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Praise for Gayl Jones


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


‘A literary giant, and one of my absolute favourite writers’ Tayari Jones


‘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. Eva’s Man is a deepened exploration of the woman’s inner life; of the pressures, the cruelties, the imposed expectations’ Darryl Pinckney, The New Republic


‘Jones’s writing powerfully blends narrative and lyricism. Her people speak a spare, lean, Southern black language … Her imagination seems to thrive on outstripping one’s expectations’ Margot Jefferson, Newsweek


‘Gayl Jones’s work remains essential and vital; I will be rereading her catalog for the rest of my life’ Kima Jones, Nylon


‘Gayl Jones is one furious, lacerating writer. You don’t read her easily, and you can’t forget her at all … Hyper-real and traumatic as this novel is, it’s one that’s been waiting to be written since Samuel Richardson gave us the male point of view of Clarissa, that other fallen woman whose only acceptable alternative to ravishment was death. Eva’s silence, and her status here as legally insane, are eloquent testimony to the condition of being a woman in this man’s world’ Kirkus
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1


The police came and found arsenic in the glass, but I was gone by then. The landlady in the hotel found him. She went in bringing him the Sunday’s paper, and wanting the bill paid. They say she screamed and screamed and woke up the whole house. It’s got a bad name now, especially that room. They tell me a lot of people like to go and look at it, and see where the crime happened. They even wrote an article about it in one of these police magazines. That’s the way they do, though. I never did see the article. It bothered me at first when I found out they’d used his picture in there, one showing what I did. It didn’t bother me so much having mine in there. Elvira said they had my picture in there and my hair was all uncombed and they had me looking like a wild woman.


Elvira’s the woman in the same cell with me down at the psychiatric prison. They let her go out more than they do me because they say she’s got more control than I have. It ain’t nothing I’ve done since I’ve been in here. It’s what I did before I came, the nature of my crime that makes them keep me in here. The way they look at me. They don’t let me out with the other women. When Elvira goes out, she reads the papers and comes back and tells me what’s in them. She wanted to bring me that article but they wouldn’t let her bring it to me. I wanted to see it at first, but then when she sneaked it in with her down in her underwear, I wouldn’t look at it. I made her tear it up and flush it down the toilet.


‘You know, they thought you was going to give that hotel a bad name,’ she said. ‘I mean, a bad name where wouldn’t nobody wont to come and stay in it. But now it turns out that they’s some queer people in this world.’


‘What do you mean?’ I was frowning.


‘I mean, they’s people that go there just so they can sleep in the same place where it happened, bring their whores up there and all. Sleep in the same bed where you killed him at. Some peoples think that’s what you was. A whore.’


I kept frowning.


‘It ain’t me saying it.’


I lay on my cot and stared up at the ceiling. There were also people saying I did it because I found out about his wife. That’s what they tried to say at the trial because that was the easiest answer they could get. I’ve seen his wife, though. I didn’t want to see her because I didn’t know how I was going to feel. She came in to see me only one time during the trial. She was a skinny, run-down-looking woman in a black hat. For some reason, I had expected her to be a big, handsome-looking woman. She didn’t say anything. She just stood there outside the cell and stared at me, and I stared back. The only thing I kept wondering is how did he treat her. Because it looked like he made her worse than he made me. I mean, if she was as bad-off on the inside as she looked on the outside. She must’ve stood there for close to fifteen minutes, and then left. She didn’t have anything at all in her eyes – not hate not nothing. Or whatever she did have, I couldn’t see it. When she left, I wondered what she saw in mine.


Even now people come in here and ask me how it happened. They want me to tell it over and over again. I don’t mean just the psychiatrists, but people from newspapers and things. They read about it or hear about it someplace and just want to keep it living. At first I wouldn’t talk to anybody. All during the trial I wouldn’t talk to anybody. But then, after I came in here, I started talking. I tell them so much I don’t even get it straight any more. I tell them things that don’t even have to do with what I did, but they say they want to hear that too. They want to hear about what happened between my mother and father as well as what happened between me and that man. One of them came in here and even wanted to know about my grandmother and grandfather. I know when I’m not getting things straight, and I tell them I’m not getting this straight, but they say that’s all right, to go ahead talking. Sometimes they think I’m lying to them, though. I tell them it ain’t me lying, it’s memory lying. I don’t believe that, because the past is still as hard on me as the present, but I tell them that anyway. They say they’re helping me. I’m forty-three years old, and I ain’t seen none of their help yet.


I was thirty-eight when it happened. It don’t seem like five years ago, but it was. It don’t even seem like five months ago. I can still taste that cabbage I was eating. I was sitting in this place eating cabbage and sausage, drinking beer and listening to this woman onstage singing blues. I was in Upstate New York then. I’ve lived in Kentucky. I’ve lived in New York City. I been in West Virginia, New Orleans. I just came from out in New Mexico. I just up and went down to New Mexico after I got laid off in Wheeling. They’ve got tobacco farms in Connecticut. I been there too. I didn’t travel so much until after I was married, and that went wrong, and then I said I would just stay alone. It’s easier being a woman and alone in different places than it is in the same place. It had been a long time since I’d even said anything to a man … the cabbage was good, kind of greasy. They cooked it right with the sausage. I was sitting in the darkest corner. I saw him before he saw me. Tall, dark-skinned, good-looking man. Remind me a little bit of the way my husband might have looked when he was young. I didn’t know him when he was young. He was old when I knew him. But it might’ve been why I wanted him over there – I mean, reminding me of a man I used to be married to. He just reminded me of him up to the point he came to the table, though, because after that he was just himself. He’d been looking for a place where to sit, and then when he saw me he came over where I was.


‘You alone?’ he asked.


I could tell he was from down South. I was from the South too. I’d sort of thought it before he opened his mouth.


‘Not if you join me,’ I said.


He pulled back the chair and sat down. I was nervous, but I tried not to show it.


‘What’s your name?’ he asked.


‘Medina. Eva Medina.’


‘Medina your last name?’


‘Naw. It’s my middle name.’


‘You ain’t scared of me, are you?’


‘Naw.’


‘I’m Davis. Where you from?’


‘Any place the train takes me.’


‘What do you do?’


‘Nothing right now.’


‘You hard to get next to, you know that?’


‘Not so hard.’


I had sweat in my hands. I put one hand under the table and held the fork with the other. I wasn’t eating.


‘You on the road now?’ he asked.


I said, ‘Naw, I’m here.’


He laughed. The blues singer came out onstage again. It was a little narrow stage close to the tables. He stopped talking and we listened. She sang ‘The Evil Mama Blues’ and ‘Stingaree Man’, ‘See See Rider’ and ‘Wild Women Don’t Get the Blues’. While she was singing, he looked over at me and said, ‘She’s fine, ain’t she?’ I nodded. She was still singing when he started talking again. He said he was from somewhere down in Kentucky. He worked with horses. He spent all his life working with horses. It was horses that brought him this way North.


I didn’t tell him that I knew all about men that worked with horses, that I’d spent three years of my life in Kentucky. I let him go on talking.


‘I seen this ad in the paper, these people wanted you to bring some horses up to New Hampshire, so I did. And now I ain’t been home in almost a year. Do you follow the races?’


‘Naw.’


‘I don’t bet on the horses myself,’ he went on. ‘The last time I bet on a horse, I didn’t make nothing but a hundred and eighty dollars. Now that ain’t no kind of money. You know what I wanted to do was send some money home, but then all I had to send was that paycheck and a hundred and eighty dollars, but you know that ain’t no kind of money. When you send money home, you don’t wont to send just a little taste, you know what I mean? You wont to wait till you get some real money.’


‘I know what you mean,’ I said.


‘They call it the devil blues,’ the woman was singing, low now. Davis looked back. ‘She real fine,’ he said, then he looked at me. ‘I can tell you something about you,’ he said. ‘You ain’t been getting it, have you?’


I didn’t think he’d said that, but he had. I didn’t know what to answer.


He looked at me. ‘I don’t expect you to say nothing. I can read your eyes.’


‘Can you?’


‘Yeah, that’s why I came over.’


‘You couldn’t see my eyes then.’


He nodded. ‘Yes I could.’


The waitress came over and asked him if he wanted something.


‘I’ll have the same,’ he said, pointing to my plate. ‘But don’t put any mustard on the sausage.’


When the waitress left, he told me mustard always looked like turd to him, baby’s turd, and then he smiled and said he hoped he hadn’t spoiled my stomach.


‘No, my stomach’s hard.’


‘I’ll bet it is,’ he said. He looked at me carefully. ‘A woman like you. What do you do to yourself?’ he asked.


I said nothing, then I said, ‘Nothing you wouldn’t know about.’


He laughed. ‘A mean, tight mama, ain’t you? A old woman got me started. Old to me then. She was thirty-nine and I was fourteen and she lived next door and she got me started.’


I was silent. ‘I’d’ve thought you got yourself started,’ I said finally.


‘You a hard woman, too, ain’t you? I know you got yourself started.’


I didn’t answer him. I was thinking of a boy with a dirty popsicle stick digging up in my pussy, and then he let me feel his dick, and it was like squeezing a soft milkweed.


‘I got started like everyone else does,’ I told him. ‘I opened my legs. My mother said after you’ve done it the first time, you won’t be satisfied till you’ve done it again.’


‘Have you ever been satisfied?’


‘What do you think?’


‘Let’s get out of here.’


‘Where do we go?’


‘Come home with me.’


‘I won’t be good tonight. I’m bleeding.’


‘Then we’ll wait.’


His hand scraped my hair and he ate his food, then paid the bill and we left.


What Elvira said those people think I am, Davis probably thought so too. It’s funny how somebody can remind you of somebody you didn’t like, or ended up not liking and fearing – fearing is a better word – but … I hadn’t said anything to any man in a long time. And I’d never said Join me before. He probably thought I was in the habit of sitting there in that dark corner just so men would … Yeah, they’d come where I was. ‘Shit, bitch. Why don’t you stay in the house if you don’t wont a man to say nothing to you.’ ‘Where you from, sweetheart?’ ‘Shit, I know you got a tongue. I ain’t never met a bitch that didn’t have a tongue.’ And then when I was standing at the corner that time that man drove his car real close to the curb and opened the door. I just stood there looking at him, and then he slammed the door and went around the curb real quick. ‘Shit, you the coldest-ass bitch I ever seen in my life.’ ‘If you don’t wont a man to talk to you you ought to …’


‘Are you lonely?’


‘Naw.’


‘You wont a ride?’


‘Naw.’


‘You think I’m gon bother you. I ain’t gon bother you. I was just askin if you wont a ride. Shit.’


That was when the buses were on strike.


‘Shit, you the coldest-ass bitch I ever seen in my life.’


‘Are you lonely?’


‘Naw.’


‘Why you so cold?’


‘You a evil ole bitch. Your name ain’t Eva it’s Evil. I wasn’t doing nothing but trying to …’


Before Elvira went to flush the article down the toilet, she wanted to show me the picture they had of me. She folded it so that I could see the top of my wild head. Then she stuffed it in her bloomers and called them to let her be excused. He wouldn’t let me comb my hair. I don’t know why, but he kept me in that room and wouldn’t let me comb my hair. Took my comb and kept it in his pocket.


‘What the shit you wont to comb your hair for. Ain’t nobody see you but me.’


‘I don’t wont you to see me like this all the time.’


‘Shit.’


I looked at him. I remember just looking at him. I said nothing.


I tell the psychiatrist what I remember. He tells me I do not know how to separate the imagined memories from the real ones.


‘You know what I told you,’ Elvira says from her cot now.


I keep staring at the ceiling.


‘The first man after you get out. The first man who does you wrong.’


‘Maybe I won’t let no other man get close enough to do me wrong.’


She laughed hard. I looked over at her ankles.


My mother and Miss Billie came in the apartment. That’s when we was living in New York. Miss Billie worked with my mother at a restaurant. She and my mama worked in the morning, and got home around one. She would go get me from the woman who kept me. I was five and wasn’t in school yet. Miss Billie would come over and visit for a while and then go on home. She was almost twice my mama’s age. She didn’t live in the same building we did, but one down the street. Every time she came and Mr Logan was sitting out in the hall she would start talking about him, saying the same things she’d said before. Mama was listening like she’d heard it before. Mr Logan was the old man who lived in the apartment next to ours. He didn’t have a wife or anything and liked to sit out in the hall.


‘I never could stand that man,’ she said when she got in the house. ‘He ain’t nothing but a shit. He ain’t nothing but a ole shit.’


I know Mr Logan could hear, the way the building was made. Mama took her back in the living room. The way the apartment was you came into a little anteroom Mama had fixed up like a sitting room. To the right was the kitchen, and to the left was the bedroom, and then the living room. So we’d always say ‘back in the living room’. I slept in the living room on a couch that let out for a bed.


Miss Billie was talking all the way back to the living room. She wore a scarf sometimes that made her look like a gypsy. She had on the scarf now.


‘Yeah,’ she was saying. ‘He used to be a carpenter. Every day I used to go over there to that building he worked on and watch him. And me no more than five or six then. No older than this little girl here. I don’t even know if he remember me now, cause every time I pass him in the hall he nod but he don’t look like he know me. Ain’t nothing but a shit. You know, I used to watch him work on this building, and he would show me these things he used, things for measuring, you know. He had this stick with this little bubble in it, he showed me, said it was so you could tell if things was level. Well, you know, he showed this to me, and gave it to me in my hand, so I could move it around and see how the bubble in it moved. Then he said, “I got another kind of stick you can see.” He was the only one working on this building, and we was standing where nobody couldn’t see us, and he got up real close to me and took his thing out. I swear it was right up in my face. He told me I could touch that one too. I backed away from him, but you know, still stayed there looking, like I was hypnotized or something. He had it in his own hand, and he was rubbing on it. He kept rubbing on it till all this white stuff – I didn’t know what it was then – came out. That was when I cut out and run. I still had his stick too. He ain’t never got it back … He retired, though, now ain’t he?’


Mama nodded. Miss Billie had told that so often and I’d heard bits and pieces of it till Mama got so she didn’t even tell me to go in the other room, cause I could’ve heard it from the other room. They were sitting in the living room and I was standing up against Mama’s knees, looking at Miss Billie. She looked down at me, smiling every now and then.


‘Miss Billie, would you like a rum cola?’ Mama asked.


Miss Billie said yes and Mama got up and went in the kitchen. Miss Billie took me around the waist and sat me up on the couch beside her. ‘Don’t let that old man mess with you, now, cause he ain’t nothing but a shit.’


‘He ain’t messed with me,’ I said.


The one in the building who had was a little boy with a dirty popsicle stick. We were playing in this empty apartment the landlady had left open. He said he wanted to do me first and then I could do him. I couldn’t feel him doing anything, just moving the stick around, and then he let me squeeze him like a milkweed.


‘Do me now.’


‘What y’all childrens doin’ in here? I’ma tell y’all’s mama,’ the landlady said.


She never did tell anybody, though. I got blood on the toilet paper.


I was sitting up on the bed watching him. We were in his hotel room now. I had my shoes off and my feet up on the bed. I was hugging my legs.


‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.


‘I’ll be okay after tonight. It’s the first couple of days I get the cramps, and then I’m okay.’


‘Ain’t you got nothing to take?’


‘Naw.’


He reached in his pocket and threw me a little tin of aspirins. He kept a jar of water on the night table. It had little bubbles in it. I poured a little in a glass. I handed him back the aspirins, but he said to put them on the table, I might need them again.


He was looking at me and then he came and rubbed his hand across my forehead. ‘Your forehead is like butter,’ he said.


I said nothing. I’d never liked for anyone to touch me around the head, but I let him. I reached up and touched his wrist.


‘How long?’ he asked.


‘Three days,’ I said.


The boy’s name was Freddy Smoot. After he had that popsicle up in me I wouldn’t play with him any more. Sometimes when I went down the steps and he saw me he’d corner me, or he’d corner me downstairs inside the door. He was eight, but I was big for my age and almost as tall as he was.


‘Leave me alone.’


‘You let me do it once.’


‘Naw.’


He had another dirty popsicle stick he pulled out of his pants pocket. ‘Let me ’zamine you again.’


‘Naw.’


Just then Mr Logan was coming up the stairs.


‘Mr Logan, make him leave me alone.’


Mr Logan just looked at me, grinning, and walked on by.


He kept cornering me until he rubbed himself up against me and then he ran up the stairs laughing. I didn’t even like to go outside unless I was with Mama and then he wouldn’t bother me. Once we were with Miss Billie, and Freddy Smoot passed us.


‘That boy’s just like a little rooster, ain’t he?’ Miss Billie said. ‘Just like a little banny rooster.’


‘He is bad,’ Mama said.


‘I caint even stand for him to look at me,’ Miss Billie said when we got in the house.


‘Who, Freddy?’


‘Naw, that shit out there. That ole shit out there.’


‘You let me do it once.’


‘She don’t know how to act,’ Miss Billie said. She was talking about her daughter, who was fifteen. ‘All she do is think about that boy. That’s why she got her hand caught in the door, cause she too busy thinking about that boy. Come crying to me. I told her she didn’t have no business with that boy.’


‘How’s her hand?’


‘It’s coming along all right. It hurt her like the devil, though. I told her to go and let the doctor cut it a little so he can release some of the blood. But she said Naw. That’s why it hurt so bad, all that pressure on it. I told her to go and let him cut it a little right by the nail, and it would stop hurting. But naw, all she got her mind on is that boy. They get like that when they that age, though.’


‘Some of them like that before they that age,’ Mama said.


‘Yeah, well, all I hope is she ain’t let him had none, cause once she let him get some, she ain’t gon rest till he get some more.’


‘Naw, once they done it, they ain’t satisfied till they done it again.’


‘Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about,’ Miss Billie said.


‘You let me do it once.’


‘I ain’t gon let you do it no more.’


‘When you gon let me fuck you again, Eva?’


‘You didn’t fuck me before.’


My mother said his mother wasn’t no good. The men she had coming in there. White and black men.
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