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A LETTER FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF
THE HURSTON/WRIGHT FOUNDATION

IT HAS BEEN SAID, if you are able to utter only one prayer a day, let that prayer be thank-you. This is a letter of thanks and praise to the ancestors and the many people and organizations that have supported Hurston/Wright for the past nineteen years.

The first person I wish to thank is my partner, Hurston/ Wright cofounder, fellow cultural worker, friend, and inspiration Marita Golden. It was because of her insatiable desire to give back to the community that Hurston/Wright came to be. If it is true that the future exists in language, Marita has not only helped to speak Hurston/Wright into existence but she has also been the keeper of the faith. And keeping the faith is the one ingredient essential to building an institution.

Thanks in part to my and Marita’s mutual commitment to social change, Hurston/Wright has become an institution recognized for its contribution to the development and cultural continuity of African-American literary arts. As a nonprofit institution, Hurston/Wright strives to continue the literary traditions and achievements of generations of African-American writers from Frederick Douglass and Gwendolyn Brooks to James Baldwin and Dudley Randall, as well as the renowned namesakes Richard Wright and Zora Neale Hurston.I feel grateful and privileged to have helped direct the process that honors and preserves the genius of Black people and our magnificent story for the past nineteen years.

As a natural progression, since its inception the organization has experienced exponential growth and development of its programs. In order to accommodate this expansion we have refined, broadened, and updated our mission and goals.

The mission of Hurston/Wright is to preserve and advance humanity through the acquisition and dissemination of knowledge and information through literature, with a specific focus on literature by and about people of African descent. We accomplish this mission through programs that discover, honor, and develop writers of Black literature at every stage of their development.

This mission does not tell the whole story, however. The story is the continually unfolding narrative of the individual readers’ and writers’ lives we have touched, by offering unique opportunities to them for fellowship and to pursue shared interests.

Another important part of the story includes our gratitude for the support of the publishing industry, especially Random House, which has so generously invested in our work for many years; the many individual and corporate donors who have underwritten our programs; and the committed literature lovers who have served on our board of directors and our advisory board. It is evident, these individuals and organizations have provided Hurston/Wright with financial and intellectual resources because they understand the valuable contribution that Black literature has made to civilization.

Of course, the whole story would not be complete without a blueprint for the future, which includes the enhancement of our programs for young people. In keeping with our mission we will continue to provide services for aspiring, emerging, and published writers, and for readers of their work. Our annualprograms, including the Writers’ Week Workshops, the Award for College Writers, and the Legacy Award for Published Writers, and soon to be developed Online Workshops, will continue to be offered.

Based on the requests of participants and attendees, we have begun to expand our programs to include a younger age group—middle and high school students. This program, the Hurston/Wright Creative Writing Intensive, is a year-round tuition-free reading and writing program that complements the students’ formal schooling—a finishing school for the literary arts. All students in the program will be given the opportunity to develop skills in their chosen genre while at the same time being exposed to all forms of literary art, including poetry fiction, playwriting, nonfiction, public speaking, and debate.

Adding the Creative Writing Intensive to our program mix completes the cycle. Our adult programs will ensure the development of a pool of good writers from which to recruit writing teachers for all of our training programs, including the middle and high school classes. As is the case in the life of successful people and organizations, Hurston/Wright is involved in sustaining and perpetuating itself while simultaneously taking steps to advance.

I was once told, “There is no hovering in life;” you are either going forward or crashing. With the continued support of people and organizations that understand literary arts, which are powerful platforms for sharing our collective history and culture, healing our communities, and assisting us to become agents for change, Hurston/Wright will always remain in flight and on course.

—CLYDE MCELVENE

For more information on the Hurston/Wright Foundation, please visit our Web site at www.hurstonwright.org.





Introduction

LIKE ALL THE BOOKS I’ve written or edited, this anthology is an effort to answer a question. The question is: Where is the love among Black folk? The question arose, haunting and obsessing me, against the backdrop of the following:

A Washington Post article headlined “Marriage Is for White People” popped up in my e-mail one day Making the rounds of the Internet, the article sparked outrage, jokes, and considerable embarrassment. The article included the quote “Marriage is for white people,” a statement made by a twelve-year-old sixth grader in southeast Washington, D.C. A first-person account of writer Joy Jones’s visit to an elementary school to speak to a class about future careers, the story recounts how the boys in the class thought it was more important to be a good father than to make a lot of money but saw no correlation between fatherhood and marriage.

The article discussed the extremely low marriage and exceedingly high divorce rate among African-Americans. I know the dominant family profiles of the community these youth live in. Many of these young men live in single-parent homes, and they may see more married couples on television or in the movies than in their neighborhood or extended family.

The import of the beliefs expressed by these young peopleconcerned me for a multitude of reasons, among them that as half of a bedrock-solid marriage, I am keenly aware of the multitude of types of love and commitment a good marriage can produce. The attitudes of these youngsters also was searing evidence of the instability so prevalent among Black families, the result of generations of racist social policies, as well as a deeply entrenched trust and commitment phobia among Black men and women.

Then I kept reading about the “drop” in the urban homicide rate of the major urban areas, a decline that annually, however, still leaves too many mostly Black men dead at the hands of other Black men. The fact that African-Americans are 13 percent of the population but 49 percent of the country’s murder victims is proof that the supposed decline is mostly an illusion.

On the personal front there was the news that hit me one weekend like a meteor: that three longtime married couples who were friends of me and my husband were divorcing. I began to wonder if those students were right.

As we say among ourselves, I was suddenly too through with my people. Increasingly, I began to feel assaulted by a steady bombardment of negative, soul-sapping pronouncements, discoveries, and statistics that seemed to declare, “Black love is dead.”

But I was determined not to deliver a eulogy until there was an actual funeral, so the optimistic realist in me took a deep breath, put on my reality-check glasses, and adjusted the picture.

I realized that searching for evidence of the presence of Black Love in the images produced by mainstream popular culture was like looking at myself in a fun house mirror. By their very nature the purveyors of popular culture—magazines, newspapers, the Internet, television, movies—are at odds with representations of resiliency, strength, and love in the lives of African-Americans. Dedicated to the easy answer, the disposable lie, the half-truth, the thirty-second answer, the arresting image, the quick sale of a product or an idea, the media hemisphere that surrounds us like oxygen makes pitifully little breathing room for dimensional representations of the good and the true.

When I adjusted the picture, I could see that the Washington Post story was merely titillating and designed to sell newspapers. I also remembered that love and commitment can flourish without a wedding ring. Neither a ceremony nor sharing the key to the same house is a guarantee of readiness to give of oneself and to be fully open to another, which is what the bonds of real love entail. Quiet as it’s kept, love is not easily defined, quickly mastered, or nonchalantly tossed aside.

So I began talking to friends, colleagues, and my fellow writers about love and specifically Black Love. Because I believe so fervently in the power of the written word, pretty soon I had an idea for a book.

You are holding the answer to my question in your hands. Don’t believe the hype. Surely that is one answer to the question I posed. African-American history is so much more than the Middle Passage, assassinated prophets, a catalog of the dead and dying, the imprisoned and the failing among us. The human spirit is never summed up or adequately captured by a litany only of its weakness, confusion, and fear. So once my fellow writers began their dialogue with me through the pieces in the book, I could see with the same old but made-new eyes: the work of a group of women in Washington, D.C., all mothers of young men who had been killed, joining with the mothers of the young men who killed their sons, in an act of mutual forgiveness and support and love, love so deep that it took the mothers of the dead youth to prison to visitand offer forgiveness to the men who had killed their sons. Friendships and unbreakable bonds have formed between these remarkable women whose grief did not close their hearts to life and redemption.

As I traveled around the country, lecturing and speaking, I became more aware of and attuned to the willingness of young African-Americans to ask themselves tough questions in seminars, at conferences, on panels, about everything from colorism, sexism, hip-hop, politics, and the future of the world they are preparing to govern and rule. These conversations rarely show up on the popular culture radar screen. But they are taking place all over the country and the world and are embedded in love of the search for truth, love of community, and love of self.

Love is all around me. In the eyes of my three-year-old grandson. In the pride I feel as I witness my thirty-year-old son’s spiritual and emotional quest to consciously become a “grown man.” In the prayers I offer up each morning for my family and friends. In my dedication to enlarging my students’ intellectual horizons. In the work I have performed for nearly two decades, creating and expanding opportunities for Black writers through the Hurston/Wright Foundation, work that will benefit from the sales of this book.

It’s All Love is divided into two sections, “That Lovin’ Feeling” and “Ties That Bind.” These wonderful, often wondrous expressions of love are affirmative, but never sentimental, and wrenching in their honesty.

Dwayne Betts’s meditation on his eight years in prison and his reconciliation after his release with his long-absent father in “Learning the Name Dad” is a deeply moving essay about courage. Kim McLarin in “Love Is a Verb” excavates the heart and soul of the complexities of a mother’s love for her children,how often it is tested and tried and what makes its endurance possible.

In “Loving Johnny Deadline,” Lisa Page writes of how she met her husband, journalist Clarence Page, and the new birth they gave to each other at the beginning of their romance and continue to give each other in a long, serious, and loving marriage. Sonsyrea Tate Montgomery recounts her victory over the naysayers who said a good Black man could not be found, as well as her own demons and doubts, as she remembers how she learned to write her own love story in “One Hundred Days of Bliss.” W. Ralph Eubanks, in “A Shared History,” writes of his White grandfather’s absolute devotion to his grandmother, a woman he married in the South at a time when interracial unions were illegal and how he made a universe of love for her where despite the insanity outside their door, she was safe. And she knew she was loved.

Working on this anthology was an honor. The spirits of these writers have enlarged and restored me, my faith in myself and in Black Love as a living, breathing source of strength that is real and resilient. I sincerely hope you, the reader, will be renewed.

I also want to thank my editors, Janet Hill and Christian Nwachukwu, Jr., and Doubleday for their continued support of my projects and the Hurston/Wright Foundation. This book was made possible because they all believe in the foundation, they believe in me, and they believe in love.



Marita Golden
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 Poem
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Wedding Night

A. VAN JORDAN

John



let’s strip off our words
to speak without our tongues, let’s
try to tongue without
saying a word, let’s turn speech
back into struggle tonight.




          MacNolia



          no, in the middle
          of the night, afternoon, or
          morning, let’s pull up
          our voice, our moan, yes, our song. 
          at 3:00 A.M. bring back words.




John

why bring words when we’ve
waited so long for silence?
why bring light when we’ve needed
to knead heat from our shadows? Johnwhen dark rooms call out our names?




MacNolia



          in the shadow’s heat,
          in the dark’s light, in the night’s
          promise of morning, 
          there’s always a language born
          out of the struggle to touch.




John



I don’t know if I
have the words to touch the back
of your knees, the small
of your back … brown lines in your
palms … what language can frame you?




MacNolia



          our language frames us
          as we resemble our words, 
          the words we speak when
          an open window carries
          our new language to rooftops.




John



and here I thought I
was teaching you! now, you show
me a mirror in
which I see a stranger, how
good it is to meet me when—




          MacNolia



          when we are standing,
          nose to nose, as my wedding
          dress falls to our floor.


A Black Wedding Song

GWENDOLYN BROOKS

                              First dedicated to
                              Charles and La Tanya, 
                              Allen and Glenda, 
                              Haki and Safisha I

I

This love is a rich cry over
The deviltries and the death. 
A weapon-song. Keep it strong.

Keep it strong.

Keep it logic and Magic and lightning and Muscle.

Strong hand in strong hand, stride to
the Assault that is promised you (knowing
no armor assaults a pudding or a mush).

Here is your Wedding Day.
Here is your launch.
Come to your Wedding Song.

II

For You
I wish the kindness that romps or sorrows along.
Or kneels.
I wish you the daily forgiveness of each other.
For war comes in from the World
And puzzles a darling duet—
tangles tongues,
tears hearts, mashes minds;
there will be the need to forgive.

I wish you jewels of black love.

Come to your Wedding Song.


Autumn Poems

NIKKI GIOVANNI

the heat
you left with me
last night still smolders
the wind catches
your scent
and refreshes
my senses



i am a leaf
falling from your tree
upon which i was
impaled


Haiku

KWAME ALEXANDER

If I am your heart
Imagine me inside
Beating, pumping, loving


Kupenda

KWAME ALEXANDER

I have never been a slave

Yet, I know I am whipped

I have never escaped underground

Yet, the night knows my journey



I have never been to Canada

Yet I’ve crossed your border

If I were a poet in love
I’d say that
   with you
I have found that new place
Where romance
   is just a beginning
And freedom
   is our end.


Untitled

E. ETHELBERT MILLER

On your left hand
a paper cut near your thumb.



I notice small things
because I love you so much.


After Midnight

JALAL

For Milton       

When opportunity knocks
I open my door
After midnight. 
You appear
First in a line
Of homeless men standing
Outside a shelter. 
You enter my apartment
Unannounced.



The neighbors on my floor
They come and go
They stand between the elevator
And my door,
Waiting for a way out, 
They curse me, 
“That Black faggot bitch got crackheads coming up in here.” 
Peering through their peepholes
They don’t love us
Or even know how the pairing of two Black men
Is so much greater than the rumors they’ve reduced us to, 
Rumors I hear when I enter the bar
Where no handsome stranger flirts with me, 
Rumors that litter the streets we walk
And pollute the eyes around us
With self-disgust and self-pity



When opportunity knocks
I let you in, 
You open
My refrigerator door, 
You take
Sacrifices packaged
And ready to be eaten
I run your bath water, wash your clothes
Lie in my bed with clean sheets, 
But there are places within me
French kisses and erections cannot reach.



When opportunity knocks
America sees shiftless garbage walking
Through my door—a crackhead, a killer, a thief, 
Another nigga racing past them in disgrace. 
I live beyond the expiration date men
See stamped on my face. 
I’m a forty-year-old Black gay man
Living a life challenged by HIV disease.
What makes me different from those who would
Exploit you, 
Knowing you are
Unemployed, homeless, 
And a crackhead on call who sells his body
For a rock, food, and shelter? 
I worry about you
You don’t have to fuck me
Or get fucked in the mouth for a meal. 
I won’t wet your appetite for self-destruction
With my cum, 
I won’t buy you crack
Or give you money
I will grieve each time
You tell me you can’t stop
Smoking crack
And that you like your life
Just as it is.



When opportunity knocks
You fuck me with the sincerity and passion
Of a condemned man in prayer. 
Isolation binds us
Soul mates locked in Hell’s hotel room
And this is our wedding night. 
Am I liberated or lonely, 
Lucky or reluctant
Free or afraid to be hurt again, 
Discarded by men
ISO (in search of) personal ad playmates
Wanted—Black men, must be younger, must be lighter, must
be darker, more Muscular, more masculine, more status conscious, more attractive than …



After midnight,
When opportunity knocks, 
I want you to find a way station of comfort
Not at the bottom of a beggar’s cup
I want us to give more to our lives
Demand more of ourselves
Than despair.


Nonfiction
[image: ]
Lamu Lover

DOREEN BAINGANA

IAM ON AN ISLAND in the Indian Ocean. The sun is strong and constant; it is holding me up. There is wide blue water to soak in, salty and warm. Spicy Swahili pilau and fish, cold beer, and a warm man. A slender young man as dark and smooth and supple as the sun is bright. Issanda is lemony sweet. I am so far away from my life that regular rules do not apply We are here, with our bodies, what can’t we do? What can we do?

Seduce each other. He was in my workshop; I was the leader or facilitator. It would no longer be unethical for us to venture closer, the workshop is over, no grades were given, and now, on this island, Lamu, we are all writers here, together. But just last week I acted like I had the knowledge; since I was published, I pontificated and was in charge. He listened, not exactly at my knee, but close to that position, it may have been easier to impress him. When he walked into the workshop on the first day, my mind went yummy, but hid it in the very back corner of my mind where thoughts that pop up unbidden are stamped down and locked away. As the workshop continued, I couldn’t help but admire his physical beauty, his eyes that were sharp with intelligence, though a little red from the dust, bright sunlight, or late-night drinks, who knew? I noticed with secret delight his sharpish-flatish nose that is a bit like mine; and his neatly cut toenails that are a tawny color that matches perfectly the coffee of his feet and the even darker leather sandals. I was amused and impressed by his effort with English, which he is still learning, and which comes out with a French accent, not a Congolese one, as I expected. His ability to make jokes in a foreign language, betraying a sly humor that belies his boyish face. His tiny teeth shielded by lips a little too large, a little too much, but by whose standards? I asked myself. Musing about that was pleasurable too. I was also genuinely moved by his writing, which would have struck me even if nothing else did. Thank goodness it was not wrong to voice admiration for his words. To the contrary. It was easy then to enjoy the nurturing that is part of teaching, of both him and my other students.

And now he is no longer my student. About fifty writers and I came from the United States to join about twenty African writers at a seminar in Nairobi. After a week, we flew from the Kenyan capital to the Indian Ocean coast, an hour’s quick trip, for a writing retreat on the island of Lamu. We land on a dusty airstrip by the shore, with a long low shed for an airport, and, walking, push through a wall of hot humidity, across long brown elephant grass to a wooden, rickety pier. At the end of it are two dhows ready to take us across the water to Lamu. Yes, dhows, those age-old wooden boats that plied the route between the East African coast and the Persian Gulf for centuries and led to the intermingling of Arab and African that became the Swahili people, culture, and language. We will live among them for a week, soaking in the sweet and spice of their hy-bridity that is clearly revealed by their skin color. The islanders are a kaleidoscope of browns that recall the word for brown in my language, Runyankore—itaka—which means the earth, mud, loam, or soil.

On the dhow, a giant creaky brown bowl, under a huge khaki-colored flapping sail, between the wavy carpet of dark blue water and canopy above of brilliant blue sky; stroked by the half-understood Swahili shouts of half-naked sinewy sailors; brimming inside with beginning-of-foreign-holiday excitement, as tingly as the salty breeze, amid all this, somehow, even more: Issanda is standing next to me. The jokes we shared in class continue, or perhaps the flirting starts. He says, “My favorite teacher!”

It is time to make it clear. “I am not your teacher anymore; I am your friend.” We go silent. I can only guess what he was thinking, and that is the scary thrill of another person, an other. I cannot enter his mind nor he mine, but I wouldn’t want it any other way. My mind is a place of private little plays, where my character adopts the scene by having me emphasize your friend with a bold and meaningful look. In reality, I look out over the blue expanse to hide my face, too embarrassed to make a deliberate pass. Still, I feel a tremor of flirtation between us, that nervousness of wish that is a reaching out, hesitation, and prickles of sweat. Something not yet, but could be and is becoming, or not.

Our group more or less writes in the mornings, eats lunch and swims at the beach in the afternoons, has dinner and talks into the wee hours of the night on various rooftops overlooking the wide ocean. We take dhow rides, explore the surrounding islands, shop, meet with writing mentors, or lie around and read in clusters large and small, or alone. Bliss, in short, but my body wants more.

One afternoon Issanda and I are part of a group that takes a boat to Manda beach. He does not spend much time in the water, but wades out in loose white and red swimming trunks.

I note his lithe body and hairless chest with approval, and his solidly dark arms that are muscled in a natural, not exaggerated, steroidish way His legs are spindly thin, but by now anything that could be a fault is a plus: a confirmation of his uniqueness and my uniqueness too, because it proves I am not shallow. I can stare freely because everyone is half dressed and in full view of one another, but I would not be surprised if he felt my stare like bores through his back. I am sure even he takes this chance the beach offers for full-body scans. We are half naked already but protected by being in public.

The top piece of my aqua blue swimsuit covers my rather flabby forty-year-old belly, but something about this island makes me unself-conscious. Who cares about knock-knees, thighs rich with cellulite that would be more useful on my boobs, and hair that puts the dread in dreadlocks? Unlike Dutch courage, Kenyan courage is a heady brew of sun, sea, and the confidence I gain on (well, near enough to) the black soil I grew up on, with a topping of extremely smart and funny writers who admire my work, and I theirs. Potent stuff. I swim in it and, with each stroke, reach for more and relish the reaching.

I follow Issanda out of the water after a few minutes so that it is not so obvious I am after him. My inner cat is prowling, sure-footed, as I join him on a canopy made of roughly hewn poles covered with beige sisal matting, sandy on the skin.

“You didn’t swim much.”

“I don’t swim very well.” He is shy about it, which is so sweet.

“I’ll teach you.”

This is a role I relish. It is an opening I want to enter like a man. The others join us in the shade, and we joke and laugh and are generally relaxed. Issanda remains in the background, a little silent. The resident clown fuels his performance with vodka straight from the bottle. I take sips of it, and it shoots straight to the center of my head, making the play in my mind sparkle and squirm to get out, get real. The salt water drying my skin gives me a good excuse; I take out my sunscreen lotion and hold it out to Issanda with too coy a smile.

“Can you spread some on my back please?”

“But of course, Doreen!” He moves over quickly. Oh, the accent, the willingness, the way he laughs at himself because he is so obviously willing. The guys laugh approvingly; the girls giggle. A man can be publicly willing and as lustful as he wants to be; in fact he should be lusty if he is a real man. A woman must be coy, act unwilling, must woo by running away, but not too fast, of course. Thankfully, I am beyond all that, liberated by past frustration.

His touch is surprisingly soft. The cream is deliciously cool as he spreads it over my shoulders and back, but it is not a sexual caress. His hands are polite, and my skin, all smiles and relief. I am glad for the tentative tiny steps, for time. Skin and skin greet each other, saying more because we say nothing, and nothing is perfect right then. Still, I want more and desire is pleasurable too.

A little later. “Okay, it’s time for your swimming lesson.” We get back in the water, I in the lead. He sputters and splashes around like a little kid, which makes me laugh out loud. He can swim but not well, so I show him how to move his arms better, how to breathe, showing off some too. Isn’t that what teaching is? We enjoy the focus together on something else besides each other, which paradoxically is one of the most intense ways to be together. I see that he must learn to trust the water, so I ask him to lie back in it and float as I hold him up. The water gives me a perfect excuse to wrap my arms beneath and around his body.

“Relax, I have you. Let the water hold you too,” I say. He does. I turn him slowly around in the warm seawater and tell him to empty his mind, all is clear. To simply float between the blue sky and blue ocean. I turn him the other way slowly, as I was taught was a form of water shiatsu. We are silent together, all feeling. The play in my head and reality are meeting; they are becoming one. We switch positions, and this is no longer a lesson: Class is over, and a serious game has begun.

We find an excuse to leave the group; the lunch offered at the beach is too expensive, we say. We prefer to go back to Lamu and eat at a basic and very cheap nontouristy restaurant. We are joined by the only other Congolese among the writers, who has become Issanda’s buddy. This makes it less obvious to everyone else and to us that this is an escape, and we spend the rest of the day a threesome, talking, eating, drinking, laughing. We wander through narrow ancient streets that are more like tunnels, squashed and shadowed as they are between four-storied walls. Small stall fronts add to the claustrophobic feeling, as they are packed tight with similar cheap colorful plastic items and hairy brown coconuts, grayish cassava, pink onions, and other vegetables and fruits that are smaller and drier versions of the ones we have back in Uganda or the large shiny engineered ones in American stores. We skip over open sewer streams, pass by little raggedy children with large soulful eyes and shy smiles sitting on doorsteps or dodge them as they scamper through the streets. Bearded men mill about wearing long white gowns with Muslim caps and beards or shirts and colorful kikoi cloths wrapped waist down. The women are completely covered from head to toe in black bui-bui or wear long dresses and cover their heads with shiny, slippery scarves. All you have to look at, as they avert their eyes, are their feet, decorated with intricate henna patterns and sparkly nail polish, hinting coyly at more. The culture permits men and children to be friendlier than women to strangers, and so they greet you with a welcome Karibu Lamu and a smile.

Issanda orders our lunch in Swahili, and we sit on metal tables and chairs and share our food with large flies. A television flickers faintly and unhappily in the background as almost everyone ignores the blurry football game. The fried rice and meat stew is mediocre; I would have preferred a tourist restaurant on the busy street along the water, but I want to be with Issanda, and I am. I want to touch his arm as I talk to him and watch him eat, completely engrossed, but I cannot. Not yet. We three move on, taking over the empty third floor of Lamu’s famous Petley’s bar. We spread out on huge, beautifully carved mahogany chairs and cushions covered with brightly colored cotton cloth that obeys an unspoken law on African design: It must blind you with brilliant colors and wildly exaggerated patterns. The vast blue ocean outside provides a pleasant contrast, and we open wide tall windows to let in the strong wind and sounds from the busy pier and settle down to more talk, more drink, and more laughter, our rising flirtation buffered by his friend.

What do we talk about? Congo, America, Kenya, our various journeys, writing, our workshop, and more. Issanda is the interpreter, as F does not speak English and I do not speak French. He relishes his role, and we go back and forth, striving to understand each other, laughing at the effort and mistakes, getting frustrated, then rising yet again to the challenge, showing off like birds in heat, mental jousting replacing the fluttering of feathers and trill of song. It is a primer for the possible physical engagement to come, that sweet struggle and strain. The air breathes with our hidden and tremulous anticipation, perhaps, perhaps, oh, please.

Despite us, I cannot ignore the hugeness of the ocean outside. It seems to be an arm’s length away as it charges forward and falls back in that constant and infinite rhythm. Ours are mere words and mortal wants, but over and all around us, long before we existed and long after we will cease to exist, the ocean will come crashing to the shore and slide back into itself, relentlessly. The thought soothes and silences me. As the sun recedes, something shifts in the room, and our talk subsides. The wind gets louder; we close the windows. F decides to leave us, saying he is tired, perhaps of being the proverbial third wheel. We are alone, we are on an island. The sky turns as dark as the ocean.

We can only move forward by walking back through the narrow streets. They are dark, but it is safe, a cocoon, a womb. I am with Issanda and that is enough. The good Muslims do not drink and carouse late into the night, and so the streets are ours. They are now narrow winding corridors in an immense gray, dusty house, and they all mysteriously merge into one. Issanda and I, tipsier than we thought, cannot find the way back to our separate hotels. We turn small sharp corners and end up where we began, giggling at our silliness but not at all afraid of this strange place that has become one of Calvino’s invisible cities. We leap over the same sewage drains, squeeze past the same donkey that refuses to budge from the middle of the street but simply stands there, head bowed dejectedly. To be lost with Issanda is magical. Everything is. How to express this initial thrill of attraction that makes anything you do together special, imbues it with a sharp and sensuous quality? Even cutting our fingernails together would be unearthly because it would be our moment.

Issanda says he does know the way to his hotel, and I give in so easily. He is not a person to resist; there is simply no place for negativity. We turn, hold hands, and walk to his dark hotel, bang on the heavy carved wooden door until someone opens, climb up steep curving uneven steps, pass the courtyard with bushes and cement stoops made for chats, but also perfect for mosquitoes. The beds have mosquito nets, and Issanda’s has a top of green and white kanga cloth attached to swaths of white net curtain that surround the bed, giving it a bridal feel with a Swahili flair. I creep under the curtain into his bed fully clothed. I am suddenly shy rather than lusty, as if anticipation were better or at least safer than what was anticipated, because it brings everything closer to the end. This has always been my fear: the end, even before the beginning. I cannot explain this and do not even try. He does not insist on anything, and so we sleep.

Only a day later, lust grows stronger than fear. His lips are the largest I have ever kissed. He uses them delicately. He says my name with every sentence. I act like a man, demanding and impatient. He takes it with confidence and more than enough lust and thrust for me. Dare I confess that after white lovers, the pure blackness of his skin is heightened pleasure in and of itself? I have taken delight in the contrast of dark skin entangled with white, but that has now awoken me to what I used to take for granted before: the beauty of black on black, and how skin turns in the light or dark to coffee, loam, red soil, lava rock, all sorts of tea colors, on and on. I luxuriate in the constancy of Issanda’s color, doubly aware that it is mine too. I am greedy for his smooth, almost childish hairlessness, the feel of his supple young muscles moving under my palms, the way we move together. Much later, when he slips his jeans up over his slim hips, my belly jolts with lust all over again.

And we talk, of course. I tell him I have always felt I was too much for most people, but not him, for some reason. When I was about eight, my father called me Kamabati because my constant chatter was like the clanging of rain on metal roofing, mabati. I laugh too loudly, dance and sleep too much; I am much too opinionated for a woman. Issanda says he can take it, which of course is the right answer, but I believe him. I want to be myself with him, instead of trying to be someone else, as I usually do with men I fall for. This is different, perhaps because I am more than ten years older than he is. I feel he is attracted to me because of my experience, my accomplishments, my opinions, even when I am being a smart-ass. I wonder why for so long I have tried to fit into a fake female mold, to be demure, to assume the position of lesser, to not want to outshine my partner, especially in public. Not this time. Or perhaps not yet, since I do not know him enough, but I can’t help but hope.

Issanda does not take me lying down; he is razor-sharp and ironic and funny and melancholy all mixed. He must be even more so in French. I want to tell my friends everything he says, like how one evening he pretended to be Senegalese, but then we were regaled with Senegalese stereotypes (that are not worth repeating) for hours on end from some beach boys. Issanda whispered to me, “I chose the wrong country,” and I could not stop giggling. I know, I am like a mother so besotted by her child that she finds his every move fascinating. But we go deeper quickly. He tells me about his move by necessity from Congo to Burundi to Senegal, and I tell him about mine, almost by compulsion, from Uganda to Italy to America and back. He says he is not at home anywhere, and may not want to be. Neither am I; we are ambivalent about the places we have chosen to live and the countries that claim us. He has seen the dark sick side of human nature, in the war in western Congo, things he has yet to tell me but has hinted at. There is so much more about Issanda that I need and yearn to learn.

I jokingly tell him seducing me was so easy, all it took was one night of no. It was I who pursued him; I deliberately turned longing and the play in my head into reality, instead of having him chase and catch me, thus making me a prize worth having, as women usually do. He disagrees, saying he pursued me but was so subtle that he tricked me into thinking I was the one on the chase. We laugh and harvest yet another precious moment of mutual appreciation and satisfaction.

But. Great sex and the springing up of a new friendship on a tiny island of paradise do not a relationship make. We may be foolish to try to build on that fantastic (in all senses) foundation. He is back in Senegal, in school as well as teaching, and I am back in the United States, working and writing. No amount of phone calls, e-mails, and IMing changes the fact that we are not physically together, getting to know each other in a concrete and everyday way. Perhaps not being with each other is what makes this so enticing. Is this just a drama of longing?

We almost could have been neighbors once. He grew up in eastern Congo, and my ancestral home is in western Uganda, but both of us are so far from there now. We don’t even speak the same language: He speaks French and Swahili, and I, English, because of a colonial accident or, rather, colonial grab and takeover. I could have spoken Swahili, but don’t, having spent too much time in school immersed in English and having considered Swahili an instrument of terror, as it was the language of Idi Amin’s army and all the ones that have followed since. Our mother tongues belong to the Bantu family, but we don’t speak them well enough and might not have understood each other even if we did. So near, geographically and culturally, and yet so far because of history. Once, as we struggled to understand each other, he said, “Look at what they have done to us,” and we laughed at our mock victimization that is based on truth.

He can speak some English, thank God, but my French is nonexistent, and now my love project is to learn it. I tell him to speak to me in French because it sounds so romantic; who am I to resist cliches? It is also not the language I argue in, fend off creditors, talk to my boss or worry in; it is not part of my real life. French to me now represents something budding and beautiful, like the word bisous, little kiss, which to me is a bee buzzing around a flower, then zeroing in for a delightful sting. French is Issanda’s voice down the phone line, telling me how much he misses me. It is the memory of long French kisses.

But. I am forty-one, he is twenty-nine. Despite my confidence when we were together, my age gives me low-level trauma, while his age, I admit, is something I want to get drunk on. Yet one more reason why I enjoy his young supple body is that I am acutely aware that mine won’t stay this way much longer. He does not need to work up energy or try to store it, and he takes being physically flexible for granted. I don’t. Can I compete with nubile young babes? I’m told by many, including Issanda, that I do not look or act my age, but when that is said to reassure me, it underlines the issue. More practically, I want a child, and it is now or never for me, but not for him. But we hardly know each other. I would like us to have a few years all to ourselves. When I tell Issanda my exact age, months after Lamu, he says, “Then we have to make a baby soon.” That is about the dearest thing I have been told by a man. Whether it is sweet talk or genuine longing, I am not sure, but I love him even more for saying so.

Can the beauty of how this began be enough to conquer the obvious obstacles? The island and color and lust and spark and skin? After that peak of pleasure, we are now in a vast plain that is months of distance. What is on the other side? How do we get there? We all know that love, or infatuation, fades, but what can grow is friendship. Do we have that? Not quite. Not yet. How can we cultivate it? How can we make fragile frothy feelings become farmed land, as steady as the seasons? Solid, fruitful, full, and into the future?

We could have let it remain a delectable liaison on a tropical island, let it become a delightful memory, and I would not regret it, oh, no. We did not have to complicate it by taking it out of Eden with us, but we have. We rubbed beautifully against each other and birthed a living fire. Now we must keep on blowing, dreaming, and making it real, just like we did on Lamu.


After She Left

WILL BESTER

THERE ARE THINGS you understand when a woman you love has walked out the door. If you are awake and alone, you understand that it takes eight hours to get from 3:00 A.M. to 4:00 A.M. There are phone calls I could make, visits that might momentarily dull the pain of her absence, but I convince myself that if I am to learn the lesson before me, I must give birth to a new me without anesthesia.

I am a good Black man, one of those brothers who we perennially lament are in short supply and high demand. I am tall and attractive. I have an advanced degree from a premier university; I have good credit and I give back to my community. I live in a city where there are at least three eligible Black women per every eligible Black man. And I am completely alone.

My friends see my story as a success. Raised in a home rife with violence and substance abuse, I have never raised my hand to a woman in anger or used an illegal drug. My two brothers have battled lifelong addictions. I have a law degree and the respect of my peers. People frequently tell me that I am an inspiration. It has become increasingly difficult to accept that compliment without feeling like a fraud. The truth is that some of us simply hide our scars better. In one of my earliest memories, I awoke to the sounds of an uncle and his wife fighting late at night. The next morning as I left for school, I found my uncle lying on the couch, his shirt stained crimson from where his wife had stabbed him with a pair of scissors, a wound that would require surgery and weeks of recovery. This was not the only time I witnessed such episodes. On the surface, I appear to have escaped unscathed.

The woman who loved me knew better. She knows that I do silence the way my brothers did coke binges—starting off in small fragments of time, believing that this is a momentary lapse only to find that hours or days have gone by and you have been trapped in the same unhealthy place. She knows that I am intelligent and the law comes easily to me, but away from the public world where I thrive, I am emotionally dyslexic. The paradox is that I am exuberant about the accomplishments of the children I tutor and open and encouraging to the people in the community who need my services. But alone with a woman whom I love I am as expressive as a television on mute.

A friend once told me that shutting a woman out is nearly as bad as hitting her. His words stayed with me, they told me that even though I never raised my hand—or even my voice— I had carried on that tradition of violence in my home. I came by the silence honestly. The men I looked up to as a child were uniformly reserved, brooding figures. They withheld themselves from the world—and especially from those closest to them—and kept themselves exiled behind furrowed brows. I remember my uncles whose yeses held the gruffness of other men’s noes and who grunted appreciation for some act of kindness from their wives. I wondered why it was that men seemed so unhappy and assumed that it was part of the unfolding mystery of adulthood. I assumed that when I was a man, I too would learn to keep the world at arm’s length. My story is not unique, generations of Black men have literally internalized this lesson. Solemnity has become the cornerstone of our manhood. It was no coincidence that both of those uncles died of cancer. Their deaths were tragedies and metaphors.

My woman left because of the silence. She tearfully told me that she was tired of being alone even when we were together, tired of waiting for me to show up and summon the courage to smile and be open to her. In a moment of painful introspection, I admit to myself that each woman who has ever left me has done so for the same reason. I have come to understand the difficult truth that even with the ever-dwindling numbers of available Black men, a woman who values herself will not settle for the cruel quiet of a man who is only partially present. I have been taught that eligible and available are not necessarily the same thing.

Still there are times when the facade cracks. A few months ago I was playing with my eighteen-month-old cousin in my basement when his mother called him up to dinner. He began crawling up the stairs. After he successfully mounted each step, he would turn and wave good-bye to me. By the time he found his way to the kitchen, I was in tears, overwhelmed by the purity of a gesture from a Black male soul too young to have calluses. Had I been able to admit the beauty of that moment, to call my woman and share it with her, maybe I would not be alone. But I held back.

So this is where I am, in the dark distance between 3:00 A.M. and 4:00 A.M., waiting for late to become early. Listening to my own silences and knowing that I would sleep if she were here again curled up with her back pressed against my chest. It is the middle of the night, and sleep is miles in the distance, so I make use of my time and offer a prayer that my little cousin never sees in me what I saw in my uncles, that he never learns to hide himself from himself. I pray that it is not too late to share my soul with a woman who has walked out. And I pray that God makes my heart as open as a child waving good-bye as he climbs up the stairs.


Loving Johnny Dedline

LISA PAGE

THIS MORNING I lay next to my husband in bed, the way I have so many times before, listening to him breathe. It was before dawn, and the room was dark. I listened to the ticking of the bedside clock and to the sound of the freight train several blocks over, rattling through the inky blackness. I listened to the man snoring next to me and wrapped my arm around his body. His fingers intertwined mine automatically, even though he was asleep. I forced myself to pull back the covers, knowing I would fall back to sleep myself otherwise. I got up and found his shoes in the bathroom, black and polished on the white tile floor, found his keys on the sink, his tie slung over the towel rack. I went downstairs to grind the coffee.

This is my life with Clarence.

We have been together for over twenty years, but as I write this, it feels like a lie. I feel like he was always in my life—feel like I was always in his life too. There was never a time we led separate lives, had childhoods, other relationships. We’ve always been together, even as I know that’s not true either. We live in this old house, outside Washington, with its wraparound porch and its high ceilings, like we’ve always been here.

But there is evidence to the contrary. Our son, for instance, is only seventeen. We have not always been married. The past is full of people who are long dead—Clarence’s parents, an ex-wife, and old friends. We led single lives once, loved other people, and made mistakes. Whereas today our lives are made up of ink stains and coffee rings, newsprint and talk radio playing in the background. But it wasn’t always this way.

I FIRST SAW Clarence doing a stand-up on local television in the early 1980s. He was in my living room, via satellite feed, holding a microphone that read “Channel 2 NEWS.” He wore red-rimmed glasses, a bow tie, and suspenders, and he sported a mustache. In those days it was a rarity to see a Black man reporting the evening news, and I remember thinking, Who is that guy?

CBS had hired him away from his job as a reporter for the Chicago Tribune and made him its community affairs director.

I was in my twenties then, trying to make it as a writer myself, working as an editorial assistant at Playboy magazine. I spent my days transcribing tapes by Hunter Thompson and fielding telephone calls from Roy Blount, Jr., David Halber-stam, and other journalists who wrote for the magazine. In those days Playboy was still trying to be The New Yorker, even as it was a skin magazine, with photos of naked women sandwiched in between choice fiction, interviews, and major features. I cut my teeth there, learning about layouts, dummy books, and bylines. And in my spare time I wrote for weeklies and an arts magazine.

The columnist Bob Greene was a friend of my boss. He wrote about a character named Johnny Deadline, a sort of superhero reporter in a trench coat. In those days it seemed like reporters were everywhere.

Chicago was on the precipice of major change. Harold Washington had become the first Black mayor in the city’s history, and doors were flying open in corporate offices everywhere. In a city with a reputation for the worst segregation in the country, there was a feeling of opportunity electrifying the atmosphere. The media reflected this: The head of CBS was a Black man, and Black editors were at the Chicago bureaus of Time, Newsweek, and Playboy too. I myself was promoted at Playboy nine months after being hired by the magazine.

But there was a dark cloud amidst all this good news. Leanita McClain, the first Black female member of the Chicago Tribune’s editorial board, committed suicide. This was a woman with her own column in the paper, who was garnering national attention, when she died. She had also been married to Clarence Page.

This was front-page news. Leanita McClain had grown up in the projects and climbed into the upper middle class, only to take her own life at the age of thirty-two. She wrote about her identity crisis as a token Black woman in a White male world in a column titled “The Burden of the Black Middle Class”: “I have a foot in each world, but I cannot fool myself about either. I can see the transparent deceptions of some Whites and the bitter helplessness of some Blacks. I know how tenuous my grip on one way of life is, and how strangling the grip of the other life can be.” Her eloquence echoed what many of us felt at that time. She was also brutally frank about the racism she found in her White colleagues during Harold Washington’s mayoral campaign. Mike Miner’s Chicago Reader profile mentioned her divorce from Clarence Page, two years prior to her death. The piece included Clarence’s description of his late ex-wife—how he first noticed her freckles, light complexion, and hazel eyes when he met her in the Tribune offices. Reading it gave me chills—he could’ve been describing me.

While I had never met Leanita, I was touched by her death. Her struggle with depression, a secret she kept throughout her life, was suddenly public information. It was a story that rippled through Chicago’s publishing world.

And at Playboy magazine she was a hot topic of conversation that went on for weeks, especially among the sisters. The editorial department was abuzz with innuendo. How could she have had so much outward success and still been so unhappy?

Six months later I met Clarence for the first time. The Tribune had lured him away from CBS with the promise of his own column and seat on the editorial board. He effectively took Leanita’s place. When I asked him, some years later, how this made him feel, he said he saw the situation as a “blood stripe.”

“What?” I asked.

“It’s a term I learned in the army. You get a blood stripe when you replace someone who died in combat.”

OUR FIRST MEETING happened at a party hosted by Chicago magazine, celebrating the Nelson Algren literary award. I’d gone completely on the spur of the moment. Playboy had a nonexistent dress code, and I’d gone to work in jeans and a sweater. Friends from the fiction department told me there was a party at Chicago magazine, and I initially refused to go, knowing I was underdressed. But I knew many writers would be there and so relented and went to the party after work.

Chicago magazine’s offices were alive with writers, that autumn night, ones I’d met before like novelist Leon Forrest and poet Sterling Plumpp. I had so much fun, working the room, sipping white wine, I completely forgot I was so casually dressed.

Eventually I recognized Clarence Page across the room, wearing a suit and tie, and staring at me.

I smiled and shook his hand.

I said, “I think you’re wonderful! I just read your piece on Louis Farrakhan.” Clarence had written an exquisite profile for Chicago magazine that included interviews with Minister Farrakhan and Malcolm X’s widow, Betty Shabazz, among others. We talked about it before I made my way to some other section of the room and realized he was following me.

“Might you be available for lunch sometime?” he asked.

And that was the beginning.

I should say here that in all honesty, I knew Clarence was asking me to lunch in terms of a date. But I ignored this at the time. I was married to someone else then, a guy I’d known since I was sixteen years old. And being married was extremely useful to me, even as I was unhappy in my marriage. Working for Playboy meant men got ideas about me when they found out where I worked. I often flashed my wedding ring in those days.

But when Clarence found out I was married, he surprised me by wanting to be my friend. I fed him stories about Playboy that he used in his column. He gave me suggestions for ways I could pitch my own stories to other magazines. We met for lunch, for drinks, and occasionally for dinner. I liked him because while he loved to talk, he also really listened. Playboy had promoted me into its circulation/promotion department, and I was doing publicity junkets and writing press releases. I could tell him about my new life, about the trips around the country Playboy sent me on. I could tell him about O.J. Simpson buying champagne for the Girls of Texas, in Houston one wild night, about the Library of Congress censoring the Braille edition of the magazine.

I could not talk
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