Literacy — 

A Novel in Installments

     One of The Kris Wilson Foundation’s aims is to promote literacy, especially among our youth.  In that vein, The Reading Edge, the official newsletter of TKWF will offer serialized versions of novels and novellas written by Nathan Lee Gadsden.  Each issue of the newsletter will contain a synopsis of one installment with a link to this web site where the entire installment can be viewed.  Also, previous installments will be archived here in case you miss one.

     The first serialized novel, Across the Bridge, will be offered in 16 installments.
ACROSS THE BRIDGE

by Nathan Lee Gadsden

Installment # 1

 TRANSITION

Coming from an all-Black neighborhood that he had grown up in, 14-year-old Eddie felt out of place the moment he stepped onto the bus at New York’s Grand Central Station bound for Whitfield Academy.  And having never been to a prep school before, let alone in Massachusetts, Eddie was apprehensive about the faces he saw on the nearly full bus.  He searched for Black faces but didn’t see any, so he walked down the aisle until he came to two empty seats on the right side.  There he lifted his overnight bag to the rack above, sat down, and slid over to the window seat.  He pulled a white handkerchief from his pants pocket and wiped the sweat from his face.  When he propped his arm on the window ledge he felt cool air blowing from the air conditioner, a welcomed relief from the early September heat.

As more students boarded the bus the chatter started to pick up some when they began introducing themselves to one another.  The two boys in front of Eddie talked about their flights to New York City.  The two in the seats directly behind him talked about whether or not they would have someone to “do our laundry.”  And the two across the aisle talked excitedly about their anticipated arrival at Whitfield.  From their conversations, Eddie determined that all of those six were from different places; however, those boys seemed to have something in common: They were all white, rich, and privileged.

But one boy who had walked toward the buses alone, seemed different from the other white boys.  He was wearing blue jeans, a midnight blue shirt, and beige sports jacket, and he flashed his smile and tipped his hound’s-tooth hat at everyone he passed.  Eddie chuckled at the way the boy sort of scuffed along in his well-worn brown cowboy boots.

“Wow.” Eddie whispered to himself as he leaned toward the empty seat beside him.  “I had enough culture shock for one day.”  But it was too late.  The boy stopped and rested one arm on the top of the seat in front of Eddie. “Whew!  Anybody sittin’ here?” the boy asked in a deep southern drawl.

“Nah,” Eddie conceded.  He sat up and removed his hand from the empty seat.

After the boy lifted his bag to the rack he took off his sports coat, folded it twice and placed it beside his bag.  When he flopped into the empty seat, Eddie gripped the ends of the armrests, pressed the buttons, and allowed the seat to recline some.  The boy with the wavy red hair followed suit.

When his seat was even with Eddie’s he extended his hand.  “Hi, I’m Wendell Cunningham. Dothan, Alabama.”

Eddie shook Wendell’s hand without looking at him.  “Eddie Jordan. Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.”

“Oh, I know that’s the state capital because I’m good with my state capitals, but not that good with locations.  Where is that in Pennsylvania?  Is it near Philadelphia?”

 “About 100 miles west.”

 “Cream cheese and cheese steaks.  That’s about all I know about Philly.  And of course there’s the riots.  Lotsa riots up North.”

“Like you don’t have any trouble down South,” Eddie said.

“I didn’t say we don’t have any trouble.  We just didn’t have the kind of riots y’all had up north.”

Eddie leaned up and turned to face Wendell.  “Are you crazy? This mess started down South. You know damn well what southern white people think about Black people.”

“Hey, there, Eddie.  All southern white folks ain’t the same.  It ain’t like we all hate y’all.”

“Have you watched TV lately?”

“Look, there’s a lot of prejudice down South and a lot of prejudice up North, too.

“But down there’s where all the mess started.”  Eddie gave a wave of his hand with each retort.

“As far as I know my family ain’t never had no beef with colored people,” Wendell said. “And I ain’t never had no beef with colored people.”

“Colored people?  Man, listen to you!”

“I didn’t mean no harm. Where I come from, ‘colored’ is a respectable name.  I mean... it’s not like, ugh... you know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t know what you mean. Not like what?” Eddie demanded.  He leaned forward and glared at Wendell.

“Eddie, look, I’m not trying to start anything.”

“And why would you say something like that?”  Eddie frowned.

“Like what?

“Just forget it,” Eddie said as he leaned back in his seat.

Wendell got up and reached into the rack above.  After seemingly searching for something, he sat down again.  He opened a small brown paper bag and extended it toward Eddie.

“Peace offering?” Eddie asked with some sarcasm.

“Nah, just the best doggoned peanut brittle you ever tasted,” Wendell said.

Eddie hesitated and then reached into the bag and pulled out a piece of the candy.  After studying it for a few seconds he put it in his mouth.  “Not bad,” he admitted.

“When I make a peace offering, I make a peace offering!”

He tried to say something, but it came out in a mumble.  “Kind of hard to talk with this sticking to your teeth,” he finally managed to say.

Wendell was poised to put a piece of the peanut brittle in his mouth but spoke instead.  “Look, I have never in my life been this far away from home.  The last thing I want to do is start an argument with the first person I meet.”

“Whatever,” Eddie mumbled as he worked the peanut brittle around in his mouth.

“You ever been to Whitfield before?” Wendell asked.

“Like I said before, I’ve never been north of Harrisburg.  You?”

“I ain’t never been north of Atlanta.”

Just then the bus door closed and the driver’s voice boomed out over the speaker.  “We are about to leave Grand Central Station in New York City headed for Whitfield Academy in Whitfield, New Hampshire!  We have no stops along the way!  For your convenience we have a rest room in the rear of the bus!  Please be seated as we pull away from the curb!  Enjoy your trip!”

“Well I’m gonna get me some sleep,” Wendell said as he leaned his head back and placed his hat over his face.

Eddie leaned back and closed his eyes as the bus pulled away from the curb, carefully maneuvered into the New York City traffic, and began the five-hour journey to the New Hampshire school.  This would be only the second time that Eddie had traveled this far away from home.  The first time was three summers before when he was sent to stay for six months at his cousin’s house in Charleston, South Carolina.  That time, his mother, father, and two sisters rode to the bus station together to see him off.  His sister, Addie, who was four years younger, and his mother cried as they hugged him good-bye.  Tammy, the one just a year younger than him had laughed about how she planned to use his “stuff” while he was gone.  And his father, who seemed to be the only one who truly wanted him to go, had said to Eddie’s mother, “Southern life’ll do the boy good.  Some of that hard field work might put an edge on him.”

The funny part was his fther had never spent a day of his life working in fields or anywhere else in the South,

Eddie and his two sisters saw his parents argue more than occasionally about Eddie.  Most of the time, the argument centered on his father’s contention that, “You raisin’ my son like a punk.”  The constant arguing led Eddie to believe his mother when she told him that his father wouldn’t be there the day he left for the academy because his father couldn’t get off work.  Eddie was never sure whether his mother had insisted that his father not come or whether his father made the decision for himself.

So, it was Eddie and his two sisters who climbed in the back seat of his Uncle Floyd’s 1965 Electra 225 – better known as a Deuce and a Quarter – and his mother who sat up front with his Aunt Randi, while Uncle Floyd drove them to the 30th Street Station in Philadelphia.  (He could have caught the train in Harrisburg, but his mother wanted to spend whatever time she could with him.)  There, Eddie caught a train to New York’s Grand Central Station to meet the chartered bus to Whitfield Academy.

This time, when Eddie was about to leave his family, both of his sisters cried and hugged him while his mother fought back tears.

“It’s not going to be the same anymore,” Tammy whispered through her sobs.  “Don’t let those people change you.”

Eddie suddenly opened his eyes when the bus jolted as it slowed to enter the Whitfield campus.  He raised his head and gazed out the window at the ivy covered buildings, lush green lawns, and tree lined walks.

