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For Mabel Louise Robinson




. . . I tell you, captain, if you look in the maps of the ’orld, I warrant you shall find, in the comparisons between Macedon and Monmouth, that the situations, look you, is both alike. There is a river in Macedon; and there is also moreover a river at Monmouth: it is called Wye at Monmouth; but it is out of my prains what is the name of the other river; but ’tis all one, ’tis alike as my fingers is to my fingers, and there is salmons in both.


— Fluellen, King Henry V, act 4, scene 7




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 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


Abbie Crunch began to walk slowly as she turned into Dumble Street, market basket over her arm, trying not to look at the river; because she knew that once she saw it with the sun shining on it she would begin to think about Link, to worry about Link, to remember Link as a little boy. A little boy? Yes, a little boy. Eight years old. Diving from the dock. Swimming in the river.


She could hear the lapping of the water against the piling close at hand; and faint, far off, borne inshore on the wind, the crying of the gulls, the hoot of a tugboat; and she could smell the old familiar dampness from the river. And so, as usual on a sunny morning, she could see herself and Frances Jackson standing on Dock Street, a pushcart at the curb half concealing them, so they were peering over mounds of potatoes and kale and bunches of carrots and countless round heads of cabbage. She was short and fat, no, plump. Frances was tall and thin and bony.


Frances was saying, ‘Look! Look over there!’ and pointing, forcing her to look.


She remembered how she had resented that dark brown forefinger, long, supple, seemingly jointless, which directed her glance, commanding her to look, and she not wanting to look, but her eyes following the stretched-out arm and the commanding forefinger.


She saw Bill Hod standing on the dock, wearing dark trunks, short dark swimming trunks and nothing else. His chest, shoulders, arms, white by contrast with the trunks, shockingly naked because of the trunks. His straight black hair was wet, and he was running his hands through it, flattening it, making it smooth, sleek. She remembered too how she had thought, I have lost my mind, lost it, no control over it any more. Because she was genuinely surprised that his hair should lie so flat – she had somehow convinced herself that there would be horns on his head – something, anyway, that would show, would indicate – She closed her eyes. The sunlight was unbearable. She was accustomed to darkness, window shades always pulled down in the house, draperies drawn, no lights turned on at night because she preferred darkness.


Frances Jackson seemed all elbow that morning, tall, elbows everywhere. She poked at her, ‘Open your eyes. Abbie, Abbie, Abbie—’


Sunlight on the river, sunlight on Bill Hod, sunlight on her own face, or so she thought, hurting her eyes, hurting her face, so she kept her eyes closed. She heard Link’s voice, a child’s voice, light, high in pitch, excitement in his voice and something else – affection.


She opened her eyes and saw Link dive from the dock, dive down into the river. She wanted to stop him. It wasn’t safe. He didn’t know how to swim. She couldn’t stand any more sudden shocks. He was so little. The river was so wide and so deep, so treacherous. Then he was swimming, going farther and farther away, his head like the head of a small dog, head held up out of the water, moving farther and farther away. She said, ‘No!’


Bill Hod yelled, ‘Hey – you – come on back—’ Bass voice, arrogant, domineering voice, the tone of his voice, just the tone, was an insult, voice that she could never forget, could hear, even in her sleep—


The head, the small head kept moving away, always moving away, farther and farther out toward the middle of the river, growing smaller, like the head of a newborn puppy now. Then out of sight. No, still there, but still moving away.


Bill Hod shouted, wind carrying the voice back toward the pushcart, back toward Frances Jackson and Abigail Crunch, rage in the voice, ‘If I – have to – haul you – out of there – come back—’


Was that small head still there? Yes, coming back now, but so slowly. She thought he’d never – why didn’t that man—


Then, finally, Bill Hod reached down and pulled Link up on the dock. Bill Hod slapped him across the face. She could hear the sound of the blow, slapped him again, again, said, ‘If you ever’ – slap –’do that again’ – slap –’I’ll fix you’ – slap –’for keeps’ – slap.


No one had ever struck Link. Neither she nor the Major. She started to cross the street, thinking, By what right, that man, face of a hangman. Frances Jackson’s hand held her back, strength in the bony thin hand, determination in the hand holding her there behind the pushcart, behind the potatoes and the cabbages and the kale.


Frances said, ‘Abbie – don’t. You’ve lost the right to interfere. Link’s been living in that saloon for three months – for three months. Abbie, listen to me—’


That afternoon when they went in The Last Chance to get Link, he ran and hid under the bar, crying, ‘I won’t go back there. I won’t go back there.’


She could see herself and Frances Jackson down on their hands and knees, pleading with Link, trying to pull him out from under the bar in The Last Chance. And Bill Hod stood watching them, saying nothing, watching, his hands on his hips. His face? She couldn’t look at his face. How then did she know that he was laughing inside, why was she so certain that he was thinking, The old maid undertaker and the widow are here in my saloon. She supposed it was the way he leaned against the bar watching them. He made her conscious of the ridiculous picture they must have made: a short plump woman and a tall thin one trying to pull an eight-year-old boy out from under a bar when they couldn’t reach any part of him; down on their hands and knees, reaching, reaching, trying to grab anything – pants, legs, sneakers, shirt; and he kept scrambling back away from them.


It was Frances who gave the whole thing up as impossible. She stood up, brushed off her hands, said, ‘Mr Hod, I want to talk to you.’


Frances was in the habit of giving orders, in the habit of dealing with the bereaved and the sorrowful, with the hysterical and the frightened; and so she knew better than Abbie when to retreat and when to advance and could do either with dignity. But when Frances stood up she looked down at her skirt, surprised. Abbie knew why. There was no dirt, no dust on the dark skirt. The floor behind the bar in The Last Chance was dustfree, dirtfree.


Link was eight years old then. He was twenty-six now and he worked in The Last Chance. Behind the bar. Bill Hod had won – effortlessly, easily.


Whenever she turned into Dumble Street, she always asked herself the same question, If Link had been her own child instead of an adopted child, would she, could she, have forgotten about him for three months, three whole months?


Sometimes she tried to blame this street which, now, in the mellowness of an October morning, looked to be all sunlight and shadow – intricately patterned shadow from the young elm trees, denser shadow and a simpler pattern where the old maple stood near the end of the block; shadow softening the harsh outlines of the brick buildings, concealing the bleakness of the two-story frame houses; sunlight intensifying the yellowgreen of the elms, the redorange of the maple, adding a sheen to the soft gray of the dock. No, she thought, not this street. It was the fault of Abbie Crunch. If she hadn’t said to herself, Murderer, murderer; if she hadn’t been chief witness against herself, condemning herself to death, willing her own death, so that she forgot Link, forgot about him as though he had never existed, she wouldn’t have lost him.


She hadn’t meant to look at the river but she had glanced at the dock and so her eyes moved on to the river. She stood still looking at it. In the sunlight, the River Wye was the blue of bachelor buttons, of delphinium; small frothy waves, edged with white, kept appearing and disappearing on the blue surface – a sparkling blue river just at the foot of the street, a beautiful river.


Even the street was beautiful. It sloped gently down toward the river. But the signs on the buildings dispelled the illusion of beauty. The red neon sign in front of The Last Chance was a horrible color in the sunlight – Link already there at work. Then there were all the other signs: Room For Rent, Lady Tenant Wanted, Poro Method Used, Get Your Kool-Aid Free, Tenant Provide Own Heat, Rooms Dollar and Half A Night. Rooms. Rooms.


She could remember when Mrs Sweeney changed the sign in her window from Room To Let to Rooms For White, explaining, apologetically, that so many of the colored stopped to ask about rooms that she couldn’t get her work done for answering the bell. ‘It’s just to save time,’ she had said, ‘my time and theirs.’


Mrs Sweeney’s sign had long since been replaced by a much larger and very different sign: ‘Masters University – Church of Metaphysics and Spiritual Sciences – Revealing the Strange Secrets of the Unseen Forces of Life Time and Nature. Divine Blessings – Healings of Mind and Body. I Am the Way, the Truth, and the Life; no man cometh unto the Father, but by Me. Hear the Voice of the Master: Dr H. H. Franklin Longworth, F.M.B. Minister, Psychologist, Metaphysician. Everyone Is Welcome.’


Yes, she thought, Dumble Street has changed. The signs tell the story of the change. It was now, despite its spurious early-morning beauty, a street so famous, or so infamous, that the people who lived in Monmouth rarely ever referred to it, or the streets near it, by name; it had become an area, a section, known variously as The Narrows, Eye of the Needle, The Bottom, Little Harlem, Dark Town, Niggertown – because Negroes had replaced those other earlier immigrants, the Irish, the Italians and the Poles.


Fortunately, the river hadn’t changed. Nor had the big maple tree. But she, Abbie Crunch, had changed because for the last few years she had been calling the tree The Hangman just like everyone else who lived in The Narrows. It was, she supposed, inevitable. People talked about the tree as though it were a person: ‘The Hangman’s losin’ his leaves, winter’s goin’ to set in early’; ‘Spring’s here, The Hangman’s full of buds.’ When it was cold, bone-biting cold, wind blowing straight from the river, the sidewalks grown narrower, reduced almost to cow-paths because of the snow piled up at the sides, a coating of ice making walking hazardous, the great branches of the tree swayed back and forth, making a cracking sound. Then passers-by said: ‘Lissen. The Hangman’s creakin’. Hear him?’ or ‘The Hangman’s talkin’. Hangman’s groanin’ in his sleep,’ and shivered as they moved away.


She had tried, years ago, to find out why the tree was called The Hangman and couldn’t. There would always be something of the schoolteacher’s tiresome insistence on accuracy left in her, so she had searched through all the books on horticulture in the Monmouth Library but she could not find any mention of a hangman’s maple. She decided that someone may once have said that the big maple was the kind of tree a hangman would choose to swing his victim from – tall, straight, with mighty branches; that whoever heard this statement changed it when he repeated it and called the tree a hangman’s maple; that, finally, some imaginative Negro, probably from South Carolina, gave the tree its name. These days she, too, called the maple The Hangman, as easily, and as inaccurately, as the rest of The Narrows.


This morning The Hangman was like a picture of a tree – a picture on a calendar, the orange-red of the leaves not really believable. Sometimes she wished she had not insisted on buying that old brick house which was Number Six Dumble Street. But not now. Who could regret the purchase of a fine old house when the tree that stood in its dooryard was like a great hymn sung by a choir of matched voices?


The Hangman had, of course, been the source of many small annoyances, and, possibly, the cause, though indirectly, of one major disaster. The neighborhood dogs were always in the yard, sniffing around the tree, lifting a leg, digging up the lawn with vigor afterwards. During the day lean cats napped in the dense shade made by its branches and at midnight carried on a yowling courtship. On warm summer nights, drunks sprawled under the tree, in a sleep that was more torpor than sleep. She kept a bucket filled with water on the back steps, and, early in the morning, fear making her heart beat faster, fear urging her back toward the house, she would approach the sleeping man, dump the pail of water over him, recoiling from the smell of him, the awful loose-jointed look of him, even as she said, ‘Get out of here. Get out of here or I’ll call a policeman—’ There was always the shudder, the stumbling gait, the muttered curses in the thickened speech that came to mean drunkenness, and only drunkenness, as the man lurched to his feet. They always went toward The Last Chance, the saloon across the street, as though by instinct.


Yes, she thought, everything changes, and not always for the best, her mind moving away from the subject of intoxication as she had trained it to do. But her house had changed for the best. Number Six Dumble Street had a very definite air about it – an air of aristocracy. The brass knocker on the front door gleamed, the white paint on the sash of the smallpaned windows, and on the front door, was very white. In this early morning light, the brick of the house was not red but rose colored – the soft pinkish red found in old Persian carpets. The wrought iron railing on each side of the front steps was so intricately and delicately worked that it resembled filet crochet, incredible that a heavy metal like iron could be twisted and turned and bent until it looked like lace.


She gave a little jump, startled, because she heard footsteps close behind her. She turned to see who it was and a man passed her, walking briskly. A colored man. His skin was just a shade darker than her own. Yet he was dressed with a meticulousness one rarely ever saw these days – creased trousers, highly polished shoes, because the back of the shoes gleamed, a dark gray felt hat on his head, the shape perfect.


What could he have thought when he saw her standing still in the middle of the sidewalk? From the back, seen from the back, glanced at quickly from the side, how had she looked to him? Shabby? Old? Like the toothless old women who sat hunched over, mumbling to themselves, in the doorways, on the doorsteps of the houses in The Narrows? The curve of their backs, the dark wrinkled skins, the black glitter of their eyes, the long frowsy skirts always made her think of crones and witches, of necromancy.


Feeling embarrassed, she moved on, walking fast, feeling impelled to take a mental inventory of her appearance. The market basket? It was made by hand by Willow Smith, the old basket-maker. A lost art. Women these days carried brown paper shopping bags, impermanent, flimsy, often replaced. The string handles cut their fingers. She’d had this basket almost forty years. It was sturdy but light in weight; and it was as much a part of her Saturday morning shopping costume as the polished oxfords on her feet, and the lisle stockings on her legs. The shoes had been resoled many times, but the uppers were as good as new. She glanced at her hands – the beige-colored gloves were immaculate; true, they’d been darned, but she doubted that anyone would know it, certainly not a casual passer-by.


She wasn’t bent over, she knew that. She had always prided herself on the erectness of her figure; and now, watching the brisk progress of the man walking ahead of her, she straightened up even more. She couldn’t have looked too queer to him. The plain black wool coat had been brushed before she left the house as had the plain black felt hat – a hat chosen because it would never really go out of style and yet it would never attract attention. She wore it straight on her head, pulled down, but not so far down that it covered her hair – white silky hair. Proud of her hair. Two or three tendrils always managed to escape from the hairpins, and, shifting the market basket to the other arm, she reached up and patted the back of her head, still neat, as far as she could tell with gloves on.


What made me do that, she thought. I know how I look. But all my life I’ve been saying to myself, What will people think? And at seventy I wouldn’t be apt to stop doing it. So a short briskwalking man passes me on the street at a moment when I am standing still and I immediately start checking my appearance. Possibly he didn’t wonder about me. But he looked at me, sideways, quickly, and then away. He isn’t much taller than I am, she thought, still watching him. But he weighs less. Not that I’m fat but I’ve got flesh on my bones – small bones – so I look plump.


To her very great surprise, this man, this welldressed little man, turned in at Number Six, walked up the steps, and lifted the brass knocker, letting it fall gently against the door, repeating the motion so that she heard a rat-tat-tat-tat, gentle, but insistent. That surprised her, too, for very few people knew how a knocker resounded through a house and thus she was always being startled by salesmen or itinerant peddlers who set up a great banging at her front door, enough to wake the dead.


Now that she was so close to him she saw that his dark suit fitted him as though it had been made for him. His posture was superb, head up, shoulders back. He turned toward her just as she started up the steps and she noticed that he wore black shoes – highly polished. Link always wore brown shoes, most of the young men seemed to these days though she didn’t know why. A brown shoe never looked as dressy as a black shoe.


Then the stranger standing on her front steps took off his gray felt hat and bowed and said, ‘Good morning.’


It was done with an elegance that she hadn’t seen in years. It reminded her of the Governor, of the Major, both of whom managed, just by lifting their hats and bowing, to make her feel as though they had said: Madam – Queen of England – Empress of India.


‘Mrs Crunch?’


‘Yes,’ she said.


‘My name is Malcolm Powther. I’ve taken the liberty of coming to inquire about the apartment that you have for rent.’


‘Oh,’ she said, startled. The Allens hadn’t even moved yet.


‘I am the butler at Treadway Hall. I have been with Mrs Treadway for nine years,’ he said. ‘I thought I should tell you this so you would know that I can give you references. And also so that you would understand why I came so early in the morning.’


Treadway Hall, she thought. Why that’s the mansion that belongs to the Treadway Gun people. It sat on the outskirts of Monmouth. You could see the red tile roof from far off. The tile had been imported from Holland and installed by foreign workmen, some of whom still lived in the city. Every Fourth of July, Mrs Treadway invited all the workers from the plant to a picnic. It was written up in the Chronicle. There was always a whole page of pictures of the house, of the park, and the deer in the park, of the lake and the swans on the lake. The driveway that led to the house was said to be a mile long.


She looked at Mr Powther with something like awe. No wonder he had such an air of dignity. No wonder he was so carefully dressed. Everything about him suggested that his entire life had been spent in close association with the very wealthy. His skin was medium brown, not that she had any prejudice against very dark colored people, but she had never had any tenants who looked as though they were descended in a straight line from old Aunt Grinny Granny. He had a nose as straight as her own. But how had he known that the apartment would soon be vacant? The Allens had lived upstairs for six years and they were moving but not until next week. How had word about this expected vacancy on Dumble Street seeped through the stone walls of that great mansion where he worked?


‘How did you know that the apartment would be for rent?’ she asked.


His appearance changed in the most peculiar way. At one moment he was a little man with tremendous dignity, his back straight, his shoulders squared, his chin in, head up. And at the next moment all of him seemed to bend and sag and sway, even his expression changed. He flinched as though from an expected blow.


Why whatever is the matter with him, she thought. Perhaps he has gas in his stomach or he’s trying not to sneeze or holding back a cough. Then almost immediately he was all right, he had controlled whatever tremor had passed through him.


‘My wife’s cousin told me,’ he said, and then after a barely perceptible pause, he went on, ‘We have to move right away. The city is tearing down a whole block of buildings to make way for one of those new housing projects. We’re living right at the corner of the first block to be condemned.’


‘The Allens haven’t moved yet,’ Mrs Crunch said. ‘But I don’t suppose Mrs Allen would mind if you looked at the apartment. She’s home this morning. Won’t you come in and I’ll go and ask her.’


She ushered Mr Powther into the sitting room and indicated a chair near the bay window. Again she thought how very polished he looked, shoes gleaming, the crease in his trousers so perfect. He didn’t sit down until she had turned to leave the room, but out of the corner of her eyes she saw him hike up his trousers with a gesture that was barely noticeable.


He said, ‘Oh, Mrs Crunch,’ and stood up. ‘It’s only fair to tell you that we have three children. It’s not easy to find a place to live at best and with three youngsters – well, it’s almost hopeless. Do you – perhaps you object to children?’


‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘I’m very fond of them.’ She paused, and then said quickly, ‘Of course I would have to get ten dollars more a month for rent. That’s a rather large family – five people. And there’d be more wear and tear on the house. I’d have to get seventy dollars a month.’


There was a flicker of something like amusement that showed briefly in his eyes. She felt she ought to justify the extra ten dollars. ‘I’ve always had middle-aged childless couples living upstairs. With five in the family instead of two I’d have to paint oftener, allow more for repairs to the walls and floors.’


‘You’re quite right,’ he said.


‘I’ll go up now and see if Mrs Allen will let you look around.’


She went up the front stairs, slowly – she had to because of what she called her ‘bad’ knees, and cool weather always made the ache in them worse – trying to find a word to rhyme with Powther, not wanting to, but not being able to help herself. She had the kind of mind that liked jingles, so she was forever matching words as she called it, lip-sip, tap-nap, cat-mat, long-song, tea-me, love-dove. Powther? Powther? She gave up and made up a word, then made up a line, Malcolm Powther Sat on a Sowther.


Powther was as difficult a word to rhyme with as Major. After she and the Major were married she spent months trying to find a proper rhyme and never got any farther than:




Along came the Major


He said he would page her.





Even now, eighteen years after his death, there were times when the memory of him assailed her with such force that she could almost see him, hear him – a big man with a big booming laugh that made echoes even in a room filled with furniture and hung with draperies. A man so brimming with life, so full of energy that it would be easy to believe that he’d be coming in the kitchen pretty soon, humming, that she’d hear him shouting, ‘Hey, Abbie, you got some food for a starving Abyssinian?’


She stopped halfway up the stairs, wondering why she had been so suddenly overwhelmed by this vivid picture of the Major. It was because of that polite, precisely dressed, little man, waiting downstairs in her sitting room. A matter of sheer contrast. The Major had been such a big Teddy bear of a man that even in the last years of his life, when they could afford to have his suits made for him, he always had a rumpled slept-in-his-clothes look. If he sat down for as much as two minutes his trousers wrinkled at the knees, at the crotch, his coat developed creases across the middle of the back, and a fold of material popped up from somewhere around the collar region to give him a hunched-up look. Little Mr Powther could sit indefinitely and when he stood up his suit would still look as though it had just been pressed.


Once she got after the tailor about the Major’s suits. The tailor, a Mr Quagliamatti, said, ‘Mrs Crunch, it’s not the fault of my suit. It’s the Major. It’s the way he sits, all to pieces, in a chair. I can’t make an elastic suit and that’s what he’d have to have. He sits in heaps and mounds. You make him sit up, make him lift his trousers. He sits every which way and the material is only goods, yard goods, not elastic—’


She was still thinking about the Major when she told Mrs Allen that someone wanted to look at the apartment. The Major always had a slightly rumpled look but somehow men never looked as – well, as unattractive as women, especially the first thing in the morning. She tried not to stare at the white cloth wound around Mrs Allen’s head, at the faded house dress with some important buttons missing in the middle so that the dress gaped open over her fat little stomach; couldn’t help glancing down, quickly, of course, to see what she had on her feet. She was wearing sneakers, the laces not tied, and she didn’t have any stockings on. Her bare legs were a grayish brown.


Mrs Allen said, voice pitched high, ‘Let somebody see the apartment? At this hour in the morning? Really, Mrs Crunch—’


‘It’s Mr Malcolm Powther who wants to see the apartment. He’s the Treadway butler.’


‘I’m not going to—’ Mrs Allen’s voice went up, way up, high. ‘The Treadway butler!’ she said, her eyes widening. She took a deep breath. ‘I can’t – wait – you give me ten minutes, Mrs Crunch. Just ten minutes and I’ll be ready for him. You bring him right up in ten minutes.’


In the sitting room, she kept thinking that Mrs Allen had the most unpleasant way of squealing when she got excited. She’d be glad when Mrs Allen moved. It would be a pleasure to have this quiet little man and his family occupying the top floor. She told Mr Powther that they would go upstairs in a few minutes, meantime she wanted him to notice how very well her white geraniums were doing, all of them in bloom; told him that Pretty Boy, the battle-scarred tomcat dozing in the Boston rocker, was getting old and he wasn’t as lively as he once was; spoke briefly of the way Dumble Street had changed, adding almost immediately that it was a convenient place to live because Franklin Avenue where the trolleys ran was just one block away.


‘I think we can go up now,’ she said.


This time when Mrs Allen opened the door of her apartment she almost curtsied. She had fixed her hair and bangs now formed a curly frieze across her forehead. She was wearing a print dress, and highheeled patent leather pumps. There was rouge on her round brown cheeks.


Rather too much rouge, Abbie thought as she introduced Mr Powther and then stood just inside Mrs Allen’s living room, listening to the bill and coo of Mrs Allen’s voice which now sounded as though all her life she had been perfecting the sounds of the dove. She was smiling and nodding and saying, ‘Don’t you think so, Mr Powther? You know what I mean, Mr Powther.’


‘I’ll wait for you downstairs, Mr Powther,’ Abbie said. This would give Mrs Allen a chance to display all her middle-aged coyness, to titter behind her hand, to arch her thin bosom, without the inhibiting presence of one Abigail Crunch.


In the sitting room downstairs, she tried again to find a word to rhyme with Powther, and ended just where she started:




Little Mister Powther


Sat on a sowther.





Whenever she was at peace with the world, and sometimes when she wasn’t, she made up jingling little rhymes, not wanting to, but she couldn’t seem to help it. She jotted them down on the backs of envelopes, on the brown paper bags that came from the grocery store, on the pads of Dexter Linen that she used for letter paper. Having written them down, she couldn’t bear to throw them away; and so she hid them, in bureau drawers, behind the sheets in the linen closet.


She heard Mr Powther coming down the front stairs, his step light and quick. Little Mister Powther – Sat on a Sowther – she thought.


Mr Powther said, ‘It’s a pleasant apartment, Mrs Crunch. I’ll leave a deposit on it, subject, of course, to Mrs Powther’s approving the place. Though I am certain she will like it.’


‘A deposit isn’t necessary,’ Abbie said.


‘Thank you so much,’ he said. ‘I wonder if we can move in as soon as Mrs Allen goes. That is, if Mrs Powther likes the rooms. We’re in rather of a hurry because the six months’ notice we received expires this coming week.’


It doesn’t need much of anything done to it, Abbie thought. Mrs Allen was one of those fussbudget housekeepers, who always had a scrub brush or a vacuum cleaner or a dustcloth in her hand. Poor Mr Allen was kept busy, too. He was always painting or waxing floors or washing windows.


She said, ‘The Allens move out a week from today. We will need at least three days in which to freshen up the kitchen and bathroom. Will the thirtieth be all right?’


‘Thank you so much,’ he said. At the door he bowed again.


She watched him go down the steps. He paused for a moment on the sidewalk and looked up at the branches of The Hangman, and then he was gone.


She supposed the young colored men of Link’s generation couldn’t have manners like Mr Powther’s, though she didn’t know why. Wars and atom bombs and the fact that there was so much hate in the world might have something to do with it. There were times when she had thought that rudeness was a characteristic of Link’s; that other young men had a natural courtesy he would never have. Then she would see or hear something in The Narrows that suggested all these young men were alike – something had brutalized them. But what?


In Link’s case – well, if they hadn’t lived on Dumble Street, if the Major had lived longer, if Link had been their own child instead of an adopted child, if she hadn’t forgotten about him when he was eight, simply forgotten his existence, if she hadn’t had to figure so closely with the little money that she had – rent from the apartment, pension from the Governor (the Major’s pension) – and eke it out with the small sums she earned by sewing, embroidering, making jelly. If. But she had managed to keep the house, to feed and clothe herself and Link. It meant that she didn’t have much time to devote to him. There was The Last Chance across the street, there was Bill Hod who owned it. He had plenty of money. Sometimes she had believed he was playing cat-and-mouse with her deliberately, cruelly, no – brutally. And she was helpless, unable to compete with him for Link’s devotion.


At supper that night when she told Link about the new tenant, she carefully avoided any mention of Mr Powther’s beautiful manners; but she couldn’t conceal the pleasure she felt about having him in the house; and she kept talking about the neatness of his appearance.


Link grinned. ‘You mean you’re taking him in just like that? Without having seen his wife and his kids?’


‘After all, he’s the Treadway butler,’ she said. ‘If you had seen what a polishedlooking person he was you wouldn’t need to see his family either.’


‘Miss Abbie, a man hasn’t got a corner on virtue just because his shoes are shined. You’d better get a look at his family in spite of the pretty creases in his pants.’


‘You sound just like Frances,’ she said, annoyed because he had called her Miss Abbie.


‘Well, of course, honey. A man can’t have two women in his hair practically from birth without ending up sounding like one or both of them.’


‘Frances didn’t live here with us,’ she said.


‘She might just as well have. She might just as well have. She was here so often that I used to think she was my father and you were my mother.’


‘She’s been awfully good to me,’ Abbie said, remembering.


‘Yeah. I don’t doubt that. But F. K. Jackson is right at least ninety-nine point nine times out of a hundred. It’s very difficult for us average humans to love a female with a batting average like that. If she’d been a gambler she could have made a fortune.’


‘A gambler? She doesn’t play cards—’


‘No,’ he said, and he half closed his eyes, as though he were looking at a picture that pleased him, half closed his eyes and threw his head back. Abbie looked at the line of his throat, at the slight forward thrust of his chin, at the smoothness of his skin, the perfection of his nose and mouth, the straightness of his hair, and thought, Sometimes, just sometimes, I wish he wasn’t so very goodlooking; or rather, I wish that the rest of him matched his good looks. He simply does not care about the right things. How can he go on working behind that bar? What was the point of his going to college if he was going to end up working in a bar?


Was it my fault? Yes. I forgot about him when he was eight. When he was sixteen I had the chance to win him back and somehow muffed it. And now it’s too late. Now I do not dare say what I think about his working in that saloon for fear he will leave me and never come back.


‘No,’ Link said, voice dreamy now. ‘But I wish she did. I wish she played poker. I’d like to see her in a game with Bill Hod. I would pay out folding money to get F. K. Jackson and Mr B. Hod in a poker game.’


Abbie made no comment on this statement. When Link finished college he had said he was going to write history books. Shortly after that he went into the Navy and was gone four years, and when he came home it was to work in a bar on Dumble Street. On Saturdays he played poker until four and five o’clock in the morning, played with his friends: a white man, a photographer, who had the unlikely name of Jubine and the unkempt look of a Bolshevist; a colored man named Weak Knees, who walked as though he were drunk, and did the cooking in The Last Chance; and Bill Hod, who owned The Last Chance and controlled or operated every illegal, immoral, illicit enterprise in The Narrows – though nobody could prove it – and who had the face of a hangman, face of a murderer. Colored, too.


Now Link was imitating Frances, clipping his words off the way she did, pursing his lips, lifting his eyebrows, pretending to remove a pair of pince-nez glasses.


He was saying, ‘Do you remember the time that F. K. Jackson said: “Abbie, never never rent out any part of the premises without first seeing all the members of the family. Males have been known to marry females who bear a strong resemblance to the female fruit fly; and females have been known to marry males that are first cousin to the tomato worm. On the other hand, perfectly respectable couples have been known to produce children who have all the unpleasant qualities of the Japanese beetle!”’


Abbie listened to him, thinking, His voice doesn’t match the rest of him either. It is a deep, resonant, musical voice. A perfect speaking voice. And – somebody has to go through that apartment upstairs to find out what needs to be done to it before the Powthers move in. If Link went up there now, Mrs Allen wouldn’t care if it was suppertime. She’d look at the breadth of his shoulders, listen to the music in his voice, and immediately start making the sounds of the dove and even show him the inside of the closets.


‘Link,’ she said, ‘will you go upstairs and ask Mrs Allen to let you go through the apartment so you can see if anything needs to be done to it before the Powthers move in?’


‘Right now?’


‘Of course not. After you finish your supper.’


‘Sure, Miss Abbie, sure. I didn’t know. I thought you meant with knife and fork in hand and napkin tied tight under chin. I am, after all, only mortal man and mortal man is so conditioned to attack from immortal female that he – well, he never really knows.’


The week slipped by. The Allens moved out. Abbie began to worry about Mrs Powther. Why hadn’t she been to see the place?


On Thursday, toward dusk, Mr Powther stopped at the door. He wouldn’t come in. He was in a hurry. He paid a month’s rent in advance, seventy dollars in crisp new bills.


He said, ‘Mrs Powther is busy with the packing and the children. She’s perfectly willing to take the apartment on my say-so.’


After he left, Abbie fingered the bills, wondering for the first time why he and his wife and the children didn’t live at Treadway Hall, thinking almost at the same time that one never saw crisp new money like this in The Narrows. These bills looked as though they had gone straight from the mint into Treadway Hall, where they had been handed to Mr Powther, who in turn handed them to Abbie Crunch. She hoped he was right about his wife’s willingness to live on Dumble Street.


She was still thinking about Mrs Powther, the next afternoon, when the knocker sounded. There was a repeated banging, a thundering on the door, that echoed and re-echoed through the house from cellar to attic, startling her so that she dropped the handle of the carpet sweeper she was using on the stairs. Who on earth would bang on a door like that? She kicked the carpet sweeper out of the way, thinking, I ought to pick it up and take it to the door with me and use it on his head. Anyone would think that he, whoever he is, was summoning a charwoman, and a deaf charwoman at that.


Usually she stood back from the smallpaned windows at the side of the door so that she could not be seen when she looked out. But this time she wanted to be seen, she glared out of the little windows and then frowned. There was a woman standing on the steps. A stranger. Or at least her face was unfamiliar. She’d seen the type before though: young, but too much fat around the waist, a soft, fleshy, quite prominent bosom, too much lipstick, a pink beflowered hat, set on top of straightened hair; the hair worn in what they called a pageboy bob, hanging loose, almost to the shoulders. She had on a light tan coat, very full, very long. Under one arm she carried a big loosely wrapped package which was held together by red and green string, carelessly tied. The package looked as though one good jounce would make the whole thing open up all at once.


The woman lifted her hand and banged the knocker against the door again, a peremptory, commanding knock. Abbie wouldn’t have opened the door, but the woman had a little boy by the hand – a bulletheaded, bigheaded little boy. Bulletheaded. Bigheaded. The Major’s expressions. They were always cropping up in her thoughts. He loved to describe children in that fashion; he took a special delight in pointing out small dark specimens that she had to agree, reluctantly, really fitted the words. And this child standing on her doorstep was both bulletheaded and bigheaded.


Because of the child she decided the woman might well be someone who had come to see the Allens and didn’t know they’d moved. She was certain she’d seen the little boy somewhere. She opened the door, not too wide, just wide enough to be able to shut it quickly if she had to. After all, she was alone in the house.


‘How do you do?’ she said. She made it sound like a question.


‘Afternoon. Are you Missus Crunch?’


Abbie nodded, staring, now.


The woman smiled, the thick coating of dark red lipstick on her mouth made her teeth look very white. They were good teeth, even, strong.


‘I’m Mamie,’ she said.


Abbie said, ‘Yes?’ There was music in the woman’s voice, a careless, easy kind of music. ‘I’m Mamie Powther.’


‘Mamie Powther? Mamie Powther? Oh – I – oh, of course. Come in, Mrs Powther.’


There was an awkward moment during which they stood in the hall looking at each other, Mrs Powther smiling and showing her strong white teeth and Abbie trying to maintain an expression of cordiality and welcome. She didn’t know when she’d ever felt quite so at a disadvantage. What had she expected Mrs Powther to look like? She didn’t know exactly. Certainly not like this woman. She supposed she had expected a sort of female edition of Mr Powther, small, neat, precise of speech, businesslike in manner. She remembered Mr Powther’s highly polished shoes and without really meaning to, glanced down at Mrs Powther’s feet. She had on black suede shoes, scuffed at the toe, a kind of ballet-type shoe that bore a most unfortunate resemblance to a house slipper, and there was a bulge on each shoe, a kind of little hump, that only came from bunions.


‘This here is J.C.’ Mrs Powther said, still smiling.


At the mention of his name, the bulletheaded little boy retreated behind Mrs Powther’s tan coat, clutching at the folds.


‘You stop that, you J.C.,’ Mrs Powther said sharply. ‘Come out here where Missus Crunch can see you.’


J.C.’s response to this command was to wrap the long full skirt of the coat more tightly around him, disappearing from view entirely except for one scuffed brown shoe and a dirty blue sock.


‘He’s shy,’ Mrs Powther said benevolently.


‘What is his name?’ Abbie asked.


‘J.C.’


‘But—’ Abbie tried again. ‘What do the initials stand for?’


‘Oh, they don’t stand for nothing. It’s just initials. I thought it was kind of a nice thing to do for him. When he gets old enough he can pick a name for himself, to match up with the initials. This way he won’t be worried with no name he don’t like for the rest of his life.’


‘Why I never heard of such a thing.’


‘No’m. Most folks haven’t.’


‘Aw, Mamie,’ J.C. said suddenly, his voice muffled. ‘Come on and look at the place.’


‘He don’t really want to move here,’ Mamie Powther said. She made no effort to disentangle J.C. from her coat. ‘He’s got a lot of friends over where we been livin’. All ’bout his own age. And he’s head man, ain’t you, honey?’


Abbie wanted to end the conversation. She needed to think, to sit down alone and think, she’d heard of all kinds of names for children, but initials – what about the other children?


‘Mr Powther said there were three children. Are they – do the others have initials, too, instead of names?’


‘No, ma’am. I didn’t think of it until J.C. come along,’ she paused, as though in recollection, smiled. ‘There’s just the twins. They’re seven. Named Kelly and Shapiro. It’ll take you awhile to tell ’em apart, but Kelly is the quiet one and Shapiro is the loudmouthed one.’


‘I see,’ Mrs Crunch said. Then she added hastily, because Mamie Powther had opened her mouth as though to continue and she looked like the kind of woman who enjoyed giving all the details of her last confinement, ‘You go right up and look at the rooms. My knees aren’t what they used to be so if you don’t mind, I’ll stay down here.’


She had planned to escort Mrs Powther through the rooms, answering questions, explaining about the position of the sun in the afternoon, showing off the view of the river that one got from the living room windows. But this Mrs Powther wasn’t the one she had expected. She didn’t want to watch this Mrs Powther’s bosom quiver as she walked through the bedroom that she, Abbie, had once shared with the Major.


‘You can go right up. The doors are all open. You don’t need a key.’


‘That’s fine,’ Mrs Powther’s voice was cordial. ‘Come on, J.C.’


Abbie sat down heavily in the Boston rocker in the dining room – she still referred to it like that when she got upset, though it had long since been converted into a sitting room. Twins, she thought. Kelly and Shapiro. Why it was fantastic. Incredible. She couldn’t very well not rent the apartment to the Powthers. She’d taken Mr Powther’s money, promised it to him, and she’d always been a woman of her word. Perhaps Mrs Powther wouldn’t like the place. Nonsense. Mamie Powther would love Dumble Street. Besides there weren’t any places for rent in Monmouth. Or perhaps that horrible little boy, J.C., whoever heard of such nonsense, initials for a name, perhaps he wouldn’t like it, because it wouldn’t offer sufficient opportunity for him to be head man. Oh, they’d take it. J.C. and Mamie. He didn’t even call her Mother. How on earth had that polished little Mr Powther managed to acquire a bigbosomed creature like this one, painted fingernails, some of the paint peeling off, jingly earrings in her ears, smelling of bergamot or something equally as sickeningly sweet, and the little boy with a distinct smell of urine about him.


Hearing Mrs Powther’s footsteps, soft, heavy, on the front stairs, muted by the carpet, she got up and met her in the hall.


‘Well?’ she said.


Mamie Powther started drawing a pair of soiled white gloves over her hands, covering the scarlet fingernails. ‘It’s a lovely place, Missus Crunch,’ she beamed. ‘A lovely place. Actually I wouldn’t have come to look at it, I would have moved right in on the strength of Powther’s say-so. He knows an awful lot about houses. But J.C. he wouldn’t let me be until I brought him over. Just kept on sayin’, Mamie I’m not a-goin’ to move until I see where I’m goin’.’


‘And did you like the apartment, J.C.?’ Abbie asked, being deliberately sarcastic.


J.C. disappeared in the folds of Mrs Powther’s coat again.


‘He liked it fine. He liked it so much he already moved in, Missus Crunch. His things is up there now.’


What in the world is she talking about? Abbie wondered.


‘He left his comic books up there. That’s what was in that big bundle. He said, “Mamie if I like it I’m a-goin’ to be the first to move in.” It suits us as though we thought it up ourselves, don’t it, J.C.?’ She paused but J.C. did not answer. ‘And it’s so nice that there’s a back stairs, a outside back stairs.’


Abbie Crunch thought there was a kind of anticipatory gleam in Mamie Powther’s eyes that the existence of an outside back stairs hardly seemed to justify. Certainly there was an extra gaiety in her manner.


‘Back stairs do save so much wear and tear on a front stair carpet,’ Mamie Powther explained. ‘Children is always runnin’ up and down and in and out you know.’


Abbie watched them cross the street. Mamie Powther was moving swiftly and J.C. was trotting to keep up with her. Wind from the river rippled the pages of the comic book he held in his hand, toyed with the full skirt of Mrs Powther’s coat.


Bill Hod was standing in front of The Last Chance. He lifted his hat as they passed. Mrs Powther nodded, lifting one gloved hand in a gesture that was part salute, part wave. Abbie wondered if he knew her or if he was merely paying tribute to her quivery bosom. The ballet slippers gave her a flatfooted appearance. As they disappeared from sight, Abbie decided they looked like figures out of the old Mother Goose books, the proportions all wrong, highly exaggerated. And almost immediately she was rhyming again:




Mister Powther


Sat on a sowther


Eating his curds and whey.


Along came a Mamie


And said, You must pay me.


And so he did pay, did pay.





How old was Mamie Powther? In her early thirties? Mr Powther was a lot older, closer to fifty, at least. Link would laugh. Female fruit fly? Japanese beetle? Tomato worm? Not Mamie Powther. Mamie Powther was Dumble Street.


The Major had been dead set against this street. ‘Fine old brick house, yes. But Dumble Street – Dumble Street – that’s not a good place to live.’ Then he had startled her by saying, ‘It ought to be called Fumble Street. That’s what it is.’


She had glanced at him sharply, wondering if he, too, was a victim of rhyming, and that she’d never known it. No. Because he snorted his contempt, his disgust, for the street, unconscious of the endless possibilities for rhymes: dumble, fumble, stumble, tumble, mumble. It had proved itself to be all of those things. The people who lived here near the waterfront fumbled and they mumbled and they stumbled and they tumbled, ah, yes, make up a word – dumbled.
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Got no roof over my head


Slats keep fallin’ out of my bed


And I’m lonesome – lonesome.


Rent money’s so long overdue


Landlord says he’s goin’ to sue


And I’m lonesome – lonesome.





The words were clear but the voice seemed far away. It came nearer, slowly, slowly, increasing in volume, until it seemed to be right there in the kitchen. ‘And I’m lonesome.’ A big warm voice with a lilt in it, and something else, some extra, indefinable quality which made Abbie listen, made her want to hear more, and more; as though the singer leaned over, close, to say, I’m talking to you, listen to me, I made up this song for you and I’ve got wonderful things to tell you and to show you, listen to me.


Abbie looked across the breakfast table at Link. The people next door played records morning, noon, and night. He might think this was a record. He was buttering a piece of toast and he didn’t seem to hear that big clear attention-getting voice that was filling the kitchen with song. It isn’t a soprano, she thought, it goes down too far, too easily for a soprano, lonesome was sung way down, almost down to a tenor’s middle range, but head and bed, sue and due were way up high.


Link looked toward the screen door. ‘Is that a record?’


Abbie hesitated, wishing she could bring herself to say, Yes, it’s a record, a blues or a boogiewoogie or a jazz record or whatever they called the bleating that issued from all the gramophones and radios these days, all of it sounding alike, too loud, too harsh, no sweetness, no tune, simply a reiterated bleating about rent money and men who had gone off with other women, and numbers that didn’t come out. It was perfectly ridiculous, she knew it, admitted it, but she did not want Link to see Mamie Powther. Sooner or later he was bound to. The Powthers had been living upstairs for two days now but it was usually noon before her voice came drifting down from an upstairs window.


‘No,’ she said reluctantly. ‘That’s not a record. That’s Mrs Powther, the new tenant.’


He went to the back door and stood there so long, motionless, watching something, that Abbie got up from the table to look, too.


Mamie Powther was hanging up clothes in the backyard. Abbie frowned. She’ll have to get her own line or I won’t have any place to hang my things. She must have got up very early to turn out such a tremendous wash. Very clean clothes they were, too. A big clothes basket heaped to the top stood on the grass under the line. There was an almost hypnotic rhythm about her movements, Abbie found that she, too, couldn’t look away. Bend over and pick up shirt, straighten up, and shake it out, reach for clothespins, straighten up, pin shirt on line, bend over.




Big John’s got a brandnew gal


High yaller wench name of Sal


And I’m lonesome – lonesome.





She keeps changing the words, Abbie thought, listening, and watching. Wind whipped the clothes back and forth, lifting the hem of Mamie Powther’s short cotton dress as though it peered underneath and liked what it saw and so returned again and again for another look. What a vulgar idea. I never think things like that. It’s that getup she has on. A sleeveless dress, printed material, white background with big red poppies all over it. A bright red scarf wound around her head. And there among the sheets, the pillowcases, the towels, the children’s socks and underwear and overalls, her figure stood out – a gaudy, bigbosomed young woman with sturdy arms, dimpled at the elbows. When she bent over you could see that she had no stockings on, you could see the back of her thighs, more than halfway up, just as though she were leaning over in a bathing suit. The bending over effortless, the straightening up, all in one smooth unbroken motion, the wind whipping the clothes, lifting them, returning them to her, and she singing in time to all this movement:




Trouble sits at my front door


Can’t shut him out any more


And I’m lonesome – lonesome.





Watching her, you could almost believe it was a dance of some kind, the dance of the clothes, the wetwash dance. I don’t dance. I never could, Abbie thought. I haven’t any sense of rhythm and yet she hangs clothes and I think about dancing. I don’t believe she’s got a thing on under that dress.


When Link turned away from the door, Abbie waited for him to say something funny about the red poppies on the dress, or about the soft brown flesh so very exposed to view.


But all he said was, ‘My! my! my! So that’s Mrs Powther.’


He drank the rest of his coffee standing up, then he leaned down, patted Abbie’s cheek and kissed her, straightened up, said softly, ‘The female fruit fly,’ and laughed.


For a barely perceptible second there was a break in the rhythm of Mamie Powther’s song and Abbie knew that she’d heard that powerful male laughter coming from the first floor. Heard it and probably made a note of it for future reference.


Then he was gone. Whistling. Whistling the tailend of the same tune: I’m lonesome – lonesome.


Somehow she would have to get rid of that big young woman, still hanging up clothes, pausing now and then to look straight up at the sky. Blowzy. No. Gaudy. Well, yes. She simply did not belong in that neat backyard with its carefully tended lawn and its white fences. The brilliant red of the poppies on her dress made the red of the dogwood leaves look faded, washed out. She did not match the yard or the kind of morning that it was. Sunny. Fairly warm. Winter still far away but coming, the potential there, in the east wind, but the grass still green. She dominated the morning so that you saw nothing but Mamie, heard nothing but Mamie, and with a little concentration, it was possible to believe that you could smell nothing but Mamie – that sweet heavy perfume was definitely in the air. Brassy. That was the word. Mamie Powther was like a trumpet call sent out over the delicate nuances and shadings of stringed instruments played softly, making you jump, startled, because it didn’t belong there.


‘I’m lonesome – lonesome—’


Mamie Powther. Why not Mrs Powther. Somehow natural to eliminate Mrs. Not a man’s wife, permanently attached, but an unattached unwifely female. She didn’t belong in the backyard any more than her furniture belonged in Number Six Dumble Street. Such furniture! Lamps with pink rayon shades, and a bed with the headboard and footboard covered with cupids and grapes and grape leaves, a big chest of drawers almost like a highboy, with the same appalling cupids on the handles of the drawers. The packing hadn’t been done properly, or rather, Mamie Powther hadn’t made any effort to pack at all. There were a thousand-and-one loose items that had to be carried upstairs in piles. Clothing and pots and pans and nursing bottles. There was a battered highchair with food particles stuck on it and a child’s pot made of pink plastic. That, too, somehow characteristic of the woman. And toys, she hadn’t even tried to get hold of any cartons – legless dolls and broken fire engines and trucks without wheels, and scooters without steering gear were carried up in piles – and she wasn’t certain but there seemed to be a great wudge of what looked like soiled diapers, but surely none of those children could be still wearing diapers.


There were two moving-men on the truck – one was big and one was little but their voices were the same size. It took both of them to get some of the furniture up the stairs. The house was filled with their shouts, ‘On me!’ ‘On you!’ Only they made it sound like ‘Awn me!’ ‘Awn you!’ To see what they were doing Abbie had gone to the front of the house. The little one stepped back bracing his body for the weight of a tremendous sofa upholstered in pale blue brocade, shouting ‘Awn me!’ Though the other man was not two feet away from him, he shouted back, ‘Awn you!’ Then when they reached the landing, the big man braced himself shouting ‘Awn me!’ ‘Awn me!’ ‘Awn you!’ and then the children took it up, loving the sound of it, and she could detect no difference in the loudness of Shapiro’s voice or Kelly’s voice.


As soon as she finished doing the breakfast dishes she would tell Mrs Powther about the clothesline. She heard a soft drumming sound that came from the front of the house. She listened. What could that be? A muffled drumming, not a banging but a drumming sound.


As she went toward the hall, walking briskly, she thought, I’ve been afraid of everything, ever since the Major died. No one has ever known how afraid I’ve been. Any unexpected sound makes my heart beat faster, makes me catch my breath.


J.C. was sitting on the stairs, two steps up, drumming his heels against the riser of the lower step. The sound of his heels striking against the stair carpet made a soft, regular rhythmic sound. Inherited sense of rhythm, she thought. Inherited from Mamie. It didn’t seem possible but he was drinking from a nursing bottle. As she approached he took his hands away from the bottle, holding it in his mouth with his teeth, so that it swung back and forth, and he began to rock his body back and forth too. He was staring at the Major’s silk hat and at the goldheaded cane – the hat still on the coatrack in the hall, the cane hanging there beside it.


He looked at Abbie briefly, and then his gaze returned to the hat. Again she got the feeling that she’d seen him somewhere before.


He transferred his hands to the bottle, drank from it, gave a little wiggle of pleasure, then, twisting one arm through the balustrades, he half lay down on the stairs. He placed the bottle on the step beside him.


‘Crunch,’ he said, ‘what’s that?’ He lisped and it sounded as though he said, ‘Crunth – whathethat?’


It was perfectly obvious that he was talking about the Major’s hat and the cane, because he kept his unwinking gaze focused on them.


‘You call me Mrs Crunch, young man.’


‘Missus Crunch,’ he said, giving her a look so adult and so malevolent that she wanted to shake him. ‘What’s that?’


‘A silk hat and a goldheaded cane.’


‘What’s a goldheaded cane?’


This could go on forever. If she answered him or tried to, he’d think up a hundred other questions on the basis of her reply.


‘You ask your mother and she’ll tell you.’


‘What’s a goldheaded cane?’ he repeated.


‘You ask your mother and she’ll tell you,’ she said again as imperturbably as though he had asked the question for the first time. Then she said abruptly, ‘What’s a big boy like you doing drinking out of a bottle?’


‘Drinking milk.’


She glanced at him sharply. He hardly seemed old enough for such expert evasion. Four-year-olds didn’t usually – Or was he? ‘How old are you?’


‘Three and a half.’ He didn’t look at her, he was staring up at the hat, at the cane. ‘Well, you’re old enough to be drinking milk from a glass.’


‘Me don’t like it that way.’


‘Say I don’t like it that way. Not “me.”’


‘I don’t like it that way,’ he said obediently, still not looking at her.


That was fairly simple, she thought. It’s just a matter of being firm with them. He had a comic book thrust in the front of his shirt and she started to ask him about it, he certainly couldn’t read and she didn’t see why he should be so fond of comic books, someone must have spoiled his taste already, and perhaps— But she never got around to the comic book because she heard a faint hissing noise, a kind of h-stt. J.C. was looking at her very gravely and she turned away. Something must have gone wrong with the radiator in Link’s room. As she turned she glanced down at the floor, at the polished parquet floor. Those beautiful floors were partly responsible for her insistence on buying this house even though the Major disapproved. There was a little puddle of water there and as she looked it grew larger. She stared at the little boy sprawled there on the stairs, dismayed. Why he isn’t trained yet, three and a half years old and he isn’t trained. My stair carpet, my floor, and there will be a smell of urine in the front hall just like in the tenements—


‘You listen to me,’ she said angrily. ‘There are some things I simply will not put up with. And this is one of them. You can tell that mother of yours that I said so.’


He didn’t reply, just looked at her with that same grave air. ‘Did you hear what I said?’ She laid her hand on his arm.


He flung the hand away, got up, and scuttled up the stairs. When he reached the landing he stopped, peered down at her, shouted, ‘Jaybird, jaybird, sittin’ in the grath, draw back, draw back, shoot him in the – YAH! Crunth – Crunth – Crunth!’


She made a motion as though she were going to pursue him and he stuck his tongue out and then scrambled up the stairs, moving fast, his feet thumping on the steps.


Mopping up the puddle he’d made, she kept thinking, Maybe he isn’t quite bright, three and a half years old and he was still using a nursing bottle, still wetting himself, but his eyes were highly intelligent, almost too much so, and he was inquisitive, always asking questions, just as any normal child should. He’d left the bottle of milk on the stairs. Well, she’d put it in the garbage can and then she’d tell Mamie Powther about the clothesline and tell her, also, to keep J.C. off the front stairs.


Outside in the backyard she walked toward Mamie Powther’s bentover figure, thinking, I’ll start off by saying, ‘About the clothesline—’


But she didn’t say anything because she heard a man’s voice saying, ‘Hi, Mamie, what’s the pitch?’


There, on the other side of the clothesline stood Bill Hod.


Mamie Powther said, ‘Lord, babe, you sure gave me a turn. I didn’t hear you come in the yard. How are you anyway?’ She laughed. It was a warm joyous sound. ‘Come on up and see the place. It’s a mess but I can give you a cup of coffee.’


I won’t have it, Abbie thought. I won’t have him in my yard.


Mamie turned toward the house, ‘Oh! Good mornin’, Missus Crunch. I didn’t see you,’ she said, smiling, showing her white, strong teeth. ‘Meet my cousin, Mr Bill Hod.’


In the kitchen, Abbie sat down heavily on the nearest chair, sat there shaking as though she’d had a chill, thinking, The house, the Major, Dumble Street. In that order. He had disapproved of her choice of a house, not so much the house, though it was big, neglected, had been vacant for years and so repairs would be expensive, not the house, but its location. Near the river. Near the dock. He said rivers and waterfronts were not good places to live. But it was a brick house and Abbie had always wanted a brick house and the price was very low so they bought it.


It was almost twenty years ago that it happened. All of that. Yet the sight of Bill Hod in my yard makes me keep shivering as though it were yesterday. It was on a Saturday afternoon in August. The Hangman was in full leaf. She had gone out to select a handful of especially beautiful leaves to show to her Sunday School class in the morning. She happened to look down the street, down toward Franklin Avenue, and she saw the Major, lurching along, leaning on Bill Hod. Sometimes he stopped and waved both arms in the air, and then gestured vaguely, using the goldheaded cane to accent his gestures, sometimes he dragged it along the sidewalk, then held it straight up in the air.


Inside the house, she waited for them, watching from the window. As they approached the steps, she opened the front door.


‘He’s sick,’ Bill Hod said.


She’d seen them before, these ‘sick’ men, pushed and pulled toward home by loyal embarrassed friends. Mrs O’Leary’s husband was always ‘sick’ on Saturday nights and all day Sunday – or so the children said.


‘I can see that,’ she said coldly. She’d seen the stumbling, uncertain gait, the unfocused bleary eyes of the drunken bums who slept in doorways, lurched across the dock, stumbled out from under the sheltering branches of The Hangman, too often not to recognize this type of sickness. The Major smelt of whiskey, not just smelt of it, it was all about him, as though he had taken a bath in it.


‘Put him in a chair—’ She pointed toward the door of the parlor, hurriedly spread newspapers all around the chair, thinking, My carpet, my beautiful new carpet—


‘He should be in bed—’


The Major said something or tried to. It was only a blurred muttering in his throat, a horrible drunken sound, suggesting that even the muscles of his throat were drunk.


She turned on Bill Hod. Oh, she knew him. She had tried to prevent his getting a liquor license for that place he ran right across the street.


‘Get out of my house—’


Bill Hod said, ‘He’s a sick man. You better get a doctor.’


The Major made that horrible drunken muttering in his throat again and the smell of what she always called cheap whiskey seemed to be everywhere in the room. She thought, I can’t stand that smell; if I don’t get out of here quickly, I will be sick. Bill Hod hadn’t moved; he was looking at her, staring at her, defying her.


She picked up a poker from the fireplace, a very old hand-wrought poker, black, crudelooking, handed down in her family from one generation to the next, and even as she picked it up, felt the coldness of the metal, the roughness of it, the weight of it, she thought, Has it ever been used as a weapon before?


She said, ‘Will you get out of here or will I have to call a policeman?’


The poker slid out of her hand, clattered on the hearth. She thought Bill Hod was going to strike her, no, not strike her, his eyes, his voice, she’d never heard such fury in a human voice, she thought he was going to kill her. Strangle her with his hands. He took a step forward, and his eyes were cold, absolutely inhuman. The eyes of a hangman. Face of a hangman.


He said, ‘You fool – you goddamn fool – get a doctor—’ And he was gone.


She went into the kitchen, sat down at the table. She couldn’t seem to think straight. She would have Hod arrested. She kept hearing the Major’s breathing, labored, stentorian, like a snore. Drunk. Drunk as a lord. What could have come over him? People would laugh at her. President of the local WCTU and her husband so drunk he couldn’t stand up. Ha-ha, ha-ha, ha-ha. The colored president of the white WCTU. A drunken husband. Well, he’s colored. Ha-ha, ha-ha, ha-ha.


Six o’clock. Suppertime. And he still sounded exactly the same. Link kept tiptoeing in to look at him, coming back to the kitchen, face frightened, eyes frightened, but too fascinated to pay any attention to her repeated warnings to stay out of the parlor.


She had forgotten that she had invited Frances to have supper with them. Link must have been waiting in the hall, waiting for the sound of the knocker, so that he could get to the door first and let Frances in. Frances came straight back to the kitchen and before she could get her hat off, Link said, ‘Uncle Theodore’s sick. He’s in the parlor and he’s got newspapers all around him on the floor.’


So, of course, Frances went into the parlor to find out how he was, and Abbie went, too. Frances listened to his breathing, stopped just inside the door to listen, and then crossed the room quickly, bent over him, frowning, feeling his pulse, forcing his eyelids open, and the newspapers made a rustling sound under her feet as she moved around him.


When Frances spoke her voice was brusquer than Abbie had ever heard it, and her eyeglasses seemed to have an added glitter. She said, ‘He’s seriously ill, Abbie. Mortally ill. I think he’s had a stroke. I’ll get a doctor—’


She still didn’t believe that he was sick. He was a big man, six feet tall, weighing two hundred pounds, and he looked even bigger than usual, mountainous. Perhaps it was the way his body sagged in the chair. His head lolled on his shoulder, as though it had no connection with his neck, his spine. His mouth was open and a little trickle of saliva was running out of his mouth, down the side of his cheek. His arms were hanging down, dangling, the hands open, limp, dangling too. The drunks who slept under The Hangman in the summer looked just like this, smelt just like this, sounded just like this, the same queer snoring issued from their throats. The only thing – his hands—. She touched both of them. They were cold. His hands were always warm, great big warm hands.


Then Frances was bringing the new doctor into the parlor. Dr Easter. A black man, young, she supposed, but with a manner so pompous, so dignified, that he might have been seventy-odd. He didn’t even open his bag, he felt for the Major’s pulse, he leaned over and apparently listened to his breathing, just with his ear, and then straightened up and said, ‘We must get him in bed. At once.’


Why he’s a West Indian, Abbie thought. She said, ‘Is he—’


He interrupted her, ‘I do not know, madam. He is very ill. I cannot discuss the case now. There is no time. Miss Jackson, I will need help. We must get him in bed. At once.’


He made her feel in the way. So did Frances. Frances was at the telephone again. And almost immediately, there were two men at the front door, and then they were in the parlor. Perhaps it wasn’t that fast. But it seemed so. When, finally, she went upstairs into the bedroom, they had undressed the Major, put him to bed. The smell of whiskey was gone. She could see now that they were right, he was terribly, terribly sick. It was incredible. He had never been sick in all the years they had been married. The color of his skin had changed. It was gray. Skin gray. He lay motionless under the sheets, under the soft rose-colored blanket, the magnificent head perfectly still on the pillows, the bigboned hands still too, the hands open, fingers straight out, all of them, on the rose-colored blanket.


He never lay still when he was in bed. He turned and twisted in his sleep as though sleep were an enemy and he determined to destroy it, to fight the sheets and the blankets and the pillows which were the enemy’s first line of defense. In the morning, in the winter, he was always lying on his side, the covers pulled over his big shoulders, so that when she first woke up she always thought she had been sleeping in a tent, the covers were tentlike, lifted up by the Major’s shoulders, and drafts played around her neck and back, down the tunnel that the covers formed. When the Major got out of a bed it looked like a battleground, all furrowed and riddled, the sheets rumpled, the blankets on the floor. She used to wonder if this bed-mauling was a family trait, just as some families run to cleft palates and buck teeth and rheumatism, so perhaps the Crunches for generations back had been bed-maulers, unable to lie still in a bed, congenitally forced to twist and turn, and pull the sheets and push the blankets and punch the pillows, warring against sleep. She would cast one last disgusted look at him, and then go quietly down the stairs to make the morning coffee.


About seven o’clock she would hear his footsteps on the stairs, heavy and yet quick. He came down the stairs singing in that sweet pure tenor voice, a voice utterly incongruous in so big a man, ‘You must wake and call me early, call me early, Mother dear,’ and she supposed he timed it because when he reached the kitchen door he let his voice out, ‘For I’m to be Queen o’ the May, Mother, I’m to be Queen o’ the May.’ Then he kissed her and patted her hand, saying, ‘Well, Abbie, another day – more dough – as the baker said to the bread mixer,’ and let out a roar of laughter, so loud and with so much lung power behind it, or perhaps it was the pitch, anyway his laughter made the plates, the cups, and saucers on the table rattle.


She sat there by his bedside all night. There had been something else that would have told her how dreadfully sick he was, something more than his lying so still. When she first came into the room Frances and Dr Easter had been leaning over him, and when they saw her, they straightened up and stood aside, drawing back, away from the bed, no expression on their faces. It was that standing aside that told her he might not survive. People stood aside like that, not saying anything, when the chief mourner came into the room to view the body for the first time.


Sometimes she held his hand, that big powerful hand – a hand that was all compassion and tenderness, and that might somewhere else and under a different set of circumstances have been the hand of a surgeon because the fingers were enormously sensitive, controlled, skilful. Sometimes she prayed, kneeling by the side of the bed, burying her face in her hands, aware that the sheets smelt ever so faintly of lavender. Pride once in the fine sheets, in the box springs, the hair mattress, the soft blankets, pride in anything now worthless, meaningless. Don’t let him die. Her fault. She should have known that he wasn’t drunk. He was sick. Dear God, don’t let him die. I can’t live without him. I wouldn’t want to.


At intervals during the night Dr Easter came into the room. She knew he was doing everything he could for the Major. But his breathing didn’t change, except that the sound, and maybe it was her imagination, perhaps she had grown accustomed to it, but it wasn’t as loud. Frances was, she thought, always somewhere in the room.


Toward morning Frances said, ‘Go downstairs, Abbie. Go outside and get some air. I’ll be right here. I’ll call you if I need you.’


She went reluctantly. If he died it would be her fault. It would be murder really. She should have known. She should have called the doctor the moment the Major came in the house. She let him sit there. ‘He’s got newspapers all around him.’ Link’s young voice. Reproach, wasn’t it? The new carpet. Newspapers. The Monmouth Chronicle. Yesterday’s. Spread out on the floor.


She stood outside on the front steps. It was beginning to get light. There were a few stars still in the sky. Or was that just the tears in her eyes? Tears. Not stars. It was daylight. The Hangman bulked large and dark off to the right. Dear God, don’t let him die. She looked down at the sidewalk. There was something written there. Right in front of the house. She went down the steps, not wanting to read whatever it was, afraid not to, remembering the stories about the prophetic power of Cesar the Writing Man who went all over Monmouth writing verses from the Bible on the sidewalks. Always writing on Dumble Street.


At first she couldn’t make it out. There were so many scrolls and flourishes and curlicues and small adorning parts, in pink, red, blue, and yellow chalk, that it seemed to be just a pattern, intricate in design, drawn on the sidewalk. Her eyes kept filling up with tears, they welled up, again and again, so that she could not see clearly. She kept wiping them away with the back of her hand. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Dear God, don’t let him die. Don’t let him die. I mustn’t cry. I mustn’t cry.


She made herself stop crying so that she could see what Cesar had written on the sidewalk in front of her house. Having read it, she was assailed by fear, by horror, so that she trembled and cried out, in refutation, ‘NO! NO! NO!’ And the morning was suddenly unbearable, the sun coming out, the air filled with the smell of the river, fog blowing in from the river, damp and cold on her face. She leaned over and read it again: ‘At her feet he bowed, he fell, he lay down: at her feet he bowed, he fell: where he bowed, there he fell down dead.’


She turned and went back in the house, aware of a dreadful giddiness that made her want to pitch forward on her face, fall forward and never get up, went up the stairs, swiftly, listening, listening, listening now for the same sound that had made her so angry when she first heard it, wanting to hear it now, praying that she would still hear it. She stopped in the doorway of the bedroom and heard the peculiar snorelike breathing of the Major, definitely not as loud, not even as loud as when she left the room.


His hands were still cold but they responded to her touch. He knew her. Apparently he could only convey his recognition of her by a slight sustained pressure of his hand.


That night he died. Just before he died he tried to sit up, seemed to bow, and he said, ‘The house – Abbie – the house—’ She couldn’t understand the rest of it, the rest of it was just a muttering in his throat, and then he pitched forward and she caught him in her arms.


Blank space. Just weeping. And then the funeral. I will not cry. Where did all these people come from? I will not cry. I will not make a sound. And all the flowers. So many flowers. The whole front of the colored Congregational Church covered with flowers. When they were first married she had suggested that they attend the white Congregational Church and he had said, ‘I’d never get to be a deacon in the white church. And that’s all right. I want to be a deacon so I’m going to belong to the colored church.’ I will not make a sound. So many people. So many flowers. Old men with bleary eyes. He bought snuff for them, and chewing tobacco. Colored ones and white ones. The Governor was crying. So was his wife. Right across the aisle. And children. How strange. But he always had lollipops in his pocket. Young men, too. Colored ones and white ones. He always had a good story to tell. Born storyteller.


I will not cry. So many people. All those women from Dumble Street who went to work in the morning with little paper bags under their arms. All here. And the tailor and the man from the bakery, and the man who had the grocery. Rich people. Poor people. Young people. Old people. I will not cry. Even the Dumble Street sporting women. Legs and bosoms, always on the verge of complete exposure, all laughter or all tears, all singing or all cursing. He lifted his hat to them as though he were bowing to the Queen of England. Empress of India. The Governor, white-haired, leaning on a cane, a goldheaded cane exactly like the one he gave the Major. I will not cry. The Governor with tears running down his cheeks. His wife, too.


Look straight ahead. Look at the flowers. Hold everything still inside of you. Frances keeps her hand on mine. Don’t let it go. Keep it there. All right so far. Past the prayers. Past the reading from the Scriptures. Past ‘Lead, Kindly Light.’ I am the resurrection and the life: he that believeth in me. How will I walk down this aisle. Not cry.


She was not prepared for – oh, who could have. Who planned this? Not that woman. She was standing up. So she was going to sing. Now the organ. The Governor she supposed. A white organist she had never seen. The Major used to sing in the choir. Sing solos. Only three times a year. He said, ‘You play the organ there, Abbie. If I were to sing solos every Sunday it wouldn’t look right. People would think we’d taken over the church.’ Christmas. Easter. Children’s Sunday. He sang solos then. He is risen. Hallelujah. Silent night, Holy night. Voice sweet. Sweet tenor voice. Always humming and whistling and singing.


The strange organist was playing ‘Goin’ Home.’ That woman was going to sing it. A big woman. Light brown. Freckles on her face. A soprano. From the Baptist Church. She had a voice like a cry from the grave. Sadness. Sorrow. Regret. Reproach – no other voice like it. The high notes a little off pitch, deliberately off pitch, so that it was no longer singing, it was a wail, echoing in the blood, in the bones.


At the first sound of that voice, lifted now, unearthly, terrible in its sorrow, she told herself, Think of something about him that you did not like. If you don’t you’ll faint. There is a moaning in your throat and it will come out. Think fast.


There were the stories. The stories about his family. She’d never liked those stories. He told them with gusto. He said his people were swamp niggers and laughed. There was Uncle Zeke, his great-great-uncle, who had red eyes and carried toads and roots in his pockets and could conjure. ‘Don’t say goodbye to me.’ Told them that at a railroad station. Were the stories true? Did they have railroad stations in those days? When they got off the train, Uncle Zeke was standing on the station platform waiting for them. Uncle Zeke could rise up off his bed, in a prone position, and go around in circles, three feet up from the bed, in a prone position, around and around, bony legs thrust out straight from a white nightshirt, lids closed over the red eyes, and he always said the same thing, as he floated around circling over his bed, ‘Watch that straight coattail, Sam, watch that straight coattail.’ Nobody had ever known what he meant by it.


Had the Major made them up? Made up all the stories about those other long since dead members of the Crunch family. But the details were so vivid. The stories obviously handed down, handed down, always told the same way, so that they sounded true. She even knew what Uncle Zeke looked like, a small dark man who walked with a limp and his hands were unpleasant to the touch, damp and cold. Whenever anybody got sick they sent for Uncle Zeke. She even knew how his voice had sounded, a highpitched cackling, almost feminine, voice, ‘Zeke’ll ponder it. Zeke’ll squat down by the fire. And Zeke’ll ponder it. Hush, hush, hush. Zeke is ponderin’ it.’ And wind howled down the chimney.


Shut out the sound of that wail. Keep remembering. You didn’t like the stories. He made those people live again. They were an emotional primitive people, whose existence even in the past seemed somehow to be an affront to the things you believed in, and stood for. His great-grandfather, Theodore Crunch, bit an Irishman’s ear off in a fight in the dooryard of an inn. And another one of the male Crunches, after the Emancipation, used to glance around his dooryard and then gather up all the little pickaninnies, as he called them, and sell them off for ten dollars apiece, to anyone who would buy them, saying that he was tired of looking at them. Then the rest of the family would have to go scurrying around the countryside to get the children back.


There was Aunt Hal, who wore men’s shoes, and who could conjure, and who had her conjure books buried with her, and the story was that a white man offered a thousand dollars for the conjure books but the surviving Crunches did not dare sell them, because Aunt Hal had warned them, on her deathbed, ‘Them books goes in the casket with me. Anybody takes ’em out, I’ll be back. If I has to come back, I’ll take every one of you niggers over Jordan with me.’


Aunt Hal stood six foot in her stocking feet, Aunt Hal wore long black skirts, Aunt Hal had a deep voice, bass, like a man’s voice. Her eyes were the black unfathomable eyes of a witch, a gypsy. When one of the early Crunches died, Aunt Hal wasn’t invited to the funeral. But when the funeral procession got under way, there was Aunt Hal perched on the back of the hearse, riding in the procession, leading the way, holding on with one hand, and with the other hand thumbing her nose at the mourners in the carriages following the hearse. Somebody shouted, ‘Whip up them horses! Whip ’em up!’ And the hearse started going faster and faster, Aunt Hal, holding on, jouncing up and down, faster, faster, and the dead Crunch in the casket completely forgotten. The living Crunches thrust their heads out of the windows of the carriages following the hearse, shouting, ‘Whip ’em up! Whip them horses! When Hal falls off ride her down! Ride Hal down!’ An ungodly crew. None of the stories were ever about goodness and mercy, always death and cruelty. People stopped and stared and wondered at the sight, horses stretched out straight, hoofbeats, fast, furious, the carriages swaying, Hal clutching the sides of the hearse, refusing to be jolted off, and finally, at the cemetery, as the casket was being lowered into the grave, she spat at them, spat at all those darkskinned Crunches who stood glaring at her across the open grave, and said, ‘Well! I come to the funeralizin’ anyway. Didn’ I?’ Deep bass voice. Man’s voice.
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