




The Temple of My Familiar

Alice Walker



To Robert, in whom the Goddess shines



Contents
Part One
Part Two

Part Three
Part Four
Part Five
Part Six

Acknowledgments
A Biography of Alice Walker



If they have lied about Me, they have lied about everything.
—Lissie Lyles



Part One



IN THE OLD COUNTRY in South America, Carlotta’s grandmother, Zedé, had
been a seamstress, but really more of a sewing magician. She was the
creator of clothing, especially capes, made of feathers. These capes were
worn by dancers and musicians and priests at traditional village festivals
and had been worn for countless generations. When she was a young child,
Carlotta’s mother, also called Zedé, was sent to collect the peacock feathers
used in the designs. Little Zedé had stood waiting as the fat, perspiring
woman who owned the peacocks held them in ashen, scratched hands and
tore out the beautiful feathers one by one. It was then that Zedé began to
understand the peacock’s mournful cry. It had puzzled her at first why a
creature so beautiful (though admittedly with hideous feet) emitted a sound
so like a soul in torment. Next she would visit the man who kept the parrots
and cockatoos, and the painful plucking of feathers would be repeated. She
then paid a visit to the old woman who specialized in “found feathers” and
who was poorer than the others but whose face was more peaceful. This old
woman thought each feather she found was a gift from the Gods, and her
incomparable feathers—set in the spectacular headdresses of the priests—
always added just the special flair of grace the ceremony required.

Little Zedé went to school every morning wearing a neat blue-and-
white uniform, her two long braids warm against the small of her back. By
high school her hair was cut short, just below her ears, and she tossed it
impatiently as her mother complained of the poor quality of the modern
feather. No feather, these days, she explained, was permitted to mature.
Each was plucked while still relatively green. Therefore the full richness
she had once been capable of expressing in her creations was now lost.

Their compound consisted of two small houses, one for sleeping,
another for cooking—the cooking one was never entered by Zedé’s father



or brothers—and there were avocado and mango trees and coconut palms
all around. From their front yard they could see the river, where the tiny
prahus used by the fishermen slipped by, like floating schools of dried
vanilla-bean pods, her mother always said.

Life was so peaceful that Zedé did not realize they were poor. She
found this out when her father, a worker on the banana plantation they
could also see from their house, became ill. At the same time, by
coincidence, the traditional festivals of the village were forbidden. By
whom they were forbidden, or “outlawed,” as her father said, Zedé was not
sure. The priests, especially, were left with nothing to do. The dancers and
musicians danced, made music, and got drunk in the cantinas, but the
priests wandered about the village stooped and lost, suddenly revealed as
the weak-limbed old men they were.

Her father, a small, tired, brownskin man with graying black hair died
while she was an earnest scholarship student at the university, far away in
the noisy capital. Her mother now made her living selling her incredibly
beautiful feather goods to the cold little gringa blonde who had a boutique
on the bottom floor of an enormous new hotel that sprung up near their
village, seemingly overnight. Sometimes her mother stayed on the street
near the hotel and watched the gringas who bought her feathered earrings,
pendants, and shawls—and even priestlike headdresses—and wore them as
they stamped up and down the narrow dusty street. They never glanced at
her; they never, she felt, even saw her. On them her work looked
magnificent still, but the wearers looked very odd.

There were riots almost the whole year Zedé was finishing the
university, at which she trained to be a teacher. Occasionally, on her way to
class, she had to dodge stones, bricks, bottles, and all manner of raging
vehicles. She hardly noticed the people involved. Some were farmers;



some, students like herself. Some, police. Like her mother, she had a
fabulously one-track mind. Just as Zedé the Elder never deviated from close
attention to the details of her craft, no matter that the market had changed
and others were turning out leaky pots and shoddy weavings for the
ignorant tourist dollar, Zedé trudged along to school ignoring anything that
might make her late.

She was not even aware of the threat that came, out of nowhere, she
thought, to shut down the school. And yet, incredibly, one day it was shut.
Not even a sign was posted. The doors were simply locked. She sat on the
steps leading to her classrooms for two days. She learned that some of her
classmates had been imprisoned; others, shot.

But she had almost completed the requirements to become a teacher,
and when she was asked to teach a class in the hills, a class without walls
and with students without uniforms, she accepted. She taught the basics—
hygiene, reading, writing, and numerics—for six months before being
arrested for being a Communist.

The years she spent in prison she never spoke of to Carlotta, even though
that was where Carlotta was born. It was a prison that did not, anyway, look
like one. It looked like the confiscated Indian village in the backwoods of
the country that it was. The Indians had been “removed,” and all their rich
if marginal land was now planted in papaya. It was to plant, care for, and
exploit these trees for an export market that the prisoners were brought to
the village.

How her mother escaped with her, Carlotta did not know. Perhaps her
father had been one of the guards—untutored men, fascinated, if resentful,
that a young, pretty woman like Zedé could read and write. Later, when
Carlotta’s mother described the tiny, slivery boats that slid down the river
like floating schools of dried vanilla-bean pods, she thought perhaps they’d



made their escape in one. Perhaps they’d floated through the Panama Canal,
mistaken by the U.S. Coast Guard for a piece of seaweed, and then floated
to the coast of North America and into San Francisco Bay.

It was in San Francisco that Carlotta’s own memories began. She was a
dark, serious child with almond-shaped eyes and glistening black hair. In a
few years she spoke English without an accent, a language her mother at
first had difficulty understanding, even when Carlotta spoke it to her. Years
later she would speak it quite well but with so thick an accent she sounded
as if she were still speaking Spanish. Zedé could not, therefore, teach in the
public schools of California. And she would have been afraid, in her
shyness, to try.

They lived in a shabby, poorly lighted flat over a Thai grocery in an
area of the city populated by the debris of society. Some of the people did
not live indoors, although it rained so much of the time, but slept in
doorways or in abandoned cars. Her mother found work in a sweatshop
around the corner. There was no man in her mother’s life. There were just
the two of them. Her mother’s responsibility was to provide food and
clothing, and it was Carlotta’s job to do the cooking and cleaning and, of
course, to go to school.

School was a misery to her, but, like so many bad things that
happened, she never told her mother. Zedé, stooped, a twitch of anxiety in
her face at thirty-five, was a grim little woman, afraid of noise, other
people, even of parades. When the gays paraded in costumes on Halloween,
she snatched Carlotta from her perch beside the window and drew the
shades. But not before Carlotta had seen one of the enormous feathered
headdresses her mother made, somewhat furtively, at home, headdresses of
peacock, pheasant, parrot, and cockatoo feathers, almost too resplendent for
the gray, foggy city. The headdress was worn by a small, pale man, carrying



a crystal scepter, who appeared to be wearing little else. He was drinking a
beer.

From this glimpse of the Halloween parade Carlotta marked the
beginning of her mother’s new career. During the day she sewed jeans and
country-and-western-style shirts and ties in the sweatshop where she
worked. At home they ate mainly rice and beans. With the money her
mother managed to save, they bought feathers from one of the large import
stores. Eventually Carlotta would work at one of these stores, called World
Import, first as a sweeper in the storeroom, among the crated goods, so
cheap, so colorful and pretty, from countries like her mother’s (she did not
think of South America as her continent), next as an arranger of goods on
the floor, and finally as a cashier.

By then she was entering college and could work only during summers
and after school. Much later in her life she heard the story of the man who
worked in a factory that made farm equipment and each day passed the
guards at the gates pushing a wheelbarrow. Each day the suspicious guards
checked to make sure the wheelbarrow was empty. It always was. Twenty
years later, when the man was rich, he told them what he’d been stealing:
wheelbarrows. It was the same with Carlotta; only, she stole feathers, which
she always seemed to be holding in her hand as if about to dust something.
Peacock feathers mainly. Bundles and bundles of them over the years,
because her mother had discovered that the rock stars of the sixties were
“into” feathers and that, for one spectacular peacock cape, she could feed
and clothe herself and Carlotta for a year.

During her last year in college Carlotta delivered one of these capes to
a rock star so famous even she had heard of him—a slight, dark-brown man
who wore a headband and looked, she thought, something like herself. It
was his Indianness that she saw, not his blackness. She saw it in the way he



really looked at her, really saw her. With the calm, detached concentration
of a shaman. He was stoned, but even so ... She had delivered many capes,
shawls, headdresses, dresses, beaded and feathered headbands, sandals, and
jeans to rock stars and their entourages, and in the excitement of trying on
what she brought, they never saw her. Never questioned how the magic of
the feathered clothing was done. Never wondered about her mother’s
pricked fingers and twitchy face and eyes. She did not expect them to. They
were demonic to her. She hated the way they looked, so pale and raw and
wet; she disliked their drugs, always so carelessly displayed. Feathered
pipes and bowls were steady sellers—she was not sure her mother even
knew or cared what was done with them. Carlotta learned to wait silently,
unobtrusively, “like an Indian,” until the buyer—her mother’s only word for
them—stopped admiring his or her reflection and languidly fumbled for the
always-hard-to-locate checkbook. They often tried to get her to lower her
prices. Sometimes she spoke to them in her mother’s incomprehensible
Spanish and pretended she could not understand what language they spoke.
At times, an especially happy buyer, going to a ball or to a parade, gave her
a bonus, or noticed she was pretty.

She was not “pretty.” Beautiful, perhaps. Her eyes were worried and
watchful—she might still have been tensely afloat in the vanilla-bean-pod
boat—her face drawn, her mouth hard to imagine in a smile, until she
smiled. Yet she exuded an almost tropical atmosphere that was like a scent.
When men looked at her they thought of TV commercials for faraway
places in the Pacific, but when they actually saw her, which was rare, they
thought of those dry, arid spaces closer to home. She made them think of
rain.

Perhaps it was the hair on her head, so black it seemed wet. Or her
eyelashes that seemed to sweep and bounce the light. Even the hair that



grew beyond the hairline and into her face at temples and forehead formed
wispy curls like those found in otherwise straight hair after a shower.

The rock star Arveyda saw all of this. He also saw the cape. He put it
on. Resplendent within its iridescent shower of blind peacock eyes, he
pranced before her watchful ones. It was he who said what no one else had
even thought of.

Taking the cape off, he’d placed it about her shoulders and turned her
toward the mirror.

“But of course,” he said, “this is made only for you.”
She looked in the mirror at the two of them. At his rich brownness; his

nose like hers, eyes like hers (but playful and shrewd); his kinky, curly hair.
His shapely lips. His small hands. His sensuous hips, low slung, cocked, in
softly worn fitted jeans. Even his boots were feathered. And she looked at
herself—almost his twin. Lighter skin, straighter hair, vanilla-bean-boat
eyes—but ...

“You mean it’s made for my type,” she said, sounding to herself as if
she had an accent, though she did not. It was only because of how she
looked.

He laughed. Hugged her.
“Our type.”
For his cape he paid Zedé five thousand dollars, which Carlotta,

deliriously happy, took to her. It was the most Zedé had ever been paid.
With the money Carlotta knew they would buy a car.

The next cape she delivered to Arveyda, assuming it was for his sister,
as he’d said, was for her. Though he sometimes wore his cape onstage—
because it looked so great to break out of, and the fans went wild—the only
time they could wear their capes in public together was for parades.



Within their magic capes that her mother had made they were indeed
birds of a feather.

“The food you eat makes a difference,” he advised her. Left to herself,
she ate nothing but sweet cakes—chocolate cream puffs or Twinkies—and
the inevitable rice and beans. She knew nothing of salads. She thought she
hated fruit.

“You are young now,” he said, “and nature is carrying your good looks
along. But one day she will grow tired of your atrocious eating habits and
she will stop. Then where will you be?”

Carlotta thought about her mother. How old she looked. How tired her
skin was; how lusterless her hair. Her back teeth were breaking off at the
gum.

Arveyda lay on his side in a bed piled high with silken pillows. The
room reeked of incense and there was a faint whiff of Indian food. The
room was full of smoky shadows, only one blind adjusted to let in light
from the park.

“You are rich,” she said. “You can eat whatever you like.” Then,
contradicting herself, she said, “Diet—I don’t think diet has anything to do
with looks. It is all in the genes. Some very poor people”—she no longer
considered herself poor—“remain very beautiful even into old age.”

“The poor look their best when they are old,” Arveyda muttered,
“because they have made it that far. A risk, anyway,” he continued, stroking
her face, the wispy hair that plastered itself at the front of her ear. “Oh,” he
said, “genes are part of it.” He admired his own slim body in the mirror that
ran along the wall beside the bed. He tried to imagine his father’s body, the
body he’d never seen. “But good food is most of the rest.”

When she went to visit him, he offered her fresh juices, platters piled
high with cherimoya, guava, papaya. He was a glutton for mangoes. Only



those, however, from Mexico. He could not enjoy the ones from Haiti. “The
misery, you know.”

She grew trimmer still, eating what and how he ate. Nothing, ever,
heavy in the morning. Fruit, fruit, even in the middle of the night.

He said eating cream puffs and meat turned people into murderers.
He jogged.
Jogging with him through Golden Gate Park she saw faces like hers

that made her wonder if perhaps she had kinspeople, after all, in the Bay
Area. She grew to recognize certain other “exotic” ethnic groups. She liked
especially, for some reason, the Hmong people, who seemed particularly
intense and ancient to her, as they carried their tiny babies on their backs
dressed in bright multicolored clothing covered with mirrors, bells, shells,
and beads. The fuzzy ball (how was it made?) atop their caps made her long
to reach out and touch it. The babies and their mothers, locked in a
language more foreign even than Zedé’s, shopped calmly in the local stores.
Pointing to this American thing or that. Murmuring in puzzlement. Holding
their money trustingly out to the clerks in the stores, who were invariably
patient, respectful, curious. It was the obvious culture that had gone into the
making of the babies’ clothes. No one in the Americas, except the Indians
(called “Indians,” she learned, because an Italian explorer considered them,
on first take, to be in dios, in God), had lived long enough as a culture to
create such a powerful, routine aesthetic. You looked at a Hmong baby and
grieved that it should wind up in the Tenderloin on some of the city’s least
colorful or cultured streets. Carlotta loved, also, Samoan women. She loved
their characteristic heaviness of body and their square jaws. Their seeming
good nature and equanimity. Natural queens. And Balinese men; she could
always recognize them because of the expression of horror in their faces as



they looked about them at the glass and concrete of the city. They were not
seduced, not at all.

“Exercise is to the body what thinking is to the mind,” said Arveyda,
gasping.

She, who never exercised but was always in motion on errands for her
mother, ran easily. Breathing and running and never thinking of them as
separate events. She pulled ahead of him effortlessly, her shapely legs
flashing. Later they would shower at his house and lie on his bed in the sun.



HE HAD COME FROM Terre Haute, Indiana, where his mother was one of three
black women who had organized and founded their own church: the Church
of Perpetual Involvement. His mother, whose name was Katherine Degos,
was one of the most intrusive people he knew. She did not recognize limits,
whether of body or mind. She could not stay out of other people’s business;
all business was her own. The church was a front for this tendency to
interfere, which would otherwise have gotten her into trouble. She was a
woman of such high energy she always seemed to him to be whirling, and
the first time Arveyda heard the expression “whirling dervish” he thought
of it as a description of his mother.

But then, in mid-whirl one day, when he was ten, after having broken
up innumerable fights, delivered innumerable babies, baked and given away
innumerable cakes and turkey dinners—because “doing” for others was her
way of winning a place in their affairs—she simply stopped and sat down
and looked out a back window of the house for three years. Her church
dissolved. The women whose babies she had delivered forgot what she
looked like. The hungry eyed her well-fed body with scorn. She didn’t care.
She began to play with her makeup, painting her face, dying her hair, doing
her nails as if she were creating a work of art with her body, and with her
mind she appeared to roam great empty distances.

She gave up trying to improve the world and, instead, declined to
notice it. As a teenager, Arveyda had felt no strong connection to her. He
was good in band, terrible in everything else. She did not seem to mind.
Everyone on their block praised him for his music. He sang and played
guitar and flute. She gave him no praise. She looked through him. One day
the picture of his father—kept in a silver frame on the night table by his bed
his whole life—disappeared.



“Nothing, No Thing, Can Replace Love.” That is what she’d wanted
on her headstone, but one of her sisters, his aunt Frudier, to whom she’d left
this directive, thought it too risqué. His mother was instead buried under a
pale gray stone that carried only her name, and not even the year she was
born. But he thought of it as a kind of key to her he might use later on,
when he knew more. Who was she, this woman who was his mother? He
didn’t know.

Lying with Carlotta on his spacious bed, the blue satin duvet cover
smooth and cool beneath their legs, Arveyda told her odd bits and pieces of
his life. Of the father figure he’d somehow found for his adolescent years,
while his mother stared vacantly out the window. Simon Isaac. Or Uncle
Isaac. Not that he would ever dare call Mr. Isaac “uncle” to his face, only in
his heart; he understood he must never call anyone “uncle” except another
black person.

Mr. Isaac was a greengrocer in the neighborhood where Arveyda and
his mother lived. Tall and big-boned, with brooding brown eyes and a mane
of wiry red hair, he sat in the doorway of his shop playing the violin.

All the children of the neighborhood crowded around, the nickels and
dimes clutched in their palms for sweets temporarily forgotten. He
mesmerized them with his perfectly lovely, improbable music—none of the
children had seen a violin before. No one was more enchanted than
Arveyda, whose fingers crept, all on their own, to rest on the box of the
fiddle. “Fiddle” was the word for violin Arveyda had once heard at home.
He inched ever closer, so that he could feel the sweetness of the vibrations
down in the center of himself; the near orgasmic opening out in the base of
his groin. It seemed natural, when he at last owned both a cheap guitar and
a flute, that he would sit on a Coca-Cola crate near Mr. Isaac’s straight chair
and play. Natural, also, that Mr. Isaac would encourage his efforts with



quick flashes of delight from his suddenly friendly eyes; and that,
frequently, as they played together more and more easily, he would seem to
forget Arveyda’s presence and only at the end of a tune look across at him
—brown, skinny, perched on the Coca-Cola crate—and, with a lopsided
smile, ruffle his rough curls.

“And what happened?” asked Carlotta, imagining Isaac the
Greengrocer playing his violin and never working.

“He had come from Palestine,” said Arveyda. “Everyone in his village
not dead or too sick to move came here, to America. He used to tell me
about what it was like on the boat coming over. How packed it was. How
afraid everyone was of getting sick. There had been an epidemic, some kind
of plague. And the people were all herded together and actually stank, he
said, from fear. And when they got to Ellis Island, on the very day they
arrived, he discovered a boil in his left ear—a big fat juicy boil, like a
baseball sticking out of his ear, was how he described it. Or like a spider’s
egg sack, when he was feeling more modest. He was sure he had ‘it.’ And
right away the doctors ‘in their white coats’—he always said that—came
aboard, and they lanced the boil while looking very nervous about possible
contagion. He was not permitted off the ship for two weeks, while ‘those in
authority’ discussed whether he should be sent right back to Palestine. After
that, they took him to a quarantine barrack, and there, from day to day, he
‘politely rotted,’ as he liked to put it. His ear began to heal but the rest of
him began to feel ‘not so terrific.’’

“Ellis Island?” Carlotta queried.
Arveyda explained how it was the same as Angel Island, only on the

East Coast.
Angel Island, where mostly Asian immigrants were detained,

sometimes for years, before being permitted into the country, was a place



that, thanks to the aid of rich American friends, as Zedé once mysteriously
mentioned, Carlotta and her mother had avoided.

“It was there, on Ellis Island,” Arveyda continued, “that Uncle Isaac
saw his first native-grown colored man. He was pushing a broom. It wasn’t,
he said to me once, that he’d never seen brown people; the Arabs in
Palestine were brown, but their brownness seemed only skin-deep, whereas
this man that he watched pushing the broom, with a little skiphop in his
walk as he mumbled lyrics to songs and hummed under his breath, seemed
to be colored all the way to, and past, his own bones. It was the first thing
he understood about colored people—that it was probably the hopskip way
the man pushed the broom, and seemed to be singing in his head, that
annoyed white people, not just the color of his skin. In truth, he could not
see how anyone could object to that. A more luminous, clean-brown
anything was hard to imagine. ‘Even if you only liked calfskin gloves,’ said
Uncle Isaac, ‘even if you only admired a nice pair of oxblood-colored
loafers! Even if you only loved Hershey bars!’ And he would laugh.

“This man, as it turned out,” said Arveyda, “was a musician, who
worked on Ellis Island as a janitor to support himself and his family.

“Soon everyone else in the barrack had been pronounced free of
disease and left, and there were just the two of them. They talked, using
their hands, eyes, strange sounds, and hops and skips, about music. The
colored man’s name was Ulysses, and after Isaac left Ellis Island he never
saw or heard of him again. But he always remembered that on his last day
in that place, just when he thought he’d go mad from the isolation and
boredom, Ulysses brought the news, long before there was any official
announcement to him, of his impending release, and brought him also a
news magazine full of pictures of the world he was about to enter, in which
not a single face that looked like Ulysses’ appeared. Uncle Isaac said he



searched each photograph carefully, a cold dread settling in his chest; what
sort of world was this, in which his very present friend did not appear? And
then, from the pocket of his baggy brown coat, with its frayed holes at the
elbows, Ulysses had produced and offered to him a bright red apple. This
gift was Ulysses’ handshake and hug. And it left Mr. Isaac hungry. For,
unable to embrace a colored person—Ulysses warned him it was practically
illegal to do so—what was he to offer? Nothing was yet his.”

Carlotta smoothed the hair that poufed above Arveyda’s ear. She
kissed him on the eyes. No barrier like that for her, she thought, happily.
Ever. Ever. None. None. It made her feel terribly free, and she laid herself
full length against his comforting warmth, the sheen of his skin seeming to
add a shimmer to her own. She nestled against all this goodness, which felt
to her to be the very flesh of the earth. How foolish, how pitiful people
were, she thought, not to know enough to try to get next to what could only
do them good.

“It was a magic apple,” said Arveyda, smiling into her hair. “This was
before the time of poisoned, drug-filled apples. Musicians used to carry
only healthful things. Really.” He laughed. “There was even a time when
musicians did not smoke reefer. Although probably never a time when they
didn’t drink wine.”

Carlotta smiled with him.
“There was even a time”—Arveyda looked down mischievously into

her face—“and I know you won’t believe this, when music was played
softly, to be heard. Only dead people need loud music, you know. I call loud
rock ‘Dracula music’ because you look out, and there are all those dead and
deaf and soulless zombies clod-hopping across the floor. Even colored
people are zombies these days. It’s enough to shrivel up your short hairs.”

“You were talking about fruit,” said Carlotta, giggling.



“So I was,” said Arveyda. “So, Uncle Isaac bit into the apple and
thought about his future. In Palestine he’d peddled orchard fruit and garden
vegetables with his father, a hirsute, pious man. He would try the same
thing in America. His basket grew into a cart, his cart into a stand, his stand
into a store. He became a success. But he was not happy, even after
realizing his youthful ambition to study ‘in university’ and to learn to play
the violin. He missed the heat and the peaches and the Arabs. For Arabs had
lived all around him in Palestine, just as colored people lived all around him
in Terre Haute. Many of the dead he’d left behind, his friends, were Arabs.

“When he learned there would be a Jewish state, he accepted it as an
excuse to go back. But he was really going back to the sun, the dates, the
almonds, the oranges, the grapes, the sound of the Arab language that had
filled his head as a boy, though he had spoken it only in the phrases learned
on the street. He would go back to help them all build, he said. And he
closed up his shop one day and left.”

It was of his mother that Arveyda thought the first time he met Zedé. That
small, sad, Indian-looking woman so proud, Carlotta had told him, to be
Spanish.

Zedé sat in the middle of a garishly decorated living room of sky-blue
sofas with fringes on the bottom and lamps with colonial Spanish ladies
endlessly promenading around their bases. She was binding peacock
feathers together to make capes, using the broken and partially ruined
feathers as inset pieces in shoulder bags. She watched him suspiciously
from lowered, tightly controlled, birdlike eyes. He could see he confused
her. Brown skin, kinky hair, beautiful body, ready smile. She looked at him
sadly, as if remembering him, and he thought she sniffled, as if she had a
cold, or was about to weep.



When Arveyda was brought to meet Carlotta’s mother, he had not
known what to expect. Zedé had yellower skin than Carlotta, and her hair
was bleached auburn, frizzed up in a style that seemed matronly. It was a
surprise to him to see how young she really was. This woman who, in her
lifetime, had known both magic and priests, in a country to which, for
instance, television and the pickup truck—until very recently, he imagined
—were unknown. A woman who had been arrested as a Communist, spent
years in prison—at least three, Carlotta had thought—and then somehow
made her way to North America. He bowed over her hand and would have
kissed it, but Zedé shyly drew it back and put it out of sight, in the pocket of
her smock.

She was dressed in an outfit of the dullest blackish-green, and from
beneath the nest of her frizzy brown hair, fried lifeless, her slanting eyes
glittered.

“How do you do?” she asked in the diffident style of night classes at
San Francisco State.

“Just fine. How’re you?” he answered in the same style. Then, because
her smallness and bashfulness moved him, he added, “Not bad atall.”

She and Carlotta, in their new prosperity, lived now in a roomy, light-
filled flat on Clement Street, surrounded by restaurants. From one of them
Zedé had gotten their dinner, which she dished out timidly, as Carlotta
showed him around the flat.

Alone as he had been while growing up, and as he was now, Arveyda
was wounded by the intense isolation of these two. There were schmaltzy
pictures of sunsets and trees, happy white children chasing balloons, but
none of relatives or of people who resembled Zedé and Carlotta at all. In
Zedé’s bedroom, on the night table, there was an old snapshot of her and
Carlotta taken just after they arrived in San Francisco. Zedé’s drawn face,



seemingly frightened even of the photographer, was partly in shadow.
Carlotta, her face moonlike, a string of beads around her tiny wrist, leaned
out of her mother’s arms, as if eager to embrace this new land. In both their
faces he recognized the stress of oppression, dispossession, flight.

He would know them a very long time, he felt, sitting down to a tasty
Vietnamese meal, and smiling from one to the other of them, like a man of
serendipitous choice.



“IT IS AS IF you went out,” Carlotta’s mother sobbed after that first meeting,
“and brought your father home. Ai, ai,” she cried, striking her head with her
palm in a gesture of pain Carlotta had never seen before, but which she was
instantly tempted to duplicate. “He was Indio, your father, and his hair was
rough.”

But now Carlotta and Arveyda had been married for three years. They had
two children her mother adored.

“Arveyda loves you,” said Zedé. “You must believe this. But also, he
and I loved each other from the start.”



ARVEYDA WAS RICH. HE had more money, Carlotta sometimes thought, than
the government of her mother’s country. Once, to prove to her she would
never again be in want, he took thousands and thousands of dollars from the
bank and blew them all over her bedroom with an electric fan. Then they
lay on the bills, as if on leaves in a forest, and made love.

Carlotta would have none of his money now. She had studied women’s
literature in college. That is what she would teach. Taking her children
away from Arveyda and Zedé was the only way she could make them hurt
as she was hurting. She could not know at the time how much she was
hurting herself.

Letters from them as they traveled through Mexico and Central and
South America she resisted opening for many months, preferring to think of
them as dead. But they were her only family, after all.

Actually, only her mother wrote. Short, grieving, heavily scented
letters that recalled Zedé vividly.

“Mija, mi corazon,” they all began. (My daughter, my heart.) And
there was the sound of Zedé weeping. But as the letters continued to arrive,
Carlotta, reading through the evaporated teardrops, which had left puckered
circles on the pages, sensed an animation in her mother’s spirit she had
never felt before.

Arveyda and Zedé traveled through countries of incredible natural
lushness. Zedé had never seen such rivers, such fish ... there was a fish that
mated for life, she wrote; when they caught one from the boat and prepared
it for dinner, its mate swam furiously around and around the boat and
actually followed it for miles ... such trees, fruits, birds, and sky.

Carlotta imagined her mother at the railing of a ship, relaxed against
Arveyda’s body, the sun finding white glints in her once-again straight
black hair.



“The food, every bit is good. Muy delicioso!” she wrote. And Carlotta
remembered the crab sautéed in onion and peppers her mother liked and
how that had been their once-a-month treat after her mother began selling
the feathered things. Now she thought of her eating the food she liked all
the time, growing sleek and maybe a little plump, the wrinkles around her
eyes and on her forehead filling out. Her skin losing its sallowness and
becoming tan and vibrant. She realized she had never known Zedé at peace.
Always, she had been anxious, worried, frantic over the requirements of life
for the two of them.

They’d slept together only once, Arveyda and Zedé, before Carlotta
was told.

Arveyda had brought the children for Zedé to keep for the weekend, as she
often did. Their brown, warm little bodies did magical things to her. She
held them, squirming and wriggling or drowsy and contented, in her arms,
and her cares seemed far away. That day they had been playing on Zedé’s
big bed, the children in the middle, she and Arveyda on the edges. It was a
gray, rainy day, and her bedroom was all pink. Soft music was playing, by a
man, Sidney Bechet, she liked. The children drifted off to sleep. As
Arveyda lifted their limp bodies to take them into the other room, nearly
asleep himself, she’d felt, as she did so often and as often tried to hide, a
deep longing for him. But he is so young, she thought. El padre de mis
nietos. El esposo de mi ninita. My son-in-law. Here she giggled, because
she always confused the word “son” with “sun.”

Arveyda looked at her, the sleeping baby in his arms, one plump arm
flung wide in peace. Longing was like a note of music to him, easily read.
He knew.

When he came back, he sat on the floor beside the bed. His voice
shook. “We can’t do anything about it, right?”



“No,” she said, her voice also trembling. She tried to laugh. “I am
grandmother. That’s it.” She meant, “That’s all.”

“I love you though,” he said. “Not like a grandmother ... maybe a little
like a mother.” He apologized with his smile, which was in his voice. His
face was still turned away from her. “No,” he said, “like a woman. Zedé. I
love Carlotta; don’t worry. I also love you.”

How long had it been building between them, she wondered. Since the
first day, since meeting. She’d smelled the scent in his hair as he bent
toward her hand. The spiciness of it, the odor of her village flowers. She’d
taken back her hand and hidden it, flaming, from him. After all, he was
Carlotta’s. Carlotta had found him.

“Nothing we can do, yes,” she said, firmly. But with a glowing point of
light, hot, growing in her heart, and between her legs she was suddenly wet.

Her hand trembled as she touched his hair, and the scent of him—the
scent of safely sleeping, well-fed babies—reached her nose. His hair. There
were flecks of gray. Glints of red and brown.

Kinky, firm, softly rough. Exactly the feel of raw silk. The only hair
like this—pelo negro—in the world. Running her fingers through it,
tugging. Trying for the light, resigned touch. Trying to be la madre. Trying
to be friends. Her womb contracted so sharply she nearly cried out.

She prayed Arveyda wouldn’t turn and look at her. He did. His eyes
inches away. His white teeth, his mustache and beard. His brown eyes that
seemed so pained. His sweet breath. Like coconut. She smiled to think this
about the coconut; she was such a campesina! He leaned forward to kiss the
smile. She drew back.

“And you, Zedé?” he asked. “Am I just the son-in-law? I know we can
never do anything ... but I want to know.”



“Ah, me,” she said, attempting a little laugh that denied the hot heart
and the light in her womb, the wetness nearly on her thighs. The laugh, so
false, so incapable of all the deceit required of it, turned into tears. Arveyda
took her face in his hands. It had become younger since he’d known her.
The birdlike eyes didn’t dart about so, the twitch was gone. Only the
sadness of the dispossessed of love remained. He would kiss it away.

Zedé had made love only twice before in her life. Until she met
Arveyda she hadn’t thought about sex; she was too busy and her memories
were too painful. Though she had had sex, it had been brief. Sometimes her
daughter was the only proof that a man had made love to her. Now it was as
if she had a new body. Arveyda was kissing all of it, the way she would
have wanted someone she loved to kiss it when she was embarazada. Under
his lips she felt the flowering of her shriveled womb and under his tongue
her folded sex came alive. The hairs on her body stood like trees. In truth,
the light that she felt inside her in womb and heart now seemed to cover all
of her; she felt herself dissolve into the light.

Lying in bed later, exhausted from orgasms that shook her core, Zedé
traced round and round the black mole on Arveyda’s right breast. They
were both relaxed and frantic.

“It won’t happen again,” she said. “It can’t.”
Her lips were drawn to the mole. She kissed it without knowing she

did.
“No,” said Arveyda. “I’m sorry. All my fault.” His face was lost in her

hair. He grew large again against her thigh. She grew wet.
“Mamacita. Daddy.” It was the oldest child, Cedrico, calling, waking

up.

For months they avoided each other. But she loved his music and played it
on the stereo all the time, so she cheated. He never left her, though he was



away performing in other cities and other countries. She listened to the
music and sometimes she cried. Sometimes, crying, she lay back on her
pink bed, her hand between her legs. There was one piece of music,
especially, in his last album that moved her to her knees. She knew he had
written it while thinking of her. She could come just listening to it.

Arveyda lived in the clothes she made for him, earning himself finally
the nickname “Bird,” or, as he loved to translate it, “Charlie Parker the
Third.” Wrapped in his feathered cape, his winged boots, he sent his soul
flying to Zedé while holding his body, his thought, his attentions on
Carlotta, whom he did not cease to love. Only, now he began to think it was
Zedé he loved in Carlotta. Scrutinizing Carlotta’s face he looked for traces
of Zedé. When he found them he kissed them with reverence.

How do you tell someone you love that you are in love with her
mother, as well? It was probably illegal, moreover. Arveyda thought and
thought about the problem; his music, so mellow and rocking, became
tortured and shrill. Sometimes in rehearsal and even in performance he
played his guitar in a trance.

Arveyda’s music was so beautiful no one minded how long he played.
There he stood, his slim legs in soft jeans, his brown suede feathered boots
glowing in the strobe lights, a sliver of his narrow chest revealed; his face,
the face of a deeply spiritual person, intense behind guitar or flute. It was
not without cause that he was rich and famous: Arveyda and his music were
medicine, and, seeing or hearing him, people knew it. They flocked to him
as once they might have to priests. He did not disappoint them. Each time
he played, he did so with his heart and soul. Always, though he might be
very tired, he played earnestly and prayerfully. Even if the music was about
fucking—and because he loved fucking, a lot of it was—it was about the
fucking the universe does through us as it joyfully fucks itself. Audiences



felt this so much that there was a joke about how many Arveyda babies
were conceived on full-moon concert nights.

He played for his dead mother and for the father he’d hardly known;
the longing for both came out of the guitar as wails and sobs. There was a
blue range in his music that he played when he was missing them. Carlotta
was yellow. The young, hopeful immigrant color, the color of balance, the
color of autumn leaves, half the planet’s flowers, the color of endurance and
optimism. Green was his own color, soothing green, the best color for the
eyes and the heart. And Zedé—Zedé’s color was peach or pink or coral. The
womb colors, the woman colors. When he played for her he closed his eyes
and stroked and entered her body, which he imagined translucent as a shell.
He remembered making love to her and imagined himself the light within
the translucent pink shell. He often wept while he played.

Carlotta could not believe the beauty of the new music, discordant as it
sometimes was, and wailing. She would sit in the audience watching him
play and, though she lived with him, it was as if he were a stranger, far from
her, far from anyone. If she had managed to drag Zedé to a performance,
she would turn to her in her excitement over a new riff. But Zedé inevitably
held her head down. Carlotta could never recall later how she first became
aware.

For months Arveyda and Zedé barely saw each other. This, Carlotta
knew. Arveyda was traveling; often Carlotta went with him. Zedé remained
in her house and cared for the children. Every night while they were away,
Carlotta called to check on them. Was Cedrico eating? Was Angelita
wetting the bed? Were she and Arveyda missed? Zedé answered her
questions with energy and enthusiasm. Yes, Cedrico missed them, but he
was “un niño muy grande.” Sure, Angelita wet the bed, but there was luck
in this (some superstition from the old country, Carlotta assumed, and Zedé



never explained), and they were both eating like crazy. And so on. After a
rundown of her own activities in whatever town they were staying, and after
Zedé had mentioned any small news she had, there was an awkward
silence.

“Don’t you want to know about Arveyda?” Carlotta would have to ask.
“Oh, yes, very much,” her mother would say. But then Carlotta had the

distinct impression that her mother was not listening. She could not know
that every word about Arveyda was a dagger.

Each night she reported to Arveyda about the children. He never asked
a word about Zedé. “Don’t you want to know about my mother?” she’d
once said angrily, scorning his indifference to the sacrifice her mother made
in keeping the children.

“Sure I do, sure I do,” he’d mumbled absently and then looked
distractedly and moodily at the door.

At first she thought it was hatred. But how could they hate each other?
These two best friends of hers who, she thought, had loved each other on
sight.

When they picked up the children, after weeks of absence, Arveyda hardly
bothered to thank Zedé. He barely glanced at her. Zedé, for so dark a
person, looked extremely pale.

At dinner one night in a restaurant Carlotta finally spoke up. They’d
sat like sticks the whole meal.

“What have I done to deserve the exquisite torture you two are
inflicting on me?” she said in what she hoped was a joking tone.

“What do you mean?” her mother said quickly.
Carlotta looked at Arveyda.
“You never talk to, or even look at, each other anymore. It’s hell for

me. What is the matter? Come on, look at each other at least.”



She thought she saw panic in her mother’s eyes. But Zedé raised her
head and looked at Arveyda. Arveyda, however, excused himself, got up
from the table with a frown and left.

She watched them struggle until she, too, was worn out, and one day
she forced the whole story out of her shockingly young-looking, vulnerable,
inexperienced, terrified, and pale-as-ashes mother.

When she confronted a weary Arveyda, too listless now to think of
creating new work and looking about, Carlotta suspected, for drugs, he said
only: “The Greeks would know how to handle this. I don’t. Zedé and I are
guilty of falling in love.”

“But she’s my mother,” she hissed.
“Tell me about it,” he said.
“She’s older than you!”
“No!” he said, mockingly.
“But she’s a grandmother,” Carlotta said.
“She is also an artist,” said Arveyda.
“How can you love her?” she cried.
“Don’t you?” he asked.
They could manage, she thought, if Arveyda and her mother had never

made love. But when she asked him, he was direct.
“We made love once,” he said. “We have no intention of doing it

again.” He paused. “To ask your understanding and forgiveness seems
corniness personified.”

But what of her dignity?
Zedé came to see her, wrapping her arms around Carlotta’s legs, face

pressed against her knees, her tears so profuse they soaked Carlotta’s skirt.
“I date now. Soon, I promise, I will marry someone I love. We will go

away. To Mexico, maybe. I will try to get out of your hair.”



Carlotta’s heart was breaking. She felt it swell with tears and then
crack. What does anyone know about anything? she thought. The scene
with her mother emptied her of knowledge. Once again, as when she was a
small child, she felt she knew nothing. That if the chair on which she sat
suddenly became a canoe that floated out the window on the river of Zedé’s
tears, she would not be surprised.



A CURIOUS FEATURE OF Suwelo’s face was his eyebrows. They were
exaggerated crescents over his bold black eyes, and they were prematurely
graying, which gave him at times an owlish look. He had this look now as
he sat by the window of a train on his way to Baltimore, his tall, slightly
overweight body hunched to take advantage of the last of the afternoon
light coming over his shoulder. He tugged absentmindedly at his full and
shapely bottom lip, while attempting to read a new novel by a former
acquaintance of his:

“Forcing back Jackie’s head, he rammed his ... into her waiting ... Half
an hour later he was on top of her, making her moan with pleasure, as he
galloped his horses to a heavenly finish.”

Impatiently he flipped the pages, looking for more news of Jackie,
some word on the development of this unappealing relationship, but there
was nothing. At other points in the novel she was seen dressing, gossiping
with her girlfriends, and going out to do the grocery shopping. Although
she was the main love interest of the book, she was not even made love to
again, probably much to her relief, Suwelo thought, as he scanned the
hero’s chilling seduction scene with a schoolgirl a third his age, in which
drugs figured prominently.

His generation of men had failed women—and themselves—he mused,
taking off his tortoiseshell glasses and stroking the ridge of his generous
and somewhat shiny nose. For all their activism and political development
during the sixties, all their understanding of the pervasiveness of
oppression, for most men, the preferred place for women had remained the
home; the preferred position for women, wherever they were, supine.

He threw the book aside; then picked it up again as he thought to ask
himself what it was really about. It was about a robbery, the trial of the
accused man, the hero, his conviction and execution (because all witnesses



to the crime had been killed), and the realization by the town, later, that the
man executed was innocent.

But he wasn’t innocent entirely, Suwelo thought. He had violated
Jackie, even if, as Suwelo now saw, on the last page there was a note from
the hero to the grieving Jackie reminding her of all the good times they’d
had and of how happy he was to have had her as “his woman.”

Suwelo yawned. Then smiled wryly as he thought of his own failed
attempts to make “his woman” out of either Fanny or Carlotta.

His great-uncle Rafe had already been cremated when Suwelo arrived at the
house. There was a short, quiet ceremony that remembered Rafe as
unobtrusive, helpful to the community, a man of peace. Looking about the
small room, Suwelo was startled to see mostly women, old, bent, pale, and
powdered women, a dozen or so of them, and only a couple of men, in the
moss-green and snuff-colored suits peculiar to old colored men, leaning on
their canes and appearing to wonder whether they were next. His great-
uncle’s ashes were presented to him in a fake antique apothecary jar that
looked familiar; he thought he might have seen the original in a museum.
After the friends left, Suwelo remained alone in the house, which Uncle
Rafe had left to him. It was a small row house, typical of old Baltimore, on
a street that had been, over the past few years, ruthlessly gentrified. His
uncle’s place had been gentrified on the outside, presumably to placate the
new yuppie neighbors, but inside, it was the same as it had been when
Suwelo was a boy. Tall ceilings, dark wood, mote-filled parlors, heavy old
furniture, a huge scratched dining-room table with lion-paw base. There
was still a working dumbwaiter, which for years his uncle had used to haul
coal up from the cellar.

As he walked through the house, spotlessly clean, its white
antimacassars and starchy doilies fairly glowing under the soft light of the



antique chandeliers, Suwelo realized it was not so small, after all. He began
to climb, to investigate its three stories. The banister had been recently
oiled; it gleamed under his hand. There were pictures everywhere, the faces
so vivid he found himself stopped by them as if by the arresting faces of
strangers on the street. He recognized other relatives: his grandfather, his
other great-uncles, his aunts. There was his cousin Rena. Her husband,
Mose. His own mother, sitting with a daunted, disillusioned look in a lawn
swing, beside which his father stood. His father. His father had lost an arm
in World War II. In the photograph, his sleeve pinned up, his cap at a cocky
angle, he was still proud of this. But he wouldn’t be for long. Suwelo
sighed, deeply and wearily, as he read the inscription: “To Unk, love, Louis
and Marcia.” And, sighing, he passed his father’s brash look, his mother’s
air of helpless captivity, and moved up the stairs. He could not, would not
think of them; he wanted to be happy. It was strange and pleasant owning a
house, even though he intended to sell it right away. The money Uncle Rafe
had also left him would last about a year, long enough, with the money
from the sale of the house and the time it bought, for him to sort himself
out.

With all the space, which, because it was so quiet and empty of life,
seemed really very large, Suwelo was amused to discover Uncle Rafe had
chosen as his own bedroom the smallest room in the house. It was
something between a bedroom and a closet, across the hall from the master
bedroom, which was four times its size, and it was filled almost entirely by
his uncle’s single bed. This room, too, had been straightened up and
mercilessly cleaned. Though it appeared poor and bare, there was an almost
clinical neatness. The cheap wooden bed was polished until it shone. The
windows sparkled and the shades were adjusted precisely. The rubber



mattress pad had been washed and folded at the foot of the bed the way a
nurse—or a private in the army—might have done.

He supposed it was the nurse who had cleaned things up. He
wondered. Next to his uncle’s bed there were several neat stacks of
National Geographic. There were newspapers, a Life magazine, an Ebony,
several copies of Jet, which, Suwelo recalled, his uncle had particularly
loved. There was also—he stopped, picked it up, and flipped it open—a
worn book, Of Human Bondage. This he took with him as he wandered
about the rest of the house.

At last he settled in the master bedroom. As he stood at a side window
looking down into the yard, he saw a black woman—youngish, trim, in her
thirties, perhaps, weeding her garden. While he watched, an Asian man,
very handsome and smiling, came out to embrace her. Seconds later two
school-age children ran up. Something funny was apparently said, for they
all laughed, and the boy, six or seven, began stacking and disposing of the
debris his mother pointed out.

On the other side, a white couple was having a party, and must be
somewhere in the group he saw, he supposed. There were about a dozen
people, and they were talking, listening to music, and drinking heartily.
They were very noisy, but there was nothing frightening about it.

On both sides of his uncle’s house—he did not yet think of it as his
own—the yards had a carefully restructured look, raised beds for vegetables
and flowers, for instance, that went with the newly modified houses. His
uncle’s yard was different. There was just the yard, very plain, flat, with a
thin layer of grass, neatly trimmed, and an oak tree that spread across the
back of all three yards. Under this tree there was an ugly metal fake “barn”
that his uncle must have used as a toolshed.



The room he was in had a high ceiling, three large windows facing the
street, a fireplace, massive oak furniture that actually had presence (it was
as if several massive dark people inhabited the room), and a giant bed that
was the most inviting thing he’d seen on his trip. Wearily he sat down on it,
marveling at its woodiness, the elegant old-fashioned carving, how high it
was from the floor. A queen’s or king’s bed. The linens, light blanket, and
comforter were spotless, ivory colored, and the spread was an extremely
ancient, lacy, handmade throw that was so delicate he hesitated a moment
before flinging it back. The pillow shams were edged with lace.

He had planned to stay a week, just long enough to put the house on
the market, settle his uncle’s affairs, and collect the money coming to him.
Before he knew it, two weeks had passed. Every night he called Fanny.
Every night her voice was the same: cool, distant, beyond any concern for
him. He asked how she was sleeping, because he knew that for a long time
she was plagued by nightmares. Something about Prince Charles grinning at
her, but with Africa’s teeth. He asked whether she was eating enough. To
every query she merely murmured, “Fine, fine,” in that absent voice of hers
that so irritated him. On the nights he couldn’t sleep he threw himself into a
further cleanup of his uncle’s house. For starters he went through all the
boxes of junk in the basement. There were many boxes of old clothing; in
one he found pearl buttons and a woman’s wedding gown—old, mildewed,
moth-eaten. There were boxes and crates of magazines and books.
Hundreds of novels, but also books on learning English, on botany, on
learning to sail. By the third week he’d rented a truck and made his way to
the dump.

Slowly he worked his way up. In the kitchen he found little to throw
out. This did not surprise him; from his first day in the house he’d been fed,
as his uncle must have been before him, by the little old ladies who’d been



at the postcremation ceremony. Old and slow-moving though they were,
they’d lost none of their considerable culinary skills. Suwelo had never
eaten so well in his life: three huge meals a day, brought to the door as
punctually as sunrise. They did not pause to chatter. The doorbell would
ring, he’d go to answer it, two old women leaning on and leading each other
would be heading toward a car or back up the street. Sometimes they’d turn
and wave. Occasionally he reached the porch fast enough to be able to say
hi.

At night he sat in front of the aged television set eating his succulent
dinner of smothered chicken or braised fish, and his life, for the first time
since he was a child, seemed angel-protected, materially solid, spiritually
secure. He was almost happy.

In Uncle Rafe’s house Suwelo always seemed to himself to be in a
rather idle state of mind. His life had stopped, at least the life he’d thought
he was building with Fanny, and he was suspended. He sometimes felt
literally as if his feet did not touch the ground. It was a relief. And at times,
too, he simply thought, something that money, enough to keep you going
for a while without worrying, permitted you to do. Another of the many
advantages of the rich, but only if they were clever enough not to ruin this
idle time by thinking about their money.

By now Suwelo had secured his. He took out his bankbook frequently,
to prove its existence: $26,867.03. That’s what he had to work with. Plus an
old, newly valuable town house in pristine condition. A house that was
slowly seducing him. It wasn’t just the ceilings, so high that birds flew in
through the open windows and stayed several minutes before flying out
again, or the comfortable old furniture into which he sank almost out of
sight. It wasn’t the platters of delicious food endlessly appearing. It was
actually—he’d considered it—the master bedroom. The bed.



Sprawled on its downy softness, the frilly throw about his shoulders,
his back against the lacy, crunchy-sounding pillows, his eyes drowsy from
the coal fire in the fireplace and the glass of Dry Sack he permitted himself
in the evening, Suwelo experienced a sense of well-being that stunned him.
In fact, if anyone could have seen him, his owlish eyes fixed on the fire, his
mouth relaxed, his body limp, they would have said he looked stunned, as if
someone had hit him once, sharply, over the head and he’d laid himself out
to recover.

It was in his idleness that he began to notice how much his uncle Rafe
had scribbled. On book jackets and in margins, on notepads and even on
some of his medicine-bottle labels. Suwelo imagined him—he hadn’t seen
him since he himself was in college, nearly twenty years ago—a doddering,
muttering old coot, a bachelor, reading about the world but slowly losing a
place in it, conversing by writing his little notes.

“No good. Strained. Trite. Could do better myself.” A scribbled blurb
on a book by Ernest Hemingway. “Big bluster. He-Man,” followed on the
back flap.

“President nuts. Can’t they see anything? Elect a madman. What do
you get? Madness.” On an old newspaper, with a front-page picture of
Eisenhower, yellowed, ripped in two.

“Between rock and hard place. Colored voter. Two parties but one race
running both. White one.” On the cover of Life.

At first these little messages of his uncle’s simply amused Suwelo.
Though he was himself approaching middle age, he held the view common
among relatively young people that old people get no closer to being real
than caricature.

“Lissie called me up today. Crying. Some crackers hurt her feelings.
Bus was crowded with white people coming home from a game. They made



her get off and walk. She was all dressed up in her white lace. Was
muddied.” This was scrawled, oddly enough, on a shoe box in the master-
bedroom closet. A shoe box that contained, indeed, a pair of white, out-of-
fashion women’s pumps. Size six. Very soiled.

“Lissie will be the death of me. Must be strong. Damn.” Written,
incredibly, on a used linen table napkin and stuffed in the pocket of an old
black dressy pair of pants.

“Must tell Lissie not to worry about ...” Here there was no completion,
as if his uncle had been interrupted as he scrawled his note on the back of
an envelope.

But who was Lissie?
He began, almost unconsciously, to scrutinize the pictures on the walls

again. There were pictures of Uncle Rafe as a very young man, just after
he’d come up from the Island. It must have been the very first day of his
employment as a sleeping-car porter on the Baltimore Limited, the train that
“tore up” the tracks between Baltimore and New York City, which Uncle
Rafe had talked about as if it were a relative. He was smiling broadly and
jauntily sporting his blue-and-red porter’s cap. He’d loved to talk about the
amount “she” was fed, what she was like when her “dander was up.” How
she “chased the rails.” How none of the other trains could “hold a candle to
her.” (What did it mean, he’d wondered, to “hold a candle” to something,
especially to a train. How had the expression first come into the language?)
Suwelo’s mind used to wander, even as Uncle Rafe grew more excited by
the vividness of his memories. His rather somber dark brown eyes glowed,
and once he’d said something about a minuscule tip a white millionaire
miser had given him, and laughed uproariously, his temples bulging, his
head thrown back, mouth open wide, revealing crooked but very white and
strong teeth.



Fifty years he’d been a porter. Carrying, mainly, white people’s bags.
Sometimes, for his “vacation” on the job, he’d snuck up behind some pretty
“brownskin” with “a shape on her hittin’ ninety-nine,” on her way to the
sooty Jim Crow car, and insisted on carrying her bag. These were the
moments that made his work bearable, and he learned to create such brief
encounters, small moments of delight for himself, as the train barreled
down the tracks. He got on well with small children (they almost
immediately referred to him as “uncle”) and their pets. Young mothers
traveling alone doted on him. He was helpful, modest, quick, and definitely
knew his place—they could read this easily in his demeanor—because he,
like so many colored men, had perfected the art of doing the most intimate
things to and for white people without once appearing to look at them. It
was an invaluable skill.

At the end of his run his new “friends” pressed nickels, dimes, and
sometimes quarters into his palm. There was the occasional half-dollar.
He’d laughed, talking to Suwelo and the other relatives gathered around
him (and around the mountains of good food always to be found in Uncle
Rafe’s house) about how the train’s fancy food, which he had little taste for,
was handed out the window to hoboes and how for one stretch during the
Depression he’d developed a “paunch,” in which he carried enough
prosciutto and roast beef to feed the fatherless family down the street.

“Niggers steal. Yes, indeed!” he’d said, and laughed like a madman.
Suwelo imagined his uncle from his white charges’ point of view. A

tall, roundish, though never fat, somewhat somber presence; a being whose
eyes were as expressionless as the glass eyes of a toy. (Suwelo thought his
own bold but oddly unrevealing eyes resembled his uncle’s. A big brown
bear of a man, bending over white people, serving them, for fifty years. The
scent of their hair always in his face, their little needs and wants on the ride



from Baltimore to New York the impetus for most of his activity, the words
“Porter!” or “Oh, boy,” his signal to spring into genuinely delighted or, at
the least, concerned action. What a nightmare, thought Suwelo, a hellish
nightmare. And how oddly moving it was that Uncle Rafe loved food and
wine and dancing (he danced beautifully into old age) in his house—the
spacious, uncluttered digs of a stone bachelor, or so Suwelo had thought—
with family and friends, and could sit and tell of his days on the railroad
and not only laugh himself, but have everybody else laughing too.

And the depth of the laughter! The way it seemed to go so far down
inside it scraped the inside bottoms of the feet. No one laughed like that
anymore. Nothing seemed funny enough. When his uncle and his guests
finished laughing, they’d seemed lighter, clearer; even their activities
appeared to be done more gracefully. It was as if the laughing emptied
them, and sharing it placed whatever was laughable and unbearable in its
proper perspective.

How he wished he could laugh like that now over the mess he’d made
of his life with Fanny. And the cowardice he’d shown in his relationship to
Carlotta. Fanny loved to laugh, flaunting the irresistible gap between her
front teeth, as if she still lived in Africa, where it was distinctly a sign of
beauty; a gap that sometimes pinched his tongue. But he could not imagine
being included in the laughter, now. His would be the place of the white
miser, the one who exploited; or of the children and their grateful mothers,
who nonetheless never saw. He imagined Fanny and Carlotta laughing
together—at him.

One morning an ancient gentleman, whom Suwelo recognized as one
of the two who had attended his uncle Rafe’s postcremation ceremony, rang
the bell. He stood there in workshirt, old pants and boots, appearing to



dodder. After a minimum of pleasantries—“Nice day. Warm up after a
while. How you?”—he announced he’d come to “cut the yard.”

Without a word Suwelo led him through the house and out the back
door. Once in the yard he watched as the old fellow unlocked the shed and
took out a lawn mower as old as everything else about the house. This he
proceeded to push back and forth over the tiny lawn, snipping off the heads
of the tender blades of grass in great stateliness and serenity. Suwelo was
impressed.

“My name’s Suwelo,” he said when the old man had finished, put
away the mower, raked up the grass, and returned the tools to the shed.
Suwelo stood beside him as he ran his hands under the water from the
outside faucet and used a large yellowing handkerchief to wipe the
perspiration from his face.

“I know who you are,” said the old man. “I knew your father and
mother. I knew you as a boy, before you changed your name. ‘Louis, Jr.,’
we used to call you. Or ‘Little Louis.’” He sighed. “You wouldn’t
remember me. My name’s Jenkins. Harold D., for Davenport. Hal, for
short.” He smiled. “The children always called me ‘Mr. Hal.’ Pleased to
meet you.” He stuck out a moist hand, which Suwelo took, marveling at its
smoothness and fragility—the hand of someone who worked two or three
hours a month now, at most.

Suwelo offered Mr. Hal a cup of coffee, which was accepted. Mr. Hal
sat comfortably at the kitchen table, as if he were used to sitting there.
Indeed, when he shifted in his chair and felt the slight unevenness of its
legs, he gave the kind of exasperated grunt one gives when a piece of
furniture has aggravated one unceasingly for a number of years.

“Mind if I switch?” he asked, already rising from the annoying chair.
“That one ...”



“Did you know my uncle long?” asked Suwelo.
“All his life, just about. We was boys together down on the Island.

Both of us come from furniture-making peoples. Went off to World War I
together, the Great War. Married ...” There he stopped. Looked at his shoe.

He was a rather small man. His head was longish; his hair, that strange
shade of gray that seems to be white hair turning black again, and cut short.
His mustache was a neat brush across his lips. His skin was tan and of a
smoothness common to old people and babies. He had unusually large and,
Suwelo thought, fine eyes. By fine, he meant there was in them a quality of
patience, of having learned when and when not to speak. Like many old
people’s eyes, they had a bluish cast, and the dark pupils were open wide.

“I’ve been going through my uncle’s things,” said Suwelo.
“A lot of stuff to go through,” said Mr. Hal. “He never could let go of

nothing. The least little thing he ever got hold of he kept.”
This was said matter-of-factly and in a tone of “I don’t envy you.”
“Oh, I’m enjoying it,” said Suwelo. “I feel I’m getting to know him for

the first time. I wish there were names on the pictures around here though.
The faces are so expressive. They all look like they’re trying to speak, but
without their names I can’t seem to hear them.”

“Most of the women are Lissie,” said Mr. Hal. “The men are different
ones. Your daddy. Cousins. Uncles. Granddaddy. Maybe a aunt or
somebody else female, but I don’t recall anybody else.”

“But there’re a lot of women,” said Suwelo.
“Lissie is a lot of women.”
“Actually, I’m glad you brought her up,” said Suwelo. “I’ve seen her

name around here a lot.”
Mr. Hal studied Suwelo. His large eyes seemed to click over him from

head to foot. Suwelo felt washed by the look, rigorously assessed.



“You’ve met her, haven’t you?”
“No, I don’t think so,” Suwelo said.
“She one of the ones sometime bring your food.”
“Oh,” he said, disappointed. He thought of the old women leaning on

each other, or turning to wave as they got into their automobile. He loved
having them cook for him, and was really quite astonished that they did, but
he thought they were too old to be driving a car.

“She wasn’t always old,” said Mr. Hal. “None of us was.”
Suwelo realized with a start that in his real life, the life in California

away from his uncle’s cozy Baltimore row house, he was never around old
people. He didn’t know that one of the skills they acquired with age was the
ability to read minds. For as he sat there, embarrassed, he knew Mr. Hal
was reading him. Easily, casually, as he himself might read a book.

“You married?” asked Mr. Hal.
“I was,” said Suwelo.
Mr. Hal waited.
“I blew it. Right now I don’t know what’s happening with us. I’m

drifting.”
“I bet she real pretty,” said Mr. Hal.
This sounded false to Suwelo. And unworthy. Mr. Hal was too old to

care about mere prettiness. Even he was. Anyhow, was Fanny pretty?
“Prettiness ain’t what it used to be,” said Suwelo. “Probably never was.”

“Don’t take it so hard,” said Mr. Hal, laughing.
Suwelo laughed too.
“Women,” said Mr. Hal, with good humor.
“You can’t live with ’em and you can’t ... you know the rest, I just

know.” They looked at each other and laughed again.



Suwelo walked Mr. Hal to a dilapidated truck. Mr. Hal leaned on the
steering wheel as if resting his chest while praying for the truck to start.
When it did, after much moaning and coughing, he turned to Suwelo.

“When Lissie come next time, you ask her about herself.”
All these old, old people in moving vehicles, Suwelo was thinking, and

wondering about their accident rate. Even now Mr. Hal was gunning the
motor like a teenager hard of hearing.

“Was she a girlfriend?” Suwelo asked over the noise.
“Better than that,” said Mr. Hal, rolling away. “Lissie was our wife.”
Suwelo went back inside and stopped in front of the first picture he

came to. A very young, barefoot, willful-looking woman wearing a long
dark dress stared haughtily out at him. She was standing in front of five
new, beautiful old-fashioned wooden chairs. The ground was sandy where
she stood, and he noticed her dress was patched near the hem. In one of the
chairs there was an unfinished basket, the bare spikes of its sides making it
look like a large spider about to crawl up the back of the chair.

The chairs were exceptional-looking: tall, of a light glistening wood,
with rush seats and elaborately carved backs. He’d never seen anything like
them.

He continued to look at the pictures up and down the stairwell, and in
the parlors. The young woman with the chairs was the only woman he
didn’t know. He went back several times, and could always identify his
aunts and cousins, but not the young woman. And then he noticed light oval
and square spots where pictures had once hung on the walls. Someone had
taken them down.



“ME AND LISSIE COURTED from the time she was in long dresses and I was in
short pants,” Mr. Hal said to Suwelo a few days later as they sat at the
kitchen table over coffee. “It must have started, us feeling something for
each other, almost from the time we was babies. You know, or maybe you
young ones don’t, but there was a certain kind of living in the country back
then that had a lot of advantages. It wasn’t all night riders and scary white
people acting ugly. Course, they did that, too; I just come to believe now
they can’t help it, and you sort of wish they’d study the tendency. But they
won’t, not in this lifetime anyway. Maybe in the next. But they struck you,
and if you was a child, after they struck you, and didn’t kill you or run off
anybody in your family, or one of your friends’ families, they was gone.
Hallelujah! You didn’t really think about them till they caused some more
grief. They are the most frightening of all people, and I’ll just be fair: I am
afraid of them. They will take what they want, regardless, and that’s what
you feel when you meet them. And so I always tried to keep the kind of life
where meeting them wasn’t necessary.

“But the country is a big place, and it’s beautiful, and the islands ’cross
the bay from Charleston are real special. And in the evenings after working
in the field we sometimes would visit one another—our families would, you
know—and we’d sit out on the porch. Well, the grown-ups would. Sit there
chewing and smoking, and having them long conversations with them short,
short words. Sometimes a hour would go by and they’d have said nearly
nothing, but the world and the firmament of heaven and the battlements of
hell would have been covered.

“Well, before we knowed ourselves good, as babies, me and Lissie use
to play together. Her daddy and mama’s place faced the beach, but we
didn’t think of it as ‘beach’ back then; it was just their yard, and you could
sit on that little shackly porch and watch the sun drop into the bay. It was a



beautiful sight. Sometimes all of us would be out there watching: children,
grown-ups, the hound dogs, the cats, even the goats. Just sitting or standing
around in silence watching the sunset ... Although maybe not the cats—
anyhow not up close to us—’cause I was, and am, for some reason deathly
afraid of cats, and this grieved Lissie, who had a real fondness for them.
And although I can’t remember us as babies, I can almost remember it—
Lissie remembers it perfectly, she says—and I like to think of us two fat
brown babies with our asafoetida bags round our necks looking at the
sunset together with the animals and slobbering all over one another’s face.

“Everybody laughed to see the attraction force between us. Soon as we
could walk, off we’d totter together, sticking everything in our path in our
mouths and gumming each other’s noses with our baby teeth. But then she
became a little girl and I became a little boy, and for a number of years we
went sort of separate ways. Until Miss Beaumont started up a little school
back of her house for people’s children, and me and Lissie fell right back
together again. It wasn’t even love, as such. It was more like what these
young people today have when they go off to fight against nuclear war
together; more like affinity. We just gravitated toward each other, ’cause
that’s where life felt safest and best. Lissie felt this, I felt this. It was even
recognized by Miss Beaumont and everybody in that little school. Hal ’n’
Lissie, Lissie ’n’ Hal, they’d say.

“She was never no angel. Fact of the matter, she was mean. Always
had to have her own way. But not always with me. I could usually get her to
show her good side. Sometimes she took food from some of the littler kids
and gave bites of it to me, and we’d stand there eating whatever it was and
watching the little fellow she’d taken it from cry. Lissie got more whippings
than anybody at school. She was a born ringleader. Even as a little thing she
spoke right up. Other little girls had trouble with the boys bullying them.



Not Lissie. She ruled over the boys, the same way she did over the girls,
and she would fight at the drop of a hat. I mean fight like the very devil.
She had these big white teeth, and when she got in a fight with anybody she
just chopped away at them. She bit a boy’s ear near about off that tried to
beat up on her, and after that she was like a queen. She’d speak and the
waters parted.

“I was a little afraid of Lissie, to tell the truth. She was ruthless. And
she would tell lies on people just to laugh at the confusion she made. She
could really be wicked. One time Mr. Beaumont almost shut down the
school ’cause Lissie said, loud enough for him to hear: ‘Henry Aiken’—a
big hulking brute that looked like a horse seated at a desk—‘look like he
lost something under Miss Beaumont’s desk.’ It was true he always had his
eyes on what he could see of Miss Beaumont’s ankles, but he was harmless,
and Miss Beaumont’s behavior was beyond reproach. There was a big to-do
in the school. Miss Beaumont and Henry were made fun of. Mr. Beaumont
eventually looked like a jackass, especially because Miss Beaumont
temporarily left him, left the community, and nearly lost that teaching job.
Mr. Beaumont had to go to her mama’s house and beg her to return. Lissie,
my own little Lissie, just laughed.

“There never was enough going on to suit her, so she tended to look on
people’s lives as if they was plays. She was always moving people around.
But she was good to me. She protected me. For one curious thing about me
was that, unlike the other fellows, I couldn’t fight. I just couldn’t. It seemed
so rude and crude. I would always rather run from a fight. And, you know,
running from fights attracts ’em. I use to think there had to be some other
way of settling differences. But nobody on our island seemed to have heard
of it. The grown-ups sometimes talked things through, but then, come
Saturday nights, they’d get to swinging at each other, too. So Lissie took up



for me. She’d stand there flat-footed—barefooted, too, ’cause none of us
had school shoes, just the ones we wore on Sundays to church—and she’d
stick out her bony chest and bare her big white teeth and she could blow
like the best and baddest of the boys, even if they was twice her size. It just
didn’t faze her. She never showed fear. In fact, when Lissie started to tot up
all the limbs she planned to chop through and all the gashes she planned to
rub sand in, her voice took on a cool disinterested quality and her eyes
seemed to be looking way off in the distance just beyond her opponent’s
head. It was spooky. She was so little. So black. She was, like,
concentrated, if you know what I mean. Like, anywhere you were likely to
grab her would be resisting you and whipping you, too—’cause, well, her
bored look said she’d dealt with your kind before and she’d really hoped for
something more interesting to do than mopping up the ground with your
sorry ass that afternoon. Where did it come from? This particular
concentrated form of energy that was Lissie? When she told me, I was and I
wasn’t surprised.”



THEY WERE EXACTLY AS Carlotta had imagined them. Standing close together
at the railing of a ship. Not quite a ship; only Arveyda’s olive-green
sailboat, with its black-and-yellow sails, which he steered with the same
meditative masterfulness with which he played his flute. On this small boat
he traveled the waters of the world whenever situations on land became too
intense. The quiet of the boat was soothing, and when he grew tired of
sailing, he turned on the boat’s motor, which droned energetically, like a
large, persistent fly, or he simply permitted the boat to list as it would, in the
wind.

They traveled south.
Under the open sky, the reflections of the turquoise water near her

country’s shoreline brightening her sad eyes, Zedé became a different
woman. Gone the hesitant English that was a result of shyness, passionate
excitement, or fear. Though her voice often cracked with the effort not to
weep from the pain of relived experiences, she spoke with an eloquence that
startled Arveyda, who held on to her as she talked, not as a lover, but as the
ear that might at last reconnect her to her world.

“Of the way of my country you can have no comprehension,” she said,
“especially as it was when I was a child. Everything was changing, it is
true, but still many of the old ways were everywhere on view. Our mothers
taught us about lovemaking and babies when we became señoritas, of
course, but all along also they taught us the history of our civilization.

“I will always remember there was a gigantic waterfall,” Zedé
continued, “like the one I have seen in pictures of Jamaica. This was a
magic place. We went there to bathe while we had our period, whole groups
of girls and their mothers. It was always on the full moon. It was warm.
Even the water; but refreshing, too, on our skins and in our long hair. There
was no one, in the old time, who did not have long hair. You just did! That



was that! No one gave any thought to it much, either. You could wear it
hanging or propped up on your head or pulled back by bits of string or
flower stems, any way you could. Yes, and some of the women made these
headbands of beads that were pretty and very slippery, like the hide of an
iguana. Yes!

“Anyway, we would all gather by Ixtaphtaphahex, the Goddess, for
that’s what her name meant, and our mothers would prepare food, and the
young girls went up and down the sides of the falls collecting bits of wood
for a fire. After eating and bathing we drew up in a circle near the fire, and
if someone was nursing a tattoo, her mother would work on it, rubbing in
the dye, while someone else’s mother told stories of long ago.

“That is how I first learned about the priests. The priests of our village
lacked any sign of joy. They always seemed, from their sour expressions, to
be hurting and as if they had given up something that now plagued them
with anxiety. Of course they were feared, if not respected, and of course the
fear looked like respect, I guess. Doesn’t it usually? For wherever they
went, the people bowed to them, and the people worked to keep them in
food. The people built their houses for them. But then, people also did all
these things without joy. And it was only when the priests led the parades in
the ceremonies, blessing the village, the crops, and the beasts, that the
people received any satisfaction from them. And the reason for this was—
their costumes! Their costumes were made by women like my mother, who
sometimes worked the whole year on the feathered and beaded and shell-
bedecked outfits the priests wore. And every year when the priests swept by
the crowd, their garments were more resplendent than the outfits made the
year before. Sometimes, I tell you, they dazzled the eyes, and the heart grew
immense from just the notion that such beauty could be made and could
exist. You just could not believe anything so gorgeous was made by human



hands, and especially not by these poor bent little women like my mother,
sitting on the dirt floor of her hut.

“My mother had a special hut with mud walls and a grass roof for her
work. There she would be, sometimes for days at a time. We could watch
her from our main house, but we learned early not to bother her when she
was doing holy work, making the costumes for the priests. I used to hide in
the taraba bushes that grew beside the large mango tree in our yard and
watch her as she worked. Some days she did nothing at all. My mother, you
know, smoked a pipe, a little clay one with feathers along the stem, and she
would sit with her back against the hut and smoke and stare out into the
distance, as if she were blessing the thousands of acres of bananas.
Sometimes, yes, she muttered to herself, quite loudly, and then I thought
she’d discovered me hiding and watching her. But no, even if I had walked
in front of her at such times, I doubt she would have seen me.

“Then eventually she would knock out her pipe—she had a set of
chimes, very low, very sweet—and she would knock the pipe against these
chimes, which hung beside the door, and she would listen to the sweet, light
sound. And then, if she agreed with the sound, she would nod, once, and
then she would begin.

“She made capes and headdresses of great beauty, and she did it truly
as if by magic. There were no squinting lines around my mother’s eyes, as
there are around mine, because she rarely looked at what she was doing.
Her fingers seemed to know just what to do, and her face remained as if she
were dreaming. Only her back, from so long bending, was slightly crooked.

“Over a long stretch of work, she would sometimes lose this precious
state. She would come back to our main house and cook and clean and
scold like a regular mother. And we were always so glad to have her back,
too, though she’d never been farther away than a few steps across the yard.



My father, especially, was happy to have back his wife. And he was glad to
hear if the work was going well, because then my mother smiled at him. If
it was going well, she tolerated him as a burden and an intrusion and all her
words to him—and they were always few—were harsh. If he tried to speak
to her when her mind was on her work, she answered him with the
expression of someone who has stomach ache.

“She was someone who could not be rushed. This seems a small thing.
But it is actually a very amazing quality, a very ancient one. She did
everything at just the same pace as before, she could tell the time of day or
night by the moisture in the atmosphere, and she went about her business as
if she would live forever, and forever was very, very long. That is the kind
of mujer my mama was. When you look at me you see her, but I have lost
‘forever’; therefore I sometimes hurry.

“Now the story of the priests is a sad one, and I don’t think the men of
my village realized that the women knew it to its smallest details.
Unfortunately, even in my poor village women were considered inferior and
kept out of the secrets the men felt it necessary to have. But we knew!
Everything! We always had secrets of our own.

“Our mothers taught us that in the old, old days, when they were their
grandmothers and their grandmothers were old—for we are our
grandmothers, you understand, only with lots of new and different things
added—only women had been priests. Yes! This is what they said. But
really, in the beginning they were not priests to themselves; it was the men
who made them so. But then the men forgot that they had made them so.
Well, what happened is that in the beginning, at about the same time the
toucan was created, there was also woman, and in the process of life and
change she produced a being somewhat unlike herself. This frightened her.
Still, she kept the little hombre with her for a long time, until he grew



anxious to discover whether there existed, somewhere else, more of his own
kind. Off he went and, sure enough, there were others like himself, among
whom he lived. These first men were so new to each other that all they did
was stare into each other’s eyes—for centuries! They were so glad to be
found. But this meant they had no self-consciousness about how they
looked, beyond the dangling evidence of maleness, the elongated clitoris.
They had no concept of dress.

“Woman was entirely used to herself, while man was still infatuated
with his relative newness. Woman was already into adornment. In truth, she
was already into high fashion! Yes! You can laugh, and I know this is a
funny way now to put it. But! Woman did not know she was even interested
in high fashion. She was more, you know, like playing with herself. Making
interesting to herself and other women what she already had. So she had
tits, sticking out to there! She had a soft brown belly and strong brown legs.
So what, that she had hair to her ass that glistened like the wings of a bird.
Woman was bored with it. And so she began to play with how she looked.
She used feathers, shells, stones, flowers. She used leaves, bark, colored
sand. She used mud. The toenails of birds! For days she and her sisters
hung over the edge of the reflecting pools in the jungle, trying this and that.
The rest of the time they spent gathering food. Occasionally they were host
to a man, whom they played with, especially sexually, until they tired of
him; they then abandoned him.

“But it was these abandoned men who, over time, found each other
and corroborated each other’s experience among the women, dressed so
weirdly in their colors and feathers, and they spread the word among other
men who lacked their experience. Then one of the men told of a birth
among the women. That clinched it. Immediately they imagined a mujer
muy grande, larger than the sky, producing, somehow, the earth. A goddess.



And so, if the producer of the earth was a large woman, a goddess, then
women must be her priests, and must possess great and supernatural
powers.

“What the mind doesn’t understand, it worships or fears. I am speaking
here of man’s mind. The men both worshiped and feared the women. They
kept their distance from them, but spied on them when they could. The
finery the women wore seemed to prove their supernaturalness. The men,
lacking the centuries of clothing and adornment experience of the women,
were able to make only the clumsiest imitations. The women laughed at
them. Perhaps the most fatal error in the whole realm of human responses to
sincere effort! So, at first, to show their worshipful intent, the men, who
were better hunters than the women, but only because the women had found
they could live quite well on foods other than meat, gathered those things
they knew the women liked or might be encouraged to like—feathers,
bones, bark for dyes, animal teeth and claws—and brought them, on their
knees, to the women, who picked over them like housewives at a sale.

“It was a long time before they began demanding these gifts, just as it
was a long time before the men noticed that some of the children the
women were making bore a striking resemblance to themselves. Strangely,
the men did not like the children; it was as if the children made them
nervous, even the boy children, whom they were always given or who
almost always ran off to join them and whom they, in a manner of speaking,
raised. For centuries the male community revolved around the female one,
and the women hardly noticed it, except to make demands about the amount
and number of things they were given.

“Many grandmothers lived and died during this time. Bowed down to,
feared, worshiped, spoiled. And then, one day, there was a rebellion. The
men grew sick of the women they worshiped. And by now they had made



an important discovery about woman’s ability to produce life. That
discovery was—and it had been kept well hidden by woman for a very long
time—that the life that woman produced came out of a hole at her bottom!
But not the hole man also had, as had been suspected (and of course many
strange things had been tried with that one!), but a different one. Then it
was thought that anyone with such a hole at his or her bottom could
produce life through it.

“And here is where the sadness comes in. For the women, though
easily bored, made a great deal of fun out of life. Dressing themselves up,
they giggled. Looking into the still mirrors of the jungle pools, they
laughed. There was very little pain in their lives except for the discomfort
they experienced in childbirth, and they soon forgot that. They died
relatively young, too, either from attacks by animals or because their natural
life span was short, so there was none of the creaking pain of old age. In
short, it was during this period of rebellion that the men decided they could
and would be priests. That they could be the ones through whom life
passed! They began to operate on themselves, cutting off and flinging away
their maleness, and trying to fashion a hole through which life could come.

“They died like flies. This is why, even today, there is a certain sadness
a family feels when a boy decides to become a priest. Here is the origin of
celibacy, of forfeiting children of one’s own. For to become a priest in the
old days meant one must do without one’s very genitals!

“But listen, chico mio,” said Zedé, stroking Arveyda’s brow, “this is
how it was even when I was a child. No. Not the whole of the genitals,
because they gradually learned something from the numbers of men who
died—their deaths making them more and more holy!—but they cut off the
balls. They forgot about the hole through which life passes. They forgot this
was what they were trying to make. It hurt too much to think of this, and to



do it, and it didn’t work, as well. The futility nearly prostrated them. What
they remembered was that they must be like women, and if they castrated
themselves at a certain age—the time of puberty, when they chose or were
chosen for the priesthood—they could sound like woman and speak to the
universe in woman’s voice.

“But, oh, the pain! The operations, which were rarely done right. The
heat and the flies and the sweat! The hatred of woman, whose pain was
confined to childbirth and maybe a few cramps every month. And who kept
producing life and adorning herself and thinking very little of it.”



“LISSIE MEANS ‘THE ONE who remembers everything,’” Miss Lissie said to
Suwelo, her black eyes, under wrinkled eyelids, as brilliant and as steady as
a hawk’s, “but I am old now and my brain cells—brain cells are like
batteries, you know—are dying, millions of them at a time. Of my earlier
lives in Egypt and Atlantis I recall nothing. I only mention these places
because everyone does, mostly people who need to feel better about
themselves in this present lifetime but cannot. To be truthful, I never
remembered anything about those places, and if it were not for the existence
of pyramids and the evidence of drowned ancient civilizations now coming
to light, I’d doubt they’d ever been. Since I know they did exist, in my
rational mind, I have to assume that those brain cells I would need to
remember them, being so many thousands of years, and more, old, have
atrophied. But on the other hand, I do not remember with my brain itself
anyway, but with my memory, which is separate, somehow, yet contained
within it. Charged, I feel my brain is, with memory. Yes, as I said, like a
battery.”

Suwelo was enchanted by the hundred or so silvery white locks of hair
on Miss Lissie’s finely shaped head, making an aureole for her dark brown
face and causing it to look, even in the shadows of Uncle Rafe’s house,
kissed by the sun. These locks grew out in all directions from her skull, but
fell gently over her shoulders and down her very straight back, like a mantle
of the brightest fleece. When he had first seen her, among the other old
women in Uncle Rafe’s front parlor, she, like the rest, had had her head
covered. He would never have imagined, on so old a person, such wild,
abundant, glorious hair. It gave her the curious look of some ancient
creature, which, even at rest, is about to spring.

He had the unaccountable sensation that she was his true grandmother,
and that his actual grandmother, who dyed her white hair blond in order to



enhance a distant resemblance to Patricia Nixon, was an imposter. This
puzzled Suwelo, who, in the abstraction of his thoughts, had been staring
fixedly at Miss Lissie’s reggae singer’s locks since she started talking and
wondering how many there were.

“Exactly one hundred and thirteen,” she said, as if he’d spoken, before
continuing her story.

“It is not, then, the very ancient past that I was conversant with as a
child, even as a baby, but with the recent past of up to a few thousand years
ago. I have always been a black woman. I say that without, I hope, any
arrogance or undue pride, for I know this was just luck. And I speak of it as
luck because of the struggle others have trying to discover who they are and
what they should be doing and finding it difficult to know because of all the
different and differing voices they are required to listen to. I have a friend in
this lifetime who reminds me of myself, someone who has always been, in
every lifetime, a black woman. Every word she speaks reveals this
experience and is based on the ancient logic of her existence as who she is,
and when she tries to manufacture the voices of others that were not there in
her ancient being you hear it immediately in her voice. It becomes the voice
of an almost disembodied person, though her words remain incisive, lucid,
brilliantly skilled. But then, whenever she is free to speak as herself,
everything has jagged edges, and listening to her is like hard walking with
pebbles in your shoes. And you feel that if she judged you she would be
very harsh. But underneath the armor of her voice and her skin there is this
gentle person. But how many years have gone into creating the gentleness!

“I was never a gentle person. Maybe in the lifetimes I don’t recall, but
in all the ones I do recall I was a fighter, someone who started trouble.
Someone who was easily bored by other people and was offended if they
tried to present their feeble point of view. For most people, as you know,



remember nothing of other lifetimes, and no matter how old they get they
never remember any better. They honestly think that when they were born
their brain was a clean slate. I’ve actually heard this said! That babies have
no memories; that they are empty of knowledge and experience; that, in
fact, there is no one there. This is insane. Of course, the memories that they
have appear to babies as dreams indecipherable to themselves because they
are no longer in those contexts, and because babies lack the ability to speak
any language, not simply the languages they spoke before. Of all the
periods in one’s life, babyhood is the most pitiful and the most confusing.
There you are, without anyone you know, surrounded by giants you may
never have imagined existed. They are blowing their objectionable breath
on you, oiling your skin with God knows what strange mixture, giving you
food to eat that, in an earlier lifetime, might have been taboo. It is hideous!
And as you lie there looking about, you summon just enough intelligence to
understand this is the next classroom, these people are the next lesson you
will be required to learn. Oh, the horror of it! That is the real reason babies
sleep so much. Imagine where and to whom so many of them are born.
They sleep to avoid the shock of the cruel thing that’s been done to them
and to avoid the inevitable feeling of utter helplessness.

“I did not like my parents at all. My mother was rather clumsy and
obviously untutored; she seemed to speak not only in a language I’d never
spoken, but in a language newly invented. She spoke of ‘taters’ and
‘rotgut,’ ‘hog killin’ and ‘sugar tits.’ She seemed to exist in a trance, and
when I cried she responded with an absent-mindedness that left me
breathless. I used to lie on the bed and watch her going back and forth
through the house in her slovenly wrappers, her steps dragging, almost
shuffling, from front porch to kitchen. She dipped snuff. Every so often



she’d drag herself to the side of the porch and spit off into the weeds. I
knew I’d never seen, in any of my lifetimes, a more stupid person.

“Then there was my father. Where my mother was merely clumsy—
she had a habit of changing me in such a way that the old soiled diaper
always came in contact with my head—my father was hopeless. He was
every stereotype of the inept father of a newborn baby rolled into one. He
spoke the same odd language as my mother—rather, he mumbled it—and it
would take me years to master it, whereas in other lifetimes I was able to
master new languages in a matter of minutes, though it was months before I
could speak. For years I literally could not speak, and out of that frustration
over the language I would also fight.

“The worse thing was, I’d never known these particular people before!
Never. They were complete strangers to me. I didn’t recognize their scent, I
didn’t recognize their body movements, their rhythms—of which they made
so much—I didn’t, as I said, recognize their speech. God knows, I didn’t
recognize the diet! These people lived on corn bread, lima beans, and the
occasional head of boiled cabbage. That was during times of plenty. The
rest of the time they lived on grease, sorghum syrup, and biscuits.

“Those first weeks and months, I slept as much as I could. And even as
a big child I would fall asleep. In fact, that’s one of the reasons the diet of
the children on the Island was improved. I kept falling asleep in Miss
Beaumont’s class, and one day the visiting health nurse noticed it. They
then started to test the other children, and it was discovered that none of us
had sufficient vitamin C, D, or A in our diets. We never had fruit, never had
raw leafy greens, never had milk. There was plenty of this on the Island,
you know, but it was all sold, every scrap of it, to the mainland, and had
been since slavery time. In those days, in slavery, the people were whipped
for tasting the milk or stealing the greens or eating the fruit; consequently,



nearly fifty years later they had to be almost forced to eat those things. And
they detested fish! Many a time I heard my mother complain that fresh fruit
gave her wind, milk broke her out in hives, and only the whitefolks, she
reckoned, would eat ‘rabbit food’—which was how she viewed raw greens.
My mother and the other women on the Island had to be prodded into going
back to planting little kitchen gardens. At one time they’d all had them, as
well as pigs and chickens, but somehow or another they lost their animals
and their seeds, maybe in one of the big floods that sometimes came as a
result of coastal storms. Beautiful storms, I might add. Just deadly. Then for
many years they couldn’t afford to buy seeds or animals, and being on an
island didn’t help, because every little thing had to be brought over on one
or two small flimsy boats, and it was about a ten-hour trip. The plantation
overseer would pull up any vegetable growing in their yards that looked
like anything planted in the field. And you could lose your house, because
nobody owned their houses.

“But this little woman—she was a white woman, and she had a black
woman helping her—she started to agitate on the mainland about the
condition of the Island children, and pretty soon whole big boatloads of
white people came to look us over. It was the first time I’d seen so many!
They were in many different shapes and sizes and very healthy from having
eaten our food all their lives. I didn’t know this then, of course: how they
had sound teeth because mine were rotted; how they could afford glasses to
help them see, while my friend Eddie couldn’t see beyond his nose and
would never learn to read; how they ... well, you get the picture. They all
had a distinct quality of being apart from real life. It was like they were on
one side of a glass and we were on the other, and we could have no real
impact on what happened on their side, the side of the unknown, but they
could have a great deal of impact on us. And I felt that was because we



were where life was. For even in our frailty, we laughed. So much was so
funny to us! They could not laugh freely. Their faces were like fists. When
they almost touched you, they grew confused and looked about to see what
others in the group did. We gathered in clumps, digging our bare toes into
the sand, and looked at them as if they were a zoo. Only one man, short, fat,
and disheveled, had come to be alive with or without us. He headed for the
beach out in front of the school and took off most of his clothes, never
looking at us. He took out a jar of liquid soap and started blowing bubbles.
Pretty soon we were all out there with him chasing the bubbles and
watching them float out into the bay.

“There was, at the time, a big to-do about giving us cod-liver oil,
because somebody noticed that me falling asleep was the least of it. Many
of the children had legs that looked like pretzels. We had people on that
Island with legs so bowed they made people with straight legs look
deformed. That’s what we needed the cod-liver oil for, to prevent something
called ‘rickets.’ It was funny, too, because by then, on the Island, bow legs
in women were considered sexy, and you actually had people grumbling
about how straight-legged women ‘didn’t do a thang for ’em.’ Meaning
sexually. My mother actually had the nerve to try to tell me I didn’t have to
take the stuff if I didn’t want to. But I remembered sick and deformed
children from hundreds of years before, and I was disgusted that this should
still happen. But I did demand that the cod-liver oil be given to us in orange
juice. Because, once the parents were asked if the children should take it
straight or with orange juice, they got into a debate over it and tried to make
it a moral issue. Their children weren’t sissies, by God and his
grandmother! Their children could take anything dished out to them ‘like a
man’! Can you believe that shit? It really made you wonder about the
general thoughtfulness of the divine universal plan.



“Well, I wasn’t a man. Never had been one. Unless I had orange juice,
I said, I wouldn’t take the cod-liver oil. If I didn’t take the cod-liver oil,
nobody else in the school would either. Everybody knew this to be the
unvarnished truth. And besides, the cod-liver oil, taken straight, tasted like
shit.

“There are few things more confusing to people than the process of
regaining or attaining health. It is one of the great mysteries. And when I
think of my dear mother as her mind began to clear—for she, too, was
gradually induced into reinstating the kitchen garden, getting a few
chickens for the eggs, and eschewing the syrupy-sweet coffee she loved—
even now, long after her old head is cold, I have to laugh! She started, for
the first time since she was a girl, to remember her dreams. And it was—
that first morning after so many dead nights and one live one—as if she’d
seen a ghost. For weeks her dreams were all she could talk about. The
people and events in them, the fabulous lands she saw—she never
understood they were her lands—the houses she visited that ‘just felt so
familiar,’ the food she ate. In fact, she was always eating in her dreams,
milk and fruit and greens! And everything she dreamed herself eating she
searched for until it was found. She enlarged her garden and her livestock
and sold her surplus to the neighbors; she bought her own little boat. Off
she went to the mainland with her bag of nickels and dimes. She would
mentally prostrate herself before an orange. A banana drove her wild.

“Her speech remained strange, but ceased to be unintelligible as she
added more of herself to it. She stopped dragging her feet. Her taste for
snuff left her. I began to see her in quite a new light, with less impatience
and contempt. It was from this time that we became more than mother and
daughter. We became friends.”



“HAL, NOW. HAL. THANK God for Hal. He was the only person I felt I had
known before. He likes to tell stories about us as babies slobbering over
each other’s faces and trying to get ourselves together enough to crawl
away. This is the Lord’s truth! When I first made contact with Hal, when
my little chubby fingers got hold of a handful of his fat face, my juices
(those in my mouth, of course) started to flow. Here, at last, was something,
someone familiar. Now I know some folks like to tell you that the man they
married, or the woman, was once their grandmother. I can’t claim anything
like that. I don’t know who Hal was, and all these years I haven’t had any
success in either remembering or figuring it out. What I can tell you is that
he was familiar, comfortable; and what’s more, emotionally recognizable.
And he felt the same way. I don’t have many memories of this life that
don’t have Hal somewhere in the middle of them. I had to see him every
day. When he had to go off anywhere—for instance, the time he went into
the army—I like to have died.

“None of us ever becomes all that was in us to be. Not in the majority
of our lifetimes, anyway. You take Hal, well, he was an artist. A painter. All
he ever did really well was draw, on anything he could. From a baby! He’d
get him a little stick and be out there in the sand digging and drawing,
happy as a little clam. But his daddy hated that in him, and I’ve seen him
take the stick away and stomp out the drawing—and Hal was a baby!
Drawing was something his father wanted to do himself, something maybe
he had a real talent for, but you can’t draw pictures for a living, is I reckon
what he thought, and maybe his own daddy had broken him early,
forbidding him to try. Before that it would have been the overseer on the
plantation during slavery time. But it was so cruel! Like seeing someone
forced to blind himself. And also very illogical. Mr. Jenkins, Hal’s daddy,
became a great furniture maker, mostly chairs. He carved the most beautiful



designs on them. It was from the sale of these chairs that he and his family
were able to live better than the rest of us. It was beautiful, too, seeing those
tall, polished, shining chairs, one to the small boat, floating out to sea! Still,
he hated the tendency to art in his son. Why? Hal spent a lifetime in the
dark about his father’s fears.

“When he broke that commitment to art, to making beauty, to
recording, to bearing witness, to saying yessiree to the life spirit, whose
only request sometimes is just that you acknowledge you truly see it, he
broke something in Hal. Hal could not defend himself, for instance; he
didn’t consider himself worthy of defense. He never learned to fight. And
listen, the most amazing thing, his eyes became weak! But I always took up
for him; I knew he had to be reminded that it was all right to see. And in
whatever corner of privacy we could find, I forced him to draw. If I hadn’t,
he would have been blind as a bat within a year. His father threatened to
keep him out of school if he drew. So for years I had a big reputation as an
artist. It was all Hal’s work—pinched and furtive, as if his father loomed
over his shoulder, but still expressive, raw, and pure. And I’m proud to say I
can remember almost every painting that he drew. He drew right up to the
time he left for the army. After that, for quite a while, nothing. And sure
enough, during that time, Hal was to tell me later, he was a regular
stumblebum. But at least the army let him out finally because of his bad
sight, though it kept other colored men whose disabilities were almost as
pitiful. I was really glad to get him back and painting again, for a gifted
artist such as Hal can paint the memory that maybe you yourself have
started to doubt. He actually did that more times then I can count.

“I was talking to an African scholar one time, a man from one of these big
schools. He was real skinny and black and straight, and he wore that little
African-style hat that’s just like an American soldier’s, only in bright



colors, and he was all right, I guess, but he had lifeless eyes, and I almost
shivered while he was talking to me. It was like he was a well-educated,
smooth-talking zombie, and he had sort of jerky movements, too. So
anyway, he got to talking about how much of a cliché it was when black
people here claimed their ancestors were sold into slavery by an uncle. He
kinda chuckled when he said it and leaned back in his chair. I didn’t say
anything to him, ’cause he’d already decided that the truth, if told a number
of times, can be dismissed as unbelievable, and I have lived enough times to
have seen this happen a lot. Some folks actually think the truth can be worn
out. But anyway, it was my uncle who sold me. It was the uncle who sold a
lot of women and their children, and it’s easy enough to understand why
this was so. It was the African organization of family life.

“My father died of a heart attack when I was two years old. He was an
old man and I was the last child by his youngest wife; even if he had lived,
he would have seemed and have been someone from another century. By
law my mother and her children became the responsibility of his brother,
who was even older than he was, a practicing Mohametan that bathed and
prayed all day. He already had more wives and children and slaves than he
knew what to do with. One of his child wives egged him on to sell us, and
he did. She wanted to buy some of the white man’s trinkets that after the
rainy season fairly flooded our part of the world. Mirrors! You’ve never
seen so many appear out of nowhere, or as quickly disappear. Loud-colored
cloth, bright tin washbasins, and things for which there was no apparent use
—knickknacks; for instance, porcelain dancing ladies and their fancy
gentlemen. But this happened well into the dry season, for it was very hot;
it must have been something like November or December. My mother had
sent me to the okra patch to get the okra that had been left on the stalks for
seeds, and I was humming along, hitting at the weeds by the dusty path with



a stick. I was about thirteen then. We lived in a poor little hut off by itself
and out of sight of my uncle’s compound. There were four huge men
squatting at the edge of the okra patch, and they just looked and smelled
evil, so I turned to run back home. Well, they caught me and tied me up,
and one of ’em tossed me over his shoulder like a sack of grain. They then
went on to the hut and grabbed my two sisters, my brother, and my mother.

“My mother was just begging and pleading and calling for mercy,
because she knew about slavers, but these brutes had no ears. They were
like the zombie African professor I told you about. Perhaps that is, in fact,
who he was in that time. Well, they carried and dragged us up to my uncle’s
compound, and he came out. My mother tried to prostrate herself before
him, which was the custom in our country, but she was tied up in such a
way she fell over on her side. Thick dust was caked over one side of her
face, and both her knees were skinned. I know now that she was someone
who was never loved, because she was never really seen, except by her
children, who did love her. She had four children, but she was only in her
late teens. A strong-looking, somewhat plump, kind of reddish-black
woman with big sullen eyes. Her specialty was weaving and, though we
were poor, the little cotton our uncle let us keep from the crop we raised for
him went into the cloths we wore around our waists—beautiful checks and
plaids, made bright and colorful from natural dyes. She’d learned dyeing
and weaving from her mother, who’d learned it from her mother and so on.

“My uncle had these cloths removed from us, for they were woven in
the distinctive style of our tribe—our colors were yellow, red, and white—
and gave us plain unbleached cotton ones instead. By this time I had been
stood up, bound, in front of my uncle, along with my sisters and brother. We
did not attempt to bow to him. We were not crying, like our mother. We
hated the man. The truth is probably that we were in shock. I remember the



men paid my uncle some silver money with a hole in it, and he took four of
the smallest pieces and pressed them into our hands. We’d walked several
miles before I was aware that I still held the one he gave me. It was Arab
money, with their writing on it and everything.

“We were forced to jog for almost fifteen days without stopping, or so
it felt, until we came to the big stone fort on the coast. It was then we saw
the white men. They were posted all up and down the front of the fort, and
we were only one small group of many converging on the fort at that time.
Two white men came eventually to inspect us. They looked at our ears, our
genitals—you would not believe the thoroughness, or the pitiful
protestations of the women—our teeth and our eyes. They made us hop up
and down to test the strength in our legs. Our feet were bleeding. My
mother had sunk into a kind of walking slumber and did all she was told to
do as if in a dream. We children copied her manner though we were vividly
alert, so much so that the four of us managed to hide our silver pieces,
before we were searched, in the thickets of our hair.

“The white men, who looked and smelled like nothing we had ever
imagined, as if their sweat were vinegar, paid the men who’d brought us,
and they turned right around and jogged back the way we’d come. I wanted
to run after them and kill them, but the white men had called some other
blacks, who seemed at home around the fort, and we were taken to the
holding pen, which was like a cellar underneath the fort. It was already
crowded with depressed and frightened people. When they saw my mother
and her children shoved through the door, many of the men looked sad and
turned their faces, in shame, to the wall. These were men sold into slavery
because of their religious belief, which was not tolerated by the
Mohametans. They carried on the ancient tradition of worship of the
mother, and to see a mother sold into slavery—which did not turn a hair on



a Mohametan’s head if she was not a convert to his religion—was a great
torture for them.

“It was during the hundreds of years of the slave trade in Africa that
this religion was finally destroyed, although for hundreds of years previous
to the slave trade it had been under attack. There were, in the earliest days,
raids on the women’s temples, which existed in sacred groves of trees, with
the women and children dragged out by the hair and forced to marry into
male-dominated tribes. The ones who were not forced to do this were either
executed or sold into a tribe whose language was different. The men had
decided they would be creator, and they went about dethroning woman
systematically. To sell women and children for whom you no longer wished
to assume responsibility or to sell those who were mentally infirm or who
had in some way offended you, became a new tradition, an accepted way of
life. As did the idea, later on, under the Mohametans, that a man could own
many women, as he owned many cattle or hunting dogs.

“These Motherworshipers would be the hardest of the Africans to
break, for they were devoted to the Goddess, and they were regular
chameleons (much, very much we have learned, over time, from the
lizards!); but they were broken. That is why the ultimate curse against
Africa/Mother/Goddess—motherfucker—is still in the language. It would
have been unthinkable in the Old Days, and a person saying it would have
been immediately asked for his tongue. Our new masters had a genius for
turning us viciously—in ways that shamed and degraded even themselves,
if only they’d had sense enough to know it—against anything that once we
loved.

“They fed us a little millet gruel, which we dipped with our hands
from a long wooden trough outside the pen twice a day. We could see the
sky for the ten minutes it took us to eat. In the early morning, before



daybreak, we were let out to move our bowels. Constipation was always my
problem; fear and anxiety kept me locked tight. But cases of dysentery were
frequent, and many people while waiting—for what, we didn’t know—
sickened and died. Later I was to realize that the men who bought us to sell
had already calculated how many of us were liable to die and had therefore
captured more of us than they were likely to need.

“After a week in the stockade, my mother fell sick. There was no room
for any of us to lie down comfortably, but one of the Motherworshipers
forced a little extra space by the wall, toward which my mother could turn
her head for air, and when the pains wracked her, she could kneel. She was
sick with vomiting and dysentery, those sicknesses it is least possible to
hide. Her deeper sickness was over her shame at being filthy and exposed to
strangers, in the embarrassed and helpless presence of her children. There
never was a more fastidious or modest woman than my mother. She bathed
at least once a day, and her cloths were spotless. I remember how sweet the
oil always smelled in her hair! She could not accept so much filth on and
about her person.

“On the seventh day she willed herself to die. The white men sent in a
couple of brutes to drag her out by her heels—one of them held a rag to his
nose as they dragged her—and place her body on a cart and carry it away. I
envied her. I pitied myself. I did not know how to ask the strangers or even
my sisters and brother to kill me.

“So I am very bitter about my old home, and who can claim I do not
have a right to be?

“This is no hearsay. I was there.
“You do not believe I was there? I pity you.
“There was a period during the sixties when I passed myself off as a

griot. I pretended I’d traveled to Africa and learned the stories of the



diaspora straight from the old storytellers and record keepers there. I didn’t
have to go anywhere. I remembered quite enough of the story to tell, thank
you. There was a little white woman professor who came to one of my
lectures about the crossing of the Atlantic in a slave ship. She was one of
those Afrophiles who was so protective of Africa that she claimed Idi Amin
was framed. She got up and said, ‘I wish you’d try not to say “I remember
thus and so” about your African experiences. It is claiming more than you
could possibly know, and besides that, it is confusing.’ Well, I apologized
for doing that. It just slipped out. I did remember everything I was talking
about, though, but I knew the professional way to present my experience
was as if it had merely been told to me. Some people don’t understand that
it is the nature of the eye to have seen forever, and the nature of the mind to
recall anything that was ever known. Or that was the nature, I should say,
until man started to put things on paper. The professor went on to say she
couldn’t even imagine what it must have been like on the slave ship. The
crowdedness, the dirt, the absolute dependency on madmen to steer the
ship, the absence of representation and control.

“Does this make you laugh? No?
“But anyway, there I was, in that lifetime, watching everybody’s hair

being cut off. A few days before we left the coast they made us kneel in the
sand outside the fort and proceeded to cut great clumps of our hair out, and
then to shave our heads. As you know, Africans have an abundance of hair,
and there were some with locks they’d had since childhood that fell nearly
to their knees. These were brutally cut off, causing much wailing and
gnashing of teeth, and then came the shaving of the heads and, for the men,
of whiskers with a dry, and no doubt dull, razor. The black men who did
this, at the bidding of their white masters, went through the severed locks
carefully. Hidden in this hair were all manner of precious small items,



tokens of home: gold beads, silver pins, bits of gris-gris. In my brother’s
and sisters’ hair and in my own the silver coins were discovered. These
items were pocketed by the brutes who held us, and they grunted in
satisfaction upon discovering each one. You sometimes see these same
faces on the streets of our larger cities; these are the young men selling the
dope, or terrorizing the young ones while they take the little money that was
pinned in the smaller children’s pockets for them to buy lunch. They
haven’t left us, those faces; they are never hard to find.

“It was while the haircutting was going on that I was surprised to see a
fairly large compound, consisting of many small huts, a short distance from
the fort. During the three hours it took to cut our hair, douse us with a foul-
smelling liquid, and flush out our mouths with vinegar—a protection
against scurvy—I had time to notice it was inhabited by variously colored
women of all ages, many yellow or light brown and some almost white; the
area in front of the huts was filled with similarly variegated children. This
was an amazing sight to me, who’d never seen people of such different
shades, and I was too young to recognize the establishment for what it was,
and obviously had been for generations, the fort’s brothel. I was to learn this
later from one of the fair-skinned young women, who was sold onto our
boat along with her young son. Her white master, recognizing himself as
fat, swinish, and disagreeable to the nose and touch, had finally convinced
himself of the much avoided truth that no one as lovely as this woman
could possibly love him, even if she was his slave. In his cups one night
he’d gambled her and his son away in a game of cards, which he assumed
he was teaching his African flunkies to play.

“After the chopping down of our hair—we had worn it, some of us, in
a style that made one think of trees—we were branded with pieces of hot
iron shaped into configurations dreamed up by those who had, in America,



purchased us sight unseen. I was branded with a C, for Croesus, which in
this instance was not the name of a person but the name of an estate, a
rather poor one, too, as it turned out. By these brands we were recognized,
and if one of us died, her brand was checked and she was marked off the
record book into which we were all entered.

“When they pressed the metal to the skin of a buttock or upper arm
there was much pain. The swelling and burning continued for days
afterward. Though the slavers dotted our wounds with a bit of vinegar and
palm oil, nothing soothed like the milk from a nursing mother’s breast, a
remedy with which all Africans were familiar, and though most Africans no
longer believed in the worship of the mother, this last vestige of her power
was believed in firmly. Luckily there were nursing mothers among us,
although without their babies. Babies were not permitted on the slave ship,
nor mothers too far advanced in pregnancy. Some of the babies were simply
smashed against the ground by the captors of their mothers, some were left
on the trail to die, some were sold or, less usually, adopted by a tribe that
did not believe in or participate in the slave trade—that is, they refused to
sell or buy anyone—and to whom small children, so recently inseparable
from the source of all life, were especially sacred. I was also to learn of
these people on the slave ship, for one of them, on his way from marketing
his commodity of salt, had been captured by a white slaver and his black
henchmen, who refused to hear his protestations that saltmakers were
exempted from being captured, under a separate law. To which I imagine
the slaver’s reply was: Under slavery, no nigger exists under a separate law.

“The breasts of the nursing mothers were a haven for the very young
among us, who were permitted to drink the milk. Otherwise some of the
more frightened and traumatized of the children would have died. And for
the rest of us there was grace in the incredible kindness of these young



mothers as they moved among us as best they could, with a drop here and a
drop there on our festering wounds. When I was a child, I told Hal this story
because he was the only one who wouldn’t laugh at me for thinking I
remembered it; the next thing I knew, he’d found crayons and painted it. He
painted the face of one of the women as if he’d seen it himself. It was a
sight one does not often see, but I will always remember the way it made
me feel; the small, and not so small, boys and girls plastered against the
sides and stomachs of our grieving young women, who nursed them
standing up, crowded together in the fetid barracoon, in the white man’s
hell that he was permitted and sometimes even encouraged to build in our
own land. And though I was big, there was a time in my despair when, in
sorrow over the death of my mother and fear of the unknown journey ahead
of me, I also nursed. In truth, for a period before we left the continent and
for a time on board the ship I regressed to babyhood, even to the thumb-
sucking stage. The first time I was raped by members of the crew on board
the ship, I was in chains and sucking on my thumb. The second time I was
violated, they chained me so that my arms and legs were spread out and my
thumb was beyond my reach. There was nothing to solace me. But in the
hold of the ship, somewhere in the awful darkness, I knew the mothers who
had suckled me also lay, and sometimes I imagined their moans of despair
were songs of comfort for me and for their own lost children.

“The morning of our sailing they led us to the shore of the ocean and
there, in small coffles of three, they dragged us through the salt water to
cleanse our skins. Then they dragged us to the ship. At the plank that led up
onto the deck, our last remaining garment, the strip of cotton around our
hips, was snatched away, and we were forced onto the ship bald, branded,
and naked as we came into the world. I fought to hold on to that last small
badge of modesty, but a white man struck me a blow to the head almost



without looking at me—and because he had blue eyes, I fancied he must be
blind—and I reeled onto the ship with the rest.

“Of the style of packing slaves, you’ve read, and unfortunately all that
you have read, and more, is true. We were packed as if we were sardines,
for this two-month-long journey. Truly, sardines should not be packed so,
and if it were in my power they never would be again. Our heads were in
each other’s laps, a long chain connecting us by the feet along one row,
riveting us to the wall of the ship, and there was no movement uncontested
by one’s neighbors, of which one had four. In fact, an almost daily ritual
was the cutting of the nails on hands and feet because there was, as you can
imagine, much scratching in a quite futile effort to protect some small
degree of one’s space.

“Those who lived were thankful to those who died, and many,
especially among the children, died almost as soon as we left the African
continent. Lack of sufficient food, lack of air and exercise—never had any
of us been away from air and light!—all contributed; but many of us died
from anger. I was, myself, consumed with anger, and helpless even to
scratch the person next to me. My heart was strained, bruised. I felt it so!
And I was glad when, for reasons of their own, the slavers switched us to
the other side of the hold, and I could lie on my right side, thus relieving, to
a degree, the pressure and congestion about my heart.

“After a month and a half of really quite unrelatable horror—the rats,
the smell of a dead head covered with sores in your lap, the screams of
women and men violated for the sport of the devils that passed as crew, the
painful menstrual periods of the women and the blood running over one, the
miscarriages, the pleas for mercy from everyone, not simply those suffering
from dysentery and claustrophobia—after an eternity, we were taken up on
deck for longer than our usual half-hour-a-day run, while they swabbed out



the hold, during which several women and men fairly danced over the side
of the ship and into the sea. Now we were encouraged, suddenly, to
remember our culture—which to the whites meant singing and dancing—
and to demonstrate it. Drums appeared. An infirmary suddenly existed to
look after the sick. Buckets of salt water were splashed over us. Our bald
heads were darkened with boot blacking if there were signs of gray. Men
and women were given such garments as could be scrounged from the
ship’s closets, so that you would see a tall broad-chested man wearing
nothing but a much too small frilly pirate’s shirt or a cloth hat, held by a
string, over his privates. Or you might see a young girl wearing a
handkerchief. I was given a faded piece of rag that looked as though it had
been used for sailcloth, and this I thankfully put around myself as I watched
the somber merriment of those suddenly set “free” upon the sun-splashed,
yet chilly deck. To warm ourselves we were ordered to dance, a whip
striking at our feet providing the sole source of inspiration.

“Within days we were in sight of land, the young women among us
pregnant by force and too young to know it, or to know that because we
were delivered to our new owners already pregnant we earned a bonus for
the master of the ship, many of whose sons and daughters—for he was a
violator, with the rest of his crew—entered into American slavery with us,
long before they actually issued from our bodies. The slavers did not care.
Color made their own seed disappear to them; the color of gold was all they
saw. But not if gold was the color of a child. We were left with this bitter
seed, and—unfair to the children—burdened with our hatred of the fruit.

“I was sold to one planter, my sisters and brother to others. We never
saw or heard from each other again. I bore a freakish-looking, gray-eyed
girl child eight months after leaving the ship. The young mistress of
Croesus plantation wanted her brought up as slave companion to the child



she herself was expecting. This earned us a closetlike room under the back
verandah. When my baby was two years old I ran away from the house and
into the woods, only to step, almost at once, into a trap that the master had,
he was to claim, set for bear. It crushed the bone in my left leg. The master
saved my beating—for running away, but also for stupidity: no one, he
declared, could be stupid enough to step into so large and obvious a trap,
although I’d never seen or heard of such a hideous thing before—until I was
strong enough to bear it. He waited nearly a month; he was drunk, and his
anger over being still poor in spite of his dreams of riches drove him on.
The strain of losing a part of my body, namely, my leg and foot,
accompanied by the loss also of my child—given to another woman to
bring up—whom, against all nature, I had grown to love, was a condition a
heartless beating could only exacerbate. Underneath it, my weakened body
gave up the ghost—in other words, I died.”



“THEY CALLED HIM JESúS,” whispered Zedé, clutching Arveyda’s hand,
though her back remained turned to him, “because they would not have
been able to pronounce his real name even if he had told them what it was,
which he did not, and he was a slave like the rest of us. Only, it was his own
village in which we were kept. They also called him ‘indio loco’ because
everyone else from his tribe had run away, but he could not run away. He
would run a little away and hide out in the jungle, which he knew
intimately, just as the animals knew it. He had always been there, you know.
There was no time in life when he had not been there on that piece of the
earth. So he would hide, and then he would sneak back and walk about the
village in the dead of night. Nothing would be stolen, not even food, and
this was very puzzling to everyone, our enslavers and ourselves alike.

“The reason he came back, a reason our enslavers never knew and
would not have understood anyhow, was that he was the protector of the
sacred stones of the village. These stones were three simple, ordinary-
looking rocks that must always be in a certain area of the village’s center. If
no one ever told you they were special, believe me you’d never know it.
They blended into the earth perfectly. And yet, once Jesús had pointed them
out to me, and showed me the sacred configuration— Δ —which was the
same as the nuclear-bomb-shelter symbol, the stones leaped out at me, and I
was hard-pressed to be silent when they were kicked about or simply trod
upon. When they were kicked, as by the soldiers in their sullen idleness, or
when some poor soul was beaten and blood was spilled upon them, or when
a morsel of food that someone dropped touched them—well! This meant
another definite visit from Jesús, who would have to risk life and limb to
restore the stones’ position, wash off the blood, brush off the food, and so
on. When I knew him better, I knew it would never have occurred to him to
save himself if it meant abandoning his duty to the three small stones—



about the size and color of brown pigeon eggs. As a dog is inevitably drawn
back to where a bone is buried, Jesús returned to the stones. The keeping of
them was his whole life, and it had been for thousands of years! He fully
believed that if the stones were not kept, his people, the Krapokechuan, or
‘human beings,’ would remain dispersed forever and never again find a
home. Because where the stones were was their home, you understand.
Nowhere else. It is something not understood by norte-americanos; this I
know.

“At last they captured him. How sorry we were! For though most of us
were ashamed of the Indian part of ourselves, his presence was like that of a
guardian spirit, an angel, and the times we managed to glimpse him, as he
stole through the village at odd hours of the night, convinced us he was
indeed wholly benign. He was so young! With a bush of hair to his waist.
He wore only a cloth around his loins and beautiful red parrot feathers in
his ears.

“Our captors did not understand his language, and when they beat him
he was silent. They made him work with the rest of us, clearing the forest
with a machete. The men used machetes and pickaxes and saws to fell and
uproot the trees and vines, and the women used hoes and rakes to complete
the slaughter of the earth. This was our work, day in, day out, from the crow
of a rooster at dawn until dark. The guards forced the women to mate with
them, and before long each guard had chosen his favorite slave ‘wife.’ The
one who chose me did not force me, but bided his time. He was someone
who beat and burned and killed without emotion or remorse, yet still
managed to cling to the belief that someone would want to sleep with him
without the use of force. It was a matter of pride to him. I only knew I was
chosen because of how he looked at me and because the other men left me



alone, and I would often hear their slave women screaming or sobbing
prayers into the night.

“I did not plan to love Jesús. But how unlike them he was! There is in
me, deep, always somewhere, the love of the priest, but the true priest, the
one who watches over, the one who protects. Above all, the one who is
more than his fancy dress. If there is any spirit that I find wholly erotic it is
that one. Aiiee! Jesús was such a priest I used to feel as if the trees fell
before him to be blessed, because, clearly, cutting them down was for him a
torture comparable to being cut down himself. They were sobbing all the
while, Jesús and his trees. He had known them his whole life. And for all
his lifetimes before.

“Like it was with us, querido, I did not know what was happening or
what to do about it. His eyes spoke. My womb leaped. Don’t laugh! Though
expressed in the language of imbeciles, this is the way it was! We
discovered I knew a few words of his strange language. The word for water,
‘ataras,’ the word for wood, ‘xotmea,’ the word for love, ‘oooo.’ The word
for love, truly, four o’s! They could not watch us every minute. During an
hour they could not witness and will never own, I made love to him. He
made love to me. We made love together. They had bound him by the feet
so that he could not move his legs apart. I crept into his hut and without
speaking caressed and kissed him for a long time before taking him into my
mouth. When I placed myself on top of him he was crying, and I was
crying, and he held one of my breasts in his mouth, and his damp hair was
like a warm fog on my face. Ai, they will never own passion!

“The second, and last, time was like the first, only even more intense. I
knew the instant Carlotta was conceived. The seed flew into me where I
was so open, and I fell off Jesús already asleep. It was asleep together that
they found us. The first thing he did, the guard that had chosen me to want



to sleep with him, was to cut off Jesús’ hair. He did it slowly, coldly,
methodically, as if he had been thinking of doing it for a long time. He did
it with a very sharp machete, and when the long, thick, rough black hair
covered his dusty boots, he stamped his feet free of it as if stamping out
desire.

“He never touched me himself, not even to beat me. That night the
other men, the guards, one after the other came to the little hut in the forest
in which they placed me. While this was happening to me, they killed Jesús.
At dawn, as I lay bleeding, they brought his body and threw it in with me.
Then they nailed shut the door, which was the only opening. Jesús’ throat
had been cut. They had also removed his genitals. He had been violated in
every conceivable way. There was not even a scrap of cloth to cover him. I
was naked.

“Days and nights went by. The flies came by the hundreds. The rats.
The smell. I beat on the door until my hands, covered with flies also, were
dripping blood. I screamed. There were only the jungle sounds outside. I
had nightmares, when I could sleep, about the body of the man I had loved.
He was so silent. I cursed him now for being the death of me.

“And then one night I heard a noise outside the door—soft, almost not
a noise. And then the door slowly opened, and the mournful and barbaric-
looking tribesmen of Jesús filled the little hut. They wrapped his body in a
large blanket before they turned to me, naked, shivering, dying on the dirt
floor. Then I saw there was also a blanket for me.

“I would have stayed with them if I could. They understood, as no one
else ever would, the form of my brokenness. I was broken, utterly: in that I
could trust no one, that I could never again reach out to love, that it must be
brought to me. But they were always on the run, and the soldiers always
after them. When Carlotta was born, they made me understand I must go



away in order to save her, in order to save Jesús. They took me to a house
where there were Indians living the way the gringo lets Indians live; they
were all busy making trinkets for the tourist dollar, of which the white man
who controlled and ‘protected’ them from the soldiers got the largest share.
They hid me and my baby. I learned to make their vivid green pottery. Since
I knew Spanish, I helped the women hawk their wares on the streets of a
not-too-distant town, full of the well-to-do descendants of the Spanish
conquistadors and the blank-eyed americanos. I did not earn anything
beyond enough for food. My friends told me of a school run by gringos
where I might be able to get a job as maidslave. That was the beginning of
my flight to Norte America.

“My parting from Jesús’ people was one the rest of the world will
never see, nor will they understand its meaning. I am not sure I understand
its meaning myself. I only know that they gave me the last remaining
symbols of who they were in the world—feathers from the red African
parrot for my ears, this parrot that had been brought to their village so many
hundreds of years ago by the men with rough hair, from a continent they
called Zuma, or Sun, and they gave me, for Carlotta, the three pigeon-egg-
size stones.”



“IT WAS AT LA Escuela de Jungla that I first saw that the norte-americanos
are muy dementes. There were many acres of grass and trees at this place,
and you have never in life seen such flowers and such fruits! A little
paradise, it seemed, and I was sure I and mi cariñito would be happier there.
There was a hacienda with red tiles on the roof and long white rooms with
many ferns touching the ceiling, and sofas and chairs never imagined, so
deep, so soft. Such contours and colors. The floor, even on the verandah,
was also made of tiles, huge square blocks, the color of muddy sunsets, that
I was to know very well because mine was the job of cleaning them every
day. It was in this hacienda, in the spacious rooms upstairs, that the gringos
stayed when they brought their children to the school. When they left, they
thought their children would remain in one of these rooms—large, airy, full
of greenery and dark old polished furniture, a caged parrot in the window.
But no. Far behind the hacienda, in a clearing in a bamboo thicket was el
barrio de los alumnos. They lived in huts like the poorest campesinos, and
they were drugged and shut in most of the time.

“Some of them were mad and came from families so ashamed of
madness they would not even put them away in a crazy house anywhere in
Norte America. Some of them were disabled or retarded or deformed or
blind. These, only the poorest of the Indian servants ever saw. But then
there were those who had been politicos extremistas in Norte America. For
they were all grown, these ‘students’; did I tell you that? And some nearly
middle-aged. There were the sick-in-the-heart radicales—a word I heard
often from the gringa who helped me escape—who believed nothing their
parents did was right, and sometimes, this gringa said, she herself would not
come to her parents’ dinner table dressed or with her hair combed, or even
wearing shoes! She was very rich, you know. Such behavior grieved her
parents to the heart. Nor could they find it in their hearts to ignore it.



“When I met this gringa, she was very dirty, barefoot, and wearing
rags. She was sweeping out the room of one called ‘The Disabled,’ a hairy
lump of a gringo from the Korean-American war, who smelled terrible. She
was very glad to hear a word of Spanish, because she had contact mainly
with los indios, and the Disabled had been fed so many drugs his tongue
was lost. She was cleaning the Disabled’s room because the india
embarazada was sitting underneath a nearby tree having labor pains. She
was muy immensa, also poor, ragged, barefoot, though not dirty, and her
children’s father was away in a war she did not understand.

“I asked the gringa her name, and she looked at me long before she
gave it. The centers of her eyes were big in her dirty face and she seemed to
turn many pages in a book mentally before she found the symbol for who
she was. ‘Mary Ann,’ she said. ‘Me llamo Zedé,’ I said. She laughed. She
was very high.

“I laughed with her. It was so very long since I laughed.
“I was there, let me see, two years. And it was there that Carlotta

proved a great help to me. She was a wonder to everyone we met because
she never cried. I don’t mean she never shed tears; no, she never cried so
that anyone could hear her. She cried the way one smiles. The mistress of
the hacienda liked to see her crawling about the tile floor, naked except for
her wrist beads, as I washed and then polished it. They did not know I could
read and write and tried all the time to speak to me in what they thought
was the language of the Indians or in the Spanish reserved for servants and
slaves. They called me Consuelo. Connie, for short. Do this, Connie. Do
that, Connie. No, I never gave them my right name, either. I told them it
was Chaquita. Like the banana, the gringa said, laughing, to her husband.
Like the banana! Still, when guests were there she called me Consuelo,
because she liked the sound of herself saying it.



“Mary Ann had befriended los politicos extremistas in Norte America,
but they were poor. No matter what she—‘the rich bitch’—did, it was, by
them, ridiculed. When one of these negros radicales was sent to prison, his
girlfriend tried to murder her; just walked up to her door one day with a
large knife and began to chop away at her. After that attack, which scarred
her neck, arms, and chest, Mary Ann left her small apartment near the black
ghetto in San Francisco and retreated to Fox Hollow Farm, her parents’
estate in New Jersey. There she began to talk openly of doing away with her
parents, on whom she became dependent, and to take, as she herself put it,
cases of drugs. With sorrow her parents watched her decline. They were not
good people—they had too much money to have ever been good people—
but they loved Mary Ann. Mary Ann described them as people who had
personally assassinated six rivers and massacred twelve lakes, because they
manufactured a deadly substance that was always swimming away from
them. In their own way they were glad she refused to learn how to rob and
cheat and create deadly things. Even so, she would inherit just under a
billion dollars, earned from the filth they made, and they wanted her to be at
least competent; not a scarred, drugged, disheveled mess, plotting
assassinations and muttering into her blond locks that looked like sheep’s
wool. In their luck, at a party for the Republicanos that they gave at their
estate, someone told them of La Escuela de Jungla. It seemed the answer to
their dreams, especially because, when they asked about it among their
friends, no one had heard of it, or at least they said they had not. So off they
flew, right away, a bundled and bound Mary Ann between them, and in
three days she shared a lovely big room with massive dark furniture and a
caged red parrot. Her parents disappeared. The nice room disappeared.
Even her clothing disappeared. The drugs did not disappear. They
increased.



“While I was there I saw that letters from her parents gathered dust on
the big desk of the gringos. I was so surprised to see in one of the letters
that her father tried to stick in here and there a word or two of Spanish. At
least he referred to Mary Ann as ‘mi hija.’ I myself wrote a letter telling
them their daughter’s fate. I did this partly because I grew to like Mary
Ann, but also to rebel against the gringos and assert who I was. That I could
read and write. That I knew reading and writing to have great power. That I
was not a dumb Indian maidslave; that I was not Consuelo. I felt real
pleasure seeing my own handwriting, the writing of a university-trained
person, and the whiteness of the envelope gave me a feeling of dignity. Her
parents flew in by helicopter in less than a month and snatched their
daughter home. I was glad to see her freed. As I said, I had come to like her,
though she so often failed to make sense; her brain was quite scrambled by
then. She was a naturally sweet person who had no understanding of how to
be rich in a world like this one, where great wealth immediately makes one
think of great crimes. The gringos did not suspect me of alerting her
parents, and they continued to fuss over Carlotta and to treat me as if I were
a breathing piece of wood. They made much money from people like the
parents of Mary Ann. And sometimes the little alumnos-prisioneros would
die of the loneliness and poor food, the awful boredom and the dirt; and the
letters with the checks for their care continued to arrive. This made me sad,
but I never wrote another letter.

“One night I dreamed I would be rescued from the life I lived there,
that I would be taken away by boat. But La Escuela was in the mountains,
nowhere near the ocean, which I had heard of but never seen, and besides,
the only boats I’d seen were small boats that my mother used to say looked
like the dried pods of vanilla beans. But one day as I was cleaning one of
the huts in the student barrio I heard someone call my name. My real name.



I looked up, and it was Mary Ann! She was wearing a black shirt, attached
somehow to pants, and very pretty pink lace-up boots. I had never imagined
such zapatos! Two men carrying guns were with her, and she was sparkling
with the life of before I knew her, ready for a fight! Her curious pale blue
eyes, that made the Indians cross themselves, were full of light. She
embraced me and told me to run and get Carlotta. This I did, without a
moment’s hesitation. On the way out we passed the bodies of the dogs,
whose throats had been cut, just as the barbed wire had been. This made me
sad, because I had liked the dogs. They were my only friends in that place
and never barked at me. But I was happy about the barbed wire. ‘It is like
TV!’ Mary Ann said over and over, giggling. I had never seen TV; I did not
know what she meant. Now I know how right she was. Still, her action,
though TV for her, made for me and mija all the difference in the world.

“In a tourist-type vehicle—muy grande, casita-like—we drove near the
beach and parked underneath some trees. Just at sunset a beautiful ship, all
gleaming wood, glinting brass, and white sails, a ship that seemed to be
softly singing in the water, came into view. Our two gunslingers pulled a
small boat from the brush, and that is how we made it to the yacht. A yacht
owned by Mary Ann and called ‘Recuerdo.’

“Que lástima que there was a huge storm off the coast of Norte
California the day before we were to land. The mast broke in half, the boat
rolled over, all our saviors were lost! The Coast Guard saw us go down and
arrived in time to rescue me and Carlotta. Another yacht had been near us at
the start of our difficulty, but, strangely, it had disappeared.

“On the boat I had asked Mary Ann how she had found the courage to
do what she did, and she explained to me that while clearing herself of the
drugs on which she’d leaned for years she had had a religious conversion of
a sort. It had been based on something she vaguely remembered from



Sunday school, something Christ was reported to have said. Something
about ‘the least of these.’ She had not even bothered to look it up, she said.
Her mind whispered, ‘the least of these, the least of these,’ until she ‘spaced
out’ on it, she said, ‘like on a mantra,’ and beamed us—me and Carlotta—
in! Then, too, she had begun to dream of seeing us again, happy, on a
beautiful boat. She saw that her politics had not been wrong—for as a
radical she had tried to stand with ‘the least of these,’ but she had tried to
help people she did not know, with whom there was no reciprocidad; she
had tried to ease the suffering of those who could not see that she, too,
suffered, or even believe that she could. She loved me, she said, because I
had seen this. It was true I had been able to see this, but even more true was
the gratification I felt when in striking a blow for her I liberated the one
called Chaquita, Connie, and Consuelo in myself.

“Alas, the suffering of the rich is seen by very few. When the parents
of Mary Ann came, I could see nothing except that they held hands. They
questioned me about the voyage, the nature of the storm; they asked if Mary
Ann had seemed happy. I told them she had gone down like a shooting star.
They convinced la migra that Carlotta and I should be permitted to remain
in Norte America. They asked to have a picture made of me and Carlotta, a
copy of which was later sent to us. They disappeared. I have not heard from
them since. I sometimes think of them very old, seated on a raft made out of
their money, floating on a massacred river, looking for somewhere to land.
But no, these personas ricas, all of them, have taken to the air. It is out
there, in what they call ‘space,’ that they expect to find a home.

“I was very glad that I had spent some of my time on the boat sewing a
little pouch for Jesús’ feathered earrings and the stones. This I wore around
my neck, and it was not lost. Gracias a Dios!”



“WHEN YOU ASK ME about peace, Suwelo,” said Miss Lissie, “if I’ve ever in
all my lifetimes experienced peace, I am nearly perplexed. Could it be
possible that after hundreds of lifetimes I have not known peace? That
seems to be the fact. In lifetime after lifetime I have known oppression:
from parents, siblings, relatives, governments, countries, continents. As
well as from my own body and mind. Some part of every life has been
spent binding up my wounds from these forces. In the memory, I would
have to say, there are only moments—at most, days—of peace, except for
the times I have been shaman or priest and have lived, for months on end, in
a kind of trance. But as you probably know, these blessed periods are a
vacation, in a sense, from life, and one screaming infant or barking dog can
force one home again.

“In the dream world of my memory, however, there is something. I do
not remember this exactly, as I remember the other things of which I have
told you. But the memory, like the mind, has the capacity to dream, and just
as the memory exists at a deeper level of consciousness than thinking, so
the dream world of the memory is at a deeper level still. I will tell you of
the dream on which my memory, as well as my mind, rests. When I think of
it I realize there was at least a peaceful foundation.

“In the dream memory we are very small people, all of us, not just the
children, who are really small, and the children live with the mothers and
the aunts; our fathers and uncles are nearby, and we visit and are visited by
them, but we live with the women. We are in a forest that, for all we know,
covers the whole earth. There is no concept of finiteness, in any sense. The
trees then were like cathedrals, and each one was an apartment building at
night. During the day we played under the trees as urban children today
play on the streets. Our aunts and mothers foraged for food, sometimes
taking us with them and sometimes leaving us in the care of the big trees.



When you knew every branch, every hollow, and every crevice of a tree
there was nothing safer; you could quickly hide from whatever might be
pursuing you. Besides, we shared the tree with other creatures, who, in
raucous or stealthy fashion—there was a python, for instance—looked out
for us. Well, our aunts and mothers were often tired after a day gathering
food—roots and fruits, mostly—and occasionally cross. Those were the
times they could not stand us children, and so we were sent to our cousins’
trees. Our cousins, like our fathers and aunts, lived in different trees from
ours, and it was fun to visit them.

“Our cousins were big—as big as we were small—and black and hairy,
with big teeth, flat black faces, and piercingly intelligent and gentle eyes.
They seemed strange to us because they lived together as a family; that is,
the fathers and uncles lived with the mothers and aunts, and all of them
played with and looked after the children. They loved us, too, and would
chatter with joy when we crept up on them. We crept because they were so
serene, their trees so quiet that loud noises startled and frightened them. We
were, by comparison, regular din makers. The only analogy I think of in
this lifetime would be the experience, as small children, of being sent south
to your grandparents’ for the summer. Grandpa and Grandma might be old
and decrepit, quiet, mellow, and unused to noise. They know a visit from
the ‘grands’ might do them in for a while, but they let you know every day
they’re thrilled you are there. Same with our cousins. And I loved the little
baby cousins, with their hairless pale faces, who were always clinging to
somebody’s back.

It was a lovely feeling to hold a little cousin under one’s chin, and how
the parents delighted at this means of holding it! We had no hair on our
bodies, you see, for the little fingers to clutch. It was from these cousins that
I learned to love babies and to want to grow up and give birth.



“There was such safety around their trees. The fathers and uncles were
gigantic and mean-looking when provoked, with a roar that hurt your ears.
The mothers and aunts could bare their teeth viciously. They could bite
through the fiercest neck. I used to practice baring my teeth and biting the
way they did. My imitation tickled them very much. But they were
menacing only when someone or something came into their domain
uninvited. We—our mothers and aunts, fathers and uncles, too—were
always welcome, and almost always, if there was anything to fear, we
gathered at our cousins’ trees. They had long sharp nails on their hands and
feet, strong arms, and hard teeth, and they ripped rather large animals apart
with one swipe. They protected us, and seemed to have great fun doing it.
After they destroyed an attacker they chattered gaily and slapped each other
on the back.

“They liked to feed us children, too. They did everything as if it were a
game. I liked to go on the hunt with them because, unlike our fathers and
mothers, who ate meat and therefore killed small game all the time, the
cousins ate only plants. They would hide roots they’d already dug, just for
us, who were clumsy and had hopelessly weak hands, to find.

“My mother, whose name was Guta Ru, was often angry with me;
consequently, I spent a lot of time with the cousins. The days were long and
full, with food gathering and grooming taking up a good part of each day.
But what adventures there were during the hunt for food; what fascinating
other relatives, besides the cousins, one saw, and grooming was the most
satisfyingly sensual experience I’ve ever had, in the dream memory or not.
Because I lacked body hair—which I regretted no end!—I had a very short
groom period, compared to theirs, which could last most of the day. The big
cool teeth clicking over my steamy little body felt wonderful. The rough-
tongued licking for lice, too. At least I had hair on my head, a ton of it.



They could work on that for an hour or two, and I was, beneath their teeth
and tongues, perfectly content.

“They were always trying to dress me. Leaves, skins from dead
animals, moss, tree bark. It was funny. But it was from their experiments
that I learned to dress and to want to be dressed; I learned to fasten a couple
of pieces of leopard or panther skin fore and aft, and this pleased them,
though I could tell they thought of my costume as a sort of prosthetic
device. They seemed nearly unable to comprehend separateness; they lived
and breathed as a family, then as a clan, then as a forest, and so on. If I hurt
myself and cried, they cried with me, as if my pain was magically
transposed to their bodies.

“When I reached an age to mate, I did so with one of my playmates, a
boy I had known and loved all my life. After we mated and I became
pregnant, he was expected, by custom, to move back with the men. This he
refused to do. And I refused with him. We wanted very much to be together
all the time with our babies, as we had seen happen in our cousins’ trees.
Well, you know adults. They haven’t changed in a million years; they
weren’t going to have this. The women complained that he would only be in
the way and possibly throw off our common monthly menstrual cycle; the
men insisted they needed him for ceremonies and hunts. They punished us
by isolating us from each other. We stood it as long as we could. But when
the baby was born, we ran away to stay with the cousins, who in most
things took a decidedly more progressive attitude than our parents. We were
happy with them. They thought it natural that we would want to live
together. They made a special bed out of moss for us to sleep on.

“I realize that in our smallness we were like perpetual children to them
and that our babies were like the tiniest dolls. We were so small that one of
their babies was too heavy for us to carry by the time it was a week old.



Meanwhile, the cousins could easily carry me and my mate in one arm or
with us clinging to a hairy back.

“There was no violence in them—that is to say, they did not initiate it,
ever—only thoughtfulness. I used to look at them and wonder how we, so
little, so naked, so easily contentious, had splintered off.

“In the dream memory there are suddenly days and nights of terror,
and the faces of fathers and uncles who looked like us but were much
bigger. They carried sticks with sharp points on them, and they hurled these
at our cousins, striking them in the chest. To our horror, they took our
cousins’ skins and sometimes cooked and ate our cousins’ bodies. Us, so
little, they brushed off as if we were flies, and we dashed to the tops of the
trees screaming and crying.

“Over time and after many attacks, our cousins and we ourselves—the
little people, as we now recognized ourselves—were driven into the most
remote reaches of the forest. We learned to make the sharp pointed stick and
to poison its tip as well. We learned to make blowguns and slingshots. The
trust that had been between us now disappeared. We were perceived as
helpless and cute no longer, and, for our part, there were those among us
who gloried in at last having the means to make our giant cousins fear.

“But my mate and I never forgot what we learned from the cousins.
We brought up our children to be as much like them as possible; and we
stayed together until death, just as the cousins did. It was this way of living
that gradually took hold in all the groups of people living in the forest, at
least for a very long time, until the idea of ownership—which grew out of
the way the forest now began to be viewed as something cut into pieces that
belonged to this tribe or that—came into human arrangements. Then it was
that men, because they were stronger, at least during those periods when
women were weak from childbearing, began to think of owning women and



children. This very thing had happened before, and our own parents had
forgotten it, but their system of separating men and women was a
consequence of an earlier period when women and men had tried to live
together—and it is interesting to see today that mothers and fathers are
returning to the old way of only visiting each other and not wanting to live
together. This is the pattern of freedom until man no longer wishes to
dominate women and children or always have to prove his control. When
man saw he could own one woman and her children, he became greedy and
wanted as many as he could get. There is a popular African singer today
who has twenty-seven. Idi Amin had so many that the ones he is rumored to
have killed aren’t even missed.

“My life with the cousins is the only dream memory of peace that I
have. In one of the worst lifetimes, many lifetimes later, I was, by some
accident, permitted to marry another man I myself actually picked and
loved, and there was peace for a time, a beautiful ‘rightness’ about the
world, but because I was apparently born without a hymen and therefore
there were no bloodstains to show the villagers after, our wedding night—
during which I had responded to him passionately, or, as he later claimed,
shamelessly—he denounced me to the village and my parents turned me
out. After that I was the lowest sort of prostitute for the men of the village,
including the husband I’d loved, until I died of infection and exposure at the
age of eighteen.”



WHAT DO HUMAN BEINGS contribute, Suwelo was thinking morosely, as he
waited one afternoon for Miss Lissie to appear. Her story about the animal
cousins had moved him, and each day he found himself more conscious of
his own nonhuman “relatives” in the world.

The bees contributed honey, but not really—it was taken from them.
What, he now wondered, did the bees eat themselves; surely they didn’t
make honey for human beings. It was the flowers that contributed honey to
both bees and people, the flowers that were always giving something:
beauty, cheerfulness, pollen, and seeds. They did not care who saw them,
whom they gave to. And on his feet, Suwelo also realized, with disgust, he
was wearing moccasins made of leather. What a euphemism, “leather.” A
real nonword. Nowhere in it was concealed the truth of what leather was.
Something’s skin. And his tortoiseshell glasses. He took them off and
peered nearsightedly at them, holding them at arm’s length. But they were
imitation tortoiseshell. Plastic, probably. But this made him even gloomier,
for he knew the only reason for imitation anything was that the source of
the real thing had dried up. There were probably no more tortoises to kill.
And what, anyway, of plastic? It was plentiful, cheap. But even it came
from somewhere. Of what was plastic made? What died? He knew it was a
product of petroleum, of oil, and so he assumed plastic was made out of the
very lifeblood of the planet. When all the oil was drained, he imagined the
planet quaking and shrinking in on itself, like a squeezed orange that has
been sucked to death.

He was glad when he heard Miss Lissie’s knock. It was firm and
decisive, as always. When he opened the door, he was instantly cheered by
the lively, ironical eyes—that seemed to say, Well, what else, if anything, is
new?—in the old, beautifully angular face. Her bright hair was covered
with a woolen shawl the color of California poppies, Fanny’s favorite



flower. This alone made Suwelo smile. She wore a camel-hair coat, and
high, lace-up black shoes. Her breath was short, from the effort of bringing
a large cardboard box up the steps. Suwelo quickly reached out and took it
from her.

She stepped into the foyer and took off her shawl and coat, hanging
them on the coatrack and checking herself out in the dim mirror beneath the
light. She was wearing a soft yellow dress that had a large embossed black
paw print, or perhaps it was a flower, Suwelo thought, looking at it closely,
just above her heart. In a few minutes they were seated in the front parlor,
drinking tea Suwelo had prepared as he awaited her arrival, and going
through the big box.

“When your uncle died,” said Miss Lissie, “I didn’t know for certain
who would be taking over the house. I didn’t want these pictures to go to
just anybody. They’re special, and I wanted to give them only to someone
who’d understand.”

Suwelo was glad Miss Lissie considered him someone who did. All
over the walls of the house there were pale empty spaces where the
photographs had hung. Suwelo had stopped before them many times, trying
to imagine what the pictures might have been like. Miss Lissie now took
each of them out, unwrapped it, and placed it face down on the oak bench
next to the sofa. After she’d done this, she carefully crumpled the
newspaper wrappings and put them in the box. She then took a cloth from
her black leather purse and began to polish the glass of each picture. After
that, she placed them in rows on the bench, sat back, and invited Suwelo to
look.

Before he looked at the pictures, though, he looked carefully into the
old face next to him and tried to locate the young girl standing in front of
the fancy carved chairs, barefoot, clothes patched, her hair in plaits. He



looked for the lovely nose, the soft mouth, the round cheeks. Perhaps she
was there. It was hard to tell. Then, noting the rough and beautiful texture
of the oak and pine frames, he began to look at the photographs, of which
there were thirteen. Miss Lissie explained that she already had a copy of the
one photograph she had left in the house, and therefore hadn’t taken it when
she had removed the rest.

Suwelo remembered Mr. Hal’s remark: “Lissie is a lot of women,” and
expected to see a lot of pictures of the same woman dressed to make herself
appear different; and it was true, in each picture the chair—one of those in
the photograph left behind—was the same, and the outfit varied greatly.
What he saw, though, were thirteen pictures of thirteen entirely different
women. One seemed tall, another very short, one light-skinned, with light
eyes, another dark with eyes like obsidian. One had hair to her waist,
another had hardly enough to cover her skull. One appeared acrobatic,
healthy, and glowing. Another seemed crippled and barely ambulatory.

He chose two pictures and held them out in front of him. In one, a
short, high-yellow flapper stared boldly into the camera, lips puckered and a
rakish look in what appeared to be green eyes, a spit curl of lightish hair an
upside-down question mark in the middle of her forehead; in the second, a
tall, dark, gangly miss, with the sad grace of a domestic servant and former
field hand, looked out of beaten eyes at a camera and cameraman she did
not trust. She was wearing a maid’s white uniform, and her scant hair was
mercilessly straightened and pulled tight under a peaked white cap. There
was no similarity at all between the two women. In fact, there was none
among any of the thirteen women. Nor did they look like the elegant
grandmotherly woman at Suwelo’s elbow.

“I ran off with the photographer, a colored man from Charleston, who
took that,” said Miss Lissie, pointing to the flapper one. “He was married.



When I found out, I ran away from him. I was pregnant at the time. This,”
she said, pointing to the one in the maid’s uniform, “is how I looked when
he found me again. I was one of his models for going on thirty years, off
and on. Long after what fire there was between us burned out. We
fascinated each other. He had never, in all his work as a photographer,
photographed anyone like me, who could never present the same self more
than once, and I had never in my life before found anyone who could
recognize how many different women I was. Oh, some people, even my
mama and papa, commented on how I didn’t seem to have, as they put it,
‘no certain definite form,’ but to them I looked enough like myself from
day to day so that it didn’t matter. But Henry Laytrum began to photograph
me once or twice a year, and the result is what you see; there were others,
but in these the differences are most striking.

“Yes,” she said, as if answering Suwelo’s question, “those are both me.
All of these,” she continued, with a sweep of her arm, “all of them are me.
Henry Laytrum, with his old box camera and his break-away chair—so he
could dismantle it and take it anywhere he went—that was carved by Hal’s
father, was able to photograph the women I was in many of my lifetimes
before. It was such a wonderful gift he was able to give me, although
because he was so dishonest with me about his marriage—never telling me
until after we’d run off together—I never told him the secret of what
puzzled him so and intrigued him. And I only came to understand myself—
at first it frightened me to see myself as so many different people!—after
years of memory excavation and exploration, years of understanding I’m
not like most other people, years of anger and confusion over this, years of
fighting everyone! But finally it dawned on me that my memory and the
photographs corroborated each other exactly. I had been those people, and
they were still somewhere inside of me. When Henry Laytrum aimed his



camera, different ones were drawn out. Over time I grew to love seeing
which self would pop out. Henry Laytrum would develop the pictures, race
over to see me, spread them out on the porch, and introduce us. ‘Miss
Lissie,’ he’d say, bowing to me and the latest picture, ‘say Howdy!’ And I
would. It was such a kick. The selves I had thought gone forever, existing
only in my memory, were still there! Photographable. Sometimes it nearly
thrilled me to death.

“In the wide world there was war. These white people here, trying to
rule over everybody in America, and the ones in Europe, trying to rule over
everybody else in the world. The Depression came. Seem like you heard of
a hanging or some other monstrous thing done to colored every time you
turned around. But this is what was happening to me. And because I was a
colored woman, nobody would ever know about it. I was sort of glad, for
I’m the kind of woman that likes to enjoy herselves in peace.”

Suwelo shook his head. He did not know if he could believe this or
not. And he thought about how believing in things like Halley’s comet was
not the same thing. Or was it?

“Remember what I told you about losing my foot and leg after being
caught in a bear trap?”

“Oh,” said Suwelo, his eyes going instantly to the picture of the small,
sad-eyed, very black cripple. It wasn’t that you could see her injury—the
missing foot and leg—it was just that you looked into the ashen face, in
which the spirit seemed already to have been given up, and you knew.

“Now this,” said Miss Lissie, seeing in Suwelo’s mournful face the
heaviness of his commiseration with a self she had moved through, “is how
I looked at the time when I stayed with the cousins and hung out in their
trees.” She handed Suwelo the happiest-looking of all the pictures, in which
she appeared squat, tiny, with a waist like a wasp’s, her hair in wooly



ringlets, her eyes bright and laughing, her strong white teeth playfully bared
in a wide smile. A pygmy.



SO THAT IS WHY they believed Africans ate people, Suwelo mused, thinking
of what Miss Lissie had told him, on the visit previous to the last, about the
cousins. Someone, millennia after the time of which she spoke, had come
across the gnawed skulls and bones of these ill-fated relatives. But then,
obviously in Miss Lissie’s estimation, her cousins were people, even more
peoplelike than the folks from her own branch of the family. He sat looking
at the picture of Miss Lissie from thousands of years ago; he imagined her
mate taking the photograph and laughing with her as she made faces at him.
He imagined their children crawling about under the cathedrallike trees;
trees as big as Chartres, she had said. He imagined the huge black hairy
cousins swinging about with their young and Miss Lissie’s young, too,
clinging to their backs. He thought of the big dark faces and the small paler
ones.

He was still thinking of this when he heard Mr. Hal’s truck and, later,
his gentle, tentative knock on the door. Suwelo let him in, helped him off
with his coat, and because he knew how Mr. Hal enjoyed good coffee, he
hastened to make him a cup.

Suwelo had now been in Uncle Rafe’s house for more than two
months. He had not forgotten Fanny and California—and there was a “For
Sale” sign outside on the tiny lawn—but days went by when he did not
think of her. Or if he did think of her, it was to feel sad that she could not
share what he was experiencing. Fanny loved old people and was
conversant with them in ways he was not. He was much more likely to be
embarrassed with them, as if he suspected they sensed the impatience that
was frequently his frame of mind. But it wasn’t simply impatience with
them that he felt; he was impatient with the situation that young and old
these days had inherited (and he forgot a lot of the time that he was getting
older himself): that of being without sufficient time either to talk, really



talk, to each other or to listen. Say you were at some unusual event, some
kind of house party, and you found yourself next to an ancient
anthropologist who just casually said: “Well, when I was in Afghanistan in
the thirties ... blah, blah, blah.” What did you do? What you wanted to do
was grab her by her collar and drag her home and sit her down in a big
comfy chair and sit at her feet (or his feet, as the case might be) for a week,
while she talked. At the party the most you were likely to get was a sly
anecdote about travel by camel and the lack of roads. It was maddening.

Fanny was more likely than he to stay glued to some rare old person
for an evening, completely absorbed, though both she and the old person
had to strain to hear each other over the noise of the other guests.

Suwelo loved what was happening to him and was grateful for the time
his uncle Rafe had provided for him to get to know his house, his friends, a
life he could not have learned about any other way than by having it
subsidized. He remembered the first time he had waited for Miss Lissie and
her friend, Miss Rose, to bring his lunch and he had asked them to please
step inside. Miss Rose had declined, hurriedly, saying she had
grandchildren at home waiting for her, but Miss Lissie had come in as if she
had been expecting the invitation, and had stood in the foyer in a rather
queenly way, he thought, as if waiting for him to dispose of some earlier
guest. They looked at each other for a long moment. That day it was her
dignity he noticed first; the straightness of her posture. Next, her reserve,
the way she said “How do you do?” so formally, then nothing else, as he
stood beside her, waiting for her to take the first step into the living room,
where, he reasoned, she must have sat countless times before. But she did
not budge. He thought she looked quite stately, for someone who wasn’t
very tall. And then he, too, became conscious of the guests in his living
room.



“I’m sorry. Excuse me,” he said hurriedly, and walking quickly into the
living room, he snapped off the TV.

“I get used to having it on for company,” he said, by way of apology.
And then he thought, she probably watches the soaps herself, so he said,
“I’m getting more like my cousins and aunts every day; they all watch the
soaps.”

“The whats?” asked Miss Lissie.
“You know, the stories on TV,” said Suwelo, thinking the modern

shorthand for TV stories confused her. After all, she was very old. “Which
do you watch?”

“I don’t watch TV,” she said, sitting in a chair next to it and at the
same time drawing a blue fringed shawl that had lain on top of the set since
Suwelo arrived completely over the front of it.

So that’s its purpose, Suwelo thought, for he had looked at the blue
shawl, a large, vivid Mexican serape, and felt it made a rather peculiar
doily.

Today Mr. Hal sat in the same chair Miss Lissie usually chose, right by
the TV, and like Miss Lissie he paid more than cursory attention to the
position of the shawl. Suwelo watched TV much less himself now that Miss
Lissie and Mr. Hal talked to him, or, as he sometimes thought of it,
transmitted to him, in much the same way the TV did. He was in the habit
of covering it whenever it was off. Mr. Hal contented himself with tugging
at a corner of the shawl and straightening the edge. That small ritual
completed, a gesture that seemed unconsciously designed to close off
completely an erroneous and trivial point of view, Mr. Hal settled back to
take up his narrative where he had left off. For Suwelo’s talks with him and
Miss Lissie were not conversations. They were more correctly perceived as
deliveries. Suwelo was grateful to receive.



“You don’t know, or maybe you do,” said Mr. Hal, a look of deep
satisfaction with the coffee and with his thoughts on his face, “how
wonderful a feeling it give you when you know somebody love you and
that’s just the way it is. You can be good, you can be a devil, and still that
somebody love you. You can be weak, you can be strong. You can know a
heap or nearly nothing. That kind of love, when you think about it, just
seems like some kind of puzzle, and you can spend a lifetime trying to
figure it out. If you puffed up with vanity, you can’t help but think what
they love is something you created yourself. Or maybe it’s your money or
your car. But there’s something... . It’s like how you love a certain place.
You just do, that’s all. And if you’re lucky, while you’re on this earth, you
get to visit it. And the place ‘knows’ about your love, you feel. That was the
love and still is the love between Lissie and me.”

Mr. Hal settled himself more comfortably in his chair, took a large
slurping sip of his coffee, just as Uncle Rafe and every old Southern
gentleman Suwelo had ever met had done, and continued.

“So the white folks wanted all us boys, your uncle Rafe, too, for the
army, to fight in the Great War, or so they said. The truth was, they wanted
us to be servants for the white men who fought. I wasn’t painting worth
nothing then—did I tell you I used mostly house paint?—Lissie wasn’t
pushing me, for some reason, and I couldn’t hardly see the road in front of
me. But I was black and able-bodied, and the white folks wanted me for
fodder in their war. The furthest I had been from the Island was about a
mile from shore. They wanted us to fight some people none of us had heard
of, and they were white folks, too. Well, not to fight ’em, just to serve our
own white masters, you might say, while they fought ’em.

“So anyway, it meant leaving the Island, leaving my family, and
leaving Lissie. I didn’t see how I could stand it. Lissie couldn’t either, but



Lissie couldn’t fight the white man’s army, though I don’t doubt she
would’ve tried. She hated white people anyway and said she didn’t have
one good memory from a thousand years of dealing with them. But you
know from all the stuff Lissie’s told me, she didn’t have many real good
memories of anybody. She was just in a rage most of the time about me
going away. And out of that rage, she got the notion we should be married. I
was scared to say no. Besides, it was what everybody was doing, getting
married, and it’s safe to say to you today that we didn’t have a clue, really
and truly, about what marriage was. Plus I loved Lissie—when hadn’t I
loved Lissie?—and she loved me so much, too much, till sometimes I was
almost smothered.

“They used to speak of that time on the Island as the time of the big
rash. They meant the rash of folks getting married. Like most of them, we
got married on the front porch at Lissie’s people’s house, looking out over
the bay. It was a pretty spring day, and I just itched to paint it. I never will
forget we had a woman preacher to marry us, because we had two preachers
on the Island, both of them called by the spirit, and we were too out of the
way things were done in the rest of the world to know the spirit didn’t call
women. Then there was Lissie staring everybody down and saying she
remembered that women were called first and this calling was something
men then took away from them. Well, nobody was going to fight Lissie
over something nobody thought was important. We had two spirit-called
people, a woman and a man. It seemed right. Like you have two different
kinds of parents, a woman and a man, you know. It wasn’t until I was in the
army and saw how all the preachers, priests, and chaplains everywhere we
went—and we got as far as France—were men that I thought about what
Lissie had said, and how disgusted she looked when she said it. Of course at
different times Lissie herself was a witch doctor and a sorceress and a



preacher of various kinds, so she knew what she was talking about. She was
so angry. The maddest human being I’ve ever seen in all my years of living.
Because she saw people losing ground in the battle against ignorance and
she could see how it would turn out, whatever the battle was, because she
had seen it all before.

“So really, I don’t know why she thought marriage was the answer for
us. But I went along with her and hoped for the best. Here was a woman I
loved, who loved me and let me paint—she thought nothing of spending a
morning thinning enough house paint for me to use up in an hour, and she
was a regular scavenger for cardboard and likely pieces of wood, since I
painted on any and everything—and she encouraged it—sometimes even,
what you might say, forced me to do it, and I couldn’t give her up. For her
part, I think she wanted to make the bond between us clearer to other people
—we didn’t need it to be clearer to ourselves—and you know how it is:
trying to make a private bond a public one is like trying to turn water to
wine when you prefer water to wine, and anyway you ain’t Christ.

“But what did we know? There we were together in bed that night after
the wedding. I was dead tired and I was leaving in the morning. Lissie was
even tireder than I was, since she’d been out in the boat fishing early that
morning; that’s what we had to eat at our wedding, fried fish. But somehow
we thought we had to have at each other, as they say. It was a pretty fumbly
minute or two, and nothing much was done, or so I thought. We cried and
kissed each other a few million times and whispered all our little failings
and hopes and secrets to each other, and then, lying like little children in
each other’s arms—I suspect Lissie still sucks her thumb—we drifted off to
sleep. The next morning I left.

“Well, I really couldn’t see that well, not even well enough to make a
decent stable boy, and pretty soon I was shipped back home. Lissie and her



mother had opened up a little store on the Island in part of the front porch of
their house. They sold produce out of their garden and things—kerosene,
matches, bluing, baking soda—her mother brought back from the mainland
in her boat. They also sold fresh fish. I remember that because, when I
moved back into Lissie’s little room, everything there used to smell of fish.

“Lissie was pregnant, with a passion for lemons and salt. Every time
you saw her she had half a lemon sprinkled with salt stuck in her mouth.
She was healthy and strong—she did the fishing in her mother’s boat—and
I was soon healthy and strong with her, because fishing and crabbing
became something I did, too, and did well. And with Lissie urging me on, I
was also painting again, with the sun in my eyes, healing them, and the
moisture from the bay. The little paintings I did, Lissie hung up in the store,
and sometimes people right there on the Island just fell in love with a
painting and would put it on layaway, but also white people from the
mainland, who stopped by for a cold drink, bought them. I sold them for a
dollar apiece, or sometimes for less than a dollar; barely enough to cover
the paint. But still, it made me happy to know somebody besides me and
Lissie liked what I did.

“We had both acquired a bit more knowledge by then, and our love
was always strong, so we just let ourselves be free. She was already
pregnant, so that wasn’t something to worry about, and well, we were just
all the time fucking. If you pardon the expression. I think Lissie was happy
then. I know I was. I used to love looking at her as she ran about here and
there. She was like a leaf leaving a tree on wind, always in motion, quick as
light. And smart. Pretty soon she’d moved us out of her mother’s house to a
place of our own, and it was in our own house that our passion for each
other reached a peak, and then sort of made itself a plateau. That kind of
love, with the—what do you all call it these days?—the sex, is nothing like



what you see on TV or in the picture show. It doesn’t even seem like such a
big thing at the time. It’s just something real good, tasty, you know? It’s
something very much like food. Or sleep. We’d fuck and sleep and eat and
fish, and I’d paint and she’d do her work, and the sun would shine or it
would rain, and the catch would be good or the fish would all have gone to
visit some other part of the bay. There was no seam. It was whole cloth. So
that eating a piece of bread that really rocked the taste buds made me think
of fucking Lissie. Or her fucking me; God knows she could. Drinking cool
water on the boat in the sun sent us to our knees. Lissie was always
laughing. At her clumsiness, her heavy breasts that I loved so much to suck,
her cushy butt, her belly that loomed over my head like a melon when I
made love to her little ... kitten, let us say. Or the way we said it then, when
I ‘twirled her on my tongue.’ I loved to have her like that in the boat. If the
bay was calm, and sometimes it was like glass, we forgot about fishing, and
she would stand big and naked, balanced in the boat, and spread her legs
just enough. Oh.

“When we made love we never thought of anybody or anything else. I
never did, anyway. Just as when I drank a glass of water I didn’t shift my
mind to some other glass of water that I tried to pretend I was also drinking.
This way of loving just exactly who you’re with seems totally out of reach
of half the people making love in the world today. And I think it’s a shame.

“But it all ended anyway, Suwelo. That part of life. It ended because
our daughter, Lulu, was born. And it wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t anyone’s
fault, maybe. I try to tell myself it had to end, that time when everything
was pure cool water to my thirst, good bread to my hunger. That time when,
really, Lissie and I were in danger of getting lost in each other and to
ourselves. Because when I was with Lissie I didn’t care if neither of us was
ever heard from again.



“I remember once a photographer, the first one ever seen on the Island,
came over to buy a chair from my father, and seeing Lissie, asked to take a
picture of her standing beside the chair. We were just fascinated by the
thought of picture taking, of which we had heard, though we had never seen
a live picture taker before, and he was a colored man! We tiptoed about his
tripod and knocked a couple of times on the big black box that the man said
made the picture, but our true feeling was, we didn’t want to be bothered;
that the new picture-taking science was just fine and dandy, but we had
better things to do, like lay up. I’m pretty sure we were drenched in the
smell of fucking. That smell some couples have, or used to have. Now it’s
all covered over with perfume. But Lissie used to smell loud, and I loved it.
But not when other men noticed it and started to sniff around her. Like that
picture taker. ‘You married?’ he asked her. There I was, there my daddy and
mama was, there was Lissie so pregnant she could only see one foot at a
time. ‘You married?’ asked that dog.

“Lulu was born on a night of such stillness it made us think the whole
world was holding its breath. Both Lissie and I were looking forward to the
birth. We had made up a little crib next to our bed and everything. Neither
one of us knew that disaster was about to strike our love life, and that
between the first labor pain and the disposal of the afterbirth I would be a
changed man. But even if we had of known, what could we have done? I’ve
asked myself that question a million times. But fate had us in its teeth.

“In those days pregnant women like Lissie didn’t go to the doctor just
because they were pregnant. It would have been like going to the hospital
because you started to get breasts. It was a natural something that happened
to women, and a good woman, meaning a sensible one, always had a
granny to help her see after herself. Lissie actually had two. She had her
mother, Eula—Eula Mae—and the woman Lissie was most like in the



world, Dorcy—Dorcy Hogshead—her grandmother. Dorcy was a devil. The
most contentious, cantankerous old witch that ever lived. However, a genius
at delivering babies. Her people always claimed that Lissie took after her
and that that was the reason she was so mean. They never believed in
Lissie’s memory, you see. I never understood how they could not believe in
it myself. Lissie remembered and reported on stuff nobody’d ever heard of,
stuff nobody ever could have told her. Stuff she’d never read because it
wasn’t in the books she had. But then that left dreaming. So her folks said
she dreamed instead of remembered, and the stuff she didn’t dream, she got
from Granny Dorcy.

“So Granny Dorcy had been checking Lissie right along. And she
remembered a lot, too, and it gave her a lot of power, just like it did Lissie,
but she didn’t have Lissie’s kind of faith in herself, so she would content
herself with the belief that she could interpret her own and other people’s
dreams. But really what she was doing was putting together the past in
some kind of pattern so that it could be understood in the present. I think
she was probably scared shitless by her gift. So many people are. She was
an old woman that looked like she could have remembered seeing the
warships that passed the Island on the way to firing the first rockets against
Fort Sumter at the start of the Civil War, which she said she did. She looked
a lot like Sojourner Truth—you know that picture you sometimes see of her
with her bonnet and her long dress and her shawl and her white clay pipe.
Granny smoked a pipe and sometimes, some people said, she would blow
smoke on her babies to get them to sneeze and come alive. I know she used
to say that, mean as people said she was, she’d never hit one of the little
ones she brought into the world, and you know slapping a newborn baby
was and is something that’s just automatically done. Granny Dorcy thought
it was barbaric.



“She lived on the other side of the Island from us, and sometimes she
rode a mule over to see Lissie, and sometimes Lissie’s mother went and got
her and brought her back by boat. Eula was good to have around, too, while
Lissie was pregnant, because she had become a food fool and would always
double-check anything that went into Lissie’s mouth. When she was
pregnant herself, Eula had lived mostly on a diet of fatback, syrup, and
white chalk that pregnant women dug out of a pit up in the hills, but she
wouldn’t let Lissie have but the occasional thimbleful because she said that
craving it was a sign that Lissie needed to eat beets, which she often fixed
for her, and that eaten in excess, the chalk, which was full of iron that the
body couldn’t absorb anyway, locked the bowels and weakened the blood
vessels in the lower extremities. So both of these women seemed underfoot
all the time near the end of Lissie’s term.

“Then one day, about a week before they thought she was due, they
took the boat out to catch some fish. I think it must have been the season for
croaker; that was old Dorcy’s favorite fish. Just after they left, Lissie had
the first pain, and I ran down to the beach and tried to wave them back to
shore. They thought I was waving good-bye, and so they waved good-bye
back to me, and off into the horizon they rowed. I knew they’d be back in
two or three hours at the most, so I didn’t worry; Lissie didn’t worry either.
But what do you think happened?

“Out in the boat, Eula Mae and her mother got into an argument over
which side of the boat to fish from, and as the talk got more and more
heated and hearkened back to more and earlier disputes, mother and
daughter almost came to blows. Dorcy’s temper was a frightful thing; it
lacked foresight. At some point she swung her oar at Eula, and Eula took it
away from her and flung it into the bay. Then Dorcy took the other oar and
threw it away too. Now how do you like that? I’m just glad me and Lissie



didn’t know anything about it at the time. So there they were, with no fish,
no wind, mad as two hatters, sitting fuming at each other with their arms
folded and their lips poked out, in a boat that went neither forward nor
backward nor sideways, and wouldn’t for the rest of the day.

“At the house Lissie was beginning to worry. Not so much about
herself as about her mother and grandmother. After about three hours Lissie
said she’d discharged her plug and that her waters had broke. That was my
first understanding that if the two women didn’t hurry and get back, I would
have to deliver our baby. Now you can laugh if you want to, but though I
could see plain as anything that Lissie was big with the baby and even
beginning to sweat from the pain, and the baby was lunging about inside
her, as far as I was concerned there still didn’t seem any possible way she
could have a baby; it just seemed farfetched. I don’t know what I thought
then. Nobody ever told you anything, if you were a boy, about childbirth.
They just didn’t. And whenever a woman was having a baby on the Island,
the husband was sent out of the house. He usually hung around the
potbellied stove we had in the store. After a while one of his oldest children
would come get him and, with a scared and sheepish look, off he’d go back
home. I think somewhere in me I still believed fairies brought babies—I
sure was praying they did—so I was beginning to wonder what I would do
if that was just a rumor and fairies really didn’t. Come to think about it, I
didn’t have the faintest notion of what fairies were supposed to be like
either.

“Lissie had been walking up and down the room, but pretty soon the
pains got so bad she had to lay down, and then, too, there was a trickle of
something like watery mucous coming out of her. I helped her lie down on
the rubber pad with a sheet over it, and I held her hand and kissed her about
a thousand times every time she let out a whimper, which really just wrung



my heart. Then she told me: ‘You have to deliver the baby, Hal. It’s a
girl,’—she knew this because the baby always had hung low—‘and I want
you to know, in case anything happens, I want to name her Lulu.’

“Lulu was the name Lissie had had when she was part of a harem in
the northern pan of Africa, before any of that area was desert. It wasn’t
called a ‘harem’ way back then, but some other name I can’t recall.
‘Weepen,’ I think. But it was really the great-great-granddaddy of all the
harems we hear about or read about today. She said Lulu made her think of
the green hills and the green fields where they used to put up their animal-
skin tents, and of how happy she was in the harem, because the master was
old and sickly and had hundreds of women it tired him just to see, not to
mention to try to do anything to, and Lissie (Lulu) had had two lovers. One
of them was another woman in the harem, named Fadpa, and the other was
one of the eunuchs, named Habisu, whose job it was to keep the women
from running away. They used to all sit around and plot about how to run
away together, but Habisu was afraid to leave the safety of the harem, and
he liked the sweets the women shared with him and the colorful clothing he
got to wear. He was from a poor family, and he thought it wasn’t such a bad
thing to give up his nuts for such pleasant room and board. Now I don’t
know whether this was really the truth or whether Lissie was committing
slander on poor Habisu. She used to laugh so, and shock me, too, telling me
about her life as Lulu. She would talk about Fadpa and look at me and see
that I didn’t quite get something, and she would just laugh and laugh. She
had been a great dancer—she says she took it up out of boredom—and
taught dancing to the young women who were captured or bought and
brought into the harem. She had regular class hours. And she taught how to
make love to a woman with just hands and tongue to all the eunuchs, who,
she said, really came to love her. Of course some of them didn’t care about



that sort of thing with women anyhow. There were some who just sat
around and talked about clothes and food and ate, ate, ate. On her birthday
they would make her cakes filled with her favorite thing: dates. She and
Fadpa lived, with the other women and the eunuchs, completely cut off
from the rest of society back then, and the rest of the world in general. Over
time they became devoutly religious.

“They eventually got to the place they could perform miracles.
Miracles, Lissie says she learned, as Lulu, are the direct result of
concentration. The greatest miracle they performed was to get their freedom
from the harem at the rather ripe old ages of ninety-six and a hundred and
three, which was granted them by the great-granddaughter of their old
master. They had prayed and concentrated on this for eighty years. This
woman had been sent off somewhere far away to school, where she passed
as a man, and, upon returning home, was shocked to see these old women
locked up behind her grandfather’s palace. He was dead by then and had
taken some of the youngest and prettiest members of his harem with him.
His scowling sons had simply pitched the women into the flames on top of
their father’s popping and oozing body, calmly, one by one. They, of course,
were screaming and scratching and clinging to the sons’ ankles, but those,
as the saying goes, were the breaks.

“Lulu and Fadpa had some good years left still, though their wrinkled
faces looked like two raisins; so they set up shop as fortune-tellers and lived
free, if not content, until they died—which they were happy enough to do,
because what they noticed, once outside the security of the harem, was that
in the world of men there is always war. They could not stand the noise and
confusion of the battles that never ceased. They longed for the quiet and the
peace of the harem, and the hours of cooking and eating and dancing or
watching younger women dance. And when men came to them and asked



their fortunes, they yawned. For every man, they saw war, a future of
fighting. It was as clear as the sun. Their palms were bright red. But Lulu
and Fadpa would say, instead, that they saw a hundred pretty women locked
in a room to which the man in front of them, alone, had the key and at least
half an evening of a man’s favorite kind of peace. This pleased the men. If
they added that they also saw stores of dates, figs, silver, and gold, the
men’s happiness was complete. They got used to throwing in camels, goats,
and other men’s wives at random. They became quite famous.

“The name Lulu was fine with me. It was more a sound than a name, but so
what? When our Lulu was born, I could see that she would make anyone
think of green. She was all gold and honey and amber, that made you think
of pansies. She was a springtime all her own.

“Now the hardest task was before me. It was very hot. Lissie was
sweating buckets. I had plenty of water boiling on the stove. This much
preparation, at least, I knew you had to have. Then Lissie began to really
moan. It was horrible. Timidly, and with rising fear, I managed to glance
down between her legs. I expected to see the top of the baby’s head. Maybe.
Since something did seem to be happening down that way. And Lissie was
moaning so. But no. It looked like a cheek. Either a cheek on a little face, or
a cheek on a little behind. I looked again. Lissie’s stomach rippled, as if the
baby turned itself over. Now it looked more like a shoulder. I looked still
again. It looked like a knee. Or was it a side?

“I tell you, I felt like Prissy in Gone With the Wind.
“Lissie was stretched so wide I didn’t see why she didn’t split. And, as

I stood there watching, I saw she was just about to start to. At the same
time, her moans were turning into screams. I couldn’t bear it. My instinct
was just to step outside the door and do away with myself. I couldn’t stand
the thought that I was causing her this pain. That making love with her



caused this sad, pitiful behavior of hers. She wasn’t Lissie anymore, you
see? She wasn’t even like an animal. She was out of her mind, out of
control. She hurt so bad she couldn’t even tell me what to do. The baby was
obviously stuck, trying to come out sideways. Lissie had turned one of the
funniest of the gray shades I had ever seen.

“Every once in a while I ran to the porch and looked out on the bay for
Eula and that fool Granny Dorcy, but they were nowhere in sight. Besides,
night was coming on fast. I looked up the hill for some customers coming to
the store. There wasn’t a soul. No one but me, Lissie, and little Lulu.

“I prayed for strength and I prayed for my wife and child. Then I
washed my hands real good and greased them with Vaseline and greased
Lissie with Vaseline and greased what I could get my ringers on of the baby
with Vaseline. I had Lissie laughing about this one time; I said Vaseline was
one big thing she and her mother had in common: her mother used it on her
face, and said that’s what kept her skin so young, and I used it on Lissie’s
behind. Anyway, I began to gently push the baby around, kind of slowly
spinning her. And I started to talk to her, telling her to come on out, that
everything was ready for her and we knew we were straining her but that
we didn’t mean her no harm. I don’t know what all I said; I was dying from
the pain Lissie was feeling. Hating myself and all mankind. I mean I started
making some serious promises to God. Way after a while I identified the
baby’s arm, really the upper shoulder. Then I somehow got hold of the arm,
it felt no bigger than a thumb, and I worked at it, all the time telling Lulu
about how good she was going to have it out here, and I finally pulled that
out. Oh, God, what next, I thought. And Lissie fainted. But then she came
to, but just looked destroyed, and I could see in her eyes the hundreds of
times she had suffered in giving birth, and I swore it would never happen
again, and my desire for her, for sex with her or with any woman, died, and



I became a eunuch myself. I just knew I would never be able to deal with
making love to a woman ever again.

“And then Lissie sort of laughed and said, ‘I thought somebody was
supposed to tell me to push.’ She hadn’t, all this time, because we’d forgot
—and it turned out later, according to her mother and Dorcy, not pushing
was just the right thing to have done. I’d certainly forgot about the pushing,
if I’d ever known it, and I grabbed old Lulu by the hand—it was like
shaking hands with a little slippery rabbit—and stuck my other hand up in
Lissie so that my fingers kind of pulled on Lulu’s armpit and lower jaw and
I said, ‘Well go on and push then.’ And she pushed like she was coming and
really seemed to enjoy it in just about the same way. And that shocked the
hell out of me. And then Lulu was born, snuffling and sneezing even
without anybody slapping her or blowing smoke in her face, and for a
minute I felt real confused and left out. I laid Lulu on Lissie’s stomach, and
Lissie wiped her off with a rag, and I started looking for a knife to cut the
cord, and by the time I found one—it was in the boiling water on the stove
and too hot to touch right away—Lissie had bitten through the cord with her
teeth.

“‘God, it’s like rubber,’ she said, making a face and spitting into the
rag. And I looked at Lissie sitting up now with the naked baby next to her
naked body, and I thought to myself how primitive she was.

“When the afterbirth came—a lump of bloody, liverish-looking stuff
that made me feel even woozier than I was—she wrapped it in newspaper
and gave it to me to bury at the corner of the house for luck, so that we
could have a houseful of babies. When she wasn’t looking though, I threw it
into the fire. It wouldn’t burn. It put the fire out.”



“LISSIE HAD FOUR MORE children,” said Mr. Hal, staring into the remains of
his coffee, which had long been cold, “but three of them died while they
were still in babyhood. I delivered all of them, though none of them were
mine. One was a little boy, the child of that picture taker I mentioned. It
died before its second birthday. One was by some other lover she had, and
the last two were by your great-uncle Rafe. They started out healthy
enough, but only a son by Rafe made it to being grown—your uncle
Cornelius, who was killed while on duty in the navy. And Lulu was always
healthy as she could be from the minute she was born. Lissie never wanted
anybody but me to deliver her babies, just like she didn’t want anybody but
me to be their daddy. I wanted to be with her, too. I got to the place I loved
delivering her babies, and I loved the babies themselves. We developed
what you could call an understanding. But before we reached it, we had,
both of us, shed rivers of pain.

“A month after Lulu was born, Lissie was all over me. ‘What’s the
matter?’ she asked. ‘Don’t you love me no more?’ (I guess you’ve noticed
that both me and Lissie can talk the old way or the new when the mood
strikes us.) Seem like to me I loved her more than ever. Too much to risk
putting her in that kind of pain again. ‘Ah, even fucking hurt sometime,’
she said, when I told her how I felt, ‘but if it gets real good, you soon get
over it.’ ‘What?’ I asked. Never in a million years had I thought it ever hurt
her; though I have to say I did wonder sometimes why it didn’t hurt women
generally. Some of them are so small, and their menfolks so huge. ‘Look,’
she say, ‘we got Lulu, we got this wonderful little baby girl that looks just
like Fadpa. I thank God for every pain!’ She was rubbing herself all around
me, putting her hands on places she used to control. Now, nothing
happened. Well, she knew a thing or two about eunuchs and what they can
do, and she knew from experience that I could still love her if I had the



desire—trouble was, I didn’t have the desire. It was like everything between
a man and a woman that had anything at all to do with creating new life just
scared me limp. I didn’t even want to see her naked. I didn’t want to see
myself. I felt ashamed. How other men could keep beating up on their
wives with more and more births of babies was beyond me. It wasn’t
beyond Lissie. She wanted more fucking and more babies, too, and the
more I said no, the hotter and madder she got.

“Finally one day she run off with the picture taker from Charleston and
left me with Lulu. She came back just before their baby, Jack, was born. I
never said a word to nobody. Everybody knowed it wasn’t mine. I didn’t
call Eula and I didn’t call that hellion Granny Dorcy. I heated the water and
laid in the Vaseline. Jack was born fast, just slipped out of Lissie smooth as
anything. By that time I had learned a thing or two from Dorcy, and so I had
Lissie squat down, holding on to the bars of Lulu’s crib, and I caught the
baby as it came out behind her. She was sick, though, Lissie. Weak from
slaving in some white woman’s house, poor food, and being pregnant by a
man she felt like she wanted to kill. He was married, you see. Had a bunch
of children already, the dog. But Lissie was fed up with me and hot for him.
Then, you see, trying to get back at me for losing feeling for her made her
even sicker than she already was.

“She came back to our bed, her and Jack. ’Cause old Lulu wasn’t
giving up her crib. And we picked up our life as best we could—fishing,
selling produce and whatnot in the store. I sometimes helped my father
make furniture. He was crabby and hard to get along with, but I loved him
and I knew he loved me; as long as I didn’t try to paint, I was all right with
him. I don’t think he cared much for Lissie, but she didn’t mind. She always
spoke up big to people who didn’t like her and she didn’t like either, just to
shame them. And she’d give him a mess of fish or a pie just to watch him



stammer over his thanks. She was a devil with some people. While my
daddy stammered, she would look at him big-eyed and innocent and laugh.
Lissie tried to help out in the shop, but my daddy claimed women got in the
way. So she stopped that, and instead she sewed and looked after the
children, and went out fishing in the bay. They were sweet, happy children,
but our house was sad. We seemed to just be going through the motions of
living; and even though we loved each other with true devotion, we knew
we had lost something precious. The grief we felt was almost too hard to
bear. Sometimes, beaten, she’d creep into my arms, or I would creep into
hers, and the two of us would just lay together, look out over the bay, and
remember how it used to be and cry.

“Your uncle Rafe was my best friend. He had gone into the army, come
out, and worked for the old widower, a Frenchman, who owned this house.
He was able to buy the house when the old man died, and he was always
telling me I ought to come stay with him. This was before he got the job on
the railroad, and he was working in a slaughterhouse. It was a terrible job
for someone like your uncle, so fastidious and so, you know, mild, but he
was big and strong and somehow managed to tough it out for a couple of
years. He wasn’t about to risk losing the house—the only thing up to then
he’d ever cared a whole lot about. Then, too, the Depression was coming on
strong. On the Island, cash money had all but disappeared. Times were
hard. There was a lot of sickness among the children, caused by a lack of
quality food. We lost little Jack to a cold a healthier baby would have
shaken off. I was up night after night with the little fellow. He looked just
like his mother, and it was hard for us to let him go. I thought Lissie was
going to die herself, she loved him so. After he died, we left our little house
and left the Island—it was too sad to stay—but only for a little while, we
thought; and we took Rafe up on his invitation and went to stay with him.



Lissie and Lulu and me had the top floor, and I got a job as a door-to-door
huckster. I peddled fish and crab and oysters. In the summers it was peaches
and melons. In the rich white neighborhoods of Baltimore, where times
never seemed to get very hard. In fact, for the stable rich, you know, hard
times just mean cheaper prices, and so they just get great bargains on
everything and do better than ever.

“Finally, and not a minute too soon, for he was sick of so much death,
and he said the blood from the slaughterhouse stayed under his fingernails,
and that would not do, Rafe got the job as sleeping-car porter. Lissie took in
sewing and worked in private homes as a domestic, and with all our pay
pooled together, we managed. This was a white neighborhood then, like it’s
becoming again now, but there were two houses on our block that had
Spanish-looking people who were probably gangsters living in them. One
of these houses was just across the street from us, and the other was next
door. The men would speak to us as pleasantly as could be, and so we
weren’t too afraid of them, even though they did make a habit of sitting on
their stoops in shirtsleeves, breaking down, cleaning, and reassembling their
sizable collection of guns. I think it was their presence that kept the really
white people from trying to run us out. They’d pitched a fit when the old
Frenchman died and his niece let Rafe buy the house. She lived in France,
anyway, and liked Rafe. Really liked him, if you know what I mean. What
did she know or care about ‘crazy American race prejudice,’ as she called
it, in an accent that did make it sound like the silliest thing. And then, too,
Rafe was willing to pay more for the house than any white person would.

“No doubt the neighbors thought the house too fine for ‘niggers.’ And
really we were there illegally. I don’t think black people were allowed in
that part of town back then. But we were so discreet they hardly ever saw
us. We never sat or stood on the front lawn, or sat on our stoop; it just didn’t



exist for us as part of the house. There was an alley behind the house, and
we always went in the back way. But soon another house was sold to
lightbright blacks, and another. They didn’t like us either—we were dark
compared to them—but we said to hell with them and began to be able to
relax a little bit. We kept it spotless, this house, the grass clipped and the
hedges trimmed. In the early years we worked on the grass and hedges at
night. It was nicer than anything we’d every dreamed of living in.

“Lissie liked Rafe a lot, and he liked her and Lulu. I thought the world
of Rafe, and I believe he felt the same about me. I remember telling him all
about Lissie and me. I wasn’t embarrassed or afraid he’d misunderstand. He
was curious about our relationship, because in his house she and I slept in
separate rooms. She slept in the back bedroom overlooking the yard and I
slept in the front room that faced the street, with the baby. Lulu, I mean.

“All the passion I’d had for her mother went into my love of Lulu, and
from a little teeny baby she could wrap me around her finger. I doted on
that child. Lissie was a good mother, but aloof. She didn’t seem to be
present for the child. Always off somewhere roaming through the ages. She
started seeing the photographer fellow again, not to sleep with—she hated
him in that way—but to model for him. He couldn’t understand how
different she could look from picture to picture; he said sometimes he
couldn’t even believe the picture he’d taken was of Lissie, and just to
punish him she never told him anything. He was the kind of ego-bound
person who wouldn’t have been able to hear or believe her if she had. She
was excited about how each picture would turn out, and I eventually
understood that God had managed, with photography, to show Lissie she
was right to think she was as many women as she thought she was. It was a
big load off her mind to know she wasn’t crazy.



“Life is very different when you have a good friend. I’ve seen people
without special friends, close friends. Other men, especially. For some
reason men don’t often make and keep friends. This is a real tragedy, I
think, because in a way, without a tight male friend, you never really are
able to see yourself. That is because part of shaping ourselves is done by
others; and a lot of our shaping comes from that one close friend who is
something like us. It was real special between Rafe and me. I was the
homebody, the married husband and father, the painter. Quiet. Needing
Lissie to lead me by the hand. He was even physically different from me:
larger and taller, and darker, too. I admired him all my life. He was such a
bachelor! No woman ever got next to Rafe for longer than a couple of
weeks. He’d go at it hot and heavy for a few evenings—but always came
home to wind up the night in his own bed—and then one day I’d ask when
or whether he was going out and he’d say no. ‘No, Bro.’ And he’d laugh.
I’d be glad, secretly, because it meant he’d be home with us. Lissie would
make something especially nice for dinner; I would be sure we had a good
fire going. And Lissie, Rafe, Lulu, and I would settle in the living room
after dinner for an evening of cards and listening to records, of which your
uncle always had the latest, because he was a wonderful dancer, too, along
with everything else.

“Sometimes I think he would fancy himself too heartsick over his most
recent ladylove to enjoy himself with us; then he would settle himself in his
room—he had the big bedroom then—and read dime novels while propped
up in bed. Rafe was one for dressing gowns and slippers, and I remember
he had a fancy blue-and-white kimono, silk, that he said came from Japan.
He was elegant! He pomaded his hair, shaped not only his mustache but his
eyebrows, too, and he smoked clove cigarettes. No, he wasn’t a fairy; just a
man of distinction! He had a Victrola in his bedroom and pictures of several



of his lady friends on the mantel, and he’d put on something highly
suggestive and melancholy to listen to, and he’d smoke and read and drink
the evening away. By morning he’d be cured of that particular lady friend,
and if it was his day off, he’d be ready to play with Lulu.

“Next to her mama and me, Lulu loved her uncle Rafe. At times I
thought she loved him better than us. He was shaved and dressed just so
every time she saw him, for she wasn’t allowed in his rooms. The three of
us were extremely careful of his privacy. Often we wouldn’t know whether
he was home—there would be no sound whatsoever from his floor. And
then Lulu would get to dragging her feet as she passed to and fro before his
bedroom door, and pretty soon she would say she heard her uncle Rafe
gargling.

“We could have moved, but it was pleasant and felt like family being
at Rafe’s. In a house where two men cared for her, Lissie recovered from
the weakness that followed the loss of baby Jack. She recovered her
strength and style, and began to put on a little weight. I could see she was
coming into a bloom of womanhood that almost stopped your breath.
Ripeness. Her eyes took on greater depth from her sadness; her mouth
curved in a smile that still held a little hint of the timelessness of pain. Even
her brow struck me as somehow humbled, and because of that I found
myself touching it more often, brushing back her hair, smoothing out her
eyebrows. But the most engaging thing now was the way she talked. It
made you think of water, so soft and gentle, but sometimes you also heard
the rapids. She laughed more, too, a knowledgeable laughter. There was in
her voice and in her laughter a sound that moved me so much: the sound of
acceptance of her lot, and ... the sound of gratitude.

“Lissie had forgiven me, because she had understood. She loved me
still, but she had let go. And she was grateful to be alive and yet have all



she did have. She had me and Lulu and Rafe, for instance.
“She threw herself as much as she could, considering her built-in

distractions, into mothering Lulu, who was a born tomboy that kept Lissie
running after her. She cared for me the way she always had. She kept
encouraging me to paint, and she found a place where my work could be
sold to tourists in downtown Baltimore. I wasn’t using house paint
anymore, but watercolors and oils, and this was heaven to me. She also
encouraged me to take night classes in English and botany that were offered
at the new colored high school. The English made it easier for me to talk to
people who didn’t always understand the English we spoke on the Island,
and the botany improved the way I drew plants.

“Years later there were friends of ours who guessed what might have
happened. Friends who recognized the resemblance of our son Anatole—
named after the old Frenchman—to Rafe. I know they pitied me. No doubt
they thought Lissie and Rafe were having an affair behind my back. This
was not the case.

“It had been years since I made love to Lissie, so long I never thought
about it or hardly remembered it had been possible. We still enjoyed each
other’s company. We might shop together or walk with Lulu to her school.
We might hug or hold hands, but we’d always done that. We were back, in
fact, where we started with each other as children, before Lissie really
began to notice your uncle Rafe. Notice him as a man, you know.

“Looking back, I can see it was bound to happen. Both Lissie and Rafe
were knockouts. When the three of us dressed up to go out to a party, even
little Lulu went oooo! at the two of them. They had flamboyance. Both of
them loved clothes, and Lissie liked to be a different woman for every ball.
She loved things like sequins, baubles that sparkled, and shawls with tassels
and fringe. Rafe liked his white silk shirts, shiny dress slippers, and fur-



collared coat. He was the kind of Negro who, when he dressed up to go out,
carried calfskin gloves and a silver-headed cane. He fancied himself a
rogue, and to the extent that he could pull off his adventures before about
two o’clock in the morning, when he just had to be home snug in his own
bed, he was.

“Actually, he was a proper match for Lissie.”



“LAST NIGHT I DREAMED I was showing you my temple,” said Miss Lissie. “I
don’t know where it was, but it was a simple square one-room structure,
very adobe or Southwestern-looking, with poles jutting out at the ceiling
line and the windows set in deep. It was painted a rich dust coral and there
were lots of designs—many, turquoise and deep blue, like Native American
symbols for rain and storm—painted around the top. It was beautiful,
though small, and I remembered going there for the ceremonies dressed in a
long white cotton robe. I was tall then, and stately, with thick black hair that
I wore in a bun. The other thing my temple made me think of was the
pyramids in Mexico, though I’m satisfied it wasn’t made of stone but of
painted mud.

“Anyway, my familiar—what you might these days, unfortunately, call
a ‘pet’—was a small, incredibly beautiful creature that was part bird, for it
was feathered, part fish, for it could swim and had a somewhat fish/bird
shape, and part reptile, for it scooted about like geckoes do, and it was all
over the place while I talked to you. Its movements were graceful and
clever, its expression mischievous and full of humor. It was alive! You, by
the way, Suwelo were a white man, apparently, in that life, very polite, very
well-to-do, and seemingly very interested in our ways.

“My little familiar, no bigger than my hand, slithered and skidded here
and there in the place outside the temple where we sat. Its predominant
color was blue, but there was red and green, and flecks of gold and cerise.
And purple. Yes. Its head was that of a bird. Did I say that already?

“Skittering about the way that it did was so distracting while we talked
that I took it up into my hands and carried it some distance from us and
placed it on the ground with a clear-glass bowl over it. As soon as I’d come
back and sat down, however, I heard a noise like a muffled shot. I went over
to the bowl, and, sure enough, the familiar had broken through. There was a



small hole in the top. I looked about and found another bowl, a heavy white
one, very slick and with very thick sides. My familiar was lying looking up
at me curiously, resting up from its labor. It did not try to run as I put this
white bowl on top of it. Almost before I sat down I heard another noise.
When I went back, my familiar was rushing furiously about in the snow.
Everything was suddenly now very cold. It was as beautiful as ever though,
my familiar. How or even why I would do what I next did is beyond me, but
I think it was a stupid reflex of human pride. For I understood quite well by
now that all of this activity on the familiar’s part was about freedom, and
that by my actions I was destroying our relationship. In any event, not to be
outdone—and suddenly there were dozens of your people, white people,
standing about watching this contest—I next imprisoned my beautiful little
familiar under a metal washtub. I paid little attention to the coldness or the
snow and did not even think how cruel and torturous for it this would be.
Surely it would not now be able to escape. I went back to where we were
seated, you and I, and attempted to carry on with our conversation, which
was about temples, and about my temple in particular. The sun was just
setting, and it bathed the small, shiny coral structure in gold. It was a
splendid sight. I felt such happiness that it was mine and I thought of the
peace that came over me, deep, like sleep, when I entered its doors.

“Next we heard a rumbling, as if from a volcano, under our seats. As if
power was being sucked along in streams from everywhere and converging
at one spot under the snow. All of us, you, me, the white people dressed so
strangely in high heels and fur coats, were drawn to the quaking washtub,
which seemed now to be on the bottom steps of an enormous white stone
building in a different city and a different century. We could not believe that
a small creature, no larger than a hand, could break through metal with its
fragile birdlike head. We gazed in amazement as, with a mighty whoosh,



and as if from the very depths of the sea, the little familiar broke through
the bottom of the tub and out into the open air. It looked at me with pity as
it passed. Then, using wings it had never used before, it flew away. And I
was left with only you and the rest of your people on the steps of a cold
stone building, the color of cheap false teeth, in a different world from my
own, in a century that I would never understand. Except by remembering
the beautiful little familiar, who was so cheerful and loyal to me, and whom
I so thoughtlessly, out of pride and distraction, betrayed.”



“THERE WERE FLIES EVERYWHERE.” That is what Arveyda told Carlotta about
the place where she was born.

“And what do you think?” he asked.
She didn’t know what to think. Arveyda was back, but not her mother.

She tried not to think of Zedé.
“They were shooting a film there! In Guatuzocan!” he said.
Carlotta had never heard the name.
“It was about an ancient Indian goddess,” he continued, “tall and

blonde, like Bo Derek, who falls in love with a modern white
anthropologist who had stumbled through a cave entrance and into the
prehistoric era in which the goddess lived. It was very funny once you
understood there was nothing you could do about it but laugh. Your mother
found one of her old friends, a woman who looked a hundred years old,
though she was no older than Zedé, and they sat under a tree watching the
production of the movie most of the day. Her friend, Hidae, very dark and
very wrinkled, had been hired as an extra and represented the ancient
ignorant Indians from whom the smart blonde ‘Indian goddess,’ apparently
an albino, had sprung. They were in stitches over how the goddess was
dressed. In a bikini made of the pigeon feathers that are sold to the tourists.
And fingernail polish and lipstick that looked like blood. On her head she
was required to wear a colossal headdress, and in this headdress there were
fleas. The goddess scratched her head, fanned flies, drooped from the
humidity and boredom, grew sallow from the bologna sandwiches, and
watched the white anthropologist steal all her people’s treasures without
lifting a finger, because ... she loved him!

“But it was a job. I mean, for Zedé and her friend and for the others in
the village. Because Zedé spoke English, she got a job on the production
crew. She translated. The prison the place had been when you and your



mother were there had indeed become a village. Or I should say had
become once again a village, since it had been a village that belonged to
your father’s people, los indios. As in Australia, where convicts eventually
became a country, the guards and slaves who had been settled in
Guatuzocan to grow papaya had become a village.

“Only Hidae and six others remained of the slaves your mother had
known. The rest had succumbed to the poor food, hard work, the heat and
jungle diseases, plus the terrorism of the guards. Most of the women who’d
borne children for their captors were dead, but their captors were not. They
raped each new batch of slaves and made slave wives of the ones they
preferred, ignoring the old and battered ones for whom they no longer felt
lust. These women produced children. This placed the guards in the curious
position of being masters over their own and each other’s offspring, and
where there used to be harmony in their power over so many helpless
people, now there was hatred and disgust. Each captor, you see, inevitably
begat a favorite son, and this son he did not want either to acknowledge or
to have mistreated by any other person in authority other than himself.
Then, too, there was the inevitable rape of his daughters by buddies trained
not to care about her resemblance to him. Sometimes he did not recognize it
himself. A hell.

“The papaya fields were yielding good crops, and the money from
their sale poured in to the plantation owners from Europe and North
America; the work continued hard, though it was not as horrendous as the
clearing of the jungle and the planting of the trees had been. At first it
puzzled us why the movie-production company was making a movie about
pregringo historic Indian life in the middle of an enormous, modern, rigidly
rowed papaya plantation. But when Zedé asked the movie director, he
pointed out that he was making a nonstereotyped, progressive movie about



the Indians, something very unusual for Americans to do; the plantation
showed that the Indians had been not lazy at all, but industrious, even from
earliest times. ‘So there!’ your mother said, when she reported this to me
and the other wrinkled Indians. And we all laughed.

“The captors and the captives found themselves to be something like a
family, and the children born in the village grew up in the gray area of
believing themselves half-slave and half-free. They understood neither the
contempt in which their fathers held their mothers nor their fathers’ deep
fear of these women who were so helpless; nor did they understand the
bottomless hatred their mothers felt for their fathers, whose missions of
rape among the women became ever more camouflaged as affection as the
bastard offspring began to grow. The earliest memories of these offspring
were of the muffled screams of their mothers, and the scraping of what they
thought must be their mothers’ backbones against the floor.”

“It does not matter if you love me or not,” said Arveyda. “Perhaps I don’t
deserve even to see you or my children. But I want to give you the gift of
knowing your mother—which I don’t think you would have without me,
because she couldn’t tell you herself; she was too ashamed—and I want to
give to you exactly what I wish someone could give to me, and what, since
my mother is dead, no one ever can.”

Carlotta felt she hated men; their disappearances and their absences
and their smugness on return. She thought of the foolish Angel Clare and
saw herself as Tess. She thought of Tea Cake and saw herself as Janie. She
was convinced Helga Crane was a fool. She decided the only man in all of
life and literature worth her admiration was Leonard Woolf. But of course
she and her class had not yet started to read his A Village in the Jungle.
Perhaps she shouldn’t hold her breath.



Arveyda had wanted to tell her about Zedé somewhere outside under
trees. Outside in the open air. If you can see all of the sky, no message, not
even from someone who despises you, can destroy you. But Carlotta sat in
her cheaply furnished living room, arms folded, slim legs crossed. She was
not hearing him. She could not make sense of what he said. It was as if they
were both drunk. Besides, a funny Roadrunner cartoon was on and the
children were clapping their hands and laughing.

In this atmosphere, Arveyda stopped speaking. He looked at his
children lying on the floor ignoring him. He did not blame them. Who was
he, this man who had deserted them, after all? Besides, it seemed important
to them to see whether the Roadrunner would make it to where it was
headed after so many cruel attempts on its life.

When the cartoon was finished, Arveyda, over their outraged
objections, turned off the TV. He carefully closed the wooden doors of its
cabinet, and taking his guitar from where he’d set it behind the front door,
he seated himself in front of it, in a straight chair from the kitchen. He
began to tune the guitar, as his children, glaring at him and faking yawns,
huddled on the sofa with their mother. They looked at him as if at an
intruder. He plucked the strings of the guitar. Its old name was Selume, in
ancient African divination, the bone or rune denoting youth. He felt he
must, after all his travels, think of something new.

He had an idea.
“Do you have the three little stones your mother gave you?” he asked

Carlotta.
At first she did not answer. She was thinking how she hated him and

then trying to remember three little stones Zedé had given her and then
trying to remember where they were.



“Will you get them?” Somehow he did not doubt they would be
produced.

Maybe they contain diamonds and rubies at their core, Carlotta
thought, annoyed at her own docility, as she left the room.

Her dresser drawers were neat and orderly, as usual. She really had no
trouble finding the three small rocks. They were always kept in a straight
line at the back of the lingerie drawer. She took them up and returned to the
living room.

Arveyda put out his hand, and she dropped the rocks into it.
He leaned over his guitar and put the rocks on the floor, not in a

straight line, but in the shape of a pyramid.
“That is the way they belong, like the symbol for a fallout shelter,” he

said. “They are a gift to you from your father and his people.”
This sounded pretty meaningless, actually, not to say bizarre.

Carlotta’s mind drifted. She wondered how it was she hadn’t lost them;
she’d never kept them in the bag Zedé made for them. Somehow she must
have thought of the plain little rocks as her jewels and wanted them on
display. She’d kept them on view on top of her dresser when she was
growing up. “These are muy especial,” Zedé had said, touching them with
emotion at night when she came into Carlotta’s room and tucked her into
bed. “These stones have meaning for you.” But she’d never told her what
the meaning was.

Arveyda was experiencing something amazing as he sat over the
stones, beginning to strum his guitar. He knew, he finally knew, why he was
capable of falling in love so easily, even with his own wife’s mother. It was
because he was a musician, and an artist. Artists, he now understood, were
simply messengers. On them fell the responsibility for uniting the world.
An awesome task, but he felt up to it, in his own life. His faith must be that



the pain he brought to others and to himself—so poorly concealed in the
information delivered—would lead not to destruction, but to
transformation.

He began to sing ever so gently, to his wife and children. A song about
a country that wore green as its favorite dress; a land of rivers and of boats
that from a distance made one think of the pods of dried vanilla beans. He
sang of the people who came to this country long ago, from a land called
Sun, how they’d discovered the river that flows through the ocean—and
knew also of the one that flows through the heavens but had no means to
travel it—and of how they met the people already there and how some of
them ran off together to share each other’s understanding of the world, and
founded great civilizations almost by accident, though great civilizations
never notice or boast about whether they are great; and how, over time,
these fell, and the people went off in all directions and lived the simple life
of small peoples everywhere. Hunting and fishing and praying and making
love and having babies. He sang of the red parrot feathers in their ears—for
they had brought the parrot with them; it was their familiar, symbolic of
their essence—and the long rough hair that made a pillow for their heads.
He sang of the coming of the enslavers and the cruel fate of the enslaved.
He sang of two people who loved for a moment and of one of them who
died, horribly, with nothing to leave behind but his seed that became a
child, and some red parrot-feather earrings and three insignificant stones.
He sang of the confusion and the terror of the mother: the scars she could
never reveal to the child because they still hurt her so. The love for the
child’s wild father, a bitter truncheon stuck in her throat.

The children had long been asleep by the time Arveyda came to the
part Carlotta most wanted to hear. Arveyda sang softly of how much the
mother, far away still, loved and missed the child. How grieved she was that



she had hurt her. How she prayed the child would forgive her and one day
consent to see her again. He sang of how the mother missed her
grandchildren. He sang of the danger the mother was in now in her old
country because, working with the gringo movie-production crew as a front,
she was trying to find her own mother, whom she had not seen since the
soldiers came to her poor little escuela de los indios many, many years ago
and dragged her away. This was the only reason she was not this moment
embracing her hija, if her hija would only permit it. He sang of Zedé’s
courage, of her pride in not burdening her child with an unbearable history.
He sang of her true humbleness. He sang until Zedé, small and tentative,
was visible, a wisp, before her daughter.

Carlotta had not dreamed her numbed heart could be broken still more,
or that breaking the heart opens it.

Arveyda was back. Yes. Singing as never before. Carlotta could see
that now he would need neither feathers nor cloak.

Under her piercing, tear-filled gaze Arveyda closed his eyes, so as to
ask nothing for himself. He knew he was singing for their lives. A true
artist, the one whom God shows, he knew he dared not doubt the power of
his song.



ECSTASY IS UNCUT FOREST and the Smell of Fresh-Baked Bread. Suwelo
strained to hear the warm, lush music over the telephone, between the icy
bars of Fanny’s words. That is what she is still listening to, he thought,
surprised. That old album of Arveyda’s. She must have bought a new one
after she moved out; the one they’d bought together was one long groove
scratch. She’d worn it out playing it. And he remembered how she held the
record album to her chest, an album on which there was nothing but a large
redwood tree, with a loaf of bread beneath it, and how she swayed in
rapture to every note, and how she sometimes became so filled with the
sweetness of the music that she cried. And he had watched her as she
tottered and danced and wept. The music carried her higher, he thought,
than anything else in her life. It was all ecstasy to her.

And once, when Arveyda came to town to play a concert, he’d bought
tickets for them. Finally they would see him. And at first Fanny had been
very happy, and he’d laughed at her fumble-fingered excitement as she
dressed. All her best things. Everything shades of lavender, deep indigo,
and gentian. How beautiful she is, he’d thought.

“You might get a glimpse of him,” Suwelo had teased. “He’ll be
onstage, and the tickets I bought should get us good seats. But he won’t be
able to see you except as a pinhead in the audience.” She’d laughed,
dousing herself with a perfume she made that smelled amazingly like fresh
water.

But then, just as they were leaving the flat, just as they were entering
the hallway, she stopped, and nothing he said would induce her to go
further. When he took her arm, she appeared to be rooted to the spot. When
he pretended to drag her, she clung to the door frame with a force that broke
one of her nails.



She was afraid to see the person who created the beauty that was so
much what her soul hungered for it made her weep.

Suwelo vaguely understood this, but he was also annoyed, because
now he’d miss the concert—though she begged him to go ahead and take
someone else. And he’d spent quite a lot of money on the tickets.

“Isn’t Arveyda old?” she asked hopefully. (He wasn’t.) “I’ll wait until
he dies, or until I do, and then ... I will see him.”

And what could Suwelo respond to such a love, constricted by a so
much greater fatalism and fear?

“Oh, my poor baby,” he’d said with exasperation and helplessness,
holding her, knowing without seeing her face that tears of longing were
flowing down her cheeks.



THE FIRST TIME HE saw Carlotta, what had he thought? Fanny had accused
him of seeing only the amber skin and the long mass of black hair. The
shapeliness. A woman of color, yes, but one without the kind of painful past
that would threaten his sense of himself as a man or inhibit his enjoyment
of her as simply a woman. But actually, he had these thoughts later on, after
he had begun his affair with Carlotta. The very first time he saw her, at a
faculty meeting at which she appeared restless and trapped, he’d thought
she looked like a much younger, Latina Coretta King. There was a picture
somewhere he had seen of Mrs. King, looking grief-stricken and betrayed, a
beautiful woman, he thought, but slipping inexorably into the quagmire of
Famous Widowhood. Run, run, he’d wanted to shout to her. Don’t let them
close you up in the tomb! But perhaps this was partly how she felt, as if part
of her was entombed with her husband. But surely there was more of her
own life to live? Suwelo admired only one thing about Jackie Onassis,
whose fate might have been similar, except for her canny refusal to let it be:
her absolute success in slipping out from under her dead husband, Jack. In
the picture of Mrs. King of which he was reminded, she was standing with a
large group of Native American women, and she looked more Indian than
most of them. Carlotta, as he studied her, had that same grief-stricken,
betrayed look. But as he studied her more closely, ignoring the other faculty
members, who were white, and whose university he understood it was, the
more he saw that it was really not the look of Mrs. King. Or perhaps it was,
but it moved him because he had seen it, felt the pain of it, and attempted to
remove it from the weeping face of someone much closer to home: He was
attracted to Carlotta because the expression on her face was identical to that
on Fanny’s once she knew he had betrayed her. He had spent the entire time
he was with Carlotta trying to remove the reflection, on her face, of Fanny’s
grief. Without once daring, however, to force her to tell him its cause. Once



he knew she was separated from her husband, with two children to raise on
her own, once he’d seen her shabbily furnished apartment, and once he’d
heard her bitter complaints about the racism of the Women’s Studies
Department in which she worked, he assumed he understood her grief. Now
he realized he’d probably understood nothing, and it also occurred to him
what a superficial, ultimately fraudulent act it was to sleep with a person
you did not really know.

He began to appreciate more than ever the story Mr. Hal and Miss
Lissie were relentlessly telling him.



“MY FATHER WAS NOT so gay as my mother,” Mr. Hal said. “She was all the
time laughing; giggling really. She just couldn’t help it. Everything was
funny to her. Over my daddy’s head, though, there was always a cloud.
Now you might not want to believe this, but you do live in California, after
all. I read the newspapers from time to time, so I know that a lot of the men
who go with other men are dying. Every time I read about it I think of my
father, because I think he would have been glad. He was not an evil person
—don’t get me wrong—but he just hated that kind of person and that was
the only kind of person I ever heard him express any hatred of. Even about
white people in general he never carried on the way he would about ‘funny’
men. While he was on his deathbed himself, he told me why.

“He grew up on the Island on a plantation that was owned by some
white folks from the mainland and run by a black overseer. This wasn’t
slavery time—the slaves had been legally freed a long time ago—but it
seemed a lot like it, the way things were still being run. Anyhow, on some
holidays like Christmas and Easter and always during the summer, these
white people came out to their place on the Island. It was cooler on the
Island in summer, much more pleasant than on the mainland. They’d sail
over on their yacht—they were rich people—and bring everybody from the
house on the mainland: the cook, the maids, the horse handler, even the
gardeners. My father used to work for them as odd jobber and gofer, and he
used to help unload the yacht, and they paid him in oranges, which we
almost never had on the Island and which were the taste equivalent of gold.
Anyhow, these people had a son, Heath, and he began to tag along with my
father. The two boys liked each other right away, but it chafed my father
that he always had to stay in his place. Heath had the run of my father’s
house, for instance, and during the summers would often eat there, right in
the kitchen with the rest of them, but my father, whose name was David, by



the way, after little David in the Bible, could never get closer to Heath’s
house than the back doorsteps. If you were black and you didn’t work in the
house, you weren’t permitted. That’s just the way it was.

“Heath’s father and mother seemed cordial with each other rather than
warm, and neither of them talked much to Heath. Still, the father seemed
glad that Heath and my father were friends; the mother never appeared to
notice it. She drank.

“Heath and my father were boyhood friends, seeing each other for
holidays and summers, for many years. Then Heath went off to college and
my father married. Eventually Heath also married, and he and his wife
came to settle on the Island in the big house that Heath loved and that now
belonged to him through his parents. My father was happy enough in his
marriage. I don’t know that he ever expected any kind of skyrockets from it.
On the Island you married young, you raised a mess of kids, you and your
family worked hard, you ate and slept and worshiped as well as you could.
You died. That was about it. And that was plenty to most people.
Excitement? The stories and rumors you heard about other people, way
over there on the mainland, was your excitement.

“Having Heath around again and for good was exciting, and as well as
they could manage it, now that they were more than ever unequal in the
eyes of society and the law—in other words, they were grown men—they
carried on their friendship. Heath, though, had started to drink, and he really
didn’t like black people. He was one of those whites who, drunk, would say
to a black person he had his arm around: ‘You know, So-and-so, I don’t like
nigras, but I like you!’ So you can imagine how this so-called friendship
between him and my father had to walk that fine line between anger and
fear. Naturally my father hated Heath’s racism. Just as he feared him as a
white man, even as they laughed and joked together. My father had no idea



—and I don’t think Heath himself knew—that Heath was drawn to him in
love. I mean love of that most peculiar kind. It was an understanding that
sort of crept up on them both, I imagine, as they saw how much time Heath
put in at our house, and how much he and my father, in spite of everything,
enjoyed it.

“I can even remember him. A heavyset, stocky, rather than fat, red-
faced guy, with his high color sometimes seeming to come and go in his
face. Hair that bleached almost white in the sun. Substantial teeth and a
minty breath. A Teddy Roosevelt sort of guy.

“It was Heath who encouraged my father to get out of farm laboring
and become a furniture maker. He’d seen and admired the things my father
carved in his spare time: mostly toys and the children’s beds and cradles. I
don’t think he could bear seeing his friend working in the fields like a slave.
He didn’t care about the rest of the people, you understand; he thought that
working like slaves on his plantation was no more than they deserved. But
not David, with his thoughtful expression and always pregnant wife and his
houseful of barefoot kids. He helped my father build a shop and bought the
very first pieces he made, a table and some chairs. He found a market for
my father’s work on the mainland, and we lived very well. Much better than
we had on stoop labor, digging potatoes and picking beans.

“He wanted my father.
“Even on his deathbed this was a hard concept—no joke meant—for

my father to get ahold of. It was curious, too, how no matter what words he
found to tell me about the situation, they always made me laugh. Even he
was finally able to laugh, a hollow cackle though it was. He wasn’t
laughing at Heath, but at this possibility of a way of life that just seemed
totally out of the realm of nature to him. Two men together, like a man and



a woman? It was just too much. What would my father have made of San
Francisco?

“The long and short of it is, the friendship was soon ruined. There was
nowhere for any of their best feelings about each other to go. They couldn’t
even sit down at a hot-dog stand somewhere to discuss the problem. They
would have been arrested just for that. Heath became more drunken, nigger-
hating, and sullen. He talked a lot about how his father had treated him as a
boy, ridiculing and beating him for being slow to understand things said to
him and slow to learn to read. He spoke of this to explain his ability to
understand how ‘the nigras felt,’ but what it really seemed to explain was
why he so often tried to make those he knew feel as bad as he’d once felt
himself. Around him, my father retreated into what he called his old-time
know-nothing niggerisms. Scratching his head and muttering under his
breath. ‘Feelin’ like a damn fool.’ And of course you realize he called him
‘Mr. Heath’ from the time they were in their teens. But my father’s pretense
of ignorance did not protect him. One day Heath came into the shop, and
before my father knew anything he was being hugged drunkenly and, as he
put it, ‘cried on from behind.’ My father felt pretty safe, though, because he
could see my mother and some of the children playing a few yards away
from the open door. Heath had been drinking heavily and fighting with his
wife. It would soon blow over. It always did. My father would make coffee,
lay on an ice pack, and scramble up something for Heath to eat. But this
time, maybe because my father felt so safe, he really let himself feel the
weeping body draped around him. Let himself feel the misery and feel the
shame. Maybe he felt the love. Anyway, without ever dreaming it was
possible, and looking down at himself as if someone had stuck a stick up his
pants leg while he wasn’t looking, he responded to Heath, who had begun
to fondle him.



“It was a moment that changed his life. Without understanding how it
could be possible, my father wanted to be wanted by this man holding on to
him, and he wanted to want. He says he saw my mother through the door
and called to her, but his voice was so weak it didn’t carry. Then, a few
minutes later, as if she felt something was wrong, and he was in trouble, she
started briskly toward the door herself. Heath, caressing my father and
feeling his response, watched my mother approach, over my father’s
shoulder, and said, ‘Tell her not to come in.’ Which my father did.

“He was never the same person after that. He was gloomy. He seldom
smiled. He continued to see Heath, though, and I can still remember the
sullen bitterness of the fights they had. Fights that were full of a few well-
chosen cruel and cutting words, and much drinking. Because, with time, my
father drank as much as Heath. Whenever my father read about a lynching
of a black man by whites and that they’d cut off the man’s privates and
stuck them in his mouth, he said he understood the real reason why.
Whether he ever did so or not, I’m sure this is something he must have
wanted to shout at Mr. Heath. That he understood there was something of a
sexual nature going on in any lynching.

“For the rest of his life he hated anything he thought was gay. He
detested art, and the carvings by which he made his living he eventually did
with disgust. He was the perfect carver for the heavy barbarous furniture
that became the rage during that period before the Great War. His carved
lions were snarling, his griffins were biting, his ravens were shrieking.
Claws and teeth and drops of blood were everywhere. The stuff made me
shudder as a child, and my mother failed to find in it anything to encourage
her famous giggle, but white people bought it; pretty soon, black people
did, too. It appeared even in the houses of poor people right there on the



Island. Generally they liked their furniture and everything else to be
straightforward and simple; God only knows what they really thought of it.

“My father hated my painting. It made him think there was something
wrong with me. All my life he tried to keep me from doing it. When Heath
finally died, of a heart attack, my father, the only black person permitted at
the funeral, was still bitter. My mother, generally merry to the last, never
acted as though she knew anything about any of this, beyond the fact that
Heath was a nice if drunken white man that liked her husband, David, and
sometimes ate dinner—which he always praised—at our house.

“My father wouldn’t have cared if the plague killed off all the gays in
the world. He hated Heath because Heath had forced him to look at the little
bit of Heath there was in himself. Nobody had prepared him for that vision.
Nor could he pretend he hadn’t seen it. I’ve often thought of the battle my
father must have had with himself when Heath was embracing him in the
shop. What happened to him that day remained a burden on his soul. He
died many unhappy years later of liver failure. There was a terrible smell,
so terrible that painting over the old paint on his walls wasn’t enough. After
he died, we had to scrape the paint off the walls, and burn it, then paint the
bare walls many times to cover it up. This stench, I felt, must be the rotten
smell of that part of my father that he murdered and tried to bury away from
other people and from himself.

“When I told Lissie about my daddy’s prejudice against ‘funny’ men
and hatred of that part of himself, and told her about what had happened
that first time between him and Heath, the first thing she said was that my
father had been treated like a woman; that was one of the reasons he felt so
bad; and that the way he had responded only made him feel worse. His
whole existence was compromised by what was happening, yet he could not
prevent an erotic response. She also said he was wrong to think queers are



unnatural. She said queers have been in every century in which she found
herself—and she giggled when she said it—and claimed to have seen queer
behavior even among the cousins, always the epitome of moral behavior
where Lissie was concerned. One of them, she claimed, not only taught her
how to dress, but to dress.”



AT LAST, ONE DAY, Suwelo had a story for his friends. They sat down for tea
and cookies in the living room, and he began slowly, in a soft, rusty voice.

“She was in the back, in the garden, among the roses. It was a warm
April evening, bright and clear as a day in fall, and there was nothing really
in the garden to see. The rosebushes had already been pruned and the
branches burned. And yet, when I think of that evening I see her among
blooming roses, as she’d looked the summer before, brown and healthy,
eyes bright and black, skin flushed, short hair curly and crisp as the day.
She was wearing a long skirt, gaily printed, and a T-shirt. On her hands
were gardening gloves, and she was trying to wrap part of a climbing rose
cane back on its trellis.

“‘Oh, Suwelo,’ she said, when she noticed me on the walk near the
back door, ‘you’re home.’

“She seemed glad of it. But did not rush to kiss me as she once had. I
felt a pang at this, but hadn’t really expected anything else. After all, we
had been discussing a divorce for months now. I moved closer to where she
strained to place the rose, and she moved backward a bit as I reached to
help her. She was small and slight and dark, there in the sun, and I loved the
smell of her, as always, something flowery and fresh that made me long to
be able to hold her as easily and as carelessly as I once had.

“I remember this evening so well because once again she brought up
the subject of the divorce.

“‘It isn’t about not loving you,’ she said. ‘I will always love you.
Probably.’ She smiled at me. ‘But I don’t want to be married.’

“This was not a new statement. What she said next was. ‘You will find
another woman right away, or, rather, one will find you. You’ll see.’

“‘I don’t want another woman,’ I said.



“‘It won’t matter,’ she said. ‘You’ll be that rarest of all quantities:
black, free, gainfully employed. You’ll be snapped up in no time.’

“We were having dinner by then. She was not what anyone would call
a great cook, but she was certainly a good one. In an hour she’d broiled
pork chops with garlic and rosemary, the way I like them, made a salad, and
steamed rice. All the while, I sat at the kitchen table watching her.

“‘The only problem with that,’ she said, frowning at her plate and
adding more salt, ‘is that she’ll be jealous.’

“‘What?’ I said. ‘What are you talking about. She’ll be jealous. Who’ll
be jealous? Of what?’

“‘She,’ she said. ‘The new wife. She’ll be jealous of me. You see, I
don’t want to end our relationship; I want to change it. I don’t want to be
married. Not to you, not to anybody. But I don’t want to lose you either.’

“‘Well,’ I said, ‘you can’t have your cake and eat it too.’
“‘But why not?’ she asked, seriously. ‘Say you are my cake. I want to

enjoy you, to love you, to confide in you, to be your friend. Shit,’ she said
suddenly. ‘It doesn’t work. What do you suppose it means, have your cake
and eat it too?’

“‘What it means for us is, you cannot have your way this time. If you
love me, stay with me.’

“‘I’ll stay,’ she said. ‘Most of the time. But unmarried. And on a
separate floor.’

“I groaned. This is what I got for agreeing to buy a house with more
than one floor.

“‘We were happier before we were married,’ she said.
“ “Everybody’s happier before they’re married.’
‘Then why do they marry?’ she asked.



“‘Because everything builds up to marriage. Don’t say we haven’t
been happy married,’ I said, almost angry. ‘We’ve been very happy.’

“‘I don’t feel free,’ she said.
“‘When have you ever felt free?’ I asked.
“She considered the question. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I’ve never felt

free, never in my life. And I want to.’
“At the office several of my colleagues said how sorry they were that

we were breaking up. Ours was the last stable, apparently happy marriage
they knew. Something in the way they offered condolences made me realize
they considered the breakup Fanny’s fault entirely. To a man they’d been
polite to her but never liked her very much. And whenever she came to the
office to see me before we went out to lunch together, she was cool, distant,
never able to do much with small talk. And there was the way she dressed.
The shorter the miniskirts on other men’s wives, the longer her skirts. And
she wore flowing scarves made of silk, and once, in conversation with one
of the guys, carelessly mentioned her pipe. A pipe more for ornament than
anything else, really. Bought to smoke grass in, it’s true; because she could
never learn to roll a cigarette; but then she smoked very little. However,
certain things you don’t talk about in your husband’s office at a far from
radical, not even liberal university, where every nonwhite instructor is
already suspected of smoking dope, screwing students in the stairwells, and
hiding submachine guns in his hair; and I brought this up with her.

“‘Do I embarrass you?’ she asked.
“‘How could you embarrass me?’ I said, leaning over the table to kiss

her and holding her hand.
“‘Freedom must mean never having (or being able) to embarrass

anybody,’ she said.



“And I ordered our lunch to save us from another discussion of that
subject.

“It became harder and harder to talk with her the nearer separation
approached. She begged me not to draw away.

“‘It’s marriage I don’t want,’ she insisted, ‘not you.’
“But I couldn’t see it. Oh, I pretended I could. But my heart wasn’t in

it. I felt abandoned, rejected, set adrift. After all, this was someone I’d
known and loved for a good portion of my life. When we were married, I
considered it a natural joining, a legal verification of what was already fact.
We were one, in my opinion. And being legally married seconded that
opinion.

“‘Do you think your new wife will let us spend time together?’ she
asked, for she was convinced I would remarry.

“I hated expressions like ‘spend time.’ They sounded so hippie.
“‘Once every few months, if more often made her upset?’
“She was sitting at the foot of the bed. I was lying down. She placed

her hand on my knee.
“‘I know I’ll feel more sexy with you after the divorce,’ she said.
“‘Promises, promises,’ I said bitterly. And she removed her hand.”



Part Two



Helped are those who learn that the deliberate invocation of suffering
is as much a boomerang as the deliberate invocation of joy.

—The Gospel According to Shug



“MY MOTHER, CELIE, was very much influenced by color,” said Olivia. She
was talking to Lance, the man she was not quite sure she would marry.
They were walking along spacious, tree-lined streets after their duties at
Atlanta’s only Negro hospital, Harrison Memorial, were done. To passersby
they presented an unusual couple: she, short and very dark, he, tall and very
light, with the sandy, wavy hair that would, under certain circumstances in
their rigidly segregated city, have classified him as white.

Olivia spoke with the simplicity and earnestness that characterized her,
and Lance listened with the attentiveness of one who is, by lucky chance,
finally hearing the good news of life he might otherwise have missed.

“The year I met her,” continued Olivia, “in my middle thirties, she was
fascinated by the color blue. Not the bright blue of skies or the drab blue of
serge Sunday suits, but a complex royal blue with metallic glints. A
combination of teal and electric blue that she one day, in her endless
rummaging about in fabric shops across the country, ecstatically found.
This was a blue that, she said, gave off energy, or, to use her own word,
power. A person wearing this blue was suddenly more confident, stronger,
more present and intense than ever before. She made me a pantsuit that
gave me all of these qualities when I wore it, just as she predicted, and I
was sorry when my daughter, Fanny Nzingha, while helping me make
tamale pie, spilled chili sauce on it, and the stain wouldn’t come out, no
matter how many times I took it to the cleaners. Years later I bought another
blue pantsuit, but it wasn’t nearly as perfect as the one my mother had
made. Though it was as close to the same shade of blue as I could get, it
failed to give off any particular energy. In fact, I always felt slightly
enervated when I wore it. It was like wearing the shadow of my old suit.



“I do not know if she always loved color. Her childhood was an
unhappy one, and most of her young adulthood was spent raising another
woman’s children, while her own children—my brother, Adam, and I—
were brought up by our aunt Nettie, who was a missionary in Africa. We
were also brought up by our adoptive mother, Corrine, until we were
teenagers. She died of fever and was buried outside the village where we
lived. My father, Samuel, was a missionary also, but by the time we
returned to America he had long since lost his faith; not in the spiritual
teachings of Jesus, the prophet and human being, but in Christianity as a
religion of conquest and domination inflicted on other peoples. He and
Aunt Nettie, whom he married after our adoptive mother’s death, spent
many long evenings with my brother and me discussing ways we might best
help our people discover their own power to communicate directly with
‘God.’ We had all begun to see, in Africa—where people worshiped many
things, including the roofleaf plant, which they used to cover their houses—
that ‘God’ was not a monolith, and not the property of Moses, as we’d been
led to think, and not separate from us, or absent from whatever world one
inhabited. Once this channel was cleared, so to speak, much that our people
had been taught about religion, much that diminished them and kept them in
oppression, would naturally fall away. It was so hard for the Africans, in
this new religion we brought, to ever feel ‘God’ loved them, for instance;
whereas in the traditional religions they practiced they took this more or
less for granted.

“‘As a minister, I am quite unnecessary to anyone else’s salvation,’ my
father found the courage to admit. ‘Surely it is one of the universe’s little
jokes that I must be a minister in order to make them see this.’

“The religion that one discovered on one’s own was a story of the
earth, the cosmos, creation itself; and whatever ‘Good’ one wanted could be



found not down the long road of eternity, but right in one’s own town, one’s
home, one’s country. This world. After all, since this world is a planet
spinning about in the sky, we are all of us in heaven already! The God
discovered on one’s own speaks nothing of turning the other cheek. Of
rendering unto Caesar. But only of the beauty and greatness of the earth, the
universe, the cosmos. Of creation. Of the possibilities for joy. You might
say the white man, in his dual role of spiritual guide and religious prostitute,
spoiled even the most literary form of God experience for us. By making
the Bible say whatever was necessary to keep his plantations going, and
using it as a tool to degrade women and enslave blacks. But the old African
religions also, in which mutilation of women’s bodies sometimes figured so
prominently, left almost everything to be desired. Even in these, man, in his
insecurity and feeling of unlovableness, made himself the sole conduit to
God, if not at times the actual God himself. My father often commented on
the way the villagers feared their holy men and prostrated themselves
before them—as Catholics fear and bow before the pope—so much so that
the actual assumed receiver of their petitions and prayers, God Itself, was
quite often forgotten. Still, there was a small point in the colored man’s
favor.

“‘What is one absolute truth about the man of color on this earth?’ my
father would ask. ‘He admits spirit,’ he would answer himself. And by this
he meant spirit in everything, not just in God or the Holy Ghost, who at one
time was the Female in the Deity, or Jesus Christ.

“Throughout these discussions I watched my mother magically create
garments in that particular shade of blue, which she eventually dubbed
‘Power Blue.’

“I was fascinated by her. By the way she parted her still-black hair
severely in the middle and braided it in two braids that met at the back of



her head and were turned under. By the way she invariably wore pants, even
to church. But pants so subtle only other women noticed they were pants.
By the way she spoke little, apparently out of a childhood and young-adult
habit of silence, and how, when she did speak, there was a perkiness, a
plainness, that was sometimes humorous but always compelling. She was a
literal speaker. What she expressed she both felt and was.

“We lived in a roomy old house in middle Georgia that she had
inherited from her parents. Her father had been lynched by whites; and her
mother, as a consequence of this terrorist murder, had lost her mind. My
brother and I were the product of the rape of our mother by her stepfather, a
man much admired by black and white in the community where he lived. It
was he who gave us to our father, Samuel, who, with our adoptive mother,
Corrine, and Aunt Nettie, sailed off with us to Africa when we were
children.

“The Africa that we encountered had already been raped of much of its
sustenance. Its people had been sold into slavery. Considering both internal
and external ‘markets,’ this ‘trade’ had been going on for well over a
thousand years; and had no doubt begun as the early civilizations of Africa
were falling into decline, around the six-hundreds. Millions of its trees had
been shipped to England and Spain and other European countries to make
benches and altars in those grand European cathedrals one heard so much
about; its minerals and metals mined and its land planted in rubber and
cocoa and pineapples and all sorts of crops for the benefit of foreign
invaders. I almost said, as foreigners do, ‘investors.’ And Africa itself
became—was made—in the world imagination, an uninhabited region,
except for its population of wild and exotic animals. On the maps of Africa
of five hundred years ago, as someone has pointed out, Europeans placed
elephants where there were towns.



“I left America when I was six years old. I do not remember it. But I
do remember the ocean. The sheen on the endless water, the deep steady
rocking of the ship, the confusion over whether so much water, by its sheer
density, might not—if one stepped upon it—become a kind of glassy land.
And I remember tasting the ocean spray on my face and someone
mentioning at that same moment that the sea was salt. If it was salt, I
wondered, why was it not white and grainy, as salt was at home. But its
water tasted salty. And this puzzled me until I overheard Aunt Nettie saying
sadly to my mother that, well, perhaps it was the tears and sweat of all the
suffering people of the earth. She cried so much on the voyage over, and
none of us, not even my mother and father, knew why.

“For several years after we arrived in Africa I was quite sickly. I had
recurring bouts of malaria, as did everyone in our family. And I was
plagued by rashes, sores, and other skin irritations, which were aggravated,
horribly, by the heat. Aunt Nettie, whom at times we called ‘Mama Nettie,’
praised me for not being more complaining. As I recall it now, I was too
miserable to complain. Sometimes it was so hot I could not speak. In my
teen years I was much better.

“I was, in fact, happy. And why not? All day long I could be found in
the company of my best friend, Tashi. We played house, we splashed in the
river, we collected wild foods and firewood in the forest. A forest of
magnificent fecundity, density, and mystery. There were trees in the forest
thousands of years old and bigger by far than the huts in which we lived.
There was nothing we did not share, and I loved her better than I would
have loved my own sister; as much, or more, than I loved my brother,
Adam, who, from an older boy who teased us, chased us, pulled our braids,
and tattled on us to our mothers, became Tashi’s confidant, then her suitor,
then, many years later, her husband.



“It is in the year preceding their marriage that my own story begins.
For it was in that year that Tashi became more my brother’s companion
than mine. This caused me much bitterness, because it caused me much
loneliness; and then, too, their companionship was considered by everyone
in our compound as cherished and inevitable. Even to Tashi this was so.
And the days of our girlish joys together became a thing of the past. Seeing
that this must be so, I steeled myself to bear it, and turned to both my
brother and Tashi a face of loving willingness to serve them. But such
sweetness and light takes its toll, and many dark thoughts occasionally
strayed across my mind. It was my first understanding that it is possible to
love people very much and to resent their happiness partly because you do
love them.

“While all attention focused on Adam and Tashi, I was left to my own
devices, largely ignored, or, I should say, unobserved. Corrine had long
been dead. The Europeans had come and destroyed the village that had been
our home. We had been moved to a barren stretch of rock that lay
surrounded by a vast rubber plantation owned and run by Englishmen,
whose field labor consisted entirely of our friends. This plantation system
used people up in fewer than seven years, and used up the soil as well; it
also effectively destroyed the native wild rubber trees, which had once
grown abundantly, everywhere. Where there had once been leafy forest,
there was now widespread erosion. Many of our friends were dying from
various fevers, malnutrition, and overwork. Or were running away to join
the Mbeles, a mythical—so we thought—group of African guerrillas who
lived deep in the forest many, many miles away.

“There was one young African man who remained, finally, in the ugly,
dusty, tin-roofed compound that was our common home. His Christian
name was Dahvid, and since this was all he ever used, I never heard his



tribal name, until years later. Dahvid stayed in the compound because of
me. But I did not know this was his reason. He was a sullen, restless,
sometimes impish young man without a thought in his head for anyone, I
believed, least of all, girls; and at times he made my life harder than it
needed to have been by his irritable, cutting remarks and rude behavior to
my family and me, which my father interpreted as Dahvid’s way of railing
against the catastrophe that had overtaken the Olinka people and reduced
them to virtual slavery. Yet why it should have been directed against us, I
could not decipher, since it was not our fault that the Europeans had come.

“At other times, when he was not being abusive and calling us ‘the
white man’s wedge,’ Dahvid was capable of great charm. And I confess at
those times I was drawn to him, as to Adam. I could see that the
requirements for males in the world were often such that only a machine
could fulfill them, or someone of no feeling and much supernatural
strength. Dahvid alone could not chase out the Europeans, for instance.
Could not even prevent them looking at him and at all of us as if we were
born to be their own divinely ordained beasts of burden. Many of them
went so far as to view the Africans themselves as having no right to be in
Africa, since it was the plan of the white people to take over the continent;
the Africans represented merely the burdensome responsibility of genocide.

“In the year that Adam brought Tashi back from the Mbeles, to whom
she had run in her confusion over the destruction of her people and Adam’s
insistence that she come with him to America, I became receptive to the
persistent inquiries of one of the young English engineers, who wanted to
learn the Olinka language. I asked permission from my new mother, Mama
Nettie, and my father before I began, in the evenings when the work was
done, to try to teach him. He was a tall, sunburned, ugly man, whose
earnestness and attentiveness made him attractive. And for hours we sat



with our backs against the rough boards of our barrack, and I taught him the
Olinka language, which I spoke as fluently as I spoke English, and which I
could also write, because my father and Mama Nettie had created an Olinka
alphabet. The creation of this alphabet had been Corrine’s idea. She was
Cherokee on her mother’s side, and her mother’s mother had been involved
in the creation of the Cherokee alphabet and had also been an editor of the
first Cherokee newspaper ever printed in the Cherokee language. The fact
that they had a newspaper was one of the reasons the Cherokee were
considered one of the five ‘civilized’ tribes of Indians in America. This did
not, however, prevent the white man from burning them out of their homes
and resettling what remained of the tribe in Oklahoma when he discovered
he wanted their land.

“One day, because it was still very hot and because it simply happened
and no one seemed to care what we did—all thoughts were on Adam’s
pursuit of Tashi—we strolled some distance from the compound and stood
talking to each other in Olinka in the shade of a huge rock. And the man,
whose name was Ralston Flood, leaned down his reddish, perspiring hairy
face and kissed me. Out of politeness, surprise, boredom, loneliness, I
returned it. That is to say, I placed both my hands on his arms while the kiss
lasted. Then, when it had ended—I waited until his back was turned and he
was chattering on in Olinka ahead of me—I scrubbed away the kiss with the
corner of my blouse.

“This scrubbing of my mouth Dahvid did not see. Apparently he’d
turned away during the kiss itself. For he was also seeking coolness that
evening in the shadow of the rock.

“For days afterward he did not speak to me. The Englishman, having
proved something he felt needed proving, did not attempt to kiss me again.
Shortly afterward, having learned the language sufficiently to give orders to



Olinka workers in the field, he ceased to arrive for his daily instruction. Nor
did I miss him after the first few days, though I was alone a lot of the time.
Not alone if you counted all the sick and shattered people my parents and I
constantly attended, but alone because there was—with Tashi and her
mother and Adam gone—no one with whom to really giggle or converse.

“I knew the Olinka had ruled it a crime to have any dealings with the
Europeans, and that they were against my teaching the Englishman their
language. ‘Let him order us to fetch and carry in his own wretched tongue,’
they said, for they enjoyed mimicking the foreigners and ridiculing them
behind their backs. To the Olinka, the English language, as spoken by their
captors, had a sickly, regurgitative sound and was as lacking in nuance and
music as a stone. Still, when my father had asked their permission for me to
teach the Englishman, they had not withheld it. This was because I was not
one of them. Since I was a woman, the permission was given grudgingly
and with an attitude that they washed their hands of me and of whatever
might result.

“Dahvid did not go to the remaining elders with my ‘crime.’ The crime
of having received the kiss of the Englishman. He did not have to. He took
it on himself to chastise me. And, in retrospect, his chastisement took a
predictable turn. Because I had not refused the Englishman, I should not
refuse him. And so, one evening I kissed him. In the same shaded spot in
which I’d kissed the Englishman. But, as it turned out, a kiss was not
enough.

“And so it was that when I returned to America with Adam and his
bride, Tashi, and my father, Samuel, and my aunt, Mama Nettie, I was, as
my natural mother, Celie, immediately perceived—but said nothing
—‘robust’ with Dahvid’s child. As Tashi was ‘robust’ with Adam’s.



“But what was I to do with a child? The general advice from my
family was that I keep it; Tashi loyally offered to help me raise it along with
her own. My daughter was born on the ninth of September, the birthday of
Leo Tolstoi, the greatest writer, it seems to me, who has ever lived, and one
of the biggest devils—in any event, a favorite of mine. One of the hottest
days of the year, it was. My own mother, by now a midwife in addition to
being the best seamstress around, delivered me.

“Just as my baby’s head emerged, my mother shouted, ‘Little Fanny!’
This was even before she could tell it was a girl. She couldn’t help herself.
‘Fanny,’ a name that apparently represented freedom to her, was a name
she’d always wanted for herself. She’d hated ‘Celie.’ Even so, just as she
was sucking in her breath to continue the naming I shouted out a very tired
and weak ‘Nzingha!’”



“MY EARLIEST MEMORY IS of a red bird with a suction cup on its feet and of
two old ladies kissing,” Fanny would later—after discovering she had one
—tell her sister. “The red bird was made of cloth and feathers and rubber;
the two old ladies who gave it to me were delightful-smelling flesh and
blood. The little bird could be stuck on any nongreasy surface: a
windowpane, the head of my crib, and when I pulled on it with all my
might, it gave a satisfying plop and came off in my hand. At first I did not
see the resemblance between the thing in my hand, with its brilliant yellow
eyes and chartreuse tail, and the creatures flying about outside the door. The
two old ladies tried hard to teach me, however, and while one scooped me
up in her arms, admiring my nearly squeezed-to-death bird, the other kept
saying shush and pointing to a creature who sat singing merrily on a nearby
bush. A creature who did not resemble my red bird in any way. For
instance, my bird did not sing. It lived in my fist. Its head fit in my mouth.

“Somehow, though, I must have understood the connection, because
sooner or later I said ‘bird!’ and that was the first word I spoke. It was also
my grandmother’s nickname.

“The bird, any bird, it turned out, was precious to my grandmama
Celie, just as turtles and elephants were precious to her friend Miss Shug.
As I crawled about the house, exploring it with my first cousin Moraga
Bentu, or Benny, for short, I was constantly riding on, leaning against,
drooling over some stone or metal or cloth facsimile of these treasured
creatures. Compared with the rest of the house, my mother’s two rooms
were bare and uninteresting. There were objects on her walls—cloth and
masks and here and there a string of shells or large beads—but nothing I
was permitted to touch, even if I had been tall enough to reach it.

“My mother did not particularly interest me. Whereas Big Mama (as I
called Grandmama Celie) and Mama Shug (as I called Miss Shug) were



always good for a kiss, a laugh, a squeeze, a ride to the garden or at least to
the front porch, my mother was—dare I say it?—a boring woman, who
rarely laughed and always had her nose in a book.

“I used to sit on the floor at her feet, having crawled about the house
until I was tired, and look up at her, hoping she would put aside her book
for a moment and play with me. Occasionally she would, but there was a
perfunctory quality in her caresses that irritated me. Rather than submit to
her insincerity, and thereby appear to accept it, I would wriggle from her
arms with a cry. Immediately one or both of my pals would arrive, and I
would be hugged in all seriousness, kissed intelligently, changed if I needed
to be, and fed something whether I needed it or not. I was indecently fat, as
fat and round as Mama Shug. When we lay down together, it was like a
small ball resting on a larger one. And how we enjoyed the contact of our
fat bellies! Neither of us could imagine the other could do any wrong. And
we were right.

“This period of my life was a long bliss. Very little happened that I
considered threatening to me. I soon learned to pay as little attention to my
mother as she paid to me, and my life was a round of fascinating events and
spontaneous smiles. Visitors to our house frequently lavished their attention
on Benny, it is true, because in their own homes boys were more prized. In
our house, however, it paid to be a girl, and all my womanish ways were
approved. I decked myself out in what finery came my way in a routine
rummaging about in everybody’s drawers. I peeked under dresstails and
stared at the mysterious closings of men’s pants. I tried to cook.

I tried to cut wood as I saw Big Mama’s best friend, Miss Sofia, do. I
tried to build a house out of stove wood and make blinds for it out of pieces
of straw. I imagined myself a car, like Mama Shug’s, and drove it by the
hour. I brought money home and also took everybody out.



“‘Come on, let’s go, y’all,’ I said to Benny and our collective toys, as
we headed for a night spot miles away.

“Sometimes I imagined doing the things my mother and grandfather
did. I ‘read.’ Or I imagined I was Papa Albert, who used to be Big Mama’s
husband, and stared off into space.”



FINALLY ONE DAY FANNY said, “Listen, Suwelo, I love you too much to
divorce you without your consent. You have been wonderful to me. Without
you, how would I have grown? But I am going away for a while, with my
mother. We are going back to Africa to visit the Olinka. Their country is
free now, and my father wants to lay eyes on me.”

From London she wrote to him: “The hotel we are staying at is
dreadful. No telephones in the rooms and hostile receptionists. There was a
fire on one of the upper floors some time ago and there is still a charred
odor in the air. The new owners are Middle Eastern. They sit in the lobby
and watch the bellboy, African; the charwoman, West Indian; the people
who work in the dining room, Indian, Arab, and Greek; and the hostile
receptionists, blonde English girls. One day my mother said, ‘Look, it isn’t
even safe; I can step through this window into the street,’ which she did.
But we don’t stay there very much. Most of our time is spent at the Africa
Center, where my mother is giving lectures on her years in Africa—
growing up there as a black American child and young adult.

“Mom is such a little piece of leather, as she says, but so well put
together! She wasn’t even fazed by the horrid scrutiny of the guards at the
airport, who seem to think everyone who is a visitor to England and isn’t
white wants to settle here. What conceit! I sit and listen to her stories and I
feel embarrassed that for so many years I ignored her. As I have told you,
probably a really boring number of times, when I was a child, she had no
real authority in our house, which was ruled by the two queens, Big Mama
Celie and Mama Shug. Next to these two, and even next to Great-aunt
Nettie, who raised her, my mother’s flame seemed feeble. Even Uncle
Adam had a certain exuberance that my mother lacked.

“What she has instead is an astonishing clarity about things, expressed
in a straightforward, unassuming manner. Listening to her here makes me



realize why the students in her classes at the nursing school always perform
well academically, and also have some of her soul-rooted quietness. This is
a quality she inherited from her adoptive mother, she says.

“Her audiences here are wonderful. African, Asian, Caribbean, and
white students from all over the world. It is not too much to say that they
treat her with reverence, almost as if she is a holy document. For she can
actually tell them, blow by blow, the whole story of the colonization of
Africa, the role of the church, and the psychic and physical toll of their
work on the missionaries themselves. She always makes clear that the
missionaries are people, the same as anyone, and that many of them have
real and honorable dreams when they push off for the shores of another
world. One thing she said last night really struck me, because it is just one
of those small things you never think about. She said that when the
missionaries first arrived in Olinka, there was no such thing as litter; the
whole village was swept clean twice a day, morning and afternoon, by the
women. But then, as the grip of the colonials tightened and the people were
squeezed to pay taxes and also to pay for shoddy imported things, only the
mission was clean. So that anyone strolling through the village would have
assumed the people were naturally slovenly and that only the foreigners
cared to be clean.

“My mother still looks like a missionary, with her neatness and
unstraightened hair. And, in fact, was there ever a more white-missionary-
sounding name than hers: Olivia, for heaven’s sake! It makes you think of
Vanessa Redgrave teaching the natives in the tropics! But now, here at the
Center, I see hundreds of photographs of Africans from that time, and she
looks just like them, only a shade lighter. Theirs was a definite style then,
very plain, very earnest. No jewelry, or hardly any. Their eyes—serious,
dedicated, very wide open and direct—these are the jewels of that period.



The students want to know everything: Where did the water come from?
The river. Where did the people shop? No shops, until after colonization.
Barter, rather. How many white people did she see while growing up? Very
few. How many wild animals? Very few. The Olinka thought that white
people presented an ‘immature’ appearance, as if they were fetuses, but
grown. That was inevitably their comment on first seeing one of them. They
then tended to treat the white person or persons solicitously, as if they were
frail.

“‘This behavior was not understood, and seriously backfired,’ my
mother said. And the students laughed.

“However, it was at the Africa Center that we learned my father has
been arrested. You would think that, never having seen the man, I would not
be in a dither. I am, though. Having read my father’s books and now, in
London, having seen one of his plays—a small student production, poorly
acted and badly staged—I can imagine why the authorities have arrested
him. My mother says what surprises her is that he wasn’t arrested before.
The students were discussing this after the lecture. They mentioned the
International Alternative Peace Prize that my father received last year,
apparently just at the moment the government was about to lock him up. As
it was, they had run a bulldozer through the latest of his plays and razed the
theater.

“This last play was called The Fee, and is about taxation. It is an
antitaxes play, in other words; the kind of play no playwright in America
would write and that no producer would produce, though everyone there
cries about taxes. I’ve been trying to imagine it, and thinking how nice it
would be. Anyway, some of the students at the lecture had already received
copies of The Fee and are planning to mount a production. Apparently
liberation has not lowered the people’s taxes at all, nor has it increased their



income. Arggh! Since they can’t see their taxes at work for them—the roads
are frequently ruts, the hospitals lack medicine, and the schools lack
pencils, not to mention how nearly everyone lacks sufficient food—the folks
are saying hell no, they ain’t gonna pay the friggin’ taxes! My father got the
idea for the play from an actual protest—‘riot,’ according to the local
government-controlled paper, which the students say is funded by the CIA
—staged by women and children, who stormed the house of the president
the day they learned how much of their money went to the U.S. and the
U.S.S.R. for weapons their children are too poorly educated and weak from
hunger to operate, assuming they wanted to do such a thing. But the catch is
that for those who join the military, there is food, though no education. My
father’s position is that the reason millions of Africans are exterminating
themselves in wars is that the superpowers have enormous stores of
outdated weapons to be got rid of. Only the women seem to notice that
everyone’s children are suffering.

“But this is the concern of the African mother the world over, isn’t it?
The education of her children, the inevitable school fees pinched somehow
out of the money earned from washing, ironing, fieldwork, minework. Any
kind of work.

“The students don’t call my father by his tongue-twisting name,
Abajeralasezeola, which is only slight improvement over ‘Dahvid,’ to my
mind, and which I can never get right either. They call him ‘Ola.’ Ola has
this to say. Ola writes thus and so. Ola is right or wrong on such and such a
question. In other words, he is theirs. They are resigned about his arrest.
One of two things will happen, they say: He will be imprisoned for a long
time, possibly tortured, or shot outright. ‘No one in the country has the
brains to try to “rehabilitate” him,’ one young man said; or he will have to
flee the country. ‘Yes,’ said a young woman exile from Kenya, who had



sung for my mother a beautiful welcome song, ‘he will come and join the
rest of us; the African continent abroad.’

“‘So many exiles,’ my mother said on the way back to our wretched
hotel. ‘There are as many now as before liberation. How can this be?’ She
was tired and feeling very sad. Her eyes were full of tears. I put my arms
around her shoulders and marveled at the way my head towers over hers.
How is it that mothers shrink and shrink? And her little hands!

“At the airport outside the capital, my father came to meet us. He and
my mother were cordial. They shook hands solemnly but looked warmly, if
somewhat cautiously, into each other’s eyes. I thought: Yes, my mother
doesn’t get into a car with just anybody! I was surprised that he looked so
ordinary. A small dark man with prominent eyes and rather unkempt
graying close-to-his-head hair. He looked exhausted, in fact, and as if he’d
just tumbled out of bed. Or out of jail.

“Since he and I were strangers, there was a certain amount of
awkwardness, but I felt, with his sensitivity, he would be conscious of my
thoughts. Consequently I tried to censor those about his knobby knees and
the way his oversize khaki shorts flapped in the wind as we walked.

“He gave me, though, just as we were about to get into his car, a swift,
determined, and very shy little hug—Suwelo, I’m also taller than he is—
and stuck a ring on my thumb. It was his ring; I’d noticed it on his finger. I
understood the gesture, too. It was something I myself might have done.
Overcome with confusion and emotion, he’d simply wanted to give me
something tangible, immediately, to try to make up for the lost years. It was
interesting, the emotion I suddenly felt; for, as you know, I’ve never been
conscious of missing a father, and certainly not him in particular.

“He laughed when he saw my mother’s wide-eyed appraisal of the car.
It was not the jalopy of a jailbird. It had a flag. It had a crest.



“‘Of course I have a nice car,’ he said. ‘I am, after all, minister of
culture.’

“My mother knew this.
“‘Oh, Dahvid,’ she said. ‘We are so very proud of you. At least it isn’t

a Mercedes,’ she added, smiling.
“‘Only because the Germans were not our masters!’ said Ola. And

there was only humor, I thought, not a trace of bitterness, in his voice.
“As if he read my thoughts he said, ‘It does no good to be angry. I will

just drive my nice little car until they take it away from me.’
“‘We heard you were in jail,’ my mother said.
“‘And so I was!’ he shouted over the noise of the killer taxis zooming

by. I looked out the window at the parched African countryside. My mother
says the climate has changed drastically over the years. It rains only
sporadically now, and in large areas of the country there is severe drought.
All up and down the road there were women walking. Some were carrying
babies on their backs and basins on their heads. ‘They let me out this
morning. I told them I had important visitors from America.’ He paused. ‘A
good friend and ... my daughter.’ They are not completely hardened
criminals yet, these thugs in office. I know all of them very well. They are
not ready to get rid of me yet. Who will greet the literate visitor? In fact, I
don’t think they’ve hit on just what to do. They want the world to think well
of them, you see.’

“He laughed, almost merrily, at the absurdity of this.
“I laughed with him. What can I tell you, Suwelo? It was like hearing

my own self laugh. I knew exactly the region of the soul from which his
laughter came. They were breaking my father’s heart, and he saw himself
small, beetlelike in his industrious work at undermining them, and there
was still a little part of him that did not feel outmatched. ‘As long as the



people don’t fear the truth, there is hope,’ someone once said to me; and I
thought of that while looking at the back of my father’s graying head. ‘For
once they fear it, the one who tells it doesn’t stand a chance.’ And today
truth is still beautiful, as Keats knew, but so frightening.

“The neighborhoods we drove through were poor, dry, dusty, and the
houses were behind adobe walls. These walls were painted in the most vivid
abstract designs. The women, my father explained, did this. It was a
tradition that, as he put it, failed to let them go.

“‘I love it!’ I said.
“‘I’m glad you do,’ he replied. On the outskirts of one of these

communities, but on an abruptly more prosperous block, was my father’s
compound, and it is painted in the loudest colors of all! Only in San
Francisco would my father’s house be appreciated. I got out of the car and
immediately touched the colors, a half dozen or so of them: orange, yellow,
blue, green, purple, red, and brown, white, and tan. More than a half dozen.
What it looks like, really, is a design from a truly beautiful rug, but on an
adobe house!

“My father’s, Ola’s, house is very simple. Because he is the minister of
culture ... ‘Because I am the minister of culture,’ he says, drawing himself
up loftily, ‘I have to live in a native-style house!’ He laughs. It has all the
conveniences, though. Two baths, four bedrooms, a large ceremonial living
room, a verandah that goes completely around the inner courtyard. There
are flowers, and, because he is also a farmer, a large vegetable garden. He
has servants. A small, shy woman and her daughter, who cook and clean; a
tall, skinny young man, who tends the gardens; and two or three other
people, who just hang about, presumably as bodyguards, or—as Ola says
—‘presumably as spies.’



“Well. I’m sitting here on the verandah with a gin-and-tonic, as Isak
Dinesen might have done, writing to you. Here’s to all the children who
grow up without their fathers. The world is full of us ... and some of us have
managed anyhow!”



THE NIGHT BEFORE SUWELO heard from Fanny Nzingha about her first
meeting with Ola, he’d had a confusing dream about going to the market to
get enough food to last him forever, only to discover when he got there that
he had nothing with which to transport the mountain of food he chose—and
that his pockets were abnormally small. There he stood in the Great
Supermarket of Life, cartless, with pockets that wouldn’t hold a penknife.

The glistening food swayed in seductive mounds well over his head as,
gradually comprehending that he was in hell, he—a short babylike man in
his dream—sank to the floor, his thumb and forefinger in his mouth. When
Suwelo woke from this hellish dream he was crying, much to his surprise.
He rarely cried. He lay in bed trying to think of his morning classes, but
through every thought there rolled a glistening new shopping cart.

Then he remembered.
It was in the house they had bought in the suburbs back east; and

before Fanny felt comfortable driving there. She was like that: skilled at
driving, swimming, running even. But then there would be long periods
when she simply couldn’t seem to do any of them. Her running knees
rusted, her swimming arms creaked, her driving eyes clouded over. She
moved slowly, cautiously, like a tortoise, as if at any moment she expected
to feel the heavens fall down about her head.

There was public transportation, luckily. Actually, it was quite reliable
and was one of the reasons they chose the house. That and the little creek
that meandered behind it. And the one oval window in the front of the
house, with mauve-tinted beveled glass. And the large space for the garden
(already composted by the departing inhabitants) in back. And they had
loved, simply loved the house, although the work they’d done “restoring” it
—new plumbing, new wiring, new walls, and so on—nearly did them in.
There was also a supermarket five blocks away.



One day when he came home, Fanny was all smiles, and from the hall
closet she cheerfully dragged a bright new shopping cart. The kind of cart
old women and matrons with young babies are seen dragging behind them
or bumping up over a curb. He smiled to think of Fanny Nzingha using the
thing.

“You like?” she said. “From now on, no more pretzel-stick arms from
carrying three bags of groceries. No more curvature of the spine. These
things are wonderful!” And she trundled it back and forth over the bright
rug from Guatemala a friend had given them that stretched the length of the
hall.

For weeks she was content. She liked the walk to the market. It
permitted her to meet her neighbors. She liked getting up early in the
morning and getting the freshest food. Even if it meant the maddest dash
back in order to get to work on time. This housewifely contact with the
early morning was preparing her to take up once again the daily morning
ritual of running. She could now see, too, wheeling the little cart, which she
was learning to do expertly, how she might be able to drive around the
neighborhood. And one day on the way to market, she’d passed a public
pool she’d never noticed from the car. Well.

From time to time she tried to get him to do the marketing, using the
little cart. He would quickly take her shopping list, throw on his coat, and
dash out to the car. He’d drive the five blocks, toss the items he bought into
the backseat of his car, and be back home in a matter of minutes. Fanny was
slightly puzzled but, on the whole, grateful, though she reminded him what
a great walk he was missing and that, as a matter of fact, a fast walk back
and forth to the market, pushing the little cart, was just what might be
needed to trim any incipient flab. Hint. Hint.



One day, as luck would have it, the car was at the shop for its routine
checkup. He had not been able to pick it up because all that day he’d been
running late. The traffic was such that he was almost glad not to have a car,
temporarily, to add to it. He took a bus home.

There was Fanny, who’d also taken a bus home, in her little apron with
the cat on it, busily making bread: a mound of dough was rising under a
moist towel by the sink, and with flour-covered hands she was making a
list.

Suwelo groaned inwardly.
“Make it a short list. A one-bag list,” he said.
“But we’re out of everything,” said she, busily scribbling. “We should

never have parties at which we serve our own food. Our friends ate all of
it.”

He’d forgotten the party they’d thrown the night before. Yes indeed,
even the peanut butter was gone.

Suwelo went over and kissed her on the back of the neck. “One bag,
okay?” he said.

She kept writing. He noticed she’d put down two dozen oranges (they
both loved fresh orange juice in the morning) and a gallon of milk!

“My back won’t be able to stand all that,” he said.
She looked up from her list, not such a long one, after all, and gave

him a quizzical look.
“But don’t you remember ... ?” she began.
And they finished in unison: “We have the cart!”
The time had finally come to explain himself. “Fanny,” he said, “sit

down.”
She did. On his knee.
“I have a confession to make.”



She looked ready to hear it.
“The cart,” he said, “reminds me of little old ladies with funny-colored

hair, net scarves, and dowager’s humps.” She looked puzzled. “It reminds
me,” he continued, “of young women who are suddenly too stout in their
jeans, frowning as they push it and drag blankface kids along at the same
time. It reminds me,” he said, thinking of her and her enthusiasm for it, “of
bright young racehorses of women who willingly put themselves in
harness.” She removed herself from his lap.

“It reminds you,” she said, “of women.”
“My mother pushed a cart. My grandmother, too,” said Suwelo.
“Your wife pushes one,” said Fanny.
“I just don’t see myself pushing one,” said Suwelo. “I’m sorry.”
“I see,” said Fanny. “I wonder if you see yourself eating?” And she

lifted the mound of dough and dropped it into the blue step-on garbage can
at her feet.

Oh, they had many delicious meals together after that. But it was never
the same. There had been a little murder, there in their bright, homey
kitchen, where, up until that time, they’d both felt light, free, almost as if
they were playing their roles. The cart disappeared, and Suwelo felt terrible
about the whole episode. He found a grocery-delivery service and would
often call in their orders. He began to learn to cook, fish and sautéed
vegetables, or lasagne. He would rush to beat her home; she was back to
being afraid of driving the car in traffic and so continued taking the bus.
She neither swam nor ran. He would be there cooking, with jazz on the
radio and a glass of wine for her. She’d come in, sigh, kick off her shoes,
drift about the kitchen. Pick up the wine, accept his kiss. There was the little
murdered thing between them, though. The more he tried to revive it, the
deader it got.



“I was raised to be a certain way,” he began to say very often in
conversations that were not about the little murder at all, but about other
issues entirely, or so he thought.

And she would murmur, “Yes. Yes, you were”; not with the
understanding he was clumsily seeking, but with a quiet astonishment.



“I DID NOT KNOW anything, Fanny, when you were born,” said her mother,
“about the United States, or any of the Americas, for that matter. It was the
strangest thing to see so many white people, first off, and to see the massive
heaviness of their cities. New York was horrifying. Atlanta, though smaller,
also seemed uninhabitable because so much—people and buildings—was
crowded together. But then we went into some of the homes people readily
opened to us—our church people—and we saw that in spite of everything
one could still attain a certain graciousness of living. This was remarkable,
especially among black people, because it was right at the end of World
War II. Black soldiers were coming home and refusing to be segregated at
restaurants and on buses, and the white men were steadily accusing them of
raping white women, looking at white women—they called this ‘reckless
eyeballing,’ and many a black man found himself in jail on this charge!—or
even speaking to a white woman who was speaking to them. Needless to
say, there was rarely any white woman at all involved. No American ones
anyway. They knew better. The white men had simply seen red while they
were fighting in Europe, in France and Italy, in particular, where the white
women had not appeared to care what color American men were—their
money was green. And besides, colored men do know how to have fun.

“I learned this decisively when I settled in at my mother’s house. She
was afraid of men in a sexual way, but she knew how to enjoy their
company. There were many men who came regularly to visit ‘Miss Celie
and Miss Shug.’ Almost always they were men with some kind of talent.
There was Mr. Burgess—‘Burgie,’ as he was called—who played French
horn. French horn! Yancy Blake, who played guitar. Little Petey Sweetning,
who played piano. Come to think of it, there must have been so many
musicians because of Miss Shug, who was a great blues singer, though she
rarely sang in public anymore. There were poets and funnymen, what you



would now call ‘comedians,’ and, really, all kinds of people: magicians,
jugglers, good horseshoe throwers, the occasional man who quilted or did
needlepoint. ‘Slavery left us with a host of skills!’ one old, old optimist,
who was king of the barbecue, often said. These people were remarkable in
many ways, but perhaps the most remarkable thing about them, in a part of
the country where there was so much oppression of black people, or of
anyone that was considered ‘inferior’ or ‘strange,’ was that there was
absolutely no self-pity. In fact, there was a greeting that habitués of our
house used on encountering each other: ‘All those at the banquet!’ they’d
say, and shake hands or hug. Sometimes they said this laughing, sometimes
they said it in tears. But that they were still at the banquet of life was always
affirmed.

“There was laughter and cold lemonade and flowers and always lots of
children and older people, too, that Big Mama had helped raise. You know
there had to be some folks in the community who’d have nothing to do with
our house. They called Mama Celie and Mama Shug ‘bull-daggers.’ But I
always thought the very best of the men and women were our friends, for
they were usually so busy living some odd new way they’d found, and were
so taken up with it, they really didn’t give a damn. And then, too, Mama
Shug especially had real high standards; and if you stepped on an ant in
Mama Celie’s presence and didn’t beg forgiveness, you were just never
invited to her house again. Though this sensitivity to animals was not
always Mama Celie’s way. It was something she learned, as she learned so
many things, from Mama Shug.

“But there was really no place for me there. Not really. I was welcome
and I was loved, but I was also grown. After a few years I began to feel
smothered by their competence, their experience in everything, their skills
that caused me to feel my own considerable attributes were not required.



And they simply took over the task of raising you. By this time, too, Mama
Shug had decided to found her own religion, for which she used the house,
and sometimes this was very hard, because of the way she structured it. Six
times during the year, for two weeks each time, she held ‘church.’ Ten to
twenty ‘seekers’ would show up, and they had to sleep somewhere. Usually
it was on the floor, or, when there was an overflow, in the barn or the shed.
Everyone who came brought information about their own path and journey.
They exchanged and shared this information. That was the substance of the
church. Some of these people worshiped Isis. Some worshiped trees. Some
thought the air, because it alone is everywhere, is God. (‘Then God is not on
the moon,’ someone said.) Mama Shug felt there was only one thing anyone
could say about G-O-D, and that was—it had no name.

“I don’t know how they were able to talk about it, finally, if it had no
name, or if everyone had a different name for it. Oh, yes, I do remember! I
was telling them, Mama Celie and Miss Shug, about how the Olinka use
humming instead of words sometimes and that that accounts for the
musicality of their speech. The hum has meaning, but it expresses
something that is fundamentally inexpressible in words. Then the listener
gets to interpret the hum, out of his own experience, and to know that there
is a commonality of understanding possible but that true comprehension
will always be a matter of degree.

“If, for instance, you say to someone in jail who is feeling low: ‘How
are you?’ He or she can say, ‘Ummm, ugh,’ and you more or less get it.
Which is the way it really is. If the person replied, ‘Fine’ or ‘Terrible,’ it
would hardly be the same. No work would be required on your part. They
have named it.

“So that is how they resolved it. They would hum the place G-O-D
would occupy. Everyone in the house talked about ummm a lot!



“And so, to make a long story manageably short, I left you there with
these ummm-distracted people and went to Atlanta to enroll in the Spelman
nursing school. My adoptive mother had gone there, you see, and that made
it very attractive to me. She was such a lady! A word I know your
generation despises, but back then it had substantial meaning. It meant
someone with implacable self-respect. Besides, ‘woman’ meant, well,
someone capable of breeding. It was strictly a biological term and, because
it was associated with slavery, was considered derogatory. I had been sent to
England to study nursing while we lived in Africa, so I already knew quite a
lot. I’d also assisted the young African woman doctor at home, who’d
trained in England; an eccentric Englishwoman writer had paid for her
education. Still, I needed accreditation to work in the U.S. It wasn’t easy. I
was older than the other students and had a child, but they were interested
in my life in Africa, and I was several times asked to speak at vespers.
Come to think of it, no one ever asked me whether I was married, but they
automatically called me ‘Mrs.’ and behaved as if they thought I was. Very
respectfully. But then, everyone—I mean the students—was respectful. Too
respectful, I often thought. They were so grateful to be there—one of the
few places a young colored girl could go for training—they acted as if their
teachers and the college administrators were gods. They acted, in fact,
precisely like the colonized Africans who were educated at our mission in
Olinka. Too much respect for people who are not always respectful to you is
a sure sign of insecurity, and their abject gratitude rather depressed me.
Well, I wasn’t there to agitate. I got my accreditation in due course and
applied for a job at the black hospital on Hunter Street, Harrison Memorial.
I sent for you as soon as the job came through.

“It was a wonderful place! Not simply because it was there that I met
your stepfather. Of course I was too dark for his family, and practically an



African, a real African, to boot—but that’s getting ahead of my story. By
the time Lance—his parents named him Lancelot—had graduated from
medical school he’d had enough of prejudice among black people; he just
couldn’t tolerate it. All the cadavers they’d worked on were from a certain
range of shades between dark brown and black, and this had radicalized him
about the amount of economic disparity that existed along intraracial lines.
He started to think there were no poor, really destitute lightskin black
people, and this made him very sad. And the marks of hard knocks on the
bodies he and the other students were required to work on! His heart was
broken, he said, every day. There was a woman, for instance, who walked
seventy miles carrying her sick child to a doctor whose existence was only a
rumor to her. She died of heart failure; the baby, of dehydration caused by
diarrhea. Both these bodies became the property of Lance’s medical school.

“There they were cut up while some of Lance’s colleagues told jokes
and others talked of the food they expected to have for dinner.

“Everyone thought a doctor’s life was so glamorous! I never
understood it. When I went to work at the hospital and had the chance to
work with him, I could see it was, very often, a depressing, soul-killing job.
There were people who were sick simply because of the way they lived, and
ate: a diet of fatback, biscuits, syrup, and hard fried meat. There were colon
cancers, ulcers, liver and artery congestion. The ignorance of proper diet
was astounding. There were people so addicted to Coca-Cola that this drink
was all they consumed all day long, with salted peanuts, bought by the
nickel bag. And they boasted of this! That this was ‘good.’ That this was
what they liked; and by golly, this was what they would eat! Don’t talk
about green leafy vegetables in the same room with them, and only rabbits
ate carrots, and cauliflower didn’t grow in the South, to their knowledge, so
there!



“I was not looking for a husband. I sometimes thought of Dahvid; that
day you were conceived was like a dream memory. I knew that the whole
country was engaged in fighting. I imagined Dahvid might be fighting, too,
or he might be injured or dead. Besides, you were quite a handful and quite
enough companionship, I thought, for me. During the week, you went to the
Spelman day nursery school, where everyone loved you; on Saturdays we
went shopping for our weekly supplies. On Sundays we went to church. A
nice, orderly life.

Even when Lance started to let me know he cared for me, I hung back.
I was always shy, retiring—that quality that seemed so out of place in my
mother’s house of laughter, horseshoe throwing, magicians sawing people
into thirds, guitar players and jugglers! and with which you were so
impatient. I was plain, and dark, like my mother—much darker than the
other nurses—and I didn’t ‘play.’ There was always in my mind, too, the
question of how any man who came around us might behave toward you.
And on that score I’d heard many frightful stories from other women, and
also from my own mother. It still broke my heart to think of how she was
abused by her stepfather, who never even bothered to tell her, until after she
was grown, that he wasn’t her father. Funny. I could never think of him as
my father. The truth is, I never felt I had a biological father, apart from my
adoptive father, Samuel, and when I learned I did have one I still couldn’t
grasp it. So that, to this day, I feel almost as if I am a product of an
immaculate conception. Like Jesus, who didn’t know who his biological
father was either. I have often thought it was this lack of knowledge of his
earthly father that led him to his ‘heavenly’ one, for there is in all of us a
yearning to know our own source, and no source is likely to seem too
farfetched to a lonely, fatherless child. This was considered a blasphemous
thought when I ventured to express it; but the question of who impregnated



Mary, that young Jewish girl, and under what possibly grim or happy
circumstances—because of my mother’s sad experience of abuse as a young
woman—was always much on my mind. If Joseph was not the father of
Jesus, and ‘God in heaven’ was not, and Mary, because of custom, fear, or
depression could not speak up about what had actually happened to her,
who was the father?

“Well, you see how to me all daily stories are in fact ancient, and
ancient ones current. And it was due to the long languid days in Africa,
days that seemed to go on for weeks, that I credit this sense I have that,
really, there is nothing new under the sun and that nothing in the past is
more mysterious than the behavior of the present.

“I connected instead with my mother’s real father, my grandfather
Simon, who was lynched when she was a baby. He was industrious, an
entrepreneur. And very successful; which is why the whites killed him.
They killed a lot of striving black men, for a black man’s success was much
more galling to them than his failure. The failures they could turn back into
slaves, entertainment for themselves, and pets. Both my mother and I take
after him. Her house and tailoring shop—she made and sold the kind of
pants she always wore—became the light that illuminated their town, as far
as black people were concerned. And I am like my grandfather, I think, in
my firm determination and faith that I can take care of myself. As soon as I
had you, I knew there was no work I would not do to keep you in food and
shelter and clothing.

“Lance fell in love with my determination and faith. But I was afraid
of his blues. It was a sad, almost listless quality that people of obvious
mixed race used to have. Not for nothing was there once a stereotype of the
‘tragic mulatto’! I think now that a lot of their energy was consumed by
their effort to live honorably as who they were (and who were they?), with



both sides—black and white—constantly warring against each other and
despising those caught in the middle. I didn’t feel I could support the
heaviness; nor could I be his front in the black community or his thumbed
nose to the white. Aunt Nettie used to say, ‘Don’t take on anybody’s
burdens that look heavier than yours.’ And Lance’s looked heavy indeed.

“But you know the rest. We courted. We married... . How good it was
to once again have a friend and confidant! Someone, besides Tashi, to
finally tell about those sad last minutes with Dahvid; those first joyous
moments, my little Fanny, with you. It was Lance’s idea for you to stand up
with us; to decide on how you felt about the marriage and to express it that
way. And he was a faithful husband and trustworthy father till the day he
died. Do you remember how happy we were that day, being married on the
front porch of my mother’s house? No more blues for any of us, we swore.
And how not only the three of us, but also the family and guests, magicians,
horseshoe throwers, jugglers, French-horn players, and what have you—all
of us wore red?”



“YOU WILL NEVER GUESS who is in the bedroom down the hall,” Fanny
wrote. “Bessie Head!”

When Suwelo read those words he strained to remember—something.
But what he was trying to remember was a consequence of an action, not
the action itself. And he wasn’t sure he knew the consequence.

Balancing the letter on his knee, he took off his glasses and closed his
eyes for a moment. There rose before him a vision of the stark, empty
rooms of the house they had bought. The walls were faded periwinkle
trimmed in grayish white. They must paint, he felt, immediately. He
preferred white walls. In fact, he could live in a totally white, buff, or
eggshell interior. Strong colors oppressed him because they demanded that
you notice; some kind of response. White all around you focused the color
attention on yourself, or on the furnishings, on the art.

Two women had owned the house, teachers like him and Fanny, and
they had left it in passable shape. Broom-swept. The upstairs carpet had
been shampooed. Downstairs in the center of the living-room floor they’d
left a bottle of champagne, and a note that wished them happiness in the
house, as they had had. In the upstairs study one of them had left a small
stack of books. He’d picked them up, one by one, looked at them. They
were all by a writer named Bessie Head. There was a note saying here was
someone extraordinary and not to drink the champagne and try to read her
at the same time.

Ms. Head was black; there was a small snapshot of her on the back
flap of the smallest book. He thought it vaguely racist that the women, both
white, had left books by a black person. After a few days he thought no
more about it.

Months later Fanny put one of the books, Maru, on the table beside
him as he was completing the chore of check-writing to cover the monthly



bills. He glanced at it warily. She was always trying to get him to read
books that, to his way of thinking, had nothing to do with his own life. He
was a teacher; he taught American history; he was good at it. He read
enough. Besides, he had never read a book by a woman.

“Who is she anyway?” he asked. “Isn’t she African?”
“Yes,” said Fanny. “She’s amazing. Read this.”
He picked it up and flipped through the pages. Read an inscrutable

line. Set it down again. “Put it on my desk,” he said. “I’ll try to get to it.”
Eventually the whole little stack was piled on his desk. One day he got

tired of them being there and shifted them to the floor.
“She has changed the way I think of Africa,” Fanny said. “She’s

changed the way I think about a lot of things!”
“Good writers do that,” he murmured, distracted.
But he did not want to change the way he thought of Africa. Besides,

when he wanted insight into Africa, he’d read a man.
As if she heard what he was thinking, one day she brought him Two

Thousand Seasons, by Ayi Kwei Armah. She had just finished reading it
and was in tears.

“I can’t believe a man can understand so much!” she cried.
This book, too, gathered dust on the floor by his desk.
Much later, he noticed her rereading the same book but with a different

cover. She was frowning and underlining passages.
“Why are you reading that again?” he’d asked.
“They’ve printed a second edition,” she said, furiously, “and it appears

to be jumbled.”
“Are you sure? Why would they do that? You don’t think it was

deliberate?”
“Did you ever read the first edition?” she asked.



“Well, no,” he admitted.
“Then you wouldn’t understand.”
She slept in the guest room, her “study,” that night.
But why should he try to read all the books that changed her life. She

had the time for those kinds of books. She taught literature! He had to read
the books required by his profession. The teaching of American history.
This was simple enough to understand. Yet he could watch hours and hours
of television, which made hash of the teachings of his profession. After the
bottle of champagne the two women left, there were rivers of wine. TV, the
couch, wine. If only his woman would stop reading books and changing her
life, he’d sometimes think, in a wine-induced, mellow mood, and just come
over and snuggle up on the sofa with him. Then Monday night NFL
football, at least, would be perfect.

Did people leave you, did their spirits simply take off, because you
wouldn’t read a book that turned them on? He now knew the answer was
yes.

“She is about our age,” Fanny wrote. “And chubby. No, puffy. She says she
hasn’t been well in a long time. She is a peculiar brown shade because of
the sallowness of her skin. In her eyes you sometimes see the most
astonishing glint of green, brown-pond-water green. I wanted to ask her so
many questions based on things I have read in her books. But she seemed so
vulnerable and the questions loomed so intrusive! I mean, there she sat,
under the umbrella on the verandah, in none too new robe and slippers—
flip-flops, to be precise—her short hair drying from the shower, sipping her
morning tea. ‘Was your mother really a white South African woman?’ I
wanted to ask. ‘Was your father really black? Tell me again how they met. I
don’t remember from your book. Was it really about yourself that you
wrote, and about your parents? Was she really thrown into the insane



asylum? And what in the world became of him? And was it immediately
after your first book was published that they kicked you out of South
Africa? Where on earth is your son’s father?’ You know, Suwelo, I’ve never
before met an actual refugee.

“When my father introduced us he’d said: ‘The great writer Bessie
Head.’

“She’d muttered: ‘The great unheard-of writer Bessie Head.’
“‘I’ve read everything you’ve published, so far,’ I said. And it was

such a kick to see her response. At first she just stared at me, as if she
wasn’t sure what she’d heard. Then she was obviously pleased, like a little
kid, but I also thought she felt somewhat foolish.

“‘Yes, you see,’ she said later, ‘I count on not being known. I can
really make people feel uninformed and guilty.’ She has a deadpan sense of
humor.

“‘Your work is known in the States,’ I said. ‘I’ve taught some of your
things. I call you the Tolstoi of Africa.’

“She stiffened. ‘Have you read how he treated his wife?’
“‘Well,’ I said, ‘I sincerely hope you don’t have a wife.’
“She finally laughed outright.
“She is on her way to London for medical reasons. And, she said, to

lend the shock of her impoverished presence to her publishers. Apparently
she receives very little for her work, and I can certainly testify that her
publishers do nothing to promote it. She showed us pictures of her life in
Botswana, where she is one among thousands of South African refugees.
There is just her hut, bare except for a small table on which her typewriter
rests. There was no picture of her son.

“She says American writers are very strange. One came to visit her and
also brought along numerous pictures of herself. In America, I told her, the



women writers need pictures to remind everyone they exist.
“This she termed a typically American, childish, trivial pursuit. ‘If

your work exists, you exist,’ she huffed. ‘Ask God.’
“Last summer at the women’s crafts festival in Vermont I bought two

beautiful woolen tie-dyed shawls. One is red, with a yellow sun; the other,
brown, with an orange-and-purple one. I gave the brown one to her, for
‘chilly’ London. I can just imagine her there, an ordinary colored woman
from the colonies, to the people who notice her in the street. But what a
writer! How else would we know all that we know about the psyche of
South Africa? About the sexism of Africa? About the Bush people of the
Kalahari? About Botswana? It is only because Bessie Head sits there in the
desert, in her little hut, writing, that we have knowledge of a way of life that
flowed for thousands of years, which would otherwise be missing from
human record. This is no small thing!”

It wasn’t. And yet, for just a moment, Suwelo wanted it to be. He
wanted American history, the stuff he taught, to forever be the center of
everyone’s attention. What a few white men wanted, thought, and did. For
he liked the way he could sneak in some black men’s faces later on down
the line. And then trace those backward until they appeared even before
Columbus. It was like a backstitch in knitting, he imagined, the kind of
history teaching that he did, knitting all the pieces, parts, and colors that had
been omitted from the original design. But now to have to consider African
women writers and Kalahari Bushmen! It seemed a bit much.

“Ola drove Ms. Head to the airport himself,” Fanny continued. “As she
was getting into the car I told her I had a confession to make: Though I had
loved all her stories, and especially Maru, I had not really understood her
fattest book, A Question of Power.



“‘Oh,’ she said, in her Cape Colored accent, ‘I’m not surprised atall. It
is the map of a soul being destroyed, and the demons that one usually only
imagines behind one’s eyelids have been given names and faces. They’ve
left the skull of the sufferer and actually lounge about in her rooms. There
are some people who immediately connect with the book, but that is
because they’ve been there.’ She turned to embrace my mother and say
good-bye to her. Then she said: ‘Those people who understand it right off
don’t even need to read it. They’re all staring out into space quite peacefully
by now.’

“Overall, I would have to say I felt she didn’t quite approve of me. I
felt I appeared too solid, too complacent. Too sane. Most writers, I imagine,
really worship the glint of madness in other people; torture, to them, must
be people who always speak and act in monochrome. She is one of the
wariest people I’ve ever met. She actually looked over her shoulder as we
talked. She has light, obviously, tons of it, but it’s definitely diffused.

“When Ola came back from the airport, he told us she’d had a
complete nervous breakdown some years ago. That she was simply crushed.
She got her health back by taking care of an experimental community
garden. In Botswana she has to report to the authorities every day.

“‘What a life,’ said my mother.
“‘Yes,’ said Ola, ‘it makes the little trouble I manage to cause here

seem small mangoes indeed. She is paying for who she is with her life. But,
don’t we all?’”

“In every book you write there’s a chap called Francis,” Ola was saying to a
local white writer one morning as Fanny came in to breakfast. “Is this
accidental or is there some sort of inscrutable meaning the reader is
supposed to get?”



“Come on,” said the man, “there’s only one Francis, in my first book.
Later on there’s a Frances with an e, and then in my last book a Frank.”

“But aren’t they all the same name, more or less?” he asked.
“Good morning, Ola,” Fanny said. She kissed the top of his head, and

he flung an arm around her. He was in the jovial mood, as he sometimes
phrased it, of the literarily inclined escaped convict.

“This is my daughter from America,” he said proudly. “Fanny, meet
Henry Bates, a founding member of our writers’ guild, come to warn me
away from harm.”

Henry Bates was small and pasty-faced with light-colored hair and a
beer paunch.

“I’ve been telling him,” he said, “just because he knows or is related to
everyone in the government doesn’t mean they won’t get tired of him.”

“She doesn’t know we’re related to anyone,” Ola said. He turned to
Fanny, “We’re not really related to those imbeciles in the government,
because obviously we’re not in progression. You know the Hindu saying
that you’re only related to those with whom you are in spiritual
progression? But a few of your uncles are in positions of authority. And do
you know, when they arrested me, after running the bulldozer through my
play—a hell of a final curtain, you have to admit!—two of them came to
my cell just for ‘a little chat.’ Politics gives them a headache, so they
wanted to talk soccer. Soccer. These are men who’ve never read a book in
their lives. Never stayed awake through a complete play. If they didn’t read
it or see it by form five, they don’t know anything about it.

“‘What are you trying to do,’ one of them said, ‘make us look bad in
the eyes of the world?’ He was serious.

“‘Obenjomade, listen to me,’ I said. ‘Look at my mouth, and clean out
your ears, I CANNOT MAKE YOU LOOK WORSE. I am only a human being, after



all.’
“‘But Abajeralasezeola,’ he says, patiently, ‘the government is trying

as hard as it can.’
“‘Only the president, his wives, his mistresses, his ministers, his

relatives, and the army have enough to eat. Only their children can afford to
go to school. The government should try harder. You know, pave a road
now and then. Build a hospital. And by the way, why is it that after curfew
every night the only people one sees are in army uniform? Among other
things, you would think we are an all-male country. And you know what the
rest of the world would think of that. And why a curfew, come to think of
it? One thing, at least, that Africans always owned before was the night.
With “freedom” they seem to have lost even that.’

“‘Go ahead, be funny. Everyone always laughs at your plays. But you
shouldn’t make fun of people who are trying hard to make something of the
country now that the white man has left.’

“‘Look at my mouth, Obenjomade, second son of my father’s third
wife; clean out your ears: THE WHITE MAN IS STILL HERE. Even when he
leaves, he is not gone.’

“‘But Abajeralasezeola,’ he says, ‘why don’t you help us instead of
sitting back criticizing? Why don’t you write plays that show everyone at
his best? You could show how the government is trying to feed and clothe
and educate people, even though the whites left everything in a shambles.
Why not write a play about how they blew up their own university, their
own radio station, and their own hospitals and bridges rather than turn them
over to us?’

“‘Obenjomade, cup your endearingly large ears: EVERYONE ALL OVER

THE WORLD KNOWS EVERYTHING THERE IS TO KNOW ABOUT THE WHITE MAN.



That’s the essential meaning of television. BUT THEY KNOW NEXT TO NOTHING

ABOUT THEMSELVES.’
“‘The white man?’ he asked.
“‘No, the people,’ I said.
“‘But Abajeralasezeola,’ he finally said, laughing, ‘you are the only

one who thinks the way you do.’
“‘You are wrong, Obenjemade,’ I said, ‘THE WOMEN THINK AS I DO.’

“‘But Abajeralasezeola,’ he said, shrugging, ‘WHO CARES WHAT WOMEN

THINK?’”
Henry Bates and Fanny were both laughing at the faces Ola made as he

talked. He didn’t look his sixty years. He looked boyish, even impish, as he
heartily laughed himself.

In prison he had slept on the floor, he said, and he thought it had cured
his neuritis. Actually, that was a line in his next play, he added.

Henry Bates threw up his hands.
Ola was suddenly sober. “Oh, Henry Bates,” he said, “watch my

mouth: WHERE WERE YOU AND YOUR WORRIES WHEN I WAS IMPRISONED AND

TORTURED BY THE WHITES? When my people stop acting like the white man, I
can write plays that show them at their best!”



HE COULD NOT TELL the shrink that he was in love with a woman who
periodically fell in love with spirits.

“But why can’t you tell him?” Fanny asked him once, as he was trying
to explain his sense of inadequacy, of shame, to her. “What good is a shrink
who doesn’t understand about spirits?”

In so many ways, in most, she was an ordinary person. Suwelo had
gazed at her hopelessly as she asked this. She had her arms raised and was
arranging and rearranging her long, braided hair, turning this way and that
in her chair. In her feminine self-absorption and present indifference to
other world views she made him think of Cleopatra.

The shrink was a middle-aged Jewish man who never said anything
about himself, which made it hard to say anything to him. Week after week
Suwelo waited for some sign that there was a bona-fide struggling human
being across from him. Someone who had the least chance of
comprehending his plight. But—nothing.

“Spirits?” he asked, moving a paperweight, like the one in Citizen
Kane, ever so slightly on the papers that formed a neat pile on his desk.

“Yes,” Suwelo said. “At the moment ...” He paused. It seemed
farfetched. It seemed futile. What would Dr. Bernie Kesselbaum know?

“Yes?”
“At the moment it’s a man named ... Chief John Horse.” There, he’d

got that much out. He nearly wept from the effort. “But it doesn’t have to
men,” he said quickly. It didn’t even have to be people, but he thought he’d
save Fanny’s attachment to trees and whales until he could see further.

Kesselbaum’s face was impassive. Suwelo hated the impassivity.
“Who is Chief John Horse?”
There was a long silence.



“Guess who I discovered today!” she’d cried happily.
“Who?” he’d asked, stirring the cream of asparagus soup as she came

flying through the door.
“Chief John Horse!”
He was used to these enthusiasms, yet each one managed to hurt. He

always felt he wasn’t enough for her and envisioned months of loneliness to
come, when he would seem barely to exist.

“Oh!” he’d said, with faked interest, “and where does—who was it?
Chief John Horse?—live?” But he could see that, for the time being,
whoever Chief John Horse was lived in his wife.

Ramblingly she had told him of this man who was a chief, a black
Indian chief, among the Seminoles of Florida, before it became a state (“Of
course, before it was a state,” he’d murmured, thinking how hard it was to
imagine the existence of land before it was a state), of how the Seminoles
refused to enslave the black people who had escaped from slavery and how
they were accepted into the Seminole nation. There had been innumerable
fights, she said (eyes flashing, as if she’d been present), when the white
slavers pursued them. There had been a long march to Mexico. Years of
working for the Mexican government, fighting Mexican bandits. Then, after
slavery had ended in the United States, Chief John Horse and his people—
men, women, children—returned to Texas. This was in the eighteen-
seventies, she said, and Suwelo was again surprised, as he often was, that
even though he was a historian he had heard nothing of this. There, because
the U.S. army had never been able to beat them and saw that it never would,
it hired them to help rid Texas of the same kind of bandits that John Horse
and his gang had fought in Mexico.

Suwelo spun this story out for Kesselbaum to the best of his memory.



He’d said to Fanny disdainfully, “Oh, he was a buffalo soldier.” By
which he meant a killer of Indians. For the white man.

She’d looked at him strangely. Then said quietly, “Yes, and no. All his
life he was looking for a little bit of land the whites didn’t covet, a little bit
of peace. He got neither. But that was the dream.”

“And what became of him?” he’d asked.
She’d shrugged. “Rode off into the sunset, of course. Back to Mexico.

At least in Mexico the government appreciated his skills as a soldier and
offered him some land. More than this country ever did. Here, he didn’t
even get a pension!”

Her eyes had taken on that faraway look that said she was riding back
to Mexico with John Horse; that they were busy picking up women and
children and bright-faced black men who dreamed of living free along the
way.

He couldn’t stand it.
“And was this a real person?” asked Kesselbaum. “In history, I mean.”
“Oh, yes,” said Suwelo. “I feel lucky when they are real people, for

then we can talk about them somewhat. It’s harder when she’s possessed by
a spirit but doesn’t know who or what it is.”

“And does this happen often?”
“Once every couple of years or so. But sometimes there’ll be just a

slight infatuation. We’ll be going along happily enough. We’ll be like two
people holding hands and wading across a shallow river. Then she’ll step
into a deep current that seems there only for her and be swept away. While
she’s carried by the current, I’m left alone, holding ... nothing. If she
remembers to say good morning most days, it’s a wonder. Making love is a
disaster. I never know who’s there. I’m certainly not, as far as she’s
concerned, though she claims otherwise.”



For a long time Fanny had not experienced orgasm with him; she
learned how it was accomplished from some of her women friends.

This was at a time when every conscious woman carried a speculum
and mirror in her backpack, and, it seemed to Suwelo, at the drop of a hat
they were flopping down on their backs in circles together and teaching
each other the most astonishing things. Still, when he asked her what she’d
experienced during orgasm, she was as likely to claim she’d experienced a
sunrise or a mountain or a waterfall as that she’d experienced him.
Sometimes she just whispered, “Adventure,” or “Resistance,” or “Escape!”
This was a great puzzle to him.

“Many people have passionate interests in historical figures,” said the
shrink.

This was true. But Fanny Nzingha found the spirit that possessed her
first in herself. Then she found the historical personage who exemplified it.
It gave her the strange aspect of a trinity—she, the spirit, the historical
personage, all sitting across the table from you at once.

The intensity wore him out.
As he did with all her spirit lovers, he snuck behind her back and did

detective work on John Horse. He was helped in this by William Loren
Katz’s book Black Indians, in which John Horse’s story is told in some
detail. Somewhat sheepishly, he gave the volume to Fanny for her birthday.
Chief John Horse, he’d read, safely dead a hundred years. Hah! Obviously
these old spirits like Horse’s never died. Had had an Indian partner called
“Wild Cat.” Had married a pure Seminole woman. Then a Mexican one.
Probably Indian as well.

“What do you love about these people,” he’d asked her once.
“I dunno,” she said. “They open doors inside me. It’s as if they’re

keys. To rooms inside myself. I find a door inside and it’s as if I hear a



humming from behind it, and then I get inside somehow, with the key the
old ones give me, and are, and as I stumble about in the darkness of the
room, I begin to feel the stirring in myself, the humming of the room, and
my heart starts to expand with the absolute feeling of bravery, or love, or
audacity, or commitment. It becomes a light, and the light enters me, by
osmosis, and a part of me that was not clear before is clarified. I radiate this
expanded light. Happiness.”

And that, Suwelo knew, was called “being in love.”



“OLA TOLD US LAST night,” Fanny wrote in her next letter, “that a play he is
thinking of writing somewhere down the line—‘though admittedly,’ he
joked, ‘my line may be quite short!’—is about Elvis Presley.

“‘The Elvis Presley?’ my mother queried. ‘Our Elvis Presley?’
“‘Mr. Rocket Sockets himself?’ I chimed in.
“‘Precisely,’ said Ola, smiling.
“‘You see,’ Ola said, enjoying our bemusement, ‘in our country we,

too, have many different tribes, just as you have in America. You know, you
have Black and Indian and Anglo and Jewish tribes; Asian, Chicano, and
Middle Eastern tribes. And so on. Here we have the Olinka, the Ababa, the
Hama, and the white tribe, of which there are several sub or mini tribes.

“‘Now all of these tribes try to maintain their own tribal identities, and
that is natural to man, who perpetuates his genetic identity by controlling
the woman he uses for production of his children, but it is not necessarily
natural to nature, who will produce for anyone. So over time a lot of racial
boundaries are crossed and new people created. What is fascinating is to see
the love or hatred that is expressed for these new people, who don’t, after
all, have a firm tribal category in which to be imprisoned.’

“‘But what has this to do with Elvis Presley?’ asked my mother.
“‘My play will use him only as a metaphor. He will be a kind of

vehicle for what I attempt to point out.’
“‘Which is?’
“‘That in him white Americans found a reason to express their longing

and appreciation for the repressed Native American and black parts of
themselves. Those non-European qualities they have within them and all
around them, constantly, but which they’ve been trained from birth to deny.’

“We talked on into the night about this; Ola eventually playing some of
his treasured Elvis Presley and Johnny Cash records.



“‘I don’t listen to them as you do,’ he said. ‘I listen to them to hear
where commercial and mainstream cultural success takes people, a part of
whose lineage is hidden even from themselves, in a world—or in this case,
a country—that insists on racial, cultural, and historical amnesia, if you
wake up one century and find yourself “white.”’

“According to Ola, Elvis Presley and Johnny Cash are both Indians. A
foreigner sees this immediately, he says; Americans do not. He says this
explains Elvis’s clothing style. His love of buckskin and fringe, of silver.
And of course culturally, he says, he was as black as all the other white
people in Mississippi.

“‘But didn’t he have blue eyes?’ asked my mother.
“‘Probably the only white things he owned,’ said Ola. ‘Blue eyes are

like money; they pay your way in.’
“So assume my father is right; what could it have meant to be as

‘successful’ as Elvis? Suppose that behind those blue eyes and full lips, and
under that thick black Indian hair, there was another: the old, ancient Indian.
Suppose he, too, or she, watched. If he was Indian, he would probably have
been Choctaw, for that’s the tribe that existed, and maybe still does exist, in
his part of Mississippi. Suppose his ancestors hid out among the white
people, as so many of the Cherokee people hid out among the blacks and
whites. Trying to evade the soldiers who rounded up the Indians for the
long march to Oklahoma—the Trail of Tears. Suppose that little bump-and-
grind the crowds loved so was originally a movement of the circle dance.
That’s what it would resemble, if you watched it in slow motion. Suppose
that little hiccupy singing style of his was once a war whoop. Or an Indian
love call.

“On we talked into the night, listening to the crickets and appreciating
the warm brilliance of the stars. People are called ‘stars’ not only because



they shine—with the glow of self-expression and the satisfaction this brings
—but because the qualities they exemplify are, as far as human lives are
concerned, eternal. We are attracted to their sparkle, their warmth, their
light, but they will be forever distant from us. So distant we can never quite
believe our inseparability. Never quite believe that we are also composed of
the light that they have. Ola says he is convinced that human beings want,
above all else, to love each other freely, regardless of tribe, and that when
they’re finally able to do it openly—although the true essence of the person
they’ve focused on is camouflaged by society’s dictation—there is always
the telltale quality of psychic recognition—that is to say, hysteria; the
weeping of the womb.

“The Choctaw lad with the long black hair, full lips, and sultry eyes is
the mate the pioneer maidens would have chosen, if they’d had the chance,
Ola said. And for the first time I imagined Elvis as really beautiful: bronze,
lithe, running lightly through the primeval forests of Mississippi, hair to his
waist. Their great-great-granddaughters are still weeping over their loss.
And so, to my surprise, was I!

“If Ola is exiled, he says perhaps he will come to America, and he and
I together can write this play. He said this teasingly, noticing my sniffle and
that he had obviously moved me very much.

“I never dreamed I would so enjoy having a father. It is like having
another interesting mind, somewhat similar to your own but also strangely
different, to rummage through.”



“I WOULDN’T MIND DYING if dying was all,” Miss Lissie told Suwelo. “The
old folks used to say that all the time down on the Island. Somebody would
witness it with a heartfelt um-huh. And I used to think they knew more
about life than they thought. For dying, I can tell you, is the least of it.
Dying is even pleasant. You just recede from everything, including torture,
and burn out quietly, like a candle. What’s not pleasant is coming back, and
whether they have sense enough to know it or not, everybody, well almost
everybody, does. Don’t ask me how or why. They just do. I can appreciate
the idea that to come here a lot of times is no more a miracle than to come
here once. That’s the truth of it.

“You take the way things are going in the world today. You have your
poisoned rivers and your poisoned air and your children turning into critters
before your eyes. You have your leaders that look like empty canons and
the politicians who look drugged. You have a world that scares everybody
to death. You can’t go nowhere. You can’t eat anything. You can’t even
hardly make love. And that’s just today. There are days when the best
thought you can have is that one day you’ll die and leave it all behind.

“Suwelo, let me tell you, you can’t leave it behind. The life in this
place is your life forever. You will always be here; and the ground
underneath you. And you won’t die until it does. It is dying, and the people
are, too—but, Suwelo, my fear is not that we people and the earth we’re on
will die. Everything eventually dies, maybe. But it looks like it will take a
long time and death will be painful and slow. It’s the difference between
being blindfolded and shot dead in the first volley of bullets and being
tortured to death very slowly by men paid by the hour for their work. It is
not simply a struggle between life and death. That is too easy, I guess. It’s
between life everlasting and death everlasting, and everlasting is a very
long time.



“I am tired of it. Not tired of life. But afraid of what living is going to
look like and be like next time I come.”

Now Suwelo was on the train going back home to California. He crossed
the Rockies and he crossed the desert. He thought of his months in Uncle
Rafe’s house and almost crossed himself. He thought of Fanny. Of who she
was, really, and of what each of her previous selves must have been.
Though Fanny had left San Francisco, and wrote that she had no desire to
see him, he wished that he could meet her all over again, from the
perspective of someone who believed true love never died and that you only
suffer if you struggle—and that as surely as struggle led to suffering,
suffering led to a knowledge of how not to. There were, after all, lifetimes
and lifetimes, and love alone was healing and balm. Love alone, mother’s
milk.

He had finally sold the house and would now have money on which to
live while he perhaps wrote an “oral” history—one of those unofficial-
looking books, full of “he said” and “she said,” that he’d always despised—
about Mr. Hal and Miss Lissie. Before he left Baltimore, he’d driven to
Miss Lissie’s address, only to find it was also the address of Mr. Hal. These
two elderly friends were quietly painting in the backyard, a narrow strip of
pink verbena separating their easels. They did not stop as he sat on the back
steps watching them. They painted, with loving strokes, what was directly
in front of them: the back of their own small, white-clapboard house, a large
ivy-encircled pecan tree towering over its front, a garden along one side
with flowers and fruits growing all together. There were giant dahlias and
blue morning glories decorating both house and corn. The sun was warm
and the day eternity itself, and Suwelo soon lay back on the porch and
drifted off to sleep.



When the two old friends had sat beside him, as he was rousing
himself from sleep, he felt as if he knew all about them and yet knew
nothing. He knew that they had sent Anatole to Fisk University and that he
became a professor of German at Tuskegee. He knew that Lulu, talented
and audacious, a singer and dancer par excellence, had gone off, in high
spirits, with a musical-comedy team to Paris. Paris, unfortunately, had
fallen to Hitler while she was there. Lulu and many of the other black and
colored performers working in Paris at the time were never heard from
again. He knew that his uncle Rafe had loved Miss Lissie and loved also his
best friend, and hers, her soul mate and sometime husband, Mr. Hal. He
knew they had lived together more or less harmoniously for many years and
had remained friends until Uncle Rafe’s death. He knew that Miss Lissie
was indeed an extraordinary person, whose rarity would be known and
appreciated only by those people least likely to be believed, even if they
spoke of it to others—and apparently Uncle Rafe and Mr. Hal and Miss
Lissie herself had kept mainly mum. But they were all three of them rare
people, Suwelo thought, for they had connected directly with life and not
with its reflection; the mysteries they found themselves involved in, simply
by being alive and knowing each other, carried them much deeper into
reality than “society” often permits people to get. They had found
themselves born into a fabulous, mysterious universe, filled with fabulous,
mysterious others; they had never been distracted from the wonder of this
gift. They had made the most of it.

“I’m leaving,” said Suwelo, stretching and getting to his feet.
“And we know we go with you,” said Miss Lissie, handing him, with a

smile, a small flat package wrapped in brown paper and tied with a string.
She stuffed a fat pink envelope into his breast pocket. A mouse came out of
the house and stopped, blinked at the sun, and hurried back inside. A bird



dropped, stunned, to the porch; it had flown into a windowpane, in which it
no doubt saw a reflection of the sky.

When Suwelo walked back to the street, passing by Mr. Hal’s ancient
truck, parked neatly next to Miss Lissie’s smart gray Datsun, he carried
with him the image of the two old people waving him on, holding hands
and smiling, it seemed, at the very word “goodbye.”

And they had painted him, a part of their life, lying on their back
porch, surrounded by all the things they loved. Asleep.

But what was in the package? What was their gift? Suwelo took a deep
breath as he carefully pulled off the string. The brown paper crackled as he
ran his fingers underneath it. He thought at first they’d given him a stack of
albums, for the package was just that size, though quite light. But no, there
were paintings. He lifted them out and stared at them, first one, then the
other, for a long time. They were obviously self-portraits. Perhaps not
obviously, though, for on one painting was written “Self-portrait, Lissie
Lyles,” and on the other, “Self-portrait, Harold D. Jenkins.” The
background of the paintings showed all the familiar things the two friends
loved to paint: their trees and corn and morning glories, the pink-and-cream
spider flower. It was the center of the paintings that was different from
anything Suwelo had ever seen. For instead of faces, as in a portrait, there
were merely the outlines of their upper bodies, a man’s shape and a
woman’s shape, and these outlines surrounded blue, infinite space, painted
with such intensity, depth, and longing that it was as luminous and as
inviting as the sky. Wonderingly, Suwelo turned the paintings over, as if that
infinite space might have leaked through to the other side. What he saw
made him smile and hug the paintings to his heart, as the train shot through
a long gray tunnel into an even blacker dark. On the back of Lissie Lyles’s
self-portrait were the words, in emerald lettering, “Painted by Hal Jenkins.”



On Hal’s self-portrait, in bright red, were the words “Painted by Lissie
Lyles.”



SUWELO, NOW AT HOME, was intrigued by the fat pink envelope, which he
lifted to his nose and sniffed. It smelled like Miss Lissie—old-fashioned
white roses under a hot summer sun. Turning it over, he was surprised to
see, in Miss Lissie’s ancient script, all sharp points and decisively rounded
o’s: “They burned us so thoroughly we did not even leave smoke.” He did
not know what he expected to find on opening the letter, but the blank pages
that lay in his hand, over a dozen of them, struck him as an odd missive,
even from Miss Lissie.

It was days before he understood, and then, in the middle of the night,
it came to him. This part of Miss Lissie’s story was written in invisible ink.
At the moment he realized this he also knew that all he needed to read her
letter was a candle. Heaving himself out of bed, he went in search of one.
Luckily he found a box of them—an earlier gift from Miss Lissie and Mr.
Hal—on top of the fridge. Still in his nightshirt, hunched over the kitchen
table, the candle close up behind the first sheet of paper, and the chill of the
San Francisco fog seeping into his bones, he began to read ... what at first
seemed to be some kind of religious raving.

“The religion I was taught as a child, growing up on the Island,” wrote
Miss Lissie, “is a thing that causes people to try to eat up the earth, since we
were taught ‘everything is for man,’ while man was never asked to be for
anything in particular. Well, for ‘God,’ but who knew what that was?”

“Hmmm,” said Suwelo, yawning, and scratching his chin.
“The first witches to die at the stake were the daughters of the Moors.”

Moors? he mused skeptically. “It was they (or, rather, we) who thought the
Christian religion that flourished in Spain would let the Goddess of Africa
‘pass’ into the modern world as ‘the Black Madonna.’ After all, this was
how the gods and goddesses moved from era to era before, though Islam,
our official religion for quite a long time by now, would have nothing to do



with this notion; instead, whole families in Africa who worshiped the
Goddess were routinely killed, sold into slavery, or converted to Islam at
the point of the sword.

“Yes,” and here Suwelo imagined a long, hesitant breath, “I was one of
those ‘pagan’ heretics they burned at the stake.

“They burned us first—well, we were so visible. Even after centuries
of living among the Europeans. You can think of Desdemona and Othello, if
you can’t come at it any other way, in trying to catch even a glimpse of our
presence in Europe. The Inquisition eventually traveled where they were,
too, to watery Venice, a dank and still somehow beautiful place, and there
were screams and firelit shadows bouncing off the walls of the Doges’
Palace in St. Mark’s Square for months on end.

“But did you never wonder why, in the little bit of the story the whites
could not prevent Shakespeare, at least, from trying to tell (that
‘mysterious’ playwright about whom so very little is known), that there are
only Moors (defined as men) and no Mooresses? I can tell you, we were
there, somewhat paler than when we were in Africa, yes, but imagine
Desdemona’s and Othello’s children. We were there, for sure, and brought
up to be our fathers’ daughters, our fathers who loved learning more than
any other thing, and who embraced a religion that had terrorized them in
Africa, and who traveled the world and married strangers and barbarians in
order to learn more about their curious, alien ways. Our poor fathers, whose
only crime was that they loved their Mother, but who, in seeking to protect
Her and themselves, helped to change us all, finally, into another spirit and
another race.

“The Inquisitors slaughtered our fathers and took their property for the
church, as was done also to the Jews. Our African fathers, who, fleeing the
religious dictatorship of Islam, while dressed in its cloak, had come into



Spain, caught their breath, found themselves and their incredible
handsomeness and learning admired, and, for the most part, settled there.
Some of them pushed on into France and Germany, Poland, England,
Ireland, Russia. One or two settled in Venice and inspired a famous play.
Well, you get the picture. If I am not mistaken it is only in Poland that Our
Black Lady, the Great Mother of All—Mother Africa, if you will—is still
openly worshiped. Perhaps that is why it is said of the Poles that they are
none too bright.

“But during the time of which I am speaking,” the letter continued, and
the smell of the tallow candle seemed suddenly to hurt Suwelo’s nose, “and
which I have tried to drop from memory because it is so horrible, they
obliterated us. They said the mother of their white Christ (blonde, blue-
eyed, even in black-headed Spain) could never have been a black woman,
because both the color black and the female sex were of the devil. We were
evil witches to claim otherwise. We were witches; our word for healers. We
brought their children into the world; we cured their sick; we washed and
laid out the bodies of their dead. We were far from evil. We helped Life,
and they did not like this at all. Whenever they saw our power it made them
feel they had none. They felt themselves the moon to our sun. And yet, as
every woman knows, the moon also has great power. We are connected to
all three planes—past, present, future—of life; so is man, but he will not let
himself see it. He has let himself be taught that his own mother is evil and
has joined religions in which her only role, after nurturing and rearing him
with her blood, is to shut up.”

Suwelo imagined Miss Lissie’s frown.
“Can you believe it?” the letter continued. “It is as if each man forces

every other man to go out into the night without a candle, to go out among



the speaking without a tongue, to go out among the seeing without an eye,
to go out among the standing without a leg.

“‘If you want to join the company of men,’ they are told, ‘you must do
something about your mother.’ Meekly man says, ‘What must I do?’ Teeth
already chattering from the cold he will feel without the warmth of his best
friend. Hah! ‘We want you to shut her up,’ he is told. ‘Don’t pay any
attention to anything she might suggest. In return, we will help you pretend
that you created yourself. Just ignore her. Don’t hear her. Let her weep, let
her moan, let her starve.’ This is what they have done to their own mothers;
it is certainly what they have done to Mother Africa.

“They burned us so thoroughly—the dark women so recently,
relatively speaking, from Africa—that, unlike the Jews and homosexuals
and Gypsies and artists and rebels they also burned, not to mention the rich
women whose property they stole even before their ashes cooled, we did
not even leave a trace of smoke. The connection between black woman and
white was broken utterly; the blood sisterhood that African women shared
with European women was gone as if it had never been. In France, there is
nothing. Notre-Dame. Our Lady. Not our Black Lady. In England, nothing;
unless you find it among the remnants of the Celts, their own way of life
smashed to bits. In Ireland, rumors of ‘the little people’ and all those
ignorant jokes about ‘black Irish.’

“In Venice, where Othello was a nobleman, there are today endless
statues of Moors, dressed in the livery of slaves. In Spain—well, there’s all
that ‘Moorish’ architecture, too exuberantly colored to be easily explained.

“When they burned me at the stake I cursed them; what else is a dark
woman to do? I did not mind that they coveted my house and the land my
father left me. I would have given it to them, to save at least the lives of my
children, who were grouped around me, and whose screams burned in my



ears more piercingly than the fire. But what I refused to give up was my
essence; nor could I. For it was simply this: I do not share their vision of
reality, but have, and cherish, my own. And when you look at the world
today, it fits my curse exactly, but with one exception: Those I cursed do not
suffer alone; everything and everyone does. This I would not have had. It
was a long time in the learning, that lesson: You cannot curse a part without
damning the whole. That is why Mother Africa, cursed by all her children,
black, white, and in between, is dying today, and, after her, death will come
to every other part of the globe.”

Now there was an abrupt change in tone, and Suwelo noticed, with
some alarm, that as he read each line, it completely disappeared; Miss
Lissie had written her story not only in invisible ink, but in invisible ink that
could not be read twice. He moved the page closer to the flickering candle
to make sure of this observation. He lifted other sheets to the flame. They
were blank. He sighed, shook his head, and read on.

“Now woman,” the letter continued, “by hook and by crook, and with
a strong memory of African Eden in her batteries, kept alive some feeling
for the other animals, though she was reduced usually to the caring and
feeding of one small house cat. Well, there she was, black, with her broom
and her cat, her hair like straw. Ever wonder why witches’ clothes are
always black, and their hair every which way?” Suwelo knew Miss Lissie,
in writing this, had laughed out loud.

“We never forgot it should be possible to communicate with anything
that had big enough eyes! So there we were, the dark women, muttering
familiarly to every mouse or cow or goat about the place. Their writers of
fairy tales would make much of this tendency. We were shoved into the
beds of men old enough to be our grandfathers, in countries where, unlike
in Africa, bathing was simply not done; on estates far from human beings of



any kind. The animals and our children were our world. Foolishly we
thought the animals and our children, at least, would not be taken from us.
But the Inquisitors, set in place to control us, declared ‘consorting’ with
animals a crime, punishable by being burned at the stake! And our children
fell into the hands of their fathers, their ‘masters,’ who traded them for
gold, as they traded flour and land and cloth.

“The Inquisitors claimed we were fucked and suckled by bulls and
goats and all manner of malformed animal creatures. For good measure,
they gave their devil—the black thing that represented the people they most
despised and wished to be perceived as separate from—sharp cloven hoofs
and pointed horns, a tail. They made it seem not only natural but also
righteous to kill, as brutally as possible, without any feeling but lustful self-
justification, any animal or dark creature that one saw.

“There was something about the relationship she had with animals and
with her children that deeply satisfied woman. It was of this that man was
jealous.

“The animals can remember; for, like sight, memory is renewed at
every birth. But our language they will never speak; not from lack of
intelligence, but from the different construction of their speaking apparatus.
In the world of man, someone must speak for them. And that is why, in a
nutshell, Suwelo, goddesses and witches exist.”



SOME MONTHS AFTER ARVEYDA came back from his travels with Zedé and
told Carlotta the heartrending story of her mother’s life, she noticed that the
red parrot-feather earrings had fallen apart; there were still wispy gold
threads that went through her ears, but these had fallen free of the feathers
themselves, which were bedraggled shreds that had to be smoothed flat with
an iron. Taking the red, tissue-thin blots of color with her one day, she
stopped at a shop in San Francisco where anything at all, depending on size
and flatness, could be encased in plastic. Within hours a necklace had been
made for her, and so, around her neck, enclosed in clear, hard plastic, she
began to wear the feathers. In her jewel box at home she continued to keep
the stones, until one day she realized they had spent their entire existence,
in the thousands of years before they came into her care, in the open air. She
took them out and casually placed them in their original formation—which
she now saw as a pyramid or triangle, or the women’s sign for peace—
beneath the arching overhang of a giant California live-oak tree in the San
Francisco arboretum. Beneath this tree she began, quite frequently, to eat
her lunch, do yoga stretches, run in place, and meditate and pray.

It was after she began wearing the new necklace that she started, for
the first time in years, to dream. In her very first dream she was a young
child in a cave with her mother, only this mother was not Zedé but someone
much larger and darker, and that mother was busily painting something on
the walls in bright colors. Carlotta, too, was encouraged to paint, and so she
painted the walls and herself. Her mother was dark bronze, with black wavy
hair that bushed to her waist, but now, behind her, looming up against the
very topmost reaches of the cave softly came her father, a giant of a man,
bearded and fierce. But no, he was smiling. He was darker even than her
mother, and his hair was dull. Then the three of them stood together in the
mouth of the cave, exactly as a small San Francisco family would stand in



their doorway peering out into a rainy day. Only now that they stood in the
light, Carlotta saw that if they were in a cave, it was not a natural one; the
sides of the entrance, where her fingers rested, were smooth as glass.
Looking up, she saw that the cave entry was indeed a door, and that the
lintel was made of smooth stone into which a strange beast with the head of
a very ugly, big-nosed and long-lipped person was magnificently and
scarily carved. But Carlotta felt no fear.



Part Three
“LIBERATING ZEDÉ AND CARLOTTA was the last act I did as Mary Ann
Haverstock,” the playwright Mary Jane Briden, after three decades of living
in Africa, would tell her American and African friends. “It was one of the
more exciting things I’d ever done, and I was lucid! My mind had been
clouded with drugs for such a long time that when I went back into the
jungle to get them, everything, every tree, every bush, every star, the sun,
seemed to me as if just created. As we tore through the bush, I was oohing
and aahing over every little fern bank, every little streamlet, the tiniest
points of light captured in the droplets of condensed dew on the leaves. I
was smiling the whole time. Admiring with each step my pretty pink boots,
so bright and flowerlike against the dark verdant tropical earth.

“It was easy to kill the dogs and steal into the compound of the school.
Easy to grab Zedé and Carlotta, easy to reach the coast and my boat the
Recuerdo. The voyage to San Francisco was smooth and beautiful. Zedé,
exhausted from excitement and the escape itself, slept as if she were dead. I
looked after Carlotta, who had grown into a fat little Buddha of a girl. The
crew and I had not anticipated the storm. We’d planned a much simpler
disappearing act. We would contact the Coast Guard and tell them the
Recuerdo had a broken mast. By the time they arrived, we would be long
gone on my other boat, which shadowed our journey the whole time. But
the storm did come, and after calling the Coast Guard, we made our escape,
never dreaming the Recuerdo, the most seaworthy of sloops, would capsize
and fling its occupants into the sea. But I had made sure Zedé and Carlotta
always wore their life vests on deck, and so I suppose that is what saved
them.



“I read the newspapers later, with the story of my sunken boat and the
two odd boat people hauled up out of the ocean and brought ashore. My
parents, I also read, flew out to meet them. This was in a second article,
after the newspapers discovered whose daughter it was who owned the
boat. And there was an enchanting picture of Mom and Dad holding hands
and walking back to their limousine. It made me sad to see them; they
seemed so old, and so lost. The papers had spared them nothing and raked
over my ‘youthfully misguided, race-mixing radic-lib escapades’ with
typical Hearstian reacto-conservative glee. Mom was still as frail as a
sparrow from years of starving herself so that she might appear a child’s
size next to Dad’s lumbering six feet four. I could never, once I understood
how love was made between men and women, bear to imagine them
making love, with him on top. I could feel how the breath would be crushed
out of her as her tiny rib cage supported his heavy abdomen, chest,
shoulders, and neck. Yet it wasn’t likely that she’d complain. This was all
she knew. Her own father had been huge and her mother even smaller and
frailer than she was. The family had liked to say, about my mother’s mother,
that she weighed maybe a hundred pounds, soaking wet. I had actually been
pointedly reminded of this fact, growing up, as I sat at the table refusing to
eat anything but buttery mashed potatoes with a side order of chocolate
milk.

“There was no reason for them to think me alive or to grieve over me
excessively. For months after I became old enough to inherit my own
money, I had made a quietly shocking spectacle of myself by giving it
away. They looked on grimly, disapproving. But really, I had so much; and
sometimes I was shaken to discover that there were weeks when, simply by
letting my investments alone, I earned more, sometimes as much as three
times more, than I had managed in the same period to give away. There was



a dreadful feeling of creeping ‘moneyism’; days when I felt for all the
world like a field or forest being overtaken by kudzu. I felt I would drown
in all my money, and the panic of that feeling only began to ease as I made
plans to give up forever being who I was.

“How can I say this so that it doesn’t seem totally awful? I was eager
to give up being who I was. I had already chosen a new name, ‘Rowena
Rollins,’ which, I was later to realize, I could only use comfortably on
paper. In establishing myself in Africa, I called myself ‘Mary Jane Briden,’
getting rid of ‘Ann,’ which I’d never liked, and ‘Haverstock,’ which
seemed just a pseudonym for cash, and adding a name that—now that I
consider it—had something of the possibility of marriage in it.
Prophetically, it would be in Africa that I would become, though only in
name, a bride. But I simply did not know how to get about in the world
without sufficient cash. This means I did not give away all my money, as
my parents thought I would, saying at various times to me that when I grew
old and penniless I would regret my ‘foolish’ behavior. I opened several
foreign bank accounts under my new name and under a few long numbers
and under a couple of other people’s names, all deceased. I kept enough to
live on, in other words, and to do whatever in the world I might modestly
choose, and I left the Recuerdo sinking decisively into oblivion, like my old
life, and went off in The Coming Age, the Recuerdo’s twin, except for a
small turquoise snake embroidered on her sails. After years of barely
conscious deliberation, this symbol had emerged as my personal emblem of
spiritual expression. The snake, which sheds its skin but is ever itself, and,
because of its knowledge of the secret places of the earth, free from the
threat of extinction, apparently uneradicable; and turquoise, a color of
cleansing of body and spirit, of the clarification of memories, and of
powerful healing.



“I remember how I felt as the storm subsided and the fog began to
clear. All that year I dressed in black jumpsuits, and as I sat in a deck chair
with my steaming cup of camomile tea and my pink lace-up boots propped
against the rail, I felt, for the first time that I could remember, not only
mentally lucid and well defined against the landscape of my universe, but
also actually vivid; in short, free.

“I did not really know where I was going, and so I returned to the past.
But the old past, not the one that I myself knew. I went to London and
tramped about in the parks and museums and libraries for quite some
months, listening intently, speaking when I could, until I’d developed
something of a British accent. I then took the train out to Hampstead and
the nursing home for the exceedingly rich and aged where she was. I
couldn’t decide, as I waited in the softly colored, restfully lighted lobby,
whether I should pass myself off as a journalist or a student; surely I’d need
some justification for my interest in Eleanora Burnham’s life. But I had not
reckoned on having been known to her in the past. The old past. The past of
before I was born or even thought of.

“‘Elly,’ she croaked at me immediately. ‘You’ve finally come back
home! And what did you bring me?’

“She was the oldest, frailest, most ethereal-looking human being I’d
ever seen, my great-aunt Eleanora. Her bright blue sunken eyes dominated
her thin, wrinkled face. Her sparse white hair hung in two lusterless pigtails
over her red, ethnically decorated nightdress. Daydress, too, I supposed, for
she had the look and, as I bent over her, the smell of someone who, though
clean, was never out of bed.

“But why should she call me ‘Elly,’ a diminutive of her own name?
“‘Elly Peacock!’ she exclaimed happily, smiling broadly and without a

tooth in her head. I sat on the edge of a chair beside the bed.



“The nurse winked at me. ‘She’s in and out of this world a great deal,’
she said, smiling. ‘Sometimes she thinks I’m her mother ... and,’ she said,
looking down at her short skirt, ‘dressed indecently.’

“I looked up at the blonde, plump, matronly woman. I thought she
looked a bit like me—a Slav or Russian or eighteenth-century English
country version.

“‘I think Elly must be this person,’ said the nurse, handing me an old
photograph in a spotted silver frame. Two young women, with light
upswept locks overflowing pins and clasps, and dressed identically in long
dark dresses with lace at throat and sleeves, looked out calmly over the
wheels of an old-fashioned bicycle built for two. ‘Eleanora and Eleandra’
was written in a spidery hand underneath. I immediately recognized myself
in Eleandra.

“‘She’s been here so long I think I know the whole family,’ said the
nurse. ‘Or’—she smiled—‘maybe I’m the one who’s been here so long.
Some days she can take me back as far as the eighteen hundreds, if I let her.
Eleandra was her twin.’

“I looked at my great-aunt, at the neatly made bed in which her wasted
frame made barely a ripple in the sheets, at the rows of old photographs on
the table by the bed, and at the bottles of pebbles, all sizes, colors, degrees
of roughness and smoothness set in among the photographs.

“‘She collected rocks,’ said the nurse, raising her eyebrows for
significance, ‘In Africa.’

“Eleanora, however, was not to be patronized, even in her condition;
she rolled her eyes at the woman. ‘Not only in Africa, you sow,’ she hissed
or, rather, frothed. ‘All over the bloody world I traveled collecting them.
You see, Elly, like you, I knew what was the real gold and silver. People
used to break into places where I stayed, because I was a wealthy woman,



but all they ever found were these. Once, a burglar emptied all the bottles
and apparently bit every single pebble!’ She chortled, but ended in a slight
fit of coughing.

“‘Well,’ said the nurse, ‘excuse me.’ She went off to the next room,
where I heard the querulous voice of her next patient greeting her at the
door.

“‘You must learn to love only that which cannot be stolen,’ the old
woman wheezed. ‘Why,’ she said, ‘I don’t know why I should tell you that;
after all, I learned it from you.’

“‘But how did you learn it from me?’
“She looked at me, visibly puzzled.
“‘I’m not Elly,’ I said gently. ‘I’m not your twin.’
“Eleanora brightened. ‘Of course you’re not my twin. That little twit.’

She sucked her gums as toothed people suck their teeth. Swak, was the
sound. The sound of irritation joined securely to dismissal.

‘Nobody would learn anything from Elly Burnham. Elly Burnham
never left home, and therefore couldn’t come back. Well, she did leave
home, but only to marry and then her home was just like the one she left.
Oh, what a crushing bore! But Elly Peacock, our aunt Elly Burnham
Peacock ... Do you know, when she deigned to come back to England,
which she did only because she needed treatment for the cancer that
eventually killed her, the papers simply said, “The Lady Peacock has
arrived.” And for the longest time I thought my aunt was a peacock. Once,
when I saw her, with my own two eyes, going by in a carriage with her
dress all peacockish greens and blacks and purples and blues and her
beautiful white face shaded by a tiny white parasol, I still thought perhaps
she was. We were never allowed to see her up close, of course. She was a
disgrace to England, and even more to the family. She had a liking for



Arabs, you see. She loved Arabs, horses, and the desert, in that order. Or
maybe she loved the desert, horses, and Arabs. I read all I could find about
her, and I couldn’t ever really tell. Then, too, she liked Africans.’

“When she stopped for breath, or wound down, as was the case—she
actually seemed to have stopped breathing—I flung out my phony
credentials: ‘I’m a student journalist writing a paper on ...’ I stopped. What
should it be on? The rich? The old and rich? The conditions in nursing
homes run for the old rich? I could see that things were pretty well run here.
Eleanora’s bed linens were undoubtedly her own, or at least bought by
someone who had a knowledge of linens. Her sheets were of that soft, rich
material that made sleep delicious, her coverlet of ancient handmade lace.
Her pillowcases were edged in lace also. And there was a large bouquet of
spring flowers practically bursting from the Baccarat vase next to her bed.
But of course she was rich enough to send fresh flowers to herself
perpetually.

“‘Africa!’ she muttered, coming out of the snooze her long speech had
induced. ‘I hated Africa. The heat, the bugs, the leeches, the niggers.’

“She looked at me from under scabby white brows, her thin lips, in
which the wrinkles had turned to furrows, poked out in resentment.

“Why is it, I wondered, that the racists in one’s own family always
come as such a surprise—and disappointment.

“‘Oh, Aunt!’ I said, without thinking, nonetheless claiming her as my
own. But she had fallen fast asleep.

“I had a really good look at her then and thought she resembled a very
old, a really, really old drooling and snoring baby girl.

“She had given her papers to a women’s college in Guildford, to which
the Burnhams had always been charitable, and on days when I did not go to
visit her, I visited them. Not only papers, but baskets and bowls and



sculptures and cloths as well. Indeed, there was, in one section of the
library, ‘the Eleanora Burnham Room.’ It was a replica of a large bedroom
and sitting room in an old colonial plantation house. There was her narrow,
maidenly bed, covered with mosquito netting, a rattan easy chair and sofa,
upholstered in faded blue paisley, her writing table, small and blue, beneath
a fake window. The books were by her, a half dozen or so of them anyway,
written while she lived in the tropics, and there were other old books:
adventures, romances, studies in geography and history, and the family
Bible, in which there was, among other family names, a listing of ‘Eleandra
Burnham, born on 29 May 1823.’ My great-aunt Eleanora’s twin, Eleandra,
named for this adventuring aunt, was listed several decades later, and had
not been like her at all, apparently. The walls of the room were lively with
beautifully fierce African masks and long beaded fly whisks. There were
also a couple of rat-eaten and sweat-stained ‘bwana’ hats.

“I was mainly interested in her diary, and to get at it I needed her
permission, or, rather, the permission of her guardian. I found out who this
was, a solicitor in London, and paid him a visit. Since he knew nothing of
the existence of the diary—‘You mean the old woman kept a diary?
Whatever for, do you suppose?’—he could not find a reason to keep me
from seeing it. I’d dressed carefully in a dowdy tweed suit and pulled my
hair back from my face. Glasses that caused me to squint completed my
outfit. This camouflage was probably not necessary, and yet I enjoyed it.

“And then, sitting in the rattan easy chair in ‘her’ room at the library,
with the fake African sun streaming through the window and the women’s
college of Guildford, as far as I was concerned, on some other continent,
instead of just outside the closed door (no one came, no one cared about
Eleanora Burnham, no matter how much money and what quantity of
‘artifacts’ she’d bequeathed the college in her will, and of which the college



had been informed, so naturally the administration had waited impatiently,
over the years, for her to die), sitting in the easy chair, with the one volume
at a time I was permitted to take, I made a startling discovery. Far from
hating Africa and the bugs, leeches, and niggers, as she’d claimed, Africa
had been the great love of my great-aunt’s life.

There is a little serpent here [she wrote in 1922] that is exactly the
colour of coral. It lives only in certain trees and comes out of its hole,
far up the tree, near dusk. It lives on tree spiders and bugs, and is
known to sing. The natives tell me that it sings. They claim they have
heard it sing millions of times, and act as if this is entirely ordinary.
Furthermore, they ask why I have not heard it and why it should be so
strange. Everything sings, they say.

But I do not. This, however, I cannot bear to tell them.
Well, today I at least saw the little creature. They had told me

which tree at the edge of my yard I should keep an eye on, and, sure
enough, today, just at dusk, down came this little coral fellow, sticking
out its tongue, slithering primly down the tree looking for dinner and
finding several plump hors d’oeuvre on the way. I watched it disappear
into the grass, and I felt that although the colour was as vivid as I had
been led by the natives to expect, I still could not believe it would sing.
I felt perhaps they were only teasing me.

Another entry:

I could not imagine living for a hundred years, yet the natives quite
often live that long. They say it is because everything they eat is alive.
The grain they eat is so alive that if they planted it instead of eating it,
it would come up. They eat fruit, grains, which they make into



porridge, and root crops. They eat a lot of boiled greens and okra, both
of which grow wild. They eat little or no meat, and when asked to
prepare thick slabs of it for me and my English or European guests,
they handle it as if it is offensive.



BUT HOW HAD HER great-aunt become interested enough in Africa to live
there?

Eleanora was now a hundred years old. Mary Jane wondered if this
pleased her. If it made her think of the old “natives” she had known. Such a
loaded word, “natives.” For people like her great-aunt, it had meant
savages. It was not a word Mary Jane could imagine her great-aunt using to
refer to herself, though she was a native of England.

Her great-aunt had been born in 1885, on March 23. She was an Aries,
which explained her impulsive, headstrong nature. She would be a person
who loved flying, for instance, long before anyone had any notion that
flying could possibly be safe. She had flown, rapturously, in the first planes
that went to Africa; Aries people were akin to birds. She would also follow
her instincts regarding other worlds, other peoples. But what had been the
pivotal experience of her great-aunt’s life? Mary Jane sat now, several days
a week, mostly watching her great-aunt sleep and thinking of that life, that
grand life of the English upper class during the years before the Great (as
they called it) War. Well, for one thing, they’d liked the word “great.” She
had gone on a tour of the “great” English country houses and been to
Morley Crofts, in Warwickshire, the old house of her ancestors. She had
trooped along over the checkered floors and gazed from the mullioned
windows, inset with Celtic designs in stained glass, which looked oddly
Egyptian. There was a profusion of coral-and-black serpents and jeweled
shepherd’s crooks. Morley Crofts covered many acres and resembled a
medieval castle more than it did a house. Vast gardens surrounded it, and as
she drifted about with the other tourists—who reminded her of rather
pathetic sheep, in their polyester suits and spanking (and pinching) new
tennis shoes, exclaiming with joy over each dovecote or gargoyle, each
primrose path or giant dahlia—she imagined Eleanora sitting here or there



among the garden statuary, reading a book or perhaps simply staring out
into space, far out into the future, into Mary Jane’s own time, and, with a
small smirk of amusement, watching.

Mary Jane’s own grandfather had left England penniless—cut off from
his father’s and grandfather’s wealth, amassed in Ireland on the broken
backs of the Irish—but with a sense of adventure and the desire to make his
own fortune. He had succeeded splendidly, eventually owning copper mines
in Missouri, petroleum fields in West Texas, and entire southern counties in
Alabama and Georgia planted in cotton picked by illiterate blacks he
probably never so much as glimpsed. His father and grandfather noted his
success, so like their own—for the grandfather lived on and on. Sometimes
Mary Jane thought she could almost remember him, but it was only the
stories she remembered: of his fierce avarice, his contempt for weaker
adversaries, his love of wealth for its own sake. The stories his children and
grandchildren told about him were as pointed as morality tales and could as
easily have been entitled “Lust,” “Avarice,” “Greed,” but unlike morality
tales, the message was never against these things. In any event, seeing this
success, his antecedents heartily embraced him as the true heir of their
avaricious genes and of course added much of their own vast resources,
after their deaths, to his.

By the time her own father was born, there was a need to pull in one’s
fangs a bit. So Mary Jane and her brother and sister were brought up to be
the kind of rich people who were as fundamental to the country’s stability
as the earth but as inconspicuous as a rug. Oh, the little patent leather
slippers and simple cashmere sweaters, the plain camel’s hair coats, smartly
hitting the back of the knee, the neat gray dresses, snug at the waist, loose
everywhere else, discreet hair ribbons, mostly black and, this being the
forties, sometimes plaid. And yet, when Mary Jane and her sister walked



down Fifth Avenue near the apartment her family kept there, she felt people
stared at them and knew instinctively they were rich. And laughed at their
careful squareness, and resented them.

When she left this life behind—the sleek blond hairdo that flipped up
at the ends like Doris Day’s or Dina Merrill’s, the tiny white pearl earrings,
the black velvet or plaid grosgrain bow at the back of her neck—and wore
paint-encrusted jeans and funky turtleneck sweaters, and her hair had
frizzed out (with the help of a ton of chemicals) into a fiery sunburst of
resistance, well over a decade before this became de rigeur for rich and
radical white kids in the sixties, she understood why it was that no matter
how simply she and her sister dressed, how inconspicuous they tried to
make themselves, they were always, in fact, giving themselves away. She
decided that they must have exuded a smell of quiet sufficiency, of absolute
security, so lacking in the worlds they did not inhabit. This was the smell of
the upper class.

One day, in Eleanora’s diary, Mary Jane saw the word “M’Sukta,”
scribbled over and over in the margins of a page. She liked the sound of it;
however, flipping through the rest of the diary she found no further
evidence of the word. On her next visit to her great-aunt she brought along
some of the photographs from the Eleanora Burnham collection for her to
identify. They were obviously old and rare, and not in the best condition,
and this was permitted only after the library received a stern call from the
London solicitor. Mary Jane’s statement to the librarian that the
photographs were meaningless without proper documentation—names and
dates, at least—had fallen on deaf, seemingly irritated ears.

The head librarian’s view was that all the photographs with white
people in them were documented; at least, all the white people were named.
Occasionally, too, a servant or hunting guide had a first name or nickname.



There was a “Chumby,” for instance, which hardly sounded African. But
the backs of dozens of photographs of Africans without white people in
them remained blank. Their faces, as thoughtful and moving as the
photographs of American Indians taken by Edward Curtis in the nineteen-
hundreds, deeply touched something in Mary Jane. Almost without
exception the Africans were interestingly, often spectacularly, dressed, and
this especially surprised and pleased her. The women’s hairstyles, with their
interwoven cowrie shells and feathers, were fabulous and made them look,
at the same time, serene, regal, and wild. And the cloth of which their robes
were made! In a museum near their apartment in New York, Mary Jane had
seen Kente cloth, but she’d seen it in strips and as decoration around a
sleeve or hem. In these photographs she saw an even more incredible cloth,
stripped, like Kente, but glistening as if shot through with golden thread. In
these photographs she saw Africans whose eyes, skin, clothes shone. With
richness and intelligence and health. Finally, it was the shine of health that
captivated Mary Jane, for she realized that so degraded had Africa become
in the mind of the world that a healthy African, like the ones she saw in the
photographs, was practically unimaginable. These were people she assumed
her great-aunt had known, for without exception the eyes that looked back
at the camera were kindly, acknowledging a special bond. But if they were
people she had known, Eleanora could no longer speak of them. She gazed
at the pictures Mary Jane held up to her, one by one, through a magnifying
glass, and the tears spilled over her red and swollen lower lids. It was only
at the last picture, not a photograph like the rest, but a painting, of the one
broken face among the lot, an African woman wearing the beautiful robes
of her tribe but painted against a gray stone interior of what might have
been a cathedral, that Eleanora was able to utter a word. And the word she
uttered, a sob really, was “M’Sukta.”



The sulky head librarian, quite without knowing it, solved the problem.
“All of these pictures,” she said to Mary Jane, as she was turning them

in, “were taken by Lady Eleandra Burnham Peacock. I don’t suppose you
know anything about her. All her personal effects were willed to her niece,
Lady Burnham. This explains why they are amongst Lady Burnham’s
collection.” She actually sniffed when she came to the end of the second
sentence. Taking the photographs with one hand, she flung down a small
book with the other. “Here’s something you might find interesting,” she
said.

When Mary Jane reached for it, however, the librarian put the carmine-
colored tips of her newsprint-smudged fingers on it.

“You have to sign for it,” she said, with the hateful petulance of
bureaucrats everywhere.

This journal had a faded red velvet binding and a green, very faded,
satin-ribbon marker. Its leaves were yellowed and water-stained, and many
words, in the cramped, even script of a young woman writing by flashlight
under the bedcovers, difficult to decipher. It had, however, belonged to the
first—as far as Mary Jane knew—Eleandra, and she opened it with a
rapidly beating heart.

I was just out walking with my cousin T., who makes me laugh so
much I wish we were not cousins. His large green eyes sparkle so in
his ruddy face, and his lips are as finely chiselled as a Roman statue’s.
I tease him all the time about my wanting to marry him. It is a joke, of
course. I have been avoiding marriage for many years now. T. knows I
want to paint, just as I know he has no interest in females. In all the
family only we two seem odd. The rest are adept at fitting in, of being
perfectly capable of tolerating, even condoning, and, dare I say it, of
elevating to an exalted state the condition of boredom. How T. and I



blushed with pleasure last night at the ballet, a savage, wild thing that
shocked Mother so much Father had to pretend to be shocked as well,
when all it was was a history, in dance, of our early ancestors, still
heavily influenced by the dark peoples of these Isles who preceded
them, alive, as all of them no doubt were before the Gauls and Romans
descended upon them. Where are they now, the Indians of Britain? The
ballet began with the predictable maiden with berry boughs on her
head, and, yes, she was certainly singing, but soon her song melted her
into the darker ages, or, rather, melted the audience right to the verge
of that time when moderns and ancients faced each other squarely in
the final act of saying goodbye. There was appreciation of the old.
That is what the dance symbolized. It did not matter that the young
virgin was required to dance herself out of existence; the modern
world recognized what it was losing. It was this dance, done by a
single young woman clad in exceedingly skimpy garb, that mother
objected to. T. and I liked it. The tilt of the maiden’s russet head, the
sway of her ivory thighs, massive as beams, the rounded belly quite
white and firm. I held his hand tightly in both of mine and I am sure
my eyes were beads of light.

My mother rose from her seat, stately as ever, and swung slowly
up the aisle, the moiré bow at the back of her waist looking like a huge
butterfly. My father followed, discreetly coughing, looking back
furtively at the stage once or twice. I was horrified they were going to
stop for me, and if T. had not been with me, I am sure they would
have. He and I made ourselves very still and prim and proper, and
hoped none of our huge enjoyment showed in our eyes or in the
tension of our bodies. But oh, the excitement, to see the dancing of our
history, by Italians, and so tumultuously and so passionately. One was



tempted to the conclusion that our early folk history was probably also
their own. I mean the same bonfires and dances to spring and the
sprouting of grape leaves and corn!

It is thanks to T. that I go anywhere interesting. All summer long
shut up at Morley Crofts! But then come the winters, and London in
winter!

Yesterday I had an eerie experience of winter, unlike anything I
have ever known before, and once again it was a gift—though an
unsettling one, to be sure—from my cousin, my darling cousin T. It
was snowing and nearly as dark within as without, and gloomy, since
no one ever comes to see us, it seems, any longer. But Mother says this
is not true. She says it is I who refuse to see people—especially those
with expectant young marriageable males in tow—who come to visit
us. Well, I have tried every way I know how to explain that I will not
be married; if they are sick of having me about, they will simply have
to think up some alternative for me. If I were to marry I feel sure I
should slit my throat, or his, within a fortnight. But why, Eleandra? my
parents lament. Why? It is all they ask. And I do not know why, except
there must be more to life than opulence and material ease, more than
servants and fat horses and fatter men ogling other men’s daughters
and fat wives. I cannot—oh, but what is the point of raving? They shall
drug me and marry me off to a rich Turk, no doubt, before it is done.
No danger there, says T., confidently. He thinks it will probably be a
rich Greek, someone in shipping, to be precise. These are the wealthy
foreigners my father knows. He has sensibly given up on finding a
husband for me among the English. Sometimes, indeed, they do come
to dinner, these Greeks, dark-haired and dark-eyed, warmer than any
men in England; that, at least, is in their favour. Still, I would rather



slip out the door with T... . He will not let me call him “Theodore”; too
bloody religious boring! he cries.

But I was about to write of our outing to the Museum of Natural
History. T. had come for me. We have to make up all kinds of lies
about where we are going, yet wherever we go is entirely innocent, at
least while it is still daylight. And it was daylight today. At night, it is
true, we have been known to visit certain “houses” of ill fame, but this
is because T. and I have insisted on seizing an education, a sexual
education, wherever it can be found. He has had clothes—trousers and
overcoat similar to his own—made for me, and I push my worrisomely
long hair under any one of several capacious hats, and we are off. For,
as T. says so well, how am I to be a great painter if I never see
anything? And, with T. beside me, sometimes I feel I must have seen it
all: men and women, men and men (T.’s eyes light up!), women and
women (interesting), everyone with animals, vegetables, and fruits. We
never “buy,” exactly. We pay to look, to study, to contemplate. I am
fascinated by the women’s eyes, their bold, aggressive stares, their
businesslike appraisal. They go through the motions professionally,
rolling and tumbling like so many slow-motion acrobats, some great
beast of a man poling them from the side, the front, or behind—and
they are apt to be looking over at the next man coming up and
calculating whether they or the next woman will have him. No doubt
the calculation involves how much money there will be for Johnny’s
shoes and Susie’s milk. Sometimes the women are pregnant, hugely
pregnant, and there are grown men, sometimes grey-headed, bearded,
grandfatherly men, who pay to suck them. This can all, for a price, be
viewed. I must say it is this sucking that the women most seem to



enjoy and their enjoyment of it in turn stirs me, and, I hazard to guess,
even T.

But I was trying to get to the event of today, at the Museum of
Natural History. Well, when we got there it was quite late, and so,
nearly dark; the flickering interior lights seemed feeble enough, in any
event. T. took me round the fossil cases and past the humanoid
drawings (as I always call them) of mankind on his wearisome way up
the evolutionary spiral. This was not my first time at the museum, and
as usual I had to be pried away from the collection of wondrous new
goods—ancient feather cloaks, called, if I remember correctly, moas,
after the bird for which they are named; enormous carved greenstones
that glistened like jade; monstrously beautiful, brilliantly painted
canoes—from recently explored, conquered, and apparently quite
ravaged New Zealand. There were pictures of lush, grinning
Polynesian women and stalwart unsmiling men. “Come on,” said T. “If
you like this lot, you’ll love what’s next.” I followed him down halls
and up stairs until we came to a part of the museum I had never seen
before. “Close your eyes,” he said as he slowly opened the door.

When I opened my eyes, I saw that T. had propelled me into a
medium-sized room (most rooms at the museum are huge), with
windows that were very high up, and there was a strange smell. At first
it looked like a replica of part of an African village. There were three
huts, facing each other, as they always do to make one living space (I
read this in a book), but somewhat askew, angled away from each
other slightly, I suppose one would say, obliquely, for privacy. Then
there was a granary and part of a wall made of mud, as was everything
else. This wall surrounded the compound except where it was
deliberately cut away to give the viewer clearer access to the activity



of the “village.” Glancing overhead, I noted that the museum, in its
intent to assure verisimilitude had even painted a blue sky. “Come,”
said T., pulling me closer to the little dwellings, for I had stopped short
on entering the room and for some reason was abnormally frightened
to hear the heavy wooden door clunk shut behind me. It gave me
gooseflesh. Suddenly I felt a little afraid of T. Weren’t buggers
dangerous, after all? But he was smiling, with an odd, strained
bonhomie that seemed put on for someone else’s benefit; I had
certainly never seen such a grimace on his handsome face before.
There were colours on these huts and designs such as I had never seen
before, except in paintings from the American West. The most
abstract, totally stylized shapes and figures in vivid yellows and
oranges and tans, with black and white jumping out to meet the eye
with the vibrancy of zebra skin. It was so completely what one was not
used to that it was hard to take it in. In the same way one takes in a
painting, say, by an English or European artist, no matter how odd. It
was as if the reference point was missing; I could not grasp either the
feeling tones of the work or the meaning. It seemed natural, somehow,
to begin thinking of all that was “wrong” with it. T. laughed at my
expression, which was, I am sure, a vexed frown. “Just enjoy it!” he
said. And I moved closer, still vaguely bothered by the smell. It was
not that it was unpleasant. No, there was something almost familiar
about it. I felt I had smelled it before though decidedly not in the
streets or flats or great houses of London and not, for certain, at
Morley Crofts. And then it seemed to me perhaps I had smelled it in a
dream, for the whole room now had an aspect of dream—the bright
blue sky above, as if lighted by the sun, the cosy little huts. I plopped
myself down on one of the mud “porches” that extended from the wall.



“Careful,” said T., “the mud’s dusty.” Sure enough, when I got up my
skirt was covered with fine dust. T. brushed me off. He was still
smiling that savagely benign smile that looked so odd. My eye,
though, was attracted to the gorgeous strips of woven cloth hanging on
pegs by the door of one of the huts. There was a figure, its back to us,
very lifelike, that one could barely make out, sitting on the floor near
the doorway inside the hut, apparently spinning.

“Do you know what?” I said to T. “This is so much more civilized
than what some other countries do. I just read an article in the Times—
maybe you saw it too?—about the Germans—or was it the Belgians?
—anyhow the people who are settling South America, and they
brought back two of everything they’ve discovered so far: fish,
leopards, birds. They even brought back a pair of Indians. People
turned out in droves to see them. But the poor things shivered and
shook—they were just children—the whole time, and when winter set
in, poof, they died.”

At that moment, I happened to glance up at T., but he was looking
into the door of the hut where the figure was spinning. But the figure
was not spinning any longer. She was standing in the doorway!

M’Sukta was little, about four feet ten, slender as a reed, and
blacker than anyone I had ever seen. She seemed ageless—a very
young child, an adolescent, or an old woman carefully preserved. She
was dressed exquisitely in cloth made from hundreds of the strips that
decorated the pegs by the door of the hut, which I now saw copied
many of the colours, motifs, and symbols that covered the mud walls.
Her hair was in dozens of mid-back-length plaits; on the end of each
one was a bit of seashell. Her small feet were encased in colourfully
beaded slippers of soft leather. She came towards us holding her



spindle and carrying a large basket of cotton from which she was
making thread.

She barely acknowledged us. No. She did not acknowledge us.
She just seemed to know we were there, and that was her cue to come
out, sit before us in her splendid garb, which obviously she had made
herself, and begin a demonstration of this aspect of her village’s way
of life. I looked about for other members of the tribe to emerge, but
none did.

It would not even have required a feather to knock me down.
“The museum lets her live here,” said T., still smiling fixedly at

the woman. I had never noticed before how shallow he was, always
willing to skim about on the surface of things. The woman gave no
indication that she heard or saw or cared about our presence. But there
was an increase, barely perceptible, in the smell. It was, I realized, the
smell of fear. This tiny, childlike creature was afraid of us! Of me! I
felt myself immediately brought into focus. Animals in zoos were
afraid of me as simply another human being come to stare at them, but
this was different, somehow. If she was afraid of me, then it was
definitely my whole existence that was “wrong,” and not the
screaming colours of her clothing or her house.

“What do you mean, they let her live here? Where does she come
from?” At this question T.’s expression said: A woman so black, where
would she come from? “But where does she really live?” I was frantic
for an answer now, feeling my whole being, further back than I could
remember, involved. My reaction was perhaps unique to me. Was it, I
wondered. If so, this made me feel more afraid. I mean, where was this
woman’s world? That she should end up like this, on view to us. Black
people, though not unheard of in the streets of London are nonetheless



rare. There are a very few men that one glimpses from time to time and
no women. Or maybe, I thought now, they live in a part of London, a
kind of underworld, that I have never seen. Even in the brothels there
are not ever any really black people, not chocolaty black and exquisite,
like this woman. Only Indians and the occasional swarthy Arab,
looking ashamed of himself.

T. was smiling. “She’s lived here ten years,” he said, through his
teeth. And I noticed how straight and clean and polished they were.
They glistened like pearls against his red lips. They made me think of
T.’s love of food, and of him eating, eating rather than talking if any
subject arose at dinner that made him uncomfortable. There were many
such subjects. In another few years, I thought, T. will be quite fat. The
fat of silence, the fat of silence, the fat of ... I could not stop thinking
this, even as I strained to hear what T. was saying.

“At first she was installed on the main floor, but after a year or so
she had a breakdown of sorts. The young boy who was with her died.
Maybe it was the cold,” he said, looking up at the bright “warm”
ceiling. “These old buildings are draughty and damp, really only made
for ghosts. Anyway, after the boy’s death, which some people ascribed
to one or the other of them, she went inside herself to such a degree
that everyone assumed she would be next. They watched her round the
clock, just as though she were a sick elephant. But when they gave her
some privacy—she and the boy had been on view in the main hall
downstairs every day except Thursdays, when the museum was closed,
and of course at night—she recovered.”

“She has never tried to escape?” I asked T., looking at the meek
creature bent over her spindle, her little black fingers, on one of which
she had placed a tiny, many-coloured cotton-thread ring, fairly flying.



It was a simple wooden spindle she was using, like the ones the older
shepherds’ wives still use in the country near Morley Crofts. There
were looms of different sizes—one of them a tiny handloom on which
she made the colourful inch-wide strips—propped against the wall
near where she worked.

T. seemed surprised by my question. “But where would she go?”
he said. “As I understand it, the tribe she comes from in Africa is no
more. Intertribal warfare, slave raiding, that sort of thing. She’s the last
of her people.” There was a hint of disgust in his voice for “that sort of
thing.” I welcomed it eagerly. After all, I love T. “Besides,” he
continued, killing this feeling entirely, “you know women like to stay
at home. Here she has everything she needs, her houses, her granary—
there’s even grain in it—her household duties, just as she’d have back
in the jungle. She’s remarkably talented, as you can see. She makes her
own clothes, and things to sell, too, you’ll be happy to know.” He
looked at me and reached for a strip of woven cloth hanging on one of
the pegs. The woman’s eyes flickered when he took the strip, but that
was her only reaction. He tied it about my hair, making a headband
like American Indians wear. He placed a shilling in a dish I had not
noticed before. I liked the strip, I kept it on. I bowed stiffly in the
woman’s direction. But the thing was covered with the smell. I would
have to wash it over and over again.

Scribbled in the margin at a much later date—the ink was darker and a
different color from the rest of the writing on the page; also, the writing was
larger and written with a firmer hand—were these words, in which Mary
Jane detected a hint of what, for all she knew, was her great-great aunt’s
legendary sense of humor: “And that is how I met M’Sukta, the little
woman who carried me to Africa!”



TWICE A WEEK NOW Mary Jane eagerly took the train to Guildford. She
began to feel like a fixture in the Eleanora Burnham Room. The diary
continued, and she read somewhat breathlessly.

M’Sukta’s industry in the solitude of captivity impressed me
strongly. Suddenly I felt terribly unaccomplished. As shallow as
Theodore. As superficial. As decadent. I was, after all, in my mid-
twenties, almost too old for marriage, even if it were forced upon me.
The middle-aged Greek merchants who came to our London house for
dinner no longer stared, in feigned enchantment, at me. They rushed
away after eating, with prettier and much younger young things on
their minds. This was a relief. Though now the spectre of some sort of
nunnery was raised. My mother reminded me frequently that in her
time this would already have been tried—my tenure in a nunnery, that
is.

I avoided confrontations with my parents as best I could by
spending time with my old tutors. I had been educated at home always
—by governesses, tutors, hired hands, who eventually became, I had
thought, almost friends. I looked now at how they lived in the world.
Their small flats, their meatless dinners, their threadbare cloaks. Their
sense of duty, purpose, expertise. For they had something, these poor
people who were so often viewed by my family as being a step above
the family dog and a step beneath the cook. And then again, how
valuable could what they had be if its sole destination was the
instruction of someone like me?

I had never noticed their singular evasiveness. “How am I to
live?” I queried one of them. “What has your instruction prepared me
for?”



She looked at me in surprise. I read discomfiture in her face. She
was pale as a potato. And as quiet.

“Why, miss,” she may as well have said aloud, “we’ve prepared
you to be a lady.”

A lady.
Apparently Theodore and I alone in all the world thought every

lady everywhere ought to be shot.
I do not know exactly why we felt this, and it was not by any

means a constant feeling. But there was something so artificial about
ladyness, something so separate from others and from the world. The
ladies one saw seemed to be trapped in their long skirts. They tripped
ahead on the pavement in their tight shoes, their large feathered hats
floating above them. And they looked at themselves in shop windows
and admired themselves. It was too much! I realized I had a hatred of
women—of ladies, rather—that was almost overpowering. And I felt it
especially when I had to take off the overcoat, trousers, and shirt
bought by T., in which I felt so at ease, and could actually see my own
feet, and put on the garb of ladies, which made me feel like a dog
bound by an all-too-visible chain.

“You know history,” my tutor stuttered, “you know geography,
you know science, literature, and languages. You are quite the best-
educated young woman in London,” she went so far as to dare say.
“There’s precious little you couldn’t do if you put your mind to it.”

I did know all those things, yet none of them worked when I
visited M’Sukta, which I began to do, regularly, after that first visit
with T. The history I knew was not hers, the geography I knew placed
an elephant herd where her village had been, the science I knew did
not teach me how to make dyes and medicines and the other things



M’Sukta could do; the literature I read talked about savages and
blackamoors, and that was when it was being polite. The languages I
knew failed me entirely when I stood before her. ME TAO ACHE DAKEN

SOMO TUK DE. This was etched in the wall of the compound as it
approached the granary door. I puzzled over it each time I came. Was it
Latin? Was it Greek? T. once said laughingly that, as I strained to
decipher it, I looked quite pixilated. Then he showed me the brochure
in which it was translated. It was an ancient saying of M’Sukta’s
people, a people always under siege for one reason or another: THEY

CANNOT KILL US, BECAUSE WITHOUT US THEY DIE. Hardly what one would
expect from the primitive philosophy of “The Savage in the Stacks,” as
a local paper referred to M’Sukta, assuming, ignorantly, that a museum
is a library. Now I had a new quandary: What kind of people would
have this thought as a life guide? The more I pondered it, the more of a
riddle it became.

Now the effects on the diary of years of humidity, moths, existence in the
bottoms of trunks and traveling cases in distant countries began, abruptly, to
show. There were whole pages impossible to read because of faded ink;
some sections were literally eaten away. Mary Jane tried to subdue her
frustration by remembering that she hadn’t even known there was a diary by
Eleandra; she hadn’t known Eleandra existed. She made herself thankful for
the snippets of the diary she could read.

“Only my painting tutor [something, something, something—this
was faded] showed outright impatience with me. I had always thought
him rather sullen, and an indifferent painter. I was lamenting that I had
no freedom, as a woman, to paint. I could not go to Italy, for instance,
as he had done, and he was poor! “Don’t pity yourself, please,” he said



acidly. “I can go to Italy by working every single day with people like
you” (here, he bowed!), “saving all my earnings, living on rusks. I can
stay two months, I can paint what I like, in two months. You are a
woman, but you are rich. People may laugh but they will not harm you
if you paint. You can paint all day. You can paint for months, even
years, on end. Anything you like. And ...” (he softened not at all, but
appeared to look at me with an even deeper disgust) “you have some
talent.”

“But what good thing have I done?” I asked. I painted because I
loved it, not because I had any dream of being good. He reminded me
of a little thing I had done that, in truth, puzzled me even as I did it. It
was a still life—all my paintings were—called “Tombstone and Fruit.”
A grave, a stone, fruit covering the mound like flowers. I had no idea
where the image came from. I told him this.

“It came from you. From you, trying to tell yourself something.” I
had studied with this man, middle-aged and not unattractive, I now
saw, for three years. I had never really noticed him. His jaundiced skin,
his white, white hands and muscular wrists. The look in his eyes. He
had worked for my family, for me, while his own dreams of growth
and development as an artist faded. Two months in Italy! I knew they
were, in reality, his life. This, then, was the power people like us had.
The power to enslave others and to frustrate their dreams. And I had
never even taken my painting seriously, whilst his life—living on
rusks, he said—bled slowly away.

Another tattered page:

“Those words are all that kept me going,” said M’Sukta years
later, when we could, haltingly, converse. “They were truly my



ancestors’ gift to me. Not even song meant as much to me—and I used
to sing all the time just to hear my own language—or knowing how to
weave the tribal cloth, the magic of which is that as long as it is
woven, the tribe exists; as long as you know how to weave it, so do
you. These words never bored me (‘made my head heavy as rice grains
in a gourd’) all the years I lived in the museum (‘granary for humans’).
Those words called me back when sickness and sadness (‘heaviness of
centre chest’) threatened to carry me away (‘eat down my soul’). It is a
miracle (‘the end of rainbow’) that they should have been there at all,
etched in the mud wall beside the granary door; for our people did not
read or write; instead they placed their trust (‘open chest, sun shining’)
and their history (‘kisses and kicks to the ancestors’) in the memory
(‘head granary’) of human beings (‘those alone on the earth who think
of what is just’—just, ‘two hands holding equal amounts of grain’).
They believed that all that has ever happened is stored as memories
within the human mind, or in the head granary of those who alone on
earth think of what is just. The life of my people is to remember
forever; each head granary is full. The life of your people is to forget;
your thing granaries (‘museums’), and not yourselves, are full. I can
tell you truthfully (‘eyes steady, heart calm’) that meeting your people
was a terrible shock (‘small children running away’). Your people are
most afraid of what you have been; you have no faith that you were as
good as or better than what you are now. This is not our way (‘path’).
Not only were we as good in the beginning as we are now, but we are
the same (‘two grains of sand, identical’).”

When she said this, I thought of that night long ago in London,
when I sat watching the ballet with T., the scandalous one from which
Mother and Father withdrew. I had thought I had merely been titillated



by the “savage” dissonance of the music, the thunderous, herdlike
cacophony of the dance, which was certainly not the ballet, not the
formal, precise, unnatural movements that one was used to. I thought I
was responding to the bizarre clothing. Skimpiness on the one hand,
outrageous costumes and colours on the other. So barbaric, so savage.
But perhaps T. and I were both responding to our first glimpse of
ourselves before we, and all Britain, all Europe, became pressed into
the forms created for us by civilization. Perhaps the maiden dancing
herself to death in her “marriage” to the sun struck some deep chord in
us. Perhaps she was expressing a feeling for nature that English people
subsequently only expressed politely, with restraint, in their gardens
and in their insistence on large parks.

Where had the passion of praise gone, then, among my own
people? It certainly was not in the church, neither the Catholic nor the
Church of England. The Roman conquerors seemed to have rid us of
it, and yet, I thought, in the passionate dance of the young virginal
maiden one could glimpse part of the truth of who we English people
were. There was our passion and our savagery before it became tamed.
But it had not really become tame, only repressed—and the worship of
nature turned into its opposite, and the end result was wilderness
ravaged and despoiled, and people in chains, and a little black woman
shut up in a museum beneath a fake sky.

It was Sir Henley Rowanbotham who had had the words M’Sukta
lived by carved into the mud wall beside the granary. He was a
commander in the British army sent to administer to the needs of the
Royal Colonial Exploitation Company, Ltd. The men under his charge
assured safe passage throughout Africa to those explorers and
entrepreneurs from England who boasted, if they lived long enough—



for there were such things as fevers, quicksand, and mambas—of
making quick fortunes in Africa, buying and selling among the natives,
claiming huge tracts of land and all the minerals and diamonds and
whatnot they might contain. The slave trade had not yet ended, though
it was on its last legs, at least as far as the West was concerned, and
there was still money to be made. Rowanbotham had been deeply
influenced by the adventures of Sir Richard Burton, another army man,
whom he accepted as his personal guide re: things native. Like Burton,
he was once thought to be deeply in love with a native woman—
African, not Persian—and like Burton, he, in other ways, immersed
himself in native life and native affairs. He was, again like Burton,
adept at learning languages and was genuinely fascinated by them, and
whiled away the long damp tropical evenings of the rainy season
ensconced at a window table in the Royal Colonial Club, working up a
native alphabet.

It was from his notes that I began to gather an understanding of
M’Sukta’s people and their history, besides the things I learned from
her. M’Sukta’s tribe, the Balawyua, or the Ababa, colloquially, had
been, since time immemorial, a matriarchy. Rowanbotham, brought up
in East London by a mother and three older sisters who adored him
beyond reason, had a special affinity for matriarchies. It was he who,
when all her tribe was sold into slavery or killed, rescued M’Sukta and
made provision for the Museum of Natural History to shelter her; and
because she alone could pass on the history of her people’s ancient
way of life, and because, except for her and the young boy who came
with her, there was no one who understood her language,
Rowanbotham had dubbed her “the African Rosetta stone.”



Here there was the most maddening evidence of the work of tiny, tiny teeth.
Moths had chewed away the rest of the page; indeed the rest of the diary
now began to fill the air around Mary Jane’s chair in the form of a cloud of
dust. It made her sneeze. That was it, then. All she was likely to know of
Eleandra Burnham Peacock, at least from her own pen.

But surely one mark of moral progress and spiritual maturity is the
ability to be grateful for half a gift? Mary Jane kept this thought firmly in
mind later that week as she stood over the empty bed of her great-aunt
Eleanora. She had died while Mary Jane was sitting in “her room” at the
library, going through her things.

There were only Mary Jane and the librarian, the chancellor of the
college, her nurse, and the London solicitor at the funeral. There was a
longish obituary, mainly about her years in Africa—her writing was
dismissed in half a line—but also about her similarity to an earlier Lady
Burnham, the Lady Eleandra Burnham Peacock.

That name brought to the obituary writer’s mind the names of two
other Englishwomen, “outrageous in their day” who’d “gone native” in the
grand anti–Victorian England style: Lady Hester Stanhope and the
fascinating and stunningly beautiful Lady Jane Digby El-Mezrab. The most
memorably distinctive thing about the latter’s life was, apparently, that not
only had she left England and settled in Arabia, but she had wed an Arab.

The day after Lady Burnham’s funeral, it was reported that she had left
the bulk of her estate to an American great-niece, Mary Ann Haverstock,
who was, unfortunately, also deceased. She was described as having been “a
political radical with a fondness for blacks, and a mental psychotic with a
fondness for drugs.” Relieved that this misfit was no more, the obituary
writer rushed on with the information that Lady Burnham’s estate would go
to fund an anthropological group of which she had been fond, in Africa.



Obituary writers were funnier in England than in America, Mary Jane
thought. But how had Eleanora even known she existed? Perhaps during the
times she was involved in scandal in the United States, her aunt had got
wind of her, and found something—news of Mary Jane’s blackened bare
feet, her uncombed locks, her hanging out with colored lumpen—to
applaud.

Back at the library for the last time, she discovered on the shelves
double sets of Eleanora’s five volumes, their leaves uncut. She took a set,
slipped the books into her capacious shoulder bag, and smiled her way past
the recently somewhat thawed librarian. Mary Jane knew she was off to
Africa, and was thinking of the two Eleandras, one so eager for experience
in life, one married off meekly into oblivion; seven decades had failed to
dull her twin’s contempt for her. She also thought of Eleanora, whose
books, she hoped, would reveal her to Mary Jane, as the diary of Eleandra,
“the Lady Peacock,” had, in a major way, revealed Mary Jane to herself.

She stopped at an artists’ supply shop on her way to the dock—her
ship sailed at midnight—and bought enough brushes, turpentine, and paints
to last for a year.



Part Four



He—for there could be no doubt of his sex, though the fashion of the
time did something to disguise it—was in the act of slicing at the head
of a Moor which swung from the rafters. It was the colour of an old
football, and more or less the shape of one, save for the sunken cheeks
and a strand or two of coarse, dry hair, like the hair on a cocoanut.
Orlando’s father, or perhaps his grandfather, had struck it from the
shoulders of a vast Pagan who had started up under the moon in the
barbarian fields of Africa; and now it swung, gently, perpetually, in the
breeze which never ceased blowing through the attic rooms of the
gigantic house of the lord who had slain him.

—Virginia Woolf, Orlando

Keep in mind always the present you are constructing. It should be the
future you want.

—Ola



“CARLOTTA HAD NO SUBSTANCE,” Suwelo had said to Miss Lissie’s back. This
was before he had sold Uncle Rafe’s house and returned to San Francisco. It
was a Sunday in November, and Baltimore was beginning to have an early-
morning chilliness that reminded him of Northern California. He’d sat
perched on a stool beside the little chopping table in the kitchen, intently
cleaning a pile of boiled Maryland crabs. Mr. Hal was at a counter chopping
bell peppers and onions and weeping from the onion fumes, and Miss Lissie
was attentively stirring a slowly darkening roux, which sent off a buttery,
burning-bread smell that Suwelo didn’t know if he liked. He couldn’t quite
see how a base of burned flour might taste good in a stew.

“You live in San Francisco, with all that seafood, and never had
gumbo?” Mr. Hal was incredulous.

Suwelo had invited them for the weekend. Deep in his heart he was
probably pretending they were his parents, but he didn’t mind. They’d
showed up first thing that morning in Mr. Hal’s truck and hauled in a half-
dozen bags of stuff: tomatoes, peppers, onions, okra and filé, a couple of
chickens, slabs of bacon and beef, a hunk of pork, long tubes of dark,
savory-smelling sausage, crabs almost overrunning a basket, a colorfully
stenciled croker sack of rice, and jugs of ready-made lemonade and iced
tea.

As soon as they started turning about in the kitchen, opening drawers,
sharpening knives, complaining that “that devilish” salt shaker had never
worked, Suwelo knew they belonged there. Miss Lissie kicked off her shoes
and padded about in bare feet, and Mr. Hal made himself comfortable by
unbuttoning the front of his short-sleeved white shirt to reveal a peach-
colored T-shirt, which said, across the front, “Ecstasy Is Forever.” His hair
was whiter and longer than when Suwelo first met him, and with his soft



brown eyes, his courtly manner, even in the kitchen, he resembled a
comfortable, gentle, and altogether happy George Washington Carver.

“What I mean about her having no substance is that she was all image.
She was all image when I first saw her, all image when I met her, and all
image ...”

“After you went to bed with her,” said Miss Lissie, completing the
thought for him. “Give me the crab shells you’ve finished with. I need to
boil them down for stock.” Suwelo passed them over.

From time to time he had told them small stories from his life; though
they never asked. He felt he knew them more intimately than he knew his
own parents—who had been killed in a car wreck, the result of one of his
father’s drunken rages, when Suwelo was in college—and that not to
attempt to share his life with them made him feel like a thief. Besides, he
needed some help with Fanny.

“When Fanny came back from Africa that first time,” said Suwelo,
“we knew it wasn’t going to work, us being married when she really didn’t
want to be. She hated it. She hated the institution of marriage. She said the
ring people wore on their fingers symbolizing marriage was obviously a
remnant of a chain. She didn’t hate me. That much, at least, I was beginning
to see. For one thing, when she came back from Africa, where she’d been
for six months—the only time in her life she was able to be with both her
mother and her father—her love for me was unmistakable. We fell on each
other in an orgy of reconciliation that lasted for weeks. And this was only
possible because when I picked her up at the airport I told her straight out
that I loved her and that getting a divorce was just fine with me.”

“Umm hmm ... ” said Miss Lissie. She turned the pan so Suwelo could
see the dark caramel color of the roux. Mr. Hal crossed the kitchen, his
hands full of chopped onions and peppers, which he dropped into the pot.



There was a searing, sizzling sound, and Miss Lissie said, “Oh, shit, the
okra should have gone in first. But what the hell,” she added. “The making
of gumbo is like the making of the best music, an improvisational art.” She
poured herself a glass of wine and sipped as she stirred.

“We also knew,” Suwelo continued, “we couldn’t live on the East
Coast in the suburbs of New York City. We lived, if you can believe it, in a
little middle-class enclave called Forest Hills. The houses were nice, and
there were trees and broad lawns, but everybody was always trying to make
things look older—the houses, the trees. Sometimes I had the feeling that at
night our neighbors went outdoors and beat on the walls of the houses with
sticks and tugged on the bushes and trees, trying to stretch them to a more
imposing height. They kept trying to pin some famous person’s birth to the
place but, since people moved away every few years and always had, this
was hard to do. They finally found a famous baseball player who’d rented a
house there once, and there was talk of putting up a plaque. Our house was
actually the oldest one there. We had no trouble selling it. Once we let it be
known we wanted to sell, even some of our neighbors, moving up and
moving older, wanted to buy. We sold to another black family, because we
knew that one of the reasons our neighbors wanted to buy our house was to
keep other black people out.

“But where to go? Fanny had spent a summer in Iowa, so she knew she
couldn’t breathe in the Midwest. Too far from oceans, she said. And that
bullshit about the prairie being oceanlike is for the birds. There’s about
enough prairie left to piss in.

“I had once spent five minutes in Wyoming. Another five in Montana.
In fact, on the bus once, on my way to Seattle to a friend’s wedding, I spent
five minutes in each of those northwest states. Too isolated. Not enough
colored. Not enough concrete, either.



“So Oakland really appealed to us. Not San Francisco. Because
everybody knew it was full of queers and the parks were overrun with
perverts, and besides, it was cold in the summer. But we knew people who
lived in Oakland, and whenever they came east they always seemed real
jolly at the prospect of going back to Oakland. This impressed us. We
almost always dreaded coming home to New York. Pedestrians were rude.
Taxi drivers were impossible. We were on edge every minute of our
existence, outside our own front door.

“In Oakland, what happened? We couldn’t find an apartment. Fanny
didn’t like the heat, and the streets, she said, made her think of L.A., which
she had visited once and loathed. Trembling with trepidation we crossed the
Bay Bridge. The fog was just rolling back off the city, as if pulled by a giant
hand. The sun glanced off the white buildings so that we were practically
blinded. All around us there was water. The weather was bracingly cool and
the light was peculiarly bright. ‘We looked at our hands and our hands
looked new, we looked at our feet and they did too!’” Suwelo sang the
words to this old black spiritual about deliverance, which made Miss Lissie
and Mr. Hal laugh.

“We found a large flat on Broderick Street, up high, with a view of a
tiny corner of the red Golden Gate Bridge, and a glimpse of the hills
beyond it, which we discovered were not in San Francisco but in Marin
County. Immediately we started thinking of things to do we’d never done
before: tai chi, hiking, learning to sail out at Lake Merced. All this time our
divorce was coming along, and we were extremely happy. Then it became
final, and I became depressed.

“‘I no longer have a wife!’ I cried.
“‘You have a friend,’ she said. ‘And your friend is moving into her

own rooms.’



“‘What?’ I said.
“‘Remember how upset you were when I wanted a divorce?’ she said.
“‘Yes!’ I said.
“‘Well,’ she said, ‘all that suffering you did was for nothing, right?’
“‘But, but, but,’ I said.
“‘But what?’ She smiled.
“‘Does this mean we won’t ever sleep together?’
“‘Always your first concern,’ she sighed. And then she said, ‘No. I

hope it means that when we do sleep together, we won’t be sleeping apart.’
“But I was angry, I was confused. I was very, very hurt. I felt she’d

tricked me. I felt she was rejecting me.
“I tried to get her to say she wouldn’t move into her ‘rooms’—she was

taking the back three rooms of the house, leaving me the sunnier, lonelier,
ones in front—until I was weaned. She laughed. I was trying to make it
funny.

“‘Just till I’m weaned,’ I said, creeping into her arms and putting my
hands up under her blouse. I loved her tits.” Suwelo looked up at Miss
Lissie, who was frowning into the gumbo pot. “I couldn’t bear to think of
them moving away.”

Miss Lissie took the rest of the crab shells and the crab meat. Suwelo
watched as she added them to separate pots. Mr. Hal was now dredging
cubes of beef in a small mound of flour. Miss Lissie handed Suwelo a knife
and a tube of the sausage. He whacked off a penis length.

“You sounding mighty innocent,” said Miss Lissie.
What did she mean by that, Suwelo wondered. Did she mean this story

made it sound like Fanny didn’t love him? Didn’t want to be with him?
That he was an innocent victim? Did it make Fanny sound like a lesbian?



“Lesbians were all around us, you know,” said Suwelo, in a tone of
facing up to the ultimate challenge. “Beautiful, beautiful women, quite a lot
of them, though some of them didn’t look so hot. Just seeing them on their
outings together, climbing the hills, sunning in the parks, eating noisily at
the largest tables in restaurants in Berkeley, made you want to cry. They’d
left us! Hell, these bitches were so tough, they’d left God! This was when
they were just discovering the Goddess, and it was all the time Goddess this
and Goddess that. I once asked a black woman on the street where the new
bus stop was—the city was repairing the old bus stop part of the street we
were on—and she just looked at me, shrugged, and said an easy ‘Goddess
knows.’ It blew me away.”

“Hah,” said Miss Lissie.
“So I was afraid she was going to leave me for a woman,” said

Suwelo. “Listen, I’m not alone. It’s the cry of the times, in case you haven’t
noticed it. The only men who don’t have this fear are living in caves and
jungles somewhere with their women still tethered to the floor at night by
their nose rings.”

Mr. Hal laughed.
Suwelo noticed his own agitation. He sat back, took a sip of the beer

Miss Lissie had poured him, and tried to control his breathing. It was hard,
remembering what he’d suffered.

“Fanny was always going out with these people,” he said.
“With what people?” said Miss Lissie, sautéeing the beef cubes in oil,

into which she’d put flakes of garlic. “Surely not the people with the nose
rings.”

Mr. Hal guffawed.
“Naw, Lissie,” he said. “The other people. Them that said shit on the

nose-ring question.”



“Oh, them,” she said, smiling.
This was the first time, oddly enough, that Suwelo felt Miss Lissie and

Mr. Hal liked him, not because he was kin to Uncle Rafe, but just because
he was himself.

His story took on a somewhat more humorous aspect in his own mind.
Mr. Hal allowed as how he actually did believe—and he hoped the

reality wouldn’t make him out a liar—but he thought that just maybe it was
possible he had some ... reefer.

But then he couldn’t find it.
“Oh, well,” he said, to Suwelo, “continue the operation without

anesthesia.”
“But what I meant by innocent,” said Miss Lissie, “was, what were

you doing with yourself while Fanny was in Africa? If you’re a man”—she
said “man” exactly as she’d say “dog”—“you played around.”

“I got into pornography,” said Suwelo promptly. “I was lonely. I got
into prostitutes. But I’m too soft-hearted. I always wanted to know all about
the lives of the prostitutes—the one I liked best had five children—and in
the end I got this terrible dose of claps.” He liked saying “terrible dose of
claps;” it sounded the way Mr. Hal or Miss Lissie would put it.

“Ooo wee!” they said simultaneously.
And Suwelo thought: When was the last time I heard anybody say

“Ooo wee!” He hadn’t heard this expression since he was a little boy. He
felt he’d been given something precious—an old photograph, an old letter,
or a scent from a time that otherwise did not exist.

“I didn’t tell Fanny. Of course not. What would have been the point?
Fortunately I was able to be cured a few weeks before she came home. I
gave up prostitutes. Or, rather, my member gave them up for me: it refused
to function in what it feared might be contaminated territory. But I was



hooked on girlie magazines, naked women in quarter-to-peek glass cages,
bondage films, and ‘live’ sex acts on stage. When I thought of what Fanny’s
six months in Africa gave me, it was the enjoyment, without guilt, of
pornography. My woman had left me, you see, taken my rightful stuff off to
another continent, totally out of reach of my dick, and left me high and dry.
Well, I knew how to get off without her. There were plenty of other women
in the world. This was my attitude.”

“Have another beer,” Miss Lissie said curtly.
“I recovered from this depravity,” Suwelo said. “Don’t get too

disgusted. It took a while, but ...”
“What kills me,” said Miss Lissie, “is that men think women never

know.”
“Fanny didn’t know,” said Suwelo. “But you’d have to know Fanny.

Fanny”—Suwelo thought long and hard about how he could describe Fanny
simply, so the two old people would get it—“Fanny, well, Fanny,” he said,
“is like a space cadet.”

Miss Lissie was cutting up one of the chickens. Its yellow fat lay in a
heap beside her hand. As always, naked chickens looked like naked babies
to Suwelo, and he averted his eyes.

“You are a spirit that has had many bodies, and you travel through time
and space that way,” said Suwelo. “Fanny is a body with many spirits
shooting off to different realms almost every day. If she could fall in love
with a Russian poet who died fighting for the Russian Revolution of 1917,
it hardly concerned her that I was going out one night a month with ‘the
boys.’ Though there were never any ‘boys,’” he added quickly. “I always
went out alone, furtively, like a criminal, once she’d come back. I read all
the modern women’s stuff on politics and men. I knew what I was doing
was frowned upon. Hell, I even knew it was wrong. I could feel it was. But



one night I was so angry with Fanny’s distractedness that I actually
harassed a young woman in a glass cage. I could see she wasn’t paying
attention to me, even as she twisted and moaned and puckered her lips. I
knew if she had really looked, I would have seemed big and black and
burly, and she would have been frightened, since she was just a pubescent
half-white kid, chewing gum, naked, and no doubt strung out, in the little
smudged cage. I started to shake the cage and bare my teeth like King
Kong. She was scared out of her wits. I think I made her swallow her gum.

“But Carlotta was a space cadet, too, in her own way,” said Suwelo,
taking another sip of beer. “She was so superfeminine, in the old style, that
it was as if she’d never noticed there was any other way a woman could be.
She wore these three-inch heels every day. I’m talking serious stiletto. She
even cooked—and I saw this after she let me go home with her—in three-
inch heels. Three-inch heels are designed to make a man feel like all he
needs to do is push gently and a woman is on her ass. Three-inch heels say
‘Fuck me.’ Carlotta taught women’s literature—which Fanny wondered if
she ever read—in three-inch heels. She wore sweaters that followed every
curve of her luscious body. Sweaters that dipped. Skirts that clung. Short
skirts. Makeup. Earrings. False eyelashes sometimes. Her husband, a
musician—she never told me his name—had left her, and left the country.
She had no relatives, no friends. Only the two children, a boy and a girl. I
took them on outings, to ballet and soccer. They grew dependent on me
really quickly. Fanny was in Africa again. I knew Carlotta wanted to marry
me. She knew I was already married, and Fanny and I never talked about
our divorce; what was the point? It was a private matter, really. And she
knew about Fanny. The college where Carlotta and I taught was a very
uptight place. After ranting and raving about how uptight it was, Fanny had
quit her part-time administrative job there and opened a little massage



parlor right down the street. Everybody, students and teachers alike, went to
her. Even Carlotta went. Fanny never knew Carlotta didn’t like her. Fanny
that year was into the notion that Jesus was a masseur, that that’s what the
original healing by touch that Jesus did in the Bible meant! She was into the
laying on of hands. She took courses in massage at the San Francisco
School of Massage. She also learned to do acupressure.

“Carlotta disliked Fanny’s style. Fanny had given up so much that
Carlotta still clung to. The respectable job, the dresses and skirts, the beauty
parlor—Fanny cut her hair very short—the high heels, the lipstick. She
dressed in T-shirts, sandals, and chi pants. Fanny was mentally in
Jerusalem, at the Dead Sea, strolling in Galilee. She was, for about a year
and a half, really into being Christ. Or, as she would put it, ‘a Christ,’ which
she said anyone could be. Everybody loved her massages because she
enjoyed them so much herself. They never stopped at the appointed hour,
but could go on and on, and there were some bodies she worked on that she
said made her feel inspired. Soft music would be playing—you never had
any idea who the musicians were; you just knew you never heard them
anywhere but there—the incense would be burning, the room would be
warm, Fanny’s hands would be warm and slippery from the fragrant oils she
used. Sweet almond was my favorite. I used to go to her myself, especially
after faculty meetings. Faculty meetings always left me tight as a drum. All
those white male heads of departments, pretending white people get
everything on merit, and of course the college wasn’t racist just because no
one there had ever heard of George Washington Carver; how could one
think so?

“Really, Fanny gave up everything for a long, long time. She even
gave up books, which she loved!



“You know what she said? ‘I’d rather read the trees. It’s not book
burning that people need to worry so much about; it’s the trees that are
disappearing.’

“She gave up listening to music, except when she was giving a
massage. Even Mozart, whom she adored. ‘I find I like silence,’ she said.
‘It’s music to me. I like the eternal nature of silence. It’s music you can
have living or dead.’

“Then, when her father died, she went back to Africa. It was a terrible
time for her. She’d just gotten to know him, and her sister, as well. And she
liked him. He was funny and irreverent and a rebel. He made her laugh. Her
mother, she said, who had been a missionary in Africa for many years,
when young, had always told her Africans were rather sad people. Her
father was so much like her, she felt, it tickled her just to see part of herself
out there in the world in someone else. And he was her father! She hadn’t
even known she had one.

“Carlotta couldn’t understand her leaving me alone for so long. She
said she felt sorry for me. She flipped her hair from off her tinted glasses,
where it always flopped, and pushed out her breasts. She fingered her
fuchsia-colored cleavage. She extended her legs, her three-inch heels. I’d
seen women like her, lissome, tan, with tiny flat waists and high breasts, in
magazines and naked onstage. In a way, whenever I looked at her, I saw
those other women. The first time I kissed her she left lipstick all over my
face.

“But I got used to that. I even got to the place where I lusted after her
perfume, which was as insistent as a brass door knocker. I would go to her
cheap little apartment after class and watch her clack across the kitchen,
making dinner in her high heels, and sometimes I’d just grab hold of her
and we’d end up on the kitchen floor. I don’t think she enjoyed this at all.



But at the time, I thought maybe she did. She was pretty impassive; once, I
thought the lipstick was painted on in the shape of a smile she used to have,
but I chased the thought away and thrust deeper. I hadn’t any idea how hard
it was for women to relax sexually when their children were around. And
hers were right down the hall. We could latch the kitchen door, which we
did, and I was quick; still, it must have been a kind of torture for Carlotta.
She really loved the kids and was very religious, to boot. And very
religious, pious, and prudish was, for sure, how those kids saw her, because,
among other things, she was always praying and lighting candles and
wringing her hands and weeping. But would she talk to me about her
troubles? No way, José.

“‘Tell me about your people?’ I asked her once as we lay naked after
sex I’d literally dragged her into bed to have.

“‘I have no people,’ she said. Tears were, however, running down the
sides of her nose.

“‘Aw, come on,’ I said. ‘Everybody’s got folks!’
“‘I don’t,’ she said.
“‘Tell me about your father, then,’ I said. In truth, it was hard to say

what nationality she was. Maybe she didn’t have ‘a people.’
“‘I have no father.’
“This seemed highly improbable.
“‘Tell me about your mother. Even God,’ I teased, ‘is rumored to have

had one of those.’
“‘I have no mother,’ was her reply.
“‘Tell me about your children’s father,’ I coaxed.
“‘They have no father,’ she said.
“She was just a body, then. It was fine with me if she stayed that way.

After making love to her I always thought of Fanny anyhow. I was



following her around, mentally, in Africa, trying to imagine the things she
saw.

“Only if I married Carlotta would she tell me who she was, maybe.
Who her people were, who her father was, and her mother. Who her
husband was. I didn’t even know if they were divorced. That was the
bargain she had in her mind. If I married her she could trust me with her
secrets. But I sort of liked being unmarried. I especially liked being
unmarried to Fanny. Strange to say, I felt there was more freedom in our
love. And not just because I was banging Carlotta.”

“Men are dogs,” said Miss Lissie dispassionately, stirring the black pot
of gumbo with a wooden spoon. The smell was beginning to be wonderful.
Mr. Hal had found his reefer and they each took a hit.

“You’d love Northern California,” said Suwelo. “We grow this stuff in
our yard.”

Their “yard.” Friends had loaned them a tiny yurt and five acres of
land during the summers. They immediately put in a garden of peppers,
tomatoes, onions, collard greens, and marijuana. They hauled water for the
garden from the local park and manure from their neighbors’ sheep. Their
plants were tall, dark, and pungent. They called them “Big Women.” One
puff and you understood you were where you were supposed to be and so
was everything else. Mellow. Suwelo and Fanny used the word a lot.

“Africa is not mellow,” Fanny had written in one of her letters. “The
local narcotic is a frothy home brew that leaves you stunned, and people
smoke horrible American cigarettes that pollute the air, give them halitosis,
and make them sick. I feel like I haven’t breathed in three weeks.”



“MY FATHER’S FUNERAL, THE first of three he was to have, was an impressive
event,” Fanny now wrote. “It was held at one of the formerly all-white
churches in the capital, three blocks from the Ministry of Culture. I had no
idea what to wear to such a high-level African funeral, but when I called my
mother at home in Georgia—who said she wanted to come herself but the
arthritis in her hip is much worse—and told her where the funeral was to
take place, she said, ‘Of course you wear black.’ When I told her about the
other two funerals, which would take place in my father’s village, she said
that one of them, for the men of the village, I would not be able to attend,
and that to the other I should wear white, the Olinka color of mourning, and
I should paint my face white, too. Also my hands, and any other part of my
body that would show. For some reason, information about this last funeral,
the village funeral, cheered me, though the white clothing I’d brought with
me, a simple blouse and skirt, seemed too informal for something as formal
as a funeral. And I had no paint with which to color myself white.

“I sat through the big national, actually international, funeral
(dignitaries from many foreign countries—Cuba, Nicaragua, Angola, East
Germany, Sweden, and Denmark, among others—came to pay their
countries’ respects) with part of my attention already on the next one, and
on where to find white paint.

“My sister, Nzingha, sat beside me, her husband, Metudhi, next to her.
She looked at me during one of the rather belabored eulogies and smiled. I
smiled back. On the dais in front of us was Ola’s casket. A creation of his
own design, it was a large, minimally smoothed and polished mahogany
log, the ends of which slanted up and inward, like the toes of a caliph’s
slippers; its oblong, oval top fit into the log as would the lid of a pot.

“In the old days, Ola’s body would have been wrapped in bark cloth
and left under a tree in the forest. Now it would have to be buried, but



perhaps not very deep. I could not bear the thought of anything
‘downpressing,’ as the Rastas say, my father.”

Alone in the Broderick Street apartment that he and Fanny had shared,
Suwelo had looked forward to Fanny’s letters, which read like serializations
in a modern African adventure magazine. They were worlds apart, though
at times he felt quite close to her. Sitting at his desk by the window that
overlooked the busy San Francisco street, he glanced up often from her
words to rest his eyes on “their” tiny corner of the Golden Gate Bridge, as
the cooling fog swirled about it. Her world, at the moment, was hot and
humid, he imagined, and contained all the color and drama his did not. He
tried to conjure up Fanny Nzingha’s face and to find a place for himself at
each of Ola’s funerals.

“As the eulogists droned on, I wondered if Nzingha was thinking about the
day our father casually introduced us,” wrote Fanny. “She was his assistant
at the Ministry of Culture, and when he took me and my mother there the
first time, he told me he had a delightful surprise, someone with a
remarkable resemblance to me. Who? I asked. My young assistant, he
replied. As soon as we walked through the door I saw what he meant,
though Nzingha was dressed, as I was to find she always was, in a
voluminous, traditional robe and matching headdress. She had my eyes, and
I realized for the first time, and happily, that the eyes of the newer African
generations, after my father’s, were clearer than the old, less yellow from
the smoke of the fires in the shanties and huts, less bloodshot. She also had
my nose, the Apache nose that had made my classmates, when I was in high
school, call me ‘Cochise.’ There was also something of me in her
movements and expressions. Except that she seemed to take pride, I was to
notice later, in a kind of learned officiousness that struck me as unnatural.



When we approached her, she was giving instructions to an underling—
that’s the feeling one got. That she was speaking not to her secretary or her
assistant, a woman easily her equal perhaps in all but education and salary,
but to some lesser being, a servant, in the old colonial style.

“After her rather long, detailed, and, I felt, extremely patronizing
instructions to the woman, who heard her out with bowed head and averted
eyes, Nzingha turned her face up to be kissed, which Ola did with a
resounding smack, and which she endured.

“‘My two Nzinghas!’ he cried, expansively, even flinging out his arms
in his joy. Didn’t he feel a trace of uneasiness or remorse, I wondered
afterward, introducing us this way. ‘At last you meet!’

“Coolly, for she was a woman used to welcoming foreign dignitaries,
she extended her hand. We were exactly the same color, a rich, coffee-bean
brown. I took it in my own.

“As she looked at me, and then at my mother, then at her father,
beaming down on the two of us, a slight frown formed between her brows.

“‘Ah,’ said Ola, whose other nickname, ‘the Quipper,’ given him by
the people, was well earned, ‘the frown of recognition!’

“We were both clearly puzzled. I looked at my mother. She was
smiling, composed. Obviously she had expected something like this. Yes, I
thought, it would have been highly unlikely for my father not to have
married, not to have had other children. He was an African. Perhaps he
married many times, had many wives, many children. The thought that I
might have half a dozen siblings took possession of me. How did I feel
about this? I didn’t know. Meanwhile, my hand clung to Nzingha’s, as hers
did to mine. I felt I was looking into a mirror as an African-American (in
jeans and loose blouse, sandals), and the mirror was reflecting only the
African.



“‘You are sisters, my daughters,’ said our father. ‘Fanny Nzingha, meet
Nzingha Anne.’ This was his big surprise, and it pleased him, as all
surprises, parties, unexpected verbal exchanges with people on street
corners did.

“She was first to open her arms, to embrace me, which she did
carefully, as if we were both breakable, and wrapped in tissue.

“A moment later, after pleasantries about our visit to the country and
compliments to my mother on her stylish blue pantsuit, Nzingha excused
herself and moved off regally down the hall. Later, she told me she went to
the restroom, sat on the toilet, and cried.

“She had tried to be everything for her father: beautiful, a quick-
minded student without discipline problems, interested in restoring the
country’s culture; she’d even married early in the hope of giving him
grandsons. And then she discovered that she could not have been
everything to him anyway, because he had my mother, an educated woman,
and he had me, a beautiful and educated daughter. We had come before her
and her mother; not so much in terms of affection, but in terms of time.

“I didn’t get it.
“Patiently, one night over drinks in her cozy and colorful apartment,

near the Ministry of Culture, where every wall was hung with weavings and
paintings by the women of the villages, Nzingha explained it to me.

“We had eaten, and she had put her two boys, my young nephews, to
bed. I could see that caring for them wore her out and that Metudhi was no
help. He had eaten and muttered something about a meeting, as he made for
the door.

“‘We are trying to bring back to people’s consciousness that it takes
two parents to raise a child,’ she said, wearily kicking off her shoes and
sinking onto the couch. ‘It is only one of many beliefs the Africans have



lost. In the old days what is happening now throughout the country would
have been unthinkable; men are giving these women children, and that is all
they give. Not a cent do they give for food or clothing or education. It is a
scandal. Even men like Metudhi think it is enough to provide financial
assistance; after they put down a part of their paycheck, they are out the
door. Men who pay something, anything, are considered the good men.
Every woman wants to get hold of one of these gems.’

“Her accent was charming. The way she said even this grim thing
made me smile.

“‘Yes, it does no good to cry, I suppose,’ said Nzingha, ‘yet there are
times when that is just the way I feel. And I feel so frustrated, because the
men can always run on and on about the white man’s destructiveness and
yet they cannot look into their own families and their own children’s lives
and see that this is just the destruction the white man has planned.
Meanwhile, the women are starting to crack from the white man’s blatant
success and the lack of their men’s support.’

“‘The same things are happening to us in the United States,’ I said,
‘only, there it is happening to everyone; there are many more white women
and children receiving public assistance than there are black ones, for
example. Though the media and the government try to make it look
otherwise.’

“‘Men are mangled by the system, as we are,’ said Nzingha.
“‘Yes,’ I said. ‘The difference is that they help create it. At least the

part of it that oppresses women.’
“‘That is true,’ she said. ‘And I learned this from the life of my

mother.’
“Nzingha went about the room and switched off the lights. ‘You

haven’t seen the moon until you’ve seen it in Africa,’ she said, and, sure



enough, there began to rise a giant yellow moon that soon filled the window
and then the room with its cool yellow light.

“‘My mother worshiped the moon,’ she said, thoughtfully, sitting
down again. ‘She had since she was a child; and she could see in moonlight
as clearly as most people can in sun. Ironically, this was to mean she would
grow up to become a great guerrilla fighter, always the one who volunteered
to go on missions at night. But I am getting ahead of my mother’s story. Do
you want some more coffee?’ she asked, pouring a bit more into my cup.
‘We grow this, you know,’ she said, raising her cup, a booster of her
country’s products in all settings.

“I was enchanted by the cup, hand-thrown, a brilliant cobalt blue, with
small crocodile heads decorating its sides. I turned it around and around in
my hands while my sister talked.

“‘My mother,’ said Nzingha, ‘was from the village, the bush. She was
illiterate, superstitious. That is to say she did not speak anything other than
her own language and she knew no other ways than those of her own
people. She did not know English or Christianity,’ she added pointedly.
‘When the repression became unbearable, she ran away and joined the
Mbeles, the African “underground.” She was a brilliant fighter—her code
name was Harriet, as in Tubman; doesn’t it make you smile?—but not a
scholar or thinker or even, really, a social person. She was very quiet,
solitary, spoke more eloquently with her actions than with her words, which
were very few and uttered as if she were weary. She saved my father’s life,
she saved many people’s lives, but she was lost without a gun in her hand or
an explosive device on her belt. After the people took back the country,
there was little for her to do, since the traditional society no longer
functioned. Or so it seemed to her. My father married her while they were
still outlaws; she became pregnant with me between battles. With the



overthrow of the white regime, my father’s stock rose very high, because
he’d been partially educated in Western ways by the missionaries. He was
sent off to Sweden to further his studies. They even tried to send him to
Russia! Oh, he went to Russia but came back after two weeks. Only Ola
would have done that, come back so soon. The young students we send
today are too afraid to miss an opportunity like that; no matter how cold it
is, or how, sometimes, uncivil to them the Russians are; they wouldn’t think
of coming home before getting what they’ve gone for. And this is good; the
country needs the skills they learn there. However, too cold, Ola said. His
brain and every other part froze.’ She smiled. ‘The government sent him to
Sweden. He was gone several years, studying and learning for the good of
our country. My mother took care of me, and waited. Right there in the little
hut he left her in, the hut she’d erected herself. And when he came back, he
no longer remembered how she’d saved his life or how heroic she was. If he
did remember, it was in that way that writers remember things, as if they
happened to someone else, and you needn’t be bound by the facts.’ She
paused. ‘Sometimes I try to think what we must have looked like to him
after his years in Sweden. Sweden was very cold, too, Ola said, but the
women were beautiful and warmhearted.’

“Nzingha paused, placed her hands together under her chin, rubbed
them as if they were cold, and frowned slightly. ‘My mother had no
education but she was extremely psychic,’ she continued, ‘even politically
psychic, which is rare. She knew that no matter how my father studied,
emulated people of other cultures, or otherwise shaped a “modern” self, he
would always come into conflict with the government here, even though it
was this government that sent him and other young men abroad. It was a
government she had helped—through immense risk and personal sacrifice
—put into power, but that, once in power, conveniently forgot she existed.



This was true of all the women: they were forgotten. This was before our
men had any idea there might be a different way of relating to women, other
than the one they traditionally practiced. Of course, men always suspend
traditional behavior during wartime. A woman was for breeding, a woman
was for sex, a woman—well, in our language the word for woman is the
same as for seed granary. Women like my mother were so angry, and so
hurt. And my father came back from Sweden and looked at us. I remember
it clearly, though I was only five or six years old. He came in a big car, with
a driver. He brought presents. For my mother he brought a china tea set,
bright blue and white, with a quilted cozy, and to me he brought an
enormous blonde doll named Hildegarde.

“‘Our hut was neat and, I thought, very pretty, for my mother had
painted it the traditional way, with bold colors and geometric designs, but
she had gone further, and painted giraffes all over it—small giraffes that
seemed to float through the abstract spaces.

“‘My father looked pained. He and my mother sat on a bench in the
yard and talked in Olinka, but every once in a while he said something in a
different language—English, I later realized—which only the driver seemed
to understand. It was as if he spoke it for his benefit; the driver had also
been someone my father had known during the emergency. I played with
the big blue-eyed, yellow-haired doll, and I could tell that my mother was
also enchanted with it—she’d never had a doll—much more than with her
tea set. We’d never seen anything like it. She’d seen white people, but not
many, and only when she was in the process of trying to blow up their
buildings or power stations; neither of us had seen anything so white and
splendid as this doll.

“‘I noticed they looked over at me from time to time, and that my
father seemed displeased.



“‘Later, I realized he was displeased because of the number of holes in
my ears—three in each ear—and because I wasn’t wearing a blouse. But
none of the women or children wore blouses for everyday. What was the
point? Everyone knew bare skin in the humid climate was more
comfortable.

“‘He came regularly after that. He was writing plays against
imperialism. At that time the government really loved him, and, basking in
their favor, he seemed quite content. He was at least confident that his work
could be an instrument for change, a change his government would
encourage, applaud, and, most of all, attempt to implement. He was a
childless man, though, as far as his friends in government knew; at least, it
was not definitely known he was married, and no doubt this was beginning
to bother him. Each time he came and left, my mother was sadder and
sadder. We’d always slept on the same mat, and sometimes in the night I’d
wake up and she’d be crying. My mother was the kind of woman who could
fight in the mountains or the caves or gorges for months, even years,
alongside the men and blow up power stations, and at the same time accept,
with obvious gratitude, the shelter of her five-year-old’s arms in the middle
of the night.

“‘My father came one day and took me and Hildegarde away. My
mother didn’t fight to keep me with her, for which I blamed her. She told
me it was for my own good—of course I couldn’t see that!—and that I must
study hard and learn to be of service to our country. She was a matriot, and
loved our country, though she thought the men who ruled were all gesture
and no effect.’

“Nzingha stopped suddenly and rubbed her eyes, which had begun to
shine with unshed tears. ‘We left her there in the village to rot,’ she said
finally. ‘I missed her terribly, at first. I didn’t know my father at all, and it



was disconcerting to realize, once we arrived in the capital, that everyone
else did. That he was famous and popular and lived in a big house to match
the big car. He put me in a boarding school run by white nuns, some of the
more curious of the citizens of our new country, which I now saw had,
apparently, as many white people as black. But that was only in the cities.
At that time my father was blind to the contradiction of putting me with the
nuns, or pretended to be. He wanted to be sure I learned to speak English.
The future of our country depended on the ability of its citizens to be at
least bilingual, he always said. This view cut no ice with my mother. Once,
on a rare visit I made to the village to see her, I said a few words in English
to her, and she went into a rage, throwing things—not that there were very
many things in the hut to throw—and stamping about. I thought she would
attack me. She was drinking the home-brewed beer that she made to sell
and smoking a cigarette. She was so unlike the mother I had left! It was
really amazing. Her eyes were red, her hair matty and wild. There was a
coarseness in her mannerisms and a slackness in her expression I’d never
seen and never thought my gentle mother could have. Nor did I understand
yet about changes in the personality wrought by grief. She was slovenly,
unconcerned. The rain had eaten away a corner of the hut, and the giraffes,
which she used to repaint each year at the beginning of the dry season, had
faded, so they seemed to be ghost animals, shadows, floating round and
round the sides of the hut.

“‘I went back only once after that, while she was still alive. I went, but
I wouldn’t get out of the car. She came out to see me and sat on a stool
beside the car door. I handed her some things my father sent. One of them, I
remember, was a book about the indigenous culture of Cameroun; there
were lots of photographs of the people’s houses—which were made of mud,
and decorated colorfully—of their clothes and musical instruments. She



was immediately interested in it, and actually looked at more than the first
page before tossing it listlessly to the ground. She had that puffy, slatternly,
dissipated look people get when they have no way of seeing themselves. I
don’t think she even owned a mirror. I didn’t know this woman.

“‘She died, after a lingering illness, when I was sixteen. Probably from
cancer. Or heart failure. Or heartbreak. The cause of death had no name, in
the village. Only the reasons. She was very tired, the villagers said, very
lonely. There was not enough for such a woman to do, now that there was
peace, and black men ruled the country. They did not say this with the irony
my mother would have.

“‘In any event, my father and I had by then become colleagues; our
bond was the struggle to improve the country. He was writing skits about
the proper behavior of workers in the work place and the importance of a
high level of production. I would go with him to the factories where his
work was performed. Because he was sincere and his work easily accessible
—and, at times, very simple-minded—the workers liked him. He remained,
among government officials and workers alike, very popular. And by then I
was his little darling. I was very proud of him!

“‘But even before my mother’s death he was changing. Becoming less
comfortable with being adored. He never saw her anymore, except perhaps
once or twice by accident, when business took him back to the village. My
father was responsible for getting a water line laid from the river to the
village; the villagers, who had always carried water from the river on their
heads, praised him highly for this. Yet I honestly think that in her absence,
and over time, she became powerfully present to him. Perhaps this is simply
the way it is with writers. It is when they don’t see you that you matter.
Because then you can belong to them in a way that permits them complete



possession. You are determined by them. You are controlled. You are,
generally speaking, exaggerated.’

“Nzingha, who had been sitting back on the couch with her legs
straight out in front of her, shivered, and drew them up under her. The room
was getting chilly. I drew my own legs up and draped my long skirt over
them. She reached for a large, striped, earth-toned woolen shawl on a stool
beside her—of the kind made in the cooperatives run by the Ministry of
Culture and sold in the shops to the tourists—and spread it over our knees.
The coffee had made me alert, but calmly so, and passive under the sound
of her soft, familiar voice. At times I felt I was talking to myself.

“‘Writers,’ she mused. ‘Does anybody else cause as much trouble, in
the long run? But I can tell you what my father would say: Writers don’t
cause trouble so much as they describe it. Once it is described, trouble takes
on a life visible to all, whereas until it is described, and made visible, only a
few are able to see it. Still, there is something about writers ...’ Nzingha
laughed. ‘As the Russians are finding out, they’re damned hard people to
re-educate. I think it is a kind of curlicue they have in the brain. They come
into the world with a certain perspective, and the drive to share it. This
curlicue is totally lacking in other people; I don’t know why.

“‘It was my father’s play about my mother that completely dissolved
the government’s confidence in him and separated the people from the
government. Maybe this was because “the people” contained men and
women; the government, only men. Not that there wasn’t a struggle among
the people, in the cities as well as in the villages, about the issues raised in
the play. There were enormous controversies, arguments, brawls. Though
the play unmercifully criticized some of the people’s ways, they did not
take this as an attack on them, as human beings, singled out for abuse.
Besides, they knew my father’s work too well to take that view. They were



seeing themselves, in my father’s play, for the first time as they more or less
were, without the patina of revolution, the slogans of imperialism, or any
concern for production quotas. They responded, really, as if they had been
in a fit of hysteria, and someone they knew well and liked very much
hauled off and slapped them. The things that they then revealed about
themselves were interesting in the extreme. For instance, it was as if they’d
never before thought of women or the possibility that women were human
beings in their own right at all. This was the greatest sting in the slap. My
father’s insights into the oppression of women, black women by black men,
who should have had more understanding—having criticized the white
man’s ignorance in dealing with black people for so long—made many of
the people uncomfortable, but they were also, eventually, stimulated to
change. My father’s plays were always somewhat didactic; whatever
understanding he gained about life he did not hesitate to share. The people
saw—as my father himself had eventually seen—my mother’s struggle to
be a soldier in the army against white supremacy and colonization, then her
equally difficult battle to be a wife and mother, with no models for the new
way of life she herself was helping to develop, followed by her complete
disillusion with the government of men who took over control of the
country after the triumph. My father was pitiless in depicting his own
failures. There were his Swedish lovers, one of whom was left with a child,
his big car, his grandiose European-style house. His cronies in power and
their absorption in beer drinking, women, and soccer. His maid, a meek girl
from the village, who acted like he was God, and who reminded the
audience of his discarded wife. I found the scene in which the child, who
was conceived in the passion of revolt, is taken away from the totally
devastated mother unbearable to watch. How he could write it, as well as a
scene depicting the mother’s decline and death, was a mystery to me.



Paradoxically, during the writing of this play, and after, as it was being
performed, he became progressively joyous, calmly rebellious, one might
even say radiant.

“‘The play was dedicated to my mother, whom he at last publically
claimed as his wife. For the first time, I began to feel it possible to imagine
them together, in the same room, eating at the same table, sleeping in the
same bed. I began to realize there might, indeed, have been love.

“‘Well. It was the first of my father’s plays the government banned.
“‘He laughed until he cried when he was informed of this. His

response to being hurt was always to laugh like a lunatic. Then he took the
play to the villages and performed it one night in each village until the
government caught up with him. They fined him, tossed him in jail for a
week, and took away his house. It was the beginning of the end. But at
least, as he used to say, it was a beginning.’”

“It was very late when my sister finished this story, and so she
improvised a bed for me on the couch. She placed an embroidered pillow
under my head and the woolen, earth-toned shawl over my legs and feet.
Best of all, as she left for her bedroom, she leaned down and kissed me on
the forehead. As if enchanted by her kiss, I fell almost instantly into a deep,
restful sleep, interrupted only by Metudhi’s return, early in the morning.
After he was settled, I drifted off again, and the next thing I knew it was ten
o’clock in the morning and I was alone in the apartment. The boys were at
school and Nzingha and Metudhi were already at work.



“OUR FATHER MADE MANY, many blunders, out of ignorance, mainly,” said
Nzingha, “but in his heart of hearts he was fearless.”

They had been picnicking that day on the shores of Lake Wanza. There
were low bluish hills off in the distance, and on the lake weathered
fishermen’s boats bobbed complacently, their ochre-colored sails flapping
in the wind. It was a warm, pleasant day, with large birds wheeling
overhead and with that sound of stillness that is like a hum.

Earlier, Fanny had been speaking about what it was like growing up
without a father, and without even mention of one. About her two
grandmothers, Big Mama Celie and Mama Shug; about the coziness of
being loved by two such emotionally giving women. They laughed at
Fanny’s description of the way her mother told her she had been named.
Mama Celie had named her Fanny, because it was the name she wished she
herself had had; if she’d been named Fanny, she’d have had a sassier life,
she felt, one with travel and adventure in it. She thought the sound of
“Fanny” an adventure in itself. And Fanny thought that, for her, it had
something mildly scandalous, rebellious, in it. That turning her “fanny” to
someone, or “shaking her fanny in someone’s face,” was an action she’d
always wished she could take, especially when she was a child, and a young
woman, and suffering abuse from all around her. So she’d said, “Fanny!” as
Fanny was born. And Fanny’s mother, Olivia, said she was so surprised and
afraid that she’d come out with some other peculiar name to follow it, like
Lou or Jean, that she forgot how weak she felt from giving birth and
practically yelled out “Nzingha!” To which Mama Celie and Mama Shug
had said, in unison, “In what?” And then Olivia had told them about Anne
Nzingha, the ruler of Angola, who fought the Portuguese for forty years; the
woman who refused the title Queen and required that her subjects call her
“King”; the woman who, like Joan of Arc, always dressed as a man and led



her troops in battle. At once woman, man, king, queen, master strategist and
fighter, daughter, mother, pagan and Catholic, supreme ruler and wily
female. Of all news brought home about Africa, Fanny’s mother had told
her later, this was the most interesting to Celie, though she was never to
pronounce Nzingha correctly. She called her “Zinga” when she used the
word at all, and only when she was reprimanding her, which she
occasionally did in the mildest possible tone. Generally she called her
“Fanny.” As in “Fannnneeee, darlin’, come here to Big Mama. Where you
been, dumplins? Give me some sugar!” This would be followed by a hug
and a resounding smack on the cheek.

“I have heard this is the way some of the black people in the United
States speak,” said Nzingha. “Is it really true?”

Fanny assured her it was, and proceeded to carry on a monologue in
Mama Celie’s voice.

“I can just see her,” said Nzingha, laughing. “There is so much
character in how she says things. My mother was the same. When she
spoke, you felt there was no greater integrity in language anywhere.” She
had broken out a chilled bottle of locally made palm wine, which she
assured Fanny was the only intoxicant in Africa that made you feel great
after drinking it, with no possibility of a nasty hangover.

Fanny chuckled at this news.
“My father had such ideas about education, you know,” Nzingha

continued, taking a sip of her wine and smacking her lips in loyal
appreciation, “and it was hard for him to understand that being educated by
people who despise you is also conquest. He understood this, to a degree, in
his own life, but when it came to me—well, as he put it, he must always
shift among alternatives, and the education offered here in Olinka, after
secondary school, left much to be desired. I recognized this myself.



However. You will never know what misery is until you’ve been an African
student sent off to study in the West.”

Fanny imagined her sister, small, black, alone, headed for that
mythical location. Probably none of the clothing she’d carried with her was
warm enough. She swallowed a large gulp of palm wine to banish the
vision.

“I was sent to France,” Nzingha said, “to Paris, to the Sorbonne.” She
made a face. “I am probably the only woman in the world who hates Paris!
It was a cold place, in more ways than one. The people were so jaded, so
played out spiritually. Nothing seemed to move them from the heart. They
were only animated by artificial events—hopelessly abstract plays full of
even more abstract ideas, for instance. Fashion excited them. Nothing
whatever made them smile. I remember one day walking along the
Champs-Elysees and watching each face I met to see if one would have a
smile. Not one did, and I looked at hundreds of people; and it was a warm,
perfectly lovely day. I couldn’t stand the grayness, the heaviness of the
architecture, the absence of wild trees. I couldn’t abide the pieds noirs in
the shops or the other little shivering Africans selling trinkets in the Bois. I
made a few friends among the Dogon. There was a little Dogonese
restaurant near the Rue des Trois-Portes not far from Notre-Dame. I used to
go there whenever I could. And there they were: the smiles, the warmth, the
courtesy, the edible food I’d come to Paris expecting to find. For, believe it
or not, I didn’t like French food! Which everyone at home, especially those
who’d never tasted it and who had only heard about it from others who had
been to France, spoke of as if it were food for the Gods. I detested the
heavy sauces, and even the light ones. I had no physical tolerance for
anything made of milk or cream. This is an African characteristic, by the
way; I didn’t know that, though. I just knew almost everything I ate made



me ill. I felt sticky internally all the time. And I was! Ugh! And the superior
attitude the waiters took when you ordered. I’ve sat in many a Parisian
restaurant too angry to swallow a bite.”

At this point, Nzingha refilled their glasses, had a sip of her wine, and
smiled blissfully at its home-grown taste.

“I hated everything,” she said somberly, coming out of this happy
state. “I was as unappeasable as a three-year-old. I hated the Louvre! There
was all the booty from other countries on display, because, really, that is
what most museums are for. Instead of these looters stealing just for
themselves and their own houses, they steal for their countries, their
continents, their race. I couldn’t stand it. And I got lost, there in the Louvre.
I couldn’t find my way out, and the guards were as unhelpful as any other
Parisian. At last I found an open window, two stories off the ground, and I
climbed out of it to a ledge and was going to jump. I couldn’t stand being
inside another second. But one of the tourists ambling by, an American, a
man, just casually stuck his head through the window too and, as I stood
there pressed against the wall looking down, he said, ‘Phew, this place sure
is short of fresh air.’ It stank, in addition to everything else! All those dead
things. All those thwarted spirits who never dreamed their physical remains
would wind up in Paris under glass. The Louvre smelled like what it was: a
grave. So I laughed. And he said, looking about for a way, ‘How do you get
out there?’ And I certainly didn’t want to share the ledge, or the jump, with
him, and so I said, ‘Let me come in first.’ He was one of those tall, rangy
fellows you see in American films set in Texas or Montana. But he turned
out to be from Georgia, in the South, about which I knew nothing I hadn’t
learnt in the cinema watching Gone With the Wind. But that wasn’t the
Georgia he knew. He was poor; his family always had been. This is hard for
Africans to believe, you know—that there are Southern whites who have



been or are now poor. We look at them oddly when they tell us this, and
mentally we are going: ‘What? Poor? And after all that!’”

Fanny laughed. She was feeling pretty good from the wine, and slavery
from this perspective had never occurred to her.

“They’d always, his family, been decent, he wanted me to know,” said
Nzingha, who was beginning to slur her words a bit, and to get that slightly
argumentative tone that Africans get when they drink with someone they
like but have a story to tell that they don’t like. “This was code for decent to
colored, your people. He was in Paris, at the university, on scholarship. We
saw each other a lot after that. I really liked Jeff. I felt the kind of affection
one feels for a child or someone wandering about in the world absolutely
lost while confident he or she is finding, and can show others, the way.
There was so much he couldn’t understand.

“When he’d left his hometown in Georgia, the whole town had turned
out—though not the colored people they’d all been so decent to!—to cheer
him on. And he’d been thrilled by everything since the day he arrived. The
mustiness of the Louvre was the largest misfortune of his visit. He couldn’t
understand the torture of classes in which Africa was ignored, historically,
as if it didn’t or hadn’t existed; and where, if a professor said something
about Punt or Cyrene being African nations with whom the ancient world
traded, he almost always referred to them as ‘mythical’ or ‘mysterious’! It
seemed impossible for the professors to acknowledge that ancient Cyrene
was Libya, or that the ancient Egyptians were black. This seemed as hard
for them to fathom as that the Sahara Desert hadn’t always been a desert, or
that Egypt is a part of Africa. I don’t know where they thought King Tut
came from, with his little black self! When they did discuss Africa, they did
so in terms of its problems, its ‘backwardness,’ never in terms of its
contributions or its centuries of oppression under whites, including the



smug, self-righteous French themselves, who, even as we studied African
history without a word about French colonialism, were trying to finish off
the Algerian resistance by the foulest possible means. It was so degrading to
sit there.”

There was more anger in Nzingha’s voice than Fanny had heard the
whole time she had been in Olinka. She began to wonder, not for the first
time, about the bottled-up, repressed anger of the African woman, silent for
so long. She thought of this anger as an enormous storehouse of energy and
wondered whether the women knew they owned it. Anger can also be a
kind of wealth, she thought.

“I remember, though, the day I was finally fed up,” continued Nzingha,
now drinking in an alarmingly rapid fashion, and attempting to refill
Fanny’s glass so that she could keep up with her. “It was in an art history
class, and the professor was discussing the Greek foundations of Western
civilization and art. He presented a slide, at the front of the classroom, that
depicted Perseus slaying Medusa. Well. It had been carved into a wall
somewhere—I think in Melos—and looters had just chopped off the part of
the wall that interested them and that they could carry.” She laughed, as did
Fanny, at this image. “Well, anyway, there was Perseus in his chariot, and in
his hand, hanging over the side, was the severed head of Medusa, her
snakelike locks of hair presented as real snakes—everywhere in Africa a
symbol of fertility and wisdom—and there were even two snakes floating
about the corners of her mouth. Her face was horribly contorted, as yours
would be, too, if someone had just hacked off your head. The rest of her
rather large, womanly body is still on its knees, and in fact she looks
decidedly, if you know how to read the carving differently from Westerners,
like an angel. Because she is an angel. She is the mother of Christian
angels. She is Isis, mother of Horus, sister and lover of Osiris, Goddess of



Egypt. The Goddess, who, long before she became Isis, was known all over
Africa as simply the Great Mother, Creator of All, Protector of All, the
Keeper of the Earth. The Goddess.

“Now, I had learned all this—” and here Nzingha burst into quite wild
laughter at the absurdity of it—“from the nuns back home. And I began to
understand, while I studied at the Sorbonne, why those nuns were permitted
to stay in my country, when so many other white people were encouraged
to leave.” Nzingha grimaced violently as she pantomimed the attempted
removal of a large, heavy, obstinate object. Fanny appreciated the mental
spectacle of white oppression she’d created, and the two of them laughed
until tears came to their eyes.

“They were nuns who,” continued Nzingha, regaining her poise as
much as a rather tipsy person can do, “in the peace and solitude of Africa,
far away from the indoctrination of their church’s teaching in Europe, had
debunked every spirit obstructionist, antifemale, white-supremacist theory
they’d been taught.

“‘Haven’t you ever wondered where angels come from?’ one of the
nuns—my favorite, Sister Felicity—once asked our class sweetly. ‘Well,
when you study Egyptian art and life you will see where they come from.
They come from the Gods and Goddesses of Africa.’

“Ah, so!” Fanny could only utter, in delight.
“African angels, of course! That’s just what’s been missing from

everyone’s life, right?” said Nzingha, a hand on her hip and her black eyes
ablaze.

“I immediately visualized them,” she continued, “my mother among
them, not as she was in her final days, but as she was when she and I shared
the same mat. Her kind face, her sweet breath and tender voice. Her psychic
connectedness to events and people hundreds of miles away. I knew that



Notre-Dame was built on the site of a shrine to Isis, who was later called
the Black Madonna, and I hurried there as soon as I arrived in Paris, for my
teachers, the nuns, had said I must. There is no trace of Isis there, of course,
nor anywhere in Paris; certainly not today in the souls of its people. But at
least I stood there, in Notre-Dame, where her ancient, more likely
preancient, worshipers had also stood. Except, they had stood with their feet
on the bare ground, under trees, and it was this feeling of being connected
with the Universe directly that I missed. Notre-Dame to me was no different
from the Louvre. It had been built for the same purpose. Only it had been
built to colonize the spiritual remains of a goddess, as the Louvre had been
built to colonize the material remains of devastated cultures.

“Dutifully I sent the nuns a postcard showing this somber edifice, and
they wrote back to remind me that the Goddess is not confined in the
monuments men allegedly create for her to dwell in, and which are really
erected to themselves. That She—the spirit of Mothering, of Creating, of
Blessing and Protecting All—lives within us, and is confined neither to
shrines nor to any particular age.

“But,” said Nzingha, “back to the professor. The story he was telling
was about the ugliness of the face of the African Goddess, with her
dreadlocked hair—snakes, ugh, right?—and its tendency to turn men to
stone. And so this brave white man, Perseus the Greek, takes on the
challenge of slaying her, as he would any other ‘dragon,’ for it is as if the
only invitation the white man accepts from anything that is powerful is that
he come at once to kill it. And so he cuts off her head, and in all his stories
says the face is hideous, and the hair like writhing snakes, and that there is
nothing redeemable about her whatsoever.”

There was a look of deep sadness on Nzingha’s face. “Except,” she
said, in a whisper, “if you are from Africa you recognize Medusa’s wings as



the wings of Egypt, and you recognize the head of Medusa as the head of
Africa; and what you realize you are seeing is the Western world’s
memorialization of that period in prehistory when the white male world of
Greece decapitated and destroyed the black female Goddess/Mother
tradition and culture of Africa.” She paused for a moment, as we considered
this. “Actually,” she continued thoughtfully, “the earliest known ‘Athene,’
though Greek, has snaky hair. Only later did they give her those flowing
blond locks that the black-haired Greeks even today pretend they had.”
Nzingha had the last swallow of wine from the glass in her hand and
shrugged, looking, for just a moment, very French. “It was hardly a
challenge,” she said, “to move on to my Western literature class and
discover that Athena was created to be a flunky of the male order that
created her. That one of her first acts, in The Orestia, was to deny that there
is any bond between a mother and her child, other than that of a letter to its
envelope. According to her, at Orestes’ trial for the murder of his mother,
woman merely carries the seed, the child is totally the fruit of its father. She
herself, she declares, never had, nor ever needed, a mother, having sprung
full blown from the forehead of her father, the God Zeus!”

Nzingha pulled herself upright and wrapped her arms tightly around
her legs. For a moment she looked remarkably like Ola. Fanny didn’t think
either of them had a hangover yet, but it was clear that their wine-induced
euphoria, what there had been of it, was short-lived. Nzingha’s story made
her think of universities in the United States, and all the lies in academia
that had driven her to the practice of massage.

“So what did I attempt to argue,” Nzingha said wearily, sounding a bit
like Ola too, “there in the Sorbonne, in one of the foremost bastions of
Western civilization: that the reason Athena had sprung ‘full blown’ from
the mind of Zeus was because she was an idea, given by Greek men to their



God; and that ‘idea’ was the destruction of the African Goddess Isis and the
metamorphosis of Isis into the Greek Goddess Athena. But since no one at
the Sorbonne had been taught anything about Isis, it was impossible for
them to connect her with Athena. I must have appeared to be simply
another raving African.

“I left France that night. I refused to be taught that ‘Black’ Africa
—‘Negro’ Africa, as they called it—was unconnected to ‘Colored’ Africa,
that is, Egypt, or that a civilization founded on the destruction of the black
woman as Goddess in her own world was superior to what I had at home,
no matter how ‘backward’ or impoverished.”

“And you were right,” Fanny said emphatically, kissing her cheek.
“Father was badly disappointed,” Nzingha said regretfully, putting her

fingers to the spot Fanny had kissed. “He had such dreams for me! That I
would know not only French and English, but also German. So he fussed
quite a bit when he saw I would never go back. I learned to educate myself
in the way I’m sure it must have been done in the days of old. Whenever I
met someone who seemed to know a lot about a subject, and who evinced,
moreover, a certain happiness in his or her being, and if I were interested in
the subject, I asked to be taught what they knew. To my father I said one
day: ‘Show me how you write plays. Take me with you so that I can learn
how they are performed. Tell me what to study in order to help develop our
culture.’ To the village people I said: ‘Tell me about the war, tell me about
the old days; show me how you made things; tell me the stories so that they
will not be lost.’ One thing I know,” said Nzingha decisively. “Learning
from one’s elders does not permit pessimism. Your day is always easier than
theirs. You look at them, so beautiful and so wise, and you cannot help
trying to emulate them. It is courage given by osmosis, I think.” She fell



silent for several minutes, gazing out over the lake, which had turned
maroon from the deep red rays of the setting sun.

“You give me courage, Nzingha,” Fanny said, after a while.
Nzingha sighed, looked at her sister without any of the resentment of

the long-lost sibling Fanny once or twice had glimpsed in her eyes, and
smiled.

“It was the play Ola wrote about your mother that brought him
around,” she said. “He remembered how much he’d learned from the
missionaries, but he also remembered how learning from them and not from
his own people made him feel inferior. This had caused him to become
almost mindlessly aggressive, especially against females, over whom he
exerted power because of his size and because he was a man. It was when I
started to work with him, first learning to write plays and then as his
assistant at the Ministry of Culture, that I began, like everyone else, to call
him ‘Ola.’”

Nzingha gathered the food scraps and numerous empty wine bottles
and put them back into the picnic hamper. Fanny rose from her mat and
began to roll it up.

Isis, Athena. Egypt, Greece. There on the shores of enormous Lake
Wanza it was easy to think of them, shimmering just above the horizon,
Egypt itself a kind of place angel, ever beckoning on those in need of
reassurance of their beauty, their worthiness, their goodness. Their place in
history. And yet, as Fanny said to Nzingha, as they brushed off each other’s
skirts, “the fact that one felt so involved with the black and mixed-race
Egyptians was not so much because of their rulers, or even their gods or
their religion, but because of their artists. It is the art, above all, that is
exquisite,” she murmured, “and no doubt the music was beautiful also.”



She should not have worried about the white paint. She dressed in the
simple white informal clothes she had and rode to her father’s village with
Nzingha and Metudhi. When they arrived, the village women took them in
hand, and within minutes Fanny’s face and hands and legs had been
plastered with white mud.

“In the United States,” she told Nzingha, “my grandmother used to
whitewash her fireplace with this stuff.”

Nzingha looked puzzled, and Fanny could see she couldn’t visualize it.
“Never mind,” she said.
This funeral was as long on chanting and singing as the one in the

capital had been on speeches. Fanny preferred it. It had been hard to sit still
as one unctuous government official followed another, praising Ola for his
“bold,” “revolutionary” work. She felt that most of them were simply
relieved he’d had the tact to die of a heart attack while at home—right in
the middle of an antigovernment quip, she’d been informed—and not
bloodied, on the floor, in one of their jails.

“I realize,” she whispered to Nzingha, “that there is not a single
government in the world I like or trust. They are all, as far as I’m
concerned, unnatural bodies, male-supremacist private clubs.”

Nzingha yawned. “Yes,” she said, making no attempt to disguise her
restlessness, “and by this time we are too bored to want to join.”



WHILE THE GUMBO HAD cooled a bit, Mr. Hal had set the table with beautiful
linens, crystal, and cutlery that belonged to Uncle Rafe, and that Suwelo
had never seen. There was, first of all, a thick snowy-white tablecloth; over
this was laid an old cream-colored square of handmade lace. There were
lace-edged napkins to match. Then there were settings of bone china that
resembled alabaster and that rang when hit with a spoon. Suwelo struck his
teacup over and over with his spoon, with the charmed expression of a
child. There were blue crystal goblets that pinged. There was richly glinting
silver everywhere, picking up the flames of the candles in the heavy silver
candelabra that Miss Lissie set on the table with a graceful flourish.

Suwelo had sat in what would have been Uncle Rafe’s chair at such an
occasion, at the head of the table. Miss Lissie and Mr. Hal were on either
side of him. They raised their glasses of iced tea or lemonade to the spirit of
Uncle Rafe, and set to with real appreciation and undisguised gusto. Rafe
had loved himself some gumbo, Miss Lissie allowed.

The gumbo, which Mr. Hal hid assured Suwelo would be even better
tomorrow, and the next day and the next and the ... was so good Suwelo
could hardly believe he was tasting this dish for the first time. It had the
kind of flavor that made you feel as though you were tasting all of life;
there was, well, an almost sexual flavor to it. He loved the slick gumminess
of it, its spicy fullness. Not one flavor that had gone into its creation was
any longer distinct.

An hour later, after the dishes had been washed and they were still
feelingly praising the gumbo, made even more special because the three of
them had prepared it, the friends sat in the living room attempting to read
different sections of the newspaper. There were the usual reports of
murders, rapes, torture, wars, abandoned children, trashed apartments, and
new cars. It was Miss Lissie who first threw her section to the floor.



“There’s nothing I can do about any of this madness today,” she said.
“And just thinking about it spoils my digestion.”

“You’re right,” said Mr. Hal, neatly folding his section and placing it
beside him on the couch.

“I’d rather keep hearing about you and Fanny.”
“Yes,” said Mr. Hal, “if they’re going to blow us up, or make us freeze

to death and starve in the dark, we might as well be enjoying ourselves by
hearing a good story.”

Suwelo found himself in the seat next to the television set. In a gesture
he now recognized as ritualistic, he turned slightly in his chair and tugged at
the corners of the blue shawl, which did not really need straightening. He
sat back and began.

Suwelo had thought that if he ever sat in the “hot seat” beside the
television, he would never be able to talk about his life as Mr. Hal and Miss
Lissie talked about theirs. His own life felt too modern, too current—who
knew how his and Fanny’s story would turn out?—too ... personal. He felt a
bit of the shyness he’d suffered as a small boy when asked by an adult to
give an accounting of himself, and he felt exposed in a way he had not
while helping to make dinner in the kitchen. Talking to them then had been
indirect, somehow. They’d each been absorbed in the task before them. It
seemed he was mostly talking to the crabs he was cleaning, and only
incidentally had Mr. Hal and Miss Lissie heard. He cleared his throat and
slid his long fingers up and down his corduroy-covered thigh. His eyes,
which had lost their unreflective look, seemed both candid and full of
feeling.

“The yurt that Fanny and I had,” he said, in a firm, clear voice, “and
our five acres, were on a ridgetop that overlooked a valley of sheep ranches
and vineyards. The opening faced east, so that each morning we were



awakened by the rising sun. Though we were in a small clearing, there was
forest all around, and we shared the land with deer, squirrels, rabbits,
raccoons, and birds of all description. There were enormous hawks playing
—actually looking for food, but hovering, and appearing to play—against
the wind, and the most graceful vultures, with huge wingspans, and owls—
which, Fanny always said, I resembled, and so perhaps the owl was my
totem—and sometimes sea gulls, for we weren’t too far from the sea. If you
ever come west, and I certainly hope you do, I’d love to show you this
place. It really is special. We were not the first people to think so; we often
found bits of chiseled flint and an occasional potsherd.

“Fanny from time to time thought she saw Indians. The only time I
ever saw any was when we ran into them camping down at the state park,
with everybody else. But these were not the ones she saw. At least not back
up in the hills where we were. ‘Just over there by the stream,’ she said to
me once when we’d gone down to the river to swim and she’d wandered
back into the woods to find the source of a small creek that fed into the
river. ‘What exactly do you think you saw?’ I asked. She had that intent,
slightly stoned, but joyful look she too often got, for no good reason, it
seemed to me. Or, I should say, for no reason I could see. She pointed
downstream. ‘Just over there, very quiet on the bank, two Pomo Indian
boys, their spears raised, fishing for salmon.’ Wrong season, I said,
pedantically. It was summer and very hot and very little water was left in
the river; certainly not enough for salmon, which are huge fish. She wasn’t
perturbed by my response. She was used to it. Generally, when I used this
tone of voice, she would simply stop telling me whatever it was she had
experienced. But not this time. She described them: brown skin, long black
hair, very round, ‘moon’ faces, she said. Loincloths. Loincloths? I teased.
She nodded. ‘As still as deer, they were,’ she avowed, ‘and as hard to see.’



“I didn’t understand or share these flights of fancy, but when I wasn’t
resentful that she was the possessor of this dubious gift of—what shall I call
it?—‘second sight,’ ‘two-headedness,’ whatever, I enjoyed them
vicariously. They were part of what enchanted me about Fanny. And in the
summers, when I had no teaching responsibilities and we were both able to
‘disappear,’ as she liked to say, from the world, they were a definite part of
the entertainment. Truly that was—the ‘disappearance’—her happiest time;
when she felt she didn’t exist to anyone but herself and sometimes not even
to herself. I’d never known anyone who loved the thought of
impermanence, invisibility, being at peace under a toadstool, more than
Fanny.” Suwelo laughed at this image of Fanny, which he visualized
perfectly. There she sat under her little brown toadstool, happy as a toad,
and being one.

“She picked up information in ways I never understood, either. She’d
given up reading in any systematic way; the information she needed simply
came to her. She’d visit a friend, or someone she barely knew, for example,
and knock over a vase. The water from the vase would splash on a stack of
books on the floor. Fanny would carefully dry off all the books, on hands
and knees, apologizing profusely the whole time. Then the information, or
whatever it was, she’d been looking for, vaguely, would appear on the
wettest page of one of the books. She’d be drying this page in front of the
fire and right there would be exactly what she’d wanted to know. Her eye
would rest on the page for only a minute, as she absorbed the information,
and she would be on her way. I’ve seen this sort of thing happen hundreds
of times; and it was really, sometimes, maddening. By comparison,
everything I wanted to learn, I had to work very, very hard for, spending
weeks, even months, locked up in musty library stacks with decaying tomes
stacked well above my head.



“Or wishes! Fanny could wish for almost anything—food, clothing, an
experience, a ticket to anywhere, a phone call from a friend, anything; more
otters in the river, to see a buck with really huge antlers—every September
when the deer season opens, the bucks are routinely hunted down and
slaughtered, yet Fanny saw not one with huge antlers, but two!—even to be
taller than she was. She actually did grow taller by an inch by taking a
martial-arts class twice a week... . And whatever she wished for would
happen. It was her wish that got us the yurt, an authentic handmade yurt
built by a modern Dutch witch from Amsterdam, passing through on her
way to God knows where, a yurt that I’d certainly never have dreamed of
one day living in. After all, the only yurts I knew anything about were those
in photographs taken in Outer Mongolia that I’d seen in National
Geographic and that were made out of yak hides. But no, the one she
conjured up for us was round, yes, more or less, and made of wood. It had a
tiny stove with a chimney pipe that stuck out the side, and a roof made of
shingles. There were windows everywhere. She’d gone off somewhere and
slept in one, after dreaming about one for months. She loved it. We have to
have a yurt, she said. It wasn’t a week later that our friends called with the
offer of theirs. They had built a regular, square, modern house, which Fanny
considered indescribably ugly, and without a soul, and had been on the
verge of demolishing the yurt. We moved in. There was about enough room
to curse a cat, as they say, but since we were there only during the summer,
we spent most of our time outdoors. At night it was just the perfect size for
cuddling close on our futon mat and looking up into the stars.”

At this juncture in his story Suwelo abruptly stopped talking, got up
from his chair, and went upstairs. When he returned he was carrying a small
photo album. He passed it to his friends, who flipped through it quietly.
They saw snapshots of Suwelo, looking as if on a lark, sitting on the ground



and apparently preparing wild vegetables to eat; a funny-looking dwelling
that made them think of the little crooked houses in children’s fairy tales;
and a shapely, sun-brown woman with a look of the most intense
anticipation of good on her face. It was a face that expected everything in
nature to open, unresistingly, to it. A face that said Yes not once but over
and over again. It was one of those faces that people have when they’ve
been sufficiently kissed as very young babies and small children. Though
her hands were at her sides in the pictures, one had the sense that they were
raised and open, offering or returning an embrace.

“Can you believe that that face is ever gloomy or defeated?” asked
Suwelo, chuckling. He couldn’t believe it himself, and he’d seen it so often.

“‘I want a garden,’ Fanny said. “But there was not a drop of water on
the land from May to November. The water we didn’t haul from the park
materialized out of a long black plastic pipe connected to a well that two
women on the ridge over from us, who had a vineyard, personally helped us
lay down.

“Sometimes I felt swept along in a rush of experiences that felt
seriously magical. I came to believe that whatever Fanny wished for would
happen, and that whatever she was even remotely against, would fail. In a
way this made me feel afraid in any angry confrontation with her. You
know the expression ‘being withered by a look’? I think Fanny could wither
with a look. But, fortunately, she was not the least bit interested in
withering. No, her way was to ignore, to withdraw. Suddenly she simply
was not available to interact with whatever ignorance she perceived. And
when she came back, there was always a definite remoteness, a feeling
coming from her of ‘Well, we are different, after all. I have my way, you
obviously have yours. We shall simply coexist. If I can share space with
bobcats, bucks, otters, and snakes, I can certainly live with you.’ A week of



this. Then we would talk. We’d laugh. And we’d decide my poor behavior
and her stubbornness were getting in the way of celebrating the imminent
rising of the full moon. We could not have that! And our lives moved right
along.

“I have to laugh when I think of what I told you earlier: that Fanny
didn’t know about my playing around because she was a space cadet. It
wasn’t because she was a space cadet that she didn’t know. It was because
she trusted me. Trusting me, she simply didn’t tune in to a lot of the signs
the way she could have. And, too, there were all the other signs, from all
over the place, that she was getting and trying to relate to. What did it
mean, for instance, that a bird one day walked backward slowly and
carefully down a big oak tree in our clearing, hopped over to Fanny, looked
up at her, and climbed up and sat on her head? This made her think of
Queen Nut. Of course it did! And of the ideogram of the vulture on her
head. Maybe Nut was trying to tell her something? Who could know? Well,
in this case, Nut was trying to tell her something, which she found by
talking to a friend of ours who is a Goddess worshiper and an Egyptologist.
Her favorite saying of Nut’s, said our friend one day as we sat looking at a
drawing of her on a tarot card, is: ‘Whatever I embrace, becomes.’ ‘That’s
it!’ said Fanny. ‘That’s what?’ I asked. She didn’t explain. But I think now
that what she meant was that we must, all of us, turn toward whatever it is
that we do want, in our lives, in our loves, on the planet, and whatever we
don’t want, just have sense enough to leave alone. But I didn’t know that
then.

“I remember when I tried to get her to wear Frederick of Hollywood—
type lingerie. Fanny has a beautiful body. But you’d never know it. I knew
she’d look just as good or better than the women I fantasized. But she
covered herself from head to foot in the most unappealing stuff. Long



gowns, long, thick gowns, at night. Flannel. With high necks. She wore long
Johns. Long Johns. At least they were cheerful. She dyed them all kinds of
colors. Red and yellow and orange. She looked cute in them, though, rather
than sexy.

“‘But I get cold in that stuff you like,’ she said. ‘And I feel ridiculous.
It’s too flimsy to wear. Why do you want me to wear this?’ she asked,
looking at me so piercingly that I wanted to drop the whole thing.

“She reluctantly put on some red satin-and-net underwear I’d bought
and came out of the yurt and showed herself to me.

“‘I feel like a neon sign,’ she said.
“And I had to admit that there, in the forest, in the middle of nowhere,

she looked like one.
“‘But lust loves neon,’ was my feeling.
“Afterward, as they say in early twentieth-century novels, I felt okay,

at least I thought I felt okay. She felt terrible. She cried and said she felt
degraded. I never saw the red satin and net again.

“But this particular struggle, which I lost—the struggle to get her to
wear sexy lingerie, and to enjoy it as I did—went on for a number of years.
I was being influenced in my private life with Fanny by the hidden sexual
life I lived elsewhere. She would have realized this, and I’m sure it hurt her.
Once, she even sat straight up in bed out of a sound sleep, or so I had
thought, screaming, ‘Who are all these women in this bed with us? Who are
they? Who are they?’ And she began to batter me with a pillow, and to
weep. But we made a joke of this. For she wasn’t supposed to be aware of
what I was doing, and I wasn’t supposed to be, as far as she was concerned,
doing anything.

“Her tolerance wore thin, finally. ‘Listen, Suwelo, you like that stuff,
you wear it,’ she said. And she actually bought me a little red bikini with a



cut-out space in front, a little vee, and I pranced about in it happily. And
then I did start wearing skinny, scanty, colorful underwear, because I did
like it, and she got a little better when she shopped for herself, but always
her choices were tasteful, understated, nunnish. I had to face the fact that to
Fanny the cut of her underwear and of her gowns didn’t matter very much.
She wanted comfort, warmth, sturdy pieces of clothing that were well
made. To be truthful, she much preferred shopping for sweaters and boots
and items like that in the men’s department; she said they were much better
made, more generously cut, than in women’s wear. Occasionally she bought
something we both liked; something usually expensive, and very sexy, but it
was nothing that could ever be confused with neon.

“So, yes, I think she knew. Knowing Fanny, she probably knew before
I did. Maybe she stayed away in Africa for such a long time because she
wanted me to have the freedom to fuck around.

“It was a freedom I’d never had. And I was brought up on Playboy, in
which the goal of every red-blooded man is to pierce as many women as
possible, and to think of their minds, their creative gifts, and their
professional abilities as added sexual stimulation, nothing more. I loved that
joke inspired, I’m sure, by the Playboy mentality: What did you do with the
female scientist who discovered a cure for the common cold? You screwed
her. Yuk, yuk.

“It wasn’t as if she wasn’t free to sleep around too. She was. And she
fell in love at the drop of a hat with all kinds of people, not all of them
spirits. But sleeping with them didn’t seem that important to her. She tried
to explain this to me, using her relationship to the planets, yes, the planets,
as an example. ‘I live on Earth,’ she said. ‘I love it; I see that it really needs
me, whether it knows this or not.’ She smiled. ‘Now I know there are all
those other beautiful planets out there somewhere, and they may be



infinitely more exciting, but Earth is where I am, and the longer I relate to
it, the more interesting and exciting it becomes. We know almost nothing
about Earth. You do realize, don’t you?’ As it happened, at this very time
Fanny confessed she had never experienced orgasm during our lovemaking,
and there I was fancying myself the compleat lover, if only she’d dress
properly for her role; though she regularly experienced what she later told
me was ‘a kind of ecstasy.’ But no orgasms. For sure I knew almost nothing
about ‘Earth’ and should have held off trying to get to the other ‘planets.’”

“Woman is a mystery,” commented Mr. Hal, encouragingly. It was,
Suwelo felt, the only appropriate response.

Miss Lissie said nothing.
“And another odd thing, too,” Suwelo continued, overjoyed, actually,

to be talking to them, “was how many of her old lovers were still sort of
‘around.’ Even the one who’d been drowned in a boating accident off the
coast of South Carolina when she was in high school. I don’t think anyone
she cared about ever left Fanny; and she was incapable of feeling sad when
someone died. She felt sad about the way people died, or sad about their
illness or whatnot, but, in a way, the living and the dead, once they were
dead, were pretty much the same to Fanny, and present to her in about the
same way.

“This was bound to give me a certain feeling of insecurity. There were
times when, if she wasn’t there, and I could see she was not, though her
body was sitting quietly beside me in a chair, I wasn’t sure whether I was. I
always seemed to be chasing Fanny even when she was literally locked up
tight in my arms. Carlotta didn’t understand this; who could have? I used to
tease Fanny that she brought a new meaning entirely to the word ‘bondage.’
Sometimes I felt so disillusioned, so full of self-pity and futility, so married
—but in a way that seemed totally different from ‘marriage’ as it is



commonly known—I was just sick. The nights I’ve spent rummaging about
in this house”—Suwelo looked up, toward the stairs—“thinking over these
things! Other men marry women and say they love them and within five
years, though they still live with them, you can see they have essentially
separated themselves. There is no longer a spiritual or even an authentic
physical connection. Instead, they are connected by house payments, a car,
children, political expediency, whatever. Over time, Fanny and I shared
none of these things. The divorce was merely our first shedding of any
nonintrinsic relatedness. After that, it was as if we just had to see how far
we could go. Could we be two people who met anew each time, for
instance? ‘I couldn’t stand feeling bored when I saw you coming,’ she said.
As for me, I couldn’t bear the thought of a loss of autonomy or freedom
causing her to lose her magic. Because I came to appreciate and love this
aspect of her more and more.

“She moved out of the bedroom and into the back half of the house.
Then she moved out altogether. Some of our friends thought surely this
meant we’d separated. And they knew nothing of the divorce. But no,
separate spaces increased our harmony. Eventually. I don’t mean to make
this sound easier than it was. It was often hell. We’d begun to get a glimmer
of a way of life that gave us both direct sunlight, in a manner of speaking.
Neither of us wanted to overshade the other. Yet we wanted a degree of
stability, a degree of coziness. We wanted to be the forest and the tree.
Separate development that enhanced whatever we were creating separately
and together in our ... journey; that is what we were after.

“Marriage simply hadn’t fit us. Fanny thought it probably didn’t fit
anybody. She thought it unnatural. I wasn’t so sure, being a man within a
patriarchal system. I could see some privileges. She thought the words
‘whom God hath joined together let no man put asunder’ spoken at



weddings missed the point. To her, ‘marriage’ was a bonding of souls that
was eternal, anyway; it was presumptuous, therefore, for anyone to think it
could be put asunder. Then there was the preacher standing in front of
people as they were married, pretending to represent ‘God,’ but in fact
representing the state. She was insulted by the hypocrisy. Besides, in her
view, joining with another was such a sacred affair there was almost no way
it could be done with other people present, a good number of them
strangers, friends of friends, relatives you didn’t like, and others who
couldn’t possibly appreciate the significance of the moment.

“From this you can easily see how Fanny and I never lacked topics of
conversation. Sometimes we were so far apart in our ideas that I became
quite exasperated. She always seemed to be putting people down, their little
customs, their little ways. Behind every little custom, every little way, she
saw an institution, and one she herself would never have devised. ‘Why do
you even love me, if you do love me?’ I’d cry. And she’d think a moment
and say, ‘I love you for your breath.’ Typically, the least substantial thing
about me! ‘Also the least colonized,’ she’d say sweetly. Something unseen,
indeed, invisible. Not my brains, not my cock, not my heart—no, my
breath. But to her, as she explained it to me, my breath represented not only
my life, but also the life force itself; and what this boiled down to in day-to-
day reality is that she could, and did, kiss me all the time. We kissed for
hours. Hours. She’d hold my tongue in her mouth and, with a shiver of
pleasure that unfailingly caused me to rise almost beyond the occasion,
she’d draw in my breath. Her own breath, sweet, delicious, the very essence
of her soul’s vitality, would enter me. I’d had no idea, before being with
Fanny, how steadily, increasingly seductive this kind of kissing is. We
started out kissing like everyone else, a minute or two at a time, but then ...
It is a bond based on air, on nothing; nothing you can see, or save or take



off or put on, in any event; and I found it to be the strongest bond of all. It
was really funny, and we laughed about how much we both loved to kiss.
The mingling of our breaths as we kissed for that second half hour, as we
liked to joke, could nearly bring us to ... ah ... climax.”

“Some of us have heard of that,” said Miss Lissie wryly, and Mr. Hal
laughed.



Part Five



The Gospel According to Shug

HELPED ARE THOSE who are enemies of their own racism: they shall live in
harmony with the citizens of this world, and not with those of the world of
their ancestors, which has passed away, and which they shall never see
again.

HELPED are those born from love: conceived in their father’s
tenderness and their mother’s orgasm, for they shall be those—numbers of
whom will be called “illegitimate”—whose spirits shall know no
boundaries, even between heaven and earth, and whose eyes shall reveal the
spark of the love that was their own creation. They shall know joy equal to
their suffering and they will lead multitudes into dancing and Peace.

HELPED are those too busy living to respond when they are wrongfully
attacked: on their walks they shall find mysteries so intriguing as to distract
them from every blow.

HELPED are those who find something in Creation to admire each and
every hour. Their days will overflow with beauty and the darkest dungeon
will offer gifts.

HELPED are those who receive only to give; always in their house will
be the circular energy of generosity; and in their hearts a beginning of a new
age on Earth: when no keys will be needed to unlock the heart and no locks
will be needed on the doors.

HELPED are those who love the stranger; in this they reflect the heart of
the Creator and that of the Mother.

HELPED are those who those who are content to be themselves; they
will never lack mystery in their lives and the joys of self-discovery will be
constant.



HELPED are those who love the entire cosmos rather than their own tiny
country, city, or farm, for to them will be shown the unbroken web of life
and the meaning of infinity.

HELPED are those who live in quietness, knowing neither brand name
nor fad; they shall live every day as if in eternity, and each moment shall be
as full as it is long.

HELPED are those who love others unsplit off from their faults; to them
will be given clarity of vision.

HELPED are those who create anything at all, for they shall relive the
thrill of their own conception, and realize a partnership in the creation of
the Universe that keeps them responsible and cheerful.

HELPED are those who love the Earth, their mother, and who willingly
suffer that she may not die; in their grief over her pain they will weep rivers
of blood, and in their joy in her lively response to love, they will converse
with trees.

HELPED are those whose every act is a prayer for harmony in the
Universe, for they are the restorers of balance to our planet. To them will be
given the insight that every good act done anywhere in the cosmos
welcomes the life of an animal or a child.

HELPED are those who risk themselves for others’ sakes; to them will
be given increasing opportunities for ever greater risks. Theirs will be a
vision of the world in which no one’s gift is despised or lost.

HELPED are those who strive to give up their anger; their reward will be
that in any confrontation their first thoughts will never be of violence or of
war.

HELPED are those whose every act is a prayer for peace; on them
depends the future of the world.



HELPED are those who forgive; their reward shall be forgetfulness of
every evil done to them. It will be in their power, therefore, to envision the
new Earth.

HELPED are those who are shown the existence of the Creator’s magic
in the Universe; they shall experience delight and astonishment without
ceasing.

HELPED are those who laugh with a pure heart; theirs will be the
company of the jolly righteous.

HELPED are those who love all the colors of all the human beings, as
they love all the colors of animals and plants; none of their children, nor
any of their ancestors, nor any parts of themselves, shall be hidden from
them.

HELPED are those who love the lesbian, the gay, and the straight, as
they love the sun, the moon, and the stars. None of their children, nor any of
their ancestors, nor any parts of themselves, shall be hidden from them.

HELPED are those who love the broken and the whole; none of their
children, nor any of their ancestors, nor any parts of themselves shall be
despised.

HELPED are those who do not join mobs; theirs shall be the
understanding that to attack in anger is to murder in confusion.

HELPED are those who find the courage to do at least one small thing
each day to help the existence of another—plant, animal, river, or human
being. They shall be joined by a multitude of the timid.

HELPED are those who lose their fear of death; theirs is the power to
envision the future in a blade of grass.

HELPED are those who love and actively support the diversity of life;
they shall be secure in their differentness.

HELPED are those who know.



ARVEYDA READ THE PAMPHLET The Gospel According to Shug over and over
again. Carlotta sat quietly by his side. She did not think she still loved him;
she did not even want to consider it. She was attracted, she felt, to what he
knew and to how he knew it; and to his music, always. She was visiting him
at the new house he’d bought on his return from Central and South
America: a spacious, low-slung acoustically perfect bungalow that jutted
out of the hills over Berkeley and had been inspired by houses designed by
Frank Lloyd Wright. There was a soundproof, state-of-the-art recording
studio on the bottom floor, from whose windows could be seen the Golden
Gate Bridge in its misty splendor, and the sunsets from all three levels of
the house were spectacular. By comparison, her own house seemed
viewless, cluttered, run-down, and, for three people, absurdly small. It was
also in less fashionable Oakland. He had invited her to move in with him,
and also the children, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She found she enjoyed
living in her own, and the children’s, mess.

“Who’s Shug?” asked Arveyda. One foot was raised and crossed over
his knee. He had a habit of jiggling the raised foot, which made him seem
impatient.

Carlotta kicked off her shoes and tucked one foot underneath her. She
enjoyed these visits, which were similar, she imagined, to the visits one
might make to a father or an older brother. As always, Arveyda offered
luxurious surroundings and fresh, healthful food. Both children were in
school from eight-thirty to three-thirty these days, and, because of spring
recess, she was free from teaching for the week.

“While you were gone,” she said, “I used to go to a place called
Fanny’s Massage Parlor. It was near the campus. Fanny gave very good
massages.”



She drew in her breath; but why should she hesitate or be in the least
afraid? “She was the wife of the man I was interested in, the one about
whose existence you once inquired, whose name is Suwelo.”

“Suwelo?” said Arveyda. “Same as the rune?”
“Yes,” said Carlotta. “The rune for wholeness. But I don’t think it

applied to Suwelo—not, anyway, when I knew him.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because he was in fragments.”
Arveyda gave her a quizzical look, which Carlotta ignored. In her own

time, perhaps, she would tell him all about her intimate experiences with
another. But not now.

“Shug, as near as I could understand it, was Fanny’s grandmother, or
something like that. Like your mother, she founded a church.” What exactly
did that mean, she wondered now. She tried to picture Arveyda’s mother,
who had named him after a bar of soap. Was she a big, dark woman like
some of the aging black women she saw on the street? No; he’d said
something about her stylishness. Well, but big, dark women were often the
most stylish of all. Did she have a church, a real church, with stained-glass
windows and everything? Carlotta had never been to church of her own
volition. Zedé had taken her to the Catholic church around the corner from
their house when she was growing up. They’d understood little of the
sermons and had gradually stopped going. Zedé never conceded that there
were any such people as heathens. So much for Catholicism.

Arveyda was smiling at her as she thought about those days. “Well,”
he said, “but my mother never wrote her own beatitudes!”

“I went to Fanny because I had known her at the college. Not known
her, exactly, but I saw her from time to time. She’d moved to the Bay Area
from New York, along with Suwelo. They were both teachers. He taught



American history, she taught women’s studies. But then she got frustrated
teaching and moved on to administration. Why she thought that would be
easier, I can’t imagine. Of course it wasn’t. She walked around with a look
of such unmistakable distress it was almost comical. Then next thing I knew
she’d quit the college altogether and enrolled in the San Francisco School
of Massage. She opened her own little parlor down the street from the
college, and many of her former colleagues, laboring under the stress she’d
left, became her clients.

“From the moment I learned about you and Zedé I had a migraine, and
the whole of my body was one clenched knot of pain.” Carlotta said this
very slowly, in an almost inaudible voice. Now she speeded up, her voice
firm and casual. “In the beginning I had no designs on her husband—he
wasn’t actually her husband any longer, but I didn’t know that. They were
always together. Where you saw one you almost always saw the other.”
Carlotta giggled. “I was attracted to their closeness. I see that now. How
absurd life is! Together they represented home, a family, warmth, a place to
belong. Her massage parlor was convenient,” she went on soberly, “her
prices were reasonable. She passed out free gift certificates to her friends
and people from the college. I went. She treated me the same way she
treated everyone else. After one two-hour massage that included forty-five
minutes of acupressure, I was addicted.

“She was in a little cottage, the ‘mother-in-law’s cottage,’ at the back
of someone’s house. You got there by following a curving flagstone path
through flowering shrubs and vines—hibiscus and jasmine, I think. I
remember bright colors and a lovely scent; though these two just might not
bloom at the same time. I know nothing about flowers. But I liked it that
she had them. Her massage table was encircled by trailing green plants that
formed a living curtain and made me think of the out-of-doors, of a



waterfall. There was a tiny wood-burning stove in the corner on which she
occasionally laid a stick of sandalwood incense or into which she poked a
braid of sweet grass. She laid a huge crystal at your head and smaller ones
at your feet. I didn’t know a thing about crystals at the time, and when she
talked about their soothing or healing qualities the information went right
past me. I was connected to nothing, you see. Not to my own body, not to
the children, not, certainly, to inanimate objects. ‘When you are better,’ she
said, putting a small amethyst crystal in my hand, ‘you will be able to feel
its vibration.’ This kind of talk seemed the very babble of witches to me.
We never became friends, or even particularly friendly. We were cordial, I
guess you could say. I couldn’t understand why she’d taken such a service-
oriented, low-prestige job when she had such solid academic credentials. I
asked her this once, politely, without the bluntness of my bewilderment.
She shrugged and said, ‘Oh, academia?’ That was all.

“‘Why did you take up this particular work?’ I asked her another day
as she worked to loosen the cramped tendons in my legs.

“Her answer seemed impossible, given the serenity of her
surroundings and her own calm expression: ‘I took it up so that I would be
forced to touch people, even those I might not like, in gentleness, and be
forced to acknowledge both their bodily reality as people and also their
pain. Otherwise,’ she said, ‘I am afraid I might start murdering them.’

“I’m sure my body stiffened perceptibly. Whose wouldn’t have? There
I was, naked in her hands. With designs on her man; not that she ever
seemed to think of Suwelo that way. But who knew? Maybe she suspected
that he and I were starting to have a lot of chance meetings at the water
cooler.

“Regardless of this, she kept working on my legs and attempting to
flex my nearly rigid toes. My bent toes were so ugly. I’d never noticed



before.
“‘You should throw out those high heels, you know,’ she said.
“But she’d said that before.
“‘I know,’ I said, just as I’d said before.
“‘You’re doing penance, huh?’ she asked.
“‘I don’t understand what you mean,’ I said. What could she mean?

She didn’t know you, didn’t know us. Didn’t know Zedé. Would never have
dreamed what had happened. Still, I wasn’t sure. Sometimes I felt people
could tell what had happened just by looking at me. I felt I’d been in a
terrible accident that had scarred me; often I assured myself my scars were
at least invisible. But what is invisible to a masseuse?

“‘Oh,’ she said, ‘women wear things that hurt them to atone for the sin
of loving someone they’d rather not. Someone they may actually consider
unworthy of them. It’s sometimes called “seduction,”’ she added grimly.

“Maybe it was true, I thought. I wore the kind of shoes you’d liked me
to wear, though they hurt and you’d left me for my mother, who always
wore flats.” This was funny, and Carlotta laughed. “It’s like an episode from
Soap,” she said. “It didn’t make any sense, wearing the shoes. They were
killers. But even if they destroyed my feet and crippled my legs, I knew I
wasn’t giving them up. I liked the way men looked at me in high heels. The
look in their eyes made me forget how lonely I was. How discarded.”

“And what did you see when you looked back at them?” Arveyda
interjected, sadly.

“Oh, God,” said Carlotta, “I wasn’t going to think about that... . Fanny
would massage you, and soon your body would feel yours again. And she
would look satisfied, as if she’d achieved a sweet, if temporary, victory, and
you’d wonder if you’d really heard this mild woman say anything about
murdering anybody.



“Once, later, I asked Suwelo about it. He was evasive. He said she was
seeing a therapist, but that essentially she was one of those victims of
racism who is extremely sensitive and who grows too conscious of it. It had
become like a scale or a web over her eyes. Everywhere she looked, she
saw it. Racism turned her thoughts to violence. Violence made her sick. She
was working on it.

“Anyway, she had this stack of pamphlets on a table by the door.
Everyone who came in was encouraged to take one. I felt sorry for her, that
she had apparently fallen back into the grip of her grandmother’s religion.
And was able to find peace doing work that was almost menial, in the
smallest possible space. Yes, I pitied her; if I was doing penance by wearing
high-heeled shoes, she was doing it in spades, working on my cramped legs
and toes. Still, I like parts of Shug’s gospel; at least she doesn’t go on about
blessed are the poor. And I love the next to the last line, where she talks
about blessed are those who love and support diversity because, in their
differentness, they shall be secure. But the last line baffles me. Blessed are
those who know. Know what, I ask myself. And then I think of how I don’t,
in fact, know, and wonder if I ever will.” Carlotta said this with almost
childish petulance.

Arveyda looked at his wife, who had, without intending it, given the
mystery of his own mother back to him; and to whom, despite the existence
of their children, he felt he had never made love; and he thought, simply
because of the magic she had just performed, in conjuring up an almost
forgotten Katherine Degos, that she could not fail.

“You are beginning to know, Carlotta,” he said, with such tenderness
that both of them blushed. And then: “How it becomes you.”

In Shug’s pamphlet, illustrated back and front by several large,
serenely alert elephants, the pamphlet that Carlotta had brought home ages



ago from a massage parlor run by a woman whose husband had become her
lover, and that she had casually given him and he had as casually read,
Arveyda recognized a spiritual kin of his own mother. His mother. Any
remembrance of her pained him. So he never thought of her. Reading the
Gospel was the first time since his long-ago meeting with Zedé that he’d
seen anything that made him feel curious about her, or that he missed
something of her spirit in the world. Why had his mother loved a
photograph? Whose was it? “Your father,” she’d always said; but now that
he was a father himself he knew how much more there was. Why had she
removed it from beside his bed? Why had she become a “whirling
dervish”? Why had she never been able to affirm all that he was? Why had
she formed a church? And had it been like this, like Shug’s pamphlet, not a
building or any kind of monument, but simply a few words gleaned, like
spiritual rice grains, from her earthly passage?



THERE WAS A JUAN Fuentes poster of Nelson Mandela in the window of
a picture-framing shop near her therapist’s office. It was beautiful, vibrant,
with many small images of Mandela’s head imposed, smiling, over a huge
red ribbon. The same kind of ribbon Fanny wore, in solidarity with the
South African struggle, on her denim coat. She decided she would buy the
poster on her way home.

Her therapist’s name was Robin Ramirez, and Fanny liked her. She
was small, quiet, intense—and dark-haired, which was a relief. When a
friend recommended her to Fanny, the first thought that came to mind was:
Was she or wasn’t she? For Fanny did not, in the compulsive fantasy that
was driving her insane, slice off the heads of dark-haired people.

She’d told this to Robin on the first visit.
“Well, I guess I’m lucky to be a Chicana after all,” said Robin, and

asked her to say more.
“There isn’t much to it,” said Fanny. “Let’s just say that in my

fantasies blonds don’t have more fun.”
“Why blonds?” asked Robin, who more than once had considered

bleaching her hair. Didn’t people have more respect for what blond-haired
people did and said? This certainly seemed to be the case among an awful
lot of Chicanos she knew; her other patients, for instance.

“I think because they represent white people, really white people, to
me, and therefore white oppression.”

“You mean domination?”
“Yes. I mean Nazis, Klansmen, the white people and their children one

has to worry about on the street.”
“Did you know any blond children when you were growing up?”
It was curious, when Fanny considered the question, to realize that the

only blonds she remembered seeing as a child were other children. All the



white adults that she remembered had brown hair.
“There was Tanya,” she said. “I don’t remember much about her. She

lived down the road from my grandmother’s house, which is where my
mother and I lived part of the time I was growing up. Sometimes we played
together. She was okay.” Fanny shrugged.

“Did Tanya have brothers? Parents?”
“I know she had parents. Her father was a farmer and always in the

fields or, on Saturdays, in town. Her mother was always home. She baked
cookies and brought them outside to us. I could play in the yard with Tanya,
but I wasn’t allowed to go in the house. There was a grandmother.”

“How did that make you feel? Not being allowed inside Tanya’s
house.”

“It was a dump,” said Fanny, “as I recall. I don’t remember thinking
much about it. But I remember I wasn’t permitted inside, so that means I
certainly noticed.”

“I’m sure you did,” said Robin. “Could you imagine why you weren’t
allowed inside?”

Fanny thought about this. “It was funny, you know. My grandmother’s
house was much finer than theirs. In its own simple way, it was elegant.
Well, three grown, talented, creative women—my mother and my two
grandmothers—lived there; it would have to be elegant. Tanya’s people
were really almost what you’d call ‘poor white trash.’ But not quite. They
aspired to better things.” She laughed. “You know, I think white people in
the South must have had a secret campaign of uplift among themselves to
make sure every white person’s house was painted—white, if possible—and
every black person’s house was not. I think part of the reason they paid
black people barely enough to keep body and soul together was because
they were afraid that if they ever had the slightest excess of funds they



would paint their houses. They already knew how black people love color
and how good we look in it. As it was, black people made paint out of
bluing and white mud, and with this mixture they painted their fireplaces a
brilliant blue. There were only two houses in the county inhabited by
colored or black people that had paint. One of them belonged to my
grandmother.”

“Did Tanya ... why, by the way, was she named Tanya? It’s not a
Southern name, is it?” Robin asked this in a tone that said, I know nothing
whatsoever about that weird land, but this name sounds peculiar even to
me.

“No,” said Fanny, “it’s as Russian as Vladimir. But only a few people
ever pronounced it correctly. I always did. Most people said ‘Tan-ya,’ like
the color tan. She and her mother hated it when that happened, and
complained. I suggested that they replace the a in Tan with an o, but they
preferred to make a lifelong habit of correcting people. Whenever I thought
of this later, this obstinacy, it seemed typically Southern to me. A trait as
common to black as to white.

“In high school I watched the integration of the University of Georgia
on television,” Fanny continued. “And I was watching the night the whole
campus seemed to go up in flames, and white people raged against the
enrollment of two of the palest-skinned black people anywhere. I watched
the integration of Central High in Little Rock. I saw the Freedom Riders,
black and white, beaten up in Mississippi. I still remember vividly the face
of one of them, a young white man, who died. I saw a lot of black people
and their white allies humiliated, brutally beaten, or murdered. It seemed
that the people with the most integrity were assassinated. I grew up
believing that white people, collectively speaking, cannot bear to witness
wholeness and health in others, just as they can’t bear to have people



different from themselves live among them. It seemed to me that nothing,
no other people certainly, could live and be healthy in their midst. They
seemed to need to have other people look bad—poor, ragged, dirty,
illiterate. It was only then that they seemed to think they could look good.”

“And you thought this way as early as childhood?”
“No,” said Fanny. “Childhood for me was pretty mellow. I lived with

grandmothers who had a lot of interesting friends. I was the apple of their
eye. I don’t remember seeing any white people, ever, at our house.”

“So except for Tanya you had no experiences with them?”
“Not directly. But Mama Shug was often sick from her struggles with

them. She’d go into town, have a run-in—it seemed inevitable—with some
redneck and come home cursing up a storm.” Fanny chuckled. “But at the
same time, she was trying, as she liked to phrase it, to keep her feet on the
Goddam Path.”

“What path was this?”
“Oh,” said Fanny, “my grandmothers formed their own church; a

tradition of long standing among black women. Only, they didn’t call it a
‘church.’ They called it a ‘band.’”

“A band?”
“Sometimes a prayer band. Sometimes a band of angels, sometimes a

band of devils. ‘Band’ was what renegade black women’s churches were
called traditionally; it means a group of people who share a common bond
and purpose and whose notion of spiritual reality is radically at odds with
mainstream or prevailing ones. But Mama Shug had been a great singer
who’d been part of a musical band. To want to become part of a spiritual
band was natural to her.”

“Wasn’t it unusual for both of your grandmothers to be present, in the
same house, raising you?”



“One was my biological grandmother, my mother’s mother. The other
was her ‘Special Friend.’”

Robin raised an eyebrow.
Fanny laughed. “I can’t tell you how many raised eyebrows I’ve

encountered in telling about them.”
“But this was in the South ... in the fifties? Do you mean to say they

lived together as ...”
“Consorts,” said Fanny. “They were very happy, though they used to

disagree with or stray away from each other a lot. And they had incredible
fights, which made me think of storms. They liked to throw things; flashes
of ‘lightning’ in the form of china were always brightening up the house.
Temperamentally they were very different—Shug, direct; Celie, somewhat
sly. They lived to be very old, then died within a year of each other. My
grandmother, Celie, died first. Shug spent the remaining months of her life
working on her beatitudes, which my mother helped her translate into a
language somewhat more ‘Biblical’ than Mama Shug’s own. Mama Shug’s
sounded more like: ‘Rule number one: Don’t ever mess over nobody,
honey, and nobody will ever mess over you!’” Fanny laughed. “She felt that
spirituality was, above all, too precious to be left to the perverted
interpretations of men.”

“Perhaps it’s she who put the sword in your hand?”
“Perhaps,” said Fanny. “And how did you know it is a sword? It really

is a sword, with a great golden handle and shining blade. But it is in my
look, not in my hand. I look at a blond head and, zip, it’s in the gutter.”

“And then what?” asked Robin. “Does doing this make you feel
better.”

“No,” said Fanny. “I am always feeling better before. Besides, it’s the
next step that’s barfingly gruesome.”



“Which is?”
“That I’m down in the gutter grabbing the head and reaching for the

body, which is still walking along, by the way, and furiously fastening the
head back on. I won’t be a racist,” said Fanny grimly. “I won’t be a
murderer. I won’t do to them what they’ve done to black people. I’ll die
first.”

She would die first. (And she felt at times that this was happening.) The
sword in her look would blind her first of all. Nothing could prevent the roll
into the gutter of her own head. This much she knew. It was after she knew
better and her fantasies changed not at all that she began to panic.

There were times when she came to Suwelo and crept into his bed and
said, “Please hold me.” Times when he thought they would make love. But
no. She would lie in his arms shuddering and weeping.

“What’s the matter?” he would coax.
It would be a long time before she could answer. Then she’d say: “I’m

afraid I’ll murder someone.”
In the beginning he chided her. “Just because of those assholes at the

college? Come on! They’re not worth murdering.”
“Not just those,” she whispered, her tears dripping onto his neck.
“Well, who?” he’d ask. “Not me, I hope.”
“Not you,” she said.
One night she said: “If it is true that we commit adultery by thinking it,

then is it also the same with committing murder? What about the way it is
so easy, when you watch a plane take off, to imagine it blown to bits? Does
this count? Are we collectively responsible for disasters because we image
them and therefore shape them into consciousness? Do all human beings
nowadays automatically have murder in their eyes?”



“But why do you think of these things?” he said, holding her close, his
erotic interest having died.

“Doesn’t everyone? Now that they see how elusive the freedom is
we’ve struggled so hard for in the world.”

“No,” he said. “I don’t. Well, I do, sometimes. But I know they’re just
fantasies. They’re meaningless.”

“I don’t believe fantasies are meaningless. They are as meaningful and
powerful as dreams.”

“You’re so gentle,” he said.
“I fear it’s only a facade.” She sighed. “Underneath, there’s this raving

maniac. Sometimes I see myself in the faces of the weeping, screaming,
completely mad women shown every day on TV. A bomb has fallen
through their roof; their children are bleeding to death; there is no
ambulance for them. I hate white people,” she said. “I visualize them
sliding off the planet, and the planet saying, ‘Ah, I can breathe again!’”

“But you can’t cause that. Actually they come closer to doing that to
themselves, closer to causing all of us to slide off the planet than you ever
will. They, not you, should be feeling the crisis you imagine.”

“Then why am I imagining it?”
“Obviously because we share the planet.”
“They don’t want to share the planet; they don’t even want to share

villages, towns, rivers, beaches, and bus stops,” she said.
“No, they don’t,” said Suwelo. “But they’ll have to. It’s either share or

destroy.”
“I think they’re too clever to destroy themselves intentionally,” said

Fanny. “But not clever enough to avoid doing it by accident.”
“And we go with them,” said Suwelo.



“And we go with them,” echoed Fanny. “I can’t stand it! After all
we’ve been through”—and here she remembered Nzingha’s comment on
Jeff, the young white Southerner: “What? Poor? And after all that!”—“to
die horribly because of their pharaonic arrogance. I feel so abandoned,” said
Fanny. “As if my very self is leaving me.”

“The whole world is freaked out,” said Suwelo, “not just you, not just
us. Prior to this time in history, at least we thought we’d have a future, that
our children would see freedom, even if we never did. Now they’ve made
sure that none of our children will ever live the free and healthy lives so
many generations of oppressed people have dreamed of for them. And
fought so hard for. I very often think of violence, but any violence I could
do at this point would seem, and be, so small.”

“You’re large,” she said. “You’re a man. If you feel violent toward
someone, you can do something about it. You can be more direct. And you
give yourself permission to feel it. Women are given no such permission.”

“I approve of self-defense,” said Suwelo.
“Isn’t sliding them off the planet self-defense?” she asked. “I’ve

marched so much by now and been arrested so many times, I’m really quite
weary.”

Suwelo laughed. “A benign and gentle wind, out of nowhere, blows.
All the ungodly lose their connection to gravity and float away into the
ether. Besides, you know as well as I do that not all white people are
responsible for, among other things, the high cost, on the nuclear black
market, of plutonium, or the way that it is slowly finding its way into the
drinking water... . What about your friends? What about Karen and Jackson
and John ...”

“Yes, I know. Georgia O’Keeffe and Van Gogh and all of the
O’Keeffes and Van Goghs to come. Pete Seeger and Dr. Charlie Clements



certainly tip the scale. It’s racism and greed that have to go. Not white
people. But can they be separated from their racism?” Fanny sighed. “Can
I? And how much time do we have?”

“But yours, Fanny, unlike theirs, is all in your head. They are not
affected by your fantasies, nightmares, or dreams. Racist oppression and
nuclear terrorism are two things your magic won’t be enough to stop. I’m
sorry, but fantasizing opening the doors of Pollsmoor prison will not bring
Mandela out.”

“But maybe I can stop racist oppression before it starts in myself?”
And she had, next morning, made her first appointment to see Robin.

Those had been hard times for both of them. In her fear of the
murderer within, Fanny withdrew, to the extent that it was possible, from
human contact. She abandoned the classroom; too provocative. Heads
rolled there every day. Stupid, innocent, childish heads, whose parents had
taught them nothing of how not to make other people detest them in the
world. She moved next to administration. Bureaucracy and racism were a
deadly combination. Her silver blade was always in the air. She thought
she’d never be able to scrub all the blood off her knees. Her blood pressure,
like that of so many black people, reached alarming highs. Her mother,
apprised of her condition by Suwelo, had suddenly called Fanny one day
and encouraged her to accompany her on a quiet, restful, celebratory trip to
Africa. She would meet her father, whom she had never seen, who had
helped win freedom for his country through war.



“IT’S AN INTERESTING QUESTION,” Ola had mused, a few months after Fanny
and her mother had come to visit, as they’d sat idly one day over their
afternoon tea.

“What’s an interesting question?” asked Fanny, who, while sipping her
tea and thinking of Suwelo, had forgotten what she and her father were
talking about. She’d looked at him closely after he spoke, in some alarm.
He’d spent the morning “haggling” over one of his plays with an illiterate
government censor; the exercise had left him drawn and gray, and as if he
wouldn’t be able to tolerate such foolishness long.

“Whether the better fighter against the white man is someone who has
actually experienced him firsthand,” said Ola. “I once knew a great fighter
who’d never seen a white person in her life but who nonetheless felt their
oppression in every aspect of her existence, and so, traveling on foot, she
covered a thousand miles to join the fight against them. She was excellent.
Quite curious about them as people, I think, for she was always asking
questions, about their whiteness and their children and their ways. But she
was also steady as a rock in attacking them. And ruthless.”

“What do you mean, ruthless?”
Ola frowned. “It was as if she were mopping up a very foul and

troublesome spill.”
“And what was she like otherwise?”
“Oh, very quiet. Gentle. A wonderful person, really. Even to animals;

of all the stories about revolutionaries that were told around the campfires
in the mountains, gorges, and caves of our exile, the one she liked best was
that one about Sandino and the monkeys. Do you know it?”

Fanny shook her head.
“Well,” said Ola, “the men in his guerrilla band were capturing the

little monkeys that lived in the forest where they were hiding, and eating



them. Sandino made impassioned speeches in the monkeys’ defense; he
pointed out, among other things, that it was the monkeys’ screeches that
always saved the men from the surprise of enemy attack. ‘They are our little
brothers,’ said Sandino, ‘our loyal compañeros. How can you even think of
eating them?’” Ola paused, thinking of the woman. “Small children adored
her. I adored her. Her vision of the future, after the overthrow of the white
regime, was very broad; it would include everyone, and everything. That is
why she liked Sandino; even though he was as famished as the rest of his
men, he held to the vision of the future he wanted to have, a future that
would include even the monkeys.”

“This woman,” said Fanny, “she didn’t frighten you?”
“She did frighten me,” said Ola. “But I had to realize she was me. We

mirrored each other almost exactly, I didn’t want to be an assassin either. I
didn’t want to be ruthless. There seemed no other way, however. The whites
had done terrible things to us; many of them would claim later that they’d
done nothing of the kind, simply because they knew nothing about it. But
beyond what they were doing to us, as adults, they were destroying our
children. Who were starving to death—their bodies, their minds, their
dreams—right before our eyes. We fought the white man as we fought
pestilence.”

“It is more honest to fight as you did, perhaps,” said Fanny. “In the
United States there is the maddening illusion of freedom without the
substance. It’s never solid, unequivocal, irrevocable. So much depends on
the horrid politicians the white majority elects. Black people have the
oddest feeling, I think, of forever running in place.”

Ola nodded. “Of course,” he said, “that could simply mean you’re
remaining who you are. And that’s not a bad thing.”



“I don’t know if that’s it,” said Fanny. “To me, we seem to be losing
who we are. We don’t understand white people; that’s the crux of the matter.
Not that we really want to anymore; it’s too frightening. We can’t
comprehend them at all. We pretend we do from time to time, but that’s just
to reassure ourselves. If we ever confront our fear at being surrounded by so
many people whose ways are incomprehensible to us, I don’t know what
will happen. They don’t do anything the way we would do it. Making those
tall buildings that deaden the earth underneath them, for instance” (here she
thought of the Indians who considered the weight of a teepee too heavy, and
who had had chants that included the exhortation to “shift your teepee,
relatives, so that Mother Earth might have sunlight!”) “or digging out and
claiming everything that’s buried in the ground. People’s bones and
funerary objects, gold, diamonds, silver, and God only knows what else—
uranium, plutonium. Most of what’s buried in the earth, people of color
would never have found, because they’d never have bothered to look for it.”
Fanny shrugged. “But we’re savages,” as Chief Seattle said, “what do we
know?”

“Here’s a theory of evolution you’ll like,” said Ola, who knew that
many African-Americans hated to think of the ancient Africans as early
industrialists. “The first iron, so far as is known, was smelted in Africa; so
there were, at least in theory, a couple or three diggers around here, since
the ingredients for iron must be dug out of the ground. The people who did
this, however, were not approved of. Like the Hopi in your country, most
ancient Africans thought of the earth as a body that needs all its organs and
bones and blood in order to function properly. The ore miners were forced
out, the theory goes. They went north.”

“Yes,” said Fanny, frowning, “and unfortunately in about 1492 they
continued west.”



She wrote to Suwelo:
“I feel like a child, asking my father what I should do. But I confess it

is a great relief, having a father to ask.
“Do you know what my mother’s advice is? ‘Forgive them, Fanny,’

she says. ‘Do you think they know what they are doing, when they treat us
so badly? Do you think they know what they are doing when they suck all
the oil out of the earth on one side of the world and complain about
earthquakes on the other? Do you think they know what they are doing
when they fill the sky with space junk and rockets whose important
“missions” to spy on other planets are meaningless to ninety-nine percent of
the people and to absolutely all of the plants and animals on earth? Do you
think they know what they are doing when they invent the things they have
invented and forced on the world, especially on our worlds, things that
make us sick? things that kill us? No, darling. They do not know what they
are doing. But you are lucky, you live in an age when even they are finding
this out.

“‘When I was growing up,’ she says, ‘the white man’s word—backed
by his gun—was law. His vision, the inspiration of the world. We dared not
contradict him even when he said the sole reason we were put on earth was
to be his slave. He was all-powerful. In fear and dread we watched him
from our compounds the world over. Some of us were greedy. We believed,
as he seemed to, that he was bringing something better than what we had.
This never happened. Always, we were left poorer, with a lowered opinion
of ourselves. He blocked the view between us and our ancestors, us and our
ways; not all of them good ways, but needing to be changed according to
our own light. He needed to keep us terrorized and desperately poor, in
order to feel powerful. No one who was secure in himself as a person would
put such emphasis on the nonpersonhood and unworthiness of another. He



could not make the sounds or the movements or the cloth or the food we
did. The heat was unkind to him. It was the heat that his tribe had left
Africa thousands of years ago to avoid.

“‘The white man is our brother: we have always said this. He is also
the prodigal son of Africa. Easily recognizing him for who he was when he
returned to us, we prepared the fatted calf. But it has never been enough. He
is so empty, so ravenous for what we have that he does not have, that the
fatted calf has barely served as an appetizer. He has moved on to devour us
and our children, our minds and our bones. But this is not the behavior of
well people. Allowances must be made for the sick.’

“But, even as my mother is speaking, I think: And what of me? I am
the first to agree that I am sick. The racism of the world has infected me; I
was infected as a child, before I even knew what racism was. Now, in my
fantasies, I am poised to strike. But if I do strike, if I bring my fantasies to
life, will ‘allowances’ be made for me? More important, can I make them
for myself?

“‘We are too forgiving,’ I say to Mom. ‘I’m beginning to hate the very
word.’

“‘No,’ she whispers (we are often in bed for these conversations), ‘that
isn’t possible. Forgiveness is the true foundation of health and happiness,
just as it is for any lasting progress. Without forgiveness there is no
forgetfulness of evil; without forgetfulness there still remains the threat of
violence. And violence does not solve anything; it only prolongs itself.’

“How could she have this view, which seemed not reactionary, but
divorced from reality. ‘The way things are going in the United States,’ I
said, ‘there will soon be more black men in prison than on the streets. In
South Africa the entire black population is incarcerated in ghettos and
“homelands” they despise. Look at what was done to the Indians, and still is



being done. Look at the aborigines of Australia, the Maori of New Zealand.
Look at Indonesia under the Dutch. Look at the West Indies. Forgiveness
isn’t large enough to cover the crime.’

“‘How is a person destroyed?’ whispered my mother in her peculiar
missionary-African accent. ‘Do you know? When my three parents’ (this is
how she refers to her adoptive mother and father, Corrine and Samuel, and
to Nettie) ‘first came to Africa they taught the gospel inherited from the
Jews, who were the earliest Christians, and who therefore believed in
turning the other cheek, rendering unto Caesar, and so on. Over the years
they saw cheeks, heads, whole bodies bloodied and destroyed, as Caesar
demanded and took everything. He took the land, everything on it and
under it; he took the water. He claimed the air “space” over the land. He
took the people’s children to work in his fields and mines. He destroyed and
therefore “took” their culture, their connection to their ancestors and the
universe—than which nothing is more serious. He took their future.

“‘My parents saw people dying all the time.’ My mother paused. ‘Do
you remember, by any chance, what Haydée Santamaria said to the prison
guard who, having brought her the eye of her brother Abel and the testicles
of her lover, next brought her the news that her beloved brother, one of the
youngest and most beautiful of the young Cuban revolutionaries, had been
killed? She said—this woman who, twenty years later, would kill herself
—“He is not dead; for to die for one’s country is to live forever.”’

“‘That is very beautiful,’ I said. If I’d ever read it, I didn’t remember it,
or perhaps it was so painful I’d forgotten it.

“You and I, Suwelo, have, after all, come to maturity against the
backdrop of the assassination of our leaders. By the time of Abel
Santamaria’s death, we’d already borne, somehow, the news that Patrice
Lumumba, and so many others, were no more. Or was he killed after Abel?



‘Eliminated,’ as the CIA ‘adventures’ on television described it. Like so
much waste from the common imperialist body. But while I thought of this
—and I really can’t bear to think of this—of all the murders, all the loss, all
the pain, all the waste, my mother was continuing to whisper.

“‘My parents attended many people as they died,’ she said. ‘They
noticed that some people died utterly. They went, they left, they vacated
their space. There was nothing left. This was not true of everyone.’

“‘What are you saying?’ I asked.
“‘Some of the people died in a kind of rapture. These were often those

to whom the worst things had been done. Some of them died with the same
passion with which they’d lived, and, at the very end, appeared to see,
coming to welcome them, the beloved community of souls with whom
they’d kept the faith, and in whose memory they had continued to labor
while on earth.

“‘My dearest daughter,’ said my mother, ‘some of them, many of
them, died as who they were, as the best of who they were. As whole
people. There was no talk of the kind we see on TV deathbeds of who will
get the silver, who will inherit the car, who is mentioned in or omitted from
the will; those things are the concern of people who have no idea why they
are on earth. These people, these revolutionaries, like Haydée and her
brother Abel, had given their lives, but they had also kept them; for their
lives were theirs right to the end, unbroken, uncorrupted. That is what they
left to us.

“‘When Abel died he could not have known that years later I would be
whispering about his death to my only daughter, and hoping that she will
learn from it, and be inspired by it, as her mother has been. I am not a
nationalist,’ said my mother, ‘so it is not dying for one’s country that is so
moving to me about Haydée Santamaria’s statement. No, what is moving to



me is that when people die whole, a wonderful power is released in the
world; a wonderful fearlessness before death, which in turn inspires in
others a more profound joyousness about life. This is what all torturers
learn, and it is why, I think, torture exists. Imagine yourself eyeless, without
breasts or testicles, at the mercy of those who are so broken they will have
no choice when their own time comes but to die utterly, leaving not one iota
of inspiration, encouragement, or joy, and you do not talk, or give
information, or name other people, or lick their boots, or accept their gold,
or whatever it is they are trying to get you to do. And even if you are
broken by them, and you lick their boots, you understand how sick they are
to need their boots licked. You think of them as they might have been as
children, little children, with no one to protect them from the grown-up
whose boots they were forced to lick, no one who loved them enough or
was powerful enough to make them feel safe. If you tear out the tongue of
another, you have a tongue in your hand the rest of your life. You are
responsible, therefore, for all that person might have said. It is the torturers
who come to understand this, who change. Some do, you know.’

“‘You are saying,’ I asked her, ‘that all evil, like racism or sexism, is a
result of sickness?’

“‘Not only that,’ she whispered, ‘the child will always, as an adult, do
to someone else whatever was done to him when he was a child. It is how
we, as human beings, are made. I shudder to think what Hitler’s childhood
was like,’ she said. ‘But anyone can see that the Palestinians and their
children are reliving it under the Israelis today.’

“‘But wait,’ I said. ‘This isn’t true of everyone. I mean, some people
who’ve had horrendous childhoods don’t turn out to be vicious adults.’

“‘How do you know?’ she asked.



“‘Well, we can use your mother, Big Mama Celie, as exhibit A. A
more gentle, loving person it would be hard to imagine.’

“There was a long silence before Mom spoke again.
“‘One of the most disturbing things I noticed about black people in the

South, when we returned home near the end of the war, was the
mistreatment—casual, vicious, unfeeling—of animals. Your grandmother’s
behavior was no exception. She had a dog—everyone had packs of hounds
—whose name was—don’t laugh—Creighton. He worshiped her; he was
her absolute slave. He had the most wounded, pained, saddened, completely
expressive eyes I ever saw. My mother obviously never looked into them.
She treated him with a detached, brutal disregard. I never saw her pet him. I
never heard her mutter a kind word in his direction. Her treatment of
Creighton was the only thing I remember my mother and Miss Shug
coming to blows about. Miss Shug loved animals as she loved people. She
could not bear it that Celie, whom she had prevented Celie’s husband,
Albert, from beating, beat, and beat unmercifully, the cringing dog, who,
even as she swung at him with one of her husband’s old belts, or
somebody’s old belt, tried, unsuccessfully, to lick her hand. She would kick
him out of her way even when he wasn’t in it.

“‘I watched this strange behavior a long time before I realized what I
was watching. Before I saw it. She was my mother, and Mama Nettie had
instructed me about all the pain she had endured in her life. She was
wonderful to me and to Adam and Tashi and their son, Benny. She was
droll, playful, creative, and fun. And so harmless. People often said of her,
“Why, Miss Celie wouldn’t hurt a fly!” Well, she murdered zillions of flies,
as everyone does in a hot climate. But it was her mistreatment of Creighton
that no one seemed to notice. Quite the opposite. In fact, because she
treated Creighton so badly, other people did the same. Many nasty jokes



were made at Creighton’s expense; anything missing was assumed to have
been stolen by him, even if it was a hairbrush or a spool of thread!
Anything knocked over or spilled was his fault. He was considered stupid,
lazy, clumsy, ugly, and inferior. He was a stray dog who’d simply “taken
up” there, as they said. Where he came from, no one knew. I don’t even
know how he got the name Creighton.’

“‘What happened to him?’
“‘Miss Shug,’ whispered my mother, with a smile of admiration in her

voice. ‘She liberated him.’
“‘No,’ I said.
“‘She did. She took him away with her to Memphis. She kept her own

house there, always, you know.’
“‘And what did she do with him?’
“‘They were gone a whole summer. I don’t know what she did. But

when they came back, Creighton had been rehabilitated.’
“‘No,’ I said.
“‘Yes,’ said Mom. ‘Creighton was no longer a slave; he was a dog. Not

only that, Creighton knew the difference. The next time Mama Celie tried to
beat him, he bit her. And Miss Shug laughed. Mama Celie never dared
attempt to beat or humiliate Creighton again. It was Miss Shug’s laughter, I
believe, that prevented it.

“‘It was the laughter, from someone she loved with her whole being,
that ripped through the callus on Mama Celie’s heart. She began to feel for
everything: ant, bat, the hoppy toad flattened on the road.’”



“WHY IS YOUR NAME Robin?” Fanny asked.
“Because it does not sound Mexican. My mother’s name is Esperanza.

When we came here and she worked for the gringos—as she called them; a
word that I, as a professional analyst must never use—they claimed they
couldn’t remember it or pronounce it, and anyway it meant Hope, didn’t it?
So that’s what they called her. Her personal name for me was Alamo, which
means poplar. And Alamo is still what I am called at home. But enough
about me,” said Robin. “Have you ever been hypnotized?”

“Yes,” said Fanny. “Sort of. I was in Ohio one summer looking for
work—this was when I was in college—and there wasn’t much for people
like me. I saw an ad in the paper that said the local medical school was
hiring subjects to be used in an experiment that studied the effects of
hypnosis.”

“Oh?” said Robin. “And what happened?”
“I was taken back to my six-year-old self. I was asked to write as I did

then. When I returned to consciousness, after having been hypnotized, I saw
my name on the piece of paper they’d given me, and it was my six-year-old,
second-year-of-public-school scrawl.”

“And did they know what questions to ask you, while they had you
under their spell?”

“Of course not,” Fanny said. “They were young white men who’d
probably never spoken to a black woman other than the ones who cleaned
their houses.”

Now, there was the sensation of falling very fast inside herself; as if her
interior chest and back were those coral and faded indigo walls of a desert
canyon. Inside, she thought dreamily, I’m desert color. How nice. There was
no bottom where she landed. Only space. Dark, comfortable space.



“What do you think of white people?” asked Robin’s voice. But for all
Fanny knew, it was the voice of God.

Her own voice seemed not to belong to her. In any case it barely
escaped her lips. Was she speaking? “I am afraid of them,” was her reply.

“When you look at them,” said the voice, “how do they look to you?”
“Very fat,” she said. “They are always eating, eating. Everywhere you

go, they are sitting down eating. In Paris, they are eating. In London, they
are eating. In Rome. They eat and eat. It makes me feel afraid,”

“Why do you feel afraid?”
“When I see them eating, I feel myself to be very hungry. Skin and

bones. And I feel their teeth on my leg. But when I look down, sometimes it
is not their teeth on my leg, only a cold chain. I am relieved to see it is not
their teeth, only a chain. I think that when they called us ‘cannibals’ they
were projecting.”

“But why are you so afraid? If it is only a chain that is on your leg, and
not their teeth; it can be broken. It can be filed away.”

“Sometimes I see myself joining them at the table and I am eating,
eating, eating, too. And we are all bloated and fat. We have chins down to
our sternums, our eyes are clamped shut with fat. But the self that I was is
still there, too. Right by the table, smelling the food. And she’s as poor, as
emaciated, as ever. She and her babies. Nothing but eyes and skin and bone.
And I am afraid, because I love her so very much, and she is the self I have
lost. And the eating goes nowhere. It is endless gluttony to no purpose
whatsoever. And I am afraid because aren’t those my teeth on her leg?”



“MAKE NO MISTAKE,” OLA had said, “the people themselves must help
one struggle with the truly eternal questions. That is why a resistance
movement is invaluable.” He and Fanny had been sitting on the verandah
having breakfast: papaya juice, fruit, coffee, buttered bread, with several
kinds of jam; Ola, she had thought, seemed to get his best ideas over food.
“There you are in the inhospitable and, you hope, hidden caves of the
countryside, having grass scones and lizard tea; your skin is welted from
mosquito bites, your shoes rotted from the humidity, but you are sometimes
very happy because everyone has the exact same questions about it all that
you do. Or variations on them. Do you know what guerrilla fighters do
more than they do anything else? Skirmishes and battles occupy a very
small portion of their time. They talk.” Ola stopped talking long enough to
have a spoonful of fruit. “Talk,” he continued, chewing rapidly and
swallowing, “is the key to liberation, one’s tongue the very machete of
freedom. We are the only species, some say, who have created speech. But
that is only because, being far less intelligent than the majority of the other
animals, and more prone to disastrous blunders, in our relationships with
others, speech is so necessary.”

Fanny bit into a small hard roll that showered her blouse with crust
flakes.

“We must have a world language,” said Ola, reaching over to dust her
off, and making Fanny feel like a small child, “before we can have world
peace. But imagine how people will fight over which language it must be!”
He laughed. “Of course it should be something elegant, but relatively
simple, and you must not be able to say ‘I despise your kind,’ or ‘I do not
respect your god’ in it; in short, it should be Olinka. I’m joking,” said Ola.

“No, you’re not,” said Fanny, smiling.



“This frustration with the whites,” Ola said, thoughtfully, and not
responding to her smile, “is a natural reaction to what they have,
collectively, done to you, not simply as an individual, but as a people, a
culture, a race. The instinct for self-defense and self-preservation is innate,
although there was a time, and very recently, too, when white scholars
actually did studies that ‘proved,’ in their eyes, these instincts were innate
in all people except us. They’d put us so far down, you see, they thought
we’d never get up again, so they advanced theories that showed our innate
love of being down.” He sipped his coffee, added a dollop of cream to it,
and frowned. “I have been responsible for the deaths of whites,” said Ola.
“It did not ‘liberate’ me psychologically, as Fanon suggested it might. It did
not oppress me further, either. I was simply freeing myself from the jail that
they had become for me, and making a space in the world, also, for my
children.”

And Fanny thought: Right. Even fifteen years ago I could not have
come here. I could not walk or drive on the roads of my father’s country in
peace. He could not have met me at just any gate at the airport. He could
not have protected me from white viciousness on the street.

“You must harmonize your own heart,” said Ola. “Only you will know
how you can do that; for each of us it is different. Then harmonize, as much
as this is ever possible, your surroundings.” He thought for a moment,
sighed. “Whatever you do,” he said, “stay away from people who pity
themselves. People who are always complaining have a horrifying tendency
to spread their own lead into everybody’s arse.”

Fanny smiled at this.
“You must try not to want ‘things,’ too,” said Ola, “for ‘thingism’ is

the ultimate block across the path of peace. If everytime you see a tree, you
want to make some thing out of it, soon no one on earth will even have air



to breathe. Trees that are already dead are fine,” he added. “Old logs dug up
out of the mud are okay.” He chuckled softly, as if at a private joke.

“Make peace with those you love and that love you or with those you
wish to love. These are your compañeros, as the Latin Americans say.
Above all, resist the temptation to think what afflicts you is peculiar to you.
Have faith that what is in your consciousness can be communicated to the
consciousness of all. And is, in many cases, already there.”

“Even in the consciousness of those who have fallen down the drug
barrel?” asked Fanny, skeptically.

“Especially those,” said Ola. “The struggle with the eternal questions,
the ones not definitively answered by the rebel or revolutionary in his or her
late teens or early twenties, when one thinks all problems can be solved—
the thoughts that so trouble you, the eternally nagging furies—these things
are what probably pushed many of our people over the edge. But they can
be retrieved. If they do not die from their addictions—their attempts to
banish all intelligence about what is really happening to the world, while
inhaling the rotten fragrance of the lotus of their ‘escape’—they will have
to see that they are killing themselves. Their teeth are gnawing on their own
legs.”



SUWELO HAD AT LAST driven up from San Francisco to see Fanny. She was
then living by herself in the little yurt they’d once shared during summers.

“My father told me, shortly before he died,” said Fanny, as they
warmed themselves by her small fire, in which pinecones occasionally
popped, “to harmonize my relations with you.” As she thought about Ola
she identified with Zindzi Mandela, Nelson Mandela’s daughter, whom she
had recently heard on the radio, trying to keep alive the words of her father,
imprisoned for twenty-five years. “Of course it takes two to harmonize,”
she said firmly, gazing into the fire. “But I am to struggle with you in the
faith that harmonizing is possible. This has nothing to do with the question
of whether or not we sleep together.”

Suwelo sighed. What a difficult woman this was!
“And what does your mother say?” he asked, sardonically. Fanny

seemed very small, and young, despite the threads of silver at her temples
that had appeared since he last saw her.

Fanny smiled. “As you know, my mother counsels forgiveness. It is the
spring castor-oil tonic of the soul.”

“And why are these the messages we are given?” asked Suwelo,
feeling little hope. “Why is this what they say, and not something a wee bit
more probable?”

Fanny shrugged. “Let’s face it, Suwelo,” she said; “it is because we are
the people we are and not some other people. We are not white people, for
instance. This is the message not simply from my parents, but it is the
message from the beginning. We can trace this message from our earliest
contact with the sun.”

“No shit,” he said. “The sun?”
“We have never considered the sun an enemy,” Fanny continued

gravely, “only, perhaps in the beginning, a goddess. Then later, no doubt



under coercion and stretching our imagination to the limit, a god. We have
never, until very recently, far less than a thousand years, known the cold.
Deep in our hearts, because of our relationship to the sun, we believe we are
loved simply for being here. There is no reason for us to hate ourselves. As
someone has said: I can dig worshiping the sun, because it worships back.
Our relationship to the sun is the bedrock of our security as black human
beings. We have our melanin, we have our pads of woolly hair. We’re ready
for the beach. We can cope.” Fanny smiled.

“But are you not,” said Suwelo, “afraid of being burned? After all,
even the sun is no longer what it was.” What he was really asking was
whether or not she had the courage to love him, changeable as he was.

“The sun hasn’t changed,” she said, looking into the fire. “It is exactly
the same, as far as human beings are concerned, and will remain so for
inconceivable lifetimes to come. It is we who have changed in relation to it.
The African white man was born without melanin, or with only incredibly
small amounts of it. He was born unprotected from the sun. He must have
felt cursed by God. He would later project this feeling onto us and try to
make us feel cursed because we are black; but black is a color the sun loves.
The African white man could not blame the sun for his plight, not without
seeming ridiculous, but he could eventually stop people from worshiping it.
He could put a new god in its place that more closely resembled himself:
cold, detached, given to violent rages and fits of jealousy. He needed to
create a new god, since the one the rest of his world worshiped was so cruel
to him. Burned him. How fortunate that he finally stumbled into the
Mediterranean, into Europe. The coolness must have felt exquisite.

“And no,” she said, “I am not afraid of loving you. At last I see you for
what you are. I see the child in you that became the man and is now fast
becoming the person. Your sins are no graver than my own. I indulged in



my fantasies of violence for years before I tried to change; as you indulged
in sterile, exploitive relationships with other women. I couldn’t see why I
should be the one asked not to seek revenge, why the buck of violence must
stop with me. Besides, must I myself be the only model I had for the
creature I intended to be? There is a card in tarot, the ninth card, and its
message is: What you hope for, you also fear. This is how it was with me.

“I didn’t feel particularly betrayed as an individual by your affairs with
other women; or with Carlotta in particular. You and I are constructing our
own lives; other people are bound to be important in them. I do not believe
in marriage... . However, I did feel betrayed, as a woman.”

“Betrayed as a woman? But I told you,” said Suwelo, “Carlotta meant
very little to me. She ...”

“I know,” said Fanny. “What you said was, she meant nothing
whatever to you; and, furthermore, she had no substance. It was when you
said that, that I hated you. I hated you as a man.”

“But why?” cried Suwelo. “I was trying not to hurt you. Trying to
make you see that no woman mattered to me more than you.” He paused,
and continued with some bitterness, “I suppose I forgot I was talking to a
womanist.”

“No,” said Fanny, “you forgot you were talking to Carlotta’s
masseuse.”

“What?” he asked.
“I tried to uncramp her legs, untangle her knee joints, flatten out the

knots in her back, unclench her jaw, straighten out the curve in her neck,
restore free movement to her toes. Clear up a migraine that lasted for a year.
She was small, but as dense and as heavy as lead. I knew the body of the
woman you said had no substance. Carlotta’s very substance was pain. And



that you did not know this, or, if you knew it, did not care, that is what
made me despise you.

“I didn’t know what had happened in her life. I sometimes wondered
whether you knew anything about her life at all. But each time I worked on
her I was amazed to feel the pain, like waves of ice meeting my hands, the
pain of a body recently and repeatedly struck. A body cringing.”

Fanny had started to weep, and she swiped at her nose angrily with her
sleeve. Suwelo knew how she hated to cry when she was angry.

“Men must have mercy on women, Suwelo,” she said coldly. “They
must feel women’s bodies as a masseuse feels them; not just caress them
superficially and use them as if they’re calendar pinups, centerfolds, or
paper dolls. What woman could trust a man who came back from another
woman’s arms with a story such as yours? I simply couldn’t.”

“I hated you for leaving me,” said Suwelo, handing her his
handkerchief. “Why didn’t you explain?”

“I was sick of explaining everything,” said Fanny, with great
weariness. “In my women’s studies class and in the administration office at
the college I had to explain about blacks; to you and other men I had to
explain about women. None of you seemed capable of using your own eyes
and feelings to try to comprehend things and people for yourselves.
Anyway, you wouldn’t have understood.”

“Right,” said Suwelo, “all men are imbeciles. Of course. How do you
know I wouldn’t have understood? Are women the only half of the species
that has a brain?”

“I’d tried so often before,” she said, “when we still lived together. I
tried with books,” she said. “With records. You wouldn’t read, you wouldn’t
listen. You seemed traumatized by the new. It seemed pointless.”



“Pointless,” he cried, and he suddenly felt as if all of himself was
awake; and that his mind was not in the fog it was usually in when he
argued with Fanny, “after all we’ve been through? Hell, we survived
kidnapping together, we survived the middle passage, we survived the slave
trade. For all you know,” he tossed at her, “I was once your mother.”

“Once my what?” said Fanny, shocked. “Negro, I beg your pardon.”
“Or at least mother’s milk for you. Shit,” he said, thinking of Miss

Lissie and Mr. Hal and all he’d learned from them that he couldn’t wait for
Fanny to share, “we survived living in New York. Fight with me,” he said.
“Scream. You have nice big teeth; bite me.” Fanny’s lovely mouth was
shaping the words, in horror, “Bite me?” “But don’t just go off inside
yourself and assume I’m too dense to follow. Who do you think I am
anyway?” How he loved feeling indignant! And as if he had a right, which
up to now it had seemed to him only women had, to fight back. To make his
self-expression even more satisfying, he got to his feet with a bounce and
paced about the small room. Something hot and passionate was opening in
him, and it wasn’t in his trousers; it was ... in his chest. “I’m flesh, I’m
blood,” he said with decision. And for the first time truly felt he was flesh
and blood. Human, the same as women. “No, I’m not some perfect old
outlaw that lived a hundred years ago that you can love without being
required sometimes to contradict yourself. But I’m up for the damn struggle
any damn day of the week that you are.”

Fanny was looking at him as if he’d lost his mind. “Why are you so
angry?” she asked.

“I’m not angry,” said Suwelo. “I’m mad. I’m mad about the waste that
happens when people who love each other can’t even bring themselves to
talk.



“Talking,” he said, reminding Fanny very much of Ola, “is the very
afro-disiac of love.”

She laughed and put her hand on his arm. Usually when Suwelo
became angry he stuttered and muttered and made not a grain of sense. If an
argument started when they were in the car and he was driving, they were
likely to run off the road.

“And am I to assume by this ... um ... declaration,” said Fanny, “that
what we have here is an Afro who would like to come home to roost?”

“Yes,” he said, joining her laughter. “Here’s my hand in strugglehood.
Let’s shake on it.”



“I WAS AT AN exhibit of Frida Kahlo’s paintings at the Mexican Museum,”
said Fanny. “Like so many others, I’m in love with Frida. The museum that
day was thronged with women, and they each had a lot to say about every
one of the paintings, but they were even more voluble in front of the
photographs of Frida and Diego that were hung with the paintings. After
viewing the exhibit for the first time, I sat on a bench in the middle of the
floor, simply allowing the exquisiteness of Frida’s paintings to wash over
me.

“‘Oh,’ ‘Ugh,’ ‘Blech’ came the sounds from the group clustered
around the picture of Frida and Diego taken on their wedding day. ‘He is so
huge!’ said one. ‘And so gross.’ ‘And she so tiny,’ said another. ‘I hate to
think ...’ began still another. ‘Don’t!’ said her partner. ‘So much pain!’
moaned a short, dark-haired woman, who reminded me, actually, of you,
Robin.”

“I’m flattered you think of me after you leave here,” said Robin.
“Oh,” said Fanny, “I think of you a lot.”
“I saw the exhibit,” said Robin. “I, too, am a Kahlo fanatic. I stood

muttering and musing in front of that photograph myself. Did you know
what her father called the couple? ‘The elephant and the dove.’”

“How could her parents let her marry him?” said Fanny. “They knew
the condition of her fractured pelvis. But no one, I suppose, not even her
parents, could withstand Frida’s determination to have whatever she
wanted, and she wanted Diego. And just why did she want Diego? I think it
is because she herself wanted to paint.”

“Want to paint? Marry a painter,” said Robin. “Yes, I think there’s
something in that. And his grossness wasn’t all she saw in him, even when
he wasn’t painting. She was charmed by his childlike expressiveness. He
was direct in his expressions, whether in a confrontation with the Mexican



Communist Party, with the Rockefellers, or with his innumerable lovers. Of
course, like many husbands, he wasn’t capable of being direct with his wife.
Women have a hard time understanding this. It hurts them deeply. Frida
never recovered from having been hurt. At the same time, she thought her
disability may have been the reason Diego felt a sexual necessity to stray.”

“Well, anyway,” said Fanny, “there I sat in the museum, letting Frida’s
genius wash over me. It was as if the sun were streaming in on me through
so many stained-glass windows—what little I could see of it as the throngs
of women, and a few men, slowly revolved around the walls. I heard a
voice speaking, from in front of one of the paintings. The one in which
Frida has her own face but the body of a deer, and her deer’s body is shot
full of arrows. I drifted over, drawn again by the painting, the horror in
Frida’s eyes, but also drawn by the voice. It was coming from a white
woman with a Southern accent. It was a soft, good-humored voice.
Incessant. She was with her mother, who’d obviously come from someplace
other than San Francisco. She was dressed in one of those pastel pink
polyester pantsuits and wore white sandals with stockings and carried an
enormous white plastic handbag. She had graying hair, wore glasses, and
was squinting at segments of the painting as if she had difficulty taking in
the whole.

“‘Now I don’t know what to tell you about this one,’ said the daughter.
“‘Why, you don’t have to tell me anything, Brenda,’ the mother said.

‘Look at those tears on her face. I’ve felt like that.’
“So I went right home,” said Fanny, “and I called my mother and

asked her to find out from Tanya’s mother where Tanya lived. She called
me back next day. She lived in Oakland.”

“Really?” said Robin.



“Yes. When I called her up I said, ‘Is this Tonya Rucker, from
Hartwell?’ And she said, ‘Well, this is Tanya.’ A total reverse.

“I was very nervous, going to her house. The woman she lives with, a
Japanese-American who introduced herself as Marie, let me in. I sat on the
sofa, in front of which was a table full of framed photographs. Mostly of
two brownskin babies, a boy and a girl, followed from infancy through their
teen years, with a smiling college-graduation picture of the two of them,
grown.

“To make a long story short, Tanya looked exactly like her mother. The
little child who’d been my playmate was gone. Her eyes were even
different. They had become dark gray, not blue, as I remembered. Her hair
was brown, and streaked with gray. She was plump and motherly, offering
me tea or ‘something to knosh on’ every few minutes.

“I picked up a photograph and peered at it.
“‘Their father was black,’ she said, as if she’d said it many times.

‘They’re both in grad school now. I don’t know where Joe is. I think he’s
probably still in Atlanta.’

“I wasn’t too interested in the whereabouts of Joe.
“‘I always wondered what became of you,’ said Tanya. ‘How you

were. My mother used to ask your mother, and sometimes my mother
would tell me what yours said. I knew you’d gone on to college and then
become a teacher. I work in a company that makes computers,’ she said. ‘I
get to test them at the final stage, before the customer gets them. It’s hell on
my eyes, but the company’s gotten so many complaints from workers like
me I hope they’ll soon do something about it; make screens or something to
put in front of the computers, or design special eyewear.’

“I was so sick of my own work I couldn’t bring myself to speak of it. I
told her bluntly that I was in therapy, trying to get to the roots of my anger



against white people. I didn’t tell her it was particularly against whites who
were blond. I guess I was afraid she’d say, like so many people do: Well,
everybody hates Nazis. That’s what they think I mean. They think of
Hitler’s Aryan race as played by bleached-blond actors on TV. That image
is, I know, only a small part of it.

“‘You’ve got every right to be angry at white people,’ she said. ‘I’m
angry at them myself. I never knew just how angry until I saw what they
did to my children. Not to mention what they’d already done to Joe.’

“‘Joe,’ I said. ‘Your parents must have had a fit.’
“‘A conniption fit,’ she said. ‘But it was too late for them to do

anything about it by the time they found out. After about five years, after
I’d married Joe and moved to California and had the kids and seemed to be
doing okay, my daddy just up and died, he was so frustrated. After he died,
Momma came around. She loved the kids and was eventually able to be
cordial to Joe. Then Joe left, and I got a divorce. And then I had to tell her I
was queer.’

“Tanya paused. ‘She’s still out on that one.’
“‘But how did all this happen?’ I asked. ‘You were programed to be

Miss Lily White.’
“‘I know it,’ said Tanya. ‘But you know what happened. The Civil

Rights Movement happened. Selma happened. The University of Georgia
happened. Dr. King happened. It just hit me one night, watching television
coverage of one of the Civil Rights marches, that the order of the world as
I’d always known it, and imagined it would be forevermore, was wrong. I
felt it was wrong down to its tiniest, white man-made construction.
Anybody who couldn’t honor those black people I saw on television and
those pitifully few white people with them had to be fucked up.



“‘But,’ said Tanya, ‘I didn’t dare speak up about it. Like so many
young Southerners at the time, I did nothing. And then Joe came along—I
met him on a trip I made out here with my mother’s church group. We met
at Fisherman’s Wharf!’ She laughed. ‘And I was determined to marry him.
He didn’t have a chance. Our children would be my protest. Of course, he
was bound to find out about this. Joe was, I mean. That marrying him was a
kind of political shortcut I’d chosen to take, because as a Southerner I didn’t
know how to get connected up for any of the long marches. Joe’s realization
of my motive cast a pall over our marriage, and though I did love Joe as an
individual, I wasn’t crazy about his culture, which wasn’t black Southern
culture at all, but black urban street culture, for the most part, though Joe’s
parents were staunch members of the urban, really suburban, black middle
class. They lived in the El Cerrito hills, for God’s sake! The most
pretentious people I ever saw. They liked Nixon. They hated hippies. They
voted for Gerald Ford.

“‘I thought all black people lived more or less like the people did in
your house.’ Tanya laughed. ‘Where there was always something lively
going on. Music or parties or sun worship or something. Lots of sweet-
natured people coming by from time to time. Even real interesting crazy
people, so often with amazing creative skills. The best food in the world.
And folks at your house were always kissing.’

“‘You used to come to our house?’ I asked.
“‘Sure I did,’ she said. ‘Don’t you remember? I’d sneak off from home

to visit your house. My folks, especially my grandmother, would have to
come and drag me back. I used to hide under Miss Shug’s bed! How can
you not remember that?

“‘And sometimes your grandmother would lie to mine and say, “No, us
hadn’t seen her.” I used to love to hear her say that. We’d both of us, you



and me, be hiding under the edge of Miss Shug’s bed. It was a mammoth,
silver thing that was spoon-shaped and resembled a ship, and the lace from
her bedspread hung down before our faces like a net. We’d be eating
teacakes.

“‘First we’d hear the heavy crunch, crunch of my grandmother’s step
in the yard. Then we’d hear her heavy thump as she put one foot on the
bottom step. She’d never come in the house, of course. She’d never even
ascend to the porch.

“‘“I’ve come for Tanya,” she’d say.
“‘And Miss Celie’d go, “Tanya? Why, us hadn’t seen her.”
“‘And you and I would just fall over, in our hiding place, giggling.’
“‘What did she look like, your grandmother?’
“‘She was real fat,’ said Tanya. ‘And she walked with a stick. She

almost never smiled and always seemed to be remembering something she
hadn’t liked. My grandfather had died a long time ago and there wasn’t
even a picture of him in the house. The only nice thing about her, she had
snow-white hair.

“‘How can you not remember those times?’ Tanya asked. ‘I could
never forget them. I was never so happy in my life.’

“‘I remember being at your house,’ I said. ‘Vaguely. Or, rather, being
in your backyard.’

“‘I couldn’t understand why you couldn’t come in,’ said Tanya. ‘And
whenever I asked, one of them, my mother or father or grandmother, would
say, “She wouldn’t want to come in, honey. Don’t ask her to; it might hurt
her feelings.”

“‘Hurting you was the last thing I wanted to do. So we played outside
in the backyard—we weren’t even supposed to play in the front; somebody
might see us! And I never asked you inside. And you never asked, and



didn’t seem interested in going inside our house, which was like Tobacco
Road compared to yours anyhow, so I thought my parents and grandmother
were right.’

“Robin,” said Fanny, frowning comically, “I didn’t remember any of
this. Tanya remembered it perfectly. How is this possible?”

“For some people, happiness is easier to remember than pain,” said
Robin. “You had to repress, ‘forget’ your pain in order to continue playing
with Tanya. Although the ‘play’ had gone out of it by this time, I think.”

“Yes, I think so, too,” said Fanny. “What I did remember of our times
together had an unreal quality, as if they existed on film, or had happened to
someone else.”

“You became alienated from your own body, your own self,” said
Robin. “You became two beings in your relationship with Tanya. The
cheerfully playing little girl that others saw and the hurt child who was
bewildered by her very first encounter with irrational rejection.”

Fanny continued. “‘And then it ended,’ Tanya said. ‘Surely you
remember that?’

“‘What happened?’ I asked. ‘Did your mother try to give me some of
your old clothes?’

“‘Not hardly,’ said Tanya. ‘You were always dressed like a little
princess. I was the one always begging to wear something of yours! But I
could only wear your dresses and hair ribbons and lockets—and rhinestone
socks!—at your house. Any little pretty thing you or your folks gave me
promptly disappeared if I took it home.’

“‘What, then?’ I asked her. “
“‘Are you positive you don’t remember? All these years, I’ve thought

you were sitting somewhere remembering and cursing us.’



“Oh shit, I thought,” said Fanny, leaning toward Robin. “As soon as
Tanya said that I got a headache. I gritted my teeth and dug my heels into
the carpet. I squinted at her in segments—at her feet, in beige house
slippers, at her fat ankles, her stomach, over which her breasts flopped. Her
chin. Her dark gray eyes. Her brown hair, its wide streak of gray.

“Tanya sighed. ‘It was my grandmother,’ she told me. ‘She died
eventually, by the way. In the course of things. Not because of what she did
to you.’

“‘Your grandmother,’ I said. ‘She did something to me?’ I was
beginning to feel the way I feel under hypnosis. As if I were falling deep
inside myself.

“‘She slapped you,’ said Tanya.
“‘Did I see stars?’ I asked.
“‘Yes!’ said Tanya. ‘You do remember!’
“‘No,’ I said. ‘I was being facetious.’
“‘Well, everyone kissed at your house. It was the common greeting

and the common good-bye. Nobody hardly shook hands; unless they were
total strangers. I loved it that everybody kissed. It certainly wasn’t
something any of us did at home. But when I told my folks about it, they
didn’t like it one little bit. They especially didn’t like to hear anything about
grown women kissing. I now realize they had a conference about it and
made a resolution for me. Since I was into kissing—I even started in kissing
them—I, as a white person, could kiss any of you. But you must never kiss
me. They sent me forth with this dictum and sat back expecting me to be
able to implement it. I didn’t even try.

“‘But I did tell your folks about it, and they stopped on a dime. Not
only did they stop kissing me, but they stopped touching me, period. I soon



discovered I had my own personal glass and plate whenever I came to your
house.

“‘Only you couldn’t hear me the way your mother and grandmothers
could. You’d always kissed and been kissed. “Give me some sugar? You
want some sugar?” Those seemed to be the two main questions in your life.
One day when we were playing together in my backyard, you kissed me on
the cheek. My grandmother was watching from the back steps, where she
tended to park herself whenever we played.’

“‘Incensed, was she?’ I asked.
“‘Enraged,’ said Tanya. ‘She weighed a wet ton, and she lumbered

over to us, and she slapped you so hard she knocked you down, and when
you sat up you were holding your head between your hands as if you were
afraid it would fall off. And you said, “I see stars.”

“‘And she said, “If I ever catch you putting your black mouth on Tanya
again, I’ll knock your little black head off.” And she turned and lumbered
back up the steps.

“‘You cried and cried. You were very upset. I cried and cried, too. I
was very upset. But for some reason I was afraid to try to comfort you; after
all, it was you that had been hit. I stood there totally rigid, as if turned to
stone. You said you were going to tell your grandmothers; and I knew if you
told Miss Shug she’d kill us all. I begged you not to say anything. I was so
ashamed; and I hated my grandmother so much; but more than that, I was
afraid of what would happen if you told.

“‘And I don’t think you ever told,’ said Tanya, ‘but I never knew for
sure because that was the last time you played with me.’”

“Well,” said Robin, when Fanny finished. “How do you feel about
this?”

“I still don’t feel it,” said Fanny.



“Do you want a tissue?” Robin asked.
And Fanny felt the tears of horror on her face.



Part Six



Remembrance is the key to redemption.
—Inscription on a memorial to

Jews who died in World War II concentration camps, Land’s End
San Francisco



“DEAR SUWELO,” WROTE Mr. Hal in a large, shaky scrawl, “I take pen in
reluctant hand to write you the sad news that my beloved Lissie, companion
of nearly all my years, left us on June 3rd, a week ago. You will be happy to
know she wasn’t sick, not in the least. In fact she painted right up until the
afternoon she laid down to die. She had been complaining of a restlessness,
and was all the time going around inside the house opening and closing
windows. During the last month or so of her life, she didn’t want to spend
much time inside the house anyway. She wanted to live out-of-doors. Thank
goodness, the weather was fine, for the most part (of course she would love
storms, too), and we dragged her mattress out onto the porch. Her easel
stood in the corner, and she would lie down and rest for a bit, then get up
and paint.

“Her last paintings are incredible, and unlike anything she’s done
before; I mean, the subject matter itself is strange. I am enclosing some
slides of them so you can see for yourself. I don’t know what to make of
them.

“I am also sending along these cassette tapes Lissie made for you; and
also, I believe, for Fanny. Both of us took a liking to that young woman’s
face.

“A week ago, I didn’t see how I could make it without Lissie. I thought
it would be easier to do without my own breath. She died, was cremated,
and her ashes were scattered within twenty-four hours, just as she had
instructed, but so fast. I came in from the yard where I had just scattered her
ashes and I started to call her to ask her where I should put the empty urn.
But as soon as I opened my mouth to ask her, I knew it didn’t matter. And
that was my first inkling that grieving over Lissie’s departure was a little
premature.



“It’s not that she’s here, or that she’s a ghost, Suwelo. She did die. She
is gone. But she is also here, in me. And I realized Lissie was always in me,
only now that I’m not distracted by her physical presence I can feel it more
clearly.

“So think of me rattling around in our little house that the blue
morning glories are burying and the pecan tree is sheltering from the sun. It
feels big now, and for the time being I’ve left Lissie’s mattress on the porch.
I look out the window at it, and it’s just a big fluffy cloud of white.

“Lissie liked you very much, Suwelo. Not just because you were
Rafe’s descendant. She liked you for yourself. She liked your struggle
against confusion. Lissie had no patience for people whose lives weren’t as
convoluted as a ball of string.

“If you ever should come back to Baltimore, you must come to see me.
I will make us a cup of good coffee and tell you about myself. I’m finding
I’m too old to be lonely, but I miss seeing younger faces. My memories
keep me company, and they are flooding back to quite a degree. I remember
the years with Lissie, when we still lived on the Island. I remember her
mama and that fishy-smelling little store. But that place was paradise. I
remember that old witch Granny Dorcy. And baby Jack. And Lulu. We
didn’t know what hit us, me and Lissie and Rafe, when Lulu never came
back from Europe. I try not to think about that part. Every day, every
minute, for years and years, we waited for a word about our daughter. None
ever came. All those hopes. All that love. Lost.

“When your daddy was called to fight in the war, we were all glad. To
hell with the Germans. I think we thought he’d be able to spot Lulu. But he
didn’t find her; he found only terror and brutality enough to make him lose
part of who he was in his soul, along with losing his arm.



“No, I don’t think of those things. I think of Lulu when she was a baby.
I think about dressing and feeding her. I think about teaching her to read
and watching her take her first steps in a forest. She grinned and grinned to
find herself so small beneath the trees, but able to stand on her own legs,
like them.

“Well, they go on and on, my memories, and right now I’m going back
to them. If you want Lissie’s paintings, after I die, you can have them. Write
me a card, and I will put it in my will. When I die, I’m convinced this house
of ours will simply cave in. All that holds it up is my breath and the blue
morning glories. Otherwise I’d leave it to you, too. As it is, I think our
neighbors, who have a lot of children, could use the empty lot as a place for
their children to play. So I will leave it to them. But do let me know about
the pictures.

“Your friend.
“Harold (Hal) D. Jenkins, Esq.

“P.S. ‘Being a genius means you are connected to God. And you know
it.’

“Every day I think of something like this that Lissie used to say. Today
this is what came to my mind. I pass it on to you, for what it’s worth.

“Something else: ‘Men make war to get attention.’
“Something else: ‘All killing is an expression of self-hate.’
“And something she loved to say whenever people made fun of her,

which was often: ‘Hal, I have been laughed at by some of the funniest
people!’”



“TO THE EXTENT THAT it is possible,” Ola had said one day as he and Fanny
sprawled on the grass after a morning of weeding his vegetable garden,
“you must live in the world today as you wish everyone to live in the world
to come. That can be your contribution. Otherwise, the world you want will
never be formed. Why? Because you are waiting for others to do what you
are not doing; and they are waiting for you, and so on. The planet goes from
bad to worse.”

“Is that why you married a white woman?” Fanny asked, nibbling a
blade of grass she’d broken off near her feet.

“No,” said Ola, surprised. “How did you know about it?” He shrugged.
“I married Mary Jane to cause trouble; that’s why I married Mary Jane. And
no matter how I’ve tried to explain it, no one is willing to listen to a
different point of view.”

He tugged out the large handkerchief that hung from his back pocket
and thoroughly mopped his perspiring face. When he’d finished, Fanny
took it, looked for and found a still-dry corner, and gingerly dabbed her own
forehead.

“Mary Jane?” she said. “Not a very Swedish name, is it?”
“Mary Jane isn’t Swedish,” said Ola, taking back the handkerchief and

tossing it to the ground. “Oh, I see it now. You’ve been reading my plays!
Beware of assuming the playwright always writes about himself.” He
wagged his finger at her. “It’s true I had lovers in Sweden—it’s a damn cold
country and I was lonely. Unbelievably lonely. And certainly there’s no
crime in returning the kindness of strangers. There was a woman, Margrit,
whom I lived with for two years. She was pregnant once, but being as
pragmatic as she was beautiful, and hefty, too, by the way, she aborted the
child. I couldn’t convince her to keep it; after all, I was the one who refused
to wear condoms, even when she provided them. I thought it very racist of



her to insist. I was the one who’d be leaving her country and coming home.
I couldn’t bring her with me. I wasn’t Seretse Khama of Botswana, and she
wasn’t Ruth Williams of England. She knew what white racism was, even
in Sweden, after living there with me. She couldn’t bear to think of the
suffering of her child. Ironically, I recently read an article that said that
brown and golden children there these days are highly prized. I find this
doubtful. I imagine they’re considered to be ...”

“Exotic,” said Fanny. “Like Helga Crane in Quicksand.”
“Quicksand?” queried Ola.
“Yes,” said Fanny. “It’s a kind of sand that you can drown in, almost as

though it were water.”
“Oh,” said Ola.
“But I’m speaking of a novel I used when I taught women’s literature;

it is by Nella Larson, herself the result of a liaison between a Danish mother
and a West Indian father.”

She could see Ola was interested in this unheard-of writer.
“She was born in Chicago,” continued Fanny, “and when she grew up

she went to visit her mother’s people in Denmark. Her mother had by that
time married a regular American white man, and Helga/Nella, as the dark
child in the family, had a very hard time of it.”

“Of course,” said Ola.
“When she got to Denmark she was surprised to find herself virtually

‘lionized.’ Everyone ‘loved’ her. She was painted by a famous local painter,
who wanted to marry her. But she couldn’t stand being the object of the
Danes’ expectations of what such an ‘exotic’-looking woman must be. She
couldn’t stand the flamboyant ‘African’ dresses her relatives bought for her
and insisted she wear. Nor did she enjoy being on display for strangers to
admire. Besides, she found the country and the people very unlike the ones



she’d left back home in Harlem. And she realized she preferred the ones in
Harlem. This surprised the shit out of her. There’s something about the old
Harlem, the Harlem of the twenties, that had a tremendous hold on people’s
loyalties,” mused Fanny. “I think it was the great music, the parties. The
Emancipation Proclamation finally in action.”

“I’ve read about Harlem,” said Ola. “In Langston Hughes. And it’s
true, his love of the place shines in every line.”

“But if you didn’t marry the Swede,” said Fanny, puzzled, “whom did
you marry? Who is Mary Jane?”

“An American,” said Ola. “And an interesting woman. You must make
it your business to meet her before you go back.”

“I didn’t come all the way to Africa to meet American white women,”
said Fanny dryly.

Ola chuckled, and leaned back on an elbow. “I have to admit the first
time I met Mary Jane I was also skeptical. This was at a time when whites
were being urged to emigrate. Not every white person, you know, but those
who had no visible means of support, other than their African serfs. There
were vast numbers of parasites to be got rid of. People who’d come into the
country with nothing, when it was run by the white regime, and who now
had large plantations, or at the very least had nice houses and their pick of
well-paying jobs. It was a custom of the country, actually one of the ‘items’
in the advertising that lured white people to settle here, that every white
man, woman, or child was assured of having at least one African servant.
Most households had two or three. Many had five. They paid these people
less than one percent of their own wages, and ‘made up’ the rest in old
clothing and leftover food.

“Some of the country’s food came from America, by the way. The
natives’ food, I mean. Yes. I have myself seen stacks and stacks of



American grain piled high on the wharf. ‘A Gift from the American
People,’ stenciled on the side of each sack. You mean you never knew you
were feeding us?” Ola asked Fanny. “The people in the underground used to
make a joke about those sacks of grain, mainly corn; they said that America
and the other white countries gave Africa a sack of vermin-infested corn for
a sack of gold and diamonds, and considered it fair.”

Fanny laughed.
“So we were asking whites to leave,” continued Ola. “If they wanted

to stay, and many of them did, they had to make a formal, legally binding
commitment to assume all financial responsibilities for the health care,
education, and housing of their former workers and their workers’ children.
They were to agree to a seven-year plan; at the end of which, the people
who had served them for nothing for years and years must be certified to be
in good health, to have a good education, or be well on the way to getting
one, and they must be settled in decent houses that they owned. An
international certification team would be put together, and it would go from
house to house. Estate to estate. Plantation to plantation. And so on.

“This was an insult to most whites, of course, many of whom were
astonished not only that the new ‘monkey’ government, as some of them
called it, demanded this—which is really very reasonable, considering the
unearned wealth of the whites, wealth they were now trying desperately to
get out of the country; and in lieu of having their houses and property
confiscated outright, which is what they’d claimed they feared for years—
but that good health, education, and decent housing were things Africans
wanted! Some of these people went into shock at the realization that when
the African who cooked their food and nursed their children smiled at them,
she or he was smiling in spite of who they were, not because of who they
were.



“This was a very hectic time. There were people who took their quite
large houses apart, piece by piece, and shipped them to other countries.
They ripped up their own trees and gardens. They burned whole
neighborhoods, exactly like the black rioters in the U.S. did during the
sixties.

“There were thousands of whites who grew too depressed to function;
there were suicides, especially among the young. There were people who
revealed that they thought being master of black people somewhere on earth
was simply their destiny, as white people. Scads of this lot emigrated to
Australia and New Zealand, where the black populations are small and
weak.

“But back to Mary Jane ... One day she turned up at my office in the
Department of Entertainment and Culture—the people who ran this
department prior to our taking over had had a special fondness for local
productions of things like Show Boat, My Fair Lady, The Nutcracker, and,
on the risqué side, Cabaret. This was also before there was a Ministry of
Culture. We were attached to the Ministry of Home Affairs, which was, at
that time, just after our takeover, run by a man who had been out of the
country while the fight for our independence was going on, and who now,
upon his return, did everything he did out of guilt. He had been in America,
hiding out in one of the universities there—I like to say this; it is not totally
fair—and was militantly antiwhite. He especially disliked white women.
Mary Jane was angry because this man had told her she’d be, for certain,
one of the first white people ‘required,’ as he put it, to leave the country.

“She explained to me that she’d started and now ran an art school, the
M’Sukta School. Perhaps I’d heard of it?

“Heard of it!” said Ola, suddenly sitting up and taking off his sandals.
“It was not only the best art school we had in Olinka. It was the only art



school. Certainly I’d heard of it. She was supporting seventy boys and girls
at the school, she said. They lived there, as well. Her ambition was for the
work of her artists to become part of what Olinka was known for. She even
thought that somewhere down the line there might be some money for her
students, and for the country, in it.

“In any case, she said, she’d staked her life on the students, the school,
the country, and, being no longer young, and with no desire to go back to
America or to emigrate to New Zealand or Australia, she didn’t see what
there was left for her to do. All her money had gone into the school, which,
our department head had told her, the government would confiscate. One
thing she’d done was to put the school in the names of all the people who
worked there.

“‘You’ll get something for it,’ I assured her.
“‘Yes,’ she said. ‘So I hear. Enough to buy a one-way ticket “back” to

England. Well, I’m not from England.’
“I went out that evening to have a look at her school, the M’Sukta

School. It was located on the outskirts of town and was very modest. The
girls and boys slept in separate barracks, and there was a huge communal
studio that was mostly windows. Each bed was neatly made, with a locally
woven woolen blanket, like the Pendleton blankets in America that are
based on Indian designs, folded neatly at its foot. It was the first time I
realized how similar Native American and Native African symbols and
designs are. Beside each bed stood a small brightly painted wardrobe for the
students’ things.

“These were all disturbed children. I hadn’t realized that, until I met
them. A number of them had lost their parents in the rebellions against the
white regime. Some of them had lost their reasoning under beatings while
in detention. A good number of them had glaring physical disabilities.



There were those who limped, breathed oddly, squinted, or flapped useless
stumps and arms. They were the most battered and deprived of our citizens.
Mary Jane had gone about collecting them pretty much off the streets. Such
as they were—‘streets,’ that is—in ‘our’ part of town.

“‘Tell me,’ I asked her, ‘are you a nun?’
“She smoked cigarettes that were made of rolled-up eucalyptus leaves.

She took a puff from the one in her hand and blew out the smoke.
“‘Why?’ she said. ‘Do I look like one?’
“In truth, she looked like a gangster’s moll from one of those old

Hollywood movies of the thirties. But only a nun would do this sort of
thing. Surely.

“I was on excellent terms with the nuns who’d taught Nzingha,” said
Ola. “They were a radical lot, who believed with all their hearts that Jesus
was a flaming revolutionary and that Mary and Martha were no better. None
of them would ever fire a weapon, but when we were in hiding, we counted
on them to transport weapons to us. So this was my notion of nuns.

“‘I was very rich, once,’ said Mary Jane. ‘Also very poor.’ And that is
all she said.

“‘Why is it called the M’Sukta School?’ I asked her. ‘M’Sukta’ is not
an Olinka word, but an Ababa one,” Ola explained to Fanny. “The Ababa
are a sister tribe. And Mary Jane proceeded to tell me the most astonishing
tale about an Ababa woman who’d been taken to England and shut up for
nearly fifteen years in the British Museum of Natural History. She’d spent
her time there weaving. Mary Jane’s great-great-aunt had sprung her—
Mary Jane wasn’t sure just how—and brought her back to Ababaland.
Unfortunately, she was the sole survivor of her tribe. Mary Jane’s great-aunt
had inherited her great-great-aunt’s diaries about this episode. The great-
aunt, when she was grown, had also come out to Africa. She’d actually



lived among the Olinka and done many good works: she’d educated a
number of women who became doctors and social workers and agronomists
and whatnot. An amazing number of these women died in the struggle
against the white regime. She was living here at the time the whites
destroyed our villages and forced us onto reservations. Like your Indian
tribes, you know. Like our own wild animals.

“Mary Jane inherited a huge dose of gumption and the ‘can do’ spirit.
She came to Africa and taught herself to paint. She’d dabbled before, she
said, just for something useful to do, but this time she was serious. She had
some money, so she bought land well away from the city—which,
unfortunately, crept out, she said, to swallow her—and in complete solitude,
with neither maid nor ‘boy,’ she painted. Sometimes as much as twelve
hours a day. She had a horse, and days when she didn’t paint, she’d ride.
She came to know the people in the countryside, and the country itself, very
well. Her paintings began to please her.”

“How admiringly you speak of her,” said Fanny, somewhat grudgingly.
She had started to do yoga postures as she listened to Ola. Now she formed
her body into the shape of a plow and gave her back a good long stretch.

“Yes,” said Ola, watching her maneuvers on the grass, “wait until you
meet her. She looks exactly like that actress you have in America, the one
with the flat voice, blond hair, and gray eyes who is married to a man who
looks like her twin. She could not be whiter-looking. I’d always thought if I
ever met such an American woman, I’d be speechless. But no. Of course,
by then, to help her run the school, she had a staff. I was so impressed with
them. She’d sent them off, here and there—to Russia, Saudi Arabia, Berlin
—to study art and psychology, and how to run a top-flight boarding school
for disturbed youngsters. They were all eager-eyed, bright as pennies,
affectionate toward the students and toward their headmistress. I took my



cue from them and was soon chattering along a mile a minute. I
immediately found an ulterior motive for trying to help her save her school.
It was a fabulous place to rehearse and perform my plays!

“I’d never seen anything like it. Did I say that every inch of every wall
of the buildings, outside and inside, was covered with paintings? Whenever
the school ran out of paper and canvas, which was regularly, Mary Jane
explained, they simply whitewashed over an old mural on one of the walls
and started a new mural over it. She said the students had complained in the
beginning because their barracks and the common studio had mud walls and
a thatched roof. It reminded them too much of the sterile thatched huts the
white regime had erected for their parents and grandparents on the reserves.
But, said Mary Jane, in my great-aunt’s books—she’d come to Africa to
write books, you know—she’d talked about the art created by the people
before their villages were bulldozed. Art they just casually did in the
painting of their houses every year after the rainy season, and as casually
lived in. So she’d felt the housing construction and decoration were right.

“To make a sprawling tale reasonably cogent,” said Ola, “Mary Jane
and I, along with her seven-member staff, the cook and the gardener, and
some of the mothers of the children, and, to be fair, an older brother and a
father or two, brainstormed together for many days and decided there was
nothing left to do to save the school but for Mary Jane and me to marry.

“It was bound to cause trouble. There I was, one of the ‘best’ and most
visible of the black men in Olinka, educated in the West, with a nice house
and car and whatnot, and, many suspected, and a few actually knew, with a
wife stuck away in the bush; there I was, an undisputed leader of our
country, pointing out its needs and glories and its transgressions right and
left. Occasionally pillorying the white man and his woman with well-
deserved viciousness. How could I, of all people, marry a white woman?



And not even one who was young, like those in the girlie magazines that
were suddenly flooding the countryside and that one saw absolutely
everywhere.

“For this was one of many parting ploys used by the vanquished white
regime. The use of the white woman’s body. The white woman’s body, so
long off limits, was suddenly everywhere. Her very private parts splayed
out for all to see. The young boys carried the rolled-up magazines in their
back pockets. This became a status symbol, like T-shirts and blue jeans.
Part of their style. Their fathers and uncles kept stacks of the magazines
under lock and key at home under their beds, or in the office. There was a
lively black-market trade in these magazines. Our women were being
encouraged to lighten their faces with bleach, to go blond. Suddenly it was
understood that nudity did not denote barbarity. The very women who’d
been stoned, practically, for going without their blouses were now told they
must take them off in order to be modern.

“At the same time, the government, after throwing out a majority of
the white man’s laws, because they oppressed the native population,
decided that the one law they would assuredly keep was the one forbidding
interracial marriage. This proved they had as much race pride as the white
man, you see. On the other hand, they had reinstated polygamy, which I was
against, and which women were against. After all, polygamy is a clear
forerunner of the plantation system, with the husband as ‘master’ and the
wives as ‘slaves.’ Well, it wasn’t a government that listened to women.
Everyone knew that by then.

“If I married Mary Jane, I could harass the lawmakers twice.
“They disapproved of interracial marriage but approved of and

encouraged polygamy. I would take a second wife, but she’d be white.



“The more down-to-earth reason for marrying, though, was to make
Mary Jane a citizen of the country and therefore ineligible for deportation,
and to keep her and her school in Olinka.

“The government was distressed by my decision. I didn’t care. They
needed the plays I was writing. They needed my popularity with the
masses. It was only through my plays that the government could speak to
the people about a way of life our country was struggling to achieve, and
not frighten them to death.

“Mary Jane got to stay on in Olinka; her school grew. The people
made allowances for my behavior and essentially forgave me, as they are
wont to do. Besides, they came to appreciate Mary Jane’s contribution to
their children’s and their country’s future. But the government, really just
the idiot head of the Ministry of Home Affairs, visited the M’Sukta School
and demanded that the buildings be constructed of ‘modern ingredients.’
Tin and plywood. This was his perverted response to our successful
maneuvers. All the children’s murals were smashed, and with them the
traditional character of the school. But Mary Jane and her staff were
undaunted. Oh, they cried, we all cried, for weeks. But they had a vision of
what the future they were working toward must be. It looked an awful lot
like what they already had together every day. This was a hard spirit to
smash. I was delighted to be a small part of it.

“And,” said Ola finally, with a deep sigh, getting to his feet, as Fanny,
coming out of the eagle pose, stood solidly once more on hers, “there I was
married to a white woman I barely knew, who rapidly became less white to
me. We became staunch friends and allies, and so we remain to this day.”

“And you never ... tried anything?” asked Fanny, smiling, but with an
insatiable curiosity about her father’s life.



“Tried anything!” said Ola. “I wouldn’t have dared. Mary Jane—wait
till you meet her—she’s got a glance that could chop one off at the knees.”



MARY JANE BRIDEN—MISS B to all—was a dead ringer for Joanne
Woodward as she’d appeared in the last movie of hers Fanny had seen—
something about a husband falling in love with a younger woman, and
sharing a secret life with her, and a child, and dying, and leaving his wife
with this betrayal on her hands. She had that same wide mouth, flat teeth,
and level, controlled voice. Under which, though, the hearer could suspect a
layer or two of hysteria. She had cool gray eyes, and her white hair was cut
in a bob that looked a great deal like a wig, slightly askew, and dyed an
almost gentian blue.

“I didn’t go to Ola’s funeral,” Miss B was saying. “I couldn’t bear to
sit there while all the people who hated his guts went on about how much
they’d valued him and how much he’s going to be missed! Like hell he’s
going to be missed,” she said, taking a drink of whiskey from the water
tumbler she held in her hand. “He’s going to be missed, all right. There’s no
one left to speak up to the government now. Nobody with any power,
anyhow; the women will always rouse themselves to tell the boys what time
of day it is... . I didn’t need to go to the funeral; Ola and I had already said
our good-byes. He died here, at my house. You didn’t know?”

“No,” said Fanny, “I didn’t.”
“He was in the middle of rehearsals for his new play, the one about the

Olinka, black and white, middle class. About how these people, with the
government’s blessing, are permitting the country to grow as divided along
class lines as it was under the whites along color lines. It was to be the first
of his outright satires, he said.” She laughed. “He always claimed the
middle class wasn’t suitable material for drama; only comedy, or, not even
comedy but satire and farce.

“That’s what he was saying when he had the heart attack. A pretty
innocuous comment, but I suppose it called into question his own life.



“Later, when we brought him up here to the house—rehearsals take
place in the school gym—and placed him on the couch—yes, where you’re
sitting—he was still trying to talk, to joke. But at the very end he said a
very sober thing to me, and to the actors who’d gathered around. He said
that at the moment he was speaking he had a sudden realization of how
endless struggle is. That it is like the layers of an onion, and smelly, too, he
said, and made one cry, and that each time he sat down to write a play he
was surprised, and a bit disheartened, to see he’d simply arrived at a new
layer of stinking suffering that the people were enduring. They’d had such
dreams, he said, when he and his friends went off to join the Mbeles. They
thought that removing the whites from power would be the last of their
work to insure a prosperous future for their country. Instead, it had proved
only a beginning. Not, however, a small one; for that he was grateful. But
still, only a start.

“Now, he saw, it was not racism alone that must be combatted, but also
stupidity and greed, qualities which, unfortunately, had a much longer
human history.” Miss B paused.

“He’d been particularly upset,” she said, and then pressed her lips
together as if she’d rather not continue, but did, “in the weeks just before he
died, by a rumor going around that Western Europe and the Soviet Union
were clandestinely selling, for burial in Africa, millions of tons of
radioactive waste to dozens of poor countries, Olinka included.” She drew
in a long breath, expelled it. She glanced at Fanny to see how she would
take the blow.

Fanny groaned, and tears of hurt and rage leaped to her eyes. It had
never occurred to her that this news might be only a rumor. As soon as
she’d heard it, she knew it was true, just as Ola would have known.



“Ola was incensed that Africans could be collaborators in this long-
term—forever, really—destruction of their continent and their children,”
Miss B said. “If true, he considered the buying and burying of this material
a worse crime against Africa than even the selling of Africans by Africans
during the slave trade.” Miss B looked at Fanny, then looked quickly out the
window toward the mountains. “And of course,” she added, “the motives of
the white governments involved are, as always, unspeakable.”

Fanny spread her fingers over the edge of the cushion on which she
sat. It was a tawny velvet sofa, like the hide of a lion. She thought of Ola,
stretched out there, talking. Perhaps struggling for breath.

“In which direction was he facing?” she asked.
“Toward the window,” said Miss B. “He was a frequent visitor here

and had favorite views. He was my husband, legally; did you know that?”
Fanny nodded that she did.
“From the couch you can easily see the Dgoro mountains. He loved to

lie here, look out at them, and think of his plays. I would make tea, and
we’d sit and sip, in silence.”

Fanny wiped a tear from her cheek.
“Your hair,” she said, for something to say, “is the most startling shade

of blue.”
“I know it,” said Miss B, laughing. “I assure you it isn’t at all natural.

Not at all. It’s a color I’ve always loved and, as a painter, I learned to mix it
myself. The one thing I liked about my old life in America was the deep
blue of the delphiniums in our garden. Well, delphiniums won’t grow here,
but the color seems to do quite well on my head. It gives me something of
the feeling of being a delphinium.” She laughed again. “And my students,
especially the little new, scared ones, who’ve never been anywhere but in
the alleys or the bush, tend to like it. They like the strangeness of it. It’s a



kind of human zebra to them. I believe if there’s one thing given us as
human beings strictly as a play toy, it’s hair,” she said.

“Thank you for all that you’ve meant to my father,” said Fanny. “I’d
no idea a white person, especially a white woman, would touch upon my
own life so—meaningfully.”

Miss B returned Fanny’s scrutinizing look with a searching look of her
own. Perhaps she could see, Fanny thought, what stuntedness of perception
North America had taught her in regard to other human beings, who might
be white.

“We all touch upon each other’s lives in ways we can’t begin to
imagine,” Miss B said dryly.

“Yes,” said Fanny, rising from the tawny sofa, preparing to go. In the
back of her knees she suddenly felt the spring of her father’s scrawny legs.
She looked out at the mountains he’d loved, and worshiped them with his
eyes.

As if she suddenly saw Ola himself standing before her, Miss B
embraced her. Fanny was both startled and pleased.

“How long will you be in Africa?” she asked.
“I must leave soon,” said Fanny. “There is a man back in California

with whom I share a bond. But I will be back. Perhaps he will come with
me. My sister, Nzingha, will want to mount productions of Ola’s plays, and
write her own, I suspect. She says I must come back to help her. Two
Nzinghas, you see, being better than one. She swears she expects to have to
fight this government for forty years, just as our namesake fought the
Portuguese.”

“She knows whereof she speaks,” said Miss B.
“Do you think they’ll harm her if she produces Ola’s plays?” asked

Fanny, frowning, and turning back at the door.



Miss B considered this. “Maybe not,” she said, in her flat North
American voice. “After all, Ola himself is dead; the plays already written
will benefit, as far as the government is concerned, from his absence. To
expose the authenticity of their grief over his demise, and to impress the
world community that loved him, they will probably beg Nzingha to mount
some of Ola’s plays in his memory. Some of those not about taxation
without representation, not about the oppression of women, not about
violence by the government against the people, not about the smug middle
class, not about the brutalization of the poor, not about the barbarity of the
military, not about the nuclear-waste dumpings ...” she said, “it’ll be
interesting to see what they do want produced.”

Fanny laughed. She could just imagine Ola running down this list and
making the same observation.

“The plays that are likely to enrage the censors—none of whom, no
doubt, will ever have read a play—will probably be Nzingha’s own. Or
yours, if you decide to come back and write some. Nothing is harder for the
men in power than to contemplate what the African woman knows. And to
have two African women tell them!” She laughed.

“Well,” said Fanny. “I guess that’s that! The only question remaining is
this one: If and when Nzingha and I do write the sons and daughters of our
father’s loathsome plays, can we perform them in your gymnasium?”

“Surely,” said Miss B, smiling and waving good-bye to Fanny as she
drove away in one of the government’s little gray cars. She was thinking
that perhaps she would also, when Nzingha and Fanny were producing their
works, write a play. For her own amusement. Just for her students and
herself. Just to surprise Nzingha and Fanny. She would name it something
like “Recuerdo,” or perhaps “The Coming Age,” or perhaps “Eleandra and



Eleanora,” or maybe “M’Sukta,” or “The Savage in the Stacks,” or maybe
“Zedé and Carlotta.” Or perhaps—just “Carlotta.”



“Hello, son.”
IT WAS MISS LISSIE’S voice, yet deeper, and weaker, older, than Suwelo

remembered it. He adjusted the volume on the cassette player and sat down
on the couch in front of it. On the left side of the sofa he’d set up his
projector and filled it with the slides of Miss Lissie’s work that Mr. Hal had
sent him. After listening to her speak, he would have a look.

“By the time you get this,” Miss Lissie’s deep voice continued, “I will
be somewhere and someone else. I have asked Hal to send it to you only
upon my death, to which I almost look forward, knowing as I do that it is
not the end, and being someone who enjoys hanging around, in spite of
myselves. I regret leaving Hal, and am anxious as to our chances of coming
together again; but that is all I do regret, and I have every faith we will meet
again, and no doubt soon. For Hal and I have a lot more stuff to work out,
and though we have been at it for so many years, and it’s been hard labor, I
can tell you, we’ve only just begun.

“Remember that song? I’ve come to believe that people’s songs are
their most truthful creations, when they’re real songs, not pap. Or
sometimes, even when they’re pap, they tell the truth, but it isn’t the truth
the singers think they are telling. But before I talk about me and Hal, let me
make a few observations about you.

“After you left us last summer and went back to California, I kept
thinking about you, and looking at the painting of you that I’d done—Hal
did one almost identical to it—that showed you surrounded by all the
beauties of this life, the flowers, the corn, the ivy, the trees, the welcoming
and sheltering house of your two old friends, you, asleep. Well, you were
asleep; so there’s truth, fidelity to reality in our pictures. But as I thought
more about you and your time in Rafe’s house and your time spent with us,



I began to think about the ways in which both Hal and I feel you really are
asleep.

“Terribly damaged human beings, especially if they were once
beautiful and whole, are hard for people to remember by talking about. So it
has been with you about your father. The war, the loss of much of his soul,
the loss of his arm. The wearing down of your mother. What I’m saying,
Suwelo, is that Hal and I are sorry we did not encourage you to speak to us
about your parents; we regret we did not offer whatever memories we have
—they are few, unfortunately—or anything that we’d heard or knew. That
you did not speak of your parents, of the ‘accident’ that made you an
orphan while you were still such a young person, seemed to us very odd,
when we thought about it. I know you are caught up now in this knottedness
with Fanny, and both Hal and I agree that the work with her is what has to
be done. But part of your work with Fanny is the work you must do with
your parents. They must be consciously called up, called upon, re-called.
How they lived; but why and how they died, as well. Even the make and
model of the car in which they died. Even the style of your father’s haircut,
the color of your mother’s dress. The last time you stood over them.

“Hal and I felt you have closed a door, a very important door, against
memory, against the pain. That just to say their names, ‘Marcia’ and
‘Louis,’ is too heavy a key for your hand. And we urge you to open that
door, to say their names. To speak of them, anything you can remember,
freely and often, to Fanny. To trace what you can recognize in yourself back
to them; to find the connection of spirit and heart you share with them, who
are, after all, your United Front. For really, Suwelo, if our parents are not
present in us, consciously present, there is much, very much about
ourselves we can never know. It is as if our very flesh is blind and dumb
and cannot truly feel itself. Intuition is given little validation; instinct is



feared. We do not know what to trust, seeing none of ourselves in action
beyond our own bodies. This is why adopted children will do anything to
find their true parents. And, more important, the doors into the ancient past,
the ancient self, the preancient current of life itself, remain closed. When
this happens, crucial natural abilities are likely to be inaccessible to one: the
ability to smile easily, to joke, to have fun, to be serious, to be thoughtful, to
be limber of limb.

“Where Carlotta is concerned, the task is not difficult—or perhaps it
will prove more difficult—because she is still alive. You are right to
understand, as I know you now do, that it is a sin to behave as if a person
whose body you use is a being without substance. ‘Sin’ being denial of
another’s reality of who and what she or he actually is. You can still go to
her, as you must, for your own growth, and ask her forgiveness. Express to
her something of your own trauma, which may have its origin in your
mother’s abandoned and suffering face, and the fear this caused you about
knowing too much of women’s pain, and tell her something of what you
have learned.

“It is against blockage between ourselves and others—those who are
alive and those who are dead—that we must work. In blocking off what
hurts us, we think we are walling ourselves off from pain. But in the long
run the wall, which prevents growth, hurts us more than the pain, which, if
we will only bear it, soon passes over us. Washes over us and is gone. Long
will we remember pain, but the pain itself, as it was at that point of intensity
that made us feel as if we must die of it, eventually vanishes. Our memory
of it becomes its only trace. Walls remain. They grow moss. They are
difficult barriers to cross, to get to others, to get to closed-down parts of
ourselves.”

Miss Lissie cleared her throat.



“I am running on about this, Suwelo, because it is important, and true,
but also because I am afraid to tell you how I know all this, to tell you my
own news. Which is”—and here she took a long, slow breath—“that I lied
when I told you I have always been a black woman, and that I can only
remember as far back as a few thousand years.

“Of course I was from time to time a white woman, or as white as
about half of them are. I won’t bore you with tales of the centuries I spent
sitting around wondering which colored woman would do my floors. Our
menfolks were bringing them in all the time. You’d go to sleep one night
brotherless, husbandless, fatherless, and in the morning more than likely
one of them would be back. He’d be leading a string of some of the
wretchedest-looking creatures you ever saw. Black, brown, red. Sometimes
they looked like Mongols or Chinese. You never knew where in the world
they came from. And he wouldn’t tell you. ‘Got you some help,’ was the
most he’d say, dropping his end of the chain next to where he kept the dogs
tied.

“He’d stick some savagely gorgeous trinket on my neck or arm, surely
made by witchcraft, I’d think, but silver or, more likely, gold, and start
looking about for breakfast.

“I knew what a lady was supposed to do. I clutched the front of my
wrapper shut and went to inspect the savages. I always turned up my nose
and made a pukey motion toward their filthy hair. They were so beaten they
could barely look at me.

“Over time, if he didn’t pawn it, the thing on my neck or arm would
start talking to me. Especially whenever one of them looked at it. It took me
years to understand that they knew that on my careless skinny, or fat, white
arm I was wearing all the history, art, and culture of their own people that
they and their children would ever see.”



There was a pause. “Gold,” said Miss Lissie thoughtfully, “the white
man worships gold because it is the sun he has lost.”

There was another pause, during which Suwelo leaned forward slightly
and stared into the cassette spinning noiselessly round and round. In a
moment, Miss Lissie drew in a labored breath and continued.

“Let me tell you a story,” she said. “It is a dream memory, too, like the
one I told you about my life with the cousins; but it is more tenuous even
than that one, more faded. Weak. And that has been deliberate. I have
repressed it for all I am worth. Regardless, it is still with me, because, like
the other memories, it is me.”

She paused, coughed, and said, “This was very long ago, indeed.”
Suwelo leaned back against the cushions of the couch, put his feet up

on the coffee table in front of him, and placed his hands behind his head.
He thought he was ready.
“We lived at the edge of an immense woods,” said Miss Lissie, “in the

kind of houses, made of straw, that people built; insubstantial, really flimsy
little things, somewhat fanciful, like an anthill or a spider’s web, thrown up
in a hour against the sun. My mother was queen of our group; a small group
or tribe we were. Never more than a couple of hundred of us, sometimes
fewer. But she was not ‘queen’ in the way people think of queens today. No,
that way would have been incomprehensible to her, and horrid. I suppose
she was what queens were originally, though: a wise woman, a healer, a
woman of experience and vision, a woman superbly trained by her mother.
A really good person, whose words were always heard by the clan.

“My mother kept me with her at all times, and she was always stroking
me, rubbing into my skin various ointments she’d concocted from the flesh
of berries and nuts that she found. As a small child I didn’t notice anything
wrong about spending so much time with my mother, nor was it ever



unpleasant. Quite the contrary, in fact. Her familiar was an enormous and
very much present lion; they went everywhere together. This lion also had a
family of his own. There was a lot of visiting between us, and in the lion’s
little family of cubs I was always welcome.

“This perhaps sounds strange to you, Suwelo. About the lions, I mean.
But it is true. This was long, long ago, before the animals had any reason to
fear us and none whatever to try to eat us, which—the thought of eating us
—I’m sure would have made them sick. The human body has been
recognized as toxic, by the animals, for a very long time.

“In the Bible I know there’s a line somewhere about a time in the
future when the earth will be at peace and the lion will lie down with the
lamb. Well, that has already happened, and eventually it was to the
detriment of the lion.

“In these days of which I am speaking, people met other animals in
much the same way people today meet each other. You were sharing the
same neighborhood, after all. You used the same water, you ate the same
foods, you sometimes found yourself peering out of the same cave waiting
for a downpour to stop. I think my mother and her familiar had known each
other since childhood; for that was the case with almost everyone. All the
women, that is. For, strange to say, the women alone had familiars. In the
men’s group, or tribe, there was no such thing. Eventually, in imitation of
the women and their familiars, companions, friends, or whatever you want
to call them, the men learned to tame the barbarous forest dog and to get the
occasional one of those to more or less settle down and stay by their side. I
do not mean to suggest that the dogs were barbarous in the sense that we
sometimes think of animals today as being ‘red in tooth and claw.’ No, they
were barbarous because they simply lacked the sensibility of many of the
other animals—of the lions, in particular; but also of the elephants and



turtles, the vultures, the chimpanzees, the monkeys, orangutans, and giant
apes. They were opportunistic little creatures, and basically lazy, sorely
lacking in integrity and self-respect. Also, they lacked culture.

“It was an elegant sight, I can tell you, my mother and Husa walking
along the river, or swimming in it. He was gigantic, and so beautiful. I am
talking now about his spirit, his soul. It is a great tragedy today that no one
knows anymore what a lion is. They think a lion is some curiosity in a zoo,
or some wild thing that cares about tasting their foul flesh if they get out of
the car in Africa.

“But this is all nonsense and grievous ignorance; as is most of what
‘mankind’ fancies it ‘knows.’ Just as my mother was queen because of her
wisdom, experience, ability to soothe and to heal, because of her innate
delicacy of thought and circumspection of action, and most of all because of
her gentleness, so it was with Husa and his tribe. They were king of
creation not because they were strong, but because they were strong and
also gentle. Except to cull the sick or injured creatures from the earth, and
to eat them, which was their role in creation, just as it is the role of the
vulture to eat whatever has already died, they never used their awesome
strength.

“We had fire by then. I say this because it was a recent invention; my
mother’s grandmother had not had it. Husa and his family would come of
an evening to visit; they loved the fire; and there we’d all sprawl watching
the changing embers and admiring the flames, well into the night, when we
fell fast asleep. My mother and I slept close to Husa, and in the morning’s
chill his great heat warmed us.

“So I was not lonely, though at times I saw that other children regarded
me strangely. But then, being children, they’d frequently play with me. I
loved this. Our playing consisted very often of finding some new thing to



eat. And we would roam for miles in search of whatever was easy to reach
and ripe. It seemed to me there was everything anyone could imagine, and
more than enough for twenty human and animal tribes such as ours. I wish
the world today could see our world as it was then. It would see the whole
tribe of creation climbing an enormous plum tree. The little brown and
black people, for I had not yet seen myself as different; the monkeys, the
birds, and the things that today have vanished but which were bright green
and sort of a cross between a skunk and a squirrel. There we’d be, stuffing
ourselves on plums—little and sweet and bright yellow. Husa would let us
stand on his back to reach the high inner branches. If we were eating for a
long time, Husa would lie on the ground yawning, and when we were full,
the monkeys, especially, would begin a game, which was to throw plums
into Husa’s yawning mouth. It was curious to see that no matter how
rapidly we threw the plums into his mouth, Husa never swallowed one and
never choked. He could raise the back of his tongue, you see, like a kind of
trapdoor, and the plums all bounced off it.

“What does not end, Suwelo? Only life itself, in my experience. Good
times, specific to a time and place, always end. And so it was with me. The
time arrived when I was expected to mate. In our group this was the
initiation not only into adulthood, but into separation from the women’s
tribe—at least from the day-to-day life of it that was all one had ever
known. After mating and helping his mate to conceive, a man went to live
with men. But this was not a hardship, since the men’s encampment was
never more than half a day’s journey from our own, and there was always,
between the two tribes, the most incessant visiting. Why didn’t they, men
and women, merge? It simply wasn’t thought of. People would have
laughed at the person who suggested it. There was no reason why they
should merge, since each tribe liked the arrangement they had. Besides,



everyone—people and other animals—liked very much to visit. To be
honest, we loved it. That was our TV. And so it was well to have other
people and other animals to visit.

“Though I hated the thought of leaving my mother, I knew I could still
see her whenever I wanted to, and I also knew that the men in the men’s
tribe were ready to be my father. For no one had a particular father. That
was impossible, given the way the women chose their lovers, freely and
variously. The men found nothing strange in this, any more than the women
did. Why should they? Lovemaking was considered one of the very best
things in life, by women and men; of course it would have to be free. See
what I mean about songs?” Miss Lissie chuckled. “Besides, when a young
man arrived in the tribe of the men, they were at long last given an
opportunity—late, it’s true—to mother. Fathering is mothering, you know.

“There was a girl I liked, who liked me back. This was a miracle. And
at the proper time, the day before the coming up of the full moon, she and I
were sent to pick plums together. I remember everything about that day: the
warmth of the sun on our naked bodies, the fine dust that covered our feet...
. Her own little familiar, a serpent, slid alongside us. Serpents then were
different than they are now, Suwelo. Of course almost everything that was
once free is different today. Her familiar, whom my friend called Ba, was
about the thickness of a slender person’s arm and had small wheellike
extendable feet, on which it could raise itself and whir about, like some of
those creatures you see in cartoons; or, retracting these, it could move like
snakes move today. It could also extend and retract wings, for all serpents
that we knew of at that time could fly. It was a lovely companion for her,
and she loved it dearly and was always in conversation with it. I remember
the especially convoluted and wiggly trail Ba left behind in the dust, in its
happy anticipation of eating fresh plums... . Later that day there was the



delicious taste of sun-warmed plums in our mouths. We were, all three of
us, chattering right along, and eating, and feeling very happy.

“I was not to be happy long; none of us was. Eventually I had my
friend in my arms, and one of her small black nipples, as sweet as any plum
and so like my mother’s, was in my mouth, and I was inside her. It was
everything I’d ever dreamed, and much more than I’d hoped. But it was not,
I think, the same for her. When I woke up, she was wide awake, simply
sitting there quietly, stroking Ba, who was lazily twisting his full self
around and around her beautiful knees. The sun was still above the treetops,
for I remember that the light was golden, splendidly perfect, but even as I
watched, it began rapidly going down.

“And then, when I looked down at myself, I saw that while I was
sleeping she had rubbed me all over with the mixture of dark berries and
nut fat my mother always used, which I realized had been hidden beneath
the plum tree. And for the first time I could ask someone other than my
mother what it was for. My mother had said it was to make my skin strong
and protect it from the sun. And so, I asked my friend. And she said it was
to make me look more like everyone else.

“‘You look like you don’t have a skin, you know,’ she said. ‘But you
do have one.’

“I was thrown completely by this, coming as it did after our first
lovemaking. It seemed to indicate a hideous personal deficiency that I
didn’t need to hear about just then, on the eve of becoming a man in the
tribe of men. Right away I thought: Is this how they’ll see me as well?

“She took me gently by the hand and we walked to a clear reflecting
pool not far away. We’d often bathed there. And she scooped up a handful
of water and vigorously scrubbed my face; then we bent down over the
water, and there my friend was, looking very much like my mother and her



mother and the sisters and brothers and aunts of the village—all browns and
blacks, with big dark eyes. And there was I—a ghost. Only, we knew
nothing of ghosts, so I could not even make that comparison. I did look as
though I had no skin.

“It was the first time I’d truly seen myself as different. I cried out in
fear at myself. Weeping, I turned and ran. My friend came running after me.
For it had not been her intention to hurt. She was taking over my mother’s
duty in applying the ointment, and was only trying to be truthful and help
me begin to face reality.

“All I could think of was hiding myself—my kinky but pale yellow
hair, the color of straw in late summer, my pebble-colored eyes, and my
skin that had no color at all. I ran to a cave I knew about not far from the
plum tree. And I threw myself on the floor, crying and crying.

“She came in behind me, the mess of berries and nut fat in a bamboo-
joint container in her hand. She tried to talk to me, to soothe me, to spread
the stuff over me. I knocked it away from me; it rolled over the earthen
floor. During this movement, I suddenly caught sight of my member and
saw that the color that had been there before we made love had been rubbed
off during our contact. The sight shamed me. I ran outside the cave and
grabbed the first tree leaves I saw and slapped them over myself.

“But then I realized it was my whole body that needed covering, not
just my penis. My friend was still running around behind me, trying to
comfort me. She was crying as much as I was, and beating her breasts. For
we learned mourning from the giant apes, who taught us to feel grief
anywhere around us, and to reflect it back to the sufferer, and to act it out.
But now this behavior made me sick. I picked up a stick and chased her
away. She was so shocked to see me use a stick in this way that she seemed
quite happy to drop her sympathies for me and run. But as she turned to run,



her familiar, seeing her fright and its cause, extended both its clawed feet
and its wings and flew up at me. In my rage I struck it, a brutal blow, with
my club, so hard a blow that I broke its neck, and it fell without a sound to
the ground. I couldn’t believe I had done this. Neither could my friend. She
ran back, though she was so afraid, and scooped Ba’s broken body up in her
arms. The last I saw of her was her small, naked, dark brown back, with
Ba’s limply curling tail, which was beginning to change colors, dangling
down her side.

“I never made it into the men’s tribe. I never went back to my mother.
The only one from my childhood I ever saw again was Husa. Perhaps he
came to look for me as a courtesy to my mother. He found me holed up in a
cave far, far from our encampment, my hair in kinky yellow locks, which
resembled his, actually; my stone gray eyes wild with pain. He came up to
me and rested a warm paw on my shoulder and breathed gently into my
face. The smell made me almost faint from love and homesickness. Then he
proceeded to lick me all over, thoroughly, as he would wash one of his cubs,
with his warm pink tongue. I realized that night, sleeping next to Husa, that
he was the only father I had ever known or was ever likely to know. And so,
I felt, I had left my mother to join the men after all.

“Of course Husa could not stay forever. But he stayed long enough.
Long enough to go on long walks with me, just as he did with my mother.
Long enough to share fires—which I knew he loved, and so forced myself
to make. Long enough to share sunrises and sunsets and to admire giant
trees and sweet-smelling shrubs. For Husa greatly appreciated the tiniest
particle of the kingdom in which he found himself. He taught me that there
was another way of being in the world, away from one’s own kind. Indeed,
he reconciled me to the possibility that I had no ‘own kind.’ And though I
missed my mother terribly, I knew I would never go back. It hurt me too



much to know that everyone in our group had always noticed, since the day
I was born, that I was different from anyone

“One day, after a kill, Husa brought the remains, a draggle of skin,
home to me. With a stone I battered it into a shape that I could drape around
myself. I found a staff to support me in my walks and to represent ‘my
people.’

“Husa left.
“And now I gradually made a discouraging discovery. The skin that

Husa gave me, which covered me so much more effectively than bark or
leaves, and which I could tie on in a manner that would stay, frightened all
the animals with whom I came in contact. In vain did I try to explain how I
came by it, how much I needed it. That it was a gift, a leftover, from Husa
the lion, who harmed no creature, ever, but was only the angel of mercy to
those things in need of death. But what animal could comprehend this new
thing that I was? That I, a creature with a skin of its own—for though I
looked skinned, they could smell I was not—was nonetheless walking about
in one of theirs? They ran from me as if from plague. And I was totally
alone for many years, until, in desperation, I raided the litter of a barbarous
dog, and got myself companionship in that way.”



THE TAPE RAN ON and on, without Miss Lissie’s voice. Suwelo rose from the
couch and peered at the spinning cassette. He was about to stop it, and see if
it should be turned over, when Miss Lissie’s voice continued. She sounded
somewhat rested, as if she’d taken a long break.

“You may wonder,” she said, “why I repressed this memory. And, by
the way, I don’t know what else became of me, or of my dog. It is hard to
believe my mother never searched for me, never found me. That I lived the
rest of my days in that place without a mate. Perhaps my mate did come to
me, and perhaps she brought our child, which must have been odd-looking;
for she loved me, of that I had no doubt, and perhaps we began a new tribe
of our own. That, anyway, is my fantasy.” She laughed. “It is also the
fantasy upon which the Old Testament rests,” she said, “but without any
mention of our intimacy with the other animals or of the brown and black
colors of the rest of my folks.

“I will tell you why I repressed this memory. I repressed it because of
Hal. But, Suwelo, there is more; for that is not the only lifetime I have
given up, or, I should say, that I have deliberately taken away from myself.
In each lifetime I have felt forced to shed knowledge of other existences,
other lives. The times of today are nothing, nothing, like the times of old.
The time of writing is so different from the so much longer time of no
writing. People’s very eyes are no longer the same. The time of living
separate from the earth is so much different from the much longer time of
living with it, as if being on your mother’s breast. Can you imagine a time
when there was no such thing as dirt? It is hard for people to comprehend
the things that I remember. Even Hal, the most empathetic of fellow
travelers, up to a point, could not follow some of the ancient and pre-
ancient paths I knew. I swallowed past experiences all my life, as I divulged
those that I thought had a chance, not of being believed—for no one has



truly, truly believed me; at least that is my feeling, a bitter one, most of the
time—but of simply being imagined, fantasied.

“Suwelo, in addition to being a man, and white, which I was many
times after the time of which I just told you, I was also, at least once, myself
a lion. This is one of those dream memories so frayed around the edges that
it is like an old, motheaten shawl. But I can still sometimes feel the sun on
my fur, the ticks in my mane, the warm swollen fullness of my tongue. I can
smell the injured and dying kin who are in need of me to bring them death. I
can feel the leap in my legs, the stretch in my belly, as I bound toward them
and stun them, in great mercy, with a blow. I can taste the sweet blood as
my teeth puncture their quivering necks, breaking them instantly, and
without pain. All of this knowledge, all of this remembrance, is just back of
my brain.

“But the experiences I best remember were sometime after the life in
which I knew Husa. It was, in fact, a terrible, chaotic time, though it had
started out, like the eternity everyone knew, peacefully enough. Like Husa I
was friends with a young woman and her children. We grew up together and
frequently shared our favorite spots in the forest, or stared by night into the
same fire. But this way of life was rapidly ending, for somehow or other by
the time I was fully grown, and big, as lions tend to be, the men’s camp and
the women’s had merged. And they had both lost their freedom to each
other. The men now took it on themselves to say what should and should
not be done by all, which meant they lost the freedom of their long,
undisturbed, contemplative days in the men’s camp; and the women, in
compliance with the men’s bossiness, but more because they now became
emotionally dependent on the individual man by whom man’s law now
decreed they must have all their children, lost their wildness, that quality of
homey ease on the earth that they shared with the rest of the animals.



“In the merger, the men asserted themselves, alone, as the familiars of
women. They moved in with their dogs, whom they ordered to chase us.
This was a time of trauma for women and other animals alike. Who could
understand this need of men to force us away from woman’s fire? And yet,
this is what they did. I remember the man and the dog who chased me
away; he had a large club in one hand, and in the other, a long, sharply
pointed stick. And how sad I was to leave my friend and her children, who
were crying bitterly. I think I knew we were experiencing one of the great
changes in the structure of earth’s life, and it made me very sorrowful, but
also very thoughtful. I did not know at the time that man would begin, in his
rage and jealousy of us, to hunt us down, to kill and eat us, to wear our
hides, our teeth, and our bones. No, not even the most cynical animal would
have dreamed of that. Soon we would forget the welcome of woman’s fire.
Forget her language. Forget her feisty friendliness. Forget the yeasty smell
of her and the warm grubbiness of her children. All of this friendship would
be lost, and she, poor thing, would be left with just man, screaming for his
dinner and forever murdering her friends, and with man’s ‘best friend,’ the
‘pet’ familiar, the fake familiar, his dog.

“Poor woman!
“But to tell you the truth, Suwelo, I was not sorry to go. For I was a

lion. To whom harmony, above everything, is sacred. I could see that,
merged, man and woman were in for an eternity of strife, and I wanted no
part of it. I knew that, even if man had let us remain beside woman’s fire he
would be throwing his weight around constantly, and woman being woman,
every so often would send pots and pans flying over our heads; this would
go on forever. An unbearable thought; as a lion, I could not bear loud
noises, abrupt changes in behavior, voices raised in anger. Evilness. No lion
could tolerate such things. It is our nature to be nonviolent, to be peaceful,



to be calm. And ever to be fair in our dealings; and I knew this would be
impossible in the present case, since the animals, except for the barbarous
dogs, clearly preferred woman, and would always have been attempting to
defend her. Lions felt that, no matter the circumstance, one must be
dignified. In consorting with man, as he had become, woman was bound to
lose her dignity, her integrity. It was a tragedy. But it was a fate lions were
not prepared to share.

“In subsequent periods lions moved farther and farther away from
humans, in search of peace. There were tribes with whom we kept
connections, in that we taught, and they learned from us. What did they
learn? They learned that rather than go to war with one’s own kind it was
better to pack up and remove oneself from the site of contention. That as
long as there is space in which to move there is a possibility of having
uncontested peace. There are tribes living today in South Africa who have
never come to blows with each other for a thousand years. It is because of
what they learned from the lions.

“For thousands of years our personalities were known by all and
appreciated. In a way, we were the beloved ‘uncles’ and ‘aunts’—
interesting visitors, indulgent playmates, superb listeners, and thoughtful
teachers—of the human tribe, which, fortunately, could never figure out,
not for a long, long time, anyhow, any reason why we should be viewed as
completely different from them and separate from them. Only gradually did
we fade into myth—all that was known of us previously, that is. The last
people on earth who had any real comprehension of our essence are
themselves faded into myth, but at least before they faded completely they
erected the sphinx... . There are also”—Miss Lissie chuckled—“those
accounts one hears of the free-roaming lions that frequently startled visitors
to Haile Selassie’s palace in Ethiopia. It never occurred to anyone of his



ancient lineage that lions should be anything but free. Dreadlocked Rastas
who made it inside the courtyard were sometimes so frightened on meeting
one of these lions—their ancient totem, strolling about like they were—that
their locks literally stood on end.

“I realize, too, that there are more ... intermediate stories,” continued
Miss Lissie, “that is to say, between the ancient and the current ones; such
as ‘Androcles and the Lion’ and ‘Daniel in the Lion’s Den,’ but already in
those stories you can see that no one understood what was happening from
the lion’s point of view. It would have been unthinkable for the lion who
had the thorn removed from his paw by Androcles to hurt the friend who
removed it; it would never have crossed his mind to hurt him, period,
whether he removed the damn thing or not. Likewise with Daniel. Even
though the Romans were into torturing lions, so brutalizing them that in
their hunger and rage they attacked the hapless Christians, to the frenzied
cheers of the crowds, whenever they had the least chance to reflect, to
remember who they were, they did nothing that could remotely be termed
violent. Even though they were all hungry, starved almost to fainting by the
Romans, Daniel had a perfectly safe and comfy night’s sleep, with his head
resting against one of their sides. They would also have objected to the rank
odor of Daniel’s toxicity.

“Now,” said Miss Lissie, whose voice was again becoming tired,
“there were but two things on earth Hal truly feared. He feared white
people, especially white men, and he feared cats. The fear of the white man
was less irrational than the fear of cats, but they were both very real fears to
Hal. You could make him back up twenty miles simply by asking him to
hold a cat. And he arranged his life so that if he ever saw a white man, it
was by accident, and also very separate from his personal life, an
unheralded and unwelcome event. So how could I tell him all of who I was?



By now Hal is like my son to me, and I couldn’t bear it if he hated me. For
such fear as Hal’s is hatred.

“And so, I never told him. How could I say it? Yo, Hal, I was a white
man; more than once; they’re probably still in there somewhere. Yo, Hal, I
was also, once upon a time, a very large cat.”

Miss Lissie chuckled. Then laughed and laughed. Suwelo did too. Her
laughter was the last sound on that side of the tape.

“But if you love someone, you want to share yourself, or, in my case,”
said Miss Lissie—and Suwelo imagined her wiping her eyes, still smiling
—“you want to share yourselves. But I was afraid. When Henry Laytrum
brought the pictures that showed me faded almost to a ghost, pictures that
lightened my hair and washed out my eyes, I tore them up; I said he’d used
defective film. When he took other pictures in which I looked feline, really
like Dorothy’s companion in The Wizard of Oz, I tore them up too. Maybe
there’s always a part of the self that we hide, deny, deliberately destroy.

“But oh, how we love the person who affirms even that hateful part of
us. And it was for affirming these split-off parts of my memory that I loved
your uncle Rafe. Rafe, unlike Hal, was afraid of no one. He thought white
people the most pathetic people who ever lived. Ruling over other people,
he said, automatically cuts you off from life. And to try to rule over colored
people, who, anybody could see, were life itself! He was more puzzled than
annoyed when otherwise intelligent-looking and acting white people called
him ‘boy’ or ‘nigger.’ He was always hoping for a little better from them
than he ever got. But that was because he could easily see some of himself
in them, though, when looking back at him, white people apparently saw ...
But he often wondered just what it was that they saw. What they let
themselves see. Were they blind to his very being, as he himself was blind



to the being of a fly? To him, their constant imperative to ‘civilize’ us was
in fact a need to blind and deaden us to their own extent.

“I told Rafe everything; and he took me north, to Canada, in the
summers, to be around white people; and he took me to more zoos than I
have the heart to mention. This was part and parcel of his making love to
me, you see, taking me to those places of which I was, myself, most afraid.
You cannot imagine the feeling I had the first time I sat down to dinner in a
restaurant that was filled with white people, white people who only stared at
us and whispered among themselves, but did not, as they would have done
in the South, rush to throw us out of the building, or perhaps beat us up or
even lynch us.

“I remember that Rafe ordered meat. Some kind of duck, I think. And
when it came, he saw the look on my face. I could never eat meat among
white people; of that I was sure; my stomach heaved at the thought of it.
Rafe and I ate mashed potatoes and salad, and he said to me, in that deep,
caressing, sweet Negro voice of his: ‘Well, Lissie, have a good look.’

“And I could see how they’d closed themselves off, these descendants,
there at the ‘top of the heap,’ and how isolated they were. They were
completely without wildness, and they had forgotten how to laugh. They
had also forgotten, I was to discover on our many trips, how to dance and
sing. They haunted black people’s dance halls and churches, trying to ‘pick
up’ what they’d closed off in themselves. It was pitiful. One of the people I
most appreciated in the sixties, by the way, was Janis Joplin. She knew
Bessie Smith was her momma, and she sang her guts out trying to tear open
that closed door between them.

“In a way, I preferred the zoos. Though I hated them with all my heart,
naturally. But at the zoo, at least there were no illusions about who was free
and who was not. The lions were always in cages too small for them. And it



had never occurred to anyone that, cut off from life year upon year, as they
were, with nothing whatever to do, the least that could be done was to build
them a fire. It was heartbreaking—to watch them pace, to smell the sour
staleness of their coats and of their cells, to hear the hysteria in their roar, to
watch them devour a perfectly healthy animal that had been raised for
‘meat’ and killed on an assembly line by machine. It was horrible. It was a
fate the most imaginative and cynical preancient lion could not have
imagined. And now, as a presence in the modern world, I am thankful for
this.

“The most abominable thing to see was their faces. Slack, dull,
unintelligent, unthoughtful. Stupefied from boredom, gross from the
degradation of dependency. To every zoo—colored could go even to the one
in Baltimore, after a long struggle; but only on maid’s day off, Thursday—I
carried a large mirror. Anyone else would have thought this strange, but not
Rafe. He helped me carry it and hold it up outside the cages. A restless lion
would amble up to the bars and have a look at himself. This was usually the
first and only look at himself he’d ever had. I held my breath.

“Would there be a flicker of recognition? Even of interest? Did the lion
inside the body of the lion see itself? Though I myself had the body of a
woman, I could still see my lion inside. Would they see that? Would they
see the old nobility, the old impatience with inferiors? The old grace?

“One or two of them saw something. But it only made them sad. They
slunk back to a corner of their cages and put their heads down between their
paws. Of course I wanted to leap through the bars to comfort them. I
wanted to destroy the bars.

“Rafe carried me back home, a pitiful wreck, after these excursions,
and put me to bed. He and Hal and Lulu would come in to kiss me good
night; and when Rafe was turning to go, I would grasp his hand—such a



good, steady, clean brown hand it was. He would sit down on the bed
without a word and take off his shoes.

“Your uncle Rafe was an incomparable lover, Suwelo. And I have
missed him so much, I have sometimes longed to meet up with him again,
which I know is not likely; there is little need for him to come back. He
loved the total me. None of my selves was hidden from him, and he feared
none of them. Sometimes, when I would get ‘on my high horse,’ as he
called it, when I was ordering everybody around and complaining that
nobody knew anything or could do anything right but me, he’d grin and say,
‘You sure are showing your white tonight!’ And I’d feel how ridiculous I
was being, and laugh.

“Or, sometimes at a party, I’d realize the other people were a bunch of
lowlifes, and I’d leave. Just stroll out the door. Rafe would come after me
and look at me prowling along the sidewalk aching for distance, and peace,
and calm; disgust at the party’s members still on my face, and he’d say,
‘Baby, the lion in winter’s got nothing on you!’

“And of course he knew and appreciated all the other selves, and could
call them by name, too.

“So, loving Rafe and being loved by Rafe was the experience of many
a lifetime. And very different from being loved by Hal, even when our
passion for each other was at its height, Hal loved me like a
sister/mystic/warrior/woman/mother. Which was nice. But that was only
part of who I was. Rafe, on the other hand, knowing me to contain
everybody and everything, loved me wholeheartedly, as a goddess. Which I
was.”



“WHEN I SAW SUWELO on the back steps of Arveyda’s house, I did not
know who he was,” Carlotta cheerfully related to Fanny one day after they
had become friends. “I was coming up from the guest house, where I live,
which is down the path and across a ravine from the main house. Arveyda
and the children live in the main house; the studio is on the bottom floor; so
I am in and out of their space constantly. However, they must ask
permission to enter mine. There is a little bridge over the ravine, just before
you get to my little house, and at that bridge, before you cross over a culvert
that channels a rushing waterfall during the rainy season, is the first gate. It
has several little bells that must be rung. If nothing happens after the
ringing of these little bells—no rocks are thrown at you, or shoes—the
visitor, usually Arveyda or one of my children, may proceed to the next
gate. This one has chimes. It is usually locked. If it isn’t, the visitor strikes
the chimes and comes through the gate and up my steps. There are still
more bells and chimes at my door. I will come only in response to these
bells and chimes, not to calls, words of any sort, or knocks on the door
itself.     

“So I am coming up to work in the studio, since I am now a musician,
a bell chimist. What is a bell chimist, everyone always asks. But there is a
strange man at the back of the house, quizzically knocking. I stop just at the
wall of the house where the daphne bushes are in full bloom and the odor is
so sweet, and I notice the purple clematis is about to riot over one corner of
the carport, which is up the cliff, hanging above my head. I stop because
when I am thinking about my music I cannot bear to be disturbed—not by
Arveyda or by the children, and certainly not by a wandering insurance
salesman. Which is what this man looks like—of course, a wandering
insurance salesman in Berkeley. He’s casually dressed in brown corduroy



jeans and a lovely burgundy sweater. Wearing an earring and some kind of
pendant on a chain.

“Just as I’m about to duck out of sight, he looks in my direction and
spots me.

“Gracious God, I think, and shrug inwardly. My little notes of music
that I have been hoarding in my soul all night and morning disappear.

“‘Hell-o,’ I say, frowning. ‘What can I do for you?’
“The man is startled. His eyes—nice, big, open, and friendly eyes—

open wider.
“Am I such a shock, I wonder. Is it my hair, cut nearly to my skull and

standing out like a concentration-camp victim’s? Or is it my tight black
running suit and teal Reeboks? Who cares? This is Berkeley, after all.

“But he is still staring, and his jaw is still dropped.
“Then I first really look at him. To see him. When I’m working or

thinking of work, or regretting work that has just been assassinated, I don’t
look at people to see them. I look at them just enough to deal with them and
get them out of my life. But I suddenly look at this tallish, gaunt figure,
with closely cropped hair. Oh, no, I think. It can’t be!

“But it is.
“‘Suwelo?’ I offer, as if to a ghost.
“‘Carlotta?’ he says, making a funny whirring motion over his own

shorn head to indicate my missing locks.
“After this, we don’t know what to do. He is even more at sea than I

am.
“What the hell, I think.
“‘We’re here,’ I say, ‘let’s go in.’
“‘Is this your house?’ he asks. He can’t believe it, if it is. ‘I went over

to your old place and no one around there knew anything. Just that you’d



moved.’
“‘Yes, I moved,’ I say. ‘The children wanted to live with their father.’
“I push open the door. The smell of baking bread hits us at once.
“‘Baby, is that you?’ Arveyda’s homey voice calls from the kitchen.
“‘Yeah, it’s me,’ I call back.
“He comes up from the kitchen to see for himself. He is wearing his

Brahms apron and his Satchmo Armstrong chef’s hat. He is covered with
flour and seems perfectly content. He glances at Suwelo before bending
down to kiss me. He kisses me always as if he’s tasting something yummy.

“My mood improves with this kiss, and I actually smile.
“‘Arveyda, meet Suwelo,’ I say. ‘And vice versa.’
“Cedrico, seeming taller than he was the day before yesterday, darts

through the room and across our path, a monster piece of freshly baked
bread in his hand, a glob of it in his mouth. Why he hasn’t choked to death
before today is beyond me. Angelita is close behind, looking like a
miniature harlot, which is how all little girls her age look these days.

“‘Here, here, wait a minute,’ says Arveyda, dragged off in spite of
himself, following the ominous sounds of scraping chairs and clanging
utensils that instantly emerge from the kitchen.

“I glance up at Suwelo, thinking what a disgrace my no-mannered
children are, and I see that his jaw has dropped even lower.

“‘Is that ... ? Isn’t that ... ?’
“‘Yes,’ I say. ‘That’s that.’
“I usher him into the living room, where he sits heavily in a chair. ‘I

can’t believe it,’ he says. ‘You were married to Arveyda.’
“‘I’m still married to Arveyda,’ I say. ‘But that bond is no longer the

primary basis of our relationship.’



“Suwelo looks at me quizzically. Didn’t he used to have bushy
eyebrows? I think. Didn’t he used to wear glasses?

“‘We work together now.’
“He raises an eyebrow. A thin one.
“‘As musicians.’
“‘Oh,’ he says.
“‘When I saw you at the door, I was on my way down to the studio to

work.’
“‘I’m sorry if I diverted you,’ he says.
“‘Want to come see?’ I ask. For though I have been temporarily

diverted, I still need a peek at my companions, my babies, my instruments.
Just to be sure they are there. Mine. And, no matter how long it takes,
waiting for me.

“‘What a lovely smell,’ Suwelo comments, sniffing, as we go down the
stairs.

“‘Arveyda bakes every Saturday,’ I say. ‘At least every Saturday we’re
not on the road. It relaxes him.’

“‘Umm,’ says Suwelo. ‘How much bread does he bake?’
“‘There’s no set amount,’ I say, as we pass the nice big picture of

James Baldwin, where he looks like an angel who loves fresh bread,
smiling down on all who enter the hall. ‘He just gets up in the morning, puts
on his Miles Davis, Roberta Flack, Bob Marley, or Aretha Franklin tapes,
and starts in. He can bake all morning or he can bake most of the weekend.
He always bakes just enough.’

“‘But,’ says Suwelo, looking with skepticism at my skinniness, ‘four
people can’t eat so much bread!’

“‘More than four people live on the streets of Berkeley,’ I say. ‘There
is never the slightest problema.’



“Now we are in the studio: the big room with the smaller glass room
inside it that I love better than any room in the world. I love all the
instruments, the lights, the booths. I especially love my own instruments,
which I lead Suwelo over to see.

“He is surprised. Puzzled. He looks out at the view. He looks where
I’m standing.

“‘So many bells!’ he exclaims, looking at them. ‘So many chimes!’
“He does not think these are the instruments he’s been brought down

to the studio to see. He looks over at the piano, the xylophone, the twelve
guitars hanging on the wall, the cello, the drums, the flutes, and even the
tambourines! We do have everything, I think proudly, and sometimes
Arveyda does play gospel music. But actually I am about to consider the
tambourine a bell.

“‘These are my instruments,’ I say, striking a wind chime with its own
clapper, a wind chime that hangs in a row of several dozen. There are wind
chimes of all sizes, colors, and descriptions. Some are made of sandal or
balsa wood, some of bamboo, some of metal. They are all beautiful, with
sweet, clear tones. Then there are my hundreds of bells—reindeer-harness
bells, cowbells, school bells, every kind of bell. From all over the world. I
run through a dozen bells and chimes quickly, with a hardwood stick, and
the whole room vibrates with the beautiful, clear, and gentle sounds.

“‘You are smiling,’ says Suwelo. ‘You are happy!’
“‘Yes,’ I say. I do not stop smiling or being happy just because he’s

noticed it. I run through some more chimes with another little stick I have,
and the sound makes me happier still. Oh, I think to myself, when he
leaves!

“But he does not leave.



“He tells me he has come to make amends. To ask my forgiveness for
the way he treated me.

“I almost have no memory of the way he treated me. He was only an
episode in my life. But it is true, when he dropped me—and he did drop me
—I was so destroyed, I was angry enough to kill.”



“WHY IS MILES DAVIS so absolutely gorgeous, even though he looks like the
devil,” says Arveyda. He is holding up a record album that has a picture of
his idol (one of many musicians that he loves) staring out, moodily, at the
world. “It really is a puzzle,” he says, almost inaudibly. “Now, if he were a
very large man, and you met him somewhere at night, and he glowered at
you like that—” he shivers—“he’d frighten you.”

Carlotta laughs. “Are you sure?” she asks.
Arveyda has finished his baking for the day, and his dirty apron and

chef’s hat are in a heap on the floor beside the door.
He cuts large slices of whole-wheat bread for them and pushes the

butter and jam closer to Suwelo’s elbow.
Suwelo is rapidly overcoming his case of being star-struck. Besides,

the wonderful smell of the bread is really making the saliva flow. He
glances around the kitchen, which opens out into the dining and living
rooms and on out to a deck. From where he sits, he can see most of the Bay,
all the way to the Golden Gate Bridge; he is appreciative of the view as he
takes his first bite of the delicious bread, as good as it smells.

“I’ve heard ... a bit about you,” says Arveyda. He does not remember
what he’s heard. He connects this man somehow with massage—Carlotta
has learned to give massages, and massages him frequently. It is a skill he is
himself learning, and enjoying, and one that permits him to touch Carlotta
intimately without always pressuring her to make love. This has relieved a
lot of the tension there used to be between them, because he has discovered
that when a musician is working, he or she is already making love.

Suwelo looks across at Carlotta. She is still such a shock to him. Her
hair is cut so short it must feel prickly to the touch. And she is so thin; even
her breasts are smaller. But she is happy. This is the biggest surprise of all.



Where is that wailing he remembered? the insecurity? the wringing of
hands? the prayer? the gnashing of teeth?

She is taking out her gum—she pops it a couple of times to say good-
bye—and begins to butter, thinly, a minuscule slice of bread.

“We were colleagues,” says Suwelo, “on a certain academic plantation.
By the way,” he says to Carlotta, “you don’t still teach ... or do you?”

“No,” she says, chewing, “I gave it up.” She frowns slightly. “I grew
frustrated, and so fat.” She tosses her head the way she used to when she
had lots of hair. Suwelo catches a glimpse of her old self. Carlotta
continues. “It’s too late to teach people what they need to know by the
methods that are used in colleges.”

This is such an unexpected response from Carlotta that Suwelo laughs.
She has even found a sense of humor!

“Cómo?” asks Arveyda, looking attentively at Carlotta. Having never
been to college, he thinks it is something everyone prizes. That unless
you’ve been to college you don’t really know anything. You have
experience only, he thinks, but without facts. This means that at dinner with
college-trained people your stomach turns over and over.

“Oh,” says Carlotta, “who needs more of the kind of people colleges
produce? They’re all consumers, really. No matter what they study, what
they’re successful at is shopping.”

“What about your own courses?” asks Suwelo.
“It’s true,” she says, “I loved them. I love teaching women’s literature.

But I got tired of teaching it there. I wanted to teach it—if I continued
teaching it—sitting in a circle in a meadow, where cows could just casually
come up and look. Even join in.”

“I’m learning carpentry now, myself,” says Suwelo. “Though there the
question is how does the carpenter relate to the worldwide exploitation,



slaughter, and waste of trees.”
“What do you mean?” asks Carlotta.
“Well, wood comes from trees. Trees are alive. They have a purpose

separate from becoming houseboats, firewood, and decks.”
“What did you teach?” asks Arveyda.
“American history,” says Suwelo. He chuckles. “But I had to be stoned

or drunk to pass on such lies. It was really a no-win situation.”
“But you were a guerrilla historian,” says Carlotta, loyally. “The same

way I was a guerrilla literaturist. It isn’t impossible to teach the alternative
reality, especially when it’s your own.”

“But exhausting,” says Suwelo. “And I was always mad. Think of the
history books I’ve read that say, in so many words, these are all the folks
you need to know about to understand America; and there’s no one in them
who relates to what you personally know of reality in any way.”

“You always lost your Indian students,” muses Carlotta. “I know I did.
I finally began to say, at the very first class, ‘Go out and find a story or
poem by Joy Harjo or Leslie Silko. This class will study these writers
before we’re done, I promise you.’ “

Arveyda laughs, admiring Carlotta. He reaches over and pulls her foot
up in his lap; he has to walk his stool over to hers in order to do this.

“I don’t know much about literature, or history,” he says
apologetically, and sounds enough like an old Sam Cooke song that all three
burst out laughing. “I read and read but I’m such a slow reader! I will never
catch up!”

He is rubbing the back of Carlotta’s leg. She is as contented as a cat.
Carlotta smiles. “Don’t worry about it, chico mio,” she says. “What all

of us are trying to learn is what you already know.”



Suwelo looks at him, this humble man who gives pleasure, unasked, to
so many. Of the three of them he’s the only one who has gained, not lost,
weight. This comfortable, rather short, almost little man. With his kind eyes
and graying, flyaway hair. Yes, Suwelo thinks, that is true. Perhaps.



“WHAT IS TRULY REGRETTABLE is how, as a musician, you tend to lose people
as you go along. They want you to keep playing music that made them feel
something once, something they think your old music will help them
recapture. But really, if you are at all alive as an artist, you are somewhere
else, other than where you were, almost constantly.”

As he talks, Arveyda flings a glob of dough on the counter with
shocking gusto. Flour flies up and dusts his beard. Opposite him, Suwelo
lifts his lump of dough and brings it down just as hard. He is wearing a
Bugs Bunny T-shirt and a red-and-black FSLN bandanna on his head. His
jeans have slipped a bit and hang just at the level of his hip bones. He is
also covered with flour and has an expression of severe and earnest intent.

“Relax,” says Arveyda, taking a sip of fresh grape juice. “This is
serious work, it’s true; but, you know, most serious work can be fun.”

Suwelo thinks of making love to Fanny. How there is always a point
now at which she laughs.

Arveyda is moving about the messy kitchen, tossing eggshells into the
compost pot, mopping up spills, clearing a space on the counter next to the
oven, greasing bread pans, and continuing to mutter, to whistle, and to talk.

He puts on a tape that is all bells and chimes and hums a bit as he
resumes pounding his loaf. There is a heavy yeast smell in the air. And then,
from pure whimsy it seems to Suwelo, Arveyda reaches into a bin and pulls
out raisins and walnuts and begins folding them into the dough.

Suwelo, happily conscious of being an apprentice, follows suit.
“They say, ‘Oh, you have betrayed us! Why don’t you play the stuff

we’re used to and that we expect from you? This shit you play now sounds
like Elton John! What about your fucking roots?’”

Arveyda pounds his loaf and glances off down the living room. It is a
foggy day and the splendid view of the Bay is simply not there. He listens



for the sounds of the children, but they’re off at the movies with Carlotta
and Fanny. He thinks of Carlotta and Fanny and the children and imagines
what Carlotta is saying to Fanny, at a moment when the children leave them
some peace. “Well,” he imagines her saying, “when I was seeing your
husband I was really going through a period of such trauma as a woman
that the only way I could deal with it was to become someone other than
myself. I became a female impersonator.”

Suwelo holds up his loaf. Arveyda notes the well-distributed raisins
and nutmeats, and nods.

“Now check this out,” he says. “If you write songs, the ones you wrote
when you were nineteen are the ones they want you to write at forty-five.
Because”—he laughs—“you’re supposed to help a lot of forty-five-year-
olds stay nineteen. And besides, you’re supposed to help them justify the
scummy relationships they have with women, which are just as fucked up
today as they were when they heard your first song. Only they were young
then, and new at the game, and couldn’t see that what they had and what
they were doing was fucked up.”

Suwelo considers this. He thinks of how long ago it was that he and
Fanny were married. Hippies at heart, they’d been married barefoot, in the
spring, underneath blossoming apple trees. They had had live—and stoned
—musicians. But what song had been their favorite? What song had been
sung or played? Shit, he couldn’t even remember. But when they got their
divorce they were both in love with Ono and Lennon’s Double Fantasy
album. They played it all the time. “Give me somethin’ that’s not hard,
come on, come on ...” Fanny would mimic Yoko’s insistent, knowledgeable
woman’s voice, and, having pushed him down onto the bed, bank of the
river, beach, forest plain, or floor, she would proceed to kiss him breathless.



“There are songs that people want you to sing today,” says Arveyda,
thinking vaguely of the unbearably repetitive crooning of Sinatra, and
placing first his loaf and then Suwelo’s into the oven, “that are just
inappropriate to the times. Because men and women, the ones that have any
kind of life, are simply somewhere else from where they were when they
were nineteen. Thank goodness.” He laughs.

Suwelo looks at him questioningly.
“I suddenly remembered,” says Arveyda, still smiling, “the exact

moment that I knew it was time to retire even my own version of the old-
fashioned ‘love ballad,’ in which the woman sits by the window pining
while the guy strolls off into the world. One night, after a concert, a young
woman fought her way up to the stage for an autograph, and as I was
signing her arm—typically, she had neither record, ticket, nor even a scrap
of paper from the floor—I glanced at her breasts and inadvertently read her
T-shirt. It said: ‘A Woman without a Man Is like a Fish without a Bicycle.’”



“I WAS A FEMALE impersonator,” Carlotta says to Fanny, as she drives down a
nearly perpendicular hill in San Francisco. It is so steep Cedrico and
Angelita, who’ve been talking a mile a minute in the back seat, are quiet out
of sheer terror.

“That’s why it’s so hard to remember anything that happened. Though
I guess I thought I loved Suwelo. I know I wanted to marry him; that would
have blotted out the marriage I had. But what I did was, I just dressed
myself up like a tart and trundled my tits on out there. I thought every man
that ever lived—except, possibly, for Leonard Woolf—was a fool, but I
wanted them to look at me. ‘To market, to market, to buy a fat pig,’ I used
to hum under my breath, but I never bothered to think why.”

“You did seem pretty oblivious, actually,” says Fanny, bracing for
another hill. This one is so steep that, instead of sidewalks, there are steps.
It isn’t just the hills themselves, but the way Carlotta drives. She charges
the hills. Fanny looks at her. Carlotta is dressed in a fuchsia jumpsuit and
seems to enjoy the challenge of driving. She handles the jeep as if it is a
pony.

“I love driving around San Francisco,” she says. “The Laguna Street
hill”—which they have just come down—“is such a killer thrill.”

“You were on automatic pilot, I thought,” says Fanny, thankful she’s
on more than automatic pilot now. “Sometimes I was amazed you made it
to my door and didn’t just wander into the cottage in the next yard.” Fanny
says this slowly and with gratitude that they’ve come at last to Union Street,
which is nice and flat.

“I needed those massages,” says Carlotta. “In a funny kind of way, I
couldn’t bear to touch my own body, myself. Not to really feel it. I just
washed it, perfumed it—loudly, with tons of Joy—and dressed it. It wasn’t



alive to me anymore. Maybe the perfume was supposed to act as
embalming fluid.”

They both laugh.
Fanny thinks of the years during which her sexuality was dead to her.

How, once she began to understand men’s oppression of women, and to let
herself feel it in her own life, she ceased to be aroused by men. By Suwelo
in particular, addicted as he was to pornography. And then, the women in
her consciousness-raising group had taught her how to masturbate.
Suddenly she’d found herself free. Sexually free, for the first time in her
life. At the same time, she was learning to meditate, and was throwing off
the last clinging vestiges of organized religion. She was soon meditating
and masturbating and finding herself dissolved into the cosmic All.
Delicious.

But when she tried to share this new spaciousness with Suwelo, he’d
almost destroyed it. “Think of me! Me! My body, my cock!” he was always
crying. At least this is what she felt, even when he didn’t say anything.
She’d accused him of trying to colonize her orgasms.

He had laughed and pretended he didn’t understand.
His own sexuality was colonized, in Fanny’s opinion, by the movies he

saw and the books he read. The magazines he thumbed through on street
corners.

“I don’t see how you couldn’t be angry with me when you found out,”
says Carlotta.

They are in her little guest house, which reminds Fanny of her massage
parlor. It is small but has a spacious feeling. There is very little furniture:
pillows and mats on the floor, a couple of round tables made of wood.
Candles. Incense holders. Fresh flowers in vases attached to the walls. Each



room is a different color: blue, green. olive, gold. There is a peacockish
feeling somehow.

“I only found out when it was over,” says Fanny. “I was informed you
had been dropped, for me. I knew there had been other women, but I never
knew them. Suwelo told me about you because he was afraid I’d find out
from you or from one of the women in my consciousness-raising group.
‘Those bitches know everything!’ he used to say.

“They did too!” Fanny laughs. “I feel sorry for any woman who missed
that phase of women’s collective growth. There we all were, speculums
shining, labyrises dangling from everybody’s neck, colossal dykes
blooming suddenly on motorcycles, whisking one away! Oh”—she smiles,
remembering—“the anxiety all this used to cause poor Suwelo!”

“I was angry,” says Carlotta, “to be dropped. He didn’t even say good-
bye. He just stopped showing up. Suddenly you were back, and everywhere
I looked, there you were together. I could have murdered him; and, as Frida
Kahlo might have said, ‘eat it afterward.’” She pauses. “And all along he
was just a figment of my imagination. A distraction from my misery. He
was just ‘something’ to hold on to; to be seen with; to wrestle with on the
kitchen floor.”

“Oh, my,” says Fanny, dryly. She thinks how Suwelo believes he took
advantage of Carlotta and how this is what she herself had thought. They
were both wrong. There had not been a victim and an oppressor; there’d
really been two victims, both of them carting around lonely, needy bodies
that were essentially blind flesh.

“It’s harder for me to get angry these days,” says Fanny, as they walk
to Arveyda’s house. “I don’t know why.” She waits beside the bedroom
door as Carlotta finishes tucking a nodding Angelita into bed. Angelita
looks like a very tired, amber-colored miniature Madonna, and her



chopped-off punkish hair, dyed, apparently, with black shoe polish, clashes
with the frilly pastel-pink pillow on which her weary head rests.

“Maybe,” she continues, “I’ve used it all up. I get sad, instead.”
“Of course,” says Carlotta. “Repressed anger leads straight to

depression. Depression leads straight to suicide.” She turns off Angelita’s
light and gently closes the door.

“No,” says Fanny. “I don’t feel depressed. It’s a different kind of
sadness. It’s more like ...” She thinks; turns the feeling over in her mind.
“More like sorrow. People just seem insane to me, more than anything.
Everyone seems to have been tortured by the world in which we live into a
perfect state of madness. Besides, I don’t consider that anger, expressed
against people, as opposed to conditions, is necessarily a good thing.” She
thinks of white feminists she knows who are happy that they can at last
express their anger. In their opinion, this is something white women have
never done. They think the ability to express anger is something the white
woman has to reclaim. But this seems like a delusion to Fanny. For she
knows the white woman has always expressed her anger, or at least vented
it, as some of her friends liked to say—and usually it was against people,
often men, but primarily women, of color. And what did that get her? Well,
today it made it hard for black women to talk to her, because they not only
remember the white woman’s ability to express anger, but they expect a
replay of this anger any minute.

These same women, interestingly, thinks Fanny, always claim they fear
the black woman’s anger, and for that reason say they are afraid to struggle
seriously with her.

“Maybe the problem is too large for anger,” says Carlotta. They are
standing between the dining room and the kitchen, and over Arveyda’s and
Suwelo’s heads they can see the TV. An Israeli soldier, aided by a fat



civilian, who, when he opens his mouth, reveals he is from Brooklyn, is
pounding senseless, with a large stick, a young and terrified, bloody-faced
Arab boy who looks like Cedrico.

“They’ve lost it,” says Arveyda sadly, with a sigh.



FANNY FINDS TALKING TO Arveyda is very easy. It is like talking to one of her
women friends. He is always right there, present, emotional, sometimes
barely fumbling along, mumbling and muttering his thoughts; but he does
not use his mind as something to hide behind. She likes the way he often
says, “I think so ... but then again, maybe not.”

For some reason, this simple uncertainty and hesitation is moving to
her.

She discovers he falls in love with people dead long ago, usually
musicians, just as she does; he tells her that one of these “old buddies,” as
he calls them, is helping him write a new song, the first line of which is
“Sex is the language that leaves so much unsaid.” He loves this line and
hums it and shows Fanny how he thinks the lyrics will sound, when he
sings them accompanied by the piano.

Fanny sits beside him on the piano bench and shares his excitement.
He is so happy to have this one little line to begin a new song that he
bounces up and down like a child. He tells her he is trying to still his
impatience (“the assassin of art”) as he waits for the rest of the song to
come.

But they are both confident the rest of the song will come; and they
share this sense of connectedness with other worlds as if it is a marvelous
secret between them.

Fanny tells him about the play she is writing with her sister, Nzingha.
Immediately he says he will write music for her sister’s name. “Nzingha,”
he says, “how beautiful!” Fanny says it is also her name. Then she must tell
him all about Ola and his “wives” and the coincidence of being given the
same name as her sister. “Well,” she says, “it proves my parents were never
very far apart, either politically or culturally.”



“But the name itself has such power,” says Arveyda, already
familiarizing his mind with its melodic possibilities.

Arveyda wants to know about the play. Fanny shows him a page. The
play is titled “Our Father’s Business,” and on the page she shows him, Ola,
whose name has been changed to Waruma, is seen sitting on a mat on the
floor of his cell and scribbling on the margins of an old newspaper.

Fanny tells Arveyda how she and Nzingha plan to present this play,
which will include sections from three of the most controversial of her
father’s plays, at the next anniversary of his death, which is fast
approaching.

Arveyda is curious about Africa. His music is well known there. He
tells Fanny that if she and her sister are arrested for presenting their play, he
will come to Olinka, in the spirit of Bob Marley, and chant down the walls
of their cells.

“There is a good chance we will be arrested,” says Fanny. “But if
Africa is ever to belong to all its people, the women as well as the men ...”
She does not finish, but looks sad.

Arveyda feels very American. Too American to ever think of Africa as
something that has to be rewon. Only a part of him came from there, after
all.

He tells Fanny about his mother, Katherine Degos, and how little he
knew her. And how this ignorance caused him to stumble blindly in the
world.

“Katherine Degos wasn’t even her real name!” he says, still
incredulous. There is residual pain around the old wound caused by her
indifference to him as a child, some emotional awkwardness. But he is
healing.



“Carlotta and I went back there, to Terre Haute,” he says, “and went
out, with my aunt Frudier, to see my mother’s grave. The stone says, big as
life, ‘Katherine Degos.’ But my aunt says to us, with a sniff of her big nose,
‘Her real name was Georgia Smith.”

“Georgia Smith!”
Fanny flashes on her own mother, who isn’t well these days. She is

back in Big Mama Celie’s old house in Georgia. She reads, watches TV,
gardens, talks to Fanny on the phone. There is, Fanny believes, a gentleman
caller, or callers.

“‘I never liked her,’ says my aunt, ‘even though she was my baby
sister.’” Arveyda stretches his eyes very wide to express his astonishment at
this news. “‘No, never could stand her phony, filthy ways.’”

“Wow,” says Fanny. “No tongue biter, she.”
“But wait,” says Arveyda. “Carlotta says to her: ‘Aunt Frudier, you

didn’t like Arveyda’s mother? But why?’ She asked this gently, as you
would ask a question of someone who’s ill. ‘She was a fake, she was a
phony,’ says my aunt, ‘she was never satisfied to be herself.’

“Back at my aunt’s house she showed us some old photographs of my
mother. Carlotta looked at them first, and I thought she grew pale. Then
Aunt Frudier brought out an old silver-framed photo of my father. Carlotta
grew paler still. And thoughtful. With a gentle hand on my arm, she passed
the pictures to me. The one of my father had stood on a table beside my bed
for a long time when I was growing up. But I’d forgotten it. Now I looked
at my parents’ faces, and I can’t imagine how I must have looked myself.
Because my mother and father looked nothing at all like Aunt Frudier—a
dark brown, heavyset woman with scowling features—but looked instead
like members of Carlotta’s family—if, of course, she had had any, other
than her mother, that is.



“‘Our family,’ says old Aunt Frudier, ‘was part African/Scots and part
Blackfoot. Your mother got the Blackfoot part. And your father, who came
through here to work on the road-construction gangs, was black Mexican
mixed with Filipino and Chinese.’ He was by far,” says Arveyda, in
wonder, “the best-looking man I’d ever seen. ‘But yet and still,’ says Aunt
Frudier, ‘your mother was just plain Georgia Smith, because that’s the name
our parents gave her. But would she have it? No. “The damn thang don’t fit
for shit,” she’d say. Likewise, the colored men that were always hanging
around her. She said they bored her silly. No dash, no flash, no money,
either. After all, by that time she was Katherine Degos from Santa Fe,
nineteen and with a wasp waist. Tan legs under dresses that never hid much
...’

“As she talked,” says Arveyda, “I could feel, after all those years since
they were in their teens, the hatred Aunt Frudier still felt for my mother. It
gave me chills to think of my mother growing up the object of such
contempt. I felt almost sick.

“The trip back to Terre Haute had been possible for me largely because
of Carlotta’s support, and as we endured the envy and spite, the repressed
hatred of over fifty years, that Aunt Frudier spewed over us, I was glad she
was there to help prop me up. Even though I am a grown man, with children
of my own, each of her words against my mother struck me as a blow; as if
I myself were still a child. But, oddly enough, as she raved, I felt closer and
closer to my mother.

“Aunt Frudier had married a plumber; and, strange to say, he was still
alive!” Here Arveyda suddenly laughs, that pealing, gut-deep laugh of his;
throwing back his head to let the sound come freely out.

“He was alive!” he almost shouts. “The old survivor, God bless his
pitiful soul! After God only knows how many years of suffering under Aunt



Frudier’s acid tongue.
“He just stayed as close as possible to that TV, though,” Arveyda says,

soberly. “I think he was watching ‘Soul Train’ when Aunt Frudier
announced dinner was ready, and she simply passed in front of him and
switched it off.”

Fanny feels sad at this picture of Aunt Frudier’s husband.
She tells Arveyda about her grandmother Celie’s former husband,

Albert, and about how, all the time she knew him, his favorite activity, there
being no TV, had been to stare off into space. “Maybe these old, old men
just have to sit down after a while and compress life to the straight and
narrow view.”

“Well, but listen to this,” says Arveyda. They have left the piano
bench, the studio, and the house and are walking slowly up the road from
Arveyda’s house to Inspiration Point. “So I am feeling pretty timid by then,
you know, and I’m afraid to hear anything else. But Carlotta means to hear
it all, and so flings herself into the breach. ‘We heard about her church,’ she
says, as if this is some recent gossip that just happened to come our way.
We are at dinner by then, and Aunt Frudier is about to toss a wide chunk of
pot roast into her spacious mouth. She drops the fork, pot roast and all.
‘Humph,’ she snorts, ‘some church.’ She looks at me with the same
expression she must have looked at my mother: cold, cruel, contemptuous.
‘The church the rest of us went to wasn’t good enough for her. She said
from what she’d heard, everybody ought to stop going to church at once
and use that time instead to do for the poor. She run around for a few years
after you were born “doing” for the poor. But by then your daddy had gone
away on a job in the next state, and never did come back. And she soon run
out of steam. Later on we heard he was killed; fell off a bridge that his gang



was constructing. There was no body, nothing. We only heard about it by
accident.’”

Arveyda looks so bereft, thinking about this tragic end of his beautiful
father, that Fanny leans over, there in the open, on the trail—where there are
sometimes rapes and even murders—and kisses him. To her, it offers the
comforting, automatic reassurance of a hug. But she’s been kissing a long
time, and is very good at it. Her soul flies right out of her mouth, and into
Arveyda’s own. He feels on his tongue its warmth, like an ancient, sun-
ripened plum, and is suddenly confused. But Fanny has already turned away
from him and started back up the trail.

Arveyda swings along after her and soon matches her easy climbing
stride. His mind is still on the kiss, but he says calmly: “Everybody loved
my mother; that is what Aunt Frudier thought, anyway. That even though
she was a phony and a fake and refused to be Georgia Smith or to marry a
regular colored man or to go to church—and,” he says, chuckling, “even
though she named me after a bar of soap from India that my father gave her
—‘Aryuveda,’ which, I think, means health—somehow she got all the good
things in life anyway. Great looks, a beautiful figure, a houseful of anxious
suitors ... a fabulous-looking man, who didn’t look like anybody she’d ever
seen—except maybe herself—and who loved her. ‘Worked himself to death
for her,’ my aunt said, with total incomprehension and envy. In my mother’s
life there was a child. Passion. My aunt hated her,” says Arveyda, “because
she exposed herself to what she wanted. What she didn’t want, she made
very clear. She took risks. She jumped, as that writer Carlotta used to teach
in women’s literature says, at the sun.” Arveyda pauses; they have come to
the top of the hill and can see for miles in all directions.

“These are the very things,” he says, with the fullness of a grateful
heart in his voice, “that I love about my mother. And ... about my father.”



Fanny and Arveyda sit on the top of the hill, just down a bit from the
path. They do not touch, except in spirit. They think about these two,
Arveyda’s parents, in whom the African and the European and the Mexican
and the Indian and the Filipino and the Chinese(!) met. Adventurers and
risk takers, lovers, all of them.

Arveyda holds the knowledge of his mother’s dissatisfaction with her
limited reality close to his heart; he is amazingly comforted by it. And he
suddenly realizes that it was Fanny’s pamphlet, The Gospel According to
Shug, and Carlotta’s sharing of it with him that he has to thank.



CARLOTTA AND SUWELO REMAIN in the hot tub while Arveyda and Fanny go
off to the sauna. After the sauna, Fanny has promised Arveyda the massage
of his life.

Arveyda says he is thrilled at this opportunity to be touched, perhaps
even healed, by the hands of the master!

Fanny looks at his high little buns bouncing along in front of her and
can hardly resist cupping one of them in her palm.

It is a chilly night in the Berkeley hills, but the water in the tub is one
hundred three degrees. It is a perfect temperature, and Suwelo and Carlotta
sit on their benches in the water or lean into the Jacuzzi jets and look up
through the overhanging foliage of the trees at the stars.

The two couples are now close friends. Though Fanny and Suwelo are
constructing a house and live an hour away on an old chicken farm outside
Petaluma, they find themselves visiting Arveyda and Carlotta often. They
are always welcome; the house is large and comfortable; there is wonderful
music, food, good vibes. Besides, they all vaguely realize they have a
purpose in each other’s lives. They are a collective means by which each of
them will grow. They don’t discuss this, but it is felt strongly by all. There
is palpable trust.

Fanny and Suwelo, who are childless, are happy to be around Cedrico
and Angelita, who would call them aunt and uncle if they didn’t consider
such titles nerdy. They are both going through the trials of what once upon a
time was pre-teeny bopperism. Fanny takes them on hikes. Suwelo takes
them to movies and for swims. They are both called upon from time to time
to help with literature and history lessons. Tonight, though, the children are
sleeping over with friends.

Suwelo thinks about the house he and Fanny are building on their
homestead. It is modeled on the prehistoric ceremonial household of



M’Sukta’s people, the Ababa—a house designed by the ancient matriarchal
mind and the first heterosexual household ever created. It has two wings,
each complete with its own bedroom, bath, study, and kitchen; and in the
center there is a “body”—the “ceremonial” or common space, which
contains a large living room, a loft above it covered by a skylight, and a tiny
kitchenette for the making of soup or hot cocoa or tea. There is a fireplace,
too; and there will be couches and tables, bookcases. A stereo. Maybe even
TV?

Fanny and Suwelo often read passages from the five volumes written
by Eleanora Burnham and given to Fanny by Miss B. In these books they
have discovered the amazing story, told to Eleanora Burnham’s great-aunt
by M’Sukta herself, of a peaceful, equalitarian, ancient way of life that
appeals to them.

After thousands and thousands of years of women and men living
apart, the Ababa had, with great trepidation, experimented with the two
tribes living, a couple to a household, together. Each person must remain
free, they said. That is the main thing. And so they had designed a dwelling
shaped like a bird.

Suwelo’s mind drifts. He enjoys the feel of the pulsating water against
his genitals. It is as if hundreds of minnows from the river are nibbling at
him. He enjoys the nearness of Carlotta; though, because of the rising
steam, she is only a blur on her side of the tub.

Suwelo chuckles.
“What is it?” she asks.
“When I first saw Arveyda,” says Suwelo, “I was so astonished, I

actually felt weak in the knees. But that was nothing compared to Fanny’s
response when I told her who I’d seen.”



“Oh?” says Carlotta. She has no family to impressed that she is
married to a big star. Arveyda himself is like one of those great old
civilizations he has sung to her about: totally unaware of being great. Only
greatly conscious of being alive.

“Well I was amazed that that’s who you were married to. I knew your
husband was a musician. But Fanny was amazed that he wasn’t dead!”

“What do you mean?” Carlotta asks, fighting the drowsiness she also
loves.

“Fanny, you know, is always falling in love with spirits—with
hundred-year-old souls a specialty. She’s loved Arveyda’s music since she
was in high school, but he himself was never real to her. I think she just
assumed that anybody who moved her as much as Arveyda does in his
music had to be a spirit. Someone already dead.” It occurs to Suwelo as he
speaks that perhaps Fanny falls in love with spirits rather than living people
because they are the only ones she can trust. Also, spirits can be claimed
and cannot reject you, maybe, but living people can and often do.

“Come to think of it,” he says, “we used to make love to Arveyda’s
music. It was the only music Fanny could make love to. Everybody else’s
music boxed her in, she said. She used to play ‘Ecstasy Is the Sun’ over and
over again. It made our lovemaking feel like flying, she said.”

Suwelo laughs.
“‘Yes,’ I used to say to her, ‘but am I on the same plane?’ He does not

say what Fanny sometimes said to him in reply. “Frankly, Suwelo?” she
would ask, seriously. Then she’d say, “Actually, no.”

Carlotta smiles. She thinks, Why is the language of lovemaking so
hard to learn? Why is the body so often dumb flesh? Why does the mind so
often choose to fly away at the moment the word waited for all one’s life is
about to be spoken? She sighs.



“We thought my mother was dead,” she says slowly, trailing a hand in
the water. The moon has come up, and Suwelo’s face is very clear to her.
He shaves his eyebrows, to shape them and make them smaller, he has told
her. That is one reason his face is different. He also wears contact lenses. “I
was tired of looking so owlish,” he has said. “Tired of Fanny knocking on
my head and going ‘Who? Whooooo?’”

Suwelo knows nothing of Carlotta’s mother, and for some reason his
stomach tightens at the very mention of her. He takes a sip of water from a
glass near the rim of the tub. His own mother, Marcia, flashes across his
mind. It is as if she appears at a door in his memory. He slams it shut. No,
he doesn’t slam it; that is what he’s always done before. Now he peeks at
her face from behind his hands and gently eases the door shut.

“We thought,” says Carlotta, getting out of the tub, “that she’d been
killed by counterrevolutionaries in Guatuzocan, where she grew up.” She
goes over to the shower and splashes cold water over herself. Then she
dashes inside the house. Moments later she reappears with a record album.
She has put the record on the stereo inside, and soon chimes and bells, the
music of flutes, the calling of birds fills the air, but quietly. It is as if they
are in a dense green jungle. Suwelo is lying alongside the tub, his body
steaming. Carlotta hands him the album.

“My mother, Zedé,” she says.
An old blown-up photograph of a scared-looking young woman and

her child covers the front of the album, which is called Escuchen (Listen).
On the back, surrounding this same photograph, in a family portrait,
Carlotta and Arveyda and the children are grouped. They resemble a new,
small nation.

The tender music, weeping and laughing, plays.



Suwelo holds the album cover closer to the light of a flickering candle
stuck in an abalone shell at his elbow. He reads the story of the return to her
country of Carlotta’s mother, accompanied by Arveyda. There is mention of
Zedé’s job with the North American movie company. There is the story of
Zedé’s search for her own mother. Suwelo reads about her death: She and
her mother were ambushed by counterrevolutionaries in the mountains
leading out of Guatuzocan.

“My mother and Arveyda were lovers,” Carlotta says simply. “And
from their love, I have learned many things. Things my mother could not
tell me herself. Things that were, somehow or other, bound up too tightly
with her shame.

“We mourned for her so long and hard,” she says. “Arveyda and I. And
I made him tell me over and over again every word she said to him. I even
made him tell me how my mother spoke the language of love. He thought
that to know these things would finish killing me; but it didn’t. I just began
to see Zedé as a woman, a person, a being. Sacred. And to love her more
than ever.”

Suwelo is touched. He feels himself slipping into an intimacy with
Carlotta he’s never, even with Fanny, known. He is speechless, as he
plunges himself once again into the tub—only this time it feels like a
baptism, and he deliberately dives to the bottom of the tub, keeping his
head, for several moments, beneath the warm water.

Carlotta also returns to the tub, her slender, flat-breasted body as
vulnerable, Suwelo thinks, as a flower. The damp spikes of her short hair,
exquisite petals.

“You don’t look like a woman anymore,” he says, impulsively.
Surprised to be saying such a thing. Fearful, after he’s said it.



Carlotta only laughs. “Obviously,” she says, “this is how a woman
looks.

“Anyway,” she says. “There was one part of the story that”—she
laughs—“rang a bell in me. It was the story about my grandmother, Zedé
the Elder, who created the capes made of feathers for the priests; the woman
who taught my own mother how to make beautiful feathered things. She
had been a great artist, and she had had a little chime outside the door of her
hut. She would strike it, and listen closely to it, and if the sound
corresponded with the vibration of her soul at the time, she would nod, once
—Arveyda told me Zedé told him—and begin to create.” Carlotta leans
back against the side of the tub.

“That’s how,” she says, “I became a bell chimist.”
Suwelo feels Marcia knocking timidly at the door. Knock, knock. But

he is afraid his father is behind her. He pretends he doesn’t hear.
“She wasn’t dead,” says Carlotta, triumphantly. “Neither was her

mother. They escaped from the counterrevolutionaries and now live in
Mexico. My mother married a shaman. My grandmother became one.”

“A happy ending!” Suwelo cries, flinging his arms around her.



“MY MOTHER IS DEAD,” Suwelo says to Carlotta. It sounds as if he’s finally
admitting it to himself. He sees Marcia once again timidly approach the
door. She stops, her fist upraised to knock, and listens. She is so surprised to
hear he is speaking of her! ‘Come in, Ma,’ he says. But she stands there
frozen, in shock, her fist in the air. And, just as he feared, she looks behind
her.

“She was killed ... along with my father, in something that was called a
‘car wreck.’ It was really,” Suwelo says, “a people wreck. They were
driving along—my father was driving—very fast. ‘For some reason,’ as so
many people phrased it later, the car ran off the road, hit an embankment, at
ninety miles an hour, and they were both killed instantly.”

Suwelo recalls Miss Lissie’s voice on the tape. “Remember the last
time you stood over them,” she said.

He will try.
He had taken the bus home from college, an hour away, and someone,

a relative, had driven him to the funeral home. Both his parents were laid
out in the same room, just as they’d been brought in. There were black and
purple swellings and bruises, and deep cuts, on both their foreheads, from
crashing against the windshield. His mother had crashed all the way
through; his father’s progress had been blocked by the steering wheel,
which had crushed his chest. They were dressed for church. His mother
wore a red-and-white flowered dress that Suwelo had always liked because
it made her look so girlish, and lime-green T-strap slippers. His father wore
his one good navy-blue suit.

“My parents’ lives were so miserable,” says Suwelo, “that I couldn’t
let myself think about it.” He feels a chakra opening at the base of his spine.
Something begins to unfurl, like a tiny flag, or a sleepy snake. His mother
knocks on the door with more assurance. He sees that, yes indeed, the old



man, whom he hates, Louis, Sr., is behind her. Suwelo stands on his side of
the door and leans against it. There is no strength in his hands.

Marcia easily pushes her way in.
“They were all explaining to me how my parents died,” says Suwelo.

“All our neighbors and friends and the funeral-home people. The state
trooper who’d gotten to the scene first said my father had been drunk, and
speeding. I knew this was undoubtedly true. I’d seen him drunk and
speeding a million times, since I was a little boy. He always seemed to be
trying to run away from himself. My mother would beg him, ‘Slow down,
Louis. You ought to slow down.’ He would or he wouldn’t slow down,
depending on which demons he was listening to.

“It was when everybody had left and I was alone with the bodies that I
realized what had happened. I went over to where they were and I looked
into their faces. Daddy’s face was finally peaceful. I was actually soothed
by it. But her face. It had frozen in a kind of grimace, an exaggerated
version of her usual look of desperation. Even her teeth were bared, as if
she were struggling to give birth. It shocked me to think that’s how she
looked. And then I lifted the sheet, and I saw her hands... .”

Suwelo starts to weep. He feels Carlotta’s arms around him. He feels
her kisses soaking up the tears on his cheeks. He cries a long time. But
Marcia is inside, standing beside him now, and there’s Louis, Sr. still
outside the door.

“Her nails were broken off, every one of them; her fingertips bloody,”
he says. “Now I understood what had happened, and why they were dead.
My mother was trying to get out of the car.”

He breaks down completely. He does not want his snot to fall into the
tub, so he gets out, blindly, Carlotta following, and she wraps a large white
towel around him and another around herself.



“I’d seen that look of desperation on my mother’s face all my life. I
hadn’t understood what it was. My father, you know, had been a soldier in
World War II and he’d lost half of one arm and all of his mind. But he was
still a gung-ho army man. Even when I was leaving home for college, he
was pressuring me to enlist. When I was in college and the Vietnam war
was going strong, I refused the draft. I knew I’d rather rot in prison than
have done to me what was done to him. He refused to understand this. I
didn’t think he’d ever stop cursing me for taking this stand. I couldn’t
understand why he would want to send me off to be maimed or killed. Did
he hate me that much?” Suwelo pulls the towel closer about him, feeling his
flushed body beginning to lose its heat.

“We stopped speaking. I hated my mother for staying with him. But
she was trapped. Like a bird in a cage. He wasn’t the man she married, but
some kind of wounded, crazed patriot. More often drunk than sober.
Frequently abusive. With his good arm, the one he had left,” Suwelo says
flatly, “he held on to my mother as she struggled to get out of the speeding
car.”

And now he can actually hear Marcia’s voice as she says, “Just let me
and Louis, Jr. out of the car, if you’re going to drive this way.” And he
remembers his father reaching across her and then into the back seat, where
Suwelo sits, and locking all the doors, and cursing them, and speeding up
even more.

How had he repressed so much terror? Suwelo wonders about this as
he relives it. There he was, all those years, all those different times, small,
then not so small, and frightened. Why did he and his mother get into the
car in the first place? This he still does not understand. But at least he lets
himself understand his mother’s determination, at last, to get out.



His father is standing at the door. He is not old and drunk, but young
and handsome. He has two arms. “My name was once Suwelo, too,” he says
gravely, holding them out. Suwelo is suddenly too tired to keep watch over
the door of his heart. It swings open on its own, and this father, whom
Suwelo has never seen and whom he realizes he resembles very much,
walks in.



FANNY AND ARVEYDA ARE naked. After leaving the hot tub and shower, they
have permitted the night air to dry them. Fanny has quickly rubbed sweet
almond oil over her own body, even between her legs and between her toes,
and now leans over Arveyda, who is stretched out on his stomach on the
futon massage mat. They have decided to forgo the sauna, an inviting
cubicle off to the side of this room they are in, which contains little besides
the massage mat, a shelf full of massage oils, stacks of clean white towels,
and a collection, in a corner by the door of the sauna, of straw-bottomed
thong slippers.

She places her warm hands first on the center of his back; one hand is
just between his shoulder blades, the other at his waist. She holds her hands
there while she asks for guidance in this work she is about to do for
Arveyda’s healing. She asks that Arveyda’s spirit guides be present, along
with her own. She gently presses down and with an alternating pressure of
her hands slightly rocks his body. Then she straddles his body and begins
kneading his back and neck and shoulders.

Fanny is very patient, thorough, and slow. She listens to Arveyda’s
body as she massages it. Wherever there is the slightest ache, her fingers
hover, listening, and descend. Arveyda is amazed. All the pain in his body
seems to be eager to show itself to Fanny, who presses points here and there
that make him cry out from the pain, but which, before she touched them,
felt entirely okay. And then, after she releases the pressure on these points
—pressure of which he has been unaware—he feels the energy once again
flowing freely in his body. He has almost forgotten what unblocked chi
feels like.

It is warm in the room, and there is only the moonlight coming through
the small window across from them, and the flicker of a candle on the floor.



Arveyda sinks almost immediately to another level, a very sensual
level of consciousness, assured that Fanny’s touch, which never leaves his
body, will hold him safe. The warmth of the room makes his mind drift to
Mexico, where he and Carlotta and the children go each January to see
Zedé. He recalls lying on the warm sand in the tiny village of Yelapa, where
all of them, their “new age clan,” gather, and how he and Angelita and
Cedrico oil each other while the three women—Carlotta and the two Zedés
—walk slowly, their arms loosely around each other, back and forth, up and
down the crescent-shaped beach. They are always talking and listening to
each other intensely, as if whole worlds hang on their words. And they are
all three perfectly beautiful. Zedé the Elder, the matriarch, stooped and
brown, with her long, ash-white hair tied back from her face with a scarlet
ribbon; Zedé the Younger, full of vitality and joy, bright-spirited at last,
kissing Carlotta over and over; and Carlotta, the most beautiful of all, with
her short hair, her string bikini, and her skinny legs, which she kicks into
the air from time to time in sheer exuberance, like a gamine in a Charlie
Chaplin movie.

Arveyda lies on the massage mat but he is really lying on the sand. He
watches these three women and he thinks of the suffering each of them has
endured. He thinks of the pain he himself has felt, and caused... . His heart,
so often full, seems to brim over with the strange mixture of all that he
feels. He finds in his mind words for the beginning, the middle, or the end,
of a new song: “Isn’t this sadness a part of happiness?”

Fanny is stroking his body to the rhythm of one of his own guitar-and-
flute melodies, from a fifteen-year-old album called Ecstasy Suite. In her
mind, “Ecstasy Is the Sea” is playing, and she imagines her hands are the
waves of the ocean that shape the ocean floor, and the dunes of the beach
and the tiniest seashells.



She also thinks, with something like disbelief, that one of the spirits
she’s loved so long is actually right beneath her, his very neck, at this
moment, under her hand. Gradually, she works her way down Arveyda’s
body, marveling at the beauty—smooth, glistening from the oil—of his rich
brown skin. She presses points on his buns that make him squirm, then
moves down his thighs and his very hairy legs. She takes her time on his
feet, slipping her thumbs between his toes, working her knuckles along the
arches and the balls of his feet. Arveyda groans with mingled pain and
pleasure.

He has given himself up to Fanny, as if all of himself is resting in her
arms. He feels there is something about her, something in her essence, that
automatically heals and reconnects him with himself. He felt this even
before she impulsively kissed him on the trail. He imagines making love to
her, as he feels her hands sliding up his inner thighs. He thinks that if he
were to join himself with her in lovemaking he would feel literally re-
membered.

He utters a deep, secret sigh at this thought.
Fanny thinks of her lifelong habit of falling in love with people she’ll

never have to meet. Is this how people create gods, she wonders. She thinks
she has always been walking just behind (oh, a hundred to a thousand years
behind) the people she has found to love, and that she has been very careful
that their backs were turned.

What would she do if one of them turned around?
Fanny feels a slight quiver in her stomach. She is frightened, for a

moment, as if she is about to come face to face with her own self.
She takes a deep breath. It seems to her, fortunately, that this particular

spirit has nodded off. She strokes him gently, just at the back of the neck.
“Time to turn over,” she whispers.



But Arveyda is not sleeping. Far from it. He is thinking of Fanny and
of her kiss. Of the pleasure and pain of her touch, which seems easily to
find the most buried knottedness in him. And if he turns over, she will see
the results of his thoughts.

Fanny waits patiently, on her knees beside the mat. Will he turn over,
she wonders, this spirit behind whom she finds herself? She wonders this
sincerely, as if Arveyda is a real spirit who might simply disappear by
sinking through the hardwood floor.

Fanny is terribly aroused, as she looks at Arveyda’s smooth
defenseless back, his humble neck, his beautiful hands and nimble fingers,
the tips of which, touching his instruments, have already given her so much
pleasure.

With a sigh of brave resignation, the “spirit” turns himself over. He is
embarrassed, and is looking down. “I’m afraid,” he groans, “you have lit a
little candle.”

Fanny, seeing its erectness and nearly comic hopefulness, readily takes
Arveyda’s “candle” into her warm hand.

When she has seated herself on it, and feels how snugly it fits, as if it
has found its proper niche, she looks into Arveyda’s face. Into his very
human eyes. There are tears in them, as there are in her own. They begin to
rock, turning now so that they lie, their arms around each other, equitably,
on their sides. Weeping, they begin to kiss.

Fanny feels as if the glow of a candle that warms but could never burn
has melted her, and she drips onto Arveyda.

Arveyda feels as if he has rushed to meet all the ancestors and they
have welcomed him with joy.

It is amazing to them how quickly—like a long kiss—they both come.



She is fearful of asking him what she must. Timidly she says: “And did
you also see the yellow plum tree and all the little creatures, even the fish,
in its branches? And did you see and feel the ocean and the sun?”

But Arveyda says simply, “Yes. And the moon as it moves over the
ocean, and the lilacs, and mountain ranges, and all the colors of valleys. But
best of all,” he says, kissing her, “was the plum tree and everything and
everybody in it, and the warmth of your breath and the taste in my mouth of
the sweet yellow plums.”

They lie cuddled together in sheer astonishment.
“My ... spirit,” says Fanny, at last, her face against his chest.
“My ... flesh,” says Arveyda, his lips against her hair.



Years before this day, Suwelo had had a recurring dream. He did not usually
remember his dreams, but this one stayed with him. It was very brief. He
was sitting at the bedside of a very old man, and, though neither of them
seemed to be talking, much information was being exchanged. No, not
exchanged, for even in the dream Suwelo had had little to say. He was there
simply to listen to the older voice of experience, for the sake of his own
present pitiful life.

As he walks up the steps to the Mary McLeod Bethune Memorial
Nursing Home on a tree-lined street on the outskirts of Baltimore, Suwelo
remembers his dream. He says good morning to the old people gathered in
rocking chairs and around Chinese checkers tables on the porch. They are
black and white together, finally, Suwelo thinks. They are so old color
seems not to matter, as they shift about for seats at the various tables, or in
the rocking chairs, or simply places in the sun. Nobody seems to hear very
well either. A nurse walks up and down among them, directing dim eyes
and faltering feet this way and that, and giving cheerful instructions in a
bright hoarse voice.

“Move on over here a little bit more, just a little bit more. You can do
it, Mr. Pete!”

The old man stands rooted to the spot, appearing to wonder where the
voice is coming from.

“Do you need your walker?” the nurse asks.
Mr. Pete mumbles something.
Suwelo passes through the door.
Even inside he is struck by the thorough integration, not simply of the

patients but of the staff. At the front desk there are three women, two black,
one white; they are jovially discussing a concert which all three attended
and apparently enjoyed over the weekend.



He is distractedly given directions to a “space, way down on the end”
of one of the halls that fan out from the reception area in all directions. A
faint smell of cabbage permeates the place.

When he comes to Mr. Hal’s and Miss Rose’s “space,” Suwelo knows
it, without looking at the two of them. Unlike the bare walls of the rest of
the nursing home, the wall behind their beds is covered with paintings. But,
he quickly notices, there is also a television set, attached to the ceiling,
hanging, like a threat, over Mr. Hal’s bed.

Mr. Hal and Miss Rose are expecting Suwelo. They do not see him
standing there at the edge of their cubicle looking at them. They are waiting
for his visit with the alert expression of children in a doctor’s office. There
are other beds and cubicles up and down the long room, on either side of
them. Old people lie in bed or sit in chairs beside the beds, sometimes
talking, sometimes staring into space, sometimes simply watching TV.

The two of them are so clean they shine, and their small area, with its
two twin beds, two nightstands, and two chairs, is as neat as a pin. Mr. Hal’s
bed is adjusted so that he is sitting up, and Miss Rose sits in a chair next to
him. She is crocheting. Suwelo has seen Miss Rose only a few times before,
when she came by Uncle Rafe’s house to bring him food. Then, she was
always with Miss Lissie.

She is old and looks something like a dumpling or a really wizened
apple, with small sunken eyes and thin white hair. She finally notices
Suwelo’s presence and slowly pushes herself up from her chair with a soft
cry. How odd it feels now to Suwelo that he has eaten so much of her food
and yet knows so little about her.

He moves forward, smiling, into their space. He has brought a plant,
which Miss Rose, admiring it with squinty, nearsighted eyes, places on the
nightstand. Suwelo hugs her, feeling the insubstantial flesh, the soft bones,



the severe curvature in her spine that makes her short and stooped. But what
an energetic hug she still manages. He feels quite squeezed.

Next he turns to the bed where Mr. Hal lies smiling, with what appears
to be the blissful patience of the blind. Suwelo sits on the bed and leans
toward him gingerly; moving very slowly and carefully indeed, he envelops
Mr. Hal in his arms.

“We had to marry!” says Miss Rose, serving Suwelo tea. “At our age!”
“But why?” asks Suwelo.
“That was the only way we could live in the home together.”
“They don’t want folks living here in sin,” says Mr. Hal, sarcastically.
“Hal had to come here first, you know,” says Miss Rose, who has

pulled a chair for herself right next to Suwelo’s so that they both face Mr.
Hal’s bed. “Among all the other things that weren’t working too good, his
eyes had just give out.”

“That’s the truth,” says Mr. Hal. “I stopped painting after Lissie died. I
just couldn’t do it. Next thing I knew, it looked like a curtain had dropped.”

“I started coming to see about him,” says Miss Rose, as Suwelo sips
his tea. “Brought him tasty things to snack on. We’d sit here and keep each
other company. Talk about the weather; talk about the white folks and their
destructiveness, black folks and their foolishness. Talked, all the time, about
Lissie. We sure do miss her.”

“They were friends for—what was it Rosie?—sixty years.”
“No, not quite that long,” says Miss Rose. “But long enough. I knew

she’d want me to look after you.”
“Now wait a minute,” says Mr. Hal, with much of his charm still

intact, “you don’t want Suwelo to think that’s the only thing.”
Miss Rose blushes. She definitely does. Suwelo puts down his empty

cup and scratches his chin. Hummm, he thinks. Miss Rose excuses herself



and goes off to visit a friend farther down the hall. She understands that
Suwelo and Mr. Hal want to talk.

“Thanks again for sending me the cassettes Miss Lissie left for me,”
says Suwelo. “And for the slides of the work she did before she died.”

“Oh, it was all so puzzling,” says Mr. Hal, “those last things she did. I
couldn’t make heads nor tails out of any of it. That big tree with all the
black people and funny-looking critters, and snakes and everything ... and
even a white fellow in it. Then all those lions ...”

Mr. Hal stops to catch his breath.
“Mr. Hal,” says Suwelo softly, “in those last paintings, Miss Lissie

painted herself.”
“Sure she did,” Mr. Hal says, almost laughing. “You forget how many

changes I’ve seen Lissie go through. But I didn’t see a sign of her in any of
those last paintings.” He pauses. “There’s not even a sprig of verbena or a
stalk of corn from our yard... .” He is almost bitter. It is as if he feels, in her
very last paintings, that Miss Lissie went off without him. Left him there
alone in the little morning-glory-covered house even before she died.
Something she’d never done before. Mr. Hal is very mad at her.

“I couldn’t recognize anything in them,” he says flatly.
At that moment, Suwelo realizes one of the reasons he was born; one

of his functions in assisting Creation in this life. He also realizes he will
need a higher authority than his own to convince Mr. Hal of anything to do
with Miss Lissie. Mr. Hal’s heart is hurt, and his mind, consequently, is
closed.

Out of his pocket, Suwelo takes the small cassette player that he
carries with him now whenever he is likely to encounter elderly people.
Miss Lissie’s tape is already in it. All he has to do is place the earphones
over Mr. Hal’s ears and turn the machine on.



At first Mr. Hal is apprehensive and seems bothered by the wires.
Suwelo adjusts everything, more than once, until Mr. Hal is comfortable.
Mr. Hal also calms down when he hears Miss Lissie’s voice.

They sit, the middle-aged man and the very old man, sometimes
looking into each other’s faces, sometimes not, as the tape spins. Suwelo is
intensely conscious of the sunlight now coming through the window above
the bed and the way it falls, like a blessing, on the little green plant he
brought. He gets up, goes down the hall, and brings back a cup of water,
which he pours over the plant. He stands and watches as the water soaks
into the soil. “Say ‘ahhhh,’” he whispers to the little plant. And he imagines
it does so.

After half an hour, and after he’s turned over the tape for Mr. Hal,
Suwelo hears the schlop, schlop of old and hesitant feet coming down the
room between the double rows of beds. A few minutes later, old Mr. Pete,
whom he had seen on the front porch, is craning his hairy red neck into Mr.
Hal’s cubicle. “Whar’s Hal?” he asks in a braying, panic-stricken voice. He
is looking right at Hal, but because Mr. Hal is absorbed in listening to the
tape and, furthermore, has his eyes closed, the old man can’t see him. At
least this is how it appears to Suwelo, who is amused.

Miss Rose comes up out of nowhere and hustles Mr. Pete away.
Suwelo gets up from his chair and tiptoes down the walkway after them.
Mr. Pete is one of those old tall, blue-eyed, rawboned white men who look
as though they’ve lived long lives of perfect crime. He is leaning heavily on
Miss Rose’s shoulder, and she is chattering away at him. “Hal’s busy right
now,” she says.

“What you say?” says old Pete.
“He’s got company!” she shouts up at his ear.
“What’s he got?” he says. “Not got a cold, is he?”



“No,” she yells, “company.”
“What’s he got?”
Miss Rose says, “Got a Co’Cola that he told me to give to you.

Here”—she hands him a Coke from the machine in front of them—“have a
cold drink.”

Suwelo laughs and laughs. He thinks, Well, what do you know, there’s
life, even in nursing homes!

When he gets back to Mr. Hal’s bed, after walking all over the nursing
home and seeing more of its life, he finds Mr. Hal in tears.

“Oh,” he moans, when Suwelo sits next to him on the bed. “She loved
Rafe so much better than me!”

Suwelo takes one of his old smooth hands in his own. He is tempted to
kiss it. What the hell, he thinks. What does it mean to be a man if you can’t
kiss when you want to? He lifts Mr. Hal’s hand to his lips and kisses it, as
he would kiss the mashed finger of a child.

“She loved you very much,” he says. “It’s you she’ll be coming back
to.”

“Who am I kidding?” says Mr. Hal. “It’s my own fault Lissie couldn’t
love me more. Rafe let her be everything she was. I couldn’t do that.”

“But how were you to know all that she was?” says Suwelo,
comfortingly. “She never told you, did she?”

“People don’t have to tell you every little thing,” he says. “Making
them tell you every little thing is brutal.”

“Well,” says Suwelo, pressing his hand, “she did try to tell you at the
end.”

“Yes,” says Mr. Hal. “She did.” He begins to cry afresh. “And do you
know what I did?” he asks. “I ridiculed what she’d done. I laughed. I looked
at the little white fellow in the tree and I said, ‘Looks like you forgot to



paint that one.’ And Lissie just looked at me and said, ‘No. That’s his
color.’ But she looked so sad. And would I ask her what was the matter?
No.”

Mr. Hal blew his nose in a Kleenex from a box on the nightstand.
“And I was even worse about the lions. I told her that just the thought

of a cat that big gave me the creeps.”
He pauses, wondering.
“But when I said that, she just laughed. You know how Lissie could

sometimes laugh. It made you feel like a perfect idiot, but because she
seemed so merry you had no idea why.

“And to think ...” Mr. Hal choked. “And here I am, out here at the
home, and being out here I’ve had to learn so much. Why,” he says, sitting
up taller and straining his neck, as if he’s listening for something, “my best
friend is an old cracker named Pete. He ought to be shuffling over this way
any minute now. We sometimes have our meals together.”

Suwelo tells him Pete has been there and gone.
“He was a jerk all his life, you know,” says Mr. Hal. “Only the lord

and his ledger keeper know how much misery he’s caused. But he’s here
now, and he’s scared. And he’s deaf, and he’s old.”

“He’s funny, too,” says Suwelo.
“The heart just goes out to the man,” says Mr. Hal. “Besides, I can’t

see him.”
“Oh,” says Suwelo, “he’s white, all right. You couldn’t mistake it.”
“I’m still afraid of cats, though.” Mr. Hal sighs. “But I’m willing to

work on it.”
Suwelo looks at the paintings on the wall. Mr. Hal says he may take

any or all of them. There are a dozen more stacked along the floor. Among
those on the floor he finds Miss Lissie’s last two paintings. The one of what



he has come to think of as the tree of life, with everything, including “the
little white fellow” in its branches, and the last one in a series of five that
she did of lions.

He sits on the edge of Mr. Hal’s bed and studies these two paintings.
They are lush and clear and dreamlike and beautiful, and remind him of
Rousseau.

“I could always see Lissie,” Mr. Hal says fussily, with stubborn
propriety, reaching over to take one of the paintings Suwelo holds.

Suwelo muses, guiding a painting into Mr. Hal’s hand. Was it Freud
who said we can’t see what we don’t want to see? He watches Mr. Hal
strain his eyes as if they are muscles, as he tries to see the painting in his
hand. It is the tree-of-life one. Groaning from frustration, he soon throws it
down in despair.

Suwelo, however, begins to feel hope. And he thrusts the other
painting, of the great maned lion, into Mr. Hal’s hands. He does not notice
he has handed it to him upside down.

“Humm ...” says Mr. Hal, after a few minutes, “what’s that reddish
spot up in the corner?”

Mr. Hal is shifting the painting back and forth in front of his eyes,
trying to get the reddish spot into the light that comes from the window
over his head.

Suwelo sits very still, as one ought to do in the presence of miracles.
But apparently the reddish spot is all that Mr. Hal can see. This

painting, too, is flung to the bed with a frown.
Suwelo takes up the painting, which he loves, turns it right side up,

and looks straight into Miss Lissie’s dare-to-be-everything lion eyes. He
knows, and she knows, that Mr. Hal will be able to see all of her someday,
and so she and Suwelo must simply wait, and in the meantime—if this is



one of the paintings Suwelo takes home with him—she and he can while
away the time contemplating the “reddish spot,” which marks the return of
Mr. Hal’s lost vision. For on Lissie’s left back paw, nearly obscured by her
tawny, luxuriant tail, is a very gay, elegant, and shiny red high-heeled
slipper.
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A Biography of Alice Walker
Alice Walker (b. 1944), one of the United States’ preeminent writers, is an
award-winning author of novels, stories, essays, and poetry. Walker was the
first African-American woman to win the Pulitzer Prize for fiction, which
she won in 1983 for her novel The Color Purple, also a National Book
Award winner. Walker has also contributed to American culture as an
activist, teacher, and public intellectual. In both her writing and her public
life, Walker has worked to address problems of injustice, inequality, and
poverty.

Walker was born at home in Putnam County, Georgia, on February 9,
1944, the eighth child of Willie Lee Walker and Minnie Tallulah Grant
Walker. Willie Lee and Minnie Lou labored as tenant farmers, and Minnie
Lou supplemented the family income as a house cleaner. Though poor,
Walker’s parents raised her to appreciate art, nature, and beauty. They also
taught her to value her education, encouraging her to focus on her studies.
When she was a young girl, Alice’s brother accidentally shot her in the eye
with a BB, leaving a large scar and causing her to withdraw into the world
of art and books. Walker’s dedication to learning led her to graduate from
her high school as valedictorian. She was also homecoming queen.

Walker began attending Spelman College in Atlanta in 1961. There she
formed bonds with professors such as Staughton Lynd and Howard Zinn,
teachers that would inspire her to pursue her talent for writing and her
commitment to social justice. In 1964 she transferred to Sarah Lawrence
College, where she completed a collection of poems in her senior year. This
collection would later become her first published book, Once (1965). After
college, Walker became deeply engaged with the civil rights movement,



often joining marches and voter registration drives in the South. In 1965 she
met Melvyn Rosenman Leventhal, a civil rights lawyer, whom she would
marry in 1967 in New York. The two were happy, before the strain of being
an interracial couple in Mississippi caused them to separate in 1976. They
had one child, Rebecca Grant Walker Leventhal.

In the late sixties through the seventies, Walker produced several
books, including her first novel, The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970),
and her first story collection, In Love & Trouble (1973). During this time
she also pursued a number of other ambitions, such as working as an editor
for Ms. magazine, assisting anti-poverty campaigns, and helping to bring
canonical novelist Zora Neale Hurston back into the public eye.

With the 1982 release of her third novel, The Color Purple, Walker
earned a reputation as one of America’s premier authors. The book would
go on to sell fifteen million copies and be adapted into an Academy Award–
nominated film by director Steven Spielberg. After the publication of The
Color Purple, Walker had a tremendously prolific decade. She produced a
number of acclaimed novels, including You Can’t Keep a Good Woman
Down (1982), The Temple of My Familiar (1989), and Possessing the Secret
of Joy (1992), as well as the poetry collections Horses Make a Landscape
Look More Beautiful (1985) and Her Blue Body Everything We Know
(1991). During this time Walker also began to distinguish herself as an
essayist and nonfiction writer with collections on race, feminism, and
culture, including In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens (1983) and Living by
the Word (1988). Another collection of poetry, Hard Times Require Furious
Dancing, was released in 2010, followed by her memoir, The Chicken
Chronicles, in the spring of 2011.

Currently, Walker lives in Northern California, and spends much of her
time traveling, teaching, and working for human rights and civil liberties in



the United States and abroad. She continues to write and publish along with
her many other activities.



Alice’s parents, Minnie Tallulah Grant and Willie Lee Walker, in the 1930s. Willie
Lee was brave and hardworking, and Minnie Lou was strong, thoughtful, and kind

—and just as hardworking as her husband. Alice remembers her mother as a
strong-willed woman who never allowed herself or her children to be cowed by

anyone. Alice cherished both of her parents “for all they were able to do to bring
up eight children, under incredibly harsh conditions, to instill in us a sense of the

importance of education, for instance, the love of beauty, the respect for hard
work, and the freedom to be whoever you are.”



Harlem Renaissance writer Zora Neale Hurston during her days in New York City.
Hurston, who fell into obscurity after her death, had a profound influence on

Walker. Indeed, Walker’s 1975 essay, “In Search of Zora Neale Hurston,” played a
crucial role in resurrecting Hurston’s reputation as a major figure in American

literature. Walker paid further tribute to her “literary aunt” when she purchased
a headstone for Hurston’s grave, which had gone unmarked for over a decade. The

inscription on the tombstone reads, “A Genius of the South.”



Alice (front) in Kenya in 1965. She traveled there to help build the school pictured
in the background as part of the Experiment in International Living Program. It
was here that Walker first witnessed the practice of female genital mutilation, a

practice that she has since worked to eradicate.



Walker with her former husband, Melvyn Leventhal, a Brooklyn native. The
couple met in Mississippi and bonded over their mutual involvement in the

struggle for civil rights—he as a budding litigator for the NAACP Legal Defense
and Education Fund, she as one of the organization’s workers responsible for

taking depositions from disenfranchised black voters. Despite disapproval from
their respective families, Alice and Melvyn wed in New York City in 1967. They

then returned to Mississippi, where they were often subjected to threats from the
Ku Klux Klan. Eventually the pressures of living in the violent, segregated state,
coupled with their divergent career paths, caused the pair to drift apart. They

divorced amicably in 1976.



Alice and Melvyn with their daughter, Rebecca, who would also grow up to
become a writer, in 1970. Alice had just published her debut novel, The Third Life

of Grange Copeland, which garnered significant praise and prompted these
perceptive words from critic Kay Bourne: “Most poignant is the relating of the

lives of black women, who were ready and strong and trusted, only to so often be
abused by the conditions of their oppressed lives and the misdirected anger of their

men.” Alice characterized it as “an incredibly difficult novel to write,” since it
forced her to confront the violence African Americans inflicted on each other in

the face of white oppression.



Alice and her partner of thirteen years, Robert L. Allen, a noted scholar of
American history, pose for a portrait. The picture was taken at a celebration the

couple hosted after the publication of I Love Myself When I Am Laughing, an
anthology of Zora Neale Hurston’s writings that Alice edited.



Walker being taken into custody at a 1980s demonstration against weapons
shipments sent from Concord, California, to Central and South America. Her shirt

reads: “Remember Port Chicago.” This is a reference to an explosion that killed
hundreds of sailors stationed in Concord during World War II—most of them

black—while they were loading munitions onto a cargo vessel. Walker has
remained a dedicated political activist since the 1960s, when she returned to the

South after graduating from Sarah Lawrence to help register black voters.
Recently, she was arrested with fellow California-based author Maxine Hong

Kingston in Washington, DC, during a protest against the U.S. invasion of Iraq.
“My activism—cultural, political, spiritual—is rooted in my love of nature and my

delight in human beings,” Walker explains.



Walker with celebrated historian Howard Zinn, who taught one of her classes at
Spelman College, in the 1960s. Walker developed a lifelong friendship with Zinn

and considered him one of her mentors. The two shared a passion for political
activism and a desire to shed light on the conditions of the oppressed. “I was

Howard’s student for only a semester,” she says, “but in fact, I have learned from
him all my life. His way with resistance—steady, persistent, impersonal, often with

humor—is a teaching I cherish.”



A photograph of Walker taken in 2007 at a ceremony for her dog, Marley, and her
cat, Surprise. “Marley appeared,” she says, but “Surprise slept through it!”



Walker at her country home in Northern California, where she has lived since the
early 1980s. “What attracted me to this part of the world—Northern California—

is really the resemblance to Georgia that it has,” she once told an interviewer.
“This has been a very good place for me,” she went on, “a very good place for

dreaming.”



Walker writing on the front porch of her California home. She has lived in many
different places throughout the world—including Africa, Hawaii, and Mexico—
and finding a place to write has always been a matter of utmost importance for
her. She once said that “books and houses” are what she “longed for most as a

child.” Years after her tenant farming childhood, Walker is happy to have a place
she can truly call home.
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