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				INTRODUCTION

				KAITLYN GREENIDGE

				 

				Who is allowed to make mistakes? Who is allowed to transgress?

				The answers to those questions, especially when they are posed in fiction, point to whom we understand to be human.

				When I first started reading fiction, I was keenly aware of this question. Too many films and television shows with black women protagonists did not allow us the chance to make mistakes, to fail, to act selfishly or in our self-interest, and still survive. I looked to literature as a counterargument. Fiction, with its exploration of the interior and its expanded sense of empathy, seemed like it should provide a broader landscape. I looked for writers like Toni Cade Bambara, J. California Cooper, Toni Morrison, and Fran Ross, who had a wide enough sense of empathy to write about black women who were actually human.

				
				Fiction can explicitly map the possibility of redemption for everyone, regardless of race or gender, while reminding us of the material limitations of access to that redemption. That access is often based on characters’ identity. History, in contrast, reminds us that entire state apparatuses are set up to ensure that some people have access to the possibility of redemption after transgression, and others, decidedly, do not. When you understand this as one of the organizing principles of state control, you begin to see how an act like “passing” becomes so provocative, so tantalizing, so dangerous and fraught as it is for Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry in this novel.

				“Passing,” as a social phenomenon, was not always so tortured an act as it has been perceived. Memoirs from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are filled with stories of people passing. Sometimes to ensure freedom, as in the famous case of William and Ellen Craft, an enslaved married couple who escaped to freedom because Ellen was able to doubly pass as both a white person and a man, and travel through the South with William posing as her “slave.” But sometimes it occurred in decidedly less dramatic ways. With the rise of social segregation after the Civil War, accounts come from people like the poet Alice Dunbar Nelson, blithely noting that if she wished to attend an event at a segregated theater, this was not an impossible obstacle: she would simply “pass” to do so. Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., in his history Aristocrats of Color: The Black Elite, 1800–1920, details how the black press of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries wrote about African Americans who were light enough to pass but who actively identified as black and organized with black people for racial uplift. And then there is Anita Reynolds’s recently rediscovered memoir American Cocktail, which nonchalantly details a family who could mostly pass but identified as black, dipping back and forth across the color line as they pleased, depending on where they lived, proximity to jobs, and access to power. This piece is remarkable because Reynolds makes clear that some family members who passed as white came back to live as black occasionally, and were known to other black people, without issue or scandal.

				
				But “passing” as an act on the page had a different meaning. The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries abounded with novels by white and black authors, obsessed with the phenomenon. One of the best is Charles Chesnutt’s heartbreaking The House Behind the Cedars. Chesnutt, himself a member of the late-nineteenth-century light-skinned elite that Gatewood described, chose to tell the story of two siblings, a brother who successfully passes, and his sister who, because of her relationship with a white man, ultimately is unable to pass and, as a result, falls into ruination and death.

				I think the reason passing took on a different meaning on the page than it did in lived experience is because passing challenged the biological essentialism at the core of newly developing race theory of the late nineteenth century. For whites actively working to segregate public and private life throughout the United States, passing was an active threat. The moral basis of white support for segregation and racial terrorism was the “fact” that humans belonged to separate races, with inherent, immutable traits that directly aligned with moral aptitude and capabilities. So what was a segregated society to make of an individual who could slip between? And not only slip between, but move back and forth? Writers looked to explore the challenges that passing posed and grappled with how to represent it.

				
				Traditionally, literary novels insisted upon the narrative arc, with a necessary moral transformation for a protagonist at the end. The novel as a form also had a long history as a space for reinforcing and shaping middle-class desires and self-understanding. Novels written under those terms could not hold within their imagination the life of a black person who passed without tragic consequence. Therefore, passing, in the literary tradition, did not allow for an exchange. Despite personal narratives to the contrary, in the collective imagination of many poets and novelists, the color line became insurmountable, a great divide that allowed for no border crossings. You were either on one side or on the other, and to be discovered between meant you were to be damned. The discrepancy between passing in the artist’s imagination and passing in history belies one of America’s most cherished myths about art—that somehow, it will get closer to the truth than recorded facts ever will. The discussion of passing in literature points out that sometimes the limits of the artist’s imagination overlooks whole swaths of experience.

				This is the tradition that Nella Larsen was writing into when she published Passing. In Larsen’s hands, though, the act of passing becomes an existential question, not just a social problem to be excavated and solved. Clare Kendry, Irene’s obsession, is a question that is never quite answered. She troubles the line. From the opening pages, we know that Irene sees Clare as “stepping always on the edge of danger. Always aware, but not drawing back or turning aside. Certainly not because of any alarms or feelings of outrage on the part of others.” Larsen uses the language of borders—Clare is “at the edge,” she ignores “alarms” and others’ “outrage.” Clare Kendry is a twisting figure, always a threat, at least according to Irene:

				
				“Catlike. Certainly that was the word which best described Clare Kendry, if any single word could describe her. Sometimes she was hard and apparently without feeling at all; sometimes she was affectionate and rashly impulsive. And there was about her an amazing soft malice, hidden away until provoked. Then she was capable of scratching, and very effectively too. Or, driven to anger, she would fight with a ferocity and impetuousness that disregarded or forgot any danger; superior strength, numbers or other unfavorable circumstances.”

				Later, Irene notes that Clare brings with her the “menace of impermanence.” What a telling phrase. It gets to the heart of why passing as an act fascinates. It is the instability, the mutability, that terrifies and disturbs. Irene feels such intense antipathy toward Clare, of course, because they are so similar. Irene is light enough to pass but refuses to. She, perhaps, lives even closer to the contradictions of color than Clare. They both live in the toxic spew of white supremacy and racialized beauty, but Irene, in her identification with blackness, continually chooses the more vulnerable side of this equation, considering the cultural moment they’re living in. That Clare is unwilling and then seems unable to also do so earns her Irene’s scorn.

				
				When I read their relationship, I think of the Toni Morrison quote on female friendship—that there is always the friend who transgresses, and the friend who watches her transgression. But the genius of this book is that the question becomes, who is transgressing? Clare, or Irene? Or both women? Clare may be the physical embodiment of the trap of believing the lies a white supremacist society feeds black women. But Irene’s transgressions are more intimate. Her sexual jealousy of Clare that borders on the erotic and her deep rage at both of their circumstances skirt “acceptable” emotions from black women in literature. Irene may present as an elegant, society matron. But inside she is that figure that is despised and ridiculed in American culture—the angry black woman.

				And despite her volubility, at Clare’s core is a deep loneliness and longing that Irene shrinks from. “You can’t know how in this pale life of mine I am all the time seeing the bright picture of that other one that I once thought I was glad to be free of….It’s like an ache, a pain that never ceases,” Clare writes to Irene early in the novel. To which Irene decides “she…wouldn’t assist Clare to realize her foolish desire to return for a moment to that life which long ago, and of her own choice (emphasis mine), she had left behind her.” Indeed, after Irene reads Clare’s poignant letter, Irene ignores it. And this is because of her own “humiliation, resentment, and rage.” In this decision, Irene subverts our expectations of female friendship, especially friendship between black women. But sisterhood is too hollow, too saccharine a phrase to describe whatever is passing between Clare and Irene.

				
				Clare has “chosen” to pass because of the perceived social ease and freedom that could come from living as white. The notion of how much of this is actually a choice is complicated as the novel progresses. In her whiteness, Clare is not free; she has taken on an existence that assures her emotional and spiritual captivity, even as she flaunts her desire to socialize in both black and white worlds.

				In Passing, the punishment for Clare’s transgression is always lingering, always at the back of Irene’s mind. It’s something Irene eventually actively longs for. This fact makes Irene’s ultimate survival even more damning. Irene is a rare thing in fiction—a black woman who is allowed to feel jealousy, rage, anger, resentment, sexual desire, and still, she’s still alive at the end of the novel, allowed to fully feel her own ambivalence and torment. Irene is a realization of fiction’s promise—that through a novel, one can enter a consciousness completely different from one’s own, full of knots and complexity.

				The fact that Larsen keeps her choice ambivalent to us—how much did Irene actually contribute to Clare’s demise?—is in keeping with this novel’s exploration of impermanence. The reader cannot say, definitively, what Irene’s final interaction with Clare has been. We only know, from Irene’s own thoughts, “That beauty that had torn at Irene’s placid life. Gone!…Irene wasn’t sorry. She was amazed, incredulous almost.”

				
				Irene has made the mistake of betraying her friend, to dire consequences, and yet Irene survives, to feel the consequences of her own choice.

				

				—

				KAITLYN GREENIDGE’s debut novel is We Love You, Charlie Freeman (Algonquin Books), one of the New York Times Critics’ Top 10 Books of 2016. Her writing has appeared in Vogue, Glamour, The Wall Street Journal, Elle.com, Buzzfeed, Transition Magazine, Virginia Quarterly Review, The Believer, American Short Fiction, and other publications. She is the recipient of fellowships from the Whiting Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, and the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study, among other places. She is currently a contributing writer for The New York Times. She lives in Brooklyn, New York.
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						One three centuries removed

						From the scenes his fathers loved,

						Spicy grove, cinnamon tree,

						What is Africa to me?1

						—COUNTEE CULLEN

					

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

			ENCOUNTER

		

	
		
		
			
			ONE

			 

			It was the last letter in Irene Redfield’s little pile of morning mail. After her other ordinary and clearly directed letters the long envelope of thin Italian paper with its almost illegible scrawl seemed out of place and alien. And there was, too, something mysterious and slightly furtive about it. A thin sly thing which bore no return address to betray the sender. Not that she hadn’t immediately known who its sender was. Some two years ago she had one very like it in outward appearance. Furtive, but yet in some peculiar, determined way a little flaunting. Purple ink. Foreign paper of extraordinary size.

			It had been, Irene noted, postmarked in New York the day before. Her brows came together in a tiny frown. The frown, however, was more from perplexity than from annoyance; though there was in her thoughts an element of both. She was wholly unable to comprehend such an attitude towards danger as she was sure the letter’s contents would reveal; and she disliked the idea of opening and reading it.

			
			This, she reflected, was of a piece with all that she knew of Clare Kendry. Stepping always on the edge of danger. Always aware, but not drawing back or turning aside. Certainly not because of any alarms or feeling of outrage on the part of others.

			And for a swift moment Irene Redfield seemed to see a pale small girl sitting on a ragged blue sofa, sewing pieces of bright red cloth together, while her drunken father, a tall, powerfully built man, raged threateningly up and down the shabby room, bellowing curses and making spasmodic lunges at her which were not the less frightening because they were, for the most part, ineffectual. Sometimes he did manage to reach her. But only the fact that the child had edged herself and her poor sewing over to the farthermost corner of the sofa suggested that she was in any way perturbed by this menace to herself and her work.

			Clare had known well enough that it was unsafe to take a portion of the dollar that was her weekly wage for the doing of many errands for the dressmaker who lived on the top floor of the building of which Bob Kendry was janitor. But that knowledge had not deterred her. She wanted to go to her Sunday school’s picnic, and she had made up her mind to wear a new dress. So, in spite of certain unpleasantness and possible danger, she had taken the money to buy the material for that pathetic little red frock.

			There had been, even in those days, nothing sacrificial in Clare Kendry’s idea of life, no allegiance beyond her own immediate desire. She was selfish, and cold, and hard. And yet she had, too, a strange capacity of transforming warmth and passion, verging sometimes almost on theatrical heroics.

			
			Irene, who was a year or more older than Clare, remembered the day that Bob Kendry had been brought home dead, killed in a silly saloon-fight. Clare, who was at that time a scant fifteen years old, had just stood there with her lips pressed together, her thin arms folded across her narrow chest, staring down at the familiar pasty-white face of her parent with a sort of disdain in her slanting black eyes. For a very long time she had stood like that, silent and staring. Then, quite suddenly, she had given way to a torrent of weeping, swaying her thin body, tearing at her bright hair, and stamping her small feet. The outburst had ceased as suddenly as it had begun. She glanced quickly about the bare room, taking everyone in, even the two policemen, in a sharp look of flashing scorn. And, in the next instant, she had turned and vanished through the door.

			Seen across the long stretch of years, the thing had more the appearance of an outpouring of pent-up fury than of an overflow of grief for her dead father; though she had been, Irene admitted, fond enough of him in her own rather catlike way.

			Catlike. Certainly that was the word which best described Clare Kendry, if any single word could describe her. Sometimes she was hard and apparently without feeling at all; sometimes she was affectionate and rashly impulsive. And there was about her an amazing soft malice, hidden well away until provoked. Then she was capable of scratching, and very effectively too. Or, driven to anger, she would fight with a ferocity and impetuousness that disregarded or forgot any danger; superior strength, numbers, or other unfavorable circumstances. How savagely she had clawed those boys the day they had hooted her parent and sung a derisive rhyme, of their own composing, which pointed out certain eccentricities in his careening gait! And how deliberately she had—

			
			Irene brought her thoughts back to the present, to the letter from Clare Kendry that she still held unopened in her hand. With a little feeling of apprehension, she very slowly cut the envelope, drew out the folded sheets, spread them, and began to read.

			It was, she saw at once, what she had expected since learning from the postmark that Clare was in the city. An extravagantly phrased wish to see her again. Well, she needn’t and wouldn’t, Irene told herself, accede to that. Nor would she assist Clare to realize her foolish desire to return for a moment to that life which long ago, and of her own choice, she had left behind her.

			She ran through the letter, puzzling out, as best she could, the carelessly formed words or making instinctive guesses at them.

			“…For I am lonely, so lonely…cannot help longing to be with you again, as I have never longed for anything before; and I have wanted many things in my life….You can’t know how in this pale life of mine I am all the time seeing the bright pictures of that other that I once thought I was glad to be free of….It’s like an ache, a pain that never ceases….” Sheets upon thin sheets of it. And ending finally with, “and it’s your fault, ’Rene dear. At least partly. For I wouldn’t now, perhaps, have this terrible, this wild desire if I hadn’t seen you that time in Chicago….”

			
			Brilliant red patches flamed in Irene Redfield’s warm olive cheeks.

			“That time in Chicago.” The words stood out from among the many paragraphs of other words, bringing with them a clear, sharp remembrance, in which even now, after two years, humiliation, resentment, and rage were mingled.

		

	
		
		
			
			TWO

			 

			This is what Irene Redfield remembered.

			Chicago. August. A brilliant day, hot, with a brutal staring sun pouring down rays that were like molten rain. A day on which the very outlines of the buildings shuddered as if in protest at the heat. Quivering lines sprang up from baked pavements and wriggled along the shining car-tracks. The automobiles parked at the kerbs were a dancing blaze, and the glass of the shop-windows threw out a blinding radiance. Sharp particles of dust rose from the burning sidewalks, stinging the seared or dripping skins of wilting pedestrians. What small breeze there was seemed like the breath of a flame fanned by slow bellows.

			It was on that day of all others that Irene set out to shop for the things which she had promised to take home from Chicago to her two small sons, Brian junior and Theodore. Characteristically, she had put it off until only a few crowded days remained of her long visit. And only this sweltering one was free of engagements till the evening.

			
			Without too much trouble she had got the mechanical aeroplane for Junior. But the drawing-book, for which Ted had so gravely and insistently given her precise directions, had sent her in and out of five shops without success.

			It was while she was on her way to a sixth place that right before her smarting eyes a man toppled over and became an inert crumpled heap on the scorching cement. About the lifeless figure a little crowd gathered. Was the man dead, or only faint? someone asked her. But Irene didn’t know and didn’t try to discover. She edged her way out of the increasing crowd, feeling disagreeably damp and sticky and soiled from contact with so many sweating bodies.

			For a moment she stood fanning herself and dabbing at her moist face with an inadequate scrap of handkerchief. Suddenly she was aware that the whole street had a wobbly look, and realized that she was about to faint. With a quick perception of the need for immediate safety, she lifted a wavering hand in the direction of a cab parked directly in front of her. The perspiring driver jumped out and guided her to his car. He helped, almost lifted her in. She sank down on the hot leather seat.

			For a minute her thoughts were nebulous. They cleared.

			“I guess,” she told her Samaritan,1 “it’s tea I need. On a roof somewhere.”

			“The Drayton, ma’am?” he suggested. “They do say as how it’s always a breeze up there.”

			“Thank you. I think the Drayton’ll do nicely,” she told him.

			
			There was that little grating sound of the clutch being slipped in as the man put the car in gear and slid deftly out into the boiling traffic. Reviving under the warm breeze stirred up by the moving cab, Irene made some small attempts to repair the damage that the heat and crowds had done to her appearance.
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