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Heidi W. Durrow

DEAR Ms. LARSEN,
THERE'S A MIRROR LOOKING BACK

The absence of models, in literature as in life. . . is an occupational hazard for
the artist, simply because models in art, in behavior, in growth of spirit and
intellect—even if rejected—enrich and enlarge one’s view of existence.

Alice Walker, In Search of Qur Mother’s Gardens

I am visiting the grave of someone I did not know.

The single red carnation wrapped in heart-decorated cellophane I
bought impromptu at the florist across the street should be a telltale clue
that this is an impersonal visit. The flower and also my comfortable clogs
and jeans suggest that I'm running a perfunctory errand. I'm not.

This visit is a homecoming. It is the end of my long quest to make peace
with an artistic ancestor and literary role model. It is the end of my
struggle as a writer to make my racially- and culturally-divided past
whole.

*

“Where is the Garden of Memory?” I ask, looking at the note I have car-
ried with me for years, first as a scrap of paper in my wallet and now as
a memo file in my electronic organizer. It is April 2006 and I am in the
Cypress Hills Cemetery office in Brooklyn after an hour-long subway
ride on the J-train.

The receptionist hands me a cemetery map. Due to ongoing construc-
tion, I must follow the cemetery’s perimeter, the long way around. It’s at
least a twenty-minute walk to reach my destination.

“Do you know what you're looking for?” the receptionist asks. I think
she should have said “who” and I want to blurt out her name: Nella
Larsen. But I don't. The receptionist probably wouldn’t recognize the
name of the Harlem Renaissance author who shares with me the unique
background of being a woman writer and a black Dane.
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Instead I answer, “Yes. I am looking for Grave #3, 99d, block 4,
Garden of Memory, details I learned from Thadious M. Davis’ 1994
biography, Nella Larsen, Novelist of the Harlem Renaissance: A Woman's
Life Unveiled.

I am looking for what only Nella Larsen—a woman writer who is
racially and culturally my twin—can give me: a lineage, or as Alice
Walker describes it, “continuity;” a place in a tradition of black women
writers who are also white.

*

It is a real photograph or it is not. Does it matter?

The photograph marks the first time I thought I would become a
writer. In the photograph, my mother, age thirty-three or thirty-four, is
holding a check and smiling broadly with her beautiful straight teeth. She
has sold her first magazine story.

I am seven when this photograph of my mother is taken and had you
asked me to tell you more about my mother then I would have said: My
mom is a writer. She is the most beautiful, smartest woman in the whole
wide world. Exclamation point! (I remember being fond of exclamation
points; I still believed in my voice and in me.)

Oh, and she’s from Denmark. And she’s white. My mother is white.

No, at seven, I wouldn’t have said that. I didn’t know what white was.
I dido’t know what black was, either, for that matter. What I knew was
my mother. What I felt on the day that photograph was taken was the joy
she felt, a joy I have always associated with being a writer. I wanted to be
like my mother. I wanted to be a writer.

*

Four years later, my parents separate. There is no photograph of this
moment, real or imagined. My mother moves me and my two brothers
from comfortable overseas base housing to a poor black neighborhood in
the Pacific Northwest.

The would-be woman writer is now a displaced homemaker who
speaks English as a second language. She has never held a day job so she
supports us on welfare and food stamps while she studies for an associ-
ate’s degree at the local community college.

What would I have told you about my mother then? She is still beau-
tiful and even smarter (she gets straight A’s in school). She is a really
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