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The Color Purple


‘The Color Purple is a work to stand beside literature for any time and any place. It needs no other category other than the fact that it is superb’


Rita Mae Brown


‘One of the most haunting books you could ever wish to read … it is stunning – moving, exciting, and wonderful’


Lenny Henry, Mail on Sunday


The Third Life of Grange Copeland


‘Alice Walker is a lavishly gifted writer’


New York Times Book Review


‘A writer with a refreshingly original approach … Walker presents the family objectively, leaving it to the reader to decide how much it has been influenced by a heritage of bondage and by a knowledge of being surrounded by prejudice and hatred’


Washington Post


Meridian


‘Ruthless and tender’


Newsweek


‘An extraordinarily fine novel … written in a clear, almost incandescent prose that sings and sears’


The Black Scholar


Anything We Love Can Be Saved


‘As a fighter against social injustice Walker is inspirational; as a black woman struggling with divorce, motherhood and catboxes, she is engaging and empathetic’


Daily Telegraph


‘[Alice Walker’s] delight in life, her exuberant love of anecdote and friendship shine through … she is uniquely herself, as a writer of moving and transforming stories’


Observer
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE



The first short story I wrote, or that I remember writing, was never published. It was “The Suicide of an American Girl”, and was deeply influenced by the stories of Doris Lessing. Not even her stories, actually, though I adored them, but The Golden Notebook, by which I was enthralled as a senior at Sarah Lawrence College where I began seriously writing. A copy of this story languishes in the archive in the basement of my house, perhaps. I’m actually not sure where it is. Having written it, I apparently decided to live on. And so I wrote my second short story, at the age of twenty, and that has become known as my first short story. It is called “To Hell with Dying”, and is included in this collection.


I have enjoyed writing short stories from the very first. While in college I was delighted to discover a story could be completed over a weekend, as was “To Hell with Dying”. As an activist I was happy to realize I could dream up and write one, even during a period of political activity, while registering voters in Mississippi, for instance, or dodging bottles during a sit-in in front of the Georgia State Highway Patrol. As a lover I was amused to see how stories could come to mind even as my every emotion seemed trained on the beloved. Best of all, short stories could be completed while one brought up a child. I remember icy winter days at the Radcliffe Institute in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where I had a sunny room to work in for over a year, a respite from Mississippi, and of working all morning on a story, perhaps “The Revenge of Hannah Kemhuff”, or “Roselily”, and of dashing off just before lunch to check on my two-year-old at the Radcliffe nursery school. Feeling not harried and unfinished, as I might have felt with a novel, but rather fulfilled, accomplished. I have loved as well the experimentation that is possible with the short story. All that is really required, no matter how it is written, is that it works. There is a tremendous well of creative energy to be drawn from, once the writer realizes this. There is the freedom that always comes when one is prepared to honor the singularly individual permutations of one’s own experience and mind. It never concerned me if my stories looked like no one else’s. On the contrary, this made me happy. Stories are, after all, rather like a thumbprint. Unique to the soul and heart they are by creation attached.


The stories in this book were inspired by my life in the South, as a child and young adult, and by my life as activist, lover, mother, teacher and wife (always the easiest role to overlook, in my experience) wandering and dreaming across many parts of the world. All my life I’ve been fascinated by the lives around me, whether in the fields or in the streets, in academia or in my bed; short stories provide a form for the deep longing I feel to know human beings better. I become them for the duration of my scrutiny of their lives. Often forgetting entirely that I am responsible for their existence; that I am making them up.


And I have outlived the telling of these tales! I don’t believe I ever thought I would. The story “Laurel”, for one, I thought would kill me. Or someone reading it would. The same is true of “Advancing Luna—and Ida B. Wells”, “Coming Apart” and “Porn”. The excitement of writing the forbidden has always sustained my passion to survive what I’ve come to know. But it is only in retrospect that I realize this. At the time of writing each of these stories I remember agonizing over my right to speak every step of the way, then going on anyhow.


It is satisfying to see the two collections In Love and Trouble and You Can’t Keep a Good Woman Down together. The first volume concerned with the lives of women who barely realize they have a place in the world, the second filled with women who are finding or have found where they belong. And who have in any event freed their imaginations and their tongues.
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In Love and Trouble





 


for Muriel Rukeyser and Jane Cooper,


who listened to what was never said,


and in loving memory of Zora Hurston,


Nella Larsen, and Jean Toomer:


the three mysteries,


and for Eileen, wherever you are







 


Wonuma soothed her daughter, but not without some trouble. Ahurole had unconsciously been looking for a chance to cry. For the past year or so her frequent unprovoked sobbing had disturbed her mother. When asked why she cried, she either sobbed the more or tried to quarrel with everybody at once. She was otherwise very intelligent and dutiful. Between her weeping sessions she was cheerful, even boisterous, and her practical jokes were a bane on the lives of her friends … But though intelligent, Ahurole could sometimes take alarmingly irrational lines of argument and refuse to listen to any contrary views, at least for a time. From all this her parents easily guessed that she was being unduly influenced by agwu, her personal spirit. Anyika did his best but of course the influence of agwu could not be nullified overnight. In fact it would never be completely eliminated. Everyone was mildly influenced now and then by his personal spirit. A few like Ahurole were particularly unlucky in having a troublesome spirit.


Ahurole was engaged to Ekwueme when she was eight days old.


—Elechi Amadi, The Concubine







 


… People have (with no help of conventions) oriented all their solutions toward the easy and toward the easiest side of the easy; hut it is clear that we must hold to what is difficult; everything in Nature grows and defends itself in its own way and is characteristically and spontaneously itself, seeks at all costs to be so and against all opposition.


—Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet








ROSELILY




Dearly Beloved,


She dreams; dragging herself across the world. A small girl in her mother’s white robe and veil, knee raised waist high through a bowl of quicksand soup. The man who stands beside her is against this standing on the front porch of her house, being married to the sound of cars whizzing by on highway 61.


we are gathered here


Like cotton to be weighed. Her fingers at the last minute busily removing dry leaves and twigs. Aware it is a superficial sweep. She knows he blames Mississippi for the respectful way the men turn their heads up in the yard, the women stand waiting and knowledgeable, their children held from mischief by teachings from the wrong God. He glares beyond them to the occupants of the cars, white faces glued to promises beyond a country wedding, noses thrust forward like dogs on a track. For him they usurp the wedding.


in the sight of God


Yes, open house. That is what country black folks like. She dreams she does not already have three children. A squeeze around the flowers in her hands chokes off three and four and five years of breath. Instantly she is ashamed and frightened in her superstition. She looks for the first time at the preacher, forces humility into her eyes, as if she believes he is, in fact, a man of God. She can imagine God, a small black boy, timidly pulling the preacher’s coattail.


to join this man and this woman


She thinks of ropes, chains, handcuffs, his religion. His place of worship. Where she will be required to sit apart with covered head. In Chicago, a word she hears when thinking of smoke, from his description of what a cinder was, which they never had in Panther Burn. She sees hovering over the heads of the clean neighbors in her front yard black specks falling, clinging, from the sky. But in Chicago. Respect, a chance to build. Her children at last from underneath the detrimental wheel. A chance to be on top. What a relief, she thinks. What a vision, a view, from up so high.



in holy matrimony.


Her fourth child she gave away to the child’s father who had some money. Certainly a good job. Had gone to Harvard. Was a good man but weak because good language meant so much to him he could not live with Roselily. Could not abide TV in the living room, five beds in three rooms, no Bach except from four to six on Sunday afternoons. No chess at all. She does not forget to worry about her son among his father’s people. She wonders if the New England climate will agree with him. If he will ever come down to Mississippi, as his father did, to try to right the country’s wrongs. She wonders if he will be stronger than his father. His father cried off and on throughout her pregnancy. Went to skin and bones. Suffered nightmares, retching and falling out of bed. Tried to kill himself. Later told his wife he found the right baby through friends. Vouched for, the sterling qualities that would make up his character.


It is not her nature to blame. Still, she is not entirely thankful. She supposes New England, the North, to be quite different from what she knows. It seems right somehow to her that people who move there to live return home completely changed. She thinks of the air, the smoke, the cinders. Imagines cinders big as hailstones; heavy, weighing on the people. Wonders how this pressure finds it way into the veins, roping the springs of laughter.


If there’s anybody here that knows a reason why


But of course they know no reason why beyond what they daily have come to know. She thinks of the man who will be her husband, feels shut away from him because of the stiff severity of his plain black suit. His religion. A lifetime of black and white. Of veils. Covered head. It is as if her children are already gone from her. Not dead, but exalted on a pedestal, a stalk that has no roots. She wonders how to make new roots. It is beyond her. She wonders what one does with memories in a brand-new life. This had seemed easy, until she thought of it. “The reasons why … the people who” … she thinks, and does not wonder where the thought is from.


these two should not be joined


She thinks of her mother, who is dead. Dead, but still her mother. Joined. This is confusing. Of her father. A gray old man who sold wild mink, rabbit, fox skins to Sears, Roebuck. He stands in the yard, like a man waiting for a train. Her young sisters stand behind her in smooth green dresses, with flowers in their hands and hair. They giggle, she feels, at the absurdity of the wedding. They are ready for something new. She thinks the man beside her should marry one of them. She feels old. Yoked. An arm seems to reach out from behind her and snatch her backward. She thinks of cemeteries and the long sleep of grandparents mingling in the dirt. She believes that she believes in ghosts. In the soil giving back what it takes.



together,


In the city. He sees her in a new way. This she knows, and is grateful. But is it new enough? She cannot always be a bride and virgin, wearing robes and veil. Even now her body itches to be free of satin and voile, organdy and lily of the valley. Memories crash against her. Memories of being bare to the sun. She wonders what it will be like. Not to have to go to a job. Not to work in a sewing plant. Not to worry about learning to sew straight seams in workingmen’s overalls, jeans, and dress pants. Her place will be in the home, he has said, repeatedly, promising her rest she had prayed for. But now she wonders. When she is rested, what will she do? They will make babies—she thinks practically about her fine brown body, his strong black one. They will be inevitable. Her hands will be full. Full of what? Babies. She is not comforted.


let him speak


She wishes she had asked him to explain more of what he meant. But she was impatient. Impatient to be done with sewing. With doing everything for three children, alone. Impatient to leave the girls she had known since childhood, their children growing up, their husbands hanging around her, already old, seedy. Nothing about them that she wanted, or needed. The fathers of her children driving by, waving, not waving; reminders of times she would just as soon forget. Impatient to see the South Side, where they would live and build and be respectable and respected and free. Her husband would free her. A romantic hush. Proposal. Promises. A new life! Respectable, reclaimed, renewed. Free! In robe and veil.


or forever hold


She does not even know if she loves him. She loves his sobriety. His refusal to sing just because he knows the tune. She loves his pride. His blackness and his gray car. She loves his understanding of her condition. She thinks she loves the effort he will make to redo her into what he truly wants. His love of her makes her completely conscious of how unloved she was before. This is something; though it makes her unbearably sad. Melancholy. She blinks her eyes. Remembers she is finally being married, like other girls. Like other girls, women? Something strains upward behind her eyes. She thinks of the something as a rat trapped, cornered, scurrying to and fro in her head, peering through the windows of her eyes. She wants to live for once. But doesn’t know quite what that means. Wonders if she has ever done it. If she ever will. The preacher is odious to her. She wants to strike him out of the way, out of her light, with the back of her hand. It seems to her he has always been standing in front of her, barring her way.



his peace.


The rest she does not hear. She feels a kiss, passionate, rousing, within the general pandemonium. Cars drive up blowing their horns. Firecrackers go off. Dogs come from under the house and begin to yelp and bark. Her husband’s hand is like the clasp of an iron gate. People congratulate. Her children press against her. They look with awe and distaste mixed with hope at their new father. He stands curiously apart, in spite of the people crowding about to grasp his free hand. He smiles at them all but his eyes are as if turned inward. He knows they cannot understand that he is not a Christian. He will not explain himself. He feels different, he looks it. The old women thought he was like one of their sons except that he had somehow got away from them. Still a son, not a son. Changed.


She thinks how it will be later in the night in the silvery gray car. How they will spin through the darkness of Mississippi and in the morning be in Chicago, Illinois. She thinks of Lincoln, the president. That is all she knows about the place. She feels ignorant, wrong, backward. She presses her worried fingers into his palm. He is standing in front of her. In the crush of well-wishing people, he does not look back.





“REALLY, DOESN’T CRIME PAY?”



(Myrna)


SEPTEMBER, 1961


page 118


I sit here by the window in a house with a thirty-year mortgage, writing in this notebook, looking down at my Helena Rubenstein hands … and why not? Since I am not a serious writer my nails need not be bitten off, my cuticles need not have jagged edges. I can indulge myself—my hands—in Herbessence nailsoak, polish, lotions, and creams. The result is a truly beautiful pair of hands: sweet-smelling, small, and soft. …


I lift them from the page where I have written the line “Really, Doesn’t Crime Pay?” and send them seeking up my shirt front (it is a white and frilly shirt) and smoothly up the column of my throat, where gardenia scent floats beneath my hairline. If I should spread my arms and legs or whirl, just for an instant, the sweet smell of my body would be more than I could bear. But I fit into my new surroundings perfectly; like a jar of cold cream melting on a mirrored vanity shelf.


page 119


“I have a surprise for you,” Ruel said, the first time he brought me here. And you know how sick he makes me now when he grins.


“What is it?” I asked, not caring in the least.


And that is how we drove up to the house. Four bedrooms and two toilets and a half.


“Isn’t it a beauty?” he said, not touching me, but urging me out of the car with the phony enthusiasm of his voice.


“Yes,” I said. It is “a beauty.” Like new Southern houses everywhere. The bricks resemble cubes of raw meat; the roof presses down, a field hat made of iron. The windows are narrow, beady eyes; the aluminum glints. The yard is a long undressed wound, the few trees as bereft of foliage as hairpins stuck in a mud cake.


“Yes,” I say, “it sure is a beauty.” He beams, in his chill and reassured way. I am startled that he doesn’t still wear some kind of military uniform. But no. He came home from Korea a hero, and a glutton for sweet smells.


“Here we can forget the past,” he says.


page 120


We have moved in and bought new furniture. The place reeks of newness, the green walls turn me bilious. He stands behind me, his hands touching the edges of my hair. I pick up my hairbrush and brush his hands away. I have sweetened my body to such an extent that even he (especially he) may no longer touch it.


I do not want to forget the past; but I say “Yes,” like a parrot. “We can forget the past here.”


The past of course is Mordecai Rich, the man who, Ruel claims, caused my breakdown. The past is the night I tried to murder Ruel with one of his chain saws.


MAY, 1958


page 2


Mordecai Rich


Mordecai does not believe Ruel Johnson is my husband. “That old man,” he says, in a mocking, cruel way.


“Ruel is not old,” I say. “Looking old is just his way.” Just as, I thought, looking young is your way, although you’re probably not much younger than Ruel.


Maybe it is just that Mordecai is a vagabond, scribbling down impressions of the South, from no solid place, going to none … and Ruel has never left Hancock County, except once, when he gallantly went off to war. He claims travel broadened him, especially his two months of European leave. He married me because although my skin is brown he thinks I look like a Frenchwoman. Sometimes he tells me I look Oriental: Korean or Japanese. I console myself with this thought: My family tends to darken and darken as we get older. One day he may wake up in bed with a complete stranger.


“He works in the store,” I say. “He also raises a hundred acres of peanuts.” Which is surely success.


“That many,” muses Mordecai.


It is not pride that makes me tell him what my husband does, is. It is a way I can tell him about myself.



page 4


Today Mordecai is back. He tells a funny/sad story about a man in town who could not move his wife. “He huffed and puffed,” laughed Mordecai, “to no avail.” Then one night as he was sneaking up to her bedroom he heard joyous cries. Rushing in he found his wife in the arms of another woman! The wife calmly dressed and began to pack her bags. The husband begged and. pleaded. “Anything you want,” he promised. “What do you want?” he pleaded. The wife began to chuckle and, laughing, left the house with her friend.


Now the husband gets drunk every day and wants an ordinance passed. He cannot say what the ordinance will be against, but that is what he buttonholes people to say: “I want a goddam ordinance passed!” People who know the story make jokes about him. They pity him and give him enough money to keep him drunk.


page 5


I think Mordecai Rich has about as much heart as a dirt-eating toad. Even when he makes me laugh I know that nobody ought to look on other people’s confusion with that cold an eye.


“But that’s what I am,” he says, flipping through the pages of his scribble pad. “A cold eye. An eye looking for Beauty. An eye looking for Truth.”


“Why don’t you look for other things?” I want to know. “Like neither Truth nor Beauty, but places in people’s lives where things have just slipped a good bit off the track.”


“That’s too vague,” said Mordecai, frowning.


“So is Truth,” I said. “Not to mention Beauty.”



page 10


Ruel wants to know why “the skinny black tramp”—as he calls Mordecai—keeps hanging around. I made the mistake of telling him Mordecai is thinking of using our house as the setting for one of his Southern country stories.


“Mordecai is from the North,” I said. “He never saw a wooden house with a toilet in the yard.”


“Well maybe he better go back where he from,” said Ruel, “and shit the way he’s used to.”


It’s Ruel’s pride that is hurt. He’s ashamed of this house that seems perfectly adequate to me. One day we’ll have a new house, he says, of brick, with a Japanese bath. How should I know why?


page 11


When I told Mordecai what Ruel said he smiled in that snake-eyed way he has and said, “Do you mind me hanging around?”


I didn’t know what to say. I stammered something. Not because of his question but because he put his hand point-blank on my left nipple. He settled his other hand deep in my hair.


“I am married more thoroughly than a young boy like you could guess,” I told him. But I don’t expect that to stop him. Especially since the day he found out I wanted to be a writer myself.


It happened this way: I was writing in the grape arbor, on the ledge by the creek that is hidden from the house by trees. He was right in front of me before I could put my notebook away. He snatched it from me and began to read. What is worse, he read aloud. I was embarrassed to death.


“No wife of mine is going to embarrass me with a lot of foolish, vulgar stuff,” Mordecai read. (This is Ruel’s opinion of my writing.) Every time he tells me how peculiar I am for wanting to write stories he brings up having a baby or going shopping, as if these things are the same. Just something to occupy my time.


“If you have time on your hands,” he said today, “why don’t you go shopping in that new store in town.”


I went. I bought six kinds of face cream, two eyebrow pencils, five nightgowns and a longhaired wig. Two contour sticks and a pot of gloss for my lips.


And all the while I was grieving over my last story. Outlined—which is as far as I take stories now—but dead in embryo. My hand stilled by cowardice, my heart the heart of a slave.


page 14


Of course Mordecai wanted to see the story. What did I have to lose?


“Flip over a few pages,” I said. “It is the very skeleton of a story, but one that maybe someday I will write.”


“The One-Legged Woman,” Mordecai began to read aloud, then continued silently.


The characters are poor dairy farmers. One morning the husband is too hung over to do the milking. His wife does it and when she has finished the cows are frightened by thunder and stampede, trampling her. She is also hooked severely in one leg. Her husband is asleep and does not hear her cry out. Finally she drags herself home and wakes him up. He washes her wounds and begs her to forgive him. He does not go for a doctor because he is afraid the doctor will accuse him of being lazy and a drunk, undeserving of his good wife. He wants the doctor to respect him. The wife, understanding, goes along with this.


However, gangrene sets in and the doctor comes. He lectures the husband and amputates the leg of the wife. The wife lives and tries to forgive her husband for his weakness.


While she is ill the husband tries to show he loves her, but cannot look at the missing leg. When she is well he finds he can no longer make love to her. The wife, sensing his revulsion, understands her sacrifice was for nothing. She drags herself to the barn and hangs herself.


The husband, ashamed that anyone should know he was married to a one-legged woman, buries her himself and later tells everyone that she is visiting her mother.


While Mordecai was reading the story I looked out over the fields. If he says one good thing about what I’ve written, I promised myself, I will go to bed with him. (How else could I repay him? All I owned in any supply were my jars of cold cream!) As if he read my mind he sank down on the seat beside me and looked at me strangely.


“You think about things like this?” he asked.


He took me in his arms, right there in the grape arbor. “You sure do have a lot of heavy, sexy hair,” he said, placing me gently on the ground. After that, a miracle happened. Under Mordecai’s fingers my body opened like a flower and carefully bloomed. And it was strange as well as wonderful. For I don’t think love had anything to do with this at all.


page 17


After that, Mordecai praised me for my intelligence, my sensitivity, the depth of the work he had seen—and naturally I showed him everything I had: old journals from high school, notebooks I kept hidden under tarpaulin in the barn, stories written on paper bags, on table napkins, even on shelf paper from over the sink. I am amazed—even more amazed than Mordecai—by the amount of stuff I have written. It is over twenty years’ worth, and would fill, easily, a small shed.


“You must give these to me,” Mordecai said finally, holding three notebooks he selected from the rather messy pile. “I will see if something can’t be done with them. You could be another Zora Hurston—” he smiled—“another Simone de Beauvoir!”


Of course I am flattered. “Take it! Take it!” I cry. Already I see myself as he sees me. A famous authoress, miles away from Ruel, miles away from anybody. I am dressed in dungarees, my hands are a mess. I smell of sweat. I glow with happiness.


“How could such pretty brown fingers write such ugly, deep stuff?” Mordecai asks, kissing them.


page 20


For a week we deny each other nothing. If Ruel knows (how could he not know? His sheets are never fresh), he says nothing. I realize now that he never considered Mordecai a threat. Because Mordecai seems to have nothing to offer but his skinny self and his funny talk. I gloat over this knowledge. Now Ruel will find that I am not a womb without a brain that can be bought with Japanese bathtubs and shopping sprees. The moment of my deliverance is at hand!


page 24


Mordecai did not come today. I sit in the arbor writing down those words and my throat begins to close up. I am nearly strangled by my fear.



page 56


I have not noticed anything for weeks. Not Ruel, not the house. Everything whispers to me that Mordecai has forgotten me. Yesterday Ruel told me not to go into town and I said I wouldn’t, for I have been hunting Mordecai up and down the streets. People look at me strangely, their glances slide off me in a peculiar way. It is as if they see something on my face that embarrasses them. Does everyone know about Mordecai and me? Does good loving show so soon? … But it is not soon. He has been gone already longer than I have known him.


page 61


Ruel tells me I act like my mind’s asleep. It is asleep, of course. Nothing will wake it but a letter from Mordecai telling me to pack my bags and fly to New York.


page 65


If I could have read Mordecai’s scribble pad I would know exactly what he thought of me. But now I realize he never once offered to show it to me, though he had a chance to read every serious thought I ever had. I’m afraid to know what he thought. I feel crippled, deformed. But if he ever wrote it down, that would make it true.


page 66


Today Ruel brought me in from the grape arbor, out of the rain. I didn’t know it was raining. “Old folks like us might catch rheumatism if we don’t be careful,” he joked. I don’t know what he means. I am thirty-two. He is forty. I never felt old before this month.


page 79


Ruel came up to bed last night and actually cried in my arms! He would give anything for a child, he says.


“Do you think we could have one?” he said.


“Sure,” I said. “Why not?”


He began to kiss me and carry on about my goodness. I began to laugh. He became very angry, but finished what he started. He really does intend to have a child.


page 80


I must really think of something better to do than kill myself.


page 81


Ruel wants me to see a doctor about speeding up conception of the child.


“Will you go, honey?” he asks, like a beggar.


“Sure,” I say. “Why not?”


page 82


Today at the doctor’s office the magazine I was reading fell open at a story about a one-legged woman. They had a picture of her, drawn by someone who painted the cows orange and green, and painted the woman white, like a white cracker, with little slit-blue eyes. Not black and heavy like she was in the story I had in mind. But it is still my story, filled out and switched about as things are. The author is said to be Mordecai Rich. They show a little picture of him on a back page. He looks severe and has grown a beard. And underneath his picture there is that same statement he made to me about going around looking for Truth.


They say his next book will be called “The Black Woman’s Resistance to Creativity in the Arts.”


page 86


Last night while Ruel snored on his side of the bed I washed the prints of his hands off my body. Then I plugged in one of his chain saws and tried to slice off his head. This failed because of the noise. Ruel woke up right in the nick of time.


page 95


The days pass in a haze that is not unpleasant. The doctors and nurses do not take me seriously. They fill me full of drugs and never even bother to lock the door. When I think of Ruel I think of the song the British sing: “Ruel Britannia”! I can even whistle it, or drum it with my fingers.


SEPTEMBER, 1961


page 218


People tell my husband all the time that I do not look crazy. I have been out for almost a year and he is beginning to believe them. Nights, he climbs on me with his slobber and his hope, cursing Mordecai Rich for messing up his life. I wonder if he feels our wills clashing in the dark. Sometimes I see the sparks fly inside my head. It is amazing how normal everything is.


page 223


The house still does not awaken to the pitter-patter of sweet little feet, because I religiously use the Pill. It is the only spot of humor in my entire day, when I am gulping that little yellow tablet and washing it down with soda pop or tea. Ruel spends long hours at the store and in the peanut field. He comes in sweaty, dirty, tired, and I wait for him smelling of Arpège, My Sin, Wind Song, and Jungle Gardenia. The women of the community feel sorry for him, to be married to such a fluff of nothing.


I wait, beautiful and perfect in every limb, cooking supper as if my life depended on it. Lying unresisting on his bed like a drowned body washed to shore. But he is not happy. For he knows now that I intend to do nothing but say yes until he is completely exhausted.


I go to the new shopping mall twice a day now; once in the morning and once in the afternoon, or at night. I buy hats I would not dream of wearing, or even owning. Dresses that are already on their way to Goodwill. Shoes that will go to mold and mildew in the cellar. And I keep the bottles of perfume, the skin softeners, the pots of gloss and eye shadow. I amuse myself painting my own face.


When he is quite, quite tired of me I will tell him how long I’ve relied on the security of the Pill. When I am quite, quite tired of the sweet, sweet smell of my body and the softness of these Helena Rubenstein hands I will leave him and this house. Leave them forever without once looking back.





HER SWEET JEROME



Ties she had bought him hung on the closet door, which now swung open as she hurled herself again and again into the closet. Glorious ties, some with birds and dancing women in grass skirts painted on by hand, some with little polka dots with bigger dots dispersed among them. Some red, lots red and green, and one purple, with a golden star, through the center of which went his gold mustang stickpin, which she had also given him. She looked in the pockets of the black leather jacket he had reluctantly worn the night before. Three of his suits, a pair of blue twill work pants, an old gray sweater with a hood and pockets lay thrown across the bed. The jacket leather was sleazy and damply clinging to her hands. She had bought it for him, as well as the three suits: one light blue with side vents, one gold with green specks, and one reddish that had a silver imitation-silk vest. The pockets of the jacket came softly outward from the lining like skinny milktoast rats. Empty. Slowly she sank down on the bed and began to knead, with blunt anxious fingers, all the pockets in all the clothes piled around her. First the blue suit, then the gold with green, then the reddish one that he said he didn’t like most of all, but which he would sometimes wear if she agreed to stay home, or if she promised not to touch him anywhere at all while he was getting dressed.


She was a big awkward woman, with big bones and hard rubbery flesh. Her short arms ended in ham hands, and her neck was a squat roll of fat that protruded behind her head as a big bump. Her skin was rough and puffy, with plump molelike freckles down her cheeks. Her eyes glowered from under the mountain of her brow and were circled with expensive mauve shadow. They were nervous and quick when she was flustered and darted about at nothing in particular while she was dressing hair or talking to people.


Her troubles started noticeably when she fell in love with a studiously quiet schoolteacher, Mr. Jerome Franklin Washington III, who was ten years younger than her. She told herself that she shouldn’t want him, he was so little and cute and young, but when she took into account that he was a schoolteacher, well, she just couldn’t seem to get any rest until, as she put it, “I were Mr. and Mrs. Jerome Franklin Washington the third, and that’s the truth!”


She owned a small beauty shop at the back of her father’s funeral home, and they were known as “colored folks with money.” She made pretty good herself, though she didn’t like standing on her feet so much, and her father let anybody know she wasn’t getting any of his money while he was alive. She was proud to say she had never asked him for any. He started relenting kind of fast when he heard she planned to add a schoolteacher to the family, which consisted of funeral directors and bootleggers, but she cut him off quick and said she didn’t want anybody to take care of her man but her. She had learned how to do hair from an old woman who ran a shop on the other side of town and was proud to say that she could make her own way. And much better than some. She was fond of telling schoolteachers (women schoolteachers) that she didn’t miss her “eddicashion” as much as some did who had no learning and no money both together. She had a low opinion of women schoolteachers, because before and after her marriage to Jerome Franklin Washington III, they were the only females to whom he cared to talk.


The first time she saw him he was walking past the window of her shop with an armful of books and his coat thrown casually over his arm. Looking so neat and cute. What popped into her mind was that if he was hers the first thing she would get him was a sweet little red car to drive. And she worked and went into debt and got it for him, too—after she got him—but then she could tell he didn’t like it much because it was only a Chevy. She had started right away to save up so she could make a down payment on a brand-new white Buick deluxe, with automatic drive and whitewall tires.


Jerome was dapper, every inch a gentleman, as anybody with half an eye could see. That’s what she told everybody before they were married. He was beating her black and blue even then, so that every time you saw her she was sporting her “shades.” She could not open her mouth without him wincing and pretending he couldn’t stand it, so he would knock her out of the room to keep her from talking to him. She tried to be sexy and stylish, and was, in her fashion, with a predominant taste for pastel taffetas and orange shoes. In the summertime she paid twenty dollars for big umbrella hats with bows and flowers on them and when she wore black and white together she would liven it up with elbow-length gloves of red satin. She was genuinely undecided when she woke up in the morning whether she really outstripped the other girls in town for beauty, but could convince herself that she was equally good-looking by the time she had breakfast on the table. She was always talking with a lot of extra movement to her thick coarse mouth, with its hair tufts at the corners, and when she drank coffee she held the cup over the saucer with her little finger sticking out, while she crossed her short hairy legs at the knees.


If her husband laughed at her high heels as she teetered and minced off to church on Sunday mornings, with her hair greased and curled and her new dress bunching up at the top of her girdle, she pretended his eyes were approving. Other times, when he didn’t bother to look up from his books and only muttered curses if she tried to kiss him good-bye, she did not know whether to laugh or cry. However, her public manner was serene.


“I just don’t know how some womens can stand it, honey,” she would say slowly, twisting her head to the side and upward in an elegant manner. “One thing my husband does not do,” she would enunciate grandly, “he don’t beat me!” And she would sit back and smile in her pleased oily fat way. Usually her listeners, captive women with wet hair, would simply smile and nod in sympathy and say, looking at one another or at her black eye, “You say he don’t? Hummmm, well, hush your mouf.” And she would continue curling or massaging or straightening their hair, fixing her face in a steamy dignified mask that encouraged snickers.
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It was in her shop that she first heard the giggling and saw the smirks. It was at her job that gossip gave her to understand, as one woman told her, “Your cute little man is sticking his finger into somebody else’s pie.” And she was not and could not be surprised, as she looked into the amused and self-contented face, for she had long been aware that her own pie was going—and for the longest time had been going—strictly untouched.


From that first day of slyly whispered hints, “Your old man’s puttin’ something over on you, sweets,” she started trying to find out who he was fooling around with. Her sources of gossip were malicious and mean, but she could think of nothing else to do but believe them. She searched high and she searched low. She looked in taverns and she looked in churches. She looked in the school where he worked.


She went to whorehouses and to prayer meetings, through parks and outside the city limits, all the while buying axes and pistols and knives of all descriptions. Of course she said nothing to her sweet Jerome, who watched her maneuverings from behind the covers of his vast supply of paperback books. This hobby of his she heartily encouraged, relegating reading to the importance of scanning the funnies; and besides, it was something he could do at home, if she could convince him she would be completely silent for an evening, and, of course, if he would stay.


She turned the whole town upside down, looking at white girls, black women, brown beauties, ugly hags of all shades. She found nothing. And Jerome went on reading, smiling smugly as he shushed her with a carefully cleaned and lustred finger. “Don’t interrupt me,” he was always saying, and he would read some more while she stood glowering darkly behind him, muttering swears in her throaty voice, and then tramping flatfooted out of the house with her collection of weapons.


Some days she would get out of bed at four in the morning after not sleeping a wink all night, throw an old sweater around her shoulders, and begin the search. Her firm bulk became flabby. Her eyes were bloodshot and wild, her hair full of lint, nappy at the roots and greasy on the ends. She smelled bad from mouth and underarms and elsewhere. She could not sit for a minute without jumping up in bitter vexation to run and search a house or street she thought she might have missed before.


“You been messin’ with my Jerome?” she would ask whomever she caught in her quivering feverish grip. And before they had time to answer she would have them by the chin in a headlock with a long knife pressed against their necks below the ear. Such blood-chilling questioning of its residents terrified the town, especially since her madness was soon readily perceivable from her appearance. She had taken to grinding her teeth and tearing at her hair as she walked along. The townspeople, none of whom knew where she lived—or anything about her save the name of her man, “Jerome”—were waiting for her to attempt another attack on a woman openly, or, better for them because it implied less danger to a resident, they hoped she would complete her crack-up within the confines of her own home, preferably while alone; in that event anyone seeing or hearing her would be obliged to call the authorities.


She knew this in her deranged but cunning way. But she did not let it interfere with her search. The police would never catch her, she thought; she was too clever. She had a few disguises and a thousand places to hide. A final crack-up in her own home was impossible, she reasoned contemptuously, for she did not think her husband’s lover bold enough to show herself on his wife’s own turf.


Meanwhile, she stopped operating the beauty shop, and her patrons were glad, for before she left for good she had had the unnerving habit of questioning a woman sitting underneath her hot comb—“You the one ain’t you?!”—and would end up burning her no matter what she said. When her father died he proudly left his money to “the schoolteacher” to share or not with his wife, as he had “learnin’ enough to see fit.” Jerome had “learnin’ enough” not to give his wife one cent. The legacy pleased Jerome, though he never bought anything with the money that his wife could see. As long as the money lasted Jerome spoke of it as “insurance.” If she asked insurance against what, he would say fire and theft. Or burglary and cyclones. When the money was gone, and it seemed to her it vanished overnight, she asked Jerome what he had bought. He said, Something very big. She said, Like what? He said, Like a tank. She did not ask any more questions after that. By that time she didn’t care about the money anyhow, as long as he hadn’t spent it on some woman.


As steadily as she careened downhill, Jerome advanced in the opposite direction. He was well known around town as a “shrewd joker” and a scholar. An “intellectual,” some people called him, a word that meant nothing whatever to her. Everyone described Jerome in a different way. He had friends among the educated, whose talk she found unusually trying, not that she was ever invited to listen to any of it. His closest friend was the head of the school he taught in and had migrated south from some famous university in the North. He was a small slender man with a ferociously unruly beard and large mournful eyes. He called Jerome “brother.” The women in Jerome’s group wore short kinky hair and large hoop earrings. They stuck together, calling themselves by what they termed their “African” names, and never went to church. Along with the men, the women sometimes held “workshops” for the young toughs of the town. She had no idea what went on in these; however, she had long since stopped believing they had anything to do with cabinet-making or any other kind of woodwork.


Among Jerome’s group of friends, or “comrades,” as he sometimes called them jokingly (or not jokingly, for all she knew), were two or three whites from the community’s white college and university. Jerome didn’t ordinarily like white people, and she could not understand where they fit into the group. The principal’s house was the meeting place, and the whites arrived looking backward over their shoulders after nightfall. She knew, because she had watched this house night after anxious night, trying to rouse enough courage to go inside. One hot night, when a drink helped stiffen her backbone, she burst into the living room in the middle of the evening. The women, whom she had grimly “suspected,” sat together in debative conversation in one corner of the room. Every once in a while a phrase she could understand touched her ear. She heard “slave trade” and “violent overthrow” and “off de pig,” an expression she’d never heard before. One of the women, the only one of this group to acknowledge her, laughingly asked if she had come to “join the revolution.” She had stood shaking by the door, trying so hard to understand she felt she was going to faint. Jerome rose from among the group of men, who sat in a circle on the other side of the room, and, without paying any attention to her, began reciting some of the nastiest-sounding poetry she’d ever heard. She left the room in shame and confusion, and no one bothered to ask why she’d stood so long staring at them, or whether she needed anyone to show her out. She trudged home heavily, with her head down, bewildered, astonished, and perplexed.
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And now she hunted through her husband’s clothes looking for a clue. Her hands were shaking as she emptied and shook, pawed and sometimes even lifted to her nose to smell. Each time she emptied a pocket, she felt there was something, something, some little thing that was escaping her.
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