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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

‘Almost no one has tried to tell us about the early lives, the inner early lives of black people … Alice Walker is a storyteller’

The New Yorker

‘Alice Walker moves us by emphasizing the humanity we share with her characters … A solid, honest, sensitive tale … leavened by those moments of humor and warmth that have enabled men and women to endure so much tragedy … Walker seems confident to let narrative and characterization and event, the soul of a novel, speak for themselves’

Chicago Daily News

‘Graphic and authentic … moving, tender and all too tragic … [Alice Walker] writes with power, sensitivity, and all-pervading humanity’

Publishers Weekly

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

‘A stunning, brilliantly conceived book … a saga filled with joy and pain, humor and bitterness, and an array of characters who live, breathe and illuminate the world of black women’

Publishers Weekly

‘Trying to synopsize this beautiful novel is like trying to summarize the Bayeux tapestry … It is disturbing, and it is exhilarating’

New York Daily News

Meridian

‘A fine, taut novel … A lean book that goes down like clear water … with great skill and care to make Meridian believable at every stage of her development, Walker shows us the cost … a tight, fascinating novel’

Marge Piercy, New York Times Book Review

‘Though Walker writes of an individual, you almost feel the story of a nation is being told. Meridian is the story of love, courage and discrimination’

Pride

‘Beautifully presented and utterly convincing’

The New Yorker

‘A glowing affirmation of the possibility … of love and forgiveness – between men and women, black and white’

Baltimore Sun

‘A classic novel of both feminism and the Civil Rights Movement’

Ms magazine

‘Ruthless and tender’

Newsweek

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

The Black Scholar
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For my mother, who made a way out of no way

And for Mel, my husband
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Afterword


Sometimes I had an intense desire to cry because of something my father said, but instead, because life, cynicism, had taught me to put on a mask, I laughed. For him, I did not suffer, I felt nothing, I was a shameless cynic, I had no soul … because of the mask I showed. But inside, I felt every word he said.

—MANUEL, IN The Children of Sanchez

BY OSCAR LEWIS

O, my clansmen

Let us all cry together!

Come,

Let us mourn the death of my husband,

The death of a Prince

The Ash that was produced

By a great Fire!

O this homestead is utterly dead,

Close the gates

With lacari thorns,

For the Prince

The heir to the Stool is lost!

And all the young men

Have perished in the wilderness!

—“SONG OF LAWINO,”

A LAMENT BY OKOT P’BITEK

“The great danger,” Richard told Sartre, “in the world today is that the very feeling and conception of what is a human being might well be lost.”

—RICHARD WRIGHT TO JEAN-PAUL SARTRE,

IN Richard Wright BY CONSTANCE WEBB


Part I


1

Brownfield stood close to his mother in the yard, not taking his eyes off the back of the receding automobile. His Uncle Silas slowed the car as it got to a place where a pointed rock jutted up out of the road: a week before he had busted an oil pan there. Once past this spot, which he had cursed as he passed to and fro over it during the week, he stuck out his arm and waved jauntily back at them. Brownfield waved sadly, his eyes blurred with tears. His Aunt Marilyn, not visible through the rear window of the car, waved a dainty blue handkerchief from her front window. It fluttered merrily like a pennant. Brownfield’s cousins had their faces pressed to the rear window, and their delicate, hard-to-see hands flopped monotonously up and down. They were tired of waving, for they had been waving good-bye since they finished breakfast.

The automobile was a new 1920 Buick, long and high and shiny green with great popping headlights like the eyes of a frog. Inside the car it was all blue, with seats that were fuzzy and soft. Slender silver handles opened the doors and rolled the astonishingly clear windows up and down. As it bumped over the road its canvas top was scratched by low elm branches. Brownfield felt embarrassed about the bad road and the damage it did to his uncle’s car. Uncle Silas loved his car and had spent all morning washing it, polishing the wheel spokes and dusting off the running board. Now it bounced over gullies and potholes in the road, tossing Uncle Silas and his wife and children up in the air and slamming them down again. Brownfield sighed as the sound of metal against rock reached his ears. The road was for mules, wagons and bare feet only.

“A wagon’d be easier,” said his father.

“But not nearly ’bout as grand as that.” His mother looked after the car without envy, but wistfully.

Brownfield watched the automobile as it turned a curve and was finally out of sight. Then he watched the last of the dust settle. Already he missed his cousins, although they made him feel dumb for never having seen a picture show and for never having seen houses stacked one on top of the other until they nearly reached the sky. They had stayed a week and got over being impressed by his small knowledge of farming the first day. He showed them how to milk the cow, how to feed the pigs, how to find chickens’ eggs; but the next day they had bombarded him with talk about automobiles and street lights and paved walks and trash collectors and about something they had ridden in once in a department store that went up, up, up from one floor to the next without anybody walking a step. He had been dazzled by this information and at last overwhelmed. They taunted him because he lived in the country and never saw anything or went anywhere. They told him that his father worked for a cracker and that the cracker owned him. They told him that their own daddy, his Uncle Silas, had gone to Philadelphia to be his own boss. They told him that his mother wanted to leave his father and go North to Philadelphia with them. They said that his mother wanted him, Brownfield, to go to school, and that she was tired of his father and wanted to leave him anyway. His cousins told Brownfield this and much more. They bewildered, excited and hurt him. Still, he missed them; they were from a world he had never seen. Now that they were gone he felt the way he usually felt only in winter, never in June; as if he were waiting for something to happen that would take a very long time to come.

“I wish we lived in Philydelphia,” he said.

“Well, we don’t.” That was his father.

Brownfield looked at Grange with surprise. His father almost never spoke to him unless they had company. Even then he acted as if talking to his son was a strain, a burdensome requirement.

“Uncle Silas like to talk about his automobile,” said Brownfield, his lips bumbling over the word. It was his uncle’s word, a city word. In the country they always said car. Some people still called them buggies, as if they could not get used to a conveyance that did not use horses.

“I wish we had a automobile like that!”

“Well, we don’t.”

“No, we don’t,” said Margaret.

Brownfield frowned. His mother agreed with his father whenever possible. And though he was only ten Brownfield wondered about this. He thought his mother was like their dog in some ways. She didn’t have a thing to say that did not in some way show her submission to his father.

“We ought to be thankful we got a roof over our heads and three meals a day.”

It was actually more like one meal a day. His mother smiled at Brownfield, one of her rare sudden smiles that lit up her smooth, heart-shaped face. Her skin was rich brown with a creamy reddish sheen. Her teeth were small and regular and her breath was always sweet with a milky cleanness. Brownfield had hands like hers, long, thin aristocratic hands, with fingers meant for jewels. His mother had no wedding ring, however.

Brownfield listened to the familiar silence around him. Their house was at the end of the long rugged road that gave his uncle’s car so much trouble. This road looked to be no more than a track where it branched off from the main road, which was of smoothly scraped dirt. The road scraper, a man on a big yellow machine like a tank, never scraped their road, which was why it was so rough and pitted with mud holes when it rained. The house was in a clearing and at the edge of the clearing was forest. Forest full of animals and birds. But they were not large animals or noisy birds and days passed sometimes without a sound and the sky seemed a round blue muffler made of wool.

Brownfield had been born here, in the vast cotton flats of southern Georgia, and had been conscious first of the stifling heat in summer, and then of the long periods of uninterrupted quiet. As a very small child he had scrambled around the clearing alone, chasing lizards and snakes, bearing his cuts and bruises with solemnity until his mother came home at night.

His mother left him each morning with a hasty hug and a sugartit, on which he sucked through wet weather and dry, across the dusty clearing or miry, until she returned. She worked all day pulling baits for ready money. Her legs were always clean when she left home and always coated with mud and slime of baits when she came back. The baits she “pulled” were packed in cans and sold in town to gentlemen who went fishing for the sport of it. His mother had taken Brownfield with her to the bait factory when he was a baby, but he was in the way, and the piles of squirming baits, which were dumped first for sorting on a long table, terrified him. They had looked like a part of the table until one day his mother sat him down near them and he rolled over and became entangled in them. It seemed to him the baits moved with a perfectly horrifying blind wriggling. He had screamed and screamed. His mother was ordered to take him out of there at once and never to bring him back.

At first she left him home in a basket, with his sugartit pressed against his face. He sucked on it all day until it was nothing but a tasteless rag. Then, when he could walk, she left him on the porch steps. In moments of idle sitting he shared the steps with their lean mangy dog. And as the flies buzzed around the whiskered snout of the dog they buzzed around his face. No one was there to shoo them away, or to change the sodden rag that attracted them, and which he wore brownish and damp around his distended waist. For hours he was lost in a dull, weak stupor. His hunger made him move in a daze, his heavy eyes unnaturally bright.

When he was four he was covered with sores. Tetter sores covered his head, eating out his hair in patches the size of quarters. Tomato sores covered his legs up to the knee—when the tomatoes in his mother’s garden were ripe he ate nothing but tomatoes all day long—and pus ran from boils that burst under his armpits. His mother washed the sores in bluestone water. Suddenly, out of his days of sitting and of picking the scabs from his sores, there evolved a languid slow order of jobs he had to do. He fed the pigs, brought in wood and led the cow all over the clearing looking for fresh grass. When he was six his mother taught him how to feed and milk the cow. Then he became fond of the calm, slow patience of the cow and loved to catch her rich milk in a tin syrup pail and drink it warm and dribbling down his chin.

His father worked: planting, chopping, poisoning and picking in the cotton field, which ran for half a mile along the main road. Brownfield had worked there too now, for four years, since he was six, in the company of other child workers. His father worked with men and women in another part of the field. The cotton field too was generally silent. The children were too tired to play and were encouraged not to play because of the cotton. The grownups talked softly, intermittently, like the sporadic humming of wasps. The buzz of their conversations became part of the silence, for nothing they said came clearly across the field to where the children worked.

At the end of the day all the workers stopped. There were close to twenty grownups, and each had several children who worked in the children’s section of the field. The children’s job was to go over the rows their parents had gone over the week before—“scrapping cotton” it was called. When the children saw their parents put down their sacks they came and stood beside them at the edge of the field as all of them waited for the truck to come. Brownfield waited for the truck along with his father. His father never looked at him or acknowledged him in any way, except to lift his sack of cotton to the back of the truck when it arrived. Brownfield was afraid of his father’s silence, and his fear reached its peak when the truck came. For when the truck came his father’s face froze into an unnaturally bland mask, curious and unsettling to see. It was as if his father became a stone or a robot. A grim stillness settled over his eyes and he became an object, a cipher, something that moved in tense jerks if it moved at all. While the truck stood backed up in the field the workers held their breath. A family of five or six workers would wonder uneasily if they would take home, together, a whole dollar. Some of the workers laughed and joked with the man who drove the truck, but they looked at his shoes and at his pants legs or at his hands, never into his eyes, and their looks were a combination of small sly smiles and cowed, embarrassed desperation.

Brownfield’s father had no smiles about him at all. He merely froze; his movements when he had to move to place sacks on the truck were rigid as a machine’s. At first Brownfield thought his father was turned to stone by the truck itself. The truck was big and noisy and coldly, militarily gray. Its big wheels flattened the cotton stalks and made deep ruts in the soft dirt of the field. But after watching the loading of the truck for several weeks he realized it was the man who drove the truck who caused his father to don a mask that was more impenetrable than his usual silence. Brownfield looked closely at the man and made a startling discovery; the man was a man, but entirely different from his own father. When he noticed this difference, one of odor and sound and movement and laughter, as well as of color, he wondered how he had not seen it before. But as a small child all men had seemed to merge into one. They were exactly alike, all of them having the same smell, the same feel of muscled hardness when they held him against their bodies, the same disregard for smallness. They took pride only in their own bigness, when they laughed and opened their cavernous mouths, or when they walked in their long fearsome strides or when they stooped from their great height and tossed him about in their arms. Brownfield’s immediate horrified reaction to the man who froze his father was that the man had the smooth brownish hair of an animal. Thinking this discovery was the key to his father’s icy withdrawal from the man, Brownfield acquired a cold nervousness around him of his own.

Once the man touched him on the hand with the handle of his cane, not hard, and said, with a smell of mint on his breath, “You’re Grange Copeland’s boy, ain’t you?” And Brownfield had answered, “Uh huh,” chewing on his lip and recoiling from the enormous pile of gray-black hair that lay matted on the man’s upper chest and throat. While he stared at the hair one of the workers—not his father who was standing beside him as if he didn’t know he was there—said to him softly, “Say ‘Yessir’ to Mr. Shipley,” and Brownfield looked up before he said anything and scanned his father’s face. The mask was as tight and still as if his father had coated himself with wax. And Brownfield smelled for the first time an odor of sweat, fear and something indefinite. Something smothered and tense (which was of his father and of the other workers and not of mint) that came from his father’s body. His father said nothing. Brownfield, trembling, said “Yessir,” filled with terror of this man who could, by his presence alone, turn his father into something that might as well have been a pebble or a post or a piece of dirt, except for the sharp bitter odor of something whose source was forcibly contained in flesh.

One day not long afterward Grange was drinking quietly at home, stretched out on the porch. Brownfield sat on the porch steps gazing at him, mesmerized by the movement of the bottle going up and down in his father’s hand. Grange noticed him looking, and Brownfield was afraid to move away and afraid to stay. When he was drinking his father took every action as a personal affront. He looked at Brownfield and started to speak. His eyes had little yellow and red lines in them like the veins of a leaf. Brownfield leaned nearer. But all his father said was, “I ought to throw you down the goddam well.”

Brownfield drew back in alarm, though there was no anger or determination in his father’s voice; there was only a rough drunken wistfulness and a weary tremor of pity and regret.

Brownfield had told his cousins about the man, and it was then that they told him how his father was owned and of how their father escaped being owned by moving North. And now they had a nice new car every other year and beautiful plush furniture and their mother didn’t pull nasty baits but worked instead for people who owned two houses and a long black car with a man in it dressed in green with gold braid. That man being their father, who had taken them one day for a ride in the car, so they knew what they were talking about. They had played with rich children, and, talking about them to Brownfield, who lived in a house that leaked, they sounded rich as well.

Angeline, his girl cousin, who eavesdropped as a matter of habit, told Brownfield impatiently that she and her brother Lincoln had heard their mother say that Brownfield’s family would never amount to anything because they didn’t have sense enough to leave Green County, Georgia. It was Angeline who told him that her mother said that Grange was no good; that he had tried to get his wife to “sell herself” to get them out of debt. Brownfield’s mother and Angeline’s were sisters.

“He even wanted her to sell herself to the man who drives the truck,” Angeline lied.

“Or anybody else who’d buy her!” Lincoln said.

Lincoln began to dance around Brownfield. “You all are in debt twelve hundred dollars! And you’ll never pay it!”

Angeline sniffed primly with her nose in the air. “My daddy says you’ll never pay it ’cause you ain’t got no money and your daddy drinks up everything he can get his hands on.”

What did “sell” mean when it applied to his mama, Brownfield had wanted to know, but his cousins only giggled and nudged each other gravely but in apparent delight.

For Brownfield his cousins’ information was peculiarly ominous. He tried to remember when his father’s silence began, for surely there had been a time when his father cooed hopefully to him as he fondled him on his knee. Perhaps, he thought, his father’s silence was part of the reason his mother was always submissive to him and why his father was jealous of her and angry if she spoke, just “how’re you?” to other men. Maybe he had tried to sell her and she wouldn’t be sold—which could be why they were still poor and in debt and would die that way. And maybe his father, who surely would feel bad about trying to sell his wife, became silent and jealous of her, not because of anything she had done, but because of what he had tried to do! Maybe his mother was as scared of Grange as he was, terrified by Grange’s tense composure. Perhaps she was afraid he would sell her anyway, whether she wanted to be sold or not. That could be why she jumped to please him.

Brownfield got a headache trying to grasp the meaning of what his cousins told him. The need to comprehend his parents’ actions seeped into him with his cousins’ laughter. The blood rushed to his head and he was sick. He thought feverishly of how their weeks were spent. Of the heat, the cold, the work, the feeling of desperation behind all the sly small smiles. The feeling of hunger in winter, of bleak unsmiling faces, of eating bark when he was left alone before his mother returned home smelling of baits and manure. Of his mother’s soft skin and clean milky breath; of his father’s brooding, and of the feeling of an onrushing inevitable knowledge, like a summer storm that comes with high wind and flash flooding, that would smash the silence finally and flatten them all mercilessly to the ground. One day he would know everything and be equal to his cousins and to his father and perhaps even to God.

Their life followed a kind of cycle that depended almost totally on Grange’s moods. On Monday, suffering from a hangover and the aftereffects of a violent quarrel with his wife the night before, Grange was morose, sullen, reserved, deeply in pain under the hot early morning sun. Margaret was tense and hard, exceedingly nervous. Brownfield moved about the house like a mouse. On Tuesday, Grange was merely quiet. His wife and son began to relax. On Wednesday, as the day stretched out and the cotton rows stretched out even longer, Grange muttered and sighed. He sat outside in the night air longer before going to bed; he would speak of moving away, of going North. He might even try to figure out how much he owed the man who owned the fields. The man who drove the truck and who owned the shack they occupied. But these activities depressed him, and he said things on Wednesday nights that made his wife cry. By Thursday, Grange’s gloominess reached its peak and he grimaced respectfully, with veiled eyes, at the jokes told by the man who drove the truck. On Thursday nights he stalked the house from room to room and pulled himself up and swung from the rafters of the porch. Brownfield could hear his joints creaking against the sounds of the porch, for the whole porch shook when his father swung. By Friday Grange was so stupefied with the work and the sun he wanted nothing but rest the next two days before it started all over again.

On Saturday afternoon Grange shaved, bathed, put on clean overalls and a shirt and took the wagon into town to buy groceries. While he was away his wife washed and straightened her hair. She dressed up and sat, all shining and pretty, in the open door, hoping anxiously for visitors who never came.

Brownfield too was washed and cleanly dressed. He played contentedly in the silent woods and in the clearing. Late Saturday night Grange would come home lurching drunk, threatening to kill his wife and Brownfield, stumbling and shooting off his shotgun. He threatened Margaret and she ran and hid in the woods with Brownfield huddled at her feet. Then Grange would roll out the door and into the yard, crying like a child in big wrenching sobs and rubbing his whole head in the dirt. He would lie there until Sunday morning, when the chickens pecked around him, and the dog sniffed at him and neither his wife nor Brownfield went near him. Brownfield played instead on the other side of the house. Steady on his feet but still ashen by noon, Grange would make his way across the pasture and through the woods, headlong, like a blind man, to the Baptist church, where his voice above all the others was raised in song and prayer. Margaret would be there too, Brownfield asleep on the bench beside her. Back home again after church Grange and Margaret would begin a supper quarrel which launched them into another week just about like the one before.

Brownfield turned from watching the road and looked with hateful scrutiny at the house they lived in. It was a cabin of two rooms with a brick chimney at one end. The roof was of rotting gray wood shingles; the sides of the house were gray vertical slabs; the whole aspect of the house was gray. It was lower in the middle than at its ends, and resembled a swaybacked animal turned out to pasture. A stone-based well sat functionally in the middle of the yard, its mossy wooden bucket dangling above it from some rusty chain and frazzled lengths of rope. Where water was dashed behind the well, wild morning-glories bloomed, their tendrils reaching as far as the woodpile, which was a litter of tree trunks, slivers of carcass bones deposited by the dog and discarded braces and bits that had pained the jaws and teeth of many a hard-driven mule.

From the corner of his eye Brownfield noticed that his father was also surveying the house. Grange stood with an arm across the small of his back, soldier fashion, and with the other hand made gestures toward this and that of the house, as if pointing out necessary repairs. There were very many. He was a tall, thin, brooding man, slightly stooped from plowing, with skin the deep glossy brown of pecans. He was thirty-five but seemed much older. His face and eyes had a dispassionate vacancy and sadness, as if a great fire had been extinguished within him and was just recently missed. He seemed devoid of any emotion, while Brownfield watched him, except that of bewilderment. A bewilderment so complete he did not really appear to know what he saw, although his hand continued to gesture, more or less aimlessly, and his lips moved, shaping unintelligible words. While his son watched, Grange lifted his shoulders and let them fall. Brownfield knew this movement well; it was the fatal shrug. It meant that his father saw nothing about the house that he could change and would therefore give up gesturing about it and he would never again think of repairing it.

When Brownfield’s mother had wanted him to go to school Grange had assessed the possibility with the same inaudible gesticulation accorded the house. Knowing nothing of schools, but knowing he was broke, he had shrugged; the shrug being the end of that particular dream. It was the same when Margaret needed a dress and there was no way Grange could afford to buy it. He merely shrugged, never saying a word about it again. After each shrug he was more silent than before, as if each of these shrugs cut him off from one more topic of conversation.

Brownfield turned from looking at his father and the house to see his mother brush a hand across her eyes. He sat glumly, full of a newly discovered discontent. He was sad for her and felt bitterly small. How could he ever bear to lose her, to his father or to death or to age? How would he ever survive without her pliant strength and the floating fragrance of her body which was sweet and inviting and delicate, yet full of the concretely comforting odors of cooking and soap and milk.

“You could’ve gone,” said Grange softly, to his wife.

“I don’t know nothing about up Norse.”

“You could learn.”

“Naw, I don’t believe I could.” There was a sigh in her voice.

Brownfield came alive. So his cousins had been right; there had been talk about him and his mother going back with them to Philadelphia. Why hadn’t they gone? He felt peeved and in the dark.

“I didn’t know nobody asked us to go. I want to go up Norse.” His cousins said only the greenest hicks from Georgia said “Norse” like that.

His mother smiled at him. “And wear your hair pressed down like a woman’s? Get away from here, boy!”

Brownfield, an admirer of Uncle Silas, was not dissuaded. “I just wouldn’t wear the headrag at night,” he said.

“My poor sister Marilyn,” his mother muttered sadly, “all bleached up like a streetwalker. The Lawd keep me from ever wanting to brush another woman’s hair out of my face. To tell you the truth,” she continued to Grange over Brownfield’s head, “I don’t even think it was real hair. I felt it when she took it off for me to try on. Just like the hair on the end of a cow’s tail, and when you pulled a strand it stretched.”

“I like it ’cause it swooshes,” said Brownfield rhapsodically.

“That’s ’cause you ain’t got no sense,” said Grange.


2

Five years after his cousins’ visit, Brownfield stood on the same spot in the yard watching the approach of another vehicle. This time it was a big, gray high-bodied truck that he knew well. It rolled heavily over the road, blasting the misty quiet of the Sunday morning. The man driving the truck was not the one who usually drove it. As it came nearer Brownfield saw a brown arm dangling from the window. It was Johnny Johnson, a man who worked for Mr. Shipley. The truck stopped at the edge of the clearing and Brownfield’s mother descended. She stood for a moment talking to the driver, then turned and came slowly and quietly toward the house. The truck made a noisy turnabout and disappeared back up the road. His mother took off her shoes and carried them in her hand. She walked gingerly and reluctantly over the dew. So intently was she peering at the ground she did not see Brownfield until she nearly bumped against him. He was taller than she, and bigger, and when she noticed him she jumped.

“’Morning,” he said coolly.

His mother carried her shoes guiltily to her bosom, clutching them with both hands. Her beautiful rough hair was loose about her shoulders like a wayward thundercloud, with here and there a crinkly and shiny silver thread. Her dress was mussed, and the golden cross that usually nestled inside her dress lay jutting up atop her collar. Her eyes were haggard and blinked foggily at her son. She gave off a stale smoky odor. With nervous fingers she sought to thrust rumpled stockings farther inside her shoes.

“Oh,” she said, looking toward the house, “I didn’t see you standing there.”

Brownfield stood aside, saying nothing.

“The baby all right?” she asked quickly, her knuckles sharp against her shoes.

“He all right,” said Brownfield. He followed her into the house and watched as she stood over his little half-brother. The baby was sleeping peacefully, his tiny behind stuck up in the air. The baby was a product of his mother’s new personality and went with her new painted good looks and new fragrance of beds, of store-bought perfume and of gin.

“Your daddy and me had another fight,” she said, sinking down on the bed. “Oh, we had us a rip-rowing, knock-down, drag-out fight. With that fat yellow bitch of his calling the punches.” She was very matter of fact. They had been fighting this way for years. Gone were the times she waited alone on Saturday afternoons for people who never came. Now when her husband left her at home and went into town she followed. At first she had determinedly walked the distance, or hitchhiked. Lately she had switched to riding, often in the big gray truck.

“I see he ain’t back yet,” she said.

Brownfield lounged in the doorway, hoping his job as babysitter was over.

“Said he wouldn’t be back no more,” his mother said, pulling her dress over her head and shaking it out. She chuckled spitefully. “How many times we done heard that. You’d think he’d be satisfied, me feeding him and her fucking him!”

Brownfield carefully closed his ears when his mother cursed. He knew his father was seeing another woman, and had been seeing one, or several, for a long time. It did not affect him the way it did his mother. He watched her roll down her slip and did not think to look away when it touched the floor. She turned to face him, eyes weary but defiant.

“What the hell you staring at?” she asked.

“Nothing,” said Brownfield, and turned away.

His mother located the cross at the end of its chain around her neck and fingered it solemnly.

“I was just thinkin’ about Uncle Silas and Aunt Marilyn,” he said with his back to her.

“What you thinkin’ about them for? I ain’t heard from Marilyn since Silas was killed. Just think, tryin’ to rob a liquor store in broad daylight! Marilyn always had a lot to say about her new icebox and clothes and her children’s fancy learnin’, but never did she breathe one word about Silas being on dope. All the time coming down here in they fancy cars and makin’ out like we so out of fashion—I bet the Norse is just as much a mess as down here.” She knelt by the side of the bed. “Give the baby a bottle of milk when he wakes up,” she said from the floor. Within minutes after saying her prayers she was sound asleep.

Brownfield looked at the baby with disgust. Always it was his duty to look after the baby. It made him feel like a sissy. Fortunately the baby was sleeping deeply, for if he had awakened then Brownfield would have felt like giving him a pinch that would bring his mother flying from her bed, her curses and blows falling first on his, then on the baby’s, head.

He was too big to play in the clearing, so instead he went to his box at the foot of his bed and brought out his new shoes, bought with money earned from spare-time work at the bait factory, and carried them outside. He sat on the porch steps polishing them with a piece of one of his father’s old shirts.

As he stroked his shoes caressingly with the rag, Brownfield sank into a favorite daydream. He saw himself grownup, twenty-one or so, arriving home at sunset in the snow. In his daydream there was always snow. He had seen snow only once, when he was seven and there had been a small flurry at Christmas, and it had made a cold, sharp impression on him. In his daydream snow fell to the earth like chicken feathers dumped out of a tick, and gave the feeling of walking through a quiet wall of weightless and suspended raindrops, clear and cold on the eyelids and nose. In his daydream he pulled up to his house, a stately mansion with cherry-red brick chimneys and matching brick porch and steps, in a long chauffeur-driven car. The chauffeur glided out of the car first and opened the back door, where Brownfield sat puffing on a cigar. Then the chauffeur vanished around the back of the house, where his wife waited for him on the kitchen steps. She was the beloved and very respected cook and had been with the house and the chauffeur and Brownfield’s family for many years. Brownfield’s wife and children—two children, a girl and a boy—waited anxiously for him just inside the door in the foyer. They jumped all over him, showering him with kisses. While he told his wife of the big deals he’d pushed through that day she fixed him a mint julep. After a splendid dinner, presided over by the cook, dressed in black uniform and white starched cap, he and his wife, their arms around each other, tucked the children in bed and spent the rest of the evening discussing her day (which she had spent walking in her garden), and making love.

There was one thing that was odd about the daydream. The face of Brownfield’s wife and that of the cook constantly interchanged. So that his wife was first black and glistening from cooking and then white and powdery to his touch; his dreaming self could not make up its mind. His children’s faces were never in focus. He recognized them by their angelic presence alone, two bright spots of warmth; they hovered about calling him “Daddy” endearingly, while he stroked the empty air, assuming it to be their heads.

Brownfield had first had this daydream the week after his cousins told him about the North. Each year it had grown longer and more intensely real; at times it possessed him. While he dreamed of the life he would live as a man no other considerations entered his head. He dreamed alone and was quiet; which was why his mother thought baby-sitting an ideal occupation for him. But with the baby near, capable of shattering the quiet at any moment, Brownfield was cut off from deep involvement in the snow, in the cozy comfort of his luxuriously warm limousine, and in the faithful ministrations of his loving imaginary wife. He harbored a deep resentment against his mother for making it so hard for him to dream.

He finished his shoes. Piercing the silence now was the cry of his baby brother. Without hurrying, partially in his dream’s afterglow, he stood, his hands holding the shoes carefully, palms up, so as not to smudge the shiny leather, and walked toward the box by his bed. It was a cardboard box and, like a small trunk, complete with cardboard shelves. He lifted the flap that was its top and placed his shoes with care a distance from his other possessions. There were a pair of new denim pants, a new green shirt with birds and Indians and deer on it, and a soft yellow neckerchief made of satin. He had bought the neckerchief from the rolling-store man. It cost a quarter and he was very proud of it.

The baby was still crying. Brownfield looked for a moment at his mother in the bed, who had pulled the quilt over her head. The wall around her bed was aflutter with funeral-home calendars, magazine pictures and bits of newsprint which she had cut out of the 1st Colored Baptist Christian Crusade. The baby looked hopefully toward the bed and then pathetically at Brownfield. With a harsh push of his fingers Brownfield thrust the bottle into the baby’s mouth. The baby lay on its side, intently sucking, and looked at his big brother with swollen distrustful eyes. The baby was almost two years old but refused to learn to walk. Instead it allowed itself to be dragged about, propped up and ignored, until something caused it to scream. The baby’s name was Star, but it was never called anything. It was treated indifferently most of the time and seemed resigned to not belonging. It had grayish eyes and reddish hair and was shadowed pale gold and chocolate like a little animal. From its odd coloration its father might have been every one of its mother’s many lovers.

Margaret had not been impressed, ever, by her sister’s Northern existence, or so she had repeatedly said to Brownfield. But she had grown restless about her own life, a life that was as predictably unexciting as last year’s cotton field. Somewhere along the line she had changed. Slowly, imperceptibly. Until it was too late for Brownfield to recall exactly how she had been when he had loved her. It seemed to Brownfield that one day she was as he had always known her; kind, submissive, smelling faintly of milk; and the next day she was a wild woman looking for frivolous things, her heart’s good times, in the transient embraces of strangers.

Brownfield blamed his father for his mother’s change. For it was Grange she followed at first. It was Grange who led her to the rituals of song and dance and drink, which he had always rushed to at the end of the week, every Saturday night. It was Grange who had first turned to someone else. On some Saturday nights Grange and Margaret left home excitedly together, looking for Brownfield knew not what, except that it must be something strong and powerful and something they had thought lost. For they grew frenzied in pursuit of whatever it was. Often they came home together, still bright, flushed from fighting or from good times, but with the glow gradually dying out of their eyes as they faced the creaking floorboards of their unpainted house. Depression always gave way to fighting, as if fighting preserved some part of the feeling of being alive. It was confusing to realize but not hard to know that they loved each other. And even when Margaret found relief from her cares in the arms of her fellow bait-pullers and church members, or with the man who drove the truck and who turned her husband to stone, there was a deference in her eyes that spoke of her love for Grange. On weekdays when, sober and wifely, she struggled to make food out of plants that grew wild and game caught solely in traps, she was submissive still. It was on weekends only that she became a huntress of soft touches, gentle voices and sex without the arguments over the constant and compelling pressures of everyday life. She had sincerely regretted the baby. And now, humbly respecting her husband’s feelings, she ignored it. What Brownfield could not forgive was that in the drama of their lives his father and mother forgot they were not alone.

When Brownfield woke in the night his mother was gone. From his bed in the kitchen he could see his father sitting on the bed, cradling something in his arms. It was long and dark, like a steel rod, and glinted in the light from the kerosene lamp. Grange’s face was impassive, its lines brooding. Placing the rifle on the bed he picked up his dusty black-green hat. He stood looking at the floor, his shoulders slumped, motionless. He looked very old. Ploddingly he moved about the room. He waited indecisively for his wife to return. He gazed at the baby asleep in its makeshift crib, a crate that had once been filled with oranges. He shrugged. Then he lifted his eyes toward where Brownfield’s bed was, at one side of the kitchen, between the table and the stove. Slowly he walked into the kitchen, which was chilly and smelled of old biscuits, and which changed to a new rhythm of night with his entrance into it. The air was gently agitated by his movements. The sounds of the floor shifted with each step he took.

Brownfield pretended to be asleep, though his heart was pounding so loudly he was sure his father would hear it. He saw Grange bend over him to inspect his head and face. He saw him reach down to touch him. He saw his hand stop, just before it reached his cheek. Brownfield was crying silently and wanted his father to touch the tears. He moved toward his father’s hand, as if moving unconsciously in his sleep. He saw his father’s hand draw back, without touching him. He saw him turn sharply and leave the room. He heard him leave the house. And he knew, even before he realized his father would never be back, that he hated him for everything and always would. And he most hated him because even in private and in the dark and with Brownfield presumably asleep, Grange could not bear to touch his son with his hand.

“Well. He’s gone,” his mother said without anger at the end of the third week. But the following week she and her poisoned baby went out into the dark of the clearing and in the morning Brownfield found them there. She was curled up in a lonely sort of way, away from her child, as if she had spent the last moments on her knees.
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“You can get yourself a wife,” said Shipley confidentially, “and settle down here in the same house. It might need a little fixing up, but I could lend you enough for that, and with a few licks here and there it ought to be good as new.”

Shipley’s hair was still like that of a sleek greasy animal, but now it was dingy white and thin. He looked at Brownfield from under brows that had faded from blond to yellowish-gray. His pale blue eyes struggled to convey kindness and largesse. Brownfield slid down from the truck knowing his face was the mask his father’s had been. Because this frightened him and because he did not know why he should have inherited this fear, he studiedly brushed imaginary dust from the shoulders of a worn black suit Shipley had given him.

He had been shocked to see Shipley at the funeral, but soon guessed he had come hoping to catch Grange. Shipley did not take kindly to people running off owing him money, no matter that they had paid off whatever debts they might have owed many times over. Nobody had whispered a word against him while he stood looking down on the bloatedly sleeping mother and child. To most of the people at the funeral Shipley’s presence was a status symbol and an insult, though they were not used to thinking in those terms and would not have expressed such a mixed feeling. Shipley squeezed out a tear for the benefit of the other mourners, and Brownfield had chuckled bitterly to himself. The tear wasn’t necessary: pity was scarce at his mother’s funeral; most of the people there thought she had got what she deserved. Shipley’s crocodile tear was the only one shed.

Brownfield himself had sat, limp and clammy, wishing he were a million miles away. His mother as she was in the last years got none of his love, none of his sympathy and hardly any of his thoughts. The idea that he might continue to live in her house aroused nothing but revulsion. He knew too that the minute he accepted money from Shipley he was done for. If he borrowed from Shipley, Shipley would make sure he never finished paying it back.

“Don’t know but what we might can build you a new house,” said Shipley, thinking that with Brownfield’s muscles he could do a grown man’s work. Shipley believed with a mixture of awe and contempt that blacks developed earlier than whites, especially in the biceps. He thought too that as long as he had Brownfield there was a chance of getting Grange. Believing that Brownfield was choked up from grief and from his generous offer Shipley continued speaking to him on an encouraging plane.

“After all, if you marry one of these little fillies on my place she’s going to want to smell some new wood. Why, I can’t stop by a house on the place without the womenfolks waylayin’ me; talking about me fixing up the house they already got or wanting me to build ’em a new one.”

He fished about for sympathy, while Brownfield stood looking at the ground.

“But the main thing is”—Shipley smiled kindly—“we want you to stay here with us. And we don’t hold it against you what your daddy done. We’ll just wipe that off the books.” He continued to smile but eyed Brownfield shrewdly from under his brows. “Of course, I believe you said you didn’t know which way he was headed?”

“No, sir,” said Brownfield, from a great hollow distance.

“Well,” said Shipley sadly, as if a great wrong were being done him but one which he would not allow to dissuade him from future acts of kindness, “you think about all we discussed. And take the day off and get yourself straightened out. I tell you this much, I think we going to work out fine; and I know my boys will be glad to have somebody they already know to work with them when they take over Shipley’s Farm and Bait.” He leaned out of the truck, the hand dangling from the end of his coat sleeve like a papery autumn leaf. “You and me will start out fresh,” he said, “and remember, the North ain’t all people say it is. Just remember that.”

When Brownfield looked up, Shipley and his truck were gone. He was left in the familiar clearing. Scornfully, shaking the ice from his gut, he spat on Shipley’s ground. His mind raced headlong into the realm of his dream. The fear of Shipley that had tied his tongue disappeared as the urge to sample his new freedom grew. He would be his own boss. From the forlorn and empty house he took only his box. As he left the clearing a thousand birds began wildly singing good luck.


Part II
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He walked in the direction the sun was going. He walked all day without stopping, except to throw a rock into a stream and to watch squirrels play across the tops of trees, twisting and flying among the branches as if they had wings. Under his feet the earth, being moist with spring, became sunken; he stopped to watch as the print of his foot sprang back to smoothness on the moss along the streams. Rivers and creeks crisscrossed his route, and everything he saw in the woods delighted him. When it became dark he made himself a bed in a shed in a big field, a shed used for storing cotton to keep it dry after picking. The shed was empty now, but he found a few discarded croker sacks outside. On these he lay down and went to sleep.

After walking a few miles next morning he was very hungry. He walked past farmhouses that were big and painted white, with shrubs and flowering trees around them. When he saw a baked gray two-room shack he quickened his pace and walked for its flat dry yard.

There was a woman standing in the back yard over a rusty black pot. Her fire was kept going with rubber tires and refuse. The air around her was smelly and smoky. She was stirring her boiling clothes with a long lye-eaten stick. She took the stick out of the water and shook it as Brownfield came up to her. She looked about quickly to locate three small children, who were playing with car tires all over the yard, and didn’t say a word or even seem to notice him until he spoke.

“’Morning,” he said.

“All right … how’re you?” she answered in a low, singsong voice.

“Nice bright morning, ain’t it?”

“Shore is,” she said and stopped.

“My name Brownfield—Brownfield Copeland—and what might yourn be?”

“My name Mizes Mamie Lou Banks glad to know you.” She stuck out a bleached and puckered white palm and they shook hands.

“I wonder if a starving man might ax a lady for a little somethin’ to eat?” said Brownfield, looking sideways at her as if she were not the lady he meant.

“Why,” she said, putting down the stick, placing it across the pot, “you is just a boy, ain’t you?”

“Yessem, I reckon,” he said, unconsciously hanging his head.

“You runnin’ from any white peoples? If you is,” she continued, not looking at him but down at her pot, “you best to go on in the house where can’t none of them see you if they’s a mind to pass. They’s some grits on the stove ’n some eggs if you knows how to cook. I got my washin’ to do, ’n if you is runnin’ from the white folks I ain’t seen nothing but potash ’n lye this morning, ’n that’s the truth.” She smiled very slightly, at least her mouth quivered about the corners. There was a chunky bulge in her bottom lip.

“Thank you kindly, ma’am, I ain’t runnin’ but I shore is hongry. Fact of the matter is, I’m kinda lookin’ for my daddy.”

“Was the white folks after him too?” she asked. “Or did he just run off?”

“It was both.”

“Well, I can’t picture nobody runnin’ back this way.”

Brownfield nodded and walked to the door she shook her fingers at and went in. While he was cooking the eggs she came through the house to get more dirty clothes. He thought she must be a washerwoman, she was washing so many clothes.

“Hep yourself now,” she said. There was something stern in her kindness. He thought that if she had ever been good-looking it must have been when she was no more than eleven or twelve.

“Oh, I got plenty.”

“I tell you, a growin’ boy can eat it up like a brand-new stove.”

“You got children bigger’n them outdoors?”

“Oh, five more, but they all be gone up Norse.” She said it proudly, as if she were saying she sent them off to Harvard. “They says they couldn’t just hang round here and hang round here.” She paused a minute, going to the china closet for butter and putting it down next to his plate. “Don’t know if I blames them neither.” She was a very thin woman with knobby cheekbones and dark circles under her eyes. She had no more figure than a stick, and wore a man’s pair of overalls and a tight checkered headrag. “For all I know somebody just might be feeding my old hongry younguns up there in Chicago. I swear, they could eat up yere ’bout a whole hog at one dinner.” She sighed and walked outside with the clothes.

Brownfield thought perhaps he would go to Chicago, or maybe even New York City. Maybe he would just keep walking and walking and then hop a freight and wake up in the morning in a place where people were nice and had manners. He wouldn’t even care if they didn’t have manners, if they didn’t try to lure him into debt and then cause him to turn into stone whenever they came around. He stopped chewing a moment to think about what his mother had said about up Norse; and he remembered that his cousins said that up Norse was cold and people never spoke to one another on the street or anything. His father had once said that being up Norse ruined Uncle Silas and Aunt Marilyn, being so cold and unfeeling and full of concrete, but even while Grange said this his eyes had shown a fascination with the idea of going there himself.

“Say, you know. I done heard some things about up Norse,” Brownfield said, after he had eaten and come outdoors again. “They say it ain’t as good as folks make it out to be.”

“Maybe not, maybe ’tis,” she said, stirring her pot, spitting snuff juice into the fire. “I wouldn’t be saying I knows. But I declare it so out of fashion round here you’d think most any other place would be better.”

“Yessem,” he said, thinking what was so confounded bad about people not speaking to you if there was no Shipley around to see that you never made any money of your own. “Yessem.” He looked about the bleak yard and at the house that seemed about to cave in. “You just might have somethin’ there.”

She continued to stir the pot, stoke up the fire and bustle about the yard.

“They daddy work round here?” he asked, pointing to the three small children, who were busy rolling car tires.

“Well, I tell you,” she said, standing up from putting more rubber around the pot and resting her back by swaying it, “one of they daddies is dead from being in the war, although he only got as far as Fort Bennet. The other one of they daddies is now married to the woman what lives in the next house down the road. If you stands up on your tippy toes you can jest about see her roof, sort of green colored. I thought she was helpin’ me get another husband and all the time she was lookin’ out for herself. But I am still her friend. The other one of they daddies was my last husband, by common law, but he dead too now, shot by the old man he was working for for taking the chitlins out of a hog they kill.” She looked at the children and frowned. “But they is so much alike, just to look at; they git along right well together.”

“Reckon they going to grow up and go on up Norse too?” he asked, looking at the children. They had bad colds and snot ran down their lips like glue.

“I don’t know,” she said, stirring her pot. “The Lawd knows I loves them, but when they does grow up I hope they has sense enough to git away from round here.”

“Well, I thank you kindly for that good breakfast.”

“Aw, don’t mention it. ’N if you gets hongry runnin’ back the other way drop in again.” She gave him a grave, boastful, wry and conspiratorial smile. “I also hope you finds your daddy.”

“Bye, you all,” he said, waving to the children, who stopped playing to stare at him.

“Bye-bye! Bye-bye!” they piped like birds, running after him to the edge of the highway, and yelling “Bye-bye!” long after he had turned the curve and was out of sight. He heard their mother call “Y’all come back here before you hit by a car!” and the voices stopped abruptly; then the only sound was his footsteps against the grainy damp shoulder of the road.
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After weeks of indecisive wandering, of worrying that Shipley might be following him, of breakfasting with dozens of secluded families in hollows and clearings deep in trees, Brownfield abandoned all hope, for the present, of reaching Chicago or New York. He had spent several days looking for a slow freight to hop but had not even found railroad tracks. He had no idea which direction he should follow to go North; unlike thousands of his ancestors he had never heard of the North Star. Often at night he gazed at the sky, searching for an omen. To gaze hopefully at the sky was in his blood, but nothing came of it.

On the last morning of wandering he breakfasted with a family of women, whose various husbands and boy friends were off hunting. With their own men away the women lavished attention on Brownfield. They drew water for his bath, pressed his new shirt and yellow satin tie, and gave him a shoe box for his things, which they said would be easier to carry than the trunklike box he had. Brownfield watched as the youngest girls tore the old box to bits. Then he felt truly that it was time to quit, that he had come far enough, and that where he was by nightfall he would stay. At least for a while. As he told the women shyly, he “needed a little chance to catch his breath.”

Resplendent in his new Indian-bird-and-animal-decorated shirt, daring in the yellow satin necktie, awkward in stiffly starched denims and highly lustered shoes, Brownfield set out in the new direction the women showed him. He mumbled, almost inaudibly, that he was “kinda” looking for his daddy. That made parting gayer somehow, his walking away less bleak. He liked the women, all temporarily menless, without cares; he liked commanding their uninhibited attention.

When he described Grange to them they looked at one another and smiled and smiled; but they would not say if they had seen him. They only insisted that Brownfield take a certain road, and no other, which ran a certain way, and which would bring him by dusk to a certain peaceful town.
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He reached the town when the sun was setting. There were two streets, lightly graveled, which formed the upper corner of a square. To Brownfield’s right, within the square, off the main street, rose the solid brick dimensions of the county courthouse. Directly ahead of him, in a circle of grass in the middle of the street, stood a stone soldier, his bayoneted rifle lifted, his intrepid but motionless foot raised to advance northward. On both sides of the street there were stores. Brownfield met buggies and two cars and a few storekeepers on foot. Raucous boys from the blacksmith’s shop rushed past in leather aprons; one of them looked with fleeting envy at Brownfield’s tie. Except for this glance Brownfield entered the town unnoticed.

He had never seen more than thirty people at once before, unless they were working in a cotton field, and he was amazed at the diversity of clothing people wore. There were storekeepers in black suits, their helpers in threadbare blue. He saw a few white women leaning on the arms of their husbands, fussy-looking in frills and wide hats. He saw black women trudging home from the day’s nannying, their uniforms remarkably starched and ironed, their aprons still on. He saw a mixed group of black people walking determinedly, eyes down, heads down, for the very end of the second street. On a hunch, Brownfield followed them.

Soon losing sight of this group, Brownfield turned left off the street in the direction of some shacks. In a few minutes he stood in front of the local Negro bar and grill. It was a small wooden structure with a bare, hard, cleanly swept yard. Its sides were covered with tin and wooden posters, some of them advertising Brown Mule tobacco, Red Cherry snuff and laxatives; the rest advertising Cajun whiskey, Old Joe and Grape Beer.

He could tell what each thing was because he was thoroughly familiar, as was every black person in the county, with all of these products. No father came to town on Saturday evening without bringing home at least one. If tobacco, on him; if whiskey, mostly inside him.

The juke joint, when he imagined how it must jump with light and life at night, fascinated Brownfield, and he thought he would try to get a job there. He had no money, and knew he would need some if he decided later to push on to Chicago.

His mother and father had come to such places, perhaps this same one, and when they had fought and argued in public it was usually among the kind of people who would frequent such a place. But this thought only heightened Brownfield’s interest in the night spot, which, in the dull gray dusk, held all the latent tension of an important club. Sighing and feeling young and incapable, he squared his shoulders and walked in.

There were twelve small tables with black-flowered oilcloth covers on them arranged neatly around a potbellied stove, in which a fire was burning low. The smell of chitlins, pig’s feet and collard greens was strong and thick coming from somewhere in back behind the counter. There was a box in the corner for keeping beer cold, and kerosene lamps around the walls. A gramophone, like those he had seen in catalogues, was pushed against one side of the counter, its big horn turned outward like a gourd that had been cut off at one end. A murky silence with a near-undercurrent of voices that went with the cooking food, enveloped him; he was overwhelmed already by the gracious aspects of town living that he saw.

A heavy cantaloupe-colored woman with freckled cheeks and gray-green eyes looked him up and down and said, “You kinda young, aincha, curie?” She eyed him in a way that made his palms sweat, and he was sure she had no intention of hiring him.

“But I can do your cleaning, and help move things around. I’m strong,” Brownfield said, rubbing his hands on his pants. “I can do your chopping.”

At that the woman looked interested and smiled a sly little smile.

“Does good choppin’, does you?” she asked.

“Yessem.”

“No need to yessem me,” she said lazily. “The name is Josie. Fat Josie.” She looked at Brownfield as if she expected him to have heard the name before. During the pause a thin, very black young woman slid by.

“This here’s my daughter, Lorene.” Josie reached out abruptly, arrested the woman, and pulled her unwilling and muscled arm close beside her, holding it in a pinch. The woman, darting her eyes at Brownfield, snatched her arm from her mother’s grip, then looked from one to the other of them with baleful scorn. She was cursed with the beginnings of a thick mustache and beard. Her hard, malevolent eyes were a yellowish flash in her dark hairy face. She was sinewy as a man. Only her odor and breasts were female. She reeked of a fishy, oniony smell.

“Yep,” said Josie, chuckling at the look on Brownfield’s face and watching her daughter slouch off, “that’s the pride of her mama’s heart.”

Lorene turned and hissed something vile, her tongue showing through her lips like a snake’s. With one hand she yanked at her waistband. Brownfield looked down with astonishment as her slip disappeared under her short tight skirt. Her legs were even more hairy than her face.

When he looked at Josie she was running her tongue over her teeth, her eyes small brassy points between the fat.

“You sort of gets a thrill from the thought of plowin’ through all that hair, don’t you?” she asked, shamelessly grinning while Brownfield stammered.

Confounded by her, Brownfield pushed his shoe box farther under his arm and turned away.

“Wait a minute,” the woman wheezed. “What’s your name?”

“Brownfield.”

“Brownfield?” the woman cackled. “Shit. Brownfield what?”

“Copeland,” said Brownfield weakly.

Josie was fingering his tie. She was so close he could feel her breath. Suddenly she drew back.

“Where you from?” she asked suspiciously.

“Green County,” said Brownfield. “What county’s this?”

“Baker.” She took the shoe box from him and pushed him to a table in the back.

“Now,” she said, “tell me just how you happened to turn up here.”

“What’s the matter with here?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe that’s what you come to tell me,” she said.

By nine o’clock that night he was installed washing dishes and chopping wood, scarcely believing his luck, and listening to the thoroughly arousing music that came from the magic gramophone. Josie had clucked sympathetically as he told of his unfortunate life with Margaret and Grange. She was deeply interested in what he had to say about Grange and when Brownfield spoke of him Josie fidgeted with her hands and nibbled her lips. After his story she fixed him a supper and pulled him along behind her upstairs to her room. There she fitted him with an apron, standing behind him and reaching around and under his shoulders to get at the halter.

“How come you so curious about the Copelands?” Brownfield had asked.

“Oh,” Josie had said, “it just seem like to me I had done heard that name before.” Then—looking down the front of his trousers—“But on a heap bigger man.”

And he said “Ma’am?” In his excitement over having the job, he did not think that his father might indeed have passed exactly this way; through the town, through the tavern, and even through Josie. And then she had laid her arm on his, her skin like dry cracked honey, and said in a sporty way, “Never you mind, Sugar, I’m just talkin’ to myself.”

In the weeks to follow he found her a devouring cat, voracious and sly, wanting to eat him up, swallow him down alive. Thoughts of his father ceased to come to him as he was led into her incredible softness; thoughts of moving northward melted from him in the snug forgetfulness of her experienced warmth. What she had said about the much bigger man with the same name didn’t begin to haunt him until it was too late. His contented existence could not have anticipated a day when he would see Grange once more, not in New York or Chicago, but in the very room in which the majority of his nights were to be spent. Grange, not bewildered or rich in the North but crazy and well-to-do in the South, in Baker, in Josie’s room, in Josie’s arms, disgusted with everything, caring for nothing, but for some reason wanting to take the great lusty insatiable cat up to the altar.
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Josie had violent dreams. Once she had gone to Sister Madelaine for help. Sister Madelaine said her dreams had to be told, and Josie could never do that.

“They just embarrasses me so bad, Sister,” she said. “When I prays in church the other womens laugh at me. They don’t know how I’ve suffered; if they did they wouldn’t laugh at me.”

“That’s your feelings about it anyhow. But listen, they say you should lay your burdens at the feet of the Lord. They say He’ll listen.” Sister Madelaine stifled a yawn. “But you have to tell Him the truth; that’s the only catch there. Else, even He can’t help you.”

“I have laid them everywhere, believe me that is the truth. Starting years ago I went to everybody that would listen. Including Him. But the more I lays them down the heavier they gets. All around me is a great big hush, like before a storm, and when I dream it is just to let witches ride me.”

Sister Madelaine raised an eyebrow. “My colleged son will tell you there is no such thing as witches riding people. From Morehouse he learns it is indigestion. Something you ate, the way you are laying in the bed. The circulation of your blood stops and you can’t move. While you lay there sweating and not able to move you have nightmares, and when you wake up you think a witch has been riding you. According to my son you wouldn’t need a fortuneteller, you’d need a dose of salts.”

“He rides me,” Josie cried, pleading for belief. “I seen him do it.”

“Who?”

“Now,” said Josie, “I can’t tell you that.”

“Well,” said Sister Madelaine, handing Josie a cup of tea, “you wouldn’t go to a doctor with a pain in the behind without telling him a mule kicked you, would you? I am a fortuneteller, but I ain’t God. I got limits. Also a boy in college.”

Josie took a sip of tea and handed over some bills.

Sister Madelaine paced, her Indian-chief profile to Josie.

“That theory about witch-riding belongs wholly to my educated child. I don’t argue with him to keep peace in the family. But I ask you, what kind of business could I have built up if I didn’t believe in witches? I know they are real because I have had to shed a few of my own. My son has learned they are not real in college, where everybody believes in a man called Freud who uses old couches. Well, I don’t believe in couches! But what do youngsters know about anything?”

She stopped pacing and looked down at Josie. There was never pity in Sister Madelaine’s eyes, just a steady, beady waiting. This unnerved Josie, who thought of the fortuneteller as of another species than herself. She could not bear to look Sister Madelaine straight in the eye.

“Everyone who is straddled by a witch knows the identity of the witch,” Sister Madelaine said with her back to Josie. “If you can call his name,” she said, as Josie was leaving, “you will be cured.”

After Josie was gone, Sister Madelaine scribbled a short note to her son, put it in an envelope, together with the money Josie had paid her, and then sat back reflectively in her chair, savoring the last drops of her tea.
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Josie had not been able to say his name. She even told herself she did not remember him. She did not know why he came to her while she slept, drenching her in perspiration, racing her heart with fear, holding her immobile with his weight, like judgment, across her chest. For her father had been a heavy man, and it was her father who rode Josie, stifled through the night.

Her father. How did she remember him? A question asked slowly, always in bewilderment, to dull the unforgotten impression of one cruel night over thirty years ago. Her last night in her father’s house as a young girl. The night that was to have changed her life of sin back to its original country righteousness.

She had thought her father agreed to let her back into his house. He had not refused her gifts to his other children or to himself or to Josie’s mother. And Josie had worked hard to buy them. She had thought, at last I will go home to stay, to be again a child, be again sixteen, and near his heart and hand.

It happened on her father’s birthday. Josie came walking down the road, dusty-shoed, into the hard swept yard. Her father was on the porch, a shabby dais of power, not knowing about the party she planned for him. She carried small bundles, but had hidden away larger ones the night before. His deep solemn eyes followed her up the steps and into the house. He did not speak. But his eyes seemed to glow with promise and there was a bemused smile on his lips. She thought she was about to be forgiven.

“Do you think he’ll let me come back?” she asked her mother, who, like her daughter, was big with child. The money Josie put into the party for her father would be the last she would earn before she delivered. Her mother’s answer was a prayer in silence, a frightened and hopeful cautious nod of the head. Her mother was a meek woman, and though she rarely agreed with Josie’s father she never argued with him.

Josie had come early to prepare the food, mix the drinks—corn liquor, sugared water, crushed mint leaves—and to greet her father’s guests. They knew her shame but would come, fearing her father in his stiff sobriety and decency, but depending on his abundant Christianity, the same that he preached to them, to help him forgive. Not only Josie, but them.

For themselves, those who had fucked his daughter, they had paid when possible and felt only a very limited twinge of conscience when they knew she used that money to try to buy back her father’s love. And he took the new pipe, the slippers, the big brass watch, and they watched him wear them, and listened to his thoughts on crops and the weather, and saw the amused yet baffled horror in his eyes.

At the party they sat in a semicircle around him and watched him ignore her.

“You want some of this, Pa?” “You want some of that?” And the big questioning eyes over the big thrusting stomach that none of them owned. Josie took more of the liquor for herself and moved out from them on its floating haze, and when she fell clumsily on her back within the curve of the all-male semicircle (the wives of the men had, of course, not come) it was then and only then that her father rose from his chair, from the garish cushion of war, with birds and cannon and horses and red roses, that she had bought him with the money, that he rose and, standing over her, forbade anyone to pick her up.

Her mother stood outside the ringed pack of men, how many of them knowledgeable of her daughter’s swollen body she did not know, crying. The tears and the moans of the continually repentant were hers, as if she had caused the first love-making between her daughter and her daughter’s teenage beau, and the scarcely disguised rape of her child that followed from everyone else. Such were her cries that the men, as if caught standing naked, were embarrassed and they stooped, still in the ring of the pack, to lift up the frightened girl, whose whiskied mind had cleared and who now lay like an exhausted, overturned pregnant turtle underneath her father’s foot. He pressed his foot into her shoulder and dared them to touch her. It seemed to them that Josie’s stomach moved and they were afraid of their guilt suddenly falling on the floor before them wailing out their names. But it was only that she was heaving and vomiting and choking on her own puke.

“Please, sir,” someone said from the intimate circle, “let her up. She in a bad way.”

They saw that Josie had seemed to faint, her dark dress pulled up above her knees. Knees turned out. Arms outstretched. She was like a spider, deformed and grotesque beneath the panicked stares of the gathered men. Stares that were only collectively horrified and singly aroused. They had seen her so stretched out before.

“Let ’er be,” growled her father. “I hear she can do tricks on her back like that.”

Such was the benediction of Josie’s father, the witch who rode her breathless in her middle age. Lorene had almost been born beneath his foot. As it was she was born into a world peopled by her grandfather’s male friends, all of whom frequented the little shack on Poontang Street where “fat Josie” (she grew large after the baby) did her job with a gusto that denied shame, and demanded her money with an authority that squelched all pity. And from these old men, her father’s friends, Josie obtained the wherewithal to dress herself well, and to eat well, and to own the Dew Drop Inn. When they became too old to “cut the mustard” any more, she treated them with jolly cruelty and a sadistic kind of concern. She often did a strip tease in the center of their eagerly constructed semicircle, bumping and grinding, moaning to herself, charging them the last pennies of their meager old-age savings to watch her, but daring them to touch.
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A wet gurgle came from Josie’s throat. An alien force seemed to be pressing her into the mattress. She drew her breath shudderingly, her body rigid. She was building up pressure for a scream. Brownfield poked her dutifully and after a minute she opened her eyes. She lay breathing heavily, trembling.

“You all right?” he asked. “You want some water or something?”

“God help,” said Josie.

“What is this dream you keep having?” asked Brownfield. “You gets just as stiff and hard as a dead person. Except you sweat. You kind of vibrates too, like there’s a motor on right there where people say the heart is.”

For a year Brownfield had been asking about the dream. Josie never talked. They lay in bed between crisp white sheets. On Josie’s side the crispness had become moist and limp with sweat. Brownfield lit the lamp and placed it on the table near her head. He stood, naked and concerned, gazing down on her face. Josie’s face was heavy and doughy, lumpy and creased from sleep, wet from her dream. She had the stolid, anonymous face of a cook in a big house, the face of a tired waitress. The face of a woman too fat, too greedy, too unrelentless to be loved. She could grin with her face or laugh out of it or leer through it, but she had forgotten the simple subtle mechanics of the smile. Her eyes never lost their bold rapacious look, even when she woke from sleep terrified, as she was now.

Josie, Brownfield was sure, had never been young, had never smelled of milk or of flowers, but only of a sweet decay that one might root out only if one took the trouble to expose inch after inch of her to the bright consuming fire of blind adoration and love. Then she might be made clean. But Brownfield did not love Josie. He did not really wonder, therefore, that she told him almost nothing about herself, although she constantly pumped him for details of his own life. To shock him once she had told him a strange tale about how his father had stopped at the Dew Drop Inn on his way North, and stayed with her, and loved her. Brownfield had laughed.

“If he love you so much why ain’t he here with you right now?”

Josie had retreated in tears, and the next day pretended she’d made her story up.

“Thank God I ain’t poor,” Josie murmured from the bed. “And thank the good Lord I takes care of myself without the help of strangers, which, in a matter of plain speaking, ain’t got a pot to piss in nor a window to throw it out of.” She took the liberty occasionally of reminding Brownfield of his penury. Now she took his pillow from his side of the bed and cradled it in her arms like a lover.

“Listen,” she said, “my side of the bed’s wet.”

Brownfield stumbled next door without a word, into Lorene’s room and, not caring to sleep on the floor, he climbed unhesitatingly into Lorene’s bed.
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The first time Brownfield saw Mem, Josie’s “adopted” daughter, he had been balling Josie and Lorene for over two years. Mem had been away at school in Atlanta, an errant father paying her bills. She was Josie’s sister’s child. Her mother was dead.

“She died and left me the sweetest li’l burden,” Josie occasionally allowed as how to impressionable friends.

“That girl have to buy books that cost as much as a many of us pays for dresses!” Josie would smile proudly and with malicious aforethought at some of her less well-off acquaintances. For her “business” in the lounge paid off, and she didn’t mind letting people think she was putting Mem through high school.

Mem’s father, Brownfield learned, was a big Northern preacher with a large legitimate family. He had met Josie’s sister one summer when he came South to preach revival services in Josie’s father’s church. They had fallen in love and Mem was conceived. The preacher went back North to his family and Mem’s mother was put out of her father’s house. Josie took her in until Mem was born, and shortly afterward she died.

“Of course, my sister sort of snatch that preacher from me on the rebound, you understand.” Josie smiled coyly, insistently, at Brownfield. “But it were really me he actually love.”

According to Josie, the only reason Lorene didn’t go to school (“of course, I were anxious and well off enough to send her”) was because she was too stubborn to go. However, by the time she was fifteen Lorene was the mother of two baby boys. Living in the lounge with her mother’s boy friends always after her, she was tripped up from the start by the men underfoot, and was the fastest thing going, next to her mother, in town. It had not taken Brownfield long to see that Lorene had her kind of crush on him (anything her mother tried appealed to her), and that Josie more than liked him. At seventeen he was well set up between the two of them and the lounge was as much his as theirs. Or so they were quick to assure him.

He got along well with them both and turned his back when they fought over him. Lorene, a smoke-cured slattern who doused herself with cheap perfume and wore her hair a bright new penny red, was as flattering a lay as her mother. For although she looked more like somebody’s brother than anybody’s girl, she had a reputation for toughness that earned her an abundance of respect from youngsters who hoped to grow up to be like her. She was noted for her expert use of the razor, and it was said that she had once cut up a customer’s wife and then run the customer out of the room while his wife almost bled to death. Brownfield enjoyed her also for her language, as when she said of the customer and his bleeding wife, “I was just tryin’ to catch that nigger and tell him to get that bleeding brood sow off my floor. I ain’t gonna kill my ass mopping up after these nasty folks.” Brownfield was happy until he got his first look at Mem.

Mem was cherry brown, not yellow like Josie or dark and hairy like Lorene. She was plump and quiet, with demure slant eyes. When she came home from school she was barely noticed. She stayed upstairs when the lounge was rocking, and when she did come down she kept right on out of the house and out walking, just walking, in the woods. Brownfield tried to talk to her but she answered him shyly, her eyes on the ground, without interest, it seemed to him, and went her way, with him more and more turning to look after her. He had never known anybody to go walking, “just walking,” in the woods, unless they expected to walk up on a good stick.

“Who the hell she think she is?” he asked Josie, frowning at what he couldn’t understand. “I can’t stand for women to go away for two weeks and come back talking proper!”

Part of what he meant was “walking proper,” for Mem certainly had a proper walk. For a while her walk alone mystified him, intrigued him, and in every way set his inquisitive itch on edge. He was not averse to making his person available to all members of the family.

“Aw, quit your going on and get on in this bed,” Josie purred, looking more like a fat caterpillar every day. “Ain’t no need for you looking at that one, she ain’t got no real itch in her pussy. She can’t do for you what I can do.”

Brownfield responded to her soft, sinful old hands by taking her to bed.

“When’s you and me going to get married, lover?” Josie asked, while Brownfield realized that Mem’s bed was just on the other side of the wall, about a foot from her benevolent “mother’s.”

In moments of spitefulness, Lorene tried to tell Brownfield that what Josie had said about Grange and her was true. It didn’t make any sense to Brownfield that his father and Josie might have been lovers. Besides, what did he care if he now plowed a furrow his father had laid? Josie’s old field had never lain fallow. And after Mem came, what Lorene or Josie told him about anything didn’t matter. He was interested only in Mem. How to penetrate her quiet strangeness occupied his whole mind.
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What he felt always when he thought of Mem was guilt. Shame that he was no better than he was. Grime. Dirt. He thought of her as of another mother, the kind his own had not been. Someone to be loved and spoken to softly, someone never to frighten with his rough, coarse ways. But he could never successfully communicate his feelings to her; he did not know the words she knew, and even if he could learn them he had no faith that they would fit the emotions he had. She could read magazines and books, and he could only look at the pictures in them and hazard a guess at what the print meant. Often, when they were thrown together in the house and she walked outside on the porch to keep from being inside alone with him, he followed and tried to talk to her. She would smile and speak a few words, never harsh, about his carryings on with Josie and Lorene. He expressed an interest in wanting to read and write, and she offered to teach him. He caught on quickly to small things, and they spent many afternoons, before the Dew Drop Inn opened, on the steps outside with her old school books. When she began teaching grade school in the fall she took him along with her class. Or tried.

“In the first place,” she would begin, in an intense prim way Lorene and Josie scoffed at, “if you have two or three words to say and don’t know which word means two or more, it is better to just not use ‘s’ on the end of any of the words. This is so because the verb takes on the same number as the subject. You understand? Well, all I’m saying is ‘I have some cake,’ sounds better than ‘I haves some cake.’ Or, ‘We have a friendship,’ is better than ‘We haves a friendship.’ Now is that clear?” And she would look at him, properly doubtful, wrinkling her brow. And he would nod, yes, and say over and over happily in his mind, We haves a friendship! We, Mem and me, haves us a friendship! and he would smile so that she would stop her frowning and smile too.

She was a good teacher. He had never had one. He learned to write his own name, to recite the ABC’s, and to write his name and her name linked together, all in a flourish, without lifting his hand from the paper. When she began to teach at school he sometimes sat on the porch by the open door and listened to her clear voice directing the small children, and he concentrated on what she said, as much for the subject matter (which taught him how to spell chicken, goat, cow, hog) as for the pleasure of hearing her speak. She did not sound at all like Josie and Lorene, who talked like toothless old women from plain indifference. Mem put some attention to what she was saying in it, and some warmth from her own self, and so much concern for the person she was speaking to that it made Brownfield want to cry.

In his own mind he considered himself perfect for Mem, if only because he loved her. But much of the town saw things differently, including Josie and Lorene, who were so jealous of their Cinderella that Brownfield became afraid for her (although he was hardly royalty, unless they considered him Prince Stud). Besides, Mem had never told him she cared for him.

But what really began to bother Brownfield was that since he became the man of the establishment, he had not felt it necessary to draw a salary. He was constantly dependent on Josie or Lorene for money, which they gave him readily enough, but with the understanding that he must work for his living and in exactly the ways they specified. And so he stood it around the house as long as he could, screwing Josie and Lorene like the animal he felt himself to be, especially when he stood next day in the same room with Mem, whose heart, pained, was becoming readable in her eyes. There was no longer any joy in his conquest of the two women, for he had long since realized that he wasn’t using them, they were using him. He was a pawn in a game that Josie and Lorene enjoyed. Sometimes he felt he was the link they used to prove themselves mother and daughter. Otherwise they might have been strangers. They existed for the simple pleasure of flirting with each other’s men, and then of fighting it out in the street in front of the lounge, where every man in the district soon learned that if you wanted a piece of pussy you had only to make up to one of them to have the other one fall in your lap.

For a while it was grand being prize pawn; for both women, fast breaking from the strain of liquor, whoredom, moneymaking and battle, thought they truly loved him—but as a clean young animal they had not finished soiling. Their lives infinitely lacked freshness. They were as stale as the two-dollar rooms upstairs. Innocence continued to exist in him for them, since they were not able to see anything wrong in what they did with him. He enjoyed it and after all he was nobody’s husband.

And if guilt feeling did exist, as perhaps it did on Sunday mornings in the Baptist church, when they outdressed all the women in town and outshouted half of them, it was a minimal and momentary uneasiness, fanned into a pleasurable passion of repentance by inflamed readings from the Scripture. They shouted out their sins in paroxysms of enjoyable grief. The righteous cleanliness of their souls hardly outlasted the service.
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Matters came to a head for Brownfield when he saw Mem walking for the first time with a man, a teacher like herself. Suddenly he felt he might be passing up a great chance. He felt injured by her choice. Had Mem bypassed him because he was not a well-taught man? His pride was hurt. Gloomily he thought of his poverty and his dependence on Josie and Lorene. All he owned were the clothes on his back and they were none too new.

One night he spied on Mem and her upright, clean-living beau and knew he must have her for his wife. And coming in that night, with him standing in the unlit doorway gazing out at them, Mem brushed past him with tears in her eyes. That was the first time he knew she loved him, and that she was forcing him out of her life by womanly design, and that if he didn’t do something soon she would be lost to him. He caught her in his arms as she was going up the stairs and vowed in words and kisses never to let her go.

The next day he went out into the country, to a plantation not far from where he was born, to a man he had heard was fair. They talked of farming on shares for two years, or until Brownfield could make enough money to take his bride northward.

The next week Mem and Brownfield left Josie and Lorene still fighting each other over him, each claiming the other had pushed Mem on to “ketch” him. Brownfield borrowed a wagon from the man he was now working for, and Mem sat beside him on the splintery wooden seat.

“We ain’t always going to be stuck down here, honey. Don’t you worry,” he promised her while she sat quietly, holding her veil in her warm brown hands, and looking and smiling at him with gay believing eyes, full of love.
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Three years later when he was working the same farm and in debt up to his hatbrim and Mem was big with their second child, he could still look back on their wedding day as the pinnacle of his achievement in extricating himself from evil and the devil and aligning himself with love. Even the shadow of eternal bondage, which plagued him constantly those first years, could not destroy his faith in a choice well made. For Mem was the kind of woman who sang while she cooked breakfast in the morning and sang when getting ready for bed at night. And sang when she nursed her babies, and sang to him when he crawled in weariness and dejection into the warm life-giving circle of her breast. He did not care what anybody thought about it, but she was so good to him, so much what he needed, that her body became his shrine and he kissed it endlessly, shamelessly, lovingly, and celebrated its magic with flowers and dancing; and, as the babies, knowing their places beside her as well as life, sucked and nursed at her bosom, so did he, and grew big and grew firm with love, and grew strong.

They were passionate and careless, he and Mem, making love in the woods after the first leaves fell, making love high in the corncrib to the clucking of hens and the blasting of cocks, making love and babies urgently and with purest fire at the shady ends of cotton rows, when she brought him water to the field and stood watching with that look in her eyes while he drank and leaned an itching palm against the sweaty handle of his plow. As the water, cooling, life-giving, ran down his chin and neck, so did her love run down, bathing him in cool fire and oblivion, bathing him in forgetfulness, as another link in the chain that held him to the land and to a responsibility for her and her children, was forged.


Part III
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It was a year when endless sunup to sundown work on fifty rich bottom acres of cotton land and a good crop brought them two diseased shoats for winter meat, some dried potatoes and apples from the boss’s cellar, and some cast-off clothes for his children from his boss’s family. It was the summer that he watched, that he had to teach, his frail five-year-old daughter the tricky, dangerous and disgusting business of handmopping the cotton bushes with arsenic to keep off boll weevils. His heart had actually started to hurt him, like an ache in the bones, when he watched her swinging the mop, stumbling over the clumps of hard clay, the hot tin bucket full of arsenic making a bloodied scrape against her small short leg. She stumbled and almost fell with her bucket, so much too large for her, and each time he saw it his stomach flinched. She was drenched with sweat, her tattered dress wringing wet with perspiration and arsenic; her large eyes reddened by the poison. She breathed with difficulty through the deadly smell. At the end of the day she trembled and vomited and looked beaten down like a tiny, asthmatic old lady; but she did not complain to her father, as afraid of him as she was of the white boss who occasionally deigned to drive by with friends to watch the lone little pickaninny, so tired she barely saw them, poisoning his cotton.

That pickaninny was Brownfield’s oldest child, Daphne, and that year of awakening roused him not from sleep but from hope that someday she would be a fine lady and carry parasols and wear light silks. That was the year he first saw how his own life was becoming a repetition of his father’s. He could not save his children from slavery; they did not even belong to him.

His indebtedness depressed him. Year after year the amount he owed continued to climb. He thought of suicide and never forgot it, even in Mem’s arms. He prayed for help, for a caring President, for a listening Jesus. He prayed for a decent job in Mem’s arms. But like all prayers sent up from there, it turned into another mouth to feed, another body to enslave to pay his debts. He felt himself destined to become no more than overseer, on the white man’s plantation, of his own children.

That was the year he accused Mem of being unfaithful to him, of being used by white men, his oppressors; a charge she tearfully and truthfully denied. And when he took her in his drunkenness and in the midst of his own foul accusations she wilted and accepted him in total passivity and blankness, like a church. She was too pure to know how sanctified was his soul by her silence. He determined at such times to treat her like a nigger and a whore, which he knew she was not, and if she made no complaint, to find her guilty. Soft words could not turn away his wrath, they could only condone it.

He was expected to raise himself up on air, which was all that was left over after his work for others. Others who were always within their rights to pay him practically nothing for his labor. He was never able to do more than exist on air; he was never able to build on it, and was never to have any land of his own; and was never able to set his woman up in style, which more than anything else he wanted to do. It was as if the white men said his woman needed no style, deserved no style, and therefore would get no style, and that they would always reserve the right to work the life out of him and to fuck her.

His crushed pride, his battered ego, made him drag Mem away from schoolteaching. Her knowledge reflected badly on a husband who could scarcely read and write. It was his great ignorance that sent her into white homes as a domestic, his need to bring her down to his level! It was his rage at himself, and his life and his world that made him beat her for an imaginary attraction she aroused in other men, crackers, although she was no party to any of it. His rage and his anger and his frustration ruled. His rage could and did blame everything, everything on her. And she accepted all his burdens along with her own and dealt with them from her own greater heart and greater knowledge. He did not begrudge her the greater heart, but he could not forgive her the greater knowledge. It put her closer, in power, to them, than he could ever be.

His dreams to go North, to see the world, to give Mem even the smallest things she wanted from life died early. And in his depression he saw in his submissive, accepting wife a snare and a pitfall. He returned to Josie for comfort after his “mistake” and for money to pay his rent, leaving Mem to carry on the struggle for domestic survival any way she chose and was able to manage. He moved them about from shack to shack, wherever he could get work. When cotton declined in Georgia and dairying rose, he tried dairying. They lived somehow.

Over the years they reached, what they would have called when they were married, an impossible, and unbelievable decline. Brownfield beat his once lovely wife now, regularly, because it made him feel, briefly, good. Every Saturday night he beat her, trying to pin the blame for his failure on her by imprinting it on her face; and she, inevitably, repaid him by becoming a haggard automatous witch, beside whom even Josie looked well-preserved.

The tender woman he married he set out to destroy. And before he destroyed her he was determined to change her. And change her he did. He was her Pygmalion in reverse. The first thing he started on was her speech. They had begun their marriage with her correcting him, but after a very short while this began to wear on him. He could not stand to be belittled at home after coming from a job that required him to respond to all orders from a stooped position. When she kindly replaced an “is” for an “are” he threw her correction in her face.

“Why don’t you talk like the rest of us poor niggers?” he said to her. “Why do you always have to be so damn proper? Whether I says ‘is’ or ‘ain’t’ ain’t no damn humping off your butt.”

In company he embarrassed her. When she opened her mouth to speak he turned with a bow to their friends, who thankfully spoke a language a man could understand, and said, “Hark, mah lady speaks, lets us dumb niggers listen!” Mem would turn ashen with shame, and tried to keep her mouth closed thereafter. But silence was not what Brownfield was after, either. He wanted her to talk, but to talk like what she was, a hopeless nigger woman who got her ass beat every Saturday night. He wanted her to sound like a woman who deserved him.

He could not stand having his men friends imply she was too good for him.

“Man, how did you git hold of that schoolteacher?” they asked him enviously, looking at his bleached and starched clothing and admiring the great quantities of liquor he could drink.

“Give this old blacksnake to her,” he said, rubbing himself indecently, exposing his secret life to the streets, “and then I beats her ass. Only way to treat a nigger woman!”

For a woman like Mem, who had so barely escaped the “culture of poverty,” a slip back into that culture was the easiest thing in the world. First to please her husband, and then because she honestly could not recall her nouns and verbs, her plurals and singulars, Mem began speaking once more in her old dialect. The starch of her speech simply went out of her and what came out of her mouth sagged, just as what had come out of her ancestors sagged. Except that where their speech had been beautiful because it was all they knew and a part of them without thinking about it, hers came out flat and ugly, like a tongue broken and trying to mend itself from desperation.

“Where all them books and things from the schoolhouse?” Brownfield asked one day when he wanted to see if she’d learned her place.

“I done burned ’em up,” she said, without turning from a large rat hole she was fixing in the bedroom floor.

For a moment he felt a pang of something bitter, as if he had tasted the bottom of something black and vile, but to cover this feeling he chuckled.

“I were just lookin’ for something to start up a fire with.”

“Take these here magazines,” she said tonelessly, pulling some battered True Confessions from under her dress. She thought he had seen the bulge of them under her arm, but he hadn’t. He reached out a hand for them and with a sigh she relinquished all that she had been to all she would become now.

Everything about her he changed, not to suit him, for she had suited him when they were married. He changed her to something he did not want, could not want, and that made it easier for him to treat her in the way he felt she deserved. He had never had sympathy for ugly women. A fellow with an ugly wife can ignore her, he reasoned. It helped when he had to beat her too.

There was a time when she saved every cent she was allowed to keep from her wages as a domestic because she wanted, someday, to buy a house. That was her big dream. When she was teaching school they both had saved pennies to buy the house, but when he was angry and drunk he stole the money and bought a pig from some friends of his who promised him the pig was a registered boar and would be his start in making money as a pig breeder. Mem cried when he came home broke, with the pig. Then the pig died. The second time she saved money to buy the house he used it for the down payment on a little red car. She was furious, but more than furious, unable to comprehend that all her moves upward and toward something of their own would be checked by him. In the end, as with the pig, his luck was bad and the finance company took the car.

The children—there were two living, three had died—did not get anything for Christmas that year. On Christmas Eve they sat around and watched him until he ran out of the house to see if Josie would give him money for a drink. When he got home he woke the children and cried over them, but when he saw they were afraid of him he blamed Mem. When she tried to defend herself by telling him the children were just frightened of him because he was drunk he beat her senseless. That was the first time he knocked out a tooth. He knocked out one and loosened one or two more.

She wanted to leave him, but there was no place to go. She had no one but Josie and Josie despised her. She wrote to her father, whom she had never seen, and he never bothered to answer the letter. From a plump woman she became skinny. To Brownfield she didn’t look like a woman at all. Even her wonderful breasts dried up and shrank; her hair fell out and the only good thing he could say for her was that she kept herself clean. He berated her for her cleanliness, but, because it was a small thing, and because at times she did seem to have so little, he did not hit her for it.

“I ain’t hurting you none,” she said, pleading with something in him he kept almost suppressed, and he let the matter drop.

“Just remember you ain’t white,” he said, even while hating with all his heart the women he wanted and did not want his wife to imitate. He liked to sling the perfection of white women at her because color was something she could not change and as his own colored skin annoyed him he meant for hers to humble her.

He did not make her ashamed of being black though, no matter what he said. She had a simple view of that part of life. Color was something the ground did to flowers, and that was an end to it.

Being forced to move from one sharecropper’s cabin to another was something she hated. She hated the arrogance of the white men who put them out, for one reason or another, without warning or explanation. She hated leaving a home she’d already made and fixed up with her own hands. She hated leaving her flowers, which she always planted whenever she got her hands on flower seeds. Each time she stepped into a new place, with its new, and usually bigger rat holes, she wept. Each time she had to clean cow manure out of a room to make it habitable for her children, she looked as if she had been dealt a death blow. Each time she was forced to live in a house that was enclosed in a pasture with cows and animals eager to eat her flowers before they were planted, she became like a woman walking through a dream, but a woman who had forgotten what it is to wake up. She slogged along, ploddingly, like a cow herself, for the sake of the children. Her mildness became stupor; then her stupor became horror, desolation and, at last, hatred.

Strangely, Brownfield could bear her hatred less than her desolation. In fact, he rather enjoyed her desolation because in it she had no hopes. She was weak, totally without view, without a sky. He was annoyed when she despised him because out of her hatred she fought back, with words, never with blows, and always for the children. But coming from her, even words disrupted the harmony of despair in which they lived.

For Brownfield, moving about at the whim of a white boss was just another example of the fact that his life, as it was destined, had “gone haywire,” and he could do nothing about it. He jumped when the crackers said jump, and left his welfare up to them. He no longer had, as his father had maintained, even the desire to run away from them. He had no faith that any other place would be better. He fitted himself to the slot in which he found himself; for fun he poured oil into streams to kill the fish and tickled his vanity by drowning cats.
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Each Saturday evening Brownfield was at the Dew Drop Inn lounge. Josie welcomed him; it was like home. Having been lovers they were now much more. They were comrades. They shared confidences. Lorene had migrated North, and Josie ran the lounge alone, except for two very young and talented girls who had Lorene’s old room.

Brownfield and Josie spent a great deal of time talking. About Mem and her self-righteousness, about Brownfield’s error in marrying her, and about Josie and her fears and dreams and the cruel tricks fate had played on her. They talked of Josie’s driving will to survive and to overcome. Her need to avenge herself on those who wronged her. They talked about Brownfield, about how numb he felt when he allowed himself a fleeting remembrance of his mother. They talked about Margaret and her bastard baby, Star. They talked for hours and hours about Grange.

“Your mammy was a fool, boy. Thinkin’ she could keep Grange by making him jealous of other mens,” Josie’s chin shook the slightest bit.

“You tried the same thing,” said Brownfield, “in his absence. Or do you plan to tell me I got the job here just ’cause you liked my face?”

“Oh, but I weren’t tryin’ to make Grange jealous,” said Josie.

“No?”

“No.” Josie’s chin fairly quivered. “I were tryin’ to kill the son of a bitch!”

For some reason Brownfield laughed. “It wouldn’t have killed him, seeing you with me. He never cared no more for me than a stranger.”

“You don’t understand yet how the thing go, do you?”

“I know enough.”

“Ain’t you the lucky one, then,” said Josie. “Now set down and listen.”

Brownfield sat down in a familiar blue chair, facing Josie, who was propped up in bed.

“It was some weeks before you come,” said Josie, “that me and Grange made all our plans to leave Georgia. We was goin’ up to New York. To Harlem, the black folks’ city, where we owns everything! Ain’t that something? We was goin’ to go away and never come back. You may wonder what I was planning to do with Lorene,” she said, looking at Brownfield. “Well, just between you and me, I was goin’ to dump Lorene. She been a chain round my neck long enough. If it hadn’t been for her me and your daddy would have been together in the first place. Grange and me started goin’ to church them weeks he was here. And I want you to know he promised me he was goin’ to take me with him; and then he sneaked off and I ain’t seen him from that day to this one!”

Josie leaned her head back against the pillows, her eyes on the ceiling. In a minute, in a lower, more careless voice, she continued.

“Oh, Grange and me goes back a long ways. Since way before you was born. Way before he even met your mama.”

Brownfield was not surprised. He had waited to know this part of his father’s life.

“Where you keep yourself all that time?” he asked. “I never heard nobody at home talk about no Josie.”

“You remember tellin’ me ’bout that fat yellow bitch your mammy use to mention?”

“You don’t mean …” said Brownfield, still not very surprised.

“Nobody else but.” Josie wore a red silk kimono with blue and purple dragons on the sleeves. She ran a pudgy hand down into the cleavage of her dress.

“Lemme tell you,” she said, “Grange never would have married Margaret if he hadn’t been pushed into it by his damn ‘respectable’ family. His African Methodist Episcopal brothers and they mealy-bosomed wives couldn’t stand the thoughts of having me in the family; I weren’t good enough for him. Never mind I built up a establishment with my own hands and figured out how to git rich with my own brain. I still wasn’t good enough. Nothing would do the family but that your daddy marry Margaret. The only thing she had that I didn’t have was a unused pussy. But it didn’t stop me and Grange from being together. He didn’t have the heart to leave your mammy outright. But every Saturday evening, by the clock, you could find Grange Copeland right where you is now.”

“So he come here, and you took … care of him?” The chair he was sitting in felt uncomfortable. Brownfield got up and paced.

“Yes,” said Josie, proudly. “I took care of him, ’cause he was mine. I didn’t pity your mammy one bit.”

“Mama was okay,” said Brownfield. “At least she put herself out of the way. I wondered why she done it like that. Looked like to me at the time she knowed something I didn’t.”

“She knowed plenty,” Josie sneered. “Knowed she wouldn’t do for your daddy what Fat Josie would do. You think she could come up with any idees of how to git Grange out of debt? And with half the men in the county after her tail? The thought never crossed her mind! Then, when it did strike her, she forgot to charge! Shit.”

“Well,” said Brownfield, embarrassed, “it been ten years almost since he left here. Long enough for me to done run up on you, run away from you, and run back to you.” He turned to face her, seeing the new gray hair she had not had time to blacken, seeing the deepened wrinkles everywhere.

“You might as well stop sleepin’ with me,” he said softly, feeling so grown up and knowledgeable he could hardly bear it. “Grange ain’t coming back. If you still want to give him a little shock you got to go all the way up Norse to do it. I ain’t no good to you.”

Josie read the sickness in his eyes.

“But, lover”—she smiled maternally, loosening her robe and coming to hold him—“ain’t you found out yet that I also likes you for yourself?”
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As the years passed, Brownfield got in the habit of thinking of Grange as someone he had never closely known. He didn’t refer to him as Father, but as Grange. This made Josie seem not such a burden and lessened the feeling Brownfield often had that Josie had made a fool of him, pretending she cared for him, a boy whose manhood meant only one thing and went easily to his head, when all the time she was eating her heart out for Grange.

He would never forget Josie’s face the night Grange returned to Baker County. How fear, self-condemnation, guilt and joy flushed through her as she hastily pushed Brownfield away; pushed him away as if he were as odious as a toad, as inconsequential as some kind of harmless lizard. For all her boasting that she wanted to “kill” Grange, she would have spared him that moment if it cost her her life. Brownfield wanted one day to see her damned for that stricken and guilty look on her face.

They had been lolling on the bed, rubbing and feeling each other, Josie in her slip. They were speaking of their insatiable passion for each other, a subject they brought up whenever he became impotent with her. He was often unable, after Mem, to make love to Josie; the thought of Mem and her perpetual tired grayness shriveled him up. He and Josie talked about their passion, about the old days, and Josie made up lies to tell him about Mem. And sometimes, by pretending to believe something nasty about his wife, something lowdown enough to go home and beat her about, he could succeed in making love to Josie. Josie didn’t care how she got his passion up, she just wanted it up. With him covering her she released her mind from its memories of betrayals; she forgot the terrors of her recurring dream, and she entered a world of gentleness and contentment. Her face became that of a pure and guileless fat girl; she was innocent, uncomplaining, real.

Even so, Brownfield never really shared sex with Josie, not in the complete, sustaining way he had with Mem. Josie took and he took. She was either stirred to a single-minded vileness, when she swore at him and used foul descriptive words, or she passed into a safe solitude. A solitude to which Brownfield was genuinely happy to send her, for then he thought of his screwing as an act of kindness, and he wanted to be kind. Josie’s nightmares, witnessed over the years, had moved him. The least he could do, he thought, was help her sleep.

But that night he had had no chance to help her sleep. Grange, graying, bushy-haired, and lean as a wolf, came through the bedroom door. Curses erupted from Brownfield. His first impulse was to knock his father down. But he realized immediately, and it made him sob, that he was still afraid of him. He might still have been a child from the fear he felt. So instead of fighting his father, Brownfield cursed him and cried and left one of his socks near Josie’s bed. Grange stood against the wall near the door gazing from Brownfield to Josie and finally resting his eyes on Josie.

Brownfield put his arms around Josie’s neck. His tears dripped onto her bosom. But Josie looked beyond him, over his shoulder; for the final time she pushed him away.

Forgetting about Brownfield, Grange and Josie shut him out. Josie wriggled into a somber wrapper, dabbed at her neck and throat with moist hands, and looked at Grange with eyes that said she’d die on the spot if he wanted her to. As Brownfield staggered away, angry and shaken, heading for a drunk, they hardly moved, frozen by some strange commitment to each other that Brownfield had not even been aware of. They did not fear him, for all his threats. Nor did he seem to matter to them in any way at all. In two weeks Grange and Josie were married.


Part IV
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Very early on the morning of Ruth’s arrival into the world, at about five o’clock in the morning on a gray drizzly Thursday in November, Mem awakened Brownfield and asked him to get the midwife, who lived some eight miles away. Brownfield was sleeping off a drunk and could not rouse himself, although he tried, before seven o’clock, and by then Ruth had popped out by herself. Brownfield woke finally, groggy, with a sense of something new having been added, to find his wife surrounding a small bundle, shivering on the bed. His own cot, nearer to the fire than Mem’s bed, blocked the little heat that came from a smoldering hickory log in the fireplace. He was apologetic and sorry for his neglect and tried to make up for it with various cooing pleasantries directed at his small daughter, but Mem was in no mood to have Ruth subjected so soon to the foul after-aromas of puke-smelling brew.

“Git out of my sight,” she whispered, turning from him to warm the baby with what heat she could call her own.

It was toward this charged atmosphere that Grange walked, laden with meat, collards, candy and oranges. Brownfield, embarrassed, uneasy and fuzzy, got up and walked out to meet him. Grange was stepping briskly down the road freshly and neatly dressed, bashfully smiling.

“Aw, Grange,” Brownfield stammered in greeting, as his father came up to the edge of the yard.

Brownfield was angered to see die packages in his father’s arms. This intrusion of goods—Grange never set foot in his son’s house without a load of eatables and wearables—made Brownfield wish more than ever to see him someday on the rack.

“You shouldn’t have did that, Grange,” he said sheepishly, smiling but gritting his teeth; hating himself for wanting to see what was inside the bundles Grange thrust into his hands. He realized self-pityingly that he was ravenous and hadn’t eaten a meal in two days.

“That’s all right,” Grange mumbled, patiently waiting for his son to lead him into the house. Brownfield sniffed at one of the bags in his hands. It contained fruit, a treat the children would love, another reason for adoring their grandfather. It was only at Christmas that Brownfield’s children got apples and oranges and grapes. As a child Brownfield had never seen a grape. He clutched the bags in a confusion of feeling. He was hungry, he was suffering from a malaise of the spirit, he was jealous of his children’s good fortune. He wished he did not have children down whose gullets the good fruit would go; he wished he were a child himself.

Brownfield was not as tall as Grange, who had to bend his head to his chest to enter the room where Mem and Brownfield slept. In winter, usually, they all slept in the same room. Brownfield, Mem, Daphne and Ornette; because it was impossible to heat two rooms in such a hole-filled house. It was impossible, really, to heat one room; but when four people slept together in one small room and kept a fire going they could manage not to freeze to death before summer.

To see his wife and children through his father’s eyes—knowing of the farm and the snug house Grange and Josie owned—made Brownfield eager for his family to appear warm and happy and well-cared for. One look at the walls of the room they were in made it clear no one could ever be warm in it. The walls had been covered, probably neatly at one time, with paper bags. Bags cut open along one side and flattened out, sides overlapping. But the bags hung down now, here and there, in rustling flaps; the wind had pushed them loose. Where the flaps hung down from the ceiling one could look directly up into the loft and in several places straight through the loft into the sky. In the window frames without panes someone had tried to put in neat square pieces of cardboard, but the rain, coming down against these squares at a slant, made the bottom half of them wet and the same wind that pushed the flaps aside to reveal the holes in the roof forced aside these pieces of cardboard, and puddles of icy water were collected on the bare gray floor.

Grange, as he entered, took in the sorry condition of the room in a glance and could not withhold a sigh. A sigh Brownfield heard and understood immediately as condemnation. Brownfield thought of the money his father had brought back from the North—enough to buy a farm, enough to marry Josie, enough to lend Brownfield some on the condition that he stop drinking!—and thought maybe now was his chance to get more of what his father seemed so willing to give his family. Money. Accordingly, Brownfield whined, “Just poor folks, that’s us.” He wiped the hardened matter from the corners of his eyes and bade his father sit down on the little cot which was his bed, now that Mem used all of the double one.

Grange looked about him silently. The fire sputtered and went out. Brownfield made no move to relight it. Grange took off his coat and started to work over the fire. He was outraged to find there was no more wood.

“How can you not have wood and your wife ’bout to pop?” he asked.

Brownfield looked over his shoulder at his wife’s folded pallet. Not wanting the children to see the blood she had folded it as neatly as a newspaper and had tied it with string. There was a sheet hanging before Mem’s bed. It formed a curtain which would have protected her children from the sight of childbirth. Brownfield thought what a blessing it must have been to Mem that the baby was born at night while Daphne and Ornette slept and wind and rain muffled her sounds of struggle.

Brownfield could not, dared not, tell his father that Mem had already had the baby, and without help from him or from anybody. He only hoped his father would soon leave and not try once more to “explain,” as he so often tried to do, his reasons for deserting his own family. Grange felt guilty about his son’s condition and assuaged his guilt by giving food and money to Brownfield’s family. He never gave money directly to Brownfield, who had drunk up the first sum Grange had given him. After that there was no second chance. Grange had no faith in him, Brownfield correctly assumed. But, having laid aside his bundles, Grange was in no mood to leave. He wanted to talk to Mem, see if she needed anything for the baby, whose birth, Grange thought, was so near.

“Why, she sleeping,” Brownfield said, hoping his father would hurry out. But Grange, looking into the fireplace, rubbing his hands, spoke of unimportant things like the weather and then of what was pressing on his heart.

“Like I been trying to tell you, ever since I come back, there’s a lot I done I didn’t agree with. It was the times, I reckon. You could work so hard, for nothing. And as tight as times was they started tightenin’ up some more. I was worked so hard, I tell you the truth, my days had done all run together. There wa’n’t no beginning nor no end.”

Brownfield stared bitterly at the floor.

“Margaret’s days all run together too, after you left.” He said his mother’s name thickly, with abundant emotion, though he disliked the memory of her last days as much as ever. Brownfield felt he had been abandoned by Grange’s desertion to whatever wolves would take him; not at the time of his leaving, nor while Brownfield was living at the Dew Drop Inn, but in married retrospect, seen through Brownfield’s own miserableness in the life he convinced himself he was courageous enough to accept. He did not really care what his mother had felt at all.

Grange looked at Brownfield, Brownfield looked at him. Josie’s shadow came between them. She kept them from becoming what they had never really been anyhow, father and son. That was her revenge.

“That’ll have to be a strong chile to be born in here. And it’ll have to be kin to the Eskimos or it’ll freeze to death. Well,” Grange said, rising finally, “when Mem wake up tell her I’ll send Josie over to help out, or maybe I might just come back myself.” Grange stood, looking toward the bed. “Lawd knows the whole business is somethin’ of a miraculous event. Out of all kinds of shit comes something clean, soft and sweet smellin’.”

“If you think it so sweet smellin’, you take it,” said Brownfield, seeing his baby with entirely different, unenchanted and closely economic eyes.

Behind the muslin sheet Mem lay, huddled against her baby. The baby, unwashed, was moist and sticky against the soft cloth that was wrapped around her. Mem had been drying the film of wetness from her when Grange came in. Fearing the sharpness of the cold she stopped, and now, instead, rubbed the baby softly up and down its hardly moving body. The window near her bed let in sporadic bursts of damp air. In the middle of the night she had asked Brownfield to cover it with a quilt, but the only quilt he could use, he said, was the one on his bed, or the one on hers.

The wind came through the window, moving the newspapers under the bed. Weakly Mem called out to her husband.

“What you say you want, honey?” he asked, coming to peer at her from around the curtain. Grange also came. Mem heard the intake of Grange’s breath as he stood beside Brownfield, looking down on her, seeing the bundle, rooted in disbelief.

“You no-good, sorry, good-for-nothing tramp,” he said, pushing Brownfield aside and impatiently bending to move Mem’s bed closer to the fire.

“It won’t move,” said Mem, glancing fearfully at her husband. “It just set up on some blocks.”

Her eyes were sunken and hazy from her long night. Meekly her eyes pleaded with Grange to go away, to leave them alone. She watched him anxiously as he moved about the room, burning the pallet, which, made of newspapers and old clean rags, burned well, despite its spots of slimed wet, and then taking out the slop jar that was so filled with the proof of how her night was spent.

Grange took down the makeshift curtain, ordered Brownfield to make up his bed and go out for wood, and prepared the baby for the eyes of her two sisters.

“I’m all right, I’m just fine,” Mem said, when Grange reached for the thin quilted covers of her bed.

With a great show of control, Grange took the wood Brownfield brought in and put it on the fire. Thankfully he watched it begin to burn.

“At least you got sense enough to know wet wood won’t burn,” he said. Brownfield stood at his elbow with an amused and belligerent smirk.

“Got it off the barn,” he said.

“Brownfield, git me a little warm water to drink or maybe a little coffee,” said Mem. Grange had raised her head and placed his own coat across her shoulders.

Grange had always liked Mem. He had known her when she was a child, playing behind the lounge. Lorene was always making her cry and run and hide in the woods. Grange had been glad when Josie told him that Brownfield had married her. He thought a good wife would mellow Brownfield, even if she was kin to Josie. Though Mem had none of Josie’s hardness.

On the night he had returned to the Dew Drop Inn and found Josie with Brownfield he discovered the bitterness his son felt toward him, the resentment, the hate; but he had hoped Brownfield’s own experience as a family man and sharecropper would change that. But now, looking at Mem after eight years with Brownfield was like seeing some old mangy aunt of the girl Brownfield had married. Mem’s hair, which had been so thick and black, now pressed against her pillow gray as charcoal. Much of it had fallen out. Grange felt, among all the other reasons for her being laid so low, his own guilt. That was why he spent so much time with her and his grandchildren, and brought them meat and vegetables, and gave them money on the sly, and reaped in full the anger of his wife and the unflagging bitterness of his son.

Brownfield was handing Mem a cup of barely warm coffee.

“I know that’s what she asked for,” said Grange, “but surely there’s somethin’ to eat in this house. I mean like some soup or something.”

Brownfield walked calmly to the door, his face set, and tossed the coffee out into the yard.

“I give her what she ask for, what more you want?” He sat down solidly in front of the fire, not willing now to give her anything. His face was as sulky as a child’s.

From the provisions he’d brought Grange made a stew. When Daphne and Ornette crawled out of their damp covers in the next room it was to the hot spicy smell of the stew and to the warming leaps of a good fire. At first Brownfield would not touch the stew. He grudgingly watched his children fall all over their grandfather. Soon, though, he began to eat, his hunger caring nothing for his pride.

“My trouble is,” he told his father, “I always could do without childrens.” He watched Daphne and Ornette take turns examining the baby’s tiny fists. “I didn’t like having to baby-sit that brat you all dumped on me.” Brownfield looked his father in the eye.

“I never liked my brother—you know that—’cause you didn’t like him neither. I seen you pinch him when you thought nobody was looking. Looks like back then the whole business just about made you puke—takin’ care of Margaret’s bastard, and me too.”

Grange hung his head and endured in silence.
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To his three daughters Brownfield gave the dregs of his attention only when he was half drunk. To him they were not really human children, although his heart at times broke for them. He could not see them as innocent or even as children. He scolded Ornette, who had come a year after Daphne, with the language he would use on a whore. And the baby, Ruth, he never touched.

As they grew older, Daphne, the only one who could remember the scanty “good old days” before Brownfield began to despise them, took the baby and Ornette out under the trees and told them of how good a daddy Brownfield had once been. Brownfield overheard her whispering her stories into the baby’s ear, as if she wanted her little sister to grow up believing that the few greedily cherished good times with Brownfield had also been her own.


Part V
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Brownfield did not believe Mem would be able to find a house. He had not found a decent house the first and only time he had looked for one. What was more, he did not believe she had been looking for one.

“You get through telling all them old dried-up friends of yours that I just got kicked out on my ass and you already out looking for a mansion to live in—for a change?”

He reached out an arm and grabbed her quickly around one wrist.

“Ow, Brownfield,” she said, dropping her shoes.

“I ought to make you call me Mister,” he said, slowly twisting the wrist he held and bringing her to her knees beside his feet. “A woman as black and ugly as you ought to call a man Mister.”

“I didn’t find no house today,” she whimpered dryly, because she was so tired and her feet hurt. “And I didn’t see nobody but people that was renting.”

He shoved her and she knocked over her flower boxes, spilling flowers and dirt. She scrambled shakily to her knees, then to her blistered and callused feet, sniffling and putting a wrinkled hard hand to her head. Her daughters stood at the battered screen watching, their baby sister in their arms.

We ought to jump on him and kill him dead, Mem thought, as she avoided her children’s eyes, took the baby, Ruth, into her arms, and went into the house.

“Goddam rib-ridden plowhorse,” Brownfield muttered spitefully, propping his legs against the rotten railing of his sagging front porch.
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At the end of the second feeding, when he was putting the scoops back into the feed bags, Captain Davis came in and stood in the doorway chewing and spitting, acting half-interested in what Brownfield was doing and half-interested in emphasizing that he owned the cows and the barn and everything else in sight. He just stood there, with his shirt sleeves pinned up and his bald head mottled, being boss man.

“I told Mr. J. L. you was going to be looking for a place right soon,” he said. He turned his head down at a slant and watched Brownfield tie up the feed bags. His lips pursed tightly when a few grains of feed spilled on the concrete.

“I told him he could probably do worse than you if he’s in the market for a field and dairyman.”

Brownfield’s hands stopped momentarily tying the bags.

“Yassur?”

He made as if to straighten all the way up but managed to stand stooped a little so that he felt small and black and bug-like, and Captain Davis, with his sparse white hair, seemed a white giant that could step on him.

“Yassur?” he said again, while Captain Davis’s eyes swept the ceiling and roamed over the rumps of his cows. Slowly.

Damned one-arm son of a bitch, Brownfield thought, as he stooped motionless, looking up at the tall white man and waiting to shift his eyes the moment the captain turned his face to him.

Why don’t he say what he going to say, ’stead of acting like I got all goddam day to hear ’bout his slave-driving son. Let him get his own motherfucking help ’stead of trading me off! As the captain turned, Brownfield averted his eyes. A vacant obliging smile wavered on his face.

“’Course you won’t be living as easy as you do here,” Captain Davis said as his eyes came down to the level of Brownfield’s and Brownfield dropped his own, being careful to maintain a smile that was both alert and respectful.

“You interested in this, Brown?” the old man asked, clearing his throat and spitting between them, not bothering to turn his head. “I already told Mr. J. L. you was.”

“Yassur!” Brownfield said, taking out a large print handkerchief and wiping his hands. Paying special attention to between the fingers. He thought about what Mr. J. L. was like; stingy and mean, not to be trusted around black womenfolk, and shuddered. He did not want to work for him. He remembered how he and Mem had come to work for Captain Davis. Captain Davis’s brother had sent them after he had finished with Brownfield and his wife had died and there was no further need for Mem. In return Captain Davis had let his tractor go for a season. The swap had been made exactly as if he and his family were a string of workhorses.

“I be much obliged to you for putting in a word for me.” Brownfield nodded up and down still smiling but with his eyes carefully averted. He thought about turning down the offer but when the words of refusal came to his lips he found they would not come out. He cleared his throat and prodded the ground in front of him with his foot as if he would speak, but no words came out, only a hesitant grunt that sounded like further strangled acceptance.

“What you say, Brown?” Captain Davis asked in impatiently severe tones. He turned his tall frame in the doorway so that the sun made a halo of his thin ring of white hair. Looking for a brief second into his light blue eyes Brownfield stood speechless.

“Yassur,” he said finally, hypnotized by the old man standing in the sun.

Captain Davis shrugged his gaunt white shoulders and walked away toward his white house with the bright red chimneys.

Pity how you got to look after ’em, he thought, as he wrapped his good hand round his stub.
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He was late and had not told her he would be; still they had not dared to begin supper without him. Daphne was looking at a page full of bathroom fixtures, staring nearly cross-eyed in the light of the kerosene lamp that hung from a cord over the table.

“Is this the kinder toilet we going to have, Ma?” Ornette asked, looking dazzled over Daphne’s sharp elbow at all the sparkling fixtures.

“Look at them shiny toilets!” she whispered urgently, her spread fingers touching four commodes, excitement making her voice rough and burpy. Daphne nudged her playfully with the elbow she kept between the Sears, Roebuck catalogue and her sister.

“Why don’t you get on out the way, girl!” she said, and tried to hog the book, but Ornette clamped a grubby fist on a corner of the book, covering, except for a bright corner, a deep white bathtub filled with greenish blue water like that in the white swimming pool in town.

Mem, her knees spread under the table and her battered hungry face cracking every once in a while in a grin, supervised the turning of the pages.

“Wait a minute, Daphne, I ain’t through looking at these sinks and dishracks!” she said sharply, when Daphne wanted to race on ahead to the warming glowing pictures of multi-colored light bulbs and fancy lamps.

“Is us going to have ’lectric lights in our new house?” Ornette asked breathlessly, caressing the slick pages of the catalogue. The yellow glow of the lamp encircled Mem and her homely children in soft kindly light, making them look good to one another. The baby, Ruth, too small to be interested in home furnishings, gurgled and cooed in her box by the stove. In vain did she compete for her mother’s attention.

“I ain’t promising nothing,” Mem said, laughing at Ornette’s big serious eyes and running one rough hand over her head. “I ain’t saying what’s going to be,” she continued, “but the Lord wills we going to have ’em!” She said the last flatly, almost to herself, hearing the back door open and shut and feeling the draft caused by Brownfield’s entry and seeing the lamp flicker and almost go out.

“Why ain’t supper on the table?” Brownfield demanded as soon as he walked in.

“We didn’t know when you was coming, Brownfield,” Mem said softly, pulling herself out of her chair so fast she scraped her bony knees. Meekly she hovered over the stove stirring and taking up peas and ham hocks. She placed a heaping plate in front of Brownfield and backed into the stove, getting food for herself and the children. Brownfield saw she had burned herself turning around clumsily, and he smiled as he plowed into his peas, sending them scattering across the table, down his shirt front, and down his throat.

Ornette sat dazed, watching her father pick up his meat with his hands and tear at it, sending the juice flying over the tablecloth Mem was proud to make white. When her father was eating Ornette could not think of him as anything but a hog. She blinked her eyes as he said to her over a mouthful of peas and bread, “What you looking at me for?”

Her eyes quickly riveted to her own plate and she began slowly to eat, trying very hard not to hear the whistling noise her father made as he sucked at the meat and gobbled the peas.

Mem ate with her head down, passing the food up to her husband the moment she thought he might like some more. Daphne sat completely squelched, nervously chewing and beading her dress under the table, as close to her mother’s side as possible. She hallucinated vividly that Brownfield ate so many peas he swoll up and burst. She saw herself helping gleefully to bury him and then watched in horror as the huge twisting and congested pea vines began to come up. Aloud, she began a strange blank-eyed whimper.

“What’s the matter with you, stupid?” Her father’s eyes were on her, intense and hard, like the eyes of a big rat.

I wish he’d get swoll up and die! she thought behind her alerted but sad and empty face. I wish he’d just do that for us so we could bury him!

“What’s this I hear about some new house?” Brownfield asked, finally, chewing noisily and sweating from eating so vigorously. He grunted slyly as if choking back a laugh. “We going to move over on Mr. J. L.’s place.”

He was pleased to feel the weight of their tense and silent response.

“I ain’t,” Mem said. “I ain’t, and these children ain’t.” She stiffened her thin tough neck for his blow. But he only laughed and kept eating, stabbing at stray peas with round wads of cornbread.

“Get me some water,” he grunted to Ornette, who pretended she was fetching slop for a hog.

“Yassur,” she mumbled with her head down, going to the icebox.

“You should have got some ice from the iceman yesterday,” Mem said, smelling the reek from the box.

“You ought to have stayed at home yesterday instead of traipsing off all over creation looking for a mansion to live in. If you acted like a woman with some sense we’d a had ice.” He rolled his eyes to indicate her foolishness and coughed in her face without turning his head.

A shiver of revulsion ran through his wife. “He’s just like a old dog,” she thought, guiltily urging her nervous children to eat their fill.

He had once been a handsome man, slender and tall with narrow, beautiful hands. From trying to see in kerosene lamplight his once clear eyes were now red-veined and yellowed, with a permanent squint. From running after white folks’ cows, he never tended much to his own, when he had any, and he’d developed severe athlete’s foot that caused him to limp when the weather was hot or wet. From working in fields and with cows in all kinds of weather he developed a serious bronchitis aggravated by rashes and allergies.

He was not a healthy man. When he first started working with cows his hands broke out and the skin itched so that he almost scratched it off. It was only after years of working every day milking cows that the itch gave up, and by then his hands were like gray leather on the outside, the inside scaly and softly cracked, too deformed for any work except that done to and for animals. The harder and more unfeeling the elephant-hide skin on his hands became the more often he planted his fists against his wife’s head.

I ain’t never going to marry nobody like him, Daphne swore to herself, watching the big ugly hands that smelled always of cows and sour milk.

“It’s all settled,” said Brownfield, belching loudly and digging under the table between his legs. “We going to move over to Mr. J. L.’s come next Monday and,” he spoke menacingly to Mem, “I don’t want any lip from you!”

“I already told you,” she said, “you ain’t dragging me and these children through no more pigpens. We have put up with mud long enough. I want Daphne to be a young lady where there is other decent folks around, not out here in the sticks on some white man’s property like in slavery times. I want Ornette to have a chance at a decent school. And little baby Ruth,” she said wistfully, “I don’t even want her to know there’s such a thing as outdoor toilets.”

“You better git all that foolishness out your head before I knock it out!”

“I ain’t scared of you,” his wife lied.

“When the time comes, you’ll see what you do, Miss Ugly,” he said, and pinched her tense worn cheek. Even as he did it he knew dull impossible visions of a time when that cheek was warm and smoothly rounded, highlighted and sleek. It was rare now when it curved itself in a smile.

“Me and these children got a right to live in a house where it don’t rain and there’s no holes in the floor,” she said, snatching her cheek away. From long wrestles in the night he knew she despised his hands. He held one gigantic hand in front of her eyes so she could see it and smell it, then rammed it clawingly down her dress front.

If I was a man, she thought, frowning later, scrubbing the dishes, if I was a man I’d give every man in sight and that I ever met up with a beating, maybe even chop up a few with my knife, they so pig-headed and mean.
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“’Evening, Brown,” she said solemnly the following afternoon, Wednesday.

“’Evening, Ugly,” Brownfield said, crossing the porch and eying her with suspicion. He detected a sad meager smile beginning to work itself across her broad lips. The sun across her hair made him notice how nearly gray it was. She was hanging there in the doorway, her ugly face straining between deep solemnity and sudden merriment. It had been years since he’d seen her look anything near this excited.

“What you turning that idiot look on me for?” he asked, facing her, his hand on the screen door. He had never despised her as much. Was she looking like she was going to be this ugly when I married her? he asked himself, as the face in front of him spread itself out in a funny-shaped pie and Mem laughed soft and deep, as she used to laugh when they were first married and not one day passed without some word of deepest love.

“We got us a new house,” she said, as if she were dropping something precious that would send up delightful bright explosions. “We got us a new house in town!” she whispered joyously.

He looked around to see the children also with wide spreading mouths, looking just like their mother.

“I know we got a new house,” he said patiently, “but it’s going to be over on Mr. J. L.’s place, and nowhere else!”

“Oh, nooo,” she said gaily, still laughing in her rough, unused-to-laughing way. “This house has got sinks and a toilet inside the house and it’s got ’lectric lights and even garden space for flowers and greens. You told me yourself,” she said, laughing harder than ever, “that old man J. L.’s place done fell down on one side and is anyhow all full of hay.” Talking about the house seemed to make her dizzy. She fell into a chair, placing her hands to her eyes as if to clear her head. “Besides,” she said, suddenly sobered, “it don’t cost but twenty dollars a month to rent and you can make enough at a factory in town to pay that much: factory work’ll keep you out of the rain. A school is close by for the children and the neighbors look like nice people. And on top of that …” She started to list assets of the house again. Her eyes lit up, then went dull and tired. She had spent all day looking for the house. “Besides all them things,” she said tonelessly, and resigned as she stood up, “I told the man we’d be there to start living in that house Monday morning. I signed the lease.”

“You signed the lease?” He was furious. He could not, even after she’d tried to teach him, read or write. It had gone in with the courting and out with the marriage. “I ought to chop your goddam fingers off!”

“I’m real sorry about it, Brownfield,” said Mem, whose decision to let him be man of the house for nine years had cost her and him nine years of unrelenting misery. He had never admitted to her that he couldn’t read well enough to sign a lease and she had been content to let him keep that small grain of pride. But now he was old and sick beyond his years and she had grown old and evil, wishing every day he’d just fall down and die. Her generosity had shackled them both.

“Somebody had to sign the lease, Brownfield,” she said gently, looking up into his angry eyes. “I just done got sick and tired of being dragged around from dump to dump, traded off by white folks like I’m a piece of machinery.” She straightened her shoulders and drew her children to her side, the baby, Ruth, in her arms. “You just tell that old white bastard—Stop up Your Ears, Children!—that we can make our own arrangements. We might be poor and black, but we ain’t dumb.” There was a pause. “At least I ain’t,” she said cruelly, burying her face in her baby’s hair.

“I guess you know that up there in town you wouldn’t be able to just go out in the field when you’re hungry and full up a sack with stuff to eat. I hope you know what you doing too, going out there pulling up all the greens and things just when we leaving the place.”

“They sell food in the grocery stores there in town,” said Mem, not slackening her work. “And I planted these greens myself and worked them myself, and I be damn if I’m going to let some sad-headed old cracker that don’t care if I starve scare me out of taking them!”

“If you had any sense you’d know it don’t look right,” said Brownfield, raising himself up on an elbow. “Here we is moving off to Mr. J. L.’s place next Monday and you goes out and strips the fields on Thursday.” He turned his gaze on her callused feet. “My ma always told me not to git myself mixed up with no ugly colored woman that ain’t got no sense of propridy.”

“I reckon if your ma was black, Brownfield,” Mem said, putting a hand on her hip, “she found out a long time ago that you can’t eat none of that.”

“You don’t surely think that I intends to move to town,” Brownfield said slowly, turning his back as if he were about to fall off to sleep. He smiled at the wall. “I’m a man, and I don’t intend working in nobody’s damn factory.”

Daphne and Ornette looked at their parents through a sudden darkening blur. They came and stood in the kitchen door behind their mother, silently watching.

“You hear that, Woman!” Brownfield swung up and placed his feet with a stamp on the floor. “We moving exactly when and where I say we moving. Long as I’m supporting this fucking family we go where I says go.” He bullied his thin wife murderously with his muddy eyes. “I may not be able to read and write but I’m still me man that wears the pants in this outfit!” He towered over her in a rage, his spittle spraying her forehead.

I don’t have to stand here and let this nigger spit in my face, she thought more or less calmly, and for the first time very seriously. Who the hell he think he is, the President or somethin’.

“You do what you want to, Brownfield,” she said, swiftly stepping out of range of his fist. “You do exactly what you want and go precisely where you please. But me and these children going to live in that house I leased. We ain’t living in no more dog patches; we going to have toilets and baths and ’lectric lights like other people!”

“I reckon you think you ain’t going to need somebody to pay for all them toilets and baths and ’lectric lights, you chewed-up-looking bitch!” Brownfield broke past his defensive children and grabbed Mem by the shoulder, spinning her round.

“Let me tell you something, man,” Mem said evenly, though breathing hard, “I have worked hard all my life, first trying to be something and then just trying to be. It’s over for me now, but if you think I won’t work harder than ever before to support these children you ain’t only mean and evil and lazy as the devil, but you’re a fool!”

“Who the hell you think’d hire a snaggle-toothed old plow mule like you?” He was sweating and felt his hands beginning to itch. “You ought to look in the glass sometime,” he said, clenching his fists. “You ain’t just ugly and beat-up looking, you’s old!”

I ain’t thirty, she wanted to say, but instead she said, “I know what I look like and I know how old I am.” It seemed impossible that she could face him and not weep. “And neither one of them knowledges is going to keep me from getting me a job so we can move on in that house Monday morning.”

“I’d like to see you try, Bitch,” he cried on his way out, shoving her and pushing against his daughters. Ruth woke from her nap with a yowl from the noise. Mem dried her and lifted her high along her shoulder.

“And this one is going to grow up in ’lectricity and gas heat!” she said tremblingly, giving her baby small tearful kisses all around her fuzzy head.
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“How’s Mem?” Captain Davis asked pleasantly Friday noon when Brownfield was on his way home for lunch. “How she feel about moving over to Mr. J. L.’s? I told J. L.’s wife about her shortbread. Ummm Um,” he said magnanimously, “she sure can cook!”

“Oh, she fine!” Brownfield said with enthusiasm. “She fine, and she all ready for the big move over to Mr. J. L.’s.” He could not breathe normally and felt black and greasy under the man’s cool gaze.

Ought to pick up a rock and beat it into his old bald head that hell naw me and Mem don’t want to go work for his crazy motherfucking son! What the hell he think, we both of us crazy or somethin’! He smiled broadly at Captain Davis and clasped his hands together behind his back. His knees under his overalls leaned shakily against each other.

“We both right sure it going to work out fine,” he said hopelessly, making his face as pleasant as possible and bland, “just fine.”

“See you do your work good,” the old man said sharply, clearing his throat and turning in the direction of his house. “You and Mem ain’t bad hands,” he said almost as an afterthought. “Glad to be keeping you in the family!”

But this is 1944! Brownfield wanted to scream; instead he said “Yassur,” and waited until Captain Davis was three yards away before he moved. “I ought to stick my feed knife up in him to the gizzard!” he whispered, nervous sweat running down his sides. He walked home slowly, kicking rocks and bushes.
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“Brownfield, I got me a job in town,” Mem said, sitting herself down on the porch railing and dangling her hard skinny legs. Brownfield sat in silence; behind his head he could feel the two children standing there hiding big grins behind their eager apish faces.

“I got me a job in town that pays twelve dollars a week!” Mem spoke softly but with excitement in her voice. She said it like a bird might talk about first flying.

He continued to say nothing, but his hands gripped the bottom of his chair so hard his fingers ached.

“Twelve dollars a week is more than you makes, ain’t it, Brownfield?” asked Mem, who had never been told her husband’s wages. Her ugly mouth crinkled happily at the corners. Slowly she let the crinkling go and watched him silently for a while. Her children came to stand beside her, all of them looking at Brownfield.

“You coming with us or no?” she asked, without much caring in her voice. “If you is,” she went on, “you got to get a job and pull your weight. If you ain’t, we going on ahead anyhow.”

They left him sitting there with his feet up on the railing, looking every one of his relatively few sick old years, with another dozen added on.
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Saturday night found Brownfield, as usual, liberally prepared for his weekly fight with Mem. He stumbled home full of whiskey, cursing at the top of his voice. Mem lay with her face to the wall pretending to be asleep.

“You think you better than me,” he cried. “Don’t you? don’t you! You ugly pig!” He reached beneath the bedclothes to grab her stiffly resistant shoulder.

“You wake up and look at me when I talk to you!” he said, slurring the words, bending close enough to kiss her with his foul whiskey-soaked mouth.

“You and them goddam sad-looking high and mighty brats of yours, that you done turned against me!” He said the last with an angry sob in his throat. As if he cared. Mem said nothing, lay so silent it was as if she were not breathing or thinking or even being, but her tired eyes rested directly on him with the tense heated waiting that many years of Saturday-night beatings had brought.

“I’m sick and tired of this mess,” she said, rising abruptly, waiting for the first blow to head or side or breasts. “Shit!” she said, flinging the covers back, looking frail as a wire in her shabby nightgown. “I’m sick of you!”

No sooner had the words fallen out in a little explosive heap than Brownfield’s big elephant-hide fist hit her square in the mouth.

“Don’t you interrupt me when I’m doing the talking, Bitch!” he said, shaking her until blood dribbled from her stinging lips. The one blow had reduced her to nothing; she just hung there from his hands until he finished giving her half-a-dozen slaps, then she just fell down limp like she always did.

“You going to move where I says move, you hear me?” Brownfield yelled at her, giving her a kick in the side with his foot. “We going to move to Mr. J. L.’s place or we ain’t going nowhere at all!” He was hysterical. Mem lay with her eyes closed.

“You listening to me, Bitch!” Mem opened her eyes like someone opening up the lid of a coffin. “I ain’t going to Mr. J. L.’s place,” she said quietly. “I done told you that, Brownfield.” Hesitantly she moved her hand up to wipe blood from her chin. “I have just about let you play man long enough to find out you ain’t one,” she said slowly and more quietly still. “You can beat me to death and I still ain’t going to say I’m going with you!”

“You goddam wrankly faced black nigger slut!” Brownfield said, beside himself. “You say one more word, just one more little goddam peep and I’ll cut your goddam throat!” He fumbled in his pocket for his knife and reached down and grabbed Mem in a loose drunken hug. Mem closed her eyes as he dropped her abruptly against the bedpost and gave her a resounding kick in the side of the head. She saw a number of blurred pale stars, then nothing else.

In the next room, with tears trickling so slowly they made them want to sneeze, Daphne and Ornette held their trembling skinny arms around each other and licked their warm red tongues over each other’s salty homely eyes and wished nothing so hard as that their father would trip over his own stumbling feet, fall on his open knife and manage somehow to jab his heart out.

There was a restless whimper from Ruth. “You reckon he going to come in here?” Ornette asked her sister, thinking of ways to run and also of ways to be a man and protect her.

“He come in here,” Daphne whispered with a grown-up coldness in her voice, “he come in here, you let him grab you for a minute while I run in the kitchen and get the butcher knife.” She ran her tongue carefully down her sister’s cheeks tracing her tears. “If by time I get back he done hit you just one time—I’m going to cut his stanking guts out!”

Huddled there under the bed they heard the birds begin chirping at dawn. They fell asleep dreaming in chilly exactness of killing that would set them free.

Brownfield did not dream. He just dropped out of his mind, and the late Sunday morning sun stabbed at his eyelids as if it were a gangman’s pickax. Stretching his body, he felt he had been undressed. He spread his body leisurely over the bed and reached out a hand to grab his woman for the morning.

“Open your eyes!” Mem’s voice was as even as a dammed-up river Slowly he stopped turning and opened his eyes, squinting them stickily to keep out the light. Mem was propped up against the wall on her side of the bed, holding a shotgun. At first he saw only the handle, smooth and black and big, close to his head like that. One of Mem’s long wrinkled fingers pressed against the trigger. He made a jump, half toward her, half away from her. He felt a sharp jab on his body down below the covers, the shooting pain caused him to wince and thrash on the bed.

“Don’t you move a inch,” Mem said lazily, controlling the cool hard gun barrel down between his thighs. He broke out in a quick cold sweat, and his eyes rambled frantically and dizzyingly over the room.

“What’s the matter with you, Mem?” he asked hoarsely, his mouth tasting like somebody’d died up in it. Weeks ago. “What in the Lawd’s name is troubling you this Sunday morning?” He looked around the room. “Where is the children, Woman?” he asked, expecting to see them. “Ain’t you got no sense of what’s decent?” Mem began to chuckle low in her throat. Oh, my Lawd, Brownfield thought, and began to tremble underneath the sheet, that kick in the head I give her last night done run her crazy! Mem gave a light jab at him with the gun, her whole hand wrapped around the stock. Brownfield cried out in pain and moved his big thick hands slowly downward.

“You move one more one hundred per cent of a half of a half inch,” Mem said, putting her other hand lower down on the gun, “you move just a teeny weeny little bit more Mr. Brownfield, and you ain’t going to have nary a ball left to play catch with.”

“Aw, Mem.” He began to whine. “Honey, you ain’t got no cause …”

“Shet up,” Mem said, staring at him with purple-circled eyes. “The children is out to church for the day. They grandpa came by and I even let him take the baby. Ain’t nobody here but us chickens. Ain’t nobody round to know or care whether one of us gits fried.”

“Oh, Lawd,” Brownfield began to moan in prayer.

“Call on the one you serves, boy!” Mem said, chuckling dryly at his terror. “Call on the one you serves.”

Brownfield thought irresistibly of Captain Davis; the tall old cracker just popped into his mind like he was God or somebody.

“Captain Davis won’t let you git away with nothing.” He began to babble and to throw up.

“Don’t you let none of that mess drop on this bed!” Mem said when she saw his hand going to his mouth. He leaned his head over the side of the bed and let it all out on the floor. He was a long time vomiting the dead-smelling stuff and fell back worn out and weak. He almost forgot Mem and the gun, his head was spinning so.

“Now you can just git on down there with it,” Mem said, wrinkling her nose from the smell. “I don’t want you laying up here with me! Go on, git down there!” she said, jabbing him again with the gun. Brownfield slid down onto the floor, slipping on the rotten vomit and falling wetly on his naked behind on the outskirts of the stagnant yellow pool. He’d never felt this sick in his life. Mem watched him from the bed with a cold and level eye. She uncovered the full length of the big gun and pointed it where she had before. Brownfield lay back for a moment, then quickly crouched over his groin, shielding himself from her. She was grinning mirthlessly. Like a skinny balding gorilla, he thought.

“To think I put myself to the trouble of wanting to git married to you,” she said. “And to think that I put myself to the trouble of having all these babies for you and you didn’t even go out but once to git the midwife, you was too drunk or the weather was too cold!” Her left hand stroked the long barrel of the gun.

“You reckon Captain Davis really would give a good goddam if I shot you, Brownfield?” she asked. “What you reckon he’d say? Now Mem, I bet he would say, whoever heard of anybody going around shooting somebody else’s balls off? Why, you colored people—you never heard tell of any white people going around shooting each other’s balls off. Shame! Shame! He’d be thinking, I always said niggers is crazy! And this here Mem Copeland proves me right, going around shooting her husband’s balls off, for Lawd’s sake. ’Course, he’d go on, spitting on the ground like he created the dirt himself, far as I’m concerned with that Brownfield Copeland, I never knowed he had any!” Mem carried on her talk with her eyes opening and almost shutting like she’d seen Captain Davis do when he didn’t want to look at her or Brownfield. Which was every time he had to talk to them.

“Nobody ever give a shit about you but me, you mean old fool! Don’t you know that yet!”

“You ugly black hound!” Brownfield whispered weakly, trying to pull himself back in control. Mem swung the stock of the gun with both hands and laid a gash an inch wide right across his forehead. Dark red blood began dripping down over Brownfield’s naked stomach, trickling down on the floor, making the weathered floorboards deep red and yellow. He began to cry.

“Long as you live—and that won’t be long the rate you going—don’t never call me ’out my name!” Mem sat calmly, watching the blood drip. “To think I let you drag me round from one corncrib to another just cause I didn’t want to hurt your feelings,” she said softly, almost in amazement. “And just think of how many times I done got my head beat by you just so you could feel a little bit like a man, Brownfield Copeland.” She squinted her eyes almost shut staring at him. “And just think how much like an old no-count dog you done treated me for nine years.” She tightened her grip on the gun. Brownfield’s body began to tremble in deep convulsive shudders. “Woman ugly as you ought to call a man Mister, you been telling me since you beat the ugly into me!” his wife said, and moaned.

“Mem,” he whined, assuming weakness from her altered face, “you know how hard it is to be a black man down here.” Tears and blood and vomit ran together down his shaking legs. “You knows I never wanted to be nothing but a man! Mem, baby, the white folks just don’t let nobody feel like doing right.”

“You can’t stand up to them is what you mean, ain’t it?” asked Mem, regaining her composure and propping up her chin with her right palm, holding the gun in her left hand. “Look at you now, crying like a little baby that’s going to be whipped for peeing in his pants.”

“Lawd, Mem, you knows how hard I try to do the right thing. I don’t make much money, you knows that. And the white folks don’t give us no decent houses to live in, you knows that. What can a man do?” he asked, holding his head up like a whipped hound. “What can a man do!”—planning to reach up and snatch the gun. Mem put both hands back on the gunstock and crossed her bony knees.

“He can quit wailing like a old seedy jackass!” she said, hitting him over the head with the gun. Brownfield skidded in the mess on the floor and lay too weak to move.

“The thing I done noticed about you a long time ago is that you acts like you is right where you belongs. All the time!” She climbed from the bed and stood on the floor at his feet.

“Now I’m going to say this here just one more time; I realize at last that you is just a weezy little bit hard at understanding anything. But you best to git this straight. Me and my children is moving to town to the house I signed that lease on. We is moving in with you or without you.” She kicked a clean spot on his limp left leg. “You hear me, boy?” Brownfield groaned and nodded his head.

Serves me right for gitting mixed up with a crazy woman! he thought weakly, feeling pain shoot through the calf of his leg.

“If you intend to come along I done made out me some rules for you, for make no mistake it’s going to be my house and in my house what the white man expects us to act like ain’t going to git no consideration! Now, first off you going to call me Mem, Mrs. Copeland, or Mrs. Mem R. Copeland. Take your pick. And second, you is going to call our children Daphne, Ornette and baby Ruth. Although you can call any one of them ‘honey” if you got a mind to. Third, if you ever lays a hand on me again I’m going to blow your goddam brains out—after I shoots off your balls, which is all the manhood you act like you sure you got. Fourth, you tetch a hair on one of my children’s heads and I’m going to crucify you—stick a blade in you, just like they did the Lawd; if it was good enough for him it’s good enough for you. Fifth, you going to learn to eat your meals like a gentleman, you ain’t going to eat like no pig at my table. You going to use spoons and knifes and forks like everybody else that got some sense. Sixth, I don’t care about your whoring round town, but don’t you never wake me up on Sunday morning grabbing on me when you been out all Saturday night swinging your dick. Seventh, if you ever use a cuss word in my new house I’m going to cut out your goddam tongue. Eighth, you going to take the blame for every wrong thing you do and stop blaming it on me and Captain Davis and Daphne and Ornette and Ruth and everybody else for fifty miles around. Ninth, you going to respect my house by never coming in it drunk. And tenth, you ain’t never going to call me ugly or black or nigger or bitch again, ’cause you done seen just what this black ugly nigger bitch can do when she gits mad!” Mem backed off a step. “Now git your ass up,” she growled, “and wash yourself off!”

Brownfield started slowly to his feet, head hanging, body slick with sweat and blood and vomit, eyes bleary with fear. He was still crying forcefully, his nose dripping all over him. “And when you’ve cleaned yourself off you come back here and git up this mess. When my children come back from church with their granddaddy they going to find a model daddy, and if they don’t you and me is going to know the reason why! You hear me, Brownfield?” Mem said, keeping the gun leveled at him. Brownfield’s throat was too choked to speak. He stumbled toward the kitchen.

“You hear me, I say, Boy!?” Mem ran up behind him catching him across the back of the head with the gun barrel. His knees buckled, but he caught hold of the door casing. He could not raise his bloodied eyes to her steely yellow ones.

“Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled, cowering against the door, not looking up. “Yes, ma’am,” he said again, sobbing, as Mem set the gun down in a corner with a weary hand.
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