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Loneliness is the first thing which God’s eye named not good…

—Milton









Foreword


by Elizabeth Strout



To open the pages of this story is to enter a world like few others seen in American literature. It is an atmosphere almost more than a story, a way of seeing something seldom seen so intimately before. The pages here provide an immediate emergence of a world—a world presented to us in sentences of a gentle rhythm reminiscent of a Latin world, the world of Cuba. The story is about a woman, Lydia España, who was born in Cuba to a man who was mayor of their village; as a young girl she had servants and a carriage driver and a chauffeur. “In a time when most Cuban children were shoeless, she was hardly aware that others suffered in this life.” But her father forces her to leave home as a very young woman, after she has had sex with a man one evening.

There is no real linear plot line to this story, which makes it a fascinating read. At the start of the book Lydia is living in Harlem, in New York City, in the 1950s. She is married to a man who is ill from heart trouble resulting from his hard work at a restaurant; they have two children they are raising. Because of her husband’s illness she must take over the finances of her home, and after trying a variety of jobs, she settles on becoming what she refers to as a “cleaning lady.” Looking back over the many years that she has done this job of cleaning the homes of others, the first thing she is baffled about is why employers were so tight fisted. We are told that what she dislikes most about being a cleaning lady is the “way people looked at her; often as if she were nothing.” These are not complaints from Lydia, so much as observations; it is exactly this kind of generosity of outlook that infuses the entire book.

It is a book about class, as Oscar Hijuelos himself said it was. Hijuelos was born—and died—in New York City; his parents were both Cuban immigrants. When he was a young child, he developed an illness that led to him living for a year in a convalescent home in Connecticut. Thus separated from his family, English became his main language, and he felt an alienation from the Spanish with which he had grown up. But the language remains in the cadence of his work, the Latin rhythms of his youth.

And so in this book we see with clarity what it is like for Lydia España to step out of one country and one class for the very different country of America and the very different class she resides in there. But it is also—very much—about her soul, for this is the real realm of Hijuelos’s work. He writes deeply of the souls of the people we read about. And Lydia’s soul—as is true with so many—is often conflicted and yet an open one.

It makes a great deal of sense that the epigraph at the very beginning of the book is a quote from Milton: “Loneliness is the first thing which God’s eye named not good.” But the loneliness in this book is gently expressed, so quietly rising up from the pages with no noticeable interference from the writer that you would not be aware of it if you did not want to be. The entire experience of this book is gentle despite the variety of episodes that we are privy to of people who are not always good. The book is gorgeous, real, and absolutely, quietly beautiful.

I first came across the work of Oscar Hijuelos a couple of years after he had won the Pulitzer Prize for The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love. In the “Talk of the Town” section of The New Yorker there was mention of a literary dinner party at which he had apparently remarked that he believed in God. When I read that I felt an immense curiosity: Who dares to say that kind of thing at a literary party in New York City? I wondered. And it turned out that this man apparently did. So I went out to buy a copy of Mambo Kings, and as I read that book, I could not believe it. I could not believe the writing of that book, the underlying empathy, the full-throated beauty in sentence after sentence. When I finished the book, I began it all over again, reading through it one more time.

After I read a later book, Mr. Ives’ Christmas, I saw that he was going to be giving a reading at a bookstore on the Upper West Side. I went to the place with vast excitement. He was late arriving. Perhaps thirty of us sat on white chairs and waited patiently. Off standing to the left appeared an older man with white hair and tall, nicely chiseled features, and in my still-present New England naivete I somehow thought that he must be Oscar Hijuelos. He smiled at me, and I beamed back.

And then a short man, partly bald and sweating, shuffled quickly toward the podium and began to read from his work. This was Oscar Hijuelos, and dear God, I loved him even more from that moment on. After he was done reading, a young man in the audience raised his hand and said he thought that Hijuelos was the most compassionate writer in America at the time. It was the word “compassionate” that I have always remembered. As soon as the reading was finished, I jumped up from my front-row seat and was first in line to have him sign my book. He looked at me. “Are you a writer too?” he asked, and I was astonished. I had published only a very few stories at that time, and yet in my mind, he saw me.

In the book that you are holding, Lydia España’s husband is the one who refers to her as the “Empress of the Splendid Season.” Her husband, Raul, is a kind man, with another family in Cuba, and Lydia loves him faithfully throughout. This is helpful to the story, because there is no bitterness in her heart as she tries to take over the family finances. So the story remains—mainly—about her experiences as a cleaning person. And it is quietly compelling.

We are simply invited to be a part of the world of this woman as she goes from apartment to apartment. We have glimpses of her children and watch as they grow—with their resentments—and in just one phrase we learn that her son becomes a psychologist. It is this use of the occasional phrase, not placed in a linear fashion, that makes reading this book its own kind of inimitable experience.

I have learned a great deal about writing by reading the work of Oscar Hijuelos. He simply puts the story down with his gentle cadence landing on the ear of the reader. I learned about voice, I learned about authority (he will take you where he wants you to go, and you will go with him), I learned that you can use conversational language. And I learned about parentheses, which he uses almost as though to get a different tone for a moment. In this book he uses italics in a similar manner.

But mostly what Hijuelos offers is something that only he can do: He writes with a vastly open heart, and this is unusual. There is no agenda here, only a sense of “Come look with me for a moment at this life and make of it what you will.”

What I make of the life of Lydia España is a woman who has lived with dignity. And I—who used to clean people’s houses for years when I was young—nevertheless still see cleaning women with fresh eyes as a result of reading this book.
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