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Why We Launched MyAfricanDiaspora.com

 


by Eric Deal and Veronica Henry

 


January 2007 began with nervous anticipation
for us. Weeks prior, we'd submitted DNA samples to
africanancestry.com in hopes of uncovering our ancestral
birthplaces.



Our answer came on January
5th.
Veronica's maternal lineage matched with the Mende people of Sierra
Leone. Eric's also showed Mende lineage, along with the Kru people
of Liberia and the Balanta of Guinea-Bisseau.

Armed with this information, we set out to
build new relationships and learn everything we could about our
ancestral homes. Sitting in America, the obvious place to begin was
the Internet.

Cultural news and information at the time was
meager and scattered, but slowly, the pieces came together. And we
were inspired to create a place where members of the African
diaspora could learn more not only about their cultures, but
other's as well.

We launched myafricandiaspora.com, in August
2008. Our mission, to provide cultural information aimed at
dispelling myth, eliminating stigma and showing how our common
ancestry still binds us.

As we're both writers, we decided to launch a
contest, challenging other writers from around the world to tell
stories depicting the diverse images and cultures that make up our
communities.

This collection, including the best from the
first annual MyAfricanDiaspora.com Short Story competition, is the
fruit of our labor and the culmination of a dream.

We are proud to have made our first journey
to Africa in December 2008 and January 2009, spending time in
Senegal and Sierra Leone.
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Eddie Mark is originally from Buffalo, New
York where he began writing fiction and poetry at the age of
twelve. He is currently finishing a novel and also a collection of
short stories.

His favorite authors are Toni Morrison,
Vladimir Nabokov, and Edward P. Jones. His favorite books are Song
of Solomon by Toni Morrison, A Summons to Memphis by Peter Taylor,
and Middle Passage by Charles Johnson. Eddie has taken courses in
creative writing at The Johns Hopkins University. He currently
lives in Canada where he is pursuing a doctorate in Educational
Administration at the University of Toronto.


 


 


The Other Wife of Cranston Livingston

 


 


When Darlene
Livingston discovered that her husband, Cranston, had fallen in
love with a younger woman, she was so grieved that she could do
nothing but approach the girl and insist she move in.

There was no choice really, because she
desired peace in her home and an end to the abuse. For each time
she accused the man, he spat at her with awful disdain. And each
time she complained of the affair, he slapped blood from her lips
and knocked her to the floor.

It was so bad now, that if she even
mentioned the name Alethea, he out right threatened to leave. And
this chastened her, for she was not prepared after thirty nine
years of marriage, to start learning how to live alone. So she
reasoned that the only way out was to give refuge to infidelity and
wait for Cranston to grow tired of his mistress the way he must
have grown tired of her.

“So now you can make up for the trouble
you’ve caused me,” she said to Alethea when she moved the woman and
her four year old daughter, Bella, into the guest bedroom of their
three-bedroom house.

“Maybe now I’ll have some peace.”

She dropped their luggage beside a newly
made full-sized bed and wondered less about how often Cranston
would fall asleep there than why on earth a thirty year old woman
as cute and voluptuous as Alethea would have any business being so
devoted to a fifty-nine year old man.

Cranston was handsome enough, she supposed,
but he wasn’t rich. Sure, he had been earning a comfortable salary
working at Trico for the past twenty-six years making windshield
wipers on the assembly line, but there was no reason to think he
had enough money to go about philandering and impressing young
women.

But eventually she stopped trying to figure
out her rival and chose to envy her instead. That is, because even
though she and Cranston still shared the same bed, he hadn’t so
much as blown her a kiss since their thirty-fifth wedding
anniversary.

And it saddened her to remember how he used
to care so much and how he once craved her flesh so badly that she
thought her body was the one thing he needed to survive.

And it hurt that those days were gone
forever, for she still loved him. Even with all of his faults, he
was still her husband. Even with his imperfections, he was still
the man from Mobile, Alabama who had been so proud to marry a
city girl who still woke up at five-thirty every morning and
prepared scrambled eggs and grits before he hurried off to
work.

The new arrangement was awkward at first and
Cranston even seemed a bit ashamed that it had come to this. But
Darlene persuaded him to accept it. “It makes sense when you think
about it,” she told him. “The mortgage is paid and ain't no need
for her to pay rent. Besides, a woman with a young daughter don’t
need to be living in the projects these days anyway.”

She even explained that she could babysit
Bella on days when Alethea had to go to her part-time job at the
Sunoco Station on Niagara Street.

Gradually, Alethea also grew more
comfortable in her role as well and must have known that it was the
least she could do to stop Darlene from being abused.

And so she didn’t hesitate to allow Bella to
grow close to Darlene as she herself grew closer to Cranston. For
he visited the guest bedroom all throughout the night. And when he
retired from Trico and began building a Thunderbird from scratch,
he took breaks during the day to come in from the garage to make
love to her.

And for four years they all made it work.
There were disagreements of course, but things were different. For
now, when Darlene walked through doors Cranston opened them for
her. And when she needed to buy new curtains, he politely drove her
to Wal-Mart himself. And

when she grew ill, he ordered Alethea to
bring forth to the bedside, everything that his ailing wife
required.

And when she died,
despite the fact that the doctor couldn’t find anything wrong with
her, he regretted it all and placed the dead woman’s framed picture
on the nightstand of the master bedroom so that Alethea would see
it when she rolled over every morning.

Moreover, he would never let her forget how
she had killed his wife. And even when she begged him to put away
the picture he refused.

“No,” he would say angrily. “You ain’t never
gonna forget what you did to her.”

And it was only now that Darlene’s presence
made the house too small for Alethea and convinced her that she
must go, leaving no note and no message of when she would return.
In fact, she felt so compelled to leave that she took nothing of
her belongings that she and Bella could not carry under their arms.
And she never spoke to Cranston again.

Over time the Thunderbird in the garage
remained unfinished and it’s many pieces languished there for years
while Cranston fell into a gloomy and silent isolation that forced
contrition upon him--whereby he could do little more than dream and
wish that he could restore his wife and bring her back.

He regretted the abuse and stared
continuously at the side of the bed where she must have laid many
nights clenching her pillow, for all the tearful comfort it could
give her. How she must have truly loved him to suffer through it
all.

And it was with these hopeless memories that
Cranston Livingston spent the rest of his days, living his life as
such, until a deluge of guilt and pain at once took his breath and
carried him away like a flood.
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Skyboat Strangers

 


 


Everyone knows when
the white men arrived. No one in all the empire that was Benin had
ever seen the likes of one. Light of skin, almost pink. Hair
resembling grass sprouting from their scalps. They wore shiny armor
and carried strange looking sticks called muskets that made
thunderous noises and spat out little projectiles in blooms of
smoke and fire.

Time quickly eroded the whites’ novelty.
Pale skinned as they were, the whites were still recognized as
men.

Then rumors floated to the Oba’s palace one
hot afternoon, of the arrival of more strangers. “Whites?” The Oba
wanted to know. The messenger who brought word said that these
strangers were neither white nor human.

“Were they gods or demons?” The Oba
demanded. The messenger shrugged. Who knew? They could have been
one or the other or both.

Not satisfied with answers that revealed
nothing, the


Oba sent me, Ewu, to lead an expedition to
the frontier of mighty Benin to discern the nature of these
strangers.

My military title is Ezoma. That
makes me the third in command of the army of Benin. I gathered
5,000 men for the expedition. I did not want to chance rushing into
an unknown situation at less than full strength.

There were additional disturbing rumors that
these gods or demons were burning villages, and slaughtering their
inhabitants. Part of our army was dealing with a rebellion in the
west. The Oba enlisted the aid of white mercenaries to crush it. I
would have loved to have had some of those whites with their
muskets accompanying my force.

I would have valued more so, Benin soldiers
trained in the use of muskets. But the whites’ religious leader
forbade the sale of firearms to black men. So be it. A Benin
soldier with a shield and sword is worth more than a dozen whites.
I only wanted the whites’ muskets. I resolved to do without. I
marched out of the capitol at the head of a formidable host.

For three days we were on the move, winding
through forests so thick, night and day were indistinguishable. A
day long march across a vast grass covered plain quickened our
pace. We consumed our rations, lived off the land, and finally the
generosity of the occasional village in our path.

Whether villagers’ willingness to share
their provisions was generated by love of the empire or fear of its
armed servants was a question that I entertained and abruptly
dismissed. I had a mission to focus on.

As we were preparing to leave a village
weighted with supplies for our journey, my senior officer, Genogbe
approached me. In his company was a withered, bent old man, who
looked ancient enough to have witnessed the rise of the first
Oba.

“This elder has something to say.” Genogbe
told me with an odd look.

My senior officer stepped aside and the old
man

spoke. I had more than an inkling to dismiss
the honored elder’s tale as the product of a diminishing mind.
Except, the man’s tale accorded with rumors circulating through the
capitol. The clear headed manner in which the elder recounted his
story spoke of first hand experience.

A boat falling from the sky in a blanket of
fire. Strange creatures exiting this sky boat roaming across the
land, pillaging, killing, destroying.

We sped up our departure, and on the old
man’s word, headed north to where this skyboat supposedly landed.
Trepidation gripped the ranks. According to reports from my junior
commanders, the men were becoming increasingly unsettled. Some were
convinced that gods were walking the Earth. Or that the ancestors
were unleashing their wrath upon their wayward descendants. Or that
we were marching to our doom. I honor the ancestors and worship the
gods, but I cannot see nor touch them. As such, I cannot truly
divine their purpose.

But I know the ways of men. I was determined
to make sure that my soldiers knew my ways. I authorized my
commanders to execute any man who voiced fears about this mission.
After that, I heard no more talk of Earth walking gods and avenging
ancestors.

We passed a number of blackened acreages
that used to be villages. Scattered bodies of villagers provided
sustenance for ubiquitous carrion birds. The smell of corruption
assaulted the nostrils. Men, women, children, even animals lay
among the dead. The skyboat strangers spared no one.

The men marched with a new energy. I could
feel it. It was an energy fueled by our rage, sustained by an
itching desire to exact retribution from those responsible for
these dreadful incursions into Benin territory.

Two days after we left the last razed
village, we met the enemy. It was in a valley of swaying grass,
dotted with gnarled trees that looked like malformed old women. The
skyboat strangers must have been awaiting our arrival, because they
were formed up into a solid mass.

Upon first glance, it was unnervingly clear
that the strangers were not men. They were short of body, with long
slender arms and legs. Their faces were shaped like yams and every
bit as parched looking, with black dots for eyes, nothing
indicative of noses, and vague, creased suggestions of mouths.

They wore green attire that covered their
awkward forms from neck to feet. There was nothing fear-invoking in
their appearance. Not even their weapons, which were little more
than skinning knives, warranted much concern from me.

It was when that the skyboat strangers
released a collective howl that the depth of their unearthliness
was driven straight to my bones.

Then they charged, their long strides
closing the gap between our armies at speeds the fastest man could
never hope to challenge. I shouted for us to hold firm, counting on
my voice and my steady presence to strengthen my men’s resolve.

Benin archers darkened the sky with
projectiles. The arrows hit home numerous times, staggering the
enemy’s advance. Scores of skyboat strangers tumbled to the ground,
arrows protruding from their bodies like grisly frills.

Next, Benin spearmen flung their iron-tipped
spears, impaling more enemy soldiers. The skyboat strangers, even
as their ranks thinned, sustained the crashing momentum of their
charge until it collided into the solid wall of our shield bearing
infantry. For an eternity wrapped in minutes, the serene valley
churned violence.

The skyboat strangers exhibited frenzied
aggression combined with a frightening facility in the use of their
modest weapons. More than a few Benin soldiers fell to skillfully
delivered blade slashes and thrusts. I was very nearly sliced
across my neck by a blade-wielding skyboat stranger. Only my nimble
reflexes in conjunction with a timely intervention by my personal
guard stayed death’s hand.

My guard cut the skyboat stranger down with
a single sword stroke and moved on to engage the next foe. The
skyboat strangers fought with a tireless fury despite being
outnumbered three to one. They should have retreated. Even as their
numbers dwindled beneath the pitiless teeth of Benin swords and
spears, the enemy never broke.

We pressed in on the skyboat strangers from
all sides, hemming them in with our shields while we hacked and
stabbed like madmen. Enemy dead fell precipitously at our feet. We
closed the circle, reducing a sizable army into a ragged knot of
holdouts.

It was after the last of the skyboat
strangers was killed that I noticed that their blood was deep
yellow in color, like a thicker version of piss.

We spent part of the aftermath mourning our
losses and tending to our wounded as best we could. Then we moved
on. I wanted to see the strangers’ skyboat.

A half day later, we discovered the skyboat.
It was in the middle of a forest perched on ground that had been
scorched to ash by the vessel’s descent. I hardly knew what to make
of this gray, round, smooth skinned behemoth.

Its immensity overwhelmed. The skyboat was
larger than a cluster of villages. Its flawless craftsmanship put
our best iron forgers to shame. Utterances of awe and fear wafted
from the men.

I dredged up the courage to approach the
vessel. “No,” Genogbe, warned. I ignored his plea. Something
compelled me closer to the vessel . . . coercive magic? Insanity?
Or, perhaps, simple curiosity. I placed my hand on the strangely
cool surface of the skyboat…

I woke up to looks of agitation from my
soldiers. Genogbe told me I blacked out. All I know is that the
skyboat spoke to me.

It spoke of beings from another world coming
to our world to conquer. The beings had weapons that could have
erased my expedition in a single sweep. How fortunate for us that
those weapons did not work on this world. Rather than return to
their home in failure, the beings chose to continue their mission,
knowing they would die.

We swiftly cleared away as the skyboat
rumbled to life, rose from its crater, and soared into the sky.

The skyboat strangers died well.

We headed home.
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Songs for Swinging Lovers was the soundtrack to their tentative
reconciliation. They duetted, segueing into Sinatra’s smooth . .
. That Old
Black Magic . . . suspenseful phrasing; fox-trotting, melded torsos, cleaved
thighs, to Nelson Riddle, swirling, gliding among the clutter of
his living space, Fred and Ginger once more; that you, with me
… forty years on . . .
knit and spin so
wonderfully well.
Quick-stepping, endorphin-pumping flashbacks illuminated their
nights, fuelled by his light times.

Then, there came his dark times, his raw,
angst-laden, anciently-wounded times triggering her newly
refreshened guilt-ridden times which she would combat with her
head-space riff on Ella Fitzgerald’s self-affirming,
soul-sustaining solo.

In those times, fogged-up times, leaden
times, he didn’t phone first in the morning; she did. She would ask
how he was; he would answer, “Not feeling too well.” “Have you
eaten?” No, he hadn’t. “Have you taken your medication?” Neither,
but he guessed he would in a minute when he got out of bed.

Noon, she would call again; and no, he still
hadn’t got out of bed, and no, still hadn’t taken his medication.
Was he tired? Of course he was; what did she expect? How could he
not be tired--he hadn’t slept for, how many nights? Was it two or
three? She offered, “maybe four”.

Had he called to get the test results from
the new doctor? No, he hadn’t yet; he planned to call, when he got
out of bed. He was tired; he couldn’t concentrate to talk. “Let’s
talk later”, his voice sliding to a whisper and vanishing.

Later she called back. Yes, he had got out
of bed; yes, he had taken his medication; but no, he hadn’t eaten
anything; no, he wasn’t hungry. “What about some soup? Shall I get
you some cans of soup? I’ll get the broccoli and cheese one and the
cream of asparagus one that you like – low potassium.”

She could get them if she wanted, it was up
to her; he didn’t feel he could manage anything. Wasn’t she paying
attention when he just said he wasn’t hungry? He was in bed; he was
tired; he couldn’t talk; later.
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