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imost salient and critical distinction between them: the sexual politics of race and the
racial politics of gender. As critic Calvin Hernton observes, until The Street “no one
had made a thesis of the debilitating mores of economic, racial and sexual violence
et loose against black women in their new urban ghetto environment.” Unlike Native
Son, which projects its anxieties about black masculinity onto a phallicized Bigger
Thomas, The Street focuses on the thwarted and naive efforts of a young black woman
to secure a decent living for herself and her son. Petry closely documents the effects
of the ghetto on a black woman and shows a critical sensitivity to woman as spectacle,
as a body to be looked at and made the object of male sexual desire and exploitation.
This particular achievement of The Street must be set against the perception in Native
Son that the objectification, rape, and dismemberment of women are preconditions
of Bigger's rising manhood.

In her second novel, Country Place (1947), which has been likened to Sherwood
Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio, and Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street, Petry shifts her focus
from Harlem to Monmouth, Connecticut. Petry wrote Country Place, as she explained
to critic James O'Brien, “because 1 happened to have been in a small town in Con-
necticut during a hurricane—I decided to write about that violent, devastating storm
and its effect on the town and the people who lived there.” But such a description
hardly begins to capture the novel's intricately woven strands of class conflict, blood-
lines, and social respectability. Petry reworks many of these same themes in The
Narrows, a novel about the tabooed and ultimately tragic relationship between a black
man and a white woman. She does not skirt the history of sexual and racial politics
that weighs on their relationship, a history that makes the woman'’s accusation of
rape and the man’s subsequent Iynching inevitable. In both Country Place and The
Narrows, Petry turned to what critics have inadequately termed non-Negro or New
England subject matter. While some see this shift as evidence of artistic maturation
beyond the urban realism of The Street, others regard both these New England novels
as less powerful than The Street.

Petry joins the urban and rural scenes in Miss Muriel and Other Stories. Prominent
in this diverse collection are these stories in which Petry experiments with the point
of view of precocious introspective child narrators. Set variously in Harlem, small-
town New York, and Connecticut, these stories show Petry’s deft manipulation of
psychology. Petry’s interest in children as fictional subjects extended to the publica-
tion of four children’s books, including Harriet Tubman: Conductor on the Under-
ground Railway (1955) and Tituba of Salem Village (1964). In a Hornbook essay on
children’s literature, published in 1965, Petry described her driving motivations as
writer: “Over and over again, I have said: These are people. . . . Look at them and
remember them. Remember for what a long, long time black people have been in this
country, have been part of America; a sturdy, indestructible, wonderful part of Amer-
ica, woven into its heart and into its soul.”

Jimmy sat down. Blocker sat down on the other side of him. The three
them sat there in the darkness, talking intermittently. ,

‘Boy, 1 thought T was a goner,’ Pete said. sy

About three minutes later Blocker said, ‘Out of all those fine young kiq
up there, I had to get a horny son of a bitch like you.’ :

After some more minutes had passed Jimmy laughed. .

Sometime later Pete said, ‘Old Blocker. Man, why don’t you learn how t,
cook.’

After another interval Blocker said, ‘I said to myself, goddamn, there's olq
Pete. If I let that son of a bitch croak then all the suckers will be dead.’

They felt very friendly, sitting there in the darkness back of the hospital,
away from the fire and confusion.

‘I wish I could go to sleep,’ Jimmy said.

Blocker said, ‘Give it time, kid. Never rush your luck.’
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Students of Ann Petry’s fiction see the blighted landscape of the inner city and the
false fronts of rural New England as the boundaries of her art, but such a schema
quickly breaks down on closer inspection of her rich corpus, which includes three
novels (The Street, 1946; Country Place, 1947; and The Narrows, 1953), one collec-
tion of short stories (Miss Muriel and Other Stories, 1971), and four children’s books:

Ann Petry was born on October 12, 1911, in Old Saybrook, Connecticut, to a
middle-class family. Her father was a pharmacist and owned a drugstore in town. Her
mother was licensed to practice chiropody in 1915. Convinced that she could write
when she created a slogan for a perfume advertisement while still in high school,
Petry began her writing career in earnest following a brief stint as a pharmacist in
her hometown. In the late 1930s, she served a kind of apprenticeship as a journalist
for two Harlem newspapers, The Amsterdam News and The People’s Voice. This expe-
rience rubbed her face in the gritty world of Harlem'’s poverty, violence, crime, and
economic exploitation, which worked its way into her early fiction giving it its com-
pelling edge. Her first published short story, “On Saturday the Siren Sounds at Noon,”
appeared in Crisis in 1943. The editor at Crisis found “Like a Winding Sheet,” printed
here, similarly engrossing and published it in 1945. Collected in Martha Foley's Best
American Stories of 1946, “Like a Winding Sheet” brought Petry national attention
and a Houghton Mifflin Literary Fellowship Award to complete her best-known novel,
The Street (1946), the first by a black woman to sell more than a million copies.

Inspired by a newspaper story of an apartment house superintendent who taught
a young boy to steal letters from mailboxes, The Street aimed, according to Petry, to
“show how simply and easily the environment can change the course of a person’s
life.” It is precisely for treating the power of a corrosive urban environment on Lutie
Johnson that The Street has linked Petry, in the minds of many critics, to Richard
Wright.

While there are obvious and valid comparisons to be made between The Street and
Native Son, exaggerating the links between Wright and Petry obscures perhaps the

Like a Winding Sheet!

He had planned to get up before Mae did and surprise her by fixing breakfast.
Instead he went back to sleep and she got out of bed so quietly he didn’t
know she wasn't there beside him until he woke up and heard the queer soft
gurgle of water running out of the sink in the bathroom.

He knew he ought to get up but instead he put his arms across his forehead
to shut the afternoon sunlight out of his eyes, pulled his legs up close to his
body, testing them to see if the ache was still in them.

1. A sheet in which a corpse is wrapped.
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Mae had finished in the bathroom. He could tell because she never closeq -

the door when she was in there and now the sweet smell of talcum powdes

was drifting down the hall and into the bedroom. Then he heard her coming
down the hall.

“Hi, babe,” she said affectionately.
“Hum,” he grunted, and moved his arms away from his head, opened one
eye. )

“It’s a nice morning.”

“Yeah,” he rolled over and the sheet twisted around him, outlining hls
thighs, his chest. “You mean afternoon, don’t ya?”

Mae looked at the twisted sheet and giggled. “Looks like a winding sheet,”
she said. “A shroud—.” Laughter tangled with her words and she had o
pause for a moment before she could continue. “You look like a huckje.
berry—in a winding sheet—"

“That’s no way to talk. Early in the day like this,” he protested.

He looked at his arms silhouetted against the white of the sheets. They
were inky black by contrast and he had to smile in spite of himself and he
lay there smiling and savouring the sweet sound of Mae's giggling. :

“Early?” She pointed a finger at the alarm clock on the table near the bed,
and giggled again. “It's almost four o’clock. And if you don't spring up out of
there you're going to be late again.”

“What do you mean ‘again’?”

“Twice last week. Three times the week before. And once the week before
and—"

“L can’t get used to sleeping in the day time,” he said fretfully. He pushed
his legs out from under the covers experimentally. Some of the ache had
gone out of them but they weren't really rested yet. “It’s too light for good
sleeping. And all that standing beats the hell out of my legs.”

“After two years you oughtta be used to it,” Mae said.

He watched her as she fixed her hair, powdered her face, slipping into a
pair of blue denim overalls. She moved quickly and yet she didn't seem to
hurry.

“You look like you'd had plenty of sleep,” he said lazily. He had to get up
but he kept putting the moment off, not wanting to move, yet he didn’t dare
let his legs go completely limp because if he did he'd go back to sleep. It was
getting later and later but the thought of putting his weight on his legs kept
him lying there.

When he finally got up he had to hurry and he gulped his breakfast so fast
that he wondered if his stomach could possibly use food thrown at it at such
a rate of speed. He was still wondering about it as he and Mae were putting
their coats on in the hall.

Mae paused to Jook at the calendar. “It's the thirteenth,” she said. Then a
faint excitement in her voice, “Why it’s Friday the thirteenth.” She had one
arm in her coat sleeve and she held it there while she stared at the calendar.
“I oughtta stay home,” she said. I shouldn't go outta the house.”

“Aw don’t be a fool,” he said. “Today’s payday. And payday is a good luck
day everywhere, any way you look at it.” And as she stood hesitating he said,
“Aw, come on.”

And he was late for work again because they spent fifteen minutes arguing
before he could convince her she ought to go to work just the same. He had
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i i i ime. But he couldn’t bring
talk persuasively, urging her gently and it took time. ‘
'}Egmse]l[:)to talk to her roughly or threaten to strike her like a lot of men might

e done. He wasn’t made that way. .
hago when he reached the plant he was late and he had to wait to pl'mch
the time clock because the day shift workers were streaming out in long lines,
in groups and bunches that impeded his progress. '

- évenpnowjust starting his work-day his legs ached. He had to force himself
to struggle past the out-going workers, punch the time c].ock, 'fmd get.the
little cart he pushed around all night because he kept toying with the idea
f going home and getting back in bed. o o '
° }g{e pished the cart out on the concrete floor, thinking that if t!’llS was his
lant he’d make a lot of changes in it. There were too many standing l.ll.?_](.)bs
lfjor one thing. He'd figure out some way most of 'em could be done sitting
down and he'd put a lot more benches around. And thisj(')b he had~thls]0’b
that forced him to walk ten hours a night, pushing this little cart, well, he’d
turn it into a sittin-down job. One of those little trucks they used around
railroad stations would be good for a job like this. Quy? sat on a seat and the
thing moved easily, taking up little room and turning in hardly any space at
11, like on a dime.
’ He pushed the cart near the foreman. He never could remember to refer
to her as the forelady even in his mind. It was funny to have a woman for a
boss in a plant like this one.

She waIs) sore about something. He could tell by the way her face was red
and her eyes were half shut until they were slits. Probably b?en out late and
didn’t get enough sleep. He avoided looking at her and hurried a little, head
down, as he passed her though he couldn’t resist stealing a glance at her out
of the corner of his eyes. He saw the edge of the light colored slacks she
wore and the tip end of a big tan shoe.

“Hey, Johnson!” the woman said. ' o

Theymachines had started full blast. The whirr and th.e grinding made the
building shake, made it impossible to hear conversations. The men ?nd
women at the machines talked to each other but looking at t.her'n from just
a little distance away they appeared to be simply movmg'theu: lips because
you couldn’t hear what they were saying. Yet the woman’s voice cut across
the machine sounds—harsh, angry. ) . .

He turned his head slowly. “Good Evenin’, Mrs. Scott,” he said and waited.

“You're late again.” - .

“That's right. My legs were bothering me. . o .

The woman's face grew redder, angrier looking. “Half this shift comes in
late,” she said. “And you're the worst one of all. You're always late. Whatsa
matter with ya?” ! ’

“It’'s my legs,” he said. “Somehow they don't ever get rested. I don’t seem
to get used to sleeping days. And I just can'’t get started. "

“Excuses. You guys always got excuses,” her anger grew ar.1d spreafl. very
guy comes in here late always has an excuse. His wife’s 51'ck or his grand-
mother died or somebody in the family had to go to the hoyspxtal, sheypaused,
drew a deep breath. “And the niggers are the worst. I don't care wh'at swrong

i i i 'm sick of you niggers—"
with your legs. You get in here on time. I'm sick of y ] .

”Y(zlu got the right to get mad,” he interrupted softly. “You got th'e rlgh’E to
cuss me four wavs to Sundav but I ain’t lettine nobodv call me a nigeer.
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He stepped closer to her. His fists were doubled. His lips were drawn back
in a thin narrow line. A vein in his forehead stood out swollen, thick.

And the woman backed away from him, not hurriedly but slowly—twe
three steps back. ’

“Aw, forget it,” she said. “I didn’t mean nothing by it. It slipped out. It was
an accident.” The red of her face deepened until the small blood vessels i
her cheeks were purple. “Go on and get to work,” she urged. And she took
three more slow backward steps.

He stood motionless for a moment and then turned away from the req
lipstick on her mouth that made him remember that the foreman wag a
woman. And he couldn’t bring himself to hit a woman. He felt a curious
tingling in his fingers and he looked down at his hands. They were clenched
tight, hard, ready to smash some of those small purple veins in her face.

He pushed the cart ahead of him, walking slowly. When he turned his
head, she was staring in his direction, mopping her forehead with a dark blue
handkerchief. Their eyes met and then they both looked away.

He didn’t glance in her direction again but moved past the long work
benches, carefully collecting the finished parts, going slowly and steadily up
and down, back and forth the length of the building and as he walked he
forced himself to swallow his anger, get rid of it.

And he succeeded so that he was able to think about what had happened
without getting upset about it. An hour went by but the tension stayed in his
hands. They were clenched and knotted on the handles of the cart as though
ready to aim a blow.

And he thought he should have hit her anyway, smacked her hard in the
face, felt the soft flesh of her face give under the hardness of his hands. He
tried to make his hands relax by offering them a description of what it would
have been like to strike her because he had the queer feeling that his hands
were not exactly a part of him any more—they had developed a separate life
of their own over which he had no control. So he dwelt on the pleasure his
hands would have felt—both of them cracking at her, first one and then the
other. If he had done that his hands would have felt good now—relaxed,
rested.

And he decided that even if he’d lost his job for it he should have let her
have it and it would have been a long time, maybe the rest of her life before
she called anybody else a nigger,

The only trouble was he couldn’t hit a woman. A woman couldn’t hit back
the same way a man did. But it would have been a deeply satisfying thing to
have cracked her narrow lips wide open with just one blow, beautifully timed
and with all his weight in back of it. That way he would have gotten rid of
all the energy and tension his anger had created in him. He kept remem-
bering how his heart had started pumping blood so fast he had felt it tingle
even in the tips of his fingers.

With the approach of night fatigue nibbled at him. The corners of his
mouth dropped, the frown between his eyes deepened, his shoulders sagged;
but his hands stayed tight and tense. As the hours dragged by he noticed
that the women workers had started to snap and snarl at each other. He
couldn’t hear what they said because of the sound of the machines but he
could see the quick lip movements that sent words tumbling from the sides
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of their mouths. They gestured irritably with their hands and scowled as their
mouths moved. ‘ -

Their violent jerky motions told him that it was getting close on lq quitting
time but somehow he felt that the night still stretched ahead of him, com-

osed of endless hours of steady walking on his aching legs. When the thlstle
Enally blew he went on pushing the cart, unable to believe that it had
sounded. The whirring of the machines died away to a murmur and he knew
then that he'd really heard the whistle. He stood still for a moment filled
with a relief that made him sigh. ‘

Then he moved briskly, putting the cart in the store room, hurrying to ta ke
his place in the line forming before the paymaster. That was another thing
he'd change, he thought. He'd have the pay envelopes har?ded to the pe.o!)]e
right at their benches so there wouldn't be ten or fifteen minutes lost waiting
for the pay. He always got home about fifteen minutes late on payda)f. They
did it better in the plant where Mae worked, brought the money right to

at their benches.

th?{n:: stuck his pay envelope in his pants’ pocket and followed the line of
workers heading for the subway in a slow moving stream. He glanced up at
the sky. It was a nice night, the sky looked packed full to running over with
stars. And he thought if he and Mae would go right to bed when they got
home from work they'd catch a few hours of darkness for sleeping. But tht.ey
never did. They fooled around—cooking and eating and listening to the radio
and he always stayed in a big chair in the living room and went alr.no’st but
not quite to sleep and when they finally got to bed it was five or six in the
morning and daylight was already seeping around the edges of the sky.

He walked slowly, putting off the moment when he would have to plunge
into the crowd hurrying toward the subway. It was a long ride to Har.lem and
tonight the thought of it appalled him. He paused outside an all-night res-
taurant to kill time, so that some of the first rush of workers would be gone
when he reached the subway. .

The lights in the restaurant were brilliant, enticing. There was life and
motion inside. And as he looked through the window he thought that every-
thing within range of his eyes gleamed—the long imitation marble counter,
the tall stools, the white porcelain topped tables and especially the big me tal
coffee urn right near the window. Steam issued from its top and a gas flame
flickered under it—a lively, dancing, blue flame.

A lot of the workers from his shift—men and women—were lining up near
the coffee urn. He watched them walk to the porcelain topped tables carrying
steaming cups of coffee and he saw that just the smell of the coffee lessened
the fatigue lines in their faces. After the first sip their faces softened, they
smiled, they began to talk and laugh. o

On a sudden impulse he shoved the door open and joined the line in front
of the coffee urn. The line moved slowly. And as he stood there the smell of
the coffee, the sound of the laughter and of the voices, helped dull the sharp
ache in his legs.

He didn’t pay any attention to the girl who was serving the coffee at the
urn. He kept looking at the cups in the hands of the men who had be_en
ahead of him. Each time a man stepped out of the line with one of the thick
white cups the fragrant steam got in his nostrils. He saw that they walked
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carefully so as not to spill a single drop. There was a froth of bubbles ar the
top of each cup and he thought about how he would let the bubbles breaj
against his lips before he actually took a big deep swallow.

Then it was his turn. “A cup of coffee,” he said, just as he had heard the
others say. :

The girl looked past him, put her hands up to her head and gently lifteq
her hair away from the back of her neck, tossing her head back a little, “Ng
more coffee for awhile,” she said.

He wasn't certain he'd heard her correctly and he said, “What?” blankly.

“No more coffee for awhile,” she repeated.

There was silence behind him and then uneasy movement. He thought
someone would say something, ask why or protest, but there was only silence
and then a faint shuffling sound as though the men standing behind him
had simultaneously shifted their weight from one foot to the other.

He looked at her without saying anything, He felt his hands begin to tingle
and the tingling went all the way down to his finger tips so that he glanced
down at them. They were clenched tight, hard, into fists. Then he looked at
the girl again. What he wanted to do was hit her so hard that the scarlet
lipstick on her mouth would smear and spread over her nose, her chin, out
toward her cheeks; so hard that she would never toss her head again and
refuse a man a cup of coffee because he was black.

He estimated the distance across the counter and reached forward, bal-
ancing his weight on the balls of his feet, ready to let the blow go. And then
his hands fell back down to his sides because he forced himself to lower
them, to unclench them and make them dangle loose. The effort took his
breath away because his hands fought against him. But he couldn’t hit her.
He couldn’t even now bring himself to hit a woman, not even this one, who
had refused him a cup of coffee with a toss of her head, He kept seeing the
gesture with which she had lifted the Jength of her blond hair from the back
of her neck as expressive of her contempt for him.

When he went out the door he didn’t look back. If he had he would have
seen the flickering blue flame under the shiny coffee urn being extinguished.
The line of men who had stood behind him lingered a moment to watch the
people drinking coffee at the tables and then they left just as he had without
having had the coffee they wanted so badly. The girl behind the counter
poured water in the urn and swabbed it out and as she waited for the water
to run out she lifted her hair gently from the back of her neck and tossed
her head before she began making a fresh lot of coffee.

But he walked away without a backward look, his head down, his hands
in his pockets, raging at himself and whatever it was inside of him that had
forced him to stand quiet and still when he wanted to strike out.

The subway was crowded and he had to stand. He tried grasping an over-
head strap and his hands were too tense to grip it. So he moved near the
train door and stood there swaying back and forth with the rocking of the
train. The roar of the train beat inside his head, making it ache and throb,
and the pain in his legs clawed up into his groin so that he seemed to be
bursting with pain and he told himself that it was due to all that anger-born
energy that had piled up in him and not been used and so it had spread
through him like a poison—from his feet and legs all the way up to his head.
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Mae was in the house before he was. He knew .she was hlome l;]ef(;lredh'et
ut the key in the door of the apartment. The radio was going. She had i
’ ingi long with it.
ed up loud and she was singing along
tu?liell(l)) Babe,” she called out as soon as he opened the doorf. .
He trie;d to say “hello” and it came out half a grunt and half sigh.
¢ sure sound cheerful,” she said. . .
SY}:LU\::: in the bedroom and he went and leaned against the door ]arl?bt.‘
The denilﬁ overalls she wore to work were carefully draped over the }l:aL4 t.)h
hair by the bed. She was standing in front of the dresser., tying the sa;1
';1)qu yellow housecoat around her waist and chewing gum vigorously as she
, lection i i he dresser.
ired her reflection in the mirror over t ,
ad‘r‘l\]){/rliat sa matter?” she said. “You get bawled out by the boss or so]mep
“TJust tin:ed " he said slowly. “For God’s sake do you have to crack that gum
. } . [?U , '
hkato]:don’t have to lissen to me,” she said C()m‘placcnt]y. She patted a CLll rl
in place near the side of her head and then lifted her hair away from the
X ) v
bacpk of her neck, ducking her head forward and then back. oo -
He winced away from the gesture. “What you got to be always fooling wi
hair for?” he protested. 5 ’
yo}‘lé'l ; what’s the matter with you, anyway?” she t1.1r7ned away Ifrot;: the
mirrory’to face him, put her hands on her hips. “You ain’t been in the house
inutes and you're picking on me.” T
t‘)v;:{:‘llrildn’t answer her because her eyes were angry and he didn’t vulllnt tg
quarrel with her. They'd been married too long and got Iialonﬁg ‘tO([)) vs;f;] T:;d
i and sat down in the chair by the
he walked all the way into the room an down in th
:(1)1(] it‘:etched his legs out in front of him, putting his we:%ht on the heels of
i i i i thing.
i 1 way back in the chair, not saying any '
hl%‘li}ils:eesr; "esa}l:(:nsiid s)}]mrply. “I've got to wear those overalls again tor}:mr:ow.
You're goi,ng to get them all wrinkled up leaning against ther‘n like t a}:. he
He didn’t move. He was too tired and his legs were tl}robbmg nox(wi.t a D
had sat down. Besides the overalls were already wrinkled and 1rlty, :i
thought. They couldn't help but be for she’d worn them all week. He leane
further back in the chair. tered
" on, get up,” she ordered. .
“8(1)1m\ihat tie hé)ll ” he said wearily and got upl from the Z]halr. ,,l d just as
ve i : ' j h place to sit down.
live in a subway. There'd be just as much .

SO(I)‘;le 1s‘;ewl that her sense of humor was struggling with her anger. But her
se of humor won because she giggled. ' ‘ .
Sef‘lllewo come on and eat,” she said. There was a coaxing note in L\er vonce(i
“Y()u’ré nothing but a old hungry nigger trying to act tough and—"she pause
igol d then continued, “You—' ' . .

° l%l]fghzgnalwayc found her giggling pleasant and del}llbegatlt?ly said thldn;gs

i ‘ ited, listening for the delicate sound t«
that might amuse her and then wai , lis e delicate soun oo
his time he didn’t even hear the giggle.
emerge from her throat. T! : hear the giggle. He e r
i he was standing close to
let her finish what she was saying. S ‘ !
ffmny tingling started in his finger tips, went fast up his arms and sent his
hooting straight for her face. . .
ﬁsfl"ile?g \l)vags the fmacking sound of soft flesh being struck by a hhard .objtehct
and it wasn't until she screamed that he realized he had hit her in the

n)n
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R]]ﬁul:l}:s—::arﬁlrg t}:lattthe dsrl;]req lipstick had blurred and spread over her

ol lip f]er Chee]i. p toward the tip of her nose, down toward her chin, out

wa{l;ep];:ﬁ:gel;igf ltlhat hek?ad Sthk her seeped through him slowly and he
S ut he couldn’t drag his hands away f; her f;

striking her and he thought wi hing inside bim o ot

‘ ght with horror that something inside hj

ing him, binding him to this act wrappi sting aboat hine o -

! ' act, wrapping and twisting about hj :
l?e had to continue it. He had lost all control over his hfnds. Andl}rlrc‘z Sg?ot;}:eﬁ

in his mind his hands reached for her face again and yet again

1945
From The Street
Chapter | [tug APARTMENT]
There was a cold November wind blowing through 116th Street.! It rattled

:)l;illt:é)sw?rfl(lgarbage cans, sucked window shades out through the top of
gpened wir O(f)vtv}sleagi)ls)?; ;l;;r:h:laltjpillg.ba?k 'fi)g]ainst the windows; and jt
’ > street in the /

Eflfghth Avenues except for a few hurried pedestri:rfskvtf)li:)wbeeel?t 32:/1?)?::}; o
e Icirtfto ogfer the least possible exposed surface to its violent assault e
annou(r)ltézmef;‘:ftesryfsdcrap of paper along the street—theater throwaways
EounCements of dances and lodge. meetings, the heavy waxed paper that,

of bread had been wrapped in, the thinner waxed paper that had

po;k—c.hop bone's and pushed them along the curb.
. f(t)f:jievlirty}tlhlgfg it coc;d(;i to discourage the people walking along the street
all the dirt and dust and grime on the sidewalk and li i .
. : . nd lifted
ith:at tﬂe.dlrt got into Fhelr noses, making it difficult to breathe'l tlfe clli;p f)(z
nn o their eyes and blu?ded them; and the grit stung their skins. 1t wra ged
1.ne\:/}fp‘aptehr around their feet entangling them unti] the people cursed ggep
€Ir throats, stamped their feet, kicked at the i
: , sta ’ , paper. The wind blew i
back again and again until they were forced to stoop and dislodg;nthe peav;elrt

coats away from their bodies.
The wind lifted Lutie Johnson'’s hair
away from the back of h
;}:;t sthe f?lt suqdeniy nallied and bald, for her hair had b‘:eel? resi:nr;sc(l)(ftsl;
armly against her skin. She shivered as the cold f i
touched the back of her neck, explored the sides of her hr:egaif.sl(t) eff}:; ‘I}JVII:\;J

1. In Harlem.

Tue STREET / 1505

her eyelashes away from her eyes so that her eyeballs were bathed in a rush
of coldness and she had to blink in order to read the words on the sign
swaying back and forth over her head.

Each time she thought she had the sign in focus, the wind pushed it away
from her so that she wasn’t certain whether it said three rooms or two rooms.
If it was three, why, she would go in and ask to see it, but if it said two—
why, there wasn’t any point. Even with the wind twisting the sign away from
her, she could see that it had been there for a long time because its original
coat of white paint was streaked with rust where years of rain and snow had
finally eaten the paint off down to the metal and the metal had slowly rusted,
making a dark red stain like blood.

1t was three rooms. The wind held it still for an instant in front of her and
then swooped it away until it was standing at an impossible angle on the rod
that suspended it from the building. She read it rapidly. Three rooms, steam
heat, parquet floors, respectable tenants. Reasonable.

She looked at the outside of the building. Parquet floors here meant that
the wood was so old and so discolored no amount of varnish or shellac would
conceal the scars and the old scraped places, the years of dragging furniture
across the floors, the hammer blows of time and children and drunks and
dirty, slovenly women. Steam heat meant a rattling, clanging noise in radi-
ators early in the morning and then a hissing that went on all day.

Respectable tenants in these houses where colored people were allowed
to live included anyone who could pay the rent, so some of them would be
drunk and loud-mouthed and quarrelsome; given to fits of depression when
they would curse and cry violently, given to fits of equally violent elation.
And, she thought, because the walls would be flimsy, why, the good people,
the bad people, the children, the dogs, and the godawful smells would all be
wrapped up together in one big package—the package that was called
respectable tenants.

The wind pried at the red skullcap on her head, and as though angered
because it couldn’t tear it loose from its firm anchorage of bobby pins, the
wind blew a great cloud of dust and ashes and bits of paper into her face,
her eyes, her nose. It smacked against her ears as though it were giving her
a final, exasperated blow as proof of its displeasure in not being able to make
her move on.

Lutie braced her body against the wind's attack determined to finish think-
ing about the apartment before she went in to look at it. Reasonable-—now
that could mean almost anything. On Eighth Avenue it meant tenements—
ghastly places not fit for humans. On St. Nicholas Avenue it meant high
rents for small apartments; and on Seventh Avenue it meant great big apart-
ments where you had to take in roomers in order to pay the rent. On this
street it could mean almost anything.

She turned and faced the wind in order to estimate the street. The build-
ings were old with small slit-like windows, which meant the rooms were small
and dark. In a street running in this direction there wouldn't be any sunlight
in the apartments. Not ever. It would be hot as hell in summer and cold in
winter. “Reasonable” here in this dark, crowded street ought to be about
twenty-eight dollars, provided it was on a top floor.

The hallways here would be dark and narrow. Then she shrugged her
shoulders, for getting an apartment where she and Bub would be alone was



