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Praise for Corregidora


‘No novel about any black woman could ever be the same after this’ – Toni Morrison


‘Corregidora is the most brutally honest and painful revelation of what has occurred, and is occurring, in the souls of Black men and women . . . it dares to confront the absolute terror which lives at the heart of love’ – James Baldwin


‘Gayl Jones has concocted a tale as American as Mount Rushmore and as murky as the Florida swamps’ – Maya Angelou


‘An American writer with a powerful sense of vital inheritance, of history in the blood’ – John Updike


‘Gayl Jones’s first novel, Corregidora was both shocking and ground-breaking in its probing of the psychological legacy of slavery and sexual ownership . . . It predated Alice Walker’s The Color Purple and Toni Morrison’s Beloved, revealing an unfinished emancipation and the power of historical memory to shape lives. It also marked a shift in African-American literature that made women, and relationships between black people, central’ – Maya Jaggi, Guardian


‘Corregidora was a small, fiercely concentrated story, harsh and perfectly told . . . Original, superbly imagined, nothing about the book was simple or easily digested. Out of the worn themes of miscegenation and diminishment, Gayl Jones excavated the disturbingly buried damage of racism’ – Darryl Pinckney


‘Corregidora’s survey of trauma and overcoming has become even better and more relevant with the passage of time. It remains an indispensable point of entry into the tradition of African American writing that Gayl Jones reshaped and enriched’ – Paul Gilroy


‘Corregidora is a breathtaking novel that stands as one of the most important twentieth-century works of African American literature. Jones captures the web of inheritances that shaped the lives of Black women in slavery and freedom, from trauma to resilience, and from flesh to spirit. Corregidora is deeply affecting and endures in the heart and mind of readers’ – Imani Perry
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To my parents




I


It was 1947 when Mutt and I was married. I was singing in Happy’s Café around on Delaware Street. He didn’t like for me to sing after we were married because he said that’s why he married me so he could support me. I said I didn’t just sing to be supported. I said I sang because it was something I had to do, but he never would understand that. We were married in December 1947 and it was in April 1948 that Mutt came to Happy’s drunk and said if I didn’t get off the stage he was going to take me off. I didn’t move, and some men put Mutt out. While I was singing the first few songs I could see Mutt peeking in, looking drunk and evil, then I didn’t see him and thought he’d gone on home and gone to bed to sleep it off. I always left by the back way. You go down some narrow steps and through a short alley and then you be to the Drake Hotel, where Mutt and I was staying then. I said good night and went out back.


‘I’m your husband. You listen to me, not to them.’


I didn’t see him at first because he was standing back in the shadows behind the door. I didn’t see him till he’d grabbed me around my waist and I was struggling to get loose.


‘I don’t like those mens messing with you,’ he said.


‘Don’t nobody mess with me.’


‘Mess with they eyes.’


That was when I fell.


The doctors in the hospital said my womb would have to come out. Mutt and me didn’t stay together after that. I wouldn’t even let him come in the hospital to see me when I knew what was happening. They said he’d come in when I didn’t know what was happening. They said when I was delirious I was cursing him and the doctors and nurses out.


Tadpole McCormick was the man who owned Happy’s Café. Square-jawed and high-cheekboned, he was one of them Hazard, Kentucky, niggers. I was singing in Happy’s when Demosthenes Washington owned it, about two years before Tadpole took it over. I never did know how it got the name Happy’s because I never did know anybody named Happy that owned it. Tadpole said he got his name because when he was a kid he was always messing around tadpole holes. He came to see me when I could have visitors.


‘How you feeling, U.C.?’ He didn’t sit down in the chair by the bed but stayed standing.


‘Awright.’


‘They tell me you been doing some hard cussing while you was sick.’


‘Yeah.’


He didn’t say anything. I could tell he felt awkward. I asked if he wanted to sit down. He said, ‘Naw thanks.’ Then he said, ‘Well, I just wont to tell you he’s been barred from the place, so when you get back he won’t be troubling you.’


‘He’s been barred from my place too. What are you doing in the meantime?’


‘Got a little combo. Eddy Pace’s group.’


‘Aw.’


He said nothing.


‘Do you know what’s happened?’ I asked.


He nodded.


‘Do you ever feel as if something was crawling under your skin?’


He nodded again.


‘Taddy, will you take me home when it’s time to go?’


He said yes.


When it was time to go home he didn’t take me back to the Drake. He had three rooms over the café. I slept on a couch that let out as a bed. He slept on the couch that didn’t let out. I was still weak and there were the stitches that wouldn’t be out for a while. The first meal he fixed me was vegetable soup. He didn’t have any. He sat by the bed.


‘I’m glad you didn’t think “home” meant the Drake.’


‘He wasn’t barred from the Drake,’ he said.


The soup was good but I only ate the broth. I kept feeling as if I would throw up.


‘I thought you’d want more,’ he said.


‘Naw, I’m not very hungry. My stomach still feels tender, all those liquids they had me on.’


It was evening but I didn’t hear even any faint music from below.


‘Where’s the combo?’


‘I told them not to come in tonight.’


‘What about business?’


‘You more important than business.’


I said nothing. I could tell he felt awkward again. He took the bowl and went back to the kitchen. When he came back he said, ‘They still come to drink.’ Then he said, ‘I’m going downstairs. I’ll be back up later to see if you want anything.’


‘Okay.’


He left.


When he came back, I opened my eyes.


‘I thought you were sleeping,’ he said.


‘No.’


‘You should be. How do you feel?’


‘Still weak. It’s not so much how I feel in my body.’


‘What do you feel?’


‘As if part of my life’s already marked out for me – the barren part.’


‘You can’t expect a woman to take something like that easy.’


‘What about the man?’


‘You mean Mutt? You don’t intend to go back to him, do you?’


‘No, I mean any other man.’


‘If I were the man it wouldn’t matter. I don’t know about any other man.’


I said nothing. I might have wanted him to say that, but I hadn’t intended for him to.


‘I feel like sleeping now,’ I said.


He turned my light out, and went into the next room where the couch was. He closed the door.


I lay on my back, feeling as if something more than the womb had been taken out. When he was downstairs, I’d looked at the stitches across my belly again. When they were gone, I’d get back to work again, that and . . . I couldn’t help feeling I was forcing something with Tadpole. What our talk was leading to. Something I needed, but couldn’t give back. There’d be plenty I couldn’t give back now. Of course, I’d get the divorce from Mutt . . . I went to sleep.


The next morning Tadpole found me staring at the ceiling.


‘Didn’t you sleep?’


‘Yes, I just woke up early that’s all.’


‘They said you could have juice for breakfast. Nothing solid yet.’


‘You going by their menu?’


‘Yeah.’


He went into the kitchen and came back with some juice. While I drank, he emptied the bedpan. When he came back, he stood watching me. I was frowning, but I didn’t tell him to stop. When I finished, I handed him the glass. He took it back and came back and watched me again.


‘What is it, Taddy?’


‘Nothing. I’m going down now.’


‘Okay. Is that what you wanted?’


‘I’ll be back to check you a little later.’


‘Okay, Taddy.’


He watched me a moment more.


‘What is it?’


‘The doctor wants you to come back in a couple of weeks for a checkup. I’ll take you.’


‘Okay.’


He went downstairs.


*


When he came back, I’d been sleeping, but woke up as soon as he opened the door.


‘Have a good sleep?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Cat Lawson made you some chicken soup.’


‘Thank her.’


‘I did.’


Catherine Lawson lived across the street from Happy’s. She straightened people’s hair. She wasn’t a regular hairdresser, but people would go to her anyway, and give her a couple of dollars for doing it.


He pulled up the little table and brought me a spoon from the kitchen and took the foil from around the bowl.


‘I better get your pill first.’


He got the pills and I took one and a little water. I didn’t eat the pieces of chicken. My stomach still felt queasy.


‘They said you had gastritis too. You weren’t eating right.’


‘I was eating all right.’


‘Or worrying too much.’


‘I can’t talk to you about it.’


‘I know most about it already.’


‘Then I don’t have to talk to you about it.’


When I finished he moved the table away and took the bowl back in the kitchen.


‘She said if you want anything to just send over for it.’


‘That’s sweet of her.’


‘No, it’s not sweet. She cares about you.’


‘That’s good to know.’


He touched my forehead.


‘They said you had those nurses scared to death of you. Cussing them out like that. Saying words they ain’t never heard before. They kept saying, “What is she, a gypsy?” ’


‘What did you say?’


‘Naw. I said if she’s a gypsy I’m a Russian.’


‘How do you know you ain’t? One a them might a got your great-grandmama down in a Volga boat or something.’


‘Those pills make you silly?’


‘I’m already silly.’


He said nothing. I said nothing else. He sat down on the edge of the bed.


‘Ursa Corre. I know what the “U” stands for but I keep getting the last one wrong. Corrente. Corredo.’


‘Corregidora. Old man Corregidora, the Portuguese slave breeder and whoremonger. (Is that what they call them?) He fucked his own whores and fathered his own breed. They did the fucking and had to bring him the money they made. My grandmama was his daughter, but he was fucking her too. She said when they did away with slavery down there they burned all the slavery papers so it would be like they never had it.’


‘Who told you all ’at?’


‘My great-grandmama told my grandmama the part she lived through that my grandmama didn’t live through and my grandmama told my mama what they both lived through and my mama told me what they all lived through and we were suppose to pass it down like that from generation to generation so we’d never forget. Even though they’d burned everything to play like it didn’t never happen. Yeah, and where’s the next generation?’


He nodded but said nothing.


I asked, ‘How’s Cat?’


‘She said she didn’t have no complaints. I was passing down the street and she said, “You got U.C. up there, ain’t you?” I said, “Yeah.” I thought she was going to say something, you know. She said, “Come on in here. I fixed her up some chicken soup I wont you to take over there. I didn’t wont to take it up myself, cause she just got back and women get evil after something like that and I don’t like to mess with no evil women. Tell her I be up to see her when she feeling all right.” ’


‘Yeah, I wondered why she didn’t come herself. Tell her I stopped cussing.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Uh hum.’


‘I went in there and it smell like she had somebody’s head on fire . . . They ain’t told me shit.’


‘What?’


‘I mean like your grandmama told you. I guess some people just keep things in.’


‘Well, some things can’t be kept in. What I didn’t tell you is old man Corregidora fathered my grandmama and my mama too.’


Taddy frowned, but he said nothing.


‘What my mama always told me is Ursa, you got to make generations. Something I’ve always grown up with.’


Tad said nothing. Then he said, ‘I guess you hate him then, don’t you?’


‘I don’t even know the bastard.’


He frowned and I knew he hadn’t meant the old man, but I went on as if he had.


‘I’ve got a photograph of him. One Great Gram smuggled out, I guess, so we’d know who to hate. Tall, white hair, white beard, white mustache, a old man with a cane and one of his feet turned outward, not inward, but outward. Neck bent forward like he was raging at something that wasn’t there. Mad Portuguese. I take it out every now and then so I won’t forget what he looked like.’


‘You didn’t know who I meant?’


‘I didn’t know until after you’d said it.’


He said nothing. He didn’t make me answer. He left me and went downstairs again.


A Portuguese seaman turned plantation owner, he took her out of the field when she was still a child and put her to work in his whorehouse while she was a child. She was to go out or he would bring the men in and the money they gave her she was to turn over to him. There were other women he used like that. She was the pretty little one with the almond eyes and coffee-bean skin, his favorite. ‘A good little piece. My best. Dorita. Little gold piece.’


Great Gram sat in the rocker. I was on her lap. She told the same story over and over again. She had her hands around my waist, and I had my back to her. While she talked, I’d stare down at her hands. She would fold them and then unfold them. She didn’t need her hands around me to keep me in her lap, and sometimes I’d see the sweat in her palms. She was the darkest woman in the house, the coffee-bean woman. Her hands had lines all over them. It was as if the words were helping her, as if the words repeated again and again could be a substitute for memory, were somehow more than the memory. As if it were only the words that kept her anger. Once when she was talking, she started rubbing my thighs with her hands, and I could feel the sweat on my legs. Then she caught herself, and stopped, and held my waist again.


‘ . . .He was a big strapping man then. His hair black and straight and greasy. He was big. He looked like one a them coal Creek Indians but if you said he looked like an Indian he’d get mad and beat you. Yeah, I remember the day he took me out of the field. They had coffee there. Some places they had cane and then others cotton and tobacco like up here. Other places they had your mens working down in mines. He would take me hisself first and said he was breaking me in. Then he started bringing other men and they would give me money and I had to give it over to him. Yeah, he had a stroke or something and that’s what turned his foot outside. They say he was praying and calling in all his niggers and telling them he’d give them such and such a amount of money if they take it off him but they all said they didn’t put it on him. He got well, though, and didn’t die. It just turned his foot outside and he behave like he always did. It did something to his neck too, because he always go around like he was looking for something that wasn’t there. I don’t know how he finally went, because by then I was up to Louisiana, but I bet he didn’t go easy. Yeah, he have that took afterward. I stole it because I said whenever afterward when evil come I wanted something to point to and say, “That’s what evil look like.” You know what I mean? Yeah, he did more fucking than the other mens did. Naw, I don’t know what he did with the others.’


Sweat inside her hands. Her palms like sunburnt gold.


‘Were you sleeping?’


‘Naw, I was dreaming.’


‘About what?’


‘I’ve already told it.’


He said nothing. He had boxes with him.


‘I brought your things.’


‘I was going to ask you to, but I didn’t want to bother you again.’


‘I should have thought about it. I didn’t think about it till you started talking about that picture.’


‘Aw. Was he there?’


‘Naw. He moved out. They said he boxed up your stuff and they put it in storage. They didn’t know whether anybody was going to come and get it or not.’


‘They didn’t say where he went?’


‘Do you care?’


‘Naw. I don’t care. Let me see if you’ve got everything.’


‘There were only these two.’


‘I didn’t have much.’


He put the boxes down in front of me and moved things around as I directed him. Everything was there.


‘The photograph’s in that brown envelope.’


He took it out and looked at it, put it back. He said nothing. He put the boxes at the foot of the bed.


‘Tell me when there’s anything you need out of them,’ he said.


‘I thought you’d say something,’ I said.


‘He looks like you described him.’


‘They say they all get crazy when they get old.’


‘How were you really taught to feel about him?’ he asked, looking at me hard.


‘How I told you,’ I said, angry.


‘My grandmother was white,’ he said. ‘She was a orphan and they had her working out in the fields along with the blacks and treated her like she was one. She was a little girl about nine, ten, ’leven. My granddaddy took her in and raised her and then when she got old enough he married her. She called him Papa. And when they were married, she still called him Papa.’


‘Maybe I should ask you how you were taught to feel.’


He said nothing. Then he said, ‘She never got crazy though. One of the children came out black and the other one came out white. But she never did get crazy though.’


I said nothing. I told him when it was time for me to soak in the tub to help the stitches come out he’d have to help me. I told him they thought I was going home with a husband or a sister. He said he’d do whatever I needed done, then he frowned and said he had to go back downstairs again. I asked him what his mama was, but he was already out the door.


‘ . . .His wife was a skinny stuck-up little woman he got from over in Lisbon and had her brought over here. He wouldn’t sleep with her, so she made me sleep with her, so for five years I was sleeping with her and him. That was when I was from about thirteen to eighteen. Then she started looking real bad and then she died on account of the climate. But they had me sleeping with both of them.’


‘You telling the truth, Great Gram?’


She slapped me.


‘When I’m telling you something don’t you ever ask if I’m lying.


Because they didn’t want to leave no evidence of what they done – so it couldn’t be held against them. And I’m leaving evidence. And you got to leave evidence too. And your children got to leave evidence. And when it come time to hold up the evidence, we got to have evidence to hold up. That’s why they burned all the papers, so there wouldn’t be no evidence to hold up against them.’


I was five years old then.


*


There was a knock on the door.


‘Come in.’


She poked her head in first. A dark, dark woman with straightened hair drawn back and tied with a rubber band. A smooth-complexioned woman, she was close to sixty, but looked forty-five. She came from a family that stayed young-looking.


‘Catty, I didn’t think you was coming to see me.’


‘Did Tadpole tell you what I told him?’


‘Yeah.’ I smiled.


‘I thought he tell you. I don’t like to come around when women have their evil spells.’


She was inside now, sitting on the edge of the bed.


‘Why? Cause you get evil too?’


She laughed.


‘I brought you some more broth,’ she said, getting up. ‘I put it in here in the refrigerator, and tell Tadpole to heat it up for you and don’t feed it to you when it’s cold.’ She came back from the kitchen and sat back down. ‘You seen your bastard?’


‘Naw. Tadpole said he moved out of the hotel and they don’t know where he’s gone.’


‘Well, I see him hanging out in front a the place every evening. He hang around there awhile, peeping in ’cause he can’t come in. You know Tadpole barred him from the place?’


I nodded.


‘Yeah, well, he peep in and then he go on down the street. He don’t say nothing to Tadpole and Tadpole don’t say nothing to him. Once I saw him I just come on over across the street and said, “Mutt, you ain’t got no business hanging around out here, she don’t want to see you.” He looked at me evil – Christ, that man’s got evil. He looked at me and didn’t say nothing but “Shit, Miss Lawson.” Now, when have he called me Miss Lawson? He call me Cat like everybody else do. He walked on. So I ain’t bother the nigger no more. Just let him stand out there, and walk on when he get ready to walk on.’


I was frowning.


‘He ain’t going to bother you no more. I didn’t mean to scare you. I don’t think he mean to bother you no more. Just stand out there and get a look. You know how mens are when they do something like that. After they get a look, they just go on away and leave you alone.’


‘Some of em.’


‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’


‘I ain’t scared.’


She looked at me harder than she’d ever looked, then she softened.


‘It wasn’t just the fall, was it, baby?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You was big, wasn’t you?’


‘He didn’t know.’


‘Did you know?’


‘They said I was about a month pregnant, little over a month.’


‘They tell him?’


‘Naw, I don’t think so.’


‘You know which him I’m talking about, don’t you?’


I looked away from her.


She said nothing, then got up. ‘Well, you start to working again things be all right. You got two men evil over you. I passed Tadpole downstairs he act like he didn’t want to speak. I ask was you up here. I knew you was. He said Yeah. I asked if you was sleeping. He said Naw, he didn’t think you was. But trying to get him to say something was like pulling his teeth, so I just came on upstairs.’


She patted my leg through the sheet.


‘I got to get back down now, baby. You be all right. I promised Elvira I’d do her hair.’


‘Awright, thanks for the broth. They gave Tadpole a menu, but I don’t think he knows what to do.’


‘I be checking up on you then. I just wanted to make sure you wasn’t evil.’


‘Naw.’


She patted my leg again, and left.


She hadn’t been long gone when Tadpole came up.


‘What did she want?’ he asked.


‘She just came to bring me some broth and see how I was feeling. She told me to make sure you heat it up before you fed it to me.’ I laughed but he didn’t.


‘Why she stay so long?’


‘You know how it is when you get to talking.’


‘I seen her out there talking to Mutt Thomas the other night.’


I frowned. ‘She was trying to tell him to go away.’


‘But he wouldn’t listen, would he?’


‘Naw. Why didn’t you tell me he was hanging around out there?’


‘I thought you’d find out soon enough. I just didn’t want to bother you now.’


‘Well, I found out.’


He started to leave.


‘She wasn’t saying nothing about you, Tadpole.’


‘I didn’t say she was.’


He went out. I turned over and tried to get some sleep.


I stayed there, and when it was time for the stitches to come out, he’d help me into the tub to soak, and then when a half-hour was up, he’d come with a towel and help me out. He’d never stay in the bathroom. Once, after I’d soaked for a half-hour, he knocked and came in with the towel. He helped me out by the arm. He had a way of looking without looking, only enough to help me in and out. It was a big thick green towel that covered me down to my knees. I held it around me under my breasts.


‘The stitches are about gone,’ I said. He was still holding my arm. ‘You haven’t seen the scar.’


He said he hadn’t looked.


‘You can feel it,’ I said. ‘I can just reach down and feel it. It’s going to leave a bad one.’


‘I reckon,’ he said, helping me back to the bed. I sat down on the edge of it, drying myself off. He went back to let the water out. He came back and put my feet up. I handed him the towel, and got under the cover.


‘You ought to be able to get in and out by yourself.’


‘It’s only so I won’t slip,’ I said.


‘The doctor wants to see you again in a couple of days.’


‘I hope that means real food when I get back.’


‘Maybe.’


He was sitting near the bed and I took his hand and put it under the sheet.


‘You can feel it, can’t you?’


He said yes. I thought he was going to take his hand away, but he waited for me to.


‘It’s worse when you touch it than when you look at it.’


‘I suppose. Most scars are.’


I said nothing, then asked, ‘Has he still been out there?’


‘Yeah, he’s still out there.’


‘You haven’t said anything?’


‘Naw, he’s outside. I can’t bar him from looking.’


‘Tell him that “can’t come in” means “can’t look in” either.’


He laughed. ‘I can’t tell him that.’


‘You could make him go away.’


‘I can’t make him go away.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘Nothing. He’s waiting for you, that’s all. See you come out and sing, and know you’re all right.’


‘That’s what Cat said. Is that what he said?’


‘I ain’t talked to him.’


‘I thought maybe you might have.’


‘Naw. He looks and I look. He knows I don’t want him in here and he don’t come.’


‘My butt.’


‘What?’


‘He ain’t come in cause he ain’t seen what he wants to see yet.’


‘He ain’t coming in then.’


I nodded. ‘Okay.’


He said nothing. He stood up.


‘After I see the doctor, I want to see a lawyer,’ I said.


He nodded. He patted my belly through the cover, and went back to finish cleaning out the tub.


When he came back through, I had my eyes closed. I could feel him bending down, but he must have stopped midway because he didn’t finish.


‘I’m awake,’ I said. I didn’t open my eyes.


He bent down and kissed me. Then I heard the door close.


‘I am going to take you off the pills and see how you feel,’ the doctor said. He had finished examining me, and I was sitting in the chair near his desk. ‘If you start getting nauseated again, take them. I want to see you in two more weeks. Is Mr Corregidora with you?’


‘That’s my name, not my husband’s.’


‘Oh, I see. Is Mr Thomas with you? When I looked out there I saw a man standing with you. I’d like to see him.’


‘Naw.’


‘Aw, okay.’


‘You can take Mutt’s name off there anyway.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’m filing suit for divorce.’


‘Well, when I looked out and saw that man standing there I thought you’d stopped blaming him.’


I said nothing, and stood up. When I got outside, Tadpole came over and took my elbow.


‘See you in two weeks,’ the nurse said.


‘Okay.’


‘How’d it go?’ Tad asked.


‘Awright.’


‘What do you mean awright?’


‘He took me off the pills, unless I get nauseated again.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing.’


We walked to the door.


‘He thought you were Mutt,’ I said quietly. ‘I mean, my husband. He thought you were Mr Corregidora.’


‘What?’ He was frowning.


‘He didn’t know I kept my name and Mutt kept his.’


‘When do you come back?’


‘Two weeks.’


‘I mean what time?’


‘Same time.’


‘Did he say you could work?’


‘I didn’t ask. I forgot to. Should I go back and ask?’


‘Naw.’


‘Yes, I’d better,’ I said. ‘I was planning to start whether he said so or not.’
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