

These selected stories also illustrate that even if selfhood could ever be achieved firmly and finally, such a realization could not assuage or deny human pain. And so, these pages present a writer concerned with physical and existential liberation, emotional and psychological health, expressions of love and satiation of sexual desire, literary aesthetics, and linguistic freedom, and the machinations of the head, the heart, and memory. Wideman is, as great fiction writers often are, a serious, intense noticer of the minuscule, intimate details of human experience. And his characters and voices reflect that careful attention: they represent humans struggling with family legacies, endemic racism and injustice, and looping cycles of community violence and economic limitation. They also laugh, sing, dance, tell stories, philosophize, mourn their dead, celebrate their living, and create beauty. Wideman doesn’t write to essentialize Blackness; his stories represent Black experience as the very seat of the practices of possibility and freedom. And in order to maintain those practices, Damballah’s guidance is needed in perpetuity.

2

Wideman was born on June 14 1941, in Washington, DC, to Edgar Wideman and Bette French. Soon after the author’s birth, the young family moved from DC to western Pennsylvania. He did his primary and secondary education in Pittsburgh, excelling as both a student and an athlete while matriculating at Pittsburgh’s Peabody High School. He earned a Benjamin Franklin Scholarship to attend the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. There, he became a member of the Phi Beta Kappa Society and earned varsity letters in track and basketball. Following his senior year basketball season, Wideman was named an All–Ivy League forward. That same year, upon his graduation from Penn, Wideman was awarded a Rhodes Scholarship to attend New College at Oxford University. In 1966, Wideman completed a thesis in eighteenth-century British literature and earned a PhB from Oxford. He then accepted a Kent Fellowship to attend the Iowa Writers’ Workshop at the University of lowa. He completed his first novel, A Glance Away, while in Iowa City and published it in 1967. Since then, Wideman has published nine other novels, five works of creative nonfiction/memoir, and six short-story collections.

Over the course of his esteemed career, Wideman has been awarded numerous accolades, including a MacArthur Foundation Fellowship (1993), the Rea Award for Short Story (1998), Lifetime Achievement Awards from the Anisfield-Wolf Book Awards/Cleveland Foundation (2011) and the Lannan Foundation (2018), the Prix Femina Étranger (2017), the PEN/Malamud Award for Excellence in the Short Story (2019) and the PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction (twice in 1984 and 1991, the first writer to be so honored). Fatheralong was a nonfiction finalist for the National Book Award (1994). Brothers and Keepers and Writing to Save A Life were National Book Critics Circle awards finalists in Autobiography (1985) and Nonfiction (2017), respectively. Before his retirement from teaching in 2014, Wideman taught creative writing and literature for five decades at the University of Pennsylvania, the University of Wyoming, the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, and Brown University.

Nearly thirty years have passed since the publication of The Stories of John Edgar Wideman (1992), a 432-page compendium of thirty-five stories. That volume contains all the stories from his first three collections: Damballah, Fever, and All Stories Are True. When that book appeared, Wideman was twenty-five years into an already prodigious career: he had ten other titles to his name and he was only fifty-one years old. In 2021, as Wideman approaches his eightieth birthday, the time seems right for a full career retrospective. You might say that it’s no longer halftime; Wideman’s in the fourth quarter of the game. But Wideman doesn’t want to look backward. His momentum only carries him forward to the next project. He continues producing new work as though the game clock doesn’t matter.

There are always hard choices to make when preparing a volume of selected works. What stays in play, what gets benched. From readers who’ve followed Wideman’s career closely there are bound to be complaints because their favorite stories aren’t here. From readers new to Wideman’s stories, there might be complaints because our editorial choices seem to dictate what constitutes the author’s strongest efforts without offering up the full catalog for comparison. Having had some minor input in these proceedings, I think this collection decisively illustrates Wideman’s angular, innovative storytelling, his linguistic dexterity, his formal range, and his singular position in American literature. And, as an exhibition of Wideman’s prowess, this book has been arranged to whet readers’ appetites for both the original, individual collections and whatever comes out next from this masterful artist.



Though it’s actually a dedication and prefatory note of gratitude, “To Robby” has the flavor and force of a microfiction. In it, Wideman offers his stories to his brother, and to us readers, as the initiation of an epistolary exchange: “…these stories are letters. Long overdue letters from me to you. I wish they could snatch you away from where you are.”8 Since the late 1970s, Wideman has been making fiction from the real-life plight of his youngest brother, Robert Wideman. After Robby was arrested and locked up for his participation in an armed robbery and murder, Wideman began an effort to tailor a prose style that might effectuate the tonalities of his brother’s voice (in fiction and nonfiction). While many readers regard Wideman’s memoir Brothers and Keepers as a masterpiece of creative nonfiction, they have not read his stories about carceral time—“Tommy,” “Solitary,” “All Stories Are True,” “What We Cannot Speak About We Must Pass Over in Silence,” and “Maps and Ledgers”—for what they are: raw, rare gems, cut and buffed to refract a full spectrum of experiential truths.

“All Stories Are True” is really two linked stories, one about silence and narrative aesthetics, and the other about listening and narrative reception. We might even imagine that these stories are linked letters meant to respond to each other. The story’s narrator (who is both Wideman and not Wideman) describes a stay at his mother’s place in Homewood as he prepares to visit his youngest brother in prison. Waking early for his drive to the prison, the narrator stands, coffee in hand, in the front doorway of his mother’s house, observing her as she silently takes in the quiet morning street from her front porch. Thinking through his return to Pittsburgh, the narrator finds himself imagining the layers of his mother’s narrative memory while simultaneously anticipating the visit with his brother.

Mapping and murmuring the names of Homewood streets in mantra, the narrator recognizes something like his literary inheritance in her silence. The realization allows him to enter his mother’s aesthetic, use it as a navigation tool, and find his way into his brother’s cell. Knowing “the names of streets can open like the gates of a great city, everyone who’s ever inhabited the city, walked its streets, suddenly, like a shimmer, like the first notes of a Monk solo, breathing, moving, a world quickens as the gates swing apart.”9 (Later in these pages you’ll find “Weight,” another story about mothers and storytelling; it’s gorgeous and reads like a kind of sibling to “All Stories Are True.”)

Pay special attention to Wideman’s sentence-level artistry at the beginning of “What We Cannot Speak About We Must Pass Over in Silence.” Notice his penchant for building the momentum of thought-experience through contingency: commas, conjunctions, and clauses. Wideman has rhymed and aligned the story’s two opening sentences metrically, announcing a specific pace. However, in the third and fourth lines, the author breaks that structure as though he realized the necessity of a freer physics of sound, one capacious enough to mash up or collage the sensory and the psychological as a unified state of being. The fifth, sixth, and seventh sentences—like a concertina’s bellows—flux space and time to create the layeredness of simultaneity. The narrator’s description tumbles into an “unending instant” of anxious first steps, heat, sorrow, critical noticing, self-awareness, and anticipated returns.

This story is another example of Wideman mediating between imagination and personal life. The fiction both veils and reveals Wideman. For example, when the narrator here compares his emotional spaces to his sun-deprived, cell-like apartment—“In a certain compartment of my heart where compassion’s supposed to lodge, but there’s never enough space in cramped urban dwellings so I store niggling self-pity there too, I try to find room also for all the millions of poor souls who have less than I have, who would howl for joy if they could occupy as their own one corner of my dreary little flat”—it’s possible Wideman is speaking of himself.10

Also notable is the fact that Jake, Wideman’s second-born son, is serving a life sentence in an Arizona prison for killing a fellow camper during a summer camp group trip to the Southwest in 1986. Because the son has demurred collaboration with his father and has requested that the father not speak of him in interviews, in those Wideman stories with characters whose circumstances resemble Jake’s, the author has employed those characters as catalysts for the narrators’ exploration of their own psychological states. And often, those narrators are writers.

There is a long line of death, trauma, violence, and silence about those terrors in Wideman’s family history. The author has acknowledged and grappled with this barbed truth in his tremendous works of creative nonfiction. In his stories, Wideman doesn’t have space or time to wrangle with causes, so he drills down to the effects, elaborating the emotional consequences for characters confronting their demons or repeating subtle violences through silence or passing on traumas generationally as though they are genetic material or inherited debt.

In “Maps and Ledgers,” for example, the narrator remembers a phone call from his panicked mother announcing that his father had been arrested for killing a man. But the father doesn’t “serve time for murder” because the defense attorney “plea-bargained self-defense and victim-colored like my father anyway so they chose to let my father go.”11 But this circumstance initiates a cycle of fathers, sons, and brothers in the narrator’s family who are incarcerated for violent, sometimes murderous crimes. The narrator suggests this kind of transference carries some “precedents from Greek mythology,” born, as it seems, of curse or tragic fatedness. The narrator recognizes his mother’s call as an omen. And like Oedipus upon learning his fate, the narrator tells himself “get away… and none of this happens.”12

“Maps and Ledgers” is a reckoning with “Across the Wide Missouri,” a painful and beautifully wrought early story about paternal silence and emotional withholding. There, John Lawson realizes that he’s acquired his own father’s habit of self-centered distance; he also notices that the gods, if you will, have gifted his young son with impressionable emotional sensibility: “Things don’t touch him. They imprint. You can see it sometimes. And it hurts. He already knows he will suffer for whatever he knows. Maybe that’s why he forgets so much.”13 There is a hint here, in tone, that Lawson registers his son’s sensitivity and forgetfulness as a set of keys that might open an exit from paternal inheritances. It’s difficult, however, to not read the narrator’s final crushing sentences as the author’s eerie, muffled premonition about Jake Wideman’s future.

Wideman too is susceptible to suffering for whatever he knows about African American experience, the American carceral system, and the ironies of human life. His stories suggest that though we, the imprisoned and the so-called free, shall all run out of life time eventually, addressing that truth allows us to access other truths about imagination, dreaming, kinship, love, liberation, and hope. These selected stories are equipment for deciphering the complex entanglements of living. I hear the faintest echo among these narratives, like a ghost note in the collection’s rhythm, a whispered valediction tiding in from the sea of Wideman’s other works: “Hold on, Your Brother.”14 If these stories are letters, then this sign-off is apt here because it’s also a benediction, an exhortation, and an encouragement. Perhaps I hear this resonance because it’s the perfect closing bracket after Wideman’s opening inscription. He’s dedicated You Made Me Love You to “All those coming up after: stay in the struggle.” Individually and collectively, these stories show us how to float inside Great Time, willing from its vastness the very truths that give our lives meaning and fuel us for battles ahead.

3

To me, no one in American letters sounds like Wideman. His unique, forceful musicality stems, in part, from his close study of blues idiom literature and lyricism. His career-long interrogation of African diasporic experience, his returning continually to Homewood, to visiting rooms of carceral institutions in Arizona and western Pennsylvania, his attempting repeatedly to mine his family history, to enter and understand the revolutions of his characters’ psychologies, to evoke the specific intonations of invented voices, is his fingering the jagged grain of myth, memory, and material experience. As with Ralph Ellison’s definition of the blues, Wideman’s stories arise from “an impulse to keep the painful details and episodes of a brutal experience alive in [his] aching consciousness” in order to “transcend it, not by the consolation of philosophy but by squeezing from it a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism.”15

Taking cues from Albert Murray’s Stomping the Blues (1976), Wideman has developed a personal aesthetic from blues idiom practices—the enduring, workable forms and styles in dance, literature, and the oral, visual, and musical arts. In his essays about Murray’s blues theory, Wideman explains that the “dues which must be paid in order to play the blues involve the same self-restraint, discipline, and grounding in idiomatic tradition to which any artist must submit.”16 Those practices have lasted over time because artists creating in the tradition continue improvising new ways of documenting Black life and states of human feeling. Their experiments and innovations—often born from performance modes localized by block, neighborhood, city, or region—critique, revise, extend, and renew the tradition. As Murray argues consistently across his works, improvisation is imperative to Black American life and to the perpetuation of the idiom. Wideman’s art is rooted in Homewood’s idiom thus; it rises from the blues aesthetic tradition and speaks universally.

It’s worth noting that Wideman has learned as much about producing blues idiom fiction from his publishing generation—Toni Morrison, Toni Cade Bambara, Gayl Jones, Ishmael Reed, James Alan McPherson, Leon Forrest—as he has from Ellison or Murray. And I’ve learned as much about improvisation from reading Wideman as I have from listening to Billy Strayhorn and Mary Lou Williams, Art Blakey and Paul Chambers, Earl Hines and Ahmad Jamal, Billy Eckstine and Dakota Staton, all high-order blues idiom musicians hailing from Pittsburgh. Wideman’s experiments with story form bring to mind the sensation of listening to improvisatory musical play. Take, as examples, his way of forging phrases into the run-on sentences of his characters in thought, his juxtaposing differently shaped fragments against or overlapping one another, or his propensity for pasting various swatches of story within the contextual boundaries of a larger primary narrative.

Perhaps no other story captures Wideman’s improvisatory play like “The Silence of Thelonious Monk.” Reading about Arthur Rimbaud’s hellish love affair with Paul Verlaine, the narrator begins mixing the poets’ quarrelsome love story with the story of his own souring affair. Imagining the poets’ infamous standoff at Gare du Midi, the narrator constructs a motion picture of the action while recalling lines from the third section of Verlaine’s “Il pleure dans mon coeur…”: “Il pleure dans mon coeur/ Comme il pleut sur la ville.” Just as Verlaine’s verse tides into narrator’s mind, it’s overtaken by the music cutting across the alleyway and into his room: “Monk’s music just below my threshold of awareness, scoring the movie I was imagining, a soundtrack inseparable from what the actors were feeling, from what I felt watching them pantomime their melodrama.”

Monk enters the narrative musically, then he quickly becomes a character in the fiction. His presence inspires the narrative’s structure, shifting as it does from the narrator’s riffing on distant lovers and potentially deadly breakups, to his direct interactions with the pianist’s silences, to his reminiscing in tempo:


Listening to Monk, I closed the book… Then you arrived. Silently at first. You playing so faintly in the background it would have taken the surprise of someone whispering your name in my ear to alert me to your presence. But your name, once heard, I’d have to confess you’d been there all along.17



In the mix of train whistles, pop guns, French symbolist poetics, and bebop innovations, I hear, just below Monk’s roundabout midnight vamping, Wideman scratching a sample of Leroy Carr’s “How Long, How Long Blues”: “Went to the station, didn’t see no train. / Down in my heart, I have an aching pain.” I also hear the narrator fingering a jagged, crepuscular blues lick about love and silence, about silences in love or on the piano keyboard remaining unrequited but still full of possibility.

From the eloquence of Monk’s “sometimes comic, sometimes manic and threatening” silences to the “wordless choruses” that gospel singers sometimes hum or moan in order to express the ineffable, the unspeakable, Black musicians can shuttle across space and time through these moments of fecund quietude. While Wideman cannot replicate the immediacy of musical silences, he can create intimacy through his play in African American literary language that is “rich with time and silence.”18

But these improvisational possibilities aren’t merely musicological. They’re also physical, athletic. The promise of what might be or could be played with, on, or in the body, funds Wideman’s elegantly framed narrative, “Doc’s Story.” The large frame is a narrative about playground basketball, male communal story exchange, and the hope for overcoming personal insecurities and socially determined racial constructs. Within that outline is a tale about Doc, a professor and playground legend, who continues to hoop in spite of having lost his eyesight. Believing in Doc’s prowess, his ability to feel his way through the game blindly, to shoot and score guided by his other senses, suggests to the narrator that other human realities might be surmounted through faith, feeling, and inventive storytelling.

Had he been able to carry Doc’s story from the playground court’s male community back to his white lover, exchanging it for her narrative, the narrator wonders, could he have saved the love affair? Could he have convinced her to stay with him? Could their story exchange have spurred him to improvise manhood braided from hope, love, and flight? Could they overcome being “opposites attracting”?19

In the space between their opposing positions is where all the uncertain, sometimes scary, possibly silent, often pleasurable play of self-becoming and love happen. And as it pertains to forms of manhood in Wideman’s stories, this is the space where the many complex, contradictory aspects of masculinity get revised and remixed as “new rules, new priorities, that disrupt the known” forms of heterosexual Black manhood in favor of something more open, indeterminate, and emotionally available.20 First published in Esquire in 1986, “Doc’s Story” might be the first example of what the author describes in his excellent basketball book, Hoop Roots, as his labor to fashion prose with “the immediate excitement of process, of invention, of play” at the core of playground basketball.21

Drawing the body, movement, and improvisation together in language and narrative might also be called collage. Throughout his career, Wideman has pointed toward filmmakers, painters, and sculptors in order to highlight visually what he’s producing formally in writing. Among the artists who regularly appear in Wideman’s writing, Romare Bearden is especially important. Bearden’s oeuvre and art theories underwrite Wideman’s literary practice.22 Here, for instance, the story “Collage” is Wideman’s attempt to get “Bearden to save the life of Jean-Michel Basquiat.” Set at some point in the mid-1980s, Wideman imagines the two painters in conversation while they “spray-paint graffiti in a vast graveyard of subway cars.”23 Though Bearden and Basquiat maintained studios one mile apart from each other in lower Manhattan, there’s no record of their ever meeting.

As they exchange ideas about art—Bearden the mentor, Basquiat the up-and-coming understudy—the younger painter notices that Bearden’s artworks remind him of his dead mother’s old habit of telling stories that “flatten perspective. Cram in everything, everyone, from everywhere she’s been.” Basquiat realizes that Bearden and his mother both create democratically, “each detail counts equally, every part matters as much as any grand design.… Meaning depends on point of view.” But Wideman’s invented Basquiat, stops himself from belaboring the point because all he needs to say is “Dance. Mom talking story or Bearden at the turntable mixing cutouts with paint with fabrics with photos with empty spaces invite people to dance.”24 And later, as though answering Basquiat’s thought, Bearden adds that “collage envisions new pasts as well as new futures.”25

Undoubtedly, Wideman’s unveiling himself through metafiction: the painters both produced artworks that could serve as models for the author’s approach to form in fiction. In their discussion of theory, the painters are describing how the story “Collage” has been made and how to read it. And Wideman is shifting from collage to palimpsest by recycling and layering ideas from his other works onto this story.26 Wideman’s reuse is like Monk or Rollins repeating musical licks on different tunes during different recording sessions or like Basquiat’s “SAMO” appearing in spray paint on disparate buildings on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and in oil on many different canvases repeatedly. And it’s improvisational in that Wideman is using the material that’s available to describe new insights or signal new directions. In his essay “The Architectonics of Fiction,” Wideman argues that “a story should somehow contain clues that align it with tradition and critique tradition, establish the new space it requires, demands, appropriates, hint at how it may bring forth other things like itself, where these others have, will, and are coming from.”27

Wideman’s theory of fiction is good to have in mind when taking in his microstories. In the fullness of its 102 microfictions, Briefs reiterates many Widemanian themes and subjects, and yet it is alive with newness. It’s an echoing novel of ideas that’s been exploded and then rearranged as a Bearden-esque collage. The twenty-nine briefs present here maintain that effect. For instance, “Now You See It,” a one-sentence word cascade about blank space on the page, best represents the author’s idea about visuality and imagination. The blank space houses “everything the writer does not know, cannot know.”28

Charged rhythmically, word by word, “Witness” demands to be read out loud. Told from the first-person perspective of a wheelchair-bound observer, the story is about watching a young man’s murder, the policing of the crime scene, and, subsequently, the young man’s family mourning his death at the scene. We enter in medias res, apropos of nothing: “Sitting here one night six floors up on my little balcony when I heard shots and saw them boys running.” Wideman positions readers as witnesses too, guiding us to imagine the dead boy’s parents and baby sister arriving “at the spot the boy died,” where they “commence to swaying, bowing, hugging, waving their arms about,” and “look like they grief dancing, like the sidewalk too cold or too hot they had to jump around not to burn up.”29

Maybe this goes without saying, but Wideman’s fragments, improvisations, and collages are political forms. The author’s formal designs project his imagined futures. Wideman’s forecasts suggest that love and liberation be the governors of our personal and political lives. He takes enormous risks by imploring readers to relinquish their passive reading habits in favor of potentially liberating engagement with his challenging, experimental forms. To find their way in and through these stories meaningfully, readers must play improvisationally alongside and against the author.

Wideman has admitted that his willingness to exhaust adequacy may create dissatisfaction among readers, that urging them to witness, charging them to interrogate their habits of imagination, may actually encourage them—as he writes in “Surfiction”—to “fall away as if each word is a well-aimed bullet.”30 His works force us to confront that “what we are accustomed to acknowledging as awareness is actually a culturally learned, contingent condensation of many potential awarenesses.”31

In this ream of stories, “Fever” is Wideman’s chief and most complex exploration of the short narrative form as a conduit for readers to release themselves to the full spectrum of awarenesses. “Fever” demonstrates how an improvised literary form might actualize simultaneity and multiplicity. The story describes Philadelphia’s devastating yellow fever plague of 1793. Wideman eschews streamlined, plotted fiction in favor of a structure that narrates the past and projects the future at once. Collaging several fragments and multiple points of view, the author follows Richard Allen, the founder of the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church, and his work with the prominent Philadelphia doctor Benjamin Rush; he explores the etymological basis of “dengue” in both the Swahili and Spanish languages; he enters the consciousness of an unnamed African questioning his gods and his mortality while bound in the hold of a slave ship; he illustrates the transhistorical American fear of Black bodies as contagion carriers; and he documents how quickly those fears become feverish blisters of hatred spreading in conflagrate flares across a city (or across the centuries of the nation’s history) in the merciless stranglehold of a strange and decimating virus. In effect, Wideman has collaged an access point into Great Time.

Though this story began as his search for the source of the city’s historical, viral infection of racecraft, “Fever” also speaks truthfully and emphatically about contemporary America: a nation caught in the clutches of a pandemic and political malfeasance while remaining locked in civil conflict with the engineers of white supremacy. In other words, “Fever” is a daring feat of imagination. And in his design and realization of this literary collage, Wideman has produced a short fiction masterpiece.

Wideman’s stories provoke readers to bear witness to their own individual lives. He seems to detail this conviction in the sentence-length, short-short fiction “Shadow”: “He notices a shadow dragged rippling behind him over the grass, one more silent, black presence for which he’s responsible.”32 After we’ve learned to attend to ourselves responsibly—following a learning process that includes interrogating the language intensely, adapting it to “the infinite geography of [our] inner imaginative worlds, the outer social play, [and] the constant intercourse of both,” and improvising narrative forms that stimulate the full range of our receptors—the author hopes we may be able to bear witness to and take responsibility for our collective emotional, social, and political failures.33 This, of course, demands a deeper, more radical action: bearing witness to and taking responsibility for one another.

Perhaps that’s what the story “JB & FD” illustrates about John Brown and Frederick Douglass. Wideman’s characters imagine themselves “stepping into” other bodies in order to envision the world from new angles of perception. Not only do these two radical actors of American history see themselves anew through others’ eyes, that creative action generates great empathetic understanding in each of them. Even more, as the story’s narrator realizes, radical imagining frees us to forget who we are, who we are supposed to be, “and it is perfection.” The narrator listens for the voices of his main characters “sealed within the silence” of a breach of trees in Brittany, France, and “for a small instant [he’s] inside them, and it lasts forever.”34

You Made Me Love You—playful, prayerful, intricate, inviting—challenges readers to reimagine themselves radically and improvisationally. Opening yourself to Wideman’s structures, sounds, and sentences will liberate you from yourself, thus expanding and renewing your sense of self, time, and experience. This is Damballah’s instruction, this is Great Time’s bequest, and this is the meaning of the blues. Pleasure will arise from dancing with this master on his own terms and to his own tunes. Delight will come from recognizing in Wideman’s voices and silences your own intonations and noticing in his layered mélange the reflected contours of your own face.






Damballah (1984)







To Robby

Stories are letters. Letters sent to anybody or everybody. But the best kind are meant to be read by a specific somebody. When you read that kind you know you are eavesdropping. You know a real person somewhere will read the same words you are reading and the story is that person’s business and you are a ghost listening in.

Remember. I think it was Geral I first heard call a watermelon a letter from home. After all these years I understand a little better what she meant. She was saying the melon is a letter addressed to us. A story for us from down home. Down Home being everywhere we’ve never been, the rural South, the old days, slavery, Africa. That juicy, striped message with red meat and seeds, which always looked like roaches to me, was blackness as cross and celebration, a history we could taste and chew. And it was meant for us. Addressed to us. We were meant to slit it open and take care of business.

Consider all these stories as letters from home. I never liked watermelon as a kid. I think I remember you did. You weren’t afraid of becoming instant nigger, of sitting barefoot and goggle-eyed and Day-Glo black and drippy-lipped on massa’s fence if you took one bit of the forbidden fruit. I was too scared to enjoy watermelon. Too self-conscious. I let people rob me of a simple pleasure. Watermelon’s still tainted for me. But I know better now. I can play with the idea even if I can’t get down and have a natural ball eating a real one.

Anyway… these stories are letters. Long overdue letters from me to you. I wish they could tear down the walls. I wish they could snatch you away from where you are.






Damballah: Good Serpent of the Sky

“Damballah Wedo is the ancient, the venerable father; so ancient, so venerable, as of a world before the troubles began; and his children would keep him so: image of the benevolent, paternal innocence, the great father of whom one asks nothing save his blessing…. There is almost no precise communication with him, as if his wisdom were of such major cosmic scope and of such grand innocence that it could not perceive the minor anxieties of his human progeny, nor be transmuted to the petty precisions of human speech.

“Yet it is this very detachment which comforts, and which is evidence, once more, of some original and primal vigor that has somehow remained inaccessible to whatever history, whatever immediacy might diminish it. Damballah’s very presence, like the simple, even absent-minded caress of a father’s hand, brings peace…. Damballah is himself unchanged by life, and so is at once the ancient past and the assurance of the future….

“Associated with Damballah, as members of the Sky Pantheon, are Badessy, the wind, Sobo and Agarou Tonerre, the thunder…. They seem to belong to another period of history. Yet, precisely because these divinities are, to a certain extent, vestigial, they give, like Damballah’s detachment, a sense of historical extension, of the ancient origin of the race. To invoke them today is to stretch one’s hand back to that time and to gather up all history into a solid, contemporary ground beneath one’s feet.”

One song invoking Damballah requests that he “Gather up the Family.”



Quotation and citation from Maya Deren’s Divine Horsemen: The Living Gods of Haiti






A Begat Chart

1860s Sybela and Charlie arrive in Pittsburgh; bring two children with them; eighteen more born in next twenty-five years.

1880s Maggie Owens, oldest daughter of Sybela and Charlie, marries Buck Hollinger; bears nine children among whom are four girls—Aida, Gertrude, Gaybrella, Bess.

1900s Hollinger girls marry—Aida to Bill Campbell; Gaybrella to Joe Hardin (three children: Fauntleroy, Ferdinand, Hazel); Bess to Riley Simpkins (one son: Eugene)—except Gert, who bears her children out of wedlock. Aida and Bill Campbell raise Gert’s daughter, Freeda.

1920s Freeda Hollinger marries John French; bears four children who survive; Lizabeth, Geraldine, Carl, and Martha.

1940s Lizabeth French marries Edgar Lawson; bears five children among whom are John, Shirley, and Thomas.

1960s Lizabeth’s children begin to marry, propagate—not always in that order. John marries Judy and produces two sons (Jake and Dan); Shirley marries Rashad and bears three daughters (Keesha, Tammy, and Kaleesha); Tommy marries Sarah and produces one son (Clyde); etc….





[image: Image]





Damballah

Orion let the dead, gray cloth slide down his legs and stepped into the river. He picked his way over slippery stones till he stood calf deep. Dropping to one knee he splashed his groin, then scooped river to his chest, both hands scrubbing with quick, kneading spirals. When he stood again, he stared at the distant gray clouds. A hint of rain in the chill morning air, a faint, clean presence rising from the far side of the hills. The promise of rain coming to him as all things seemed to come these past few months, not through eyes or ears or nose but entering his black skin as if each pore had learned to feel and speak.

He watched the clear water race and ripple and pucker. Where the sun cut through the pine trees and slanted into the water he could see the bottom, see black stones, speckled stones, shining stones whose light came from within. Above a stump at the far edge of the river, clouds of insects hovered. The water was darker there, slower, appeared to stand in deep pools where tangles of root, bush, and weed hung over the bank. Orion thought of the eldest priest chalking a design on the floor of the sacred obi. Drawing the watery door no living hands could push open, the crossroads where the spirits passed between worlds. His skin was becoming like that in-between place the priest scratched in the dust. When he walked the cane rows and dirt paths of the plantation he could feel the air of this strange land wearing out his skin, rubbing it thinner and thinner until one day his skin would not be thick enough to separate what was inside from everything outside. Some days his skin whispered he was dying. But he was not afraid. The voices and faces of his fathers bursting through would not drown him. They would sweep him away, carry him home again.

In his village across the sea were men who hunted and fished with their voices. Men who could talk the fish up from their shadowy dwellings and into the woven baskets slung over the fishermen’s shoulders. Orion knew the fish in this cold river had forgotten him, that they were darting in and out of his legs. If the whites had not stolen him, he would have learned the fishing magic. The proper words, the proper tones to please the fish. But here in this blood-soaked land everything was different. Though he felt their slick bodies and saw the sudden dimples in the water where they were feeding, he understood that he would never speak the language of these fish. No more than he would ever speak again the words of the white people who had decided to kill him.

The boy was there again hiding behind the trees. He could be the one. This boy born so far from home. This boy who knew nothing but what the whites told him. This boy could learn the story and tell it again. Time was short but he could be the one.



“That Ryan, he a crazy nigger. One them wild African niggers act like he fresh off the boat. Kind you stay away from less you lookin for trouble.” Aunt Lissy had stopped popping string beans and frowned into the boy’s face. The pause in the steady drumming of beans into the iron pot, the way she scrunched up her face to look mean like one of the Master’s pit bulls told him she had finished speaking on the subject and wished to hear no more about it from him. When the long green pods began to shuttle through her fingers again, it sounded like she was cracking her knuckles, and he expected something black to drop into the huge pot.

“Fixin to rain good. Heard them frogs last night just a singing at the clouds. Frog and all his brothers calling down the thunder. Don’t rain soon them fields dry up and blow away.” The boy thought of the men trudging each morning to the fields. Some were brown, some yellow, some had red in their skins and some white as the Master. Ryan black, but Aunt Lissy blacker. Fat, shiny blue-black like a crow’s wing.

“Sure nuff crazy.” Old woman always talking. Talking and telling silly stories. The boy wanted to hear something besides an old woman’s mouth. He had heard about frogs and bears and rabbits too many times. He was almost grown now, almost ready to leave in the mornings with the men. What would they talk about? Would Orion’s voice be like the hollers the boy heard early in the mornings when the men still sleepy and the sky still dark and you couldn’t really see nobody but knew they were there when them cries and hollers came rising through the mist.



Pine needles crackled with each step he took, and the boy knew old Ryan knew somebody spying on him. Old nigger guess who it was, too. But if Ryan knew, Ryan didn’t care. Just waded out in that water like he the only man in the world. Like maybe wasn’t no world. Just him and that quiet place in the middle of the river. Must be fishing out there, some funny old African kind of fishing. Nobody never saw him touch victuals Master set out and he had to be eating something, even if he was half crazy, so the nigger must be fishing for his breakfast. Standing there like a stick in the water till the fish forgot him and he could snatch one from the water with his beaky fingers.

A skinny-legged, black waterbird in the purring river. The boy stopped chewing his stick of cane, let the sweet juice blend with his spit, a warm syrup then whose taste he prolonged by not swallowing, but letting it coat his tongue and the insides of his mouth, waiting patiently like the figure in the water waited, as the sweet taste seeped away. All the cane juice had trickled down his throat before he saw Orion move. After the stillness, the illusion that the man was a tree rooted in the rocks at the riverbed, when motion came, it was too swift to follow. Not so much a matter of seeing Orion move as it was feeling the man’s eyes inside him, hooking him before he could crouch lower in the weeds. Orion’s eyes on him and through him boring a hole in his chest and thrusting into that space one word, Damballah. Then the hooded eyes were gone.



On a spoon you see the shape of a face is an egg. Or two eggs because you can change the shape from long oval to moons pinched together at the middle seam or any shape egg if you tilt and push the spoon closer or farther away. Nothing to think about. You go with Mistress to the chest in the root cellar. She guides you with a candle and you make a pouch of soft cloth and carefully lay in each spoon and careful it don’t jangle as up and out of the darkness following her rustling dresses and petticoats up the earthen steps each one topped by a plank which squirms as you mount it. You are following the taper she holds and the strange smell she trails and leaves in rooms. Then shut up in a room all day with nothing to think about. With rags and pieces of silver. Slowly you rub away the tarnished spots; it is like finding something which surprises you though you knew all the time it was there. Spoons lying on the strip of indigo: perfect, gleaming fish you have coaxed from the black water.

Damballah was the word. Said it to Aunt Lissy and she went upside his head, harder than she had ever slapped him. Felt like crumpling right there in the dust of the yard it hurt so bad but he bit his lip and didn’t cry out, held his ground and said the word again and again silently to himself, pretending nothing but a bug on his burning cheek and twitched and sent it flying. Damballah. Be strong as he needed to be. Nothing touch him if he don’t want. Before long they’d cut him from the herd of pickaninnies. No more chasing flies from the table, no more silver spoons to get shiny, no fat, old woman telling him what to do. He’d go to the fields each morning with the men. Holler like they did before the sun rose to burn off the mist. Work like they did from can to caint. From first crack of light to dusk when the puddles of shadow deepened and spread so you couldn’t see your hands or feet or the sharp tools hacking at the cane.

He was already taller than the others, a stork among the chicks scurrying behind Aunt Lissy. Soon he’d rise with the conch horn and do a man’s share so he had let the fire rage on half his face and thought of the nothing always there to think of. In the spoon, his face long and thin as a finger. He looked for the print of Lissy’s black hand on his cheek, but the image would not stay still. Dancing like his face reflected in the river. Damballah. “Don’t you ever, you hear me, ever let me hear that heathen talk no more. You hear me, boy? You talk Merican, boy.” Lissy’s voice like chicken cackle. And his head a barn packed with animal noise and animal smell. His own head but he had to sneak round in it. Too many others crowded in there with him. His head so crowded and noisy lots of time don’t hear his own voice with all them braying and cackling.



Orion squatted the way the boy had seen the other old men collapse on their haunches and go still as a stump. Their bony knees poking up and their backsides resting on their ankles. Looked like they could sit that way all day, legs folded under them like wings. Orion drew a cross in the dust. Damballah. When Orion passed his hands over the cross the air seemed to shimmer like it does above a flame or like it does when the sun so hot you can see waves of heat rising off the fields. Orion talked to the emptiness he shaped with his long black fingers. His eyes were closed. Orion wasn’t speaking but sounds came from inside him the boy had never heard before, strange words, clicks, whistles and grunts. A singsong moan that rose and fell and floated like the old man’s busy hands above the cross. Damballah like a drum beat in the chant. Damballah a place the boy could enter, a familiar sound he began to anticipate, a sound outside of him which slowly forced its way inside, a sound measuring his heartbeat then one with the pumping surge of his blood.



The boy heard part of what Lissy saying to Primus in the cooking shed: “Ryan he yell that heathen word right in the middle of Jim talking bout Sweet Jesus the Son of God. Jump up like he snake bit and scream that word so everybody hushed, even the white folks what came to hear Jim preach. Simple Ryan standing there at the back of the chapel like a knot poked out on somebody’s forehead. Lookin like a nigger caught wid his hand in the chicken coop. Screeching like some crazy hoot owl while Preacher Jim praying the word of the Lord. They gon kill that simple nigger one day.”


Dear Sir:

The nigger Orion which I purchased of you in good faith sight unseen on your promise that he was of sound constitution “a full grown and able-bodied house servant who can read, write, do sums and cipher” to recite the exact words of your letter dated April 17, 1852, has proved to be a burden, a deficit to the economy of my plantation rather than the asset I fully believed I was receiving when I agreed to pay the price you asked. Of the vaunted intelligence so rare in his kind, I have seen nothing. Not an English word has passed through his mouth since he arrived. Of his docility and tractability I have seen only the willingness with which he bares his leatherish back to receive the stripes constant misconduct earn him. He is a creature whose brutish habits would shame me were he quartered in my kennels. I find it odd that I should write at such length about any nigger, but seldom have I been so struck by the disparity between promise and performance. As I have accrued nothing but expense and inconvenience as a result of his presence, I think it only just that you return the full amount I paid for this flawed piece of the Indies.

You know me as an honest and fair man and my regard for those same qualities in you prompts me to write this letter. I am not a harsh master, I concern myself with the spiritual as well as the temporal needs of my slaves. My nigger Jim is renowned in this county as a preacher. Many say I am foolish, that the words of scripture are wasted on these savage blacks. I fear you have sent me a living argument to support the critics of my Christianizing project. Among other absences of truly human qualities I have observed in this Orion is the utter lack of a soul.



She said it time for Orion to die. Broke half the overseer’s bones knocking him off his horse this morning and everybody thought Ryan done run away sure but Mistress come upon the crazy nigger at suppertime on the big house porch naked as the day he born and he just sat there staring into her eyes till Mistress screamed and run away. Aunt Lissy said Ryan ain’t studying no women, ain’t gone near to woman since he been here and she say his ain’t the first black butt Mistress done seen all them nearly grown boys walkin round summer in the onliest shirt Master give em barely come down to they knees and niggers man nor woman don’t get drawers the first. Mistress and Master both seen plenty. Wasn’t what she saw scared her less she see the ghost leaving out Ryan’s body.

The ghost wouldn’t steam out the top of Orion’s head. The boy remembered the sweaty men come in from the fields at dusk when the nights start to cool early, remembered them with the drinking gourds in they hands scooping up water from the wooden barrel he filled, how they throw they heads back and the water trickles from the sides of they mouth and down they chin and they let it roll on down they chests, and the smoky steam curling off they shoulders. Orion’s spirit would not rise up like that but wiggle out his skin and swim off up the river.

The boy knew many kinds of ghosts and learned the ways you get round their tricks. Some spirits almost good company and he filled the nothing with jingles and whistles and took roundabout paths and sang to them when he walked up on a crossroads and yoo-hooed at doors. No way you fool the haunts if a spell conjured strong on you, no way to miss a beating if it your day to get beat, but the ghosts had everything in they hands, even the white folks in they hands. You know they there, you know they floating up in the air watching and counting and remembering them strokes Ole Master laying cross your back.



They dragged Orion across the yard. He didn’t buck or kick, but it seemed as if the four men carrying him were struggling with a giant stone rather than a black bag of bones. His ashy nigger weight swung between the two pairs of white men like a lazy hammock but the faces of the men all red and twisted. They huffed and puffed and sweated through they clothes carrying Ryan’s bones to the barn. The dry spell had layered the yard with a coat of dust. Little squalls of yellow spurted from under the men’s boots. Trudging steps heavy as if each man carried seven Orions on his shoulders. Four grown men struggling with one string of black flesh. The boy had never seen so many white folks dealing with one nigger. Aunt Lissy had said it time to die and the boy wondered what Ryan’s ghost would think dropping onto the dust surrounded by the scowling faces of the Master and his overseers.

One scream that night. Like a bull when they cut off his maleness. Couldn’t tell who it was. A bull screaming once that night and torches burning in the barn and Master and the men coming out and no Ryan.



Mistress crying behind a locked door and Master messing with Patty down the quarters.

In the morning light the barn swelling and rising and teetering in the yellow dust, moving the way you could catch the ghost of something in a spoon and play with it, bending it, twisting it. That goldish ash on everybody’s bare shins. Nobody talking. No cries nor hollers from the fields. The boy watched till his eyes hurt, waiting for a moment when he could slip unseen into the shivering barn. On his hands and knees hiding under a wagon, then edging sideways through the loose boards and wedge of space where the weathered door hung crooked on its hinge.

The interior of the barn lay in shadows. Once beyond the sliver of light coming in at the cracked door the boy stood still till his eyes adjusted to the darkness. First he could pick out the stacks of hay, the rough partitions dividing the animals. The smells, the choking heat there like always, but rising above these familiar sensations the buzz of flies, unnaturally loud, as if the barn breathing and each breath shook the wooden walls. Then the boy’s eyes followed the sound to an open space at the center of the far wall. A black shape there. Orion there, floating in his own blood. The boy ran at the blanket of flies. When he stomped, some of the flies buzzed up from the carcass. Others too drunk on the shimmering blood ignored him except to join the ones hovering above the body in a sudden droning peal of annoyance. He could keep the flies stirring but they always returned from the recesses of the high ceiling, the dark corners of the building, to gather in a cloud above the body. The boy looked for something to throw. Heard his breath, heavy and threatening like the sound of the flies. He sank to the dirt floor, sitting cross-legged where he had stood. He moved only once, ten slow paces away from Orion and back again, near enough to be sure, to see again how the head had been cleaved from the rest of the body, to see how the ax and tongs, branding iron and other tools were scattered around the corpse, to see how one man’s hat and another’s shirt, a letter that must have come from someone’s pocket lay about in a helter-skelter way as if the men had suddenly bolted before they had finished with Orion.



Forgive him, Father. I tried to the end of my patience to restore his lost soul. I made a mighty effort to bring him to the Ark of Salvation but he had walked in darkness too long. He mocked Your Grace. He denied Your Word. Have mercy on him and forgive his heathen ways as you forgive the soulless beasts of the fields and birds of the air.



She say Master still down slave row. She say everybody fraid to go down and get him. Everybody fraid to open the barn door. Overseer half dead and the Mistress still crying in her locked room and that barn starting to stink already with crazy Ryan and nobody gon get him.

And the boy knew his legs were moving and he knew they would carry him where they needed to go and he knew the legs belonged to him but he could not feel them, he had been sitting too long thinking on nothing for too long and he felt the sweat running on his body but his mind off somewhere cool and quiet and hard and he knew the space between his body and mind could not be crossed by anything, knew you mize well try to stick the head back on Ryan as try to cross that space. So he took what he needed out of the barn, unfolding, getting his gangly crane’s legs together under him and shouldered open the creaking double doors and walked through the flame in the center where he had to go.

Damballah said it be a long way a ghost be going and Jordan chilly and wide and a new ghost take his time getting his wings together. Long way to go so you can sit and listen till the ghost ready to go on home. The boy wiped his wet hands on his knees and drew the cross and said the word and settled down and listened to Orion tell the stories again. Orion talked and he listened and couldn’t stop listening till he saw Orion’s eyes rise up through the back of the severed skull and lips rise up through the skull and the wings of the ghost measure out the rhythm of one last word.

Late afternoon and the river slept dark at its edges like it did in the mornings. The boy threw the head as far as he could and he knew the fish would hear it and swim to it and welcome it. He knew they had been waiting. He knew the ripples would touch him when he entered.






Daddy Garbage


“Be not dismayed

What ere betides…”



Daddy Garbage was a dog. Lemuel Strayhorn whose iceball cart is always right around the corner on Hamilton just down from Homewood Avenue is the one who named the dog and since he named him, claimed him, and Daddy Garbage must have agreed because he sat on the sidewalk beside Lemuel Strayhorn or slept in the shade under the two-wheeled cart or when it got too cold for iceballs, followed Strayhorn through the alleys on whatever errands and hustles the man found during the winter to keep food on the stove and smoke in the chimney of the little shack behind Dunfermline. The dog was long dead but Lemuel Strayhorn still peddled the paper cups of crushed ice topped with sweet syrup, and he laughed and said, “Course I remember that crazy animal. Sure I do. And named him Daddy Garbage all right, but can’t say now why I did. Must have had a reason though. Must been a good reason at the time. And you a French, ain’t you? One of John French’s girls. See him plain as day in your face, gal. Which one is you? Lemme see now. There was Lizabeth, the oldest, and Geraldine and one more…”

She answers: “Geraldine, Mr. Strayhorn.”

“Sure you are. That’s right. And you done brought all these beautiful babies for some ices.”

“You still make the best.”

“Course I do. Been on this corner before you was born. Knew your daddy when he first come to Homewood.”

“This is his grandson, Lizabeth’s oldest, John. And those two boys are his children. The girls belong to Lizabeth’s daughter, Shirley.”

“You got fine sons there, and them pretty little girls, too. Can hear John French now, braggin bout his children. He should be here today. You all want ices? You want big or small?”

“Small for the kids and I want a little one, please, and he’ll take a big one, I know.”

“You babies step up and tell me what kind you want. Cherry, lemon, grape, orange, and tutti-frutti. Got them all.”

“You remember Mr. Strayhorn. Don’t you, John?”

“Uh huh. I think I remember Daddy Garbage, too.”

“You might of seen a dog around, son, but wasn’t no Daddy Garbage. Naw, you way too young.”

“Mr. Strayhorn had Daddy Garbage when I was a little girl. A big, rangy brown dog. Looked like a wolf. Scare you half to death if you didn’t know he was tame and never bothered anybody.”

“Didn’t bother nobody long as they didn’t bother him. But that was one fighting dog once he got started. Dogs got so they wouldn’t even bark when Daddy Garbage went by. Tore up some behinds in his day, yes, he did.”

“Wish you could remember how he got that name.”

“Wish I could tell you, too. But it’s a long time ago. Some things I members plain as day, but you mize well be talking to a lightpost you ask me bout others. Shucks, Miss French. Been on this corner making iceballs, seem like four hundred years if it’s a day.”

“You don’t get any older. And I bet you still remember what you want to remember. You look fine to me, Mr. Strayhorn. Look like you might be here another four hundred at least.”

“Maybe I will. Yes mam, just might. You children eat them ices up now and don’t get none on them nice clothes and God bless you all.”

“I’m going to ask you about that name again.”

“Just might remember next time. You ask me again.”

“I surely will…”



Snow fell all night and in the morning Homewood seemed smaller. Whiteness softened the edges of things, smoothed out the spaces between near and far. Trees drooped, the ground rose up a little higher, the snow glare in your eyes discouraged a long view, made you attentive to what was close at hand, what was familiar, yet altered and harmonized by the blanket of whiteness. The world seemed smaller till you got out in it and understood that the glaze which made the snow so lustrous had been frozen there by the wind, and sudden gusts would sprinkle your face with freezing particles from the drifts as you leaned forward to get a little closer to the place you wanted to go, the place which from your window as you surveyed the new morning and the untouched snow seemed closer than it usually was.

The only way to make it up the alley behind Dunfermline was to stomp right into the drifted snow as if the worn shoes on your feet and the pants legs pegged and tucked into the tops of your socks really kept out the snow. Strayhorn looked behind him at the holes he had punched in the snow. Didn’t seem like he had been zigzagging that much. Looked like the tracks of somebody been pulling on a jug of Dago Red already this morning. The dog’s trail wandered even more than his, a nervous tributary crossing and recrossing its source. Dog didn’t seem to mind the snow or the cold, sometimes even seemed fool enough to like it, rolling on his side and kicking up his paws or bounding to a full head of steam then leaping and belly flopping splay-legged in a shower of white spray. Still a lot of pup in the big animal. Some dogs never lost those ways. With this one, this garbage-can-raiding champion he called Daddy Garbage, Strayhorn knew it was less holding on to puppy ways than it was stone craziness, craziness age nor nothing else ever going to change.

Strayhorn lifts his foot and smacks off the snow. Balances a second on one leg but can’t figure anything better to do with his clean foot so plunges it again into the snow. Waste of time brushing them off. Going to be a cold, nasty day and nothing for it. Feet get numb and gone soon anyway. Gone till he can toast them in front of a fire. He steps through the crust again and the crunch of his foot breaks a stillness older than the man, the alley, the city growing on steep hills.

Somebody had set a lid of peeling wood atop a tin can. Daddy Garbage was up on his hind legs, pushing with his paws and nose against the snowcapped cover. The perfect symmetry of the crown of snow was the first to go, gouged by the dog’s long, worrying snout. Next went the can. Then the lean-backed mongrel sprawled over the metal drum, mounting it and getting away from it simultaneously so he looked like a clumsy seal trying to balance on a ball. Nothing new to Strayhorn. The usual ungodly crash was muffled by the snow but the dog’s nails scraped as loudly as they always did against garbage cans. The spill looked clean and bright against the snow, catching Strayhorn’s eye for a moment, but a glance was all he would spare because he knew the trifling people living in those shacks behind Dunfermline didn’t throw nothing away unless it really was good for nothing but garbage. Slim pickins sure enough, and he grunted over his shoulder at the dog to quit fooling and catch up.

When he looked back again, back at his solitary track, at the snow swirls whipped up by the wind, at the thick rug of snow between the row houses, at the whiteness clinging to window ledges and doorsills and ragtag pieces of fence, back at the overturned barrel and the mess spread over the snow, he saw the dog had ignored him and stood stiff-legged, whining at a box disgorged from the can.

He cursed the dog and whistled him away from whatever foolishness he was prying into. Nigger garbage ain’t worth shit, Strayhorn muttered, half to the dog, half to the bleakness and the squalor of the shanties disguised this bright morning by snowfall. What’s he whining about and why am I going back to see. Mize well ask a fool why he’s a fool as do half the things I do.

To go back down the alley meant walking into the wind. Wind cutting steady in his face and the cross-drafts snapping between the row houses. He would snatch that dog’s eyeballs loose. He would teach it to come when he called whether or not some dead rat or dead cat stuffed up in a box got his nose open.

“Daddy Garbage, I’m gonna have a piece of your skull.” But the dog was too quick and Strayhorn’s swipe disturbed nothing but the frigid air where the scruff of the dog’s neck had been. Strayhorn tried to kick away the box. If he hadn’t been smacking at the dog and the snow hadn’t tricked his legs, he would have sent it flying, but his foot only rolled the box over.

At first Strayhorn thought it was a doll. A little dark brown doll knocked from the box. A worn out baby doll like he’d find sometimes in people’s garbage too broken up to play with anymore. A little, battered, brown-skinned doll. But when he looked closer and stepped away, and then shuffled nearer again, whining, stiff-legged like the dog, he knew it was something dead.

“Aw shit, aw shit, Daddy Garbage.” When he knelt, he could hear the dog panting beside him, see the hot, rank steam, and smell the wet fur. The body lay facedown in the snow, only its head and shoulders free of the newspapers stuffed in the box. Some of the wadded paper had blown free and the wind sent it scudding across the frozen crust of snow.

The child was dead and the man couldn’t touch it and he couldn’t leave it alone. Daddy Garbage had sidled closer. This time the swift, vicious blow caught him across the skull. The dog retreated, kicking up a flurry of snow, snarling, clicking his teeth once before he began whimpering from a distance. Under his army greatcoat Strayhorn wore the gray wool hunting vest John French had given him after John French won all that money and bought himself a new leather one with brass snaps. Strayhorn draped his overcoat across the upright can the dog had ignored, unpinned the buttonless vest from his chest and spread it on the snow. A chill was inside him. Nothing in the weather could touch him now. Strayhorn inched forward on his knees till his shadow fell across the box. He was telling his hands what they ought to do, but they were sassing. He cursed his raggedy gloves, the numb fingers inside them that would not do his bidding.

The box was too big, too square shouldered to wrap in the sweater vest. Strayhorn wanted to touch only newspaper as he extricated the frozen body, so when he finally got it placed in the center of the sweater and folded over the tattered gray edges, the package he made contained half newspaper which rustled like dry leaves when he pressed it against his chest. Once he had it in his arms he couldn’t put it down, so he struggled with his coat like a one-armed man, pulling and shrugging, till it shrouded him again. Not on really, but attached, so it dragged and flopped with a life of its own, animation that excited Daddy Garbage and gave him something to play with as he minced after Strayhorn and Strayhorn retraced his own footsteps, clutching the dead child to the warmth of his chest, moaning and blinking and tearing as the wind lashed his face.



An hour later Strayhorn was on Cassina Way hollering for John French. Lizabeth shooed him away with all the imperiousness of a little girl who had heard her mama say, “Send that fool away from here. Tell him your daddy’s out working.” When the girl was gone and the door slammed behind her, Strayhorn thought of the little wooden birds who pop out of a clock, chirp their message, and disappear. He knew Freeda French didn’t like him. Not anything personal, not anything she could change or he could change, just the part of him which was part of what drew John French down to the corner with the other men to talk and gamble and drink wine. He understood why she would never do more than nod at him or say Good day, Mr. Strayhorn if he forced the issue by tipping his hat or taking up so much sidewalk when she passed him that she couldn’t pretend he wasn’t there. Mr. Strayhorn, and he been knowing her, Freeda Hollinger before she was Freeda French, for as long as she was big enough to walk the streets of Homewood. But he understood and hadn’t ever minded till just this morning standing in the ankle-deep snow drifted up against the three back steps of John French’s house next to the vacant lot on Cassina Way, till just this moment when for the first time in his life he thought this woman might have something to give him, to tell him. Since she was a mother she would know what to do with the dead baby. He could unburden himself and she could touch him with one of her slim, white woman’s hands, and even if she still called him Mr. Strayhorn, it would be all right. A little woman like that. Little hands like that doing what his hands couldn’t do. His scavenging, hard hands that had been everywhere, touched everything. He wished Freeda French had come to the door. Wished he was not still standing tongue-tied and ignorant as the dog raising his hind leg and yellowing the snow under somebody’s window across the way.



“Man supposed to pick me up first thing this morning. Want me to paper his whole downstairs. Seven, eight rooms and hallways and bathrooms. Big old house up on Thomas Boulevard cross from the park. Packed my tools and dragged my behind through all this snow and don’t you know that white bastard ain’t never showed. Strayhorn, I’m evil this morning.”

Strayhorn had found John French in the Bucket of Blood drinking a glass of red wine. Eleven o’clock already and Strayhorn hadn’t wanted to be away so long. Leaving the baby alone in that empty icebox of a shack was almost as bad as stuffing it in a garbage can. Didn’t matter whose it was, or how dead it was, it was something besides a dead thing now that he had found it and rescued it and laid it wrapped in the sweater on the stack of mattresses where he slept. The baby sleeping there now. Waiting for the right thing to be done. It was owed something and Strayhorn knew he had to see to it that the debt was paid. Except he couldn’t do it alone. Couldn’t return through the snow and shove open that door, and do what had to be done by himself.

“Be making me some good money soon’s I catch up with that peckerwood. And I’m gon spend me some of it today. Won’t be no better day for spending it. Cold and nasty as it be outside, don’t reckon I be straying too far from this stool till bedtime. McKinley, give this whatchamacallit a taste. And don’t you be rolling your bubble eyes at me. Tolt you I got me a big-money job soon’s I catch that white man.”

“Seems like you do more chasing than catching.”

“Seems like you do more talking than pouring, nigger. Get your pop-eyed self on over here and fill us some glasses.”

“Been looking for you all morning, man.”

“Guess you found me. But you ain’t found no money if that’s what you looking for.”

“Naw. It ain’t that, man. It’s something else.”

“Somebody after you again? You been messing with somebody’s woman? If you been stealin again or Oliver Edwards is after you again…”

“Naw, naw… nothing like that.”

“Then it must be the Hell Hound hisself on your tail cause you look like death warmed over.”

“French, I found a dead baby this morning.”

“What you say?”

“Shhh. Don’t be shouting. This ain’t none McKinley’s nor nobody else’s business. Listen to what I’m telling you and don’t make no fuss. Found a baby. All wrapped up in newspaper and froze stiff as a board. Somebody put it in a box and threw the box in the trash back of Dunfermline.”

“Ain’t nobody could do that. Ain’t nobody done nothing like that.”

“It’s the godawful truth. Me and Daddy Garbage on our way this morning up the alley. The dog, he found it. Turned over a can and the box fell out. I almost kicked it, John French. Almost kicked the pitiful thing.”

“And it was dead when you found it?”

“Dead as this glass.”

“What you do?”

“Didn’t know what to do so I took it on back to my place.”

“Froze dead.”

“Laid in the garbage like wasn’t nothing but spoilt meat.”

“Goddamn…”

“Give me a hand, French.”

“Goddamn. Goddamn, man. You seen it, sure nuff. I know you did. See it all over your face. God bless America… McKinley… Bring us a bottle. You got my tools to hold so just get a bottle on over here and don’t say a mumbling word.”



Lizabeth is singing to the snowman she has constructed on the vacant lot next door to her home. The wind is still and the big flakes are falling again straight down and she interrupts her slow song to catch snow on her tongue. Other kids had been out earlier, spoiling the perfect whiteness of the lot. They had left a mound of snow she used to start her snowman. The mound might have been a snowman before. A tall one, taller than any she could build because there had been yelling and squealing since early in the morning which meant a whole bunch of kids out on the vacant lot and meant they had probably worked together making a giant snowman till somebody got crazy or evil and smacked the snowman and then the others would join in and snow flying everywhere and the snowman plowed down as they scuffled on top of him and threw lumps of him at each other. Till he was gone and then they’d start again. She could see bare furrows where they must have been rolling big snowballs for heads and bodies. Her mother had said: “Wait till some of those roughnecks go on about their business. Probably nothing but boys out there anyway.” So she had rid up the table and scrubbed her daddy’s eggy plate and sat in his soft chair dreaming of the kind of clean, perfect snow she knew she wouldn’t see by the time she was allowed out; dreaming of a ride on her daddy’s shoulders to Bruston Hill and he would carry her and the sled to a quiet place not too high up on the slope and she would wait till he was at the bottom again and clapping his hands and shouting up at her: “Go, go little gal.”



“If you go to the police they find some reason put you in jail. Hospital got no room for the sick let alone the dead. Undertaker, he’s gon want money from somebody before he touch it. The church. Them church peoples got troubles enough of they own to cry about. And they be asking as many questions as the police. It can’t stay here and we can’t take it back.”

“That’s what I know, John French. That’s what I told you.”

Between them the flame of the kerosene lamp shivers as if the cold has penetrated deep into its blue heart. Strayhorn’s windowless shack is always dark except where light seeps through cracks between the boards, cracks which now moan or squeeze the wind into shrill whistles. The two men sit on wooden crates whose slats have been reinforced by stone blocks placed under them. Another crate, short side down, supports the kerosene lamp. John French peers over Strayhorn’s shoulder into the dark corner where Strayhorn has his bed of stacked mattresses.

“We got to bury it, man. We got to go out in this goddamn weather and bury it. Not in nobody’s backyard neither. Got to go on up to the burying ground where the rest of the dead niggers is.” As soon as he finished speaking John French realized he didn’t know if the corpse was black or white. Being in Homewood, back of Dunfermline wouldn’t be anything but a black baby, he had assumed. Yet who in Homewood would have thrown it there? Not even those down home, country Negroes behind Dunfermline in that alley that didn’t even have a name would do something like that. Nobody he knew. Nobody he had ever heard of. Except maybe crackers who could do anything to niggers, man, woman, or child don’t make no difference.

Daddy Garbage, snoring, farting ever so often, lay next to the dead fireplace. Beyond him in deep shadow was the child. John French thought about going to look at it. Thought about standing up and crossing the dirt floor and laying open the sweater Strayhorn said he wrapped it in. His sweater. His goddamn hunting sweater come to this. He thought about taking the lamp into the dark corner and undoing newspapers and placing the light over the body. But more wine than he could remember and half a bottle of gin hadn’t made him ready for that. What did it matter? Black or white. Boy or girl. A mongrel made by niggers tipping in white folks’ beds or white folks paying visits to black. Everybody knew it was happening every night. Homewood people every color in the rainbow and they talking about white people and black people like there’s a brick wall tween them and nobody don’t know how to get over.

“You looked at it, Strayhorn?”

“Just a little bitty thing. Wasn’t no need to look hard to know it was dead.”

“Can’t figure how somebody could do it. Times is hard and all that, but how somebody gon be so cold?”

“Times is surely hard. I’m out there every day scuffling and I can tell you how hard they is.”

“Don’t care how hard they get. Some things people just ain’t supposed to do. If that hound of yours take up and die all the sudden, I know you’d find a way to put him in the ground.”

“You’re right about that. Simple and ungrateful as he is, I won’t be throwing him in nobody’s trash.”

“Well, you see what I mean then. Something is happening to people. I mean times was bad down home, too. Didn’t get cold like this, but the cracker could just about break your neck with his foot always on it. I mean I remember my daddy come home with half a pail of guts one Christmas Eve after he work all day killing hogs for the white man. Half a pail of guts is all he had and six of us pickaninnies and my mama and grandmama to feed. Crackers was mean as spit, but they didn’t drive people to do what they do here in this city. Down home you knew people. And you knew your enemies. Getting so you can’t trust a soul you see out here in the streets. White, black, don’t make no difference. Homewood changing… people changing.”

“I ain’t got nothing. Never will. But I lives good in the summertime and always finds a way to get through winter. Gets me a woman when I needs one.”

“You crazy all right, but you ain’t evil crazy like people getting. You got your cart and that dog and this place to sleep. And you ain’t going to hurt nobody to get more. That’s what I mean. People do anything to get more than they got.”

“Niggers been fighting and fussing since they been on earth.”

“Everybody gon fight. I done fought half the niggers in Homewood, myself. Fighting is different. Long as two men stand up and beat on each other ain’t nobody else’s business. Fighting ain’t gon hurt nobody. Even if it kill a nigger every now and then.”

“John French, you don’t make no sense.”

“If I make no sense out no sense, I be making sense.”

“Here you go talking crazy. Gin talk.”

“Ain’t no gin talking. It’s me talking and I’m talking true.”

“What we gon do?”

“You got a shovel round here?”

“Got a broken-handled piece of one.”

“Well get it, and let’s go on and do what we have to do.”

“It ain’t dark enough yet.”

“Dark as the Pit in here.”

“Ain’t dark outside yet. Got to wait till dark.”

John French reaches down to the bottle beside his leg. The small movement is enough to warn him how difficult it will be to rise from the box. Nearly as cold inside as out and the chill is under his clothes, has packed his bones in ice and the stiffness always in the small of his back from bending then reaching high to hang wallpaper is a little hard ball he will have to stretch out inch by painful inch when he stands. His fist closes on the neck of the bottle. Raises it to his lips and drinks deeply and passes it to Strayhorn. Gin is hot in John French’s mouth. He holds it there, numbing his lips and gums, inhaling the fumes. For a moment he feels as if his head is a balloon and someone is pumping it full of gas and there is a moment when the balloon is either going to bust or float off his shoulders.

“Gone, nigger. Didn’t leave a good swallow.” Strayhorn is talking with his mouth half covered by coatsleeve.

“Be two, three hours before it’s good and dark. Sure ain’t sitting here that long. Ain’t you got no wood for that fire?”

“Saving it.”

“Let’s go then.”

“I got to stay. Somebody got to be here.”

“Somebody got to get another taste.”

“Ain’t leaving no more.”

“Stay then. I be back. Goddamn. You sure did find it, didn’t you?”

When John French wrestles open the door, the gray light enters like a hand and grasps everything within the shack, shaking it, choking it before the door slams and severs the gray hand at the wrist.



It is the hottest time of a July day. Daddy Garbage is curled beneath the big wheeled cart, snug, regal in the only spot of shade on the street at one o’clock in the afternoon. Every once in a while his ropy tail slaps at the pavement. Too old for most of his puppy tricks but still a puppy when he sleeps, Strayhorn thinks, watching the tail rise up and flop down as if it measures some irregular but persistent pulse running beneath the streets of Homewood.

“Mr. Strayhorn.” The young woman speaking to him has John French’s long, pale face. She is big and rawboned like him and has his straight, good hair. Or the straight, good hair John French used to have. Hers almost to her shoulders but his long gone, a narrow fringe above his ears like somebody had roughed in a line for a saw cut.

“Have you seen my daddy, Mr. Strayhorn?”

“Come by here yesterday, Miss French.”

“Today, have you seen him today?”

“Hmmm…”

“Mr. Strayhorn, he has to come home. He’s needed at home right away.”

“Well now… let me see…”

“Is he gambling? Are they gambling up there beside the tracks? You know if they’re up there.”

“Seems like I might have seen him with a few of the fellows…”

“Dammit, Mr. Strayhorn. Lizabeth’s having her baby. Do you understand? It’s time, and we need him home.”

“Don’t fret, little gal. Bet he’s up there. You go on home. Me and Daddy Garbage get him. You go on home.”



“Nigger gal, nigger gal. Daddy’s sure nuff fine sweet little nigger gal.” Lizabeth hears the singing coming closer and closer. Yes, it’s him. Who else but him? She is crying. Pain and happiness. They brought the baby in for her to see. A beautiful, beautiful little boy. Now Lizabeth is alone again. Weak and pained. She feels she’s in the wrong place. She was so big and now she can barely find herself in the immense whiteness of the bed. Only the pain assures her she has not disappeared altogether. The perfect white pain.

She is sweating and wishing for a comb even though she knows she should not try to sit up and untangle the mess of her hair. Her long, straight hair. Like her mama’s. Her daddy’s. The hair raveled on the pillow beside her face. She is sweating and crying and they’ve taken away her baby. She listens for footsteps, for sounds from the other beds in the ward. So many swollen bellies, so many white sheets and names she forgets and is too shy to ask again, and where have they taken her son? Why is no one around to tell her what she needs to know? She listens to the silence and listens and then there is his singing. Nigger gal. Sweet, sweet little nigger gal. Her daddy’s drunk singing floating toward her and a nurse’s voice saying no, saying you can’t go in there but her daddy never missing a note and she can see the nurse in her perfect white and her daddy never even looking at her just weaving past the uniform and strutting past the other beds and getting closer and singing, singing an ignorant, darky song that embarrasses her so and singing that nasty word which makes her want to hide under the sheets. But it’s him and he’ll be beside her and he’ll reach down out of the song and touch her wet forehead and his hand will be cool and she’ll smell the sweet wine on his breath and she is singing silently to herself what she has always called him, always will, Daddy John, Daddy John, in time to the nigger song he chants loud enough for the world to hear.



“Got to say something. You the one likes to talk. You the one good with words.” John French and Lemuel Strayhorn have been working for hours. Behind them, below them, the streets of Homewood are deserted, empty and still as if black people in the South hadn’t yet heard of mills and mines and freedom, hadn’t heard the rumors and the tall tales, hadn’t wrapped packages and stuffed cardboard suitcases with everything they could move and boarded trains. North. Empty and still as if every living thing had fled from the blizzard, the snow which will never stop, which will bury Dunfermline, Tioga, Hamilton, Kelly, Cassina, Allequippa, all the Homewood streets disappearing silently, swiftly as the footprints of the two men climbing Bruston Hill. John French first, leaning on the busted shovel like it’s a cane, stabbing the metal blade into the snow so it clangs against the pavement like a drum to pace their march. Strayhorn next, tottering unsteadily because he holds the bundle of rags and paper with both hands against his middle, thinking, when the wind gives him peace enough, of what he will say if someone stops him and asks him what he is carrying. Finally the dog, Daddy Garbage, trotting in a line straighter than usual, a line he doesn’t waver from even though a cat, unseen, hisses once as the procession mounts higher toward the burying ground.

In spite of wind and snow and bitter cold, the men are flushed and hot inside their clothes. If you were more than a few feet away, you couldn’t see them digging. Too much blowing snow, the night too black. But a block away you’d have heard them fighting the frozen earth, cursing and huffing and groaning as they take turns with the short-handled shovel. They had decided before they began that the hole had to be deep, six feet deep at least. If you had been close enough and watched them the whole time, you would have seen how it finally got deep enough so that one man disappeared with the tool while the other sat exhausted in the snow at the edge of the pit waiting his turn. You’d have seen the dark green bottle emptied and shoved neck-first like a miniature headstone in the snow. You would have seen how one pecked at the stone-hard ground while the other weaved around the growing mound of snow and dirt, blowing on his fingers and stomping his feet, making tracks as random as those of Daddy Garbage in the untouched snow of the cemetery…

“Don’t have no stone to mark this place. And don’t know your name, child. Don’t know who brought you on this earth. But none that matters now. You your own self now. Buried my twins in this very place. This crying place. Can’t think of nothing to say now except they was born and they died so fast too. But we loved them. No time to name one before she was gone. The other named Margaret, after her aunt, my little sister who died young, too.

“Like the preacher say, May your soul rest in peace. Sleep in peace, child.”

Strayhorn stands mute with the bundle in his arms. John French blinks the heavy snowflakes from his lashes. He hears Strayhorn grunt amen then Strayhorn sways like a figure seen underwater. The outline of his shape wiggles, dissolves, the hard lines of him swell and divide.

“How we gonna put it down there? Can’t just pitch it down on that hard ground.”

John French pulls the big red plaid snot rag from his coat pocket. He had forgotten about it all this time. He wipes his eyes and blows his nose. Stares up into the sky. The snowflakes all seem to be slanting from one spot high over his head. If he could get his thumb up there or jam in the handkerchief, he could stop it. The sky would clear, they would be able to see the stars.

He kneels at the edge of the hole and pushes clean snow into the blackness. Pushes till the bottom of the pit is lined with soft, glowing fur.

“Best we can do. Drop her easy now. Lean over far as you can and drop her easy…”






Lizabeth: The Caterpillar Story

Did you know I tried to save him once myself. When somebody was dumping ashes on the lot beside the house on Cassina Way. Remember how mad Daddy got. He sat downstairs in the dark with his shotgun and swore he was going to shoot whoever it was dumping ashes on his lot. I tried to save Daddy from that.


OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Black.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148935/images/f0008-01.jpg
FAMILY TREE

Born
1840s Sybell Owens - Charlie Bell (20 children)

1860s, 70s Maggie Owens : Buck Hollinger (9 children)
1880s ‘ Link:-Marte Gaybrella - Joe Hardin

Aida - Bill Campbell Bess - Riley Simpkins
Gertrude - ?
May
Eugene
Freeda Hollinger - John French
Ferdinand Faun Hazel
1900s |
Geraldine Carl Martha

1920s Lizabeth - Edgar Lawson

1940s Judy - John Sarah - Tommy Ray  Russel  Shirley - Rashad

1960s Jake  Danny Clyde Keesha Tammy (Kaleesha)





OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-BlackItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148935/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Damballah (1981)

		1. To Robby


		2. Damballah: Good Serpent of the Sky


		3. A Begat Chart


		4. Damballah


		5. Daddy Garbage


		6. Lizabeth: The Caterpillar Story


		7. Across the Wide Missouri


		8. Tommy


		9. Solitary






		Fever (1989)

		10. Doc’s Story


		11. Surfiction


		12. Fever






		All Stories Are True (1992)

		13. All Stories Are True


		14. Backseat


		15. What He Saw


		16. Newborn Thrown in Trash and Dies


		17. Welcome






		God’s Gym (2005)

		18. Weight


		19. The Silence of Thelonious Monk


		20. Are Dreams Faster Than the Speed of Light


		21. Who Invented the Jump Shot


		22. What We Cannot Speak About We Must Pass Over in Silence






		Briefs (2010)

		23. Witness


		24. To Barry Bonds: Home Run King


		25. War Stories


		26. Close


		27. Party


		28. Automatic


		29. Writing


		30. Breath


		31. Message


		32. Manhole


		33. Martyr


		34. Ruins


		35. Cleaning Up


		36. You Are My Sunshine


		37. New Work


		38. Short Story


		39. Swimming


		40. Answering Service


		41. Ghetto


		42. Review


		43. Fall


		44. Now You See It


		45. First Love Suite


		46. Ralph Waldo Ellison


		47. Genocide


		48. Passing On


		49. Haiku


		50. Wolf Whistle


		51. Shadow






		American Histories (2018)

		52. JB & FD


		53. My Dead


		54. Maps and Ledgers


		55. Williamsburg Bridge


		56. Nat Turner Confesses


		57. Collage






		Notes


		About the Authors


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		About the Authors


		Notes


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		XIX


		XX


		XXI


		XXII


		XXIII


		XXIV


		XXV


		XXVI


		XXVII


		XXVIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462








OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/RobotoCondensed-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148935/images/9781982148935.jpg
fa/afcl/gf”;e‘(/

JOHN EDGAR
WIDEMAN

" YOU MADE ME
-~ LOVE YOU





OEBPS/e9781982148935/images/title.jpg
YOU MADE ME
LOVE YOU

Selected Stories, 1981-2018

JOHN EDGAR WIDEMAN

SCRIBNER
New York London Toronto Sydney  New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781982148935/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


