



[image: Cover Image]






[image: image]


VIRAGO
MODERN CLASSICS
200


Ann Petry (1908–1997), novelist and writer of short stories and books for young people, was one of America’s most distinguished authors. Ann began by studying pharmacy, and in 1934 received her Ph. G from the Connecticut College of Pharmacy. She worked as a licenced pharmacist in Saybrook and in Old Lyme, and during these years wrote several short stories. When she married George David Petry in 1938, the course of her life changed. They lived in New York City, and Ann went to work for the Amsterdam News in Harlem. By 1941, she was covering general news stories and editing the women’s pages of the People’s Voice, also in Harlem. Her first published story appeared in 1943 in the Crisis, a magazine published by the NAACP. She then began work on her first novel, The Street, which was published in 1946 and for which she received the Houghton Mifflin Literary Fellowship. Petry wrote two more novels, Country Place and The Narrows, and numerous short stories, articles and children’s books.
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To My Mother
Bertha James Lane




Introduction


The Street is a groundbreaking work of American literature that is as relevant today as when it was published in 1946. When it won Ann Petry the Houghton Mifflin Literary Fellowship Award, the literary world was put on notice. Everyone agreed that the novel was brilliant, but, as is the case with staggering talents, difficult to classify. At the time, African American literature was tacitly understood to be African American male literature; and women’s literature was coded as white women’s literature. Further distinguishing Petry was the detail that she was a New Englander, yet didn’t write with the reserve we associate with authors from that region. This is no novel of manners a la Dorothy West. Nor did she choose Walden Pond as her muse. Instead, Petry set her story in Harlem, but not the ‘New Negro’ epicenter of racial uplift and progress. For Petry, 116th Street is the gritty antagonist, representing the intersection of racism, sexism, poverty and human frailty.


I was fortunate to discover The Street as an undergraduate student at Spelman College, a historically black women’s college in Atlanta. The course was ‘Images of Women in Literature’ and was taught by Dr Gloria Wade Gayles, a charismatic, demanding and feminist professor. The week before, we had read Native Son, and were dismayed by the depiction of Bessie, the only significant black woman character in this book that purportedly illuminated the ‘black experience’ in the 1940s. A professor now myself, I understand that Dr Gayles assigned Native Son before The Street not because some critics considered The Street to be a women’s version of Native Son, but because after meeting Lutie Johnson in all of her riveting complexity, we would not have had patience for Native Son’s violent erasure of black women’s lives. (Also, seasoned profs assign the most exciting books at the end of term to motivate exhausted students to make it to the finish line.)


The beating heart of The Street is Lutie Johnson, a single mother of an eight-year-old son. A traditional woman at heart, she married her sweetheart, anticipating some hardships, but overall, she expected a happy and respectable life. However, reality intruded upon this dream. The union couldn’t withstand the everyday strains of marriage coupled with the financial challenges brought on by pernicious racism and the unique pressure of Lutie’s job as a maid. He cheats; she leaves. Down, but not out, Lutie remains inspired by Benjamin Franklin – she is convinced that ‘anybody could be rich if he wanted to and worked hard enough and figured it out carefully enough’.


In other words, Lutie is an American. However, she is a black American and these terms do not always mesh. Recently, I was in Washington, DC, with my friend, the novelist Jacqueline Woodson. We were on our way to a meeting with Michelle Obama, so questions of citizenship and belonging were heavy on our minds. We paused before a huge American flag, draped from a silver pole, watching a gaggle of white tourists pose for photos. Jacqueline suggested that I do the same. In the picture, I am smiling uneasily as the flag, nudged by the wind, curls around my arm. Jacqueline said, ‘Doesn’t it seem like any picture of a black person and the American flag appears to be a protest?’ I, studying the tiny photo of me surrounded by stars and stripes, agreed. ‘At the very least, the image is ironic.’


Although The Street is a novel, print on pages, whenever I think of it, my mind is flooded with ironic images. Perhaps it goes back to my first encounter, during my undergraduate days. My copy of The Street was purchased from the college bookstore. The cover was all muted grayscale tones. A child hugged his mother’s legs. A classmate seated to my left held a vintage copy that portrayed Lutie as a buxom bombshell corseted into a red dress. In the years since, I have researched the many editions of The Street, both in the US and internationally, and I have been fascinated by the many depictions. The copy that I owned seemed determined to place the novel in the realm of serious literary fiction. The image of the child and mother speaks to a sober respectability. The red dress copy was more in the noir tradition of Raymond Chandler. A stark font announced ‘The Unforgettable Story of a Woman Beset by the Sin and the Violence of the City’. Another edition shows Lutie, still red-dressed, and captioned ‘The boldly shocking best-selling novel of a woman caught in the vice and violence of Harlem’. Another edition shows Lutie dressed in a 1980s skirt suit, as she rests her hands on the shoulders of her small son. She looks like she is a woman on her way to the office, pondering issues of work/life balance. The small print is acclaim from National Book Award winning author Gloria Naylor, praising Petry’s artistry. A mass market paperback shows Lutie decked out in a turtleneck, trench coat and leggings. The description, ‘She was a soul on ice in a brutal ghetto,’ evokes Eldridge Cleaver’s iconic memoir of race and masculinity.


These conflicting images speak to the complexity of Lutie Johnson and The Street itself. Crossing the line between belles lettres and pulp, Ann Petry is a pioneer of the literary thriller, a genre popularized by her contemporary Patricia Highsmith. The Street embodies many of the conventions of crime fiction, as the novel is populated by a host of seedy characters. Boots Smith, the bandleader, is so slimy that you might have to employ hand sanitizer as you read. Junto, the night club owner, is so dastardly that he makes Boots seem like a gentleman. Jones, the building superintendent, sneaks into Lutie’s apartment and fondles her underwear. There is no comfort for Lutie in the friendship of women. The most generous person she meets is the madame downstairs. A whore with a heart of gold-plate, her offer to Lutie is an opportunity to be decently compensated for demeaning sex work.


These juicy details are reflected in the trashy book covers and perhaps explain the incredible sales record. However, The Street is so much more than just a lurid tale, soaked in sex, violence and suspense. Petry laces through the story shrewd social commentary about the relentless nature of poverty and its effect on black women in particular. She addresses stereotypes one by one and crushes them underfoot.


One treasured figure in the American myth is that of the mammy, the black domestic worker who cares for her employer’s family with duty and delight. Through Lutie, Petry asks the real cost of this arrangement to the women whose job it is to care for other people’s families. As a live-in maid, Lutie is only able to see her own husband and child a few days a month. Looking back, she feels like a fool. ‘She’d cleaned another woman’s house and looked after another woman’s child while her own marriage went to pot.’


Another feel-good belief cut down by this story is the myth of the strong black woman who makes a way out of no way, in a manner that is nearly effortless – the equivalent of the woman who, fueled by maternal adrenaline, can lift a car with one hand. A social worker marvels at all that Lutie is able to accomplish, but Lutie is not flattered. ‘It had been nothing but work, work, work – morning, noon, and night – making bread, washing clothes and ironing them. The investigator used to compliment her, “Mrs. Johnson, you do a wonderful job. This house and the children fairly shine.” She had to bite her lips to keep from saying that that wasn’t half the story.’


Lutie may bite her lips and keep the other half of the story to herself, but Petry, thankfully, does not.


Petry’s insight doesn’t end with Lutie. She delves into the psychology of all the characters, even Boots, the predator who pushes Lutie to her limit. Before he was a criminal, he was a Pullman porter. The great labor organizer A. Philip Randolph immortalized this profession as one of great dignity and a triumph of American unionization. But Boots remembers the job with bitterness. He figures that he had ‘done all the crawling a man can do in one lifetime,’ summarizing his time as a porter as ‘saying “yes sir” to every white bastard who had the price of a Pullman ticket.’


What hope, then, is there for Lutie Johnson, surrounded by people so beaten down by racism and poverty that they are willing to destroy one another for any scrap of comfort? Optimistic readers will assume that the relief will come from her relationship with her son Bub. (Remember, the unsensational covers all depict Lutie as a mother, the most respectable of pursuits.) But not even Bub is spared. Lutie loves her son, but even love is no match for The Street. If love, not even maternal love, can’t conquer all, then why has this novel endured over so many years?


Behold, the transformative power of fiction. Petry does not spare us the devastating effects of poverty, but nor does she spare us the humanity of this cast of characters who sometimes behave inhumanely. Any writer could inspire us to open our hearts to poor Bub, eight years old and innocent. But it takes a brilliant storyteller to evoke sympathy for Boots, without excusing his dastardly deeds. When he gets what’s coming to him, we cheer, just as we weep for Lutie when she must face the consequences of her actions.


In other words, The Street is a novel that has it all. Like all the masters of noir, Petry looks into the abyss without falling in. This is a story that is dark, but not depressing. It is disturbing, yet intriguing. How can a novel’s social criticism be so unflinching and clear, yet its plot moves like a house on fire? How can characters flirt with type, while remaining singular and unforgettable?


These are questions for which there are no answers. I am tempted to describe Petry as a magician for the many ways that The Street amazes, but this description cheapens her talent. A magician’s tricks can all be unmasked if a person looks behind the curtain or probes the mysterious chest until she finally discovers the false bottom. Petry is a gifted artist. There are no stunts here or sleight of hand. This novel, like real life, is rife with seeming contradictions and layered with complex truths. And like the human experience, this book is riddled with pain, but somehow powered by hope.


Tayari Jones




1


There was a cold November wind blowing through 116th Street. It rattled the tops of garbage cans, sucked window shades out through the top of opened windows and set them flapping back against the windows; and it drove most of the people off the street in the block between Seventh and Eighth Avenues except for a few hurried pedestrians who bent double in an effort to offer the least possible exposed surface to its violent assault.


It found every scrap of paper along the street – theater throwaways, announcements of dances and lodge meetings, the heavy waxed paper that loaves of bread had been wrapped in, the thinner waxed paper that had enclosed sandwiches, old envelopes, newspapers. Fingering its way along the curb, the wind set the bits of paper to dancing high in the air, so that a barrage of paper swirled into the faces of the people on the street. It even took time to rush into doorways and areaways and find chicken bones and pork-chop bones and pushed them along the curb.


It did everything it could to discourage the people walking along the street. It found all the dirt and dust and grime on the sidewalk and lifted it up so that the dirt got into their noses, making it difficult to breathe; the dust got into their eyes and blinded them; and the grit stung their skins. It wrapped newspaper around their feet entangling them until the people cursed deep in their throats, stamped their feet, kicked at the paper. The wind blew it back again and again until they were forced to stoop and dislodge the paper with their hands. And then the wind grabbed their hats, pried their scarves from around their necks, stuck its fingers inside their coat collars, blew their coats away from their bodies.


The wind lifted Lutie Johnson’s hair away from the back of her neck so that she felt suddenly naked and bald, for her hair had been resting softly and warmly against her skin. She shivered as the cold fingers of the wind touched the back of her neck, explored the sides of her head. It even blew her eyelashes away from her eyes so that her eyeballs were bathed in a rush of coldness and she had to blink in order to read the words on the sign swaying back and forth over her head.


Each time she thought she had the sign in focus, the wind pushed it away from her so that she wasn’t certain whether it said three rooms or two rooms. If it was three, why, she would go in and ask to see it, but if it said two – why, there wasn’t any point. Even with the wind twisting the sign away from her, she could see that it had been there for a long time because its original coat of white paint was streaked with rust where years of rain and snow had finally eaten the paint off down to the metal and the metal had slowly rusted, making a dark red stain like blood.


It was three rooms. The wind held it still for an instant in front of her and then swooped it away until it was standing at an impossible angle on the rod that suspended it from the building. She read it rapidly. Three rooms, steam heat, parquet floors, respectable tenants. Reasonable.


She looked at the outside of the building. Parquet floors here meant that the wood was so old and so discolored no amount of varnish or shellac would conceal the scars and the old scraped places, the years of dragging furniture across the floors, the hammer blows of time and children and drunks and dirty, slovenly women. Steam heat meant a rattling, clanging noise in radiators early in the morning and then a hissing that went on all day.


Respectable tenants in these houses where colored people were allowed to live included anyone who could pay the rent, so some of them would be drunk and loud-mouthed and quarrelsome; given to fits of depression when they would curse and cry violently, given to fits of equally violent elation. And, she thought, because the walls would be flimsy, why, the good people, the bad people, the children, the dogs, and the godawful smells would all be wrapped up together in one big package – the package that was called respectable tenants.


The wind pried at the red skullcap on her head, and as though angered because it couldn’t tear it loose from its firm anchorage of bobby pins, the wind blew a great cloud of dust and ashes and bits of paper into her face, her eyes, her nose. It smacked against her cars as though it were giving her a final, exasperated blow as proof of its displeasure in not being able to make her move on.


Lutie braced her body against the wind’s attack determined to finish thinking about the apartment before she went in to look at it. Reasonable – now that could mean almost anything. On Eighth Avenue it meant tenements – ghastly places not fit for humans. On St Nicholas Avenue it meant high rents for small apartments; and on Seventh Avenue it meant great big apartments where you had to take in roomers in order to pay the rent. On this street it could mean almost anything.


She turned and faced the wind in order to estimate the street. The buildings were old with small slitlike windows, which meant the rooms were small and dark. In a street running in this direction there wouldn’t be any sunlight in the apartments. Not ever. It would be hot as hell in summer and cold in winter. ‘Reasonable’ here in this dark, crowded street ought to be about twenty-eight dollars, provided it was on a top floor.


The hallways here would be dark and narrow. Then she shrugged her shoulders, for getting an apartment where she and Bub would be alone was more important than dark hallways. The thing that really mattered was getting away from Pop and his raddled women, and anything was better than that. Dark hallways, dirty stairs, even roaches on the walls. Anything. Anything. Anything.


Anything? Well, almost anything. So she turned toward the entrance of the building and as she turned, she heard someone clear his or her throat. It was so distinct – done as it was on two notes, the first one high and then the grunting expiration of breath on a lower note – that it came to her ears quite clearly under the sound of the wind rattling the garbage cans and slapping at the curtains. It was as though someone had said ‘hello,’ and she looked up at the window over her head.


There was a faint light somewhere in the room she was looking into and the enormous bulk of a woman was silhouetted against the light. She half-closed her eyes in order to see better. The woman was very black, she had a bandanna knotted tightly around her head, and Lutie saw, with some surprise, that the window was open. She began to wonder how the woman could sit by an open window on a cold, windy night like this one. And she didn’t have on a coat, but a kind of loose-looking cotton dress – or at least it must be cotton, she thought, for it had a clumsy look – bulky and wrinkled.


‘Nice little place, dearie. Just ring the Super’s bell and he’ll show it to you.’


The woman’s voice was rich. Pleasant. Yet the longer Lutie looked at her, the less she liked her. It wasn’t that the woman had been sitting there all along staring at her, reading her thoughts, pushing her way into her very mind, for that was merely annoying. But it was understandable. She probably didn’t have anything else to do; perhaps she was sick and the only pleasure she got out of life was in watching what went on in the street outside her window. It wasn’t that. It was the woman’s eyes. They were as still and as malignant as the eyes of a snake. She could see them quite plainly – flat eyes that stared at her – wandering over her body, inspecting and appraising her from head to foot.


‘Just ring the Super’s bell, dearie,’ the woman repeated.


Lutie turned toward the entrance of the building without answering, thinking about the woman’s eyes. She pushed the door open and walked inside and stood there nodding her head. The hall was dark. The low-wattage bulb in the ceiling shed just enough light so that you wouldn’t actually fall over – well, a piano that someone had carelessly left at the foot of the stairs; so that you could see the outlines of – oh, possibly an elephant if it were dragged in from the street by some enterprising tenant.


However, if you dropped a penny, she thought, you’d have to get down on your hands and knees and scrabble around on the cracked tile floor before you could ever hope to find it. And she was wrong about being able to see an elephant or a piano because the hallway really wasn’t wide enough to admit either one. The stairs went up steeply – dark high narrow steps. She stared at them fascinated. Going up stairs like those you ought to find a newer and more intricate – a much-involved and perfected kind of hell at the top – the very top.


She leaned over to look at the names on the mail boxes. Henry Lincoln Johnson lived here, too, just as he did in all the other houses she’d looked at. Either he or his blood brother. The Johnsons and the Jacksons were mighty prolific. Then she grinned, thinking who am I to talk, for I, too, belong to that great tribe, that mighty mighty tribe of Johnsons. The bells revealed that the Johnsons had roomers – Smith, Roach, Anderson – holy smoke! even Rosenberg. Most of the names were inked in over the mail boxes in scrawling handwriting – the letters were big and bold on some of them. Others were written in pencil; some printed in uneven scraggling letters where names had been scratched out and other names substituted.


There were only two apartments on the first floor. And if the Super didn’t live in the basement, why, he would live on the first floor. There it was printed over One A. One A must be the darkest apartment, the smallest, most unrentable apartment, and the landlord would feel mighty proud that he’d given the Super a first-floor apartment.


She stood there thinking that it was really a pity they couldn’t somehow manage to rent the halls, too. Single beds. No. Old army cots would do. It would bring in so much more money. If she were a landlord, she’d rent out the hallways. It would make it so much more entertaining for the tenants. Mr Jones and wife could have cots number one and two; Jackson and girl friend could occupy number three. And Rinaldi, who drove a cab nights, could sublet the one occupied by Jackson and girl friend.


She would fill up all the cots – row after row of them. And when the tenants who had apartments came in late at night, they would have the added pleasure of checking up on the occupants. Jackson not home yet but girl friend lying in the cot alone – all curled up. A second look, because the lack of light wouldn’t show all the details, would reveal – ye gods, why, what’s Rinaldi doing home at night! Doggone if he ain’t tucked up cozily in Jackson’s cot with Jackson’s girl friend. No wonder she looked contented. And the tenants who had apartments would sit on the stairs just as though the hall were a theater and the performance about to start – they’d sit there waiting until Jackson came home to see what he’d do when he found Rinaldi tucked into his cot with his girl friend. Rinaldi might explain that he thought the cot was his for sleeping and if the cot had blankets on it did not he, too, sleep under blankets; and if the cot had girl friend on it, why should not he, too, sleep with girl friend?


Instead of laughing, she found herself sighing. Then it occurred to her that if there were only two apartments on the first floor and the Super occupied one of them, then the occupant of the other apartment would be the lady with the snake’s eyes. She looked at the names on the mail boxes. Yes. A Mrs Hedges lived in One B. The name was printed on the card – a very professional-looking card. Obviously an extraordinary woman with her bandanna on her head and her sweet, sweet voice. Perhaps she was a snake charmer and she sat in her window in order to charm away at the snakes, the wolves, the foxes, the bears that prowled and loped and crawled on their bellies through the jungle of 116th Street.


Lutie reached out and rang the Super’s bell. It made a shrill sound that echoed and re-echoed inside the apartment and came back out into the hall. Immediately a dog started a furious barking that came closer and closer as he ran toward the door of the apartment. Then the weight of his body landed against the door and she drew back as he threw himself against the door. Again and again until the door began to shiver from the impact of his weight. There was the horrid sound of his nose snuffing up air, trying to get her scent. And then his weight hurled against the door again. She retreated toward the street door, pausing there with her hand on the knob. Then she heard heavy footsteps, the sound of a man’s voice threatening the dog, and she walked back toward the apartment.


She knew instantly by his faded blue overalls that the man who opened the door was the Super. The hot fetid air from the apartment in back of him came out into the hall. She could hear the faint sound of steam hissing in the radiators. Then the dog tried to plunge past the man and the man kicked the dog back into the apartment. Kicked him in the side until the dog cringed away from him with its tail between its legs. She heard the dog whine deep in its throat and then the murmur of a woman’s voice – a whispering voice talking to the dog.


‘I came to see about the apartment – the three-room apartment that’s vacant,’ she said.


‘It’s on the top floor. You wanta look at it?’


The light in the hall was dim. Dim like that light in Mrs Hedges’ apartment. She pulled her coat around her a little tighter. It’s this bad light, she thought. Somehow the man’s eyes were worse than the eyes of the woman sitting in the window. And she told herself that it was because she was so tired; that was the reason she was seeing things, building up pretty pictures in people’s eyes.


He was a tall, gaunt man and he towered in the doorway, looking at her. It isn’t the bad light, she thought. It isn’t my imagination. For after his first quick furtive glance, his eyes had filled with a hunger so urgent that she was instantly afraid of him and afraid to show her fear.


But the apartment – did she want the apartment? Not in this house where he was super; not in this house where Mrs Hedges lived. No. She didn’t want to see the apartment – the dark, dirty three rooms called an apartment. Then she thought of where she lived now. Those seven rooms where Pop lived with Lil, his girl friend. A place filled with roomers. A place spilling over with Lil.


There seemed to be no part of it that wasn’t full of Lil. She was always swallowing coffee in the kitchen; trailing through all seven rooms in housecoats that didn’t quite meet across her lush, loose bosom; drinking beer in tall glasses and leaving the glasses in the kitchen sink so the foam dried in a crust around the rim – the dark red of her lipstick like an accent mark on the crust; lounging on the wide bed she shared with Pop and only God knows who else; drinking gin with the roomers until late at night.


And what was far more terrifying giving Bub a drink on the sly; getting Bub to light her cigarettes for her. Bub at eight with smoke curling out of his mouth.


Only last night Lutie slapped him so hard that Lil cringed away from her dismayed; her housecoat slipping even farther away from the fat curve of her breasts. ‘Jesus!’ she said. ‘That’s enough to make him deaf. What’s the matter with you?’


But did she want to look at the apartment? Night after night she’d come home from work and gone out right after supper to peer up at the signs in front of the apartment houses in the neighborhood, looking for a place just big enough for her and Bub. A place where the rent was low enough so that she wouldn’t come home from work some night to find a long sheet of white paper stuck under the door: ‘These premises must be vacated by—’ better known as an eviction notice. Get out in five days or be tossed out. Stand by and watch your furniture pile up on the sidewalk. If you could call those broken beds, worn-out springs, old chairs with the stuffing crawling out from under, chipped porcelain-topped kitchen table, flimsy kitchen chairs with broken rungs – if you could call those things furniture. That was an important point – now could you call fire-cracked china from the five-and-dime, and red-handled knives and forks and spoons that were bent and coming apart, could you really call those things furniture?


‘Yes,’ she said firmly. ‘I want to look at the apartment.’


‘I’ll get a flashlight,’ he said and went back into his apartment, closing the door behind him so that it made a soft, sucking sound. He said something, but she couldn’t hear what it was. The whispering voice inside the apartment stopped and the dog was suddenly quiet.


Then he was back at the door, closing it behind him so it made the same soft, sucking sound. He had a long black flashlight in his hand. And she went up the stairs ahead of him thinking that the rod of its length was almost as black as his hands. The flashlight was a shiny black – smooth and gleaming faintly as the light lay along its length. Whereas the hand that held it was flesh – dull, scarred, worn flesh – no smoothness there. The knuckles were knobs that stood out under the skin, pulled out from hauling ashes, shoveling coal.


But not apparently from using a mop or a broom, for, as she went up and up the steep flight of stairs, she saw that they were filthy, with wastepaper, cigarette butts, the discarded wrappings from packages of snuff, pink ticket stubs from the movie houses. On the landings there were empty gin and whiskey bottles.


She stopped looking at the stairs, stopped peering into the corners of the long hallways, for it was cold, and she began walking faster trying to keep warm. As they completed a flight of stairs and turned to walk up another hall, and then started climbing another flight of stairs, she was aware that the cold increased. The farther up they went, the colder it got. And in summer she supposed it would get hotter and hotter as you went up until when you reached the top floor your breath would be cut off completely.


The halls were so narrow that she could reach out and touch them on either side without having to stretch her arms any distance. When they reached the fourth floor, she thought, instead of her reaching out for the walls, the walls were reaching out for her – bending and swaying toward her in an effort to envelop her. The Super’s footsteps behind her were slow, even, steady. She walked a little faster and apparently without hurrying, without even increasing his pace, he was exactly the same distance behind her. In fact his heavy footsteps were a little nearer than before.


She began to wonder how it was that she had gone up the stairs first, why was she leading the way? It was all wrong. He was the one who knew the place, the one who lived here. He should have gone up first. How had he got her to go up the stairs in front of him? She wanted to turn around and sec the expression on his face, but she knew if she turned on the stairs like this, her face would be on a level with his; and she wouldn’t want to be that close to him.


She didn’t need to turn around, anyway; he was staring at her back, her legs, her thighs. She could feel his eyes traveling over her – estimating her, summing her up, wondering about her. As she climbed up the last flight of stairs, she was aware that the skin on her back was crawling with fear. Fear of what? she asked herself. Fear of him, fear of the dark, of the smells in the halls, the high steep stairs, of yourself? She didn’t know, and even as she admitted that she didn’t know, she felt sweat start pouring from her armpits, dampening her forehead, breaking out in beads on her nose.


The apartment was in the back of the house. The Super fished another flashlight from his pocket which he handed to her before he bent over to unlock the door very quietly. And she thought, everything he does, he does quietly.


She played the beam of the flashlight on the walls. The rooms were small. There was no window in the bedroom. At least she supposed it was the bedroom. She walked over to look at it, and then went inside for a better look. There wasn’t a window – just an air shaft and a narrow one at that. She looked around the room, thinking that by the time there was a bed and a chest of drawers in it there’d be barely space enough to walk around in. At that she’d probably bump her knees every time she went past the corner of the bed. She tried to visualize how the room would look and began to wonder why she had already decided to take this room for herself.


It might be better to give it to Bub, let him have a real bedroom to himself for once. No, that wouldn’t do. He would swelter in this room in summer. It would be better to have him sleep on the couch in the living room, at least he’d get some air, for there was a window out there, though it wasn’t a very big one. She looked out into the living room, trying again to see the window, to see just how much air would come through, how much light there would be for Bub to study by when he came home from school, to determine, too, the amount of air that would reach into the room at night when the window was open, and he was sleeping curled up on the studio couch.


The Super was standing in the middle of the living room. Waiting for her. It wasn’t anything that she had to wonder about or figure out. It wasn’t by any stretch of the imagination something she had conjured up out of thin air. It was a simple fact. He was waiting for her. She knew it just as she knew she was standing there in that small room. He was holding his flashlight so the beam fell down at his feet. It turned him into a figure of never-ending tallness. And his silent waiting and his appearance of incredible height appalled her.


With the light at his feet like that, he looked as though his head must end somewhere in the ceiling. He simply went up and up into darkness. And he radiated such desire for her that she could feel it. She told herself she was a fool, an idiot, drunk on fear, on fatigue and gnawing worry. Even while she thought it, the hot, choking awfulness of his desire for her pinioned her there so that she couldn’t move. It was an aching yearning that filled the apartment, pushed against the walls, plucked at her arms.


She forced herself to start walking toward the kitchen. As she went past him, it seemed to her that he actually did reach one long arm out toward her, his body swaying so that its exaggerated length almost brushed against her. She really couldn’t be certain of it, she decided, and resolutely turned the beam of her flashlight on the kitchen walls.


It isn’t possible to read people’s minds, she argued. Now the Super was probably not even thinking about her when he was standing there like that. He probably wanted to get back downstairs to read his paper. Don’t kid yourself, she thought, he probably can’t read, or if he can, he probably doesn’t spend any time at it. Well – listen to the radio. That was it, he probably wanted to hear his favorite program and she had thought he was filled with the desire to leap upon her. She was as bad as Granny. Which just went on to prove you couldn’t be brought up by someone like Granny without absorbing a lot of nonsense that would spring at you out of nowhere, so to speak, and when you least expected it. All those tales about things that people sensed before they actually happened. Tales that had been handed down and down and down until, if you tried to trace them back, you’d end up God knows where – probably Africa. And Granny had them all at the tip of her tongue.


Yet would wanting to hear a radio program make a man look quite like that? Impatiently she forced herself to inspect the kitchen; holding the light on first one wall, then another. It was no better and no worse than she had anticipated. The sink was battered; and the gas stove was a little rusted. The faint smell of gas that hovered about it suggested a slow, incurable leak somewhere in its connections.


Peering into the bathroom, she saw that the fixtures were old-fashioned and deeply chipped. She thought Methuselah himself might well have taken baths in the tub. Certainly it looked ancient enough, though he’d have had to stick his beard out in the hall while he washed himself, for the place was far too small for a man with a full-grown beard to turn around in. She presumed because there was no window that the vent pipe would serve as a source of nice, fresh, clean air.


One thing about it the rent wouldn’t be very much. It couldn’t be for a place like this. Tiny hall. Bathroom on the right, kitchen straight ahead; living room to the left of the hall and you had to go through the living room to get to the bedroom. The whole apartment would fit very neatly into just one good-sized room.


She was conscious that all the little rooms smelt exactly alike. It was a mixture that contained the faint persistent odor of gas, of old walls, dusty plaster, and over it all the heavy, sour smell of garbage – a smell that seeped through the dumb-waiter shaft, She started humming under her breath, not realizing she was doing it. It was an old song that Granny used to sing. ‘Ain’t no restin’ place for a sinner like me. Like me. Like me.’ It had a nice recurrent rhythm. ‘Like me. Like me.’ The humming increased in volume as she stood there thinking about the apartment.


There was a queer, muffled sound from the Super in the living room. It startled her so she nearly dropped the flashlight. ‘What was that?’ she said sharply, thinking, My God, suppose I’d dropped it, suppose I’d been left standing here in the dark of this little room, and he’d turned out his light. Suppose he’d started walking toward me, nearer and nearer in the dark. And I could only hear his footsteps, couldn’t see him, but could hear him coming closer until I started reaching out in the dark trying to keep him away from me, trying to keep him from touching me – and then – then my hands found him right in front of me— At the thought she gripped the flashlight so tightly that the long beam of light from it started wavering and dancing over the walls so that the shadows moved – shadow from the light fixture overhead, shadow from the tub, shadow from the very doorway itself – shifting, moving back and forth.


‘I cleared my throat,’ the Super said. His voice had a choked, unnatural sound as though something had gone wrong with his breathing.


She walked out into the hall, not looking at him; opened the door of the apartment and stepping over the threshold, still not looking at him, said, ‘I’ve finished looking.’


He came out and turned the key in the lock. He kept his back turned toward her so that she couldn’t have seen the expression on his face even if she’d looked at him. The lock clicked into place, smoothly. Quietly. She stood there not moving, waiting for him to start down the hall toward the stairs, thinking, Never, so help me, will he walk down those stairs in back of me.


When he didn’t move, she said, ‘You go first.’ Then he made a slight motion toward the stairs with his flashlight indicating that she was to precede him. She shook her head very firmly.


‘Think you’ll take it?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know yet. I’ll think about it going down.’


When he finally started down the hall, it seemed to her that he had stood there beside her for days, weeks, months, willing her to go down the stairs first. She followed him, thinking, It wasn’t my imagination when I got that feeling at the sight of him standing there in the living room; otherwise, why did he have to go through all that rigamarole of my going down the stairs ahead of him? Like going through the motions of a dance; you first; no, you first; but you see, you’ll spoil the pattern if you don’t go first but I won’t go first, you go first; but no, it’ll spoil the—


She was aware that they’d come up the stairs much faster than they were going down. Was she going to take the apartment? The price wouldn’t be too high from the looks of it and by being careful she and Bub could manage – by being very, very careful White paint would fix the inside of it up; not exactly fix it up, but keep it from being too gloomy, shove the darkness back a little.


Then she thought, Layers and layers of paint won’t fix that apartment. It would always smell; finger marks and old stains would come through the paint; the very smell of the wood itself would eventually win out over the paint. Scrubbing wouldn’t help any. Then there were these dark, narrow halls, the long flights of stairs, the Super himself, that woman on the first floor.


Or she could go on living with Pop. And Lil. Bub would learn to like the taste of gin, would learn to smoke, would learn in fact a lot of other things that Lil could teach him – things that Lil would think it amusing to teach him. Bub at eight could get a liberal education from Lil, for she was home all day and Bub got home from school a little after three.


You’ve got a choice a yard wide and ten miles long. You can sit down and twiddle your thumbs while your kid gets a free education from your father’s blowsy girl friend. Or you can take this apartment. The tall gentleman who is the superintendent is supposed to rent apartments, fire the furnace, sweep the halls, and that’s as far as he’s supposed to go. If he tries to include making love to the female tenants, why, this is New York City in the year 1944, and as yet there’s no grass growing in the streets and the police force still functions. Certainly you can holler loud enough so that if the gentleman has some kind of dark designs on you and tries to carry them out, a cop will eventually rescue you. That’s that.


As for the lady with the snake eyes, you’re supposed to be renting the top-floor apartment and if she went with the apartment the sign out in front would say so. Three rooms and snake charmer for respectable tenant. No extra charge for the snake charmer. Seeing as the sign didn’t say so, it stood to reason if the snake charmer tried to move in, she could take steps – whatever the hell that meant.


Her high-heeled shoes made a clicking noise as she went down the stairs, and she thought, Yes, take steps like these. It was all very well to reason light-heartedly like that; to kid herself along – there was no explaining away the instinctive, immediate fear she had felt when she first saw the Super. Granny would have said, ‘Nothin’ but evil, child. Some folks so full of it you can feel it comin’ at you – oozin’ right out of their skins.’


She didn’t believe things like that and yet, looking at his tall, gaunt figure going down that last flight of stairs ahead of her, she half-expected to see horns sprouting from behind his ears; she wouldn’t have been greatly surprised if, in place of one of the heavy work shoes on his feet, there had been a cloven hoof that twitched and jumped as he walked so slowly down the stairs.


Outside the door of his apartment, he stopped and turned toward her.


‘What’s the rent?’ she asked, not looking at him, but looking past him at the One A printed on the door of his apartment. The gold letters were filled with tiny cracks, and she thought that in a few more years they wouldn’t be distinguishable from the dark brown of the door itself. She hoped the rent would be so high she couldn’t possibly take it.


‘Twenty-nine fifty.’


He wants me to take it, she thought. He wants it so badly that he’s bursting with it. She didn’t have to look at him to know it; she could feel him willing it. What difference does it make to him? Yet it was of such obvious importance that if she hesitated just a little longer, he’d be trembling. No, she decided, not that apartment. Then she thought Bub would look cute learning to drink gin at eight.


‘I’ll take it,’ she said grimly.


‘You wanta leave a deposit?’ he asked.


She nodded, and he opened his door, standing aside to let her go past him. There was a dim light burning in the small hall inside and she saw that the hall led into a living room. She didn’t wait for an invitation, but walked on into the living room. The dog had been lying near the radio that stood under a window at the far side of the room. He got up when he saw her, walking toward her with his head down, his tail between his legs; walking as though he were drawn toward her irresistibly, even though he knew that at any moment he would be forced to stop. Though he was a police dog, his hair had such a worn, rusty look that he resembled a wolf more than a dog. She saw that he was so thin, his great haunches and the small bones of his ribs were sharply outlined against his skin. As he got nearer to her, he got excited and she could hear his breathing.


‘Lie down,’ the Super said.


The dog moved back to the window, shrinking and walking in such a way that she thought if he were human he’d walk backward in order to see and be able to dodge any unexpected blow. He lay down calmly enough and looked at her, but he couldn’t control the twitching of his nose; he looked, too, at the Super as though he were wondering if he could possibly cross the room and get over to her without being seen.


The Super sat down in front of an old office desk, found a receipt pad, picked up a fountain pen and, carefully placing a blotter in front of him, turned toward her. ‘Name?’ he asked.


She swallowed an impulse to laugh. There was something so solemn about the way he’d seated himself, grasping the pen firmly, moving the pad in front of him to exactly the right angle, opening a big ledger book whose pages were filled with line after line of heavily inked writing that she thought he’s acting like a big businessman about to transact a major deal.


‘Mrs Lutie Johnson. Present address 2370 Seventh Avenue.’ Opening her pocketbook she took out a ten-dollar bill and handed it to him. Ten whole dollars that it had taken a good many weeks to save. By the time she had moved in here and paid the balance which would be due on the rent, her savings would have disappeared. But it would be worth it to be living in a place of her own.


He wrote with a painful slowness, concentrating on each letter, having difficulty with the numbers twenty-three seventy. He crossed it out and bit his lip. ‘What was that number?’ he asked.


‘Twenty-three seventy,’ she repeated, thinking perhaps it would be simpler to write it down for him. At the rate he was going, it would take him all of fifteen minutes to write ten dollars and then figure out the difference between ten dollars and twenty-nine dollars which would in this case constitute that innocuous looking phrase, ‘the balance due.’ She shouldn’t be making fun of him, very likely he had taught himself to read and write after spending a couple of years in grammar school where he undoubtedly didn’t learn anything. He looked to be in his fifties, but it was hard to tell.


It irritated her to stand there and watch him go through the slow, painful process of forming the letters. She wanted to get out of the place, to get back to Pop’s house, plan the packing, get hold of a moving man. She looked around the room idly. The floor was uncarpeted – a terrible-looking floor. Rough and splintered. There was a sofa against the long wall; its upholstery marked by a greasy line along the back. All the people who had sat on it from the time it was new until the time it had passed through so many hands it finally ended up here must have ground their heads along the back of it.


Next to the sofa there was an overstuffed chair and she drew her breath in sharply as she looked at it, for there was a woman sitting in it, and she had thought that she and the dog and the Super were the only occupants of the room. How could anyone sit in a chair and melt into it like that? As she looked, the shapeless small dark woman in the chair got up and bowed to her without speaking.


Lutie nodded her head in acknowledgment of the bow, thinking, That must be the woman I heard whispering. The woman sat down in the chair again. Melting into it. Because the dark brown dress she wore was almost the exact shade of the dark brown of the upholstery and because the overstuffed chair swallowed her up until she was scarcely distinguishable from the chair itself. Because, too, of a shrinking withdrawal in her way of sitting as though she were trying to take up the least possible amount of space. So that after bowing to her Lutie completely forgot the woman was in the room, while she went on studying its furnishings.


No pictures, no rugs, no newspapers, no magazines, nothing to suggest anyone had ever tried to make it look homelike. Not quite true, for there was a canary huddled in an ornate birdcage in the corner. Looking at it, she thought, Everything in the room shrinks: the dog, the woman, even the canary, for it had only one eye open as it perched on one leg. Opposite the sofa an overornate table shone with varnish. It was a very large table with intricately carved claw feet and looking at it she thought, That’s the kind of big ugly furniture white women love to give to their maids. She turned to look at the shapeless little woman because she was almost certain the table was hers.


The woman must have been looking at her, for when Lutie turned the woman smiled; a toothless smile that lingered while she looked from Lutie to the table.


‘When you want to move in?’ the Super asked, holding out the receipt.


‘This is Tuesday – do you think you could have the place ready by Friday?’


‘Easy,’ he said. ‘Some special color you want it painted?’


‘White. Make all the rooms white,’ she said, studying the receipt. Yes, he had it figured out correctly – balance due, nineteen fifty. He had crossed out his first attempt at the figures. Evidently nines were hard for him to make. And his name was William Jones. A perfectly ordinary name. A highly suitable name for a superintendent. Nice and normal. Easy to remember. Easy to spell. Only the name didn’t fit him. For he was obviously unusual, extraordinary, abnormal. Everything about him was the exact opposite of his name. He was standing up now looking at her, eating her up with his eyes.


She took a final look around the room. The whispering woman seemed to be holding her breath; the dog was dying with the desire to growl or whine, for his throat was working. The canary, too, ought to be animated with some desperate emotion, she thought, but he had gone quietly to sleep. Then she forced herself to look directly at the Super. A long hard look, malignant, steady, continued. Thinking, That’ll fix you, Mister William Jones, but, of course, if it was only my imagination upstairs, it isn’t fair to look at you like this. But just in case some dark leftover instinct warned me of what was on your mind – just in case it made me know you were snuffing on my trail, slathering, slobbering after me like some dark hound of hell seeking me out, tonguing along in back of me, this look, my fine feathered friend, should give you much food for thought.


She closed her pocketbook with a sharp, clicking final sound that made the Super’s eyes shift suddenly to the ceiling as though seeking out some pattern in the cracked plaster. The dog’s ears straightened into sharp points; the canary opened one eye and the whispering woman almost showed her gums again, for her mouth curved as though she were about to smile.


Lutie walked quickly out of the apartment, pushed the street door open and shivered as the cold air touched her. It had been hot in the Super’s apartment, and she paused a second to push her coat collar tight around her neck in an effort to make a barrier against the wind howling in the street outside. Now that she had this apartment, she was just one step farther up on the ladder of success. With the apartment Bub would be standing a better chance, for he’d be away from Lil.


Inside the building the dog let out a high shrill yelp. Immediately she headed for the street, thinking he must have kicked it again. She paused for a moment at the corner of the building, bracing herself for the full blast of the wind that would hit her head-on when she turned the corner.


‘Get fixed up, dearie?’ Mrs Hedges’ rich voice asked from the street-floor window.


She nodded at the bandannaed head in the window and flung herself into the wind, welcoming its attack, aware as she walked along that the woman’s hard flat eyes were measuring her progress up the street.
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A crowd of people surged in to the Eighth Avenue express at 59th Street. By elbowing other passengers in the back, by pushing and heaving, they forced their bodies into the coaches, making room for themselves where no room had existed before. As the train gathered speed for the long run to 115th Street, the passengers settled down into small private worlds, thus creating the illusion of space between them and their fellow passengers. The worlds were built up behind newspapers and magazines, behind closed eyes or while staring at the varicolored show cards that bordered the coaches.


Lutie Johnson tightened her clutch on an overhead strap, her tall long-legged body swaying back and forth as the train rocked forward toward its destination. Like some of the other passengers, she was staring at the advertisement directly in front of her and as she stared at it she became absorbed in her own thoughts. So that she, too, entered a small private world which shut out the people tightly packed around her.


For the advertisement she was looking at pictured a girl with incredible blond hair. The girl leaned close to a dark-haired, smiling man in a navy uniform. They were standing in front of a kitchen sink – a sink whose white porcelain surface gleamed under the train lights. The faucets looked like silver. The linoleum floor of the kitchen was a crisp black-and-white pattern that pointed up the sparkle of the room. Casement windows. Red geraniums in yellow pots.


It was, she thought, a miracle of a kitchen. Completely different from the kitchen of the 116th Street apartment she had moved into just two weeks ago. But almost exactly like the one she had worked in in Connecticut.


So like it that it might have been the same kitchen where she had washed dishes, scrubbed the linoleum floor and waxed it afterward. Then gone to sit on the small porch outside the kitchen, waiting for the floor to dry and wondering how much longer she would have to stay there. At the time it was the only job she could get. She had thought of it as a purely temporary one, but she had ended up by staying two years – thus earning the money for Jim and Bub to live on.


Every month when she got paid she walked to the postoffice and mailed the money to Jim. Seventy dollars. Jim and Bub could eat on that and pay the interest on the mortgage. On her first trip to the postoffice, she realized she had never seen a street like that main street in Lyme. A wide street lined with old elm trees whose branches met high overhead in the center of the street. In summer the sun could just filter through the leaves, so that by the time its rays reached the street, it made a pattern like the lace on expensive nightgowns. It was the most beautiful street she had ever seen, and finally she got so she would walk to the little postoffice hating the street, wishing that she could get back to Jamaica, back to Jim and Bub and the small frame house.


In winter the bare branches of the trees made a pattern against the sky that was equally beautiful in snow or rain or cold, clear sunlight. Sometimes she took Little Henry Chandler to the postoffice with her and she couldn’t help thinking that it wasn’t right. He didn’t need her and Bub did. But Bub had to do without her.


And because Little Henry Chandler’s father manufactured paper towels and paper napkins and paper handkerchiefs, why, even when times were hard, he could afford to hire a Lutie Johnson so his wife could play bridge in the afternoon while Lutie Johnson looked after Little Henry. Because as Little Henry’s father used to say, ‘Even when times are hard, thank God, people have got to blow their noses and wipe their hands and faces and wipe their mouths. Not quite so many as before, but enough so that I don’t have to worry.’


Her grip on the subway strap tightened until the hard enameled surface cut into her hand and she relaxed her hand and then tightened it. Because that kitchen sink in the advertisement or one just like it was what had wrecked her and Jim. The sink had belonged to someone else – she’d been washing someone else’s dishes when she should have been home with Jim and Bub. Instead she’d cleaned another woman’s house and looked after another woman’s child while her own marriage went to pot; breaking up into so many little pieces it couldn’t be put back together again, couldn’t even be patched into a vague resemblance of its former self.


Yet what else could she have done? It was her fault, really, that they lost their one source of income. And Jim couldn’t get a job, though he hunted for one – desperately, eagerly, anxiously. Walking from one employment agency to another; spending long hours in the musty agency waiting-rooms, reading old newspapers. Waiting, waiting, waiting to be called up for a job. He would come home shivering from the cold, saying, ‘God damn white people anyway. I don’t want favors. All I want is a job. Just a job. Don’t they know if I knew how I’d change the color of my skin?’


There was the interest to be paid on the mortgage. It didn’t amount to much, but they didn’t have anything to pay it with. So she answered an advertisement she saw in the paper. The ad said it was a job for an unusual young woman because it was in the country and most help wouldn’t stay. ‘Seventy-five dollars a month. Modern house. Own room and bath. Small child.’


She sat down and wrote a letter the instant she saw it; not telling Jim, hoping against hope that she would get it. It didn’t say ‘white only,’ so she started off by saying that she was colored. And an excellent cook, because it was true – anyone who could fix good meals on practically no money at all was an excellent cook. An efficient housekeeper – because it was easy to keep their house shining, so she shouldn’t have any trouble with a ‘modern’ one. It was a good letter, she thought, holding it in her hand a little way off from her as she studied it – nice neat writing, no misspelled words, careful margins, pretty good English. She was suddenly grateful to Pop. He’d known what he was doing when he insisted on her finishing high school. She addressed the envelope, folded the letter, and put it inside the envelope.


She was about to seal it when she remembered that she didn’t have any references. She couldn’t get a job without them, and as she’d never really had a job, why, she didn’t have any way of getting a reference. Somehow she had been so sure she could have got the job in the ad. Seventy-five dollars a month would have meant they could have saved the house; Jim would have got over that awful desperate feeling, that bitterness that was eating him up; and there wouldn’t have been any need to apply for relief.


Mrs Pizzini. That was it. She’d go to Mrs Pizzini where they bought their vegetables. They owed her a bill, and when she explained that this job would mean the bill would be paid, why, Mrs Pizzini would write her out a reference.


Business was slow and Mrs Pizzini had plenty of time to listen to Lutie’s story, to study the advertisement in the paper, to follow the writing on Lutie’s letter to Mrs Henry Chandler, line by line, almost tracing the words on the page with her stubby fingers.


‘Very good,’ she said when she finished reading it. ‘Nice job.’ She handed the letter and the newspaper to Lutie. ‘Me and Joe don’t write so good. But my daughter that teaches school, she’ll write for me. You can have tomorrow.’


And the next day Mrs Pizzini stopped weighing potatoes for a customer long enough to go in the back of the vegetable store and bring the letter out carefully wrapped up in brown paper to keep it clean. Lutie peeled off the brown paper and read the letter through quickly. It was a fine letter, praising her for being hard-working and honest and intelligent; it said that the writer hated to lose Lutie, for she’d worked for her for two years. It was signed ‘Isabel Pizzini.’


The handwriting was positively elegant, she thought, written with a fine pen and black ink on nice thick white paper. She looked at the address printed on the top and then turned to stare at Mrs Pizzini in astonishment, because that part of Jamaica was the section where the houses were big and there was lawn around them and evergreen trees grew in thick clusters around the houses.


Mrs Pizzini nodded her head. ‘My daughter is a very smart woman.’


And then Lutie remembered the letter in her hand. ‘I can’t ever thank you,’ she said.


Mrs Pizzini’s lean face relaxed in a smile, ‘It’s all right. You’re a nice girl. Always known it.’ She walked toward her waiting customer and then, hesitating for the barest fraction of a second, turned back to Lutie. ‘Listen,’ she said. ‘It’s best that the man do the work when the babies are young. And when the man is young. Not good for the woman to work when she’s young. Not good for the man.’


Curiously enough, though she only half-heard what Mrs Pizzini was saying, she remembered it. Off and on for the past six years she had remembered it. At the time, she hurried home from the vegetable store to put the precious reference in the letter to Mrs Henry Chandler and mail it.


After she had dropped it in the mail box on the corner, she got to thinking about the Pizzinis. Who would have thought that the old Italian couple who ran the vegetable store would be living in a fine house in a fine neighborhood? How had they managed to do that on the nickels and dimes they took in selling lettuce and grapefruit? She wanted to tell Jim about it, but she couldn’t without revealing how she knew where they lived. They had a fine house and they had sent their daughter to college, and yet Mrs Pizzini had admitted she herself ‘couldn’t write so good.’ She couldn’t read so good either, Lutie thought. If she could find out how the Pizzinis had managed, it might help her and Jim.


Then she forgot about them, for Mrs Chandler wrote to her sending the train fare to Lyme, telling her what train to take. When she showed Jim the letter, she was bursting with pride, filled with a jubilance she hadn’t felt in months because now they could keep the house. And she need no longer feel guilty about having been responsible for losing the State children that had been their only source of income.


‘How’m I going to look after Bub and him only two?’ he asked, frowning, handing the letter back to her, not looking at her.


Even on the day she was to leave he was sullen. Not talking. Frowning. Staring off into space. He came into the bedroom where she was putting carefully ironed clothes into her suitcase. He stood in front of the window and looked out at the street, his back turned to her, his hands in his pockets as he told her he wouldn’t be going to the station with her.


‘We can’t afford that extra dime for carfare,’ he explained briefly.


So she went by herself. And feeling the suitcase bump against her legs when she walked down the long ramp at Grand Central to get on the train, she wished that Jim had been along to carry it. So that she could have kissed him goodbye there in the train shed and thus carried the memory of his lips right onto the train with her – so that it could have stayed with her those first few days in Lyme, helping her to remember why she had taken the job. If he’d come to the train with her, he would have lost that pretended indifference; the sight of her actually getting on the train would have broken down the wall of reserve he had built around himself. Instead of that quick hard peck at her forehead, he would have put his arms around her and really kissed her. Instead of holding his body rigid, keeping his arms hanging limp and relaxed at his sides, he would have squeezed her close to him.


As the train left the city, she stopped thinking about him, not forgetting him, but thrusting him far back in her mind because she was going to a new strange place and she didn’t want to get off the train wrapped in gloom, and that’s exactly what would happen if she kept on thinking about Jim. It was important that Mrs Henry Chandler should like her at sight, so Lutie carefully examined the countryside as the train went along, concentrating on it to shut out the picture of Jim’s tall figure.


There was low, marshy land on each side of the train tracks. Where the land was like that, there were very few houses. She noticed that near the cities the houses were small and mean-looking, for they were built close to the railroad tracks. In Bridgeport the houses were blackened with soot and smoke from the factories. Then the train stopped in New Haven and stayed there for all of ten minutes. She looked at the timetable and saw that it was a scheduled stop for that length of time. Saybrook was the next stop. That’s where she was to get off. And she began to worry. How would Mrs Chandler recognize her? How would she recognize Mrs Chandler? Suppose they missed each other. What would she do stranded in some little jerk-water town? Mrs Chandler had said in her letter that she lived in Lyme, and Lutie began to wonder how she could get to Lyme if Mrs Chandler didn’t meet her or missed her at the station.
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