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Joe/Dorcus June 26,
time

Necessary things for the night. A night of noisy silence,
birds wrapped in cloth, bold unsmiling girls staring from the
mantle pieces of sobbing men. Staring without hope or regret, but
it is the absence of accusation that draws up the tears. No
finger points. The 1lips don't turn down in Jjudgement or
approbation. It is a face in which curiosity is directed inward-
-whatever it sees is a glorious selff that extends its boundaries
to the observer. You are wonderful because I am looking at you,
and what you do to me is interesting precisely because I am

experiencing it.

Country people soon forget. When they fall in love with a
city, it is for forever, and it is like forever. Long before they
arrive at the train station or glimpse the wide streets and the
wasteful lamps lighting them, they already know they were born for

1 There, in a city, they are not so much new as themselves:

their stronger , riskier selves. There is no air in the city but

there is breath, and every morning it races through them 1like
(tk], brightening their eyes. their talk and their expectations.
In no time at all they forget little pebbly creeks and apple trees

so old they lay their branches along the ground and you had to




N The train trembled so; entering the tunnel, nervous like them;
they thought at having gotten there at last but what would it be?

In the tunnel where the lights went out and maybe there was a wall

ahead, or a cliff hanging over nothing? The train trembled at the

thought but went on and sure enough there was ground up ahead and
the trembling became the dancing under their feet. Joe stood up,
his\ fingers clutching the handrail above his head. He felt the
dancing better that way, and told Violet to do the same. They were
hanging there, tapping back at the tracks, when the porter came

through, pleasant but unsmiling because now he didn't have to smile




in this car full of colored people, and that was a pleasant
feeling.

"Breakfast in the dining car. Breakfast in the dining car.
Good morning. Full breakfast in the dining car." He carried a
carriage blanket over his arm and from underneath it drew a pint
bottle of milk which he placed in the hands of a young woman with
a baby asleep across her knees. "Full breakfast." He never got his
way, this portor. He wanted the whole coach to file into the
dining car, now that they could. Immediately, now that they were
out of New Jersey a long way from Maryland and there would be no
dark green curtain separating the colored people eating from the
rest. The cooks would not feel obliged to pile extra helpings on
the plates headed for the dark green curtain; three lemon slices
in the iced tea, two pieces of coconut cake arranged to look like
one--to take the sting out of the curtain; homey it up with a
little extra on the plate. Now, skirting the city, there were no
green curtains; the whole car could be full of colored people and
everybody on a first come first serve basis. If only they would
tuck those little boxes and baskets underneath the seat; close
those paper bags, for once, put the bacon stuffed biscuits back
into the cloth they were wrapped in, and troop single file through
the five cars ahead into the dining car where the table linen was
at least as white as the sheets they dried on juniper bushes; where

the napkins were folded with a crease as stiff as the ones they

made for Sunday dinner; where the gravey was smooth as their own,

and the biscuits did not take second place to the bacon stuffed




ones they wrapped in cloth. Once in a while it happened. Some well
shod woman with two young girls; a preacherly kind of man with a
watch chain and a rolled brim hat might stand up, adjust their
clothes and weave through the coaches toward the tables, foanmy
white with heavy silvery knives and forks. Presided over waited
upon by a black man who did not have to lace his dignity with
smile.

Joe and Violet wouldn't think of it-- paying money for a meal
they had not missed and having to sit still at, or worse, separated
by a table. Not now, not entering the lip of the city dancing all
the way. Her Hip bones rubbed his thigh bones as they stood in the
aisle unable to stop smiling. They weren't even there yet and
already the city was speaking to them. They were dancing.

Like 1 million more. Tentatively sometimes, traveling from
Georgia to Illinois back to Georgia and finally on to the city.
Others, most I believe, knew right away that it was for them, this
city and no other. They came on a whim because there it was and
why not? They came after much planning, many letters written to
and from to make sure and know how, how much and where. They came
for a wvisit and forgot to go back to tall cotton or short.
Disembarked from troop ships, hung around for a while and then
could not imagine themselves anywhere else. Others came because a
relative or hometown buddy said, man, you best see this place
before you die; or we got room, now, so pack your suitcase and

don't bring no high top shoes. However they came, or why, the

minute the leather of thier shoes hit the pavement--there was no
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t}nuﬁe the leather of thier shoes..hit the..pavement=-thére.was .no

turning around. Even if the room was smaller than the goat's stall
and darker than a morning privy they stayed to look at their
number, hear themselves in an audience, feel their legs moving
among hundreds of others, watch a thousand faces like and unlike

their own at noon. (relly awful: revise or DELETE)
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When I see them they are not sepia still, or losing their
Nedges to the the light of a future afternoon. Caught midway between
was and must be. For me they are clicking. Do they know it? Do they
know they are the sound of snapping fingers under the sycamores
lining the streets? When the loud trains pull into their stops
and the engines pause, attentive listeners can hear it. Even when
they are not there, when whole city blocks, acres of lawned
neighborhoods can not see them, the clicking is there. In the t-
strap shoes of Long Island debutantes, the sparkling fringes of
daring short skirts that swish and glide to music that QEP“RQQ%
them more than the champagne. It is in the eyes of the old men who
watch them, and the young ones who hold them up. It is in the
graceful slouch of the men slipping their hands into the pockets
of their tuxedo trousers. Their teeth are bright; their hair is
smooth and parted in the middle. And when they take the arm of the
t-strap girls and guide them away from the crowd and the too bright
lights, it is the clicking that makes them sway on unlit porches
while the victorola plays in the parlor. The click of dark and

snapping fingers drives them to Roseland, to [tk,tk]; boardwalks




by the sea. In places their fathers have warned them about and
their mothers shudder to think of, both the warning and the shudder
come from the snapping fingers, the clicking. And the shade.
Pushed away into certain streets, restricted from others, making
it possible for the inhabitants to sigh and sleep in relief, the
shade stretches--just there--at the edge of the dream, or slips
into the crevices of a chuckle. It is out there in the privet hedge
that lines the street. Gliding through the rooms as though it is
tidying this, straightening that. It bunches on the curbstone,
wrists crossed, and hides its eyes under a wide brim hat. Shade.
Protective, available. Or sometimes not; sqmetimes it seems to lurk
rather than hover kindly, and its éEﬁZggﬁis not a yawn but an
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increase to be beaten back with a stick. Before it clicks or snaps
A
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its fingers.
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I thinkﬁﬁhey know. They must. Everywhere they go they are

like a magician-made clock with hands the same size so you can't

figure out what time it is, but you can hear the tapping.
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reach down or stoop to pick the fruit. They forget a sun that used
to slide up like the yolk of a good country egg, thick and red-
orange at the bottom of the sky, and they don't miss it, don't look
up to see what happened to it or to stars made irrelevant by the
light of thrilling, wasteful street lamps. That kind of 1love,
permanent and out of control, seizes babies, young girls, men of
every description, mothers, brides and barfly women.and if they
have their way and get to the city they feel more like themselves,
more like the people they always believed they were. Nothing can
pry them away from that; the city is what they want it to be--
thriftless, warm, scarey and full of amiable strangers. no wonder
they forget pebbly creeks and when they do not forget the sky
completely, think of it as a tiny piece of information about the

time of day or night.

But I have seen the city do an unbelievable sky. Red caps and
dining car porters who wouldn't think of leaving the city some
times go on at great length about country skies, but there is
nothing to beat what the city can make of a nightsky. It can empty
itself of surface and more like the ocean than the ocean itself,
go deep, starless. Close up on the tops of buildings, near, nearer

than the cap you are wearing, such a city sky, presses and retreats

presses and retreats making me think of the free but illegal love

of sweethearts before they are discovered. Looking at it, this

nightsky booming over a [tk] city,it's possible for me to avoid
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dreaming of what I know is in the ocean, and the bays and
tributaries it feeds: the two-seat aeroplanes, nose down in the
muck, pilot and passenger staring at schools of passing bluefish;
money , soaked and salty in canvas bags, or waving gently at their
edges from metal bands designed to hold them forever. They are
down there, along with yellow flowers that eat water beetles and
eggs floating away from thrashing fins;along with the children who
made a mistake in the parents they chose; along with marble
cornices pried from the sides of unfashionable buildings. There
are bottles made of glass beautiful enough to rival the stars I
cannot see above me because the city sky has hidden them.
Otherwise, if it wanted to, it could show me stars cut from the
nipples of chorus girls, or mirrored in the eyes of the sweethearts
furtive and happy under the pressure of a deep touchable sky. But
that's not all a citysky can do. It can go purple and keep an
orange heart so the clothes of the people on the streets glow like
dance hall costumes. I have seen women stir shirts into boiled
startch or put the tiniest stitches into their hose while a girl
straightens the hair of her sister at the stove, and all the while
heaven, wunnoticed and as beautiful as an Iriquois, drifts past
their windows. And the windows where the sweethearts, free and

illegal, tell each other things.

,,ff;7 They are in a room rented from a neighbor who knows the exact

cost of her discretion. Six hours they have purchased. Time for

the city sky to move from a thin ice blue to purple with a heart
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of gold. And time enough to tell each other important things:like
how the mimosa smells at the edge of a cane field at dusk; how you
can barely see your own knees poking through the holes in your
trousers in that light, so what makes you think you can see her
hand even if she did decide to shove it through the bushes and
confirm, for once and for all, that she was indeed your mother?
And even though the confirmation would shame you, it would make you
the happiest boy in Virginia. If she decided, that is,to show you
it, to listen for once to what you were saying to her and then do
it, say some kind of yes,even if it was no, so you would know. And
how you were willing to take that chance of being humiliated and
grateful at the same time, because the confirmation would mean
both. Her hand, her fingers poking out among the white [tk]
blossoms, touching yours, perhaps, letting you touch hers. He
wouldn't have grabbed it, snatched it and dragged her out from
behind the bushes. Maybe that's what she was afraid of, but he
wouldn't have done that, and he told her so. Just a sign, he said,
just show me your hand, he said, and I'll know don't you know I
have to know? She wouldn't have to say anything, although nobody
had ever heard her say anything; it wouldn't have to be words; he
didn't need words or even want them because he knew how they could
lie, could heat your blood and disappear. She wouldn't even have
to say the word, mother. Nothing like that. All she had to do was

give him a sign, her hand thrust through the leaves, that she knew

him to be the one, the son she had [tk] years ago, and ran away
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from but not too far . Just far enough away to annoy everybody
because she was not completely gone, and close enough to scare
everybody because she creeps about and hides and touches and
laughs a low sweet babygirl laugh in the cane. Maybe she did it.
Maybe those were her fingers moving like that in the bush, not
twigs, but in light so small he could not see his knees poking
through the holes in his trousers, maybe he missed the sign that
would have been some conbination of shame and pleasure, at least,
and not the inside nothing he travelled with from then on, except
for now. Now when he had somebody to tell it to, somebody with
hooves tracking her cheek bones and who knew better than people his
own age what that inside nothing was like. And who filled it for
him just as he filled it for her, because she had it too. Maybe
worse since she knew her mother, had even been slapped in the face
by her for some sass she could not remember. But she remembered
the crack across her face, the pop and sting of it and how it
burned. How it burned, she said. And of all the slaps she got, that
one was the one she rememberd best b ecause it was the last. She
leaned out of the window of her best girlfriend's house because the
shouts were not part of what she was dreaming. They were outside
her head, across the street. Like the running. Everybody running.
For water? Buckets? The fire engine, polished and poised in another
part of town? There was no getting in that house where her

clothespin dolls lay in a row. In a cigar box. But she tried

anyway to get to them. Barefoot, in the dress she had slept in, she
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ran to get them, and yelled to her mother that the box of dolls,

the box of dolls was up there on the dresser can we get them? Mama?

The Iriquois sky would pass the windows, and if they did see
it, it crayon colored their shame. That would be when, after a
decent silence, he would lift his sample case from the chair and
tease her before opening it, holding up the 1id so she could not
see right away what he had hidden under the jars and perfume sweet
boxes;the present he had brought for her. The little bow that tied
up their Saturday at the same time the city sky was changing its
orange heart to black in order to withhold its stars as if they

were secrets hidden on the floor of the Harlem River.

By that time she had cleaned his nails, pushed back the
cuticle and painted the whole thing with clear polish. She had
cried a little, talking about east St. Louis, and cheered herslef
up with his fingernails. She liked to know that the hands lifting
and turning her under the blankets had been done by her. Lotioned
by her with cream from a jar of something from his sample case.

They tried not to shout, but couldn't help it. Some times he

covered her mouth with the palm of his hand so no one passing in

the hall would hear her, and if he could, if he just could, he bit
the pillow to stop his own yell. If he could. Sometimes he
thought he had stopped it, that the pillow was in his mouth all

right, and then he heard himself breathing in and out, in and out
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at the tail end of a shout that could only have come from his weary
throat. Dorcus laughed at that, laughed and laughed before she
straddled his back to pound it with her fists, Then when she was
exhausted and he half asleep, she leaned down, her lips behind his
ear, and make plans. Mexico, she said. I want you to take me to
the Mexico. Too loud, he said. No, no, she said, it's just rihgt.
How you know. he asked her. I heard people say, people say the
tables are round and have white cloths over them and wee baby
lampshades. It don't open till way past your bed time,he said.
This my bed time, she said, Mexico people sleep in the day, take
me. They're in there till church time sunday morning and no
whitepeople can get in, and the boys who play sometimes get up and
dance with you. Uh, oh, he said. What uh oh, she said. I just
want to dance with you and then go sit at a round table with a
little lamp on it. People can see us, he said, those little lamps
you talking about big enough to show who's there. You always say
that, she said, like last time and nobody even looked at us they
were having such a good time and Mexico is better even because
nobody can see under the table cloth can they? Can they? If you
don't want to dance, we can just sit there at the table, looking
siditty by the lamplight and listen to the music and watch the
people. Nobody can see under the table cloth.Joe,Joe, take me, say

you'll take me. How you going to get out the house, he asked.

I'll figure it, she said. just like always, just say yes. Well, he

said,well, no point in picking the apple if you don't want to see
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how it taste. How does it taste, Joe, she said, and he opened his
eyes.

The door was locked and Melvonne would not be back from her
fortieth street offices until way after mid-night, a thought that
excited them: that if it were possible they could almost spend the
night together. 1If Alice or Violet took a trip say, then the two
of them could postpone the gift he gave her on into the darkest
part of night until, smelling of Oxydol and paste wax, Melvonne
came back from her offices. As it was, having made their plans for
Mexico, Dorcus tipped out the door and down the steps before Violet
had finished her weekend heads and came home around seven to find

that Joe had already changed the birds' water and covered their
Mo

cages , one,of the necessary things for the night.




