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SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE

The volumes of Understanding Contemporary American
Literature have been planned as guides or companions for stu-
dents as well as good nonacademic readers. The editor and pub-
lisher perceive a need for these volumes because much of the
influential contemporary literature makes special demands. Un-
initiated readers encounter difficulty in approaching works that
depart from the traditional forms and techniques of prose and
poetry. Literature relies on conventions, but the conventions
keep evolving; new writers form their own conventions—
which in time may become familiar. Put simply, UCAL pro-
vides instruction in how to read certain contemporary
writers—identifying and explicating their material, themes, use
of language, point of view, structures, symbolism, and
responses to experience.

The word understanding in the titles was deliberately cho-
sen. Many willing readers lack an adequate understanding of
how contemporary literature works; that is, what the author is
attempting to express and the means by which it is conveyed.
Although the criticism and analysis in the series have been
aimed at a level of general accessibility, these introductory vol-
umes are meant to be applied in conjunction with the works
they cover. They do not provide a substitute for the works and
authors they introduce, but ra[her prepare the reader for more

profitable literary experiences.
M. ]. B.
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CHAPTER ONE
Understanding Gloria Naylor

Career

Gloria Naylor’s first four novels—The Women of Brewster
Place (1982), Linden Hills (1985), Mama Day (1988), and Bai-
ley’s Café (1992)—constitute her quartet of novels, the books
she planned as the foundation of her career.! Each of the nov-
els in turn connects with the one to follow; mention of a char-
acter or a place in one becomes the central focus of the next. In
the ten years that separate the first and fourth novel, Naylor
demonstrates an increased sophistication in recasting character
and place. In these novels children die, dreams get deferred,
and place, whether literal or mythical, becomes a way station in
life’s journey. In each novel, a community of women
emerges—sustaining, enabling, and enriching the lives of one
another.

In the late 1970s, in a creative writing class at Brooklyn
College, the professor told her students to be bold, send out
their creative endeavors, and say that the sample was part of a
larger work.> Gloria Naylor, sitting in that class, took this
advice and mailed off “A Life on Beekman Place” to Essence.
They published the story in March 1980 while Naylor was still

-an undergraduate; it was an early draft of the “Lucielia Louise
. Tumner” chapter/story in the work-in-progress that was to

become her first novel.
In 1982 The Women of Brewster Place: A Novel in Seven
Stories was published by Viking Press. Describing the female
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residents in looks and lifestyles was important to Naylor. As
she states in a 1989 interview in Ebony, “One character
couldn’t be the Black woman in America. So I had seven dif-
ferent women, all in different circumstances, encompassing the
complexity of our lives, the richness of our diversity, from skin
color on down to religious, political and sexual preferences.”
The following year the novel won the American Book Award
for Best First Novel. From the beginning, reviewers looked at
Naylor’s work alongside that of Toni Morrison and Alice
Walker, who published The Color Purple the same year. Nay-
lor, who had herself only recently discovered the existence of a
long black literary tradition, was suddenly a part of it. When
Ebony touted the reigning black women novelists in 1984
Naylor was the chosen representative of those who “are com:
ing forward to take their place in the sun.”™

Her second novel, Linden Hills, was published by Ticknor

& Fields in 1985. At Brooklyn College, Naylor had been read- -

ing Dante’s Inferno in a survey course of great works of west-
ern literature when it occurred to her that Dante’s structure
would work for the neighborhood she had in mind, a place
where its inhabitants sell their souls for a piece of the American
Dream—a home in the right neighborhood, a marriage partner to
enhance an image, and children who would carry on the design.
To be successful in Linden Hills meant obtaining an address as
close as possible to the lowest circle of this upscale hell.

Three years later, in 1988, Ticknor & Fields published
Mama Day. From three perspectives, Naylor delivers the love
story of George and Cocoa—from the points of view of
F}eorge, Cocoa, and the mystical island of Willow Springs, an
island off the coast of Georgia and South Carolina, wI;ich
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speaks for itself and does not appear on any map. The reader’s
attention and consciousness must shift from New York City to
Willow Springs, from the world of rational, logical thought to
a place of otherworldliness, where “across the bridge” thinking
does not make sense on an island imbued with the haunting
power of Miranda (Mama) Day. This is a large novel in every
aspect, one in which Naylor demonstrates that love’s power
operates in ways the human mind can only begin to fathom.
References to Shakespeare abound in this novel and are most
apparent in her use of The Tempest. '

The way in which life operates on Willow Springs moves
this novel into the mythic realm. Suspending belief is para-
mount to accepting, if not completely understanding, Willow
Springs and the conjuring activities of Mama Day. Listening is
important in any Naylor novel, and in Mama Day the author
gives instructions on how to listen. The reader needs to under-
stand that words will appear which no one speaks, unknown
words will have a variety of meanings depending on context,
and known words may mean something other than what the
reader thinks. A story exists below the surface of the words; to
read the story thoughtfully is to listen actively to a world that
makes its own sense.

Similar instruction is given at the beginning of Naylor’s
1992 Bailey’s Café when the reader discovers that words are
symbols for music: “There’s a whole set to be played here if
you want to stick around and’listen to the music.” The culmi-
nating novel of the quartet, which has also been rewritten and
presented as a play, 1s organized around a jazz set. All the
world’s a jam, it would seem, and its players merely instru-
ments upon the stage. As in the beginning of Naylor’s career,
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the seven “women” of Brewster Place are now a new seven
women who wander ieto the world of the maestro, a man often
called Bailey, who happened to buy a café by that name and
never bothers to tell its visitors that Bailey is not his name. The
café is introduced in Mama Day, but when it appears in the
fourth novel, it is no longer in one specific place; it may exist
ar.xywhere. People who need it will always be able to find it.
Llf.e has not been kind to the characters assembled here, but
thler stories, which reflect who these women are, like every-
thing that matters in life, are below the surface (19).

. In The Men of Brewster Place, her 1998 fifth novel pub-
lished by Hyperion, Naylor returns to familiar territory. While
Brewster Place’s women take center stage in her first novel
Naylor shifts her focus to the men that add meaning to the live;
of their women. The flat single roles the men played in the first
novel are expanded here, giving depth and understanding to

their personalities. Man by man, their individual relationships

with the women are placed in larger contexts. While no com-
munity of men emerges, Naylor ends this novel with hope.

Naylor’s writing includes other genres. She has written
pe.:rsonal essays for Essence, Life, People, and the New York
Times and its magazine. She has edited and written an intro-
duction for Children of the Night: The Best Short Stories by
Black Writers, 1967 to the Present.

. Overview

N Down deep, there is something inherently southern in Glo-
ria Naylor. It' can be seen in the way she tells a story, paying
careful attention to the details of her characters’ lives, and in
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the painstaking meticulousness with which she draws the
places where those fictional characters dwell. Though she was
born in New York City, she was conceived in Robinsonville,
Mississippi, the oldest daughter of sharecropping parents who
had spent their days in Tunica County in the Mississippi Delta,
in the northwest corner of this cotton-growing state. Roosevelt
and Alberta McAlpin Naylor left Mississippi in December
1949 so that their first child could be born in the North, a part
of the country that her parents perceived would offer educa-
tional opportunities for this unborn child and those that would
follow. Her mother loved to read but was denied the use of the
public library because of her skin color. It was coming North
that provided her parents with the opportunity to become real
Americans and to see their children spend their youth dealing
“within this society,” for at mid-century, Mississippi was very
much a closed society, as historian James Silver called it, to
those other than white Christians.’

Naylor has said that it was her “conception in the South
that has played the more important role in shaping [her] life as
a writer.”® She was born on January 25, 1950, a birthday she
shares with Virginia Woolf, who once asked a question which
Naylor appears to answer in her writing: “Why are women . . .
so much more interesting to men than men are to women?”
Naylor’s response expands Woolf’s statement, suggesting that
women can also be more interesting to women.

Naylor was a high schoot senior honor student at Andrew
Jackson High in Queens when Martin Luther King, Jr., was
assassinated in April 1968. Naylor found her response to that
event influenced by her mother’s conversion to the Jehovah’s
Witnesses and that group’s message of a theocratic govern-
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ment. At the time becoming a Jehovah’s Witness missionary
-seemed appropriate, s0 she got behind the wheel of her Dodge
part and .took to “the dusty byroads leading from 1-95 South,
Just wanting to see whatever the towns looked like wherever
that road ended.” She was a missionary for seven years
(1968-1975), spreading that message in New York; in and
around Dunn, North Carolina; and in Jacksonville, Florida.
When she returned to New York, she enrolled in Medgar
Evers College with plans to seek a degree in nursing. When the
study of literature began to occupy more of her time, she trans-
ferred to Brooklyn College of the City University of New York
fmd graduated with a B.A. in English in 1981. As Naylor relates
in pér 1985 “Conversation” with Toni Morrison, in her creative
writing class she learned that in order to write good literature
one had to read good literature. The list included Tillie Olsen’
Henry James, and Toni Morrison, but it was Morrison’s The,'

Bluest Eye that had a singular significance: “Time has been

swallowed except for the moment I opened that novel because
for my memory that semester is now The Bluest Eye, and The
Blues%‘ Eye is the beginning. The presence of the work served
two vital purposes at that moment in my life. It said to a young
Poet, struggling to break into prose, that the barriers were flex-
ible; at the core of it all is language, and if you're skilled
enough with that, you can create your own genre. And it said to
a young black woman, struggling to find a mirror of her worth
n th}S society, not only is your story worth telling but it can be
told in words so painstakingly eloquent that it becomes a song.”"!

A scholarship for graduate work-at Yale made it possible
for Naylor to pursue her newly discovered awareness of a long
and rich black literary tradition. Linden Hills, her second novel,

7
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became the creative thesis for an M.A. in Afro-American Stud-
ies from Yale in 1983, a manuscript she completed while teach-
ing at George Washington University. In 1985 Naylor won a
National Endowment for the Arts fellowship and served as a
cultural exchange lecturer in India for the United States Office
of Information. In 1986 she was visiting professor at New York
University and wrote several HERS columns for the New York
Times on such topics as psychics, dating, and the popularity of
the television game show Wheel of Fortune. She also won the
Candace Award of the National Coalition of One Hundred
Black Women. In “Reflections,” a piece in Centennial, she
interviewed her parents, who had by this time been married
thirty-six years, about their varying reasons for leaving the
South and coming to New York.

Naylor was a visiting lecturer at Princeton in 1987 and a
recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1988. Other universi-
ties at which she taught or lectured include the University of
Pennsylvania, Boston University, Brandeis University, and
Cornell University. She was a visiting scholar at the University
of Kent in Canterbury, England, in 1992. From 1989 to 1994 she
served on the Executive Board of the Book-of-the-Month Club.
In order for Naylor to have control over her books as they move
into various genres, she formed One Way Productions in 1990.

Naylor sees herself as a filter through which her characters
come to life.”> She has expressed disappointment, for example,
that George in Mama Day turned out to be a football fan, which ~
required of Naylor hours of research on a sport that did not
interest her.”® Also, she was not pleased that in Linden Hills
Willa Prescott Nedeed came out of that basement with her dead
child prepared to clean the house: “What that woman finally
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came to, after that whole travail, was that she was a good wife
and a good mother ang that she could go upstairs and claim that
identity. That is not what I thought Willa would do, but Willa
was Willa.”"* In what she calls her psychic revelations, her
characters assert themselves, and she feels obliged to honor
those images. Characters in a book not yet written appear to
her, and it is only later that she knows what to do with them. As
an example she tells this story: “One image that kept haunting
me from even before I finished Linden Hills: a woman carry-
ing a dead male baby through the woods to this old woman. I
didn’t know why she was carrying the dead baby, but I knew
her name because the old lady said, ‘Go home, Bernice. Go
home and bury your child.”””** Several years later when she was
working on Mama Day, it occurred to Naylor that Bernice’s
baby, the one she had gone to such extremes to conceive, was

going to die. Naylor acknowledges that while she is not slave -

to those images, she does feel compelled to honor them.
Naylor conceived her quartet in the late 1970s, knowing
that the composition could begin after she had her titles, dedi-
cations, and the last lines in mind. Writing about the black
community in all its multivocality and displaying her charac-
ters in colors she describes as nutmeg, ebony, saffron, cinna-
mon red, gold, nut brown, smoky caramel, to list a few, were of
paramount importance to her in a time when many black writ-
ers were expected to depict the black experience. Each of the
four novels was to be a voice representing some part of the
black community: The Women of Brewster Place was meant to
“celebrate the female spirit and the ability to transcend and also
to give a microcosm of Black women in America—Black
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women who are faced by a wall of racism and sexism..”16 In tt.us
quartet Naylor provides stories in octaves, th.emes in refrain,
and characters in repetition. With the addition pf her fifth
novel, Naylor’s pattern of character and geographical connec-
tion continues.

In The Women of Brewster Place Naylor uses the seven
different notes of a musical scale to convey seven different sto-
des. Linden Hills also has seven stories; the grace notes of
shorter, quicker stories attached sound the various alarms—
losses, one by one, of everything that was once helq most dear:
love, food, religion, music, athletic endeavor, family, and tpe
connection with the past. As a celebration of love and magic,
Mama Day explores a “brave new world that has such people
in it,” as Shakespeare reminds the reader in The Tempest. For
here, characters who are dead talk without words to character's
who are alive and listening. The romantic lovc? story 1s
embraced within a familial love that resonates with m'f1g1c,
orchestrated by Mama Day’s hands that move to and with a
tempo which she alone hears. In the final noyel of the quartet,
Bailey’s Café, Naylor presents its seven stfmes of female sex-
uality through the blues, best delivered by jazz. Each character
is a living embodiment of pain so deep that movement away

from its source, a recurring motif in the blues, is an urgent

necessity. The café as way station is all that is left in this world
for a moment of rest. The black man’s blues is the pulse of Thf:
Men of Brewster Place, and the novel’s last line offe:rs a possi-
ble prediction of Naylor’s future direction: “the music plays on

...andon...” (173).
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CHAPTER TWO

The Women of Brewster Place

. To date, The Women of Brewster Place has had two
lives—one when the novel was published by Viking in 1982
and a second when the novel was produced as a made-for-
television movie in 1989. With Oprah Winfrey as the executive
producer and starring as Mattie Michael, this visual enactment
of Naylor’s work brought a second round of printed attention to
the dead-end street where seven black women, having arrived
through various routes and means, find themselves. For exam-
ple, several months before the movie premiered in March of
1989, Redbook reprinted the Mattie Michael portion of the
novel, with the title of “Mama Still Loves You.”" In 1980 and
1982 Essence published two stories—an early draft, entitled “A

Life on Beekman Place,” of what would become the “Lucielia -

Louise Turner” chapter® and the Kiswana Browne story, pub-
lished under the title, “When Mama Comes to Call. . . .

_ Eisse.nce, with a circulation of just under a million has,
since its inception in 1970, been marketed to African-American
women. I} is ranked by Magazines for Libraries “among the
top for readership among African-American adults” and is said
to “appeal to both a male and a female audience.” On the other
hapd, Redbook, with a history dating back to 1903 and a circu-
lation of some five million, appeals to “young married women
an_d mothers” and its fiction is generally “romance or family
oriented.”” Redbook’s decision to publish Naylor’s story in late
1988 recognized her writing as having audience appeal beyond
the African-American community.

THE WOMEN OF BREWSTER PLACE

Contemporary reviewers welcomed the first life of The
Women of Brewster Place, and, not unexpectedly, the
strongest, most positive comments were from women who
praised Naylor’s representation of community. Dorothy Wick-
enden of the New Republic highlighted the desperate charms of
the dead-end street, cast the men who visit at night as leaving
behind “babies and bile,” and favorably compared the novel to
Alice Walker’'s The Color Purple, which was published the
same year. Wickenden sensed the power that permeates the
community as these women “through laughter and companion-
ship . . . make themselves virtually impregnable.”® Annie Got-
tlieb, writing for the New York Times Book Review, sees the
female bonding that happens on Brewster Place as an example
of a feminist issue that had been pressed by the “vanguard of
the women’s movement”’—the need for women to pay attention
to their relationships with other women. Historically, women.
have written about women in relationship with men. Now here
was a book where “women are the foreground figures, primary
both to the reader and to each other, regardless of whether
they’re involved with men.” But Gottlieb does not let the issue
rest, choosing to see the novel not as realistic but rather as
mythic. The characters, though vivid and earthy, “seem con-
stantly on the verge of breaking out into magical powers.”

On the other hand, Loyle Hairston, writing for Free-
domways, a quarterly review of the Freedom Movement, points
out Naylor’s shortcomings in addressing the issues of the
Movement. Hairston chastises her for not being more politi-
cally correct, calling her a “kind of closet social Darwinist who
does not see the U.S. as oppressive.” He claims that the narra-
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tive “gives no hint that its author is in serious conflict with fun-
de{m‘en.tal U.S. values.” Hairston overlooks, marginalizes, and
minimizes the supportlve female community precisely because
- Naylor “bypasses provocative social themes to play, instead, in
the shallower waters of isolated personal relationships.””® Hair-
ston acknowledges Naylor’s entry in the literary world as an
enjoyable read, but hopes that her “next offering will plumb
further the depths of human experience.’”

Naylor opens her novel with an epigraph—Langston
Hughes’ poem “Harlem,” which appeared” as part\ of his 1951
collection Montage of a Dream Deferred. In writing about this
collection, Hughes commented as though all the poems were
part of a whole and related them in their entirety to “Afro-
American popular music and the sources from which it has pro-
gressed—;jazz, ragtime, swing, blues, boogie-woogie, and

be-bop.” Naylor’s vision is reflected in Hughes’ words on the

c_ollection of his poems: “This poem on contemporary Harlem,
like be-bop, is marked by conflicting changes, sudden nuances,
sharp and impudent interjections, broken rhythms, and pas-
sages sometimes in the manner of the jam session, sometimes
the popular song, punctuated by the riffs, runs, breaks, and dis-
tortions of the music of a community in transition.”*
“Harlem,” like the novel, is about the possible conse-
qu?nces of dreams deferred; it presents seven questions or sit-
uations which parallel the circumstances of the seven women
of Brewster Place and their respective stories. The poem does
n_ot provide answers, but the way in which the poet asks ques-
tions suggests that the answers are all in the affirmative:
Dreams dry up like raisins in the sun, fester and run like sores,
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stink like rotten meat, crust and sugar over like syrupy sweets,
sag like a heavy load, and finally explode—just as the collec-
tive women of Brewster Place do at novel’s end in Mattie’s
dream, when together they tear down the wall, once baptized
by vomit and later stained by blood. According to critic James
Emanuel, the poem “traces in figurative language the long scar
of psychic abuse which might . . . develop a fatally eruptive
itch.”"* His suggestion of an eruptive itch falls far short of the
power that deferred dreams have in The Women of Brewster
Place.

The book is framed by a mythical, metaphorical day—
“Dawn” to “Dusk”—in which the street comes to life through
an ugly birthing process and at novel’s end waits to die."” Brew-
ster Place is located in a poor section of a large unnamed city,
akin to New York City. Its origins are bleak: it is a bastard
child, created by the wiles of men in clandestine meetings, not
with the hope of new life entering prime real estate, but rather
with the aim of economic gratification, individual mercenary
urges pulsing toward the “consummation” of their respective
desires (1). These ravenous men will “erect” and then “abate,”
all in the proverbial damp, smoke-filled room, so that Brewster
Place can be “conceived” (1). Naylor's word choice is overtly
sexual and deliberately skewed.

From the first paragraph the reader knows that the origins
of Brewster Place are foreboding. Its birth comes three months
after the conception, and, as cauld have been predicted by such
beginnings, its true parentage is hidden (1). Given time, origins
cease to matter and a community can forget, so by the time the
baptism occurs two years later and a representative of the leg-
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islature breaks a bottle of champagne against a corner of one of
the buildings, people ¢an cheer (1). In a city that is growing and
prospering, Brewster Place had a possibility of becoming “part
of the main artery of the town” (2). As blood flows through
human arteries from the heart to the various organs and parts of
the body, vital to sustaining life and activity, Brewster Place as
artery suggests the only glimmer of hope for this malconceived
offspring of greed. But when representatives of power in the
legislature fight for their own various small veins as though
they know the lifeblood of their community depends on it,
Brewster Place experiences the effects of racism in the Ameri-
can city. Brewster Place was never home to the dominant white
society; it was home instead to “dark haired and mellow-
skinned Mediterraneans,” who carried the cultural marks of
their ethnicity with them in their sounds and smells (2). There

was no spokesperson who mattered, who would be listened to, -

to sustain Brewster Place as artery. In other words, no white
person cared enough. When a wall was erected, making Brew-
ster Place a literal dead-end street, it had the effect of a huge
clamp, clotting the blood flow that could have kept it vibrantly
alive. '

In 1953, in the fictional world of Brewster Place, a brown-
skinned man known as Ben came to integrate this Mediter-
ranean world. As handyman/janitor who would do the work
that the tenants would never consider doing, Ben is always
“less than.” He uses the polite deference of “yessem” to the
paler Europeans; he is a harmless “nice colored man,” as though
Fhe adjective colored necessitated specific and hasty categoriz-
- Ing. He could be courted by lonely women with homemade
soup and bread, but, instinctively, taught by a lifetime of being
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reminded of his place because of his strange hair and skin, Ben
knew never to show up at someone’s door without the tools of
his trade as his entry—a broom, a wrench (3). Naylor places
Ben in the foreground, creating around him a kind of mystery,
a story not yet told. Because Ben is the focus, Naylor makes
this marginalized character central and sympathetic.

The Mediterraneans had seen Brewster Place through both
its youth and middle age—the bastard child does grow up. In
its old age, after the erection of that wall and the exodus of one
group and the relocation of the colored daughters to the only
place left that would have them, Brewster Place experiences a
revitalization. Naylor’s black women who come to Brewster
Place are experiencing hard times, and their life choices, for
whatever reasons, have been reduced. But Naylor makes clear '
in the “Dawn” of this day, at the beginning of the book, that|
these women, though down, are by no means out. Naylor uSesl
repeated images of strength and laughter to counter what could |
be a prevailing notion: a person down on her luck would be
despondent.

Naylor creates a sassiness in her women who claim their
space in Brewster Place with an assurance that does not depend
on male approval, that functions confidently on its own terms:
“straight-backed, round-bellied, high-behinded women who
threw their heads back when they laughed and exposed strong
teeth and dark gums” (4-5). These women are prepared to help
one another. Naylor draws on a final image of an ebony
phoenix to conclude “Dawn.” The classical myth of the
phoenix, with its many variations, has to do with a fabulous
bird, resembling an eagle, that every five hundred years burns
itself on a funeral pyre and out of its decomposing body rises
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again. These women will not disappear, grow old and die. For

through their stories, ,‘each in her own time and with her own
season” will rise again (5). The image of these women as a col-
lective phoenix testifies to their indestructibility.

After the seven stories of these women are told, “The
Block Party” attempts to draw the community together—and
does so in two entirely separate ways. Its function is also to
bring to a close a literal day and turn that day into a metaphor:
the book begins in “Dawn” and concludes in “Dusk.” It is
“Dusk,” not only on this day, but on everything that Brewster
Place has been. In “Dawn,” when Brewster Place was con-
ceived, it was humanized, but here at its death, it is dehuman-
ized by Naylor’s use of negative images to announce its death.
Its conception is recast at the end, the story is rewritten; where
earlier it had been “conceived,” now it had been “spawned”

(191). Besides being associated with the activity of aquatic ani- -

mals producing numerous offspring, the use of “spawn” is
often contemptuous. All the people have abandoned Brewster
Place, and the colored daughters, a reminder of what this book
has been about, have taken their collective phoenix elsewhere,
and those deferred dreams, the ones that eventually do explode
on Brewster Place, are still dreams that will “ebb and flow, but
never disappear” (192). Like the phoenix, these women will
rise again. It is only the empty Brewster Place that can die, and,
at novel’s end, still waits to do so.

“Mattie Michael”

.As Naylor prepares the reader for the women’s individual
stories, she says that “each in her own time and with her own
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season” will rise again (5). For Mattie Michael, who serves this
novel as matriarch, surrogate mother, and mentor to the other
women on Brewster Place, the season is winter and the time is
only a moment. For the reader to understand how Mattie, the
proud mother of an only child named Basil, has lost her home,
Naylor moves from the real time of a moment into memory,
which recalls Mattie’s story. To do so, Naylor uses tangible
objects to mark the passing and collapsing of time, specifically
the opening use of plants and later the use of oatmeal.

When Mattie first arrives on Brewster Place, it is a snowy
day. By indirection Naylor lets the reader have hints of Mattie’s
past. Mattie comes, bearing beautiful plants, personified and
central in the description, for it is the plants that are in the fore-
ground; once they “had an entire sun porch for themselves in
the home she had exchanged thirty years of her life to pay for”
(7). Using the sense that is most often connected with memory,
Naylor uses the smells of someone’s cooking to take Mattie
back in time, into her youth, so that her story can begin. The
smell she inhales is “like freshly cut sugar cane” (8), and sugar
cane leads directly to “summer and Papa and Basil and Butch”
(8). How she comes to Brewster Place is not just background
information, but essential to understanding the strength she will
exhibit in her new surroundings.

All the pages that follow this moment are in the time of
memory. Mattie, led by her sense of smell, moves through time
fhat, as Naylor captures it, “is’ like molten glass that can be
opaque or crystallize at any given moment at will: a thousand
days are melted into one conversation, one glance, one hurt,
and one hurt can be shattered and sprinkled over a thousand
days” (35). When Mattie goes to sleep that first Saturday night
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in Eva Turner’s home, she awakes Sunday morning, but mem-
ory time takes over the narrative—for years have passed—and
Basil and Ciel, Miss Eva’s granddaughter, are now rambunc-
tious children. On this new morning, briefly in real time, Miss
Eva prepares the oatmeal, but before the children can finish the
meal, memory time returns. Basil’s bowl of oatmeal, food that
represents a source of strength and a means of keeping him
alive, becomes a literal measure of his growth. In memory or
collapsed time, the oatmeal causes Basil’s legs to reach from
the first rung to the second rung of his chair. But from one rung
to the next, collapsing all the events that happen in real time,
Miss Eva would be dead (40). And when Mattie looks at him
again, once more in a shift to real time, Basil has become a
man, “gulping coffee and shoveling oatmeal into his mouth”
(41). It is still Sunday morning. Oatmeal serves not only as a

literal meal at breakfast time, but also as a powerful and useful-

tool to manipulate time. Through Basil’s eating oatmeal, Nay-
lor moves the narrative from Basil’s childhood to his adult-
hood.

Naylor’s use of language, including her figures of speech,
particularly unusual ones, are worth noting for how closely
those choices respond to thematic development. Butch, Mat-
tie’s only-time lover and Basil’s father, is cinnamon red (8),
sparks of fire highlight his body (10), and in an excellent exam-
ple of synesthesia, his laugh is like “the edges of an April sun-
set” (9). When Mattie agrees to go caning with him, the “April
sun set in its full glory” (11). Naylor’s use of each of these
images continues to build on the blood-red imagery that she
begins with in “Dawn.” Butch’s connection with Mattie fol-
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lows his “sugar cane theory” of life: “Eating cane is like living
life. You gotta know when to stop chewing—when to stop try-
ing to wrench every last bit of sweetness out of a wedge—or
you find yourself with a jawful of coarse straw that irritates
your gums and the roof of your mouth” (18).

Seduced by his language, his looks, and her physical
response to him, Mattie is a willing sex partner for Butch on
this hot summer afternoon. Naylor describes the act of sex in
detail, but she does it in Butch’s mind. In reality, Mattie is talk-
ing and Butch is staring intently at her face, but in one of the
longest sentences in the novel (86 words), that carries its own
breathlessness down the page, “his mind slipped down the
ebony neck that was just plump enough for a man to bury his
nose into and suck up tiny bits of flesh that were almost as
smooth as the skin on the top of her full round breasts that held
nipples that were high, tilted, and unbelievably even darker
than the breasts, so that when they touched the tongue there
was the sensation of drinking rich, double cocoa” (17). By the
end of the sentence, the reader forgets that all this is happening
only in Butch’s mind. The reality of the act itself does not take
place in the language of the afterndon they spend together. The
reader knows it happens, however, because in a few pages Mat-
tie is pregnant. Where it must have happened has to be the
“deep green basil and wild thyme [that] formed a fragrant blan-
ket on the mossy earth” (15). When the baby is born, Mattie
names him Basil, the site of his. conception, locking in the
memory of physical place. According to herbal lore, basil is
used as a love charm and, in various legends, has some pecu-
liar effect on women."



