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James Baldwin was born in 1924 and educated in New York. Go Tell It on the Mountain, his first novel, was published in 1953. Evoking brilliantly his experiences as a boy preacher in Harlem, it was an immediate success. His second novel, Giovanni’s Room (1956), explores the theme of homosexual love in a sensitive and compelling way. Another Country (1962) created something of a literary explosion with its examination of racial issues in the U S. Notes of a Native Son (1955) and Nobody Knows My Name (1961) contain several of the essays that brought him fame in America. Nobody Knows My Name was selected by the American Library Association as one of the outstanding books of its year. He published several other collections of non-fiction, including The Fire Next Time (1963), Nothing Personal (with photographs by Richard Avedon, 1964), No Name in the Street (1972), The Devil Finds Work (1976), The Price of the Ticket (1985) and Evidence of Things Not Seen (1985); and he wrote the plays The Amen Corner (1955) and Blues for Mr Charlie (1965). His short stories were collected in the volume Going to Meet the Man (1965). His later works include the novels Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone (1968), If Beale Street Could Talk (1973) and Just Above My Head (1979); Little Man, Little Man (1976), a book for children; and Jimmy’s Blues (1985), a volume of poetry. Many of his books are published in Penguin.

James Baldwin won a number of literary fellowships: a Eugene F. Saxon Memorial Trust Award, a Rosenwald Fellowship, a Guggenheim Fellowship, a Partisan Review Fellowship and a Ford Foundation grant. He was made a Commander of the Legion of Honour in 1986. He died in 1987.

The Times obituary declared, ‘The best of his work… stands comparison with any of its period to come out of the United States,’ while Newsweek described him as ‘an angry writer, yet his intelligence was so provoking and his sentences so elegant that he quickly became the black writer that white liberals liked to fear’.

Colm Tóibín was born in Ireland in 1955. He is the author of four novels, including The Heather Blazing and The Blackwater Lightship, which was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 1999.
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Introduction

In the early 1950s, as he was winning fame as a novelist, James Baldwin published a number of essays about the state of his nation which were passionately and elegantly written. His style was not that of the Bible or the pulpit (Baldwin had been a child preacher) but took its bearings from the early sources of English eloquence: Francis Bacon, Thomas Browne, William Hazlitt. His tone did, however, borrow something from his preacher days: it was fearless and urgent, combining a concern about public policy and public attitudes with a probing and oddly intimate concern with the dark and uncharted spaces within the self. Baldwin’s nation in these essays was emphatically America, his self an American self. His voice, so stylish, insisted that the language – English – in all its nuance and subtlety belonged to him, just as America in all its cruelty and hatred belonged to him too.

Baldwin published his first novel, Go Tell It on the Mountain, in 1953 when he was twenty-nine. Two years later his first book of essays, Notes of a Native Son, came out, and in 1956 his second novel, Giovanni’s Room, was published. In 1961 he published a second book of essays, Nobody Knows My Name, and the following year his third novel, Another Country, an immediate bestseller in the United States, appeared. The success of his early books allowed his restlessness and his mercurial nature an immense freedom. Between 1956, when he began to work in earnest on Another Country (there are also some versions and drafts from much earlier) and the end of 1961, when the book was finished, James Baldwin crossed the Atlantic by sea at least six times. He moved between Paris and New York, but he did not stay for long in either place. He went to Switzerland and Stockholm and Israel, San Francisco and Chicago and Fire Island. He worked at the MacDowell retreat for artists. He lived in the guest lodge at William Styron’s house in Connecticut. He lived in a village in Corsica.

In 1961, in the Introduction to Nobody Knows My Name, he wrote: ‘these essays were written over the last six years, in various places, in many states of mind’. It is fascinating to trace the roots of Another Country not only in Baldwin’s personal life and the lives of his friends, but also in his own thinking and writing about the interior life of America, the stained soul of his compatriots, in the years before he completed the book.

There was a huge generosity in his nature and a love of company. In those years he gave interviews and went to parties; he had love affairs and many friends; he kept in close touch with his family. He also worked hard. He travelled to report on the American South. He made speeches. He wrote plays and screen-plays, essays and articles and short stories. Finally, he went to Istanbul. And all this time he carried the story of Another Country in his head and versions and drafts of the book in his luggage. All this time he sought ease and peace and time to finish the book.

Early in the first essay he wrote, James Baldwin tried to list his influences and he included ‘something ironic and violent and perpetually understated in Negro speech’. In the early pages of Another Country, as we watch Rufus and Leona seducing each other, Baldwin’s ear for that speech offers him great possibilities for expression and drama. Rufus is cool and sexy and understated, his speech is full of sharp irony and street-wise self-confidence. But in the background all the time there is violence and doom. The opening pages let us know how close to the end Rufus is, but even in the passages where Rufus is high on life, there are always snatches of doom-laden memory or images of doom and darkness. Rufus’s self-invention, his joy at the night and the party and the company and the sex, are all thin and will not last. He is a tragic hero caught between the time when men such as him had no possibility of freedom and the time to come. The city has opened its doors to him, not enough for him to feel free, but just enough for him to feel danger and threat. This offers an astonishing edge and intensity to the pleasure he takes in his own speech, the music, the night, like someone who has been briefly released from solitary confinement.

It is Baldwin’s genius to have thought so carefully and deeply about what to do with such a figure in fiction, to resist the temptation to have Rufus, who is so lovable, so innocent and so full of rage, made into a public martyr. Baldwin looked to Henry James rather than Richard Wright. He wanted the danger to come from within. He knew, in any case, that for Rufus and people like him this was where the danger lay. In his meditation on the work of Richard Wright, Baldwin wrote about the root of the violence in Wright’s fiction. ‘The root is rage,’ Baldwin wrote. In another essay on Wright, he wrote

And there is, I should think, no Negro living in America who has not felt briefly and for long periods, with anguish sharp or dull, in varying degrees or to varying effect, simple, naked and unanswerable hatred; who has not wanted to smash any white face he may encounter in a day, to violate, out of motives of the cruelest vengeance, their women, to break the bodies of all white people and bring them low, as low as that dust into which he himself has been and is being trampled; no Negro, finally, who has not had to make his own precarious adjustment to the ‘nigger’ who surrounds him and to the ‘nigger’ in himself.

Rufus has felt this hatred, he has been brushed by its wings, but this is not enough for a novelist. In 1960, in ‘Notes for a Hypothetical Novel’ Baldwin began to muse about how little essential difference there was between the races in the United States, and this idea – that the other characters in Another Country, the white people, suffer too, and are confused, and that their suffering and confusion mirrors the suffering and confusion of Rufus – helped him to write this original and complex novel. ‘Anyway, in the beginning,’ Baldwin wrote,

I thought that the white world was very different from the world I was moving out of and I turned out to be entirely wrong. It seemed different. It seemed safer, at least the white people seemed safer. It seemed cleaner, it seemed more polite, and, of course, it seemed much richer from the material point of view. But I didn’t meet anyone in that world who didn’t suffer from the same affliction that all the people I had fled from suffered from and that was that they didn’t know who they were. They wanted to be something that they were not.

Baldwin began with the characters of Ida and Vivaldo (Vivaldo in earlier drafts had been black), ‘but I couldn’t find a way to make you understand Ida’, he told the Paris Review. ‘Then Rufus came along and the entire action made sense.’ Baldwin had been thinking enough about how other novelists would present the fate of Rufus to know not to follow them; he knew to make Rufus bad as well as brilliant, to place a violence and a self-destructive charm at the core of him. He made Rufus into a version of himself, but he also made Rufus a version of his friend Eugene Worth, whom he met in 1943 (when Baldwin was nineteen) and who committed suicide by jumping off the George Washington Bridge in December 1946. Two years later Baldwin moved to Paris. I didn’t know what was going to happen to me in France,’ he told the Paris Review, ‘but I knew what was going to happen to me in New York. If I had stayed there, I would have gone under, like my friend on the George Washington Bridge.’ Rufus becomes a way of briefly bringing his friend back to life, while at the same time dramatizing and imagining a road Baldwin himself could have taken. He used the city he knew, especially in his late teens, the years after his father’s death, when he moved from job to job and moved between jobs at the edge of poverty and despair. He used small events, such as his brother’s teeth being knocked out by a white officer in the Navy, such as himself and some friends being beaten up in a bar. He also used things which had nothing to do with his own background or his own experiences but to do with certain tones and atmospheres he was soaking up: Another Country is full of the sort of darkness and sense of gloom you get in French fiction and philosophy of the period, and it is also full of the pessimism and claustrophobia of Ingmar Bergman’s films. Baldwin admired Bergman, he went to Stockholm to interview him and became friends with him.

Another Country is the book where Baldwin’s quixotic temperament meets his fierce intelligence. It is also the book where his two most notable selves meet each other. There seem to be light years between the world of Go Tell It on the Mountain, which is, on the surface, settled and conservative and religious, and the world of Giovanni’s Room, which is Bohemian and wandering and venal. Just as there seemed to be light years between Baldwin’s Harlem childhood and Baldwin’s life in Paris. But his first two novels share a concern with the flesh, with moral questions and dramatic possibilities around carnality and sensuality. In his third novel, he introduces the two worlds to each other, brings Rufus and Ida down from Harlem to a world of Bohemians and writers; he mixes and matches the two worlds he himself lived in and understood. All of his characters suffer from a longing for a purer love, or even the beginning of one, all of them too are desperately weak and capable of destruction.

Baldwin in all these three novels lets two very powerful ideas play against each other. One can be traced in his essays: it suggests that America is seriously deformed as a society because it cannot accept a large minority of its population and therefore cannot accept itself. By its treatment of the black population, it has managed to disable itself. Thus any group of people in any American novel must reflect this. Baldwin’s other idea redeems him from being merely a critic of America in his novels: it suggests that life itself is dark, that relationships are fraught and broken and personalities are destructive because of the way we are made. Thus Baldwin’s novels combine a criticism of life that is essentially political with one that is philosophical. And because he is interested in his characters trapped in the life, rather than the life itself as an abstract or a mere idea, the novels take on a dark, dramatic and engrossing power.

None of this explains the structure of Another Country. Rufus is Baldwin’s Hamlet, and the novel allows Rufus to disappear after less than eighty pages. He is replaced by Ida, his sister. ‘The principle action in the book, for me,’ Baldwin told the Paris Review,

is the journey of Ida and Vivaldo toward some kind of coherence… You never go into her mind, but I had to make you see what is happening to this girl by making you feel the blow of her brother’s death – the key to her relationship with everybody. She tries to make everybody pay for it. You cannot do that, life is not like that, you only destroy yourself.

The scene where Ida first appears in the novel, filtered through Cass’s inquiring and sympathetic eye, is Baldwin at his most Jamesian, every moment offering a new angle and a new clue to nuance of character. Baldwin can also replace Rufus with another version of himself, his Laertes back from abroad, in the guise of Eric. And he can dramatize moments from his own life with the Swiss Lucien Happersberger, whom he had met in Paris and who later came to New York, as well as describe the lives of writers and would-be writers in Greenwich Village.

Baldwin’s work, however, always moved beyond the merely autobiographical, or the portrait of a certain time and place. He became, not only through his education and his reading and his experience, but also through his eloquence, the uneasy and melancholy moral conscience of his race. His years in Paris taught him that he was an American before he was anything. And because of the colour of his skin and his own homosexuality, he grew fascinated not only by the drama of black versus white in his country, but also by the drama of masculinity. Thus while the first part of Another Country deals with the erotics of race and its discontents, the novel after the death of Rufus allows Baldwin to deal with the dark confines and conflicts of gender by which all his characters are so disturbed.

In 1985, two years before his death, Baldwin published an essay in Playboy called ‘Freaks and the American Idea of Manhood’ in which he wrote:

The American ideal, then, of sexuality appears to be rooted in the American ideal of masculinity. This appeal has created cowboys and Indians, good guys and bad guys, punks and studs, tough guys and softies, butch and faggot, black and white. It is an ideal so paralytically infantile that it is virtually forbidden – as an unpatriotic act – that the American boy evolve into the complexity of manhood.

Twenty-five years earlier, he had alluded to the ‘body of sexual myths… around the figure of the American Negro’ who ‘is penalized for the guilty imagination of the white people who invest him with their hates and longings, and is the principal target of their sexual paranoia’. In his story ‘This Morning, This Evening, So Soon’, published in 1960 and written during the time when he was working on Another Country, he wrote: ‘They want you to feel that you’re not a man, maybe that’s the only way they can feel like men.’

Baldwin’s version of the American dream hangs just as darkly over his other characters as over Rufus and Leona. Masculinity is a nightmare from which his characters cannot awake. The city is a prison-house of desires which cannot be fulfilled. The description of Benno’s Bar in Another Country is Baldwin at his most eloquent:

The bar was terribly crowded. Advertising men were there drinking double shots of bourbon or vodka, on the rocks; college boys were there, their wet fingers slippery on the beer bottles; lone men stood near the doors or in corners, watching the drifting women. The college boys, gleaming with ignorance and mad with chastity, made terrified efforts to attract the feminine attention, but succeeded only in attracting each other. Some of the men were buying drinks for some of the women – who wandered incessantly from the juke-box to the bar – and they faced each other over smiles which were pitched, with an eerie precision, between longing and contempt. Black-and-white couples were together here – closer together now than they would be later, when they got home. These several histories were camouflaged in the jargon which, wave upon wave, rolled through the bar; were locked in a silence like the silence of glaciers. Only the juke-box spoke, grinding out each evening, all evening long, syncopated, synthetic laments for love.

‘Richard and Cass,’ Baldwin told the Paris Review, ‘were part of the décor. From my point of view there was nothing in the least idealistic about Richard. He was modelled on several liberal American careerists from then and now.’ Vivaldo, more than any of the other characters, is locked in the world of Benno’s, pitched between longing and contempt, locked inside an icy masculinity. The second part of the novel dramatizes his efforts of escape from this. The key moment in his slow and uneasy redemption occurs in the scene where he has been watching a blonde woman at the bar ‘And something in him was breaking: he was briefly and horribly, in a region where there were no definitions of any kind, neither of colour nor of male or female. There was only the leap and the rending and the terror and the surrender.’ A similar scene occurs in Baldwin’s story ‘This Morning, This Evening, So Soon’ where our hero is married to a Swedish woman.

If Harriet had been born in America, it would have taken her a long time, perhaps forever, to look on me as a man like all other men; if I had met her in America, I would never have been able to look on her as a woman like all other women. The habits of public rage and power would also have been our private compulsions, and would have blinded our eyes. We would never have been able to love each other.

In Another Country Baldwin created the essential American drama of the century in which characters desperately seek to escape from the parody of themselves which has been constructed for them, to move towards ‘a region where there were no definitions of any kind’, or fail to do so and move towards self-destruction. It was Baldwin’s peculiar and deeply refined genius to make the most of this drama in his novels.

Colm Tóibín


FOR
MARY S. PAINTER

They strike one, above all, as giving no account of themselves in any terms already consecrated by human use; to this inarticulate state they probably form, collectively, the most unprecedented of monuments; abysmal the mystery of what they think, what they feel, what they want, what they suppose themselves to be saying.

HENRY JAMES


Another Country


Book One
            Easy Rider

I told him, easy riders
Got to stay away,
So he had to vamp it,
But the hike aint’ far.

W. C. HANDY

1

He was facing Seventh Avenue, at Times Square. It was past midnight and he had been sitting in the movies, in the top row of the balcony, since two o’clock in the afternoon. Twice he had been awakened by the violent accents of the Italian film, once the usher had awakened him, and twice he had been awakened by caterpillar fingers between his thighs. He was so tired, he had fallen so low, that he scarcely had the energy to be angry; nothing of his belonged to him anymore – you took the best, so why not take the rest? – but he had growled in his sleep and bared the white teeth in his dark face and crossed his legs. Then the balcony was nearly empty, the Italian film was approaching a climax; he stumbled down the endless stairs into the street. He was hungry, his mouth felt filthy. He realised too late, as he passed through the doors, that he wanted to urinate. And he was broke. And he had nowhere to go.

The policeman passed him, giving him a look. Rufus turned, pulling up the collar of his leather jacket while the wind nibbled delightedly at him through his summer slacks, and started north on Seventh Avenue. He had been thinking of going downtown and waking up Vivaldo – the only friend he had left in the city, or maybe in the world – but now he decided to walk up as far as a certain jazz bar and night club and look in. Maybe somebody would see him and recognise him, maybe one of the guys would lay enough bread on him for a meal or at least subway fare. At the same time, he hoped that he would not be recognised.

The Avenue was quiet, too, most of its bright lights out. Here and there a woman passed, here and there a man; rarely, a couple. At corners, under the lights, near drug-stores, small knots of white, bright, chattering people showed teeth to each other, pawed each other, whistled for taxis, were whirled away in them, vanished through the doors of drugstores or into the blackness of side streets. Newsstands, like small black blocks on a board, held down corners of the pavements and policemen and taxi drivers and others, harder to place, stomped their feet before them and exchanged such words as they both knew with the muffled vendor within. A sign advertised the chewing gum which would help one to relax and keep smiling. An hotel’s enormous neon name challenged the starless sky. So did the names of movie stars and people currently appearing or scheduled to appear on Broadway, along with the mile-high names of the vehicles which would carry them into immortality. The great buildings, unlit, blunt like the phallus or sharp like the spear, guarded the city which never slept.

Beneath them Rufus walked, one of the fallen – for the weight of this city was murderous – one of those who had been crushed on the day, which was every day, these towers fell. Entirely alone, and dying of it, he was part of an unprecedented multitude. There were boys and girls drinking coffee at the drugstore counters who were held back from his condition by barriers as perishable as their dwindling cigarettes. They could scarcely bear their knowledge, nor could they have borne the sight of Rufus, but they knew why he was in the streets tonight, why he rode subways all night long, why his stomach growled, why his hair was nappy, his armpits funky, his pants and shoes too thin, and why he did not dare to stop and take a leak.

Now he stood before the misty doors of the jazz joint, peering in, sensing rather than seeing the frantic black people on the stand and the oblivious, mixed crowd at the bar. The music was loud and empty, no one was doing anything at all, and it was being hurled at the crowd like a malediction in which not even those who hated most deeply any longer believed. They knew that no one heard, that bloodless people cannot be made to bleed. So they blew what everyone had heard before, they reassured everyone that nothing terrible was happening, and the people at the tables found it pleasant to shout over this stunning corroboration and the people at the bar, under cover of the noise they could scarcely have lived without, pursued whatever it was they were after. He wanted to go in and use the bathroom but he was ashamed of the way he looked. He had been in hiding, really, for nearly a month. And he saw himself now, in his mind’s eye shambling through this crowd to the bathroom and crawling out again while everyone watched him with pitying or scornful or mocking eyes. Or, someone would be certain to whisper Isn’t that Rufus Scott? Someone would look at him with horror, then turn back to his business with a long-drawn-out, pitying, Man! He could not do it – and he danced on one foot and then the other and tears came to his eyes.

A white couple, laughing, came through the doors, giving him barely a glance as they passed. The warmth, the smell of people, whisky, beer, and smoke which came out to hit him as the doors opened almost made him cry for fair and it made his empty stomach growl again.

It made him remember days and nights, days and nights, when he had been inside, on the stand or in the crowd, sharp, beloved, making it with any chick he wanted, making it to parties and getting high and getting drunk and fooling around with the musicians, who were his friends, who respected him. Then, going home to his own pad, locking his door and taking off his shoes, maybe making himself a drink, maybe listening to some records, stretching out on the bed, maybe calling up some girl. And changing his underwear and his socks and his shirt, shaving, and taking a shower, and making it to Harlem to the barber shop, then seeing his mother and his father and teasing his sister, Ida, and eating: spareribs or pork chops or chicken or greens or cornbread or yams or biscuits. For a moment he thought he would faint with hunger and he moved to a wall of the building and leaned there. His forehead was freezing with sweat. He thought: this is got to stop, Rufus. This shit is got to stop. Then, in weariness and recklessness, seeing no one on the streets and hoping that no one would come through the doors, leaning with one hand against the wall he sent his urine splashing against the stone-cold pavement, watching the faint steam rise.

He remembered Leona. Or a sudden, cold, familiar sickness filled him and he knew he was remembering Leona. And he began to walk, very slowly now, away from the music, with his hands in his pockets and his head down. He no longer felt the cold.

For to remember Leona was also – somehow – to remember the eyes of his mother, the rage of his father, the beauty of his sister. It was to remember the streets of Harlem, the boys on the stoops, the girls behind the stairs and on the roofs, the white policeman who had taught him how to hate, the stickball games in the streets, the women leaning out of windows and the numbers they played daily, hoping for the hit his father never made. It was to remember the juke box, the teasing, the dancing, the hard-on, the gang fights and gang bangs, his first set of drums – bought him by his father – his first taste of marijuana, his first snort of horse. Yes: and the boys too far out, jack-knifed on the stoops, the boy dead from an overdose on a rooftop in the snow. It was to remember the beat: A nigger, said his father, lives his whole life, lives and dies according to a beat. Shit, he humps to that beat and the baby he throws up in there, well, he jumps to it and comes out nine months later like a goddam tambourine. The beat: hands, feet, tambourines, drums, pianos, laughter, curses, razor blades; the man stiffening with a laugh and a growl and a purr and the woman moistening and softening with a whisper and a sigh and a cry. The beat – in Harlem in the summertime one could almost see it, shaking above the pavements and the roof.

And he had fled, so he had thought, from the beat of Harlem, which was simply the beat of his own heart. Into a boot camp in the South, and onto the pounding sea.

While he had still been in the Navy, he had brought back from one of his voyages an Indian shawl for Ida. He had picked it up someplace in England. On the day that he gave it to her and she tried it on, something shook in him which had never been touched before. He had never seen the beauty of black people before. But, staring at Ida, who stood before the window of the Harlem kitchen, seeing that she was no longer merely his younger sister but a girl who would soon be a woman, she became associated with the colours of the shawl, the colours of the sun, and with a splendour incalculably older than the grey stone of the island on which they had been born. He thought that perhaps this splendour would come into the world again one day, into the world they knew. Ages and ages ago, Ida had not been merely the descendant of slaves. Watching her dark face in the sunlight, softened and shadowed by the glorious shawl, it could be seen that she had once been a monarch. Then he looked out of the window, at the air shaft, and thought of the whores on Seventh Avenue. He thought of the white policemen and the money they made on black flesh, the money the whole world made.

He looked back at his sister, who was smiling at him. On her long little finger she twisted the ruby-eyed snake ring which he had brought her from another voyage.

‘You keep this up,’ she said, ‘and you’ll make me the best-dressed girl on the block.’

He was glad Ida could not see him now. She would have said, My Lord, Rufus, you got no right to walk around like this. Don’t you know we’re counting on you?

Seven months ago, a lifetime ago, he had been playing a gig in one of the new Harlem spots owned and operated by a Negro. It was their last night. It had been a good night, everybody was feeling good. Most of them, after the set, were going to make it to the home of a famous Negro singer who had just scored in his first movie. Because the joint was new, it was packed. Lately, he had heard, it hadn’t been doing so well. All kinds of people had been there that night, white and black, high and low, people who came for the music and people who spent their lives in joints for other reasons. There were a couple of minks and a few near-minks and a lot of God-knows-what shining at wrists and ears and necks and in the hair. The coloured people were having a good time because they sensed that, for whatever reason, this crowd was solidly with them; and the white people were having a good time because nobody was putting them down for being white. The joint, as Fats Waller would have said, was jumping.

There was some pot on the scene and he was a little high. He was feeling great. And, during the last set, he came doubly alive because the saxophone player, who had been way out all night, took off on a terrific solo. He was a kid of about the same age as Rufus, from some insane place like Jersey City or Syracuse, but somewhere along the line he had discovered that he could say it with a saxophone. He had a lot to say. He stood there, wide-legged, humping the air, filling his barrel chest, shivering in the rags of his twenty-odd years, and screaming through the horn Do you love me? Do you love me? Do you love me? And, again Do you love me? Do you love me? Do you love me? This, anyway, was the question Rufus heard, the same phrase, unbearably endlessly, and variously repeated with all the force the boy had. The silence became strict with abruptly focused attention, cigarettes were unlit, and drinks stayed on the tables; and in all of the faces, even the most ruined and most dull, a curious, wary light appeared. They were being assaulted by the saxophonist who perhaps no longer wanted their love and merely hurled his outrage at them with the same contemptuous, pagan pride with which he humped the air. And yet the question was terrible and real; the boy was blowing with his lungs and guts out of his own short past; somewhere in that past, in the gutters or gang fights or gang shags; in the acrid room, on the sperm-stiffened blanket, behind marijuana or the needle, under the smell of piss in the precinct basement, he had received the blow from which he never would recover and this no one wanted to believe. Do you love me? Do you love me? Do you love me? The men on the stand stayed with him, cool and at a little distance, adding and questioning and corroborating, holding it down as well as they could with an ironical self-mockery; but each man knew that the boy was blowing for every one of them. When the set ended they were all soaking. Rufus smelled his odour and the odour of the men around him and ‘Well, that’s it,’ said the bass man. The crowd was yelling for more but they did their theme song and the lights came on. And he had played the last set of his last gig.

He was going to leave his traps there until Monday afternoon. When he stepped down from the stand there was this blonde girl, very plainly dressed, standing looking at him.

‘What’s on your mind baby?’ he asked her. Everybody was busy all around them, preparing to make it to the party. It was spring and the air was charged.

‘What’s on your mind?’ she countered, but it was clear that she simply had not known what else to say.

She had said enough. She was from the South. And something leaped in Rufus as he stared at her damp, colourless face, the face of the Southern poor white, and her straight, pale hair. She was considerably older than he, over thirty probably, and her body was too thin. Just the same, it abruptly became the most exciting body he had gazed on in a long time.

‘Honeychild,’ he said and gave her his crooked grin, ‘ain’t you a long ways from home?’

‘I sure am,’ she said, ‘and I ain’t never going back there.’

He laughed and she laughed. ‘Well, Miss Anne,’ he said, ‘if we both got the same thing on our mind, let’s make it to that party.’

And he took her arm, deliberately allowing the back of his hand to touch one of her breasts, and he said, ‘Your name’s not really Anne, is it?’

‘No,’ she said, ‘it’s Leona.’

‘Leona?’ And he smiled again. His smile could be very effective. ‘That’s a pretty name.’

‘What’s yours?’

‘Me? I’m Rufus Scott.’

He wondered what she was doing in this joint, in Harlem. She didn’t seem at all the type to be interested in jazz, still less did she seem to be in the habit of going to strange bars alone. She carried a light spring coat, her long hair was simply brushed back and held with some pins, she wore very little lipstick and no other make-up at all.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’ll pile into a cab.’

‘Are you sure it’s all right if I come?’

He sucked his teeth. ‘If it wasn’t all right, I wouldn’t ask you. If I say it’s all right, it’s all right.’

‘Well,’ she said with a short laugh, ‘all right, then.’

They moved with the crowd, which, with many interruptions, much talking and laughing and much erotic confusion, poured into the streets. It was three o’clock in the morning and gala people all around them were glittering and whistling and using up all the taxicabs. Others, considerably less gala – they were on the western edge of 125th Street – stood in knots along the street, switched or swaggered or dawdled by, with glances, side-long or full face, which were more calculating than curious. The policemen strolled by; carefully, and in fact rather mysteriously conveying their awareness that these particular Negroes, though they were out so late and mostly drunk, were not to be treated in the usual fashion; and neither were the white people with them. But Rufus suddenly realised that Leona would soon be the only white person left. This made him uneasy and his uneasiness made him angry. Leona spotted an empty cab and hailed it.

The taxi driver, who was white, seemed to have no hesitation in stopping for them, nor, once having stopped, did he seem to have any regrets.

‘You going to work tomorrow?’ he asked Leona. Now that they were alone together, he felt a little shy.

‘No,’ she said, ‘tomorrow’s Sunday.’

‘That’s right.’ He felt very pleased and free. He had planned to visit his family but he thought of what a ball it would be to spend the day in bed with Leona. He glanced over at her, noting that, though she was tiny, she seemed very well put together. He wondered what she was thinking. He offered her a cigarette, putting his hand on hers briefly, and she refused it. ‘You don’t smoke?’

‘Sometimes. When I drink.’

‘Is that often?’

She laughed. ‘No. I don’t like to drink alone.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘you ain’t going to be drinking alone for awhile.’

She said nothing but she seemed, in the darkness, to tense and blush. She looked out of the window on her side. ‘I’m glad I ain’t got to worry none about getting you home early tonight.’

‘You ain’t got to worry about that, nohow. I’m a big girl.’

‘Honey,’ he said, ‘you ain’t no bigger than a minute.’

She sighed. ‘Sometimes a minute can be a mighty powerful thing.’

He decided against asking what she meant by this. He said, giving her a significant look, ‘That’s true,’ but she did not seem to take his meaning.

They were on Riverside Drive and nearing their destination. To the left of them, pale, unlovely lights emphasised the blackness of the Jersey shore. He leaned back, leaning a little against Leona, watching the blackness and the lights roll by. Then the cab turned; he glimpsed, briefly, the distant bridge which glowed like something written in the sky. The cab slowed down, looking for the house number. A taxi ahead of them had just discharged a crowd of people and was disappearing down the block. ‘Here we are,’ said Rufus. ‘Looks like a real fine party,’ the taxi driver said, and winked. Rufus said nothing. He paid the man and they got out and walked into the lobby, which was large and hideous, with mirrors and chairs. The elevator had just started upward; they could hear the crowd.

‘What were you doing in that club all by yourself, Leona?’ he asked.

She looked at him, a little startled. Then, ‘I don’t know. I just wanted to see Harlem and so I went up there tonight to look around. And I just happened to pass that club and I heard the music and I went in and I stayed. I liked the music.’ She gave him a mocking look. ‘Is that all right?’

He laughed and said nothing.

She turned from him as they heard the sound of the closing elevator door reverberate down the shaft. Then they heard the drone of the cables as the elevator began to descend. She watched the closed doors as though her life depended on it.

‘This your first time in New York?’

Yes, it was, she told him, but she had been dreaming about it all her life – half-facing him again, with a little smile. There was something halting in her manner which he found very moving. She was like a wild animal who didn’t know whether to come to the outstretched hand or to flee and kept making startled little rushes, first in one direction and then in the other.

‘I was born here,’ he said, watching her.

‘I know,’ she said, ‘so it can’t seem as wonderful to you as it does to me.’

He laughed again. He remembered, suddenly, his days in boot camp in the South and felt again the shoe of a white officer against his mouth. He was in his white uniform, on the ground, against the red, dusty clay. Some of his coloured buddies were holding him, were shouting in his ear, helping him to rise. The white officer, with a curse, had vanished, had gone forever beyond the reach of vengeance. His face full of clay and tears and blood; he spat red blood into the red dust.

The elevator came and the doors opened. He took her arm as they entered and held it close against his chest. ‘I think you’re a real sweet girl.’

‘You’re nice, too,’ she said. In the closed, rising elevator her voice had a strange trembling in it and her body was also trembling – very faintly, as though it were being handled by the soft spring wind outside.

He tightened his pressure on her arm. ‘Didn’t they warn you down home about the darkies you’d find up North?’

She caught her breath. ‘They didn’t never worry me none. People’s just people as far as I’m concerned.’

And pussy’s just pussy as far as I’m concerned, he thought – but was grateful, just the same, for her tone. It gave him an instant to locate himself. For he, too, was trembling slightly.

‘What made you come North?’ he asked.

He wondered if he should proposition her or wait for her to proposition him. He couldn’t beg. But perhaps she could. The hairs of his groin began to itch slightly. The terrible muscle at the base of his belly began to grow hot and hard.

The elevator came to a halt, the doors opened, and they walked a long corridor toward a half-open door.

She said, ‘I guess I just couldn’t take it down there any more. I was married but then I broke up with my husband and they took away my kid – they wouldn’t even let me see him – and I got to thinking that rather than sit down there and go crazy, I’d try to make a new life for myself up here.’

Something touched his imagination for a moment, suggesting that Leona was a person and had her story and that all stories were trouble. But he shook the suggestion off. He wouldn’t be around long enough to be bugged by her story. He just wanted her for tonight.

He knocked on the door and walked in without waiting for an answer. Straight ahead of them, in the large living room which ended in open French doors and a balcony, more than a hundred people milled about, some in evening dress, some in slacks and sweaters. High above their heads hung an enormous silver ball which reflected unexpected parts of the room and managed its own unloving comment on the people in it. The room was so active with coming and going, so bright with jewelry and glasses and cigarettes, that the heavy ball seemed almost to be alive.

His host – whom he did not really know very well – was nowhere in sight. To the right of them were three rooms, the first of which was piled high with wraps and over-coats.

The horn of Charlie Parker, coming over the hi-fi, dominated all the voices in the room.

‘Put your coat down,’ he told Leona, ‘and I’ll try to find out if I know anybody in this joint.’

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I’m sure you know them all.’

‘Go on, now,’ he said, smiling, and pushing her gently into the room, ‘do like I tell you.’

While she was putting away her coat – and powdering her nose, probably – he remembered that he had promised to call Vivaldo. He wandered through the house, looking for a relatively isolated telephone, and found one in the kitchen.

He dialled Vivaldo’s number.

‘Hello baby. How’re you?’

‘Oh, all right, I guess. What’s happening? I thought you were going to call me sooner. I’d just about given you up.’

‘Well, I only just made it up here.’ He dropped his voice, for a couple had entered the kitchen, a blonde girl with a disarrayed Dutch bob and a tall Negro. The girl leaned against the sink, the boy stood before her, rubbing his hands slowly along the outside of her thighs. They barely glanced at Rufus. ‘A whole lot of elegant squares around, you dig?’

‘Yeah,’ said Vivaldo. There was a pause. ‘You think it’s worthwhile making it up there?’

‘Well, hell, I don’t know. If you got something better to do–’

‘Jane’s here,’ Vivaldo said, quickly. Rufus realised that Jane was probably lying on the bed listening.

‘Oh, you got your grandmother with you, you don’t need nothing up here then.’ He did not like Jane, who was somewhat older than Vivaldo, with prematurely grey hair. ‘Ain’t nothing up here old enough for you.’

‘That’s enough, you bastard.’ He heard Jane’s voice and Vivaldo’s, murmuring; he could not make out what was being said. Then Vivaldo’s voice was at his ear again. ‘I think I’II skip it.’

‘I guess you better. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Maybe I’ll come by your pad –?’

‘Okay. Don’t let grandma wear you out now; they tell me women get real ferocious when they get as old as she is.’

‘They can’t get too ferocious for me, dad!’

Rufus laughed. ‘You better quit trying to compete with me. You ain’t never going to make it. So long.’

‘So long.’

He hung up, smiling, and went to find Leona. She stood helplessly in the foyer, watching the host and hostess saying good night to several people.

‘Think I’d deserted you?’

‘No. I knew you wouldn’t do that.’

He smiled at her and touched her on the chin with his fist. The host turned away from the door and came over to them.

‘You kids go on inside and get yourselves a drink,’ he said. ‘Go on in and get with it.’ He was a big, handsome, expansive man, older and more ruthless than he looked, who had fought his way to the top in show business via several of the rougher professions, including boxing and pimping. He owed his present eminence more to his vitality and his looks than he did to his voice, and he knew it. He was not the kind of man who fooled himself and Rufus liked him because he was rough and good-natured and generous. But Rufus was also a little afraid of him; there was that about him, in spite of his charm, which did not encourage intimacy. He was a great success with women, whom he treated with a large, affectionate contempt, and he was now on his fourth wife.

He took Leona and Rufus by the arm and walked them to the edge of the party. ‘We might have us some real doings if these squares ever get out of here,’ he said. ‘Stick around.’

‘How does it feel to be respectable?’ Rufus grinned.

‘Shit, I been respectable all my life. It’s these respectable motherfuckers been doing all the dirt. They been stealing the coloured folks blind, man. And niggers helping them do it.’ He laughed. ‘You know, every time they give me one of them great big cheques I think to myself, they just giving me back a little bit of what they been stealing all these years, you know what I mean?’ He clapped Rufus on the back. ‘See that Little Eva has a good time.’

The crowd was already thinning, most of the squares were beginning to drift away. Once they were gone, the party would change character and become very pleasant and quiet and private. The lights would go down, the music become softer, the talk more sporadic and more sincere. Somebody might sing or play the piano. They might swap stories of the laughs they’d had, gigs they’d played, riffs they remembered, or the trouble they’d seen. Somebody might break out with some pot and pass it slowly around, like the pipe of peace. Somebody, curled on a rug in a far corner of the room, would begin to snore. Whoever danced would dance more languorously, holding tight. The shadows of the room would be alive. Toward the very end, as morning and the brutal sounds of the city began their invasion through the wide French doors, somebody would go into the kitchen and break out with some coffee. Then they would raid the icebox and go home. The host and hostess would finally make it between their sheets and stay in bed all day.

From time to time Rufus found himself glancing upward at the silver ball in the ceiling, always just failing to find himself and Leona reflected there.

‘Let’s go out to the balcony,’ he said to her.

She held out her glass. ‘Freshen my drink first?’ Her eyes were now very bright and mischievous and she looked like a little girl.

He walked to the table and poured two very powerful drinks. He went back to her. ‘Ready?’

She took her glass and they stepped through the French doors.

‘Don’t let Little Eva catch cold!’ the host called.

He called back. ‘She may burn, baby, but she sure won’t freeze!’

Directly before and beneath them stretched the lights of the Jersey shore. He seemed, from where he stood, to hear a faint murmur coming from the water.

When a child he had lived on the eastern edge of Harlem, a block from the Harlem River. He and other children had waded into the water from the garbage-heavy bank or dived from occasional rotting promontories. One summer a boy had drowned there. From the stoop of his house Rufus had watched as a small group of people crossed Park Avenue, beneath the heavy shadow of the railroad tracks, and come into the sun, one man in the middle, the boy’s father carrying the boy’s unbelievably heavy, covered weight. He had never forgotten the bend of the man’s shoulders or the stunned angle of his head. A great screaming began from the other end of the block and the boy’s mother, her head tied up, wearing her bathrobe, stumbling like a drunken woman, began running toward the silent people.

He threw back his shoulders, as though he were casting off a burden, and walked to the edge of the balcony where Leona stood. She was staring up the river, toward the George Washington Bridge.

‘It’s real beautiful,’ she said, ‘it’s just so beautiful.’

‘You seem to like New York,’ he said.

She turned and looked at him and sipped her drink. ‘Oh, I do. Can I trouble you for a cigarette now?’

He gave her a cigarette and lit it for her, then lit one for himself. ‘How’re you making it up here?’

‘Oh, I’m doing just fine,’ she said. ‘I’m waiting tables in a restaurant way downtown, near Wall Street, that’s a real pretty part of town, and I’m rooming with two other girls’ – they couldn’t go to her place anyway! – ‘and, oh, I’m doing just fine.’ And she looked up at him with her sad-sweet, poor-white smile.

Again something warned him to stop, to leave this poor little girl alone; and at the same time the fact that he thought of her as a poor little girl caused him to smile with real affection, and he said, ‘You’ve got a lot of guts, Leona.’

‘Got to, the way I look at it,’ she said. ‘Sometimes I think I’ll just give up. But – how do you give up?’

She looked so lost and comical that he laughed out loud and, after a moment, she laughed too.

‘If my husband could see me now,’ and she giggled, ‘my, my, my!’

‘Why, what would your husband say?’ he asked her.

‘Why – I don’t know.’ But her laugh didn’t come this time. She looked at him as though she were slowly coming out of a dream. ‘Say – do you think I could have another drink?’

‘Sure Leona,’ and he took her glass and their hands and their bodies touched for a moment. She dropped her eyes. ‘Be right back,’ he said, and dropped back into the room, in which the lights now were dim. Someone was playing the piano.

‘Say man, how you coming with Eva?’ the host asked.

‘Fine, fine, we lushing it up.’

‘That ain’t nowhere. Blast Little Eva with some pot. Let her get her kicks.’

‘I’ll see to it that she gets her kicks,’ he said.

‘Old Rufus left her out there digging the Empire State building, man,’ said the young saxophonist, and laughed.

‘Give me some of that,’ Rufus said, and somebody handed him a stick and he took a few drags.

‘Keep it, man. It’s choice.’

He made a couple of drinks and stood in the room for a moment, finishing the pot and digging the piano. He felt fine, clean, on top of everything, and he had a mild buzz on when he got back to the balcony.

‘Is everybody gone home?’ she asked, anxiously. ‘It’s so quiet in there.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘they just sitting around.’ She seemed prettier suddenly, and softer, and the river lights fell behind her like a curtain. This curtain seemed to move as she moved, heavy and priceless and dazzling. I didn’t know,’ he said, ‘that you were a princess.’

He gave her her drink and their hands touched again. ‘I know you must be drunk,’ he said, happily, and now, over her drink, her eyes unmistakably called him.

He waited. Everything seemed very simple now. He played with her fingers. ‘You seen anything you want since you been in New York?’

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I want it all!’

‘You see anything you want right now?’

Her fingers stiffened slightly but he held on. ‘Go ahead. Tell me. You ain’t got to be afraid.’ These words then echoed in his head. He had said this before, years ago, to someone else. The wind grew cold for an instant, blowing around his body and ruffling her hair. Then it died down.

‘Do you?’ she asked faintly.

‘Do I what?’

‘See anything you want?’

He realised that he was high from the way his fingers seemed hung up in hers and from the way he was staring at her throat. He wanted to put his mouth there and nibble it slowly, leaving it black and blue. At the same time he realised how far they were above the city and the lights below seemed to be calling him. He walked to the balcony’s edge and looked over. Looking straight down, he seemed to be standing on a cliff in the wilderness, seeing a kingdom and a river which had not been seen before. He could make it his, every inch of the territory which stretched beneath and around him now, and, unconsciously, he began whistling a tune and his foot moved to find the pedal of his drum. He put his drink down carefully on the balcony floor and beat a riff with his fingers on the stone parapet.

‘You never answered my question.’

‘What?’

He turned to face Leona, who held her drink cupped in both her hands and whose brow was quizzically lifted over her despairing eyes and her sweet smile.

‘You never answered mine.’

‘Yes I did.’ She sounded more plaintive than ever. ‘I said I wanted it all.’

He took her drink from her and drank half of it, then gave the glass back, moving into the darkest part of the balcony.

‘Well, then,’ he whispered, ‘come and get it.’

She came toward him holding her glass against her breasts. At the very last moment, standing directly before him, she whispered in bafflement and rage, ‘What are you trying to do to me?’

‘Honey,’ he answered, ‘I’m doing it,’ and he pulled her to him as roughly as he could. He had expected her to resist and she did, holding the glass between them and frantically trying to pull her body away from his body’s touch. He knocked the glass out of her hand and it fell dully to the balcony floor, rolling away from them. Go ahead, he thought humorously; if I was to let you go now you’d be so hung up you’d go flying over this balcony, most likely. He whispered, ‘Go ahead, fight. I like it. Is this the way they do it down home?’

‘Oh God,’ she murmured, and began to cry. At the same time, she ceased struggling. Her hands came up and touched his face as though she were blind. Then she put her arms around his neck and clung to him, still shaking. His lips and his teeth touched her ears and her neck and he told her, ‘Honey, you ain’t got nothing to cry about yet.’

Yes, he was high; everything he did he watched himself doing, and he began to feel a tenderness for Leona which he had not expected to feel. He tried, with himself, to make amends for what he was doing – for what he was doing to her. Everything seemed to take a very long time. He got hung up on her breasts, standing out like mounds of yellow cream, and the tough, brown, tasty nipples, playing and nuzzling and nibbling while she moaned and whimpered and her knees sagged. He gently lowered them to the floor, pulling her on top of him. He held her tightly at the hip and the shoulder. Part of him was worried about the host and hostess and the other people in the room but another part of him could not stop the crazy thing which had begun. Her fingers opened his shirt to the navel, her tongue burned his neck and his chest; and his hands pushed up her skirt and caressed the inside of her thighs. Then, after a long, high time, while he shook beneath every accelerating tremor of her body, he forced her beneath him and he entered her. For a moment he thought she was going to scream, she was so tight and caught her breath so sharply, and stiffened so. But then she moaned, she moved beneath him. Then, from the centre of his rising storm, very slowly and deliberately, he began the slow ride home.

And she carried him, as the sea will carry a boat: with a slow, rocking and rising and falling motion, barely suggestive of the violence of the deep. They murmured and sobbed on this journey, he softly, insistently cursed. Each laboured to reach a harbour; there could be no rest until this motion became unbearably accelerated by the power that was rising in them both. Rufus opened his eyes for a moment and watched her face, which was transfigured with agony and gleamed in the darkness like alabaster. Tears hung in the corners of her eyes and the hair at her brow was wet. Her breath came with moaning and short cries, with words he couldn’t understand, and in spite of himself he began moving faster and thrusting deeper. He wanted her to remember him the longest day she lived. And, shortly, nothing could have stopped him, not the white God himself nor a lynch mob arriving on wings. Under his breath he cursed the milk-white bitch and groaned and rode his weapon between her thighs. She began to cry. I told you, he moaned, I’d give you something to cry about, and, at once, he felt himself strangling, about to explode or die. A moan and a curse tore through him while he beat her with all the strength he had and felt the venom shoot out of him, enough for a hundred black-white babies.

He lay on his back, breathing hard. He heard music coming from the room inside, and a whistle on the river. He was frightened and his throat dry. The air was chilly where he was wet.

She touched him and he jumped. Then he forced himself to turn to her, looking into her eyes. Her eyes were wet still, deep and dark, her trembling lips curved slightly in a shy, triumphant smile. He pulled her to him, wishing he could rest. He hoped she would say nothing but, ‘It was so wonderful,’ she said, and kissed him. And these words, though they caused him to feel no tenderness and did not take away his dull, mysterious dread, began to call desire back again.

He sat up. ‘You’re a funny little cracker,’ he said. He watched her. ‘I don’t know what you going to say to your husband when you come home with a little black baby.’

‘I ain’t going to be having no more babies,’ she said, ‘you ain’t got to worry about that.’ She said nothing more; but she had much more to say. ‘He beat that out of me, too,’ she said finally.

He wanted to hear her story. And he wanted to know nothing more about her.

‘Let’s go inside and wash up,’ he said.

She put her head against his chest. ‘I’m afraid to go in there now.’

He laughed and stroked her hair. He began to feel affection for her again. ‘You ain’t fixing to stay here all night, are you?’

‘What are your friends going to think?’

‘Well, one thing, Leona, they ain’t going to call the law.’ He kissed her. ‘They ain’t going to think nothing, honey.’

‘You coming in with me?’

‘Sure, I’m coming in with you.’ He held her away from him. ‘All you got to do is sort of straighten your clothes’ – he stroked her body, looking into her eyes – ‘and sort of run your hand through your hair, like this’ – and he brushed her hair back from her forehead. She watched him. He heard himself ask, ‘Do you like me?’

She swallowed. He watched the vein in her neck throb. She seemed very fragile. ‘Yes,’ she said. She looked down. ‘Rufus,’ she said, ‘I really do like you. Please don’t hurt me.’

‘Why should I want to hurt you, Leona?’ He stroked her neck with one hand, looking at her gravely. ‘What makes you think I want to hurt you?’

‘People do,’ she said, finally, ‘hurt each other.’

‘Is somebody been hurting you, Leona?’

She was silent, her face leaning into his palm. ‘My husband,’ she said, faintly. ‘I thought he loved me, but he didn’t – oh, I knew he was rough but I didn’t think he was mean. And he couldn’t of loved me because he took away my kid, he’s off someplace where I can’t never see him.’ She looked up at Rufus with her eyes full of tears. ‘He said I wasn’t a fit mother because – I – drank too much. I did drink too much, it was the only way I could stand living with him. But I would of died for my kid, I wouldn’t never of let anything happen to him.’

He was silent. Her tears fell on his dark fist. ‘He’s still down there,’ she said, ‘my husband, I mean. Him and my mother and my brother is as thick as thieves. They think I ain’t never been no good. Well, hell, if people keep telling you you ain’t no good’ – she tried to laugh – ‘you bound to turn out pretty bad.’

He pushed out of his mind all the questions he wanted to ask her. It was beginning to be chilly on the balcony; he was hungry and he wanted a drink and he wanted to get home to bed. ‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘I ain’t going to hurt you,’ and he rose, walking to the edge of the balcony. His shorts were like a rope between his legs, he pulled them up, and felt that he was glued inside them. He zipped up his fly, holding his legs wide apart. The sky had faded down to purple. The stars were gone and the lights on the Jersey shore were out. A coal barge travelled slowly down the river.

‘How do I look?’ she asked him.

‘Fine,’ he said, and she did. She looked a tired child. ‘You want to come down to my place?’

‘If you want me to,’ she said.

‘Well, yes, that’s what I want.’ But he wondered why he was holding on to her.

Vivaldo came by late the next afternoon to find Rufus still in bed and Leona in the kitchen making breakfast.

It was Leona who opened the door. And Rufus watched with delight the slow shock on Vivaldo’s face as he looked from Leona, muffled in Rufus’ bathrobe, to Rufus, sitting up in bed, and naked except for the blankets.

Let the liberal white bastard squirm, he thought.

‘Hi, baby,’ he called, ‘come on in. You just in time for breakfast.’

‘I’ve had my breakfast,’ Vivaldo said, ‘but you people aren’t even decent yet. I’ll come back later.’

‘Shit, man, come on in. That’s Leona. Leona, this here’s a friend of mine, Vivaldo. For short. His real name is Daniel Vivaldo Moore. He’s an Irish wop.’

‘Rufus is just full of prejudice against everybody,’ said Leona, and smiled. ‘Come on in.’

Vivaldo closed the door behind him awkwardly and sat down on the edge of the bed. Whenever he was uncomfortable – which was often – his arms and legs seemed to stretch to monstrous proportions and he handled them with bewildered loathing, as though he had been afflicted with them only a few moments before.

‘I hope you can eat something,’ Leona said. ‘There’s plenty and it’ll be ready in just a second.’

‘I’ll have a cup of coffee with you,’ Vivaldo said, ‘unless you happen to have some beer.’ Then he looked over at Rufus. ‘I guess it was quite a party.’

Rufus grinned. ‘Not bad, not bad.’

Leona opened some beer and poured it into a tumbler and brought it to Vivaldo. He took it, looking up at her with his quick, gypsy smile, and spilled some on one foot.

‘You want some, Rufus?’

‘No honey, not yet. I’ll eat first.’

Leona walked back into the kitchen.

‘Ain’t she a splendid specimen of Southern womanhood?’ Rufus asked. ‘Down yonder, they teach their womenfolks to serve.’

From the kitchen came Leona’s laugh. ‘They sure don’t teach us nothing else.’

‘Honey, as long as you know how to make a man as happy as you making me, you don’t need to know nothing else.’

Rufus and Vivaldo looked at each other a moment. Then Vivaldo grinned. ‘How about it, Rufus. You going to get your ass up out of that bed?’

Rufus threw back the covers and jumped out of bed. He raised his arms high and yawned and stretched.

‘You’re giving quite a show this afternoon,’ Vivaldo said, and threw him a pair of shorts.

Rufus put on the shorts and an old pair of grey slacks and a faded green sport shirt. ‘You should have made it to that party,’ he said, ‘after all. There was some pot on the scene that wouldn’t wait.’

‘Well. I had my troubles last night.’

‘You and Jane? As usual?’

‘Oh, she got drunk and pulled some shit. You know. She’s sick, she can’t help it.’

‘I know she’s sick. But what’s wrong with you?’

‘I guess I just like to get beaten over the head.’ They walked to the table. ‘This your first time in the Village, Leona?’

‘No, I’ve walked around here some. But you don’t really know a place unless you know some of the people.’

‘You know us now,’ said Vivaldo, ‘and between us we must know everybody else. We’ll show you around.’

Something in the way Vivaldo said this irritated Rufus. His buoyancy evaporated; sour suspicions filled him. He stole a look at Vivaldo, who was sipping his beer and watching Leona with an impenetrable smile – impenetrable exactly because it seemed so open and goodnatured. He looked at Leona, who, this afternoon anyway, drowning in his bathrobe, her hair piled on top of her head and her face innocent of make-up, couldn’t really be called a pretty girl. Perhaps Vivaldo was contemptuous of her because she was so plain – which meant that Vivaldo was contemptuous of him. Or perhaps he was flirting with her because she seemed so simple and available; the proof of her availability being her presence in Rufus’ house.

Then Leona looked across the table and smiled at him. His heart and his bowels shook; he remembered their violence and their tenderness together; and he thought, To hell with Vivaldo. He had something Vivaldo would never be able to touch.

He leaned across the table and kissed her.

‘Can I have some more beer?’ asked Vivaldo, smiling.

‘You know where it is,’ Rufus said.

Leona took his glass and went into the kitchen. Rufus stuck out his tongue at Vivaldo, who was watching him with a faintly quizzical frown.

Leona returned and set a fresh beer before Vivaldo and said, ‘You boys finish up now, I’m going to get dressed.’ She gathered her clothes together and vanished into the bathroom.

There was silence at the table for a moment.

‘She going to stay here with you?’ Vivaldo asked.

‘I don’t know yet. Nothing’s been decided yet. But I think she wants to –’

‘Oh, that’s obvious. But isn’t this place a little small for two?’

‘Maybe we’ll find a bigger place. Anyway – you know – I’m not home a hell of a lot.’

Vivaldo seemed to consider this. Then, ‘I hope you know what you’re doing, baby. I know it’s none of my business, but–’

Rufus looked at him. ‘Don’t you like her?’

‘Sure, I like her. She’s a sweet girl.’ He took a swallow of his beer. ‘The question is – how much do you like her?’

‘Can’t you tell?’ And Rufus grinned.

‘Well, no, frankly – I can’t. I mean, sure you like her. But – oh, I don’t know.’

There was silence again. Vivaldo dropped his eyes.

‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ said Rufus. ‘I’m a big boy, you know.’

Vivaldo raised his eyes and said, ‘It’s a pretty big world, too, baby. I hope you’ve thought of that.’

‘I’ve thought of that.’

‘Trouble is, I feel too paternal toward you, you son of a bitch.’

‘That’s the trouble with all you white bastards.’

They encountered the big world when they went out into the Sunday streets. It stared unsympathetically out at them from the eyes of the passing people; and Rufus realised that he had not thought at all about this world and its power to hate and destroy. He had not thought at all about his future with Leona, for the reason that he had never considered that they had one. Yet, here she was, clearly intending to stay if he would have her. But the price was high: trouble with the landlord, with the neighbours, with all the adolescents in the Village and all those who descended during the weekends. And his family would have a fit. It didn’t matter so very much about his father and mother – their fit, having lasted a lifetime, was now not much more than reflex action. But he knew Ida would instantly hate Leona. She had always expected a great deal from Rufus, and she was very race-conscious. She would say, You’d never even have looked at that girl, Rufus, if she’d been black. But you’ll pick up any white trash just because she’s white. What’s the matter – you ashamed of being black?

Then, for the first time in his life, he wondered about that – or, rather, the question bumped against his mind for an instant and then speedily, apologetically, withdrew. He looked sideways at Leona. Now she was quite pretty. She had plaited her hair and pinned the braids up, so that she looked very old-fashioned and much younger than her age.

A young couple came toward them, carrying the Sunday papers. Rufus watched the eyes of the man as the man looked at Leona; and then both the man and the woman looked swiftly from Vivaldo to Rufus as though to decide which of the two was her lover. And, since this was the Village – the place of liberation – Rufus guessed, from the swift, nearly sheepish glance the man gave them as they passed, that he had decided that Rufus and Leona formed the couple. The face of his wife, however, simply closed tight, like a gate.

They reached the park. Old, slatternly women from the slums and from the East Side sat on benches, usually alone, sometimes sitting with grey-haired, matchstick men. Ladies from the big apartment buildings on Fifth Avenue, vaguely and desperately elegant, were also in the park, walking their dogs; and Negro nursemaids, turning a stony face on the grownup world, crooned anxiously into baby carriages. The Italian labourers and small-business men strolled with their families or sat beneath the trees, talking to each other; some played chess or read L’Espresso. The other Villagers sat on benches, reading – Kierkegaard was the name shouting from the paper-covered volume held by a short-cropped girl in blue jeans – or talking distractedly of abstract matters, or gossiping or laughing; or sitting still, either with an immense, invisible effort which all but shattered the benches and the trees, or else with a limpness which indicated that they would never move again.

Rufus and Vivaldo – but especially Vivaldo – had known or been intimate with many of these people, so long ago, it now seemed, that it might have occurred in another life. There was something frightening about the aspect of old friends, old lovers, who had, mysteriously, come to nothing. It argued the presence of some cancer which had been operating in them, invisibly, all along and which might, now, be operating in oneself. Many people had vanished, of course, had returned to the havens from which they had fled. But many others were still visible, had turned into lushes or junkies or had embarked on a nerve-rattling pursuit of the perfect psychiatrist; were vindictively married and progenitive and fat; were dreaming the same dreams they had dreamed ten years before, clothed these in the same arguments, quoted the same masters; and dispensed, as they hideously imagined, the same charm they had possessed before their teeth began to fail and their hair began to fall. They were more hostile now than they had been, this was the loud, inescapable change in their tone and the only vitality left in their eyes.

Then Vivaldo was stopped on the path by a large, good-natured girl, who was not sober. Rufus and Leona paused, waiting for him.

‘Your friend’s real nice,’ said Leona. ‘He’s real natural. I feel like we known each other for years.’

Without Vivaldo, there was a difference in the eyes which watched them. Villagers, both bound and free, looked them over as though where they stood were an auction block or a stud farm. The pale spring sun seemed very hot on the back of his neck and on his forehead. Leona gleamed before him and seemed to be oblivious of everything and everyone but him. And if there had been any doubt concerning their relationship, her eyes were enough to dispel it. Then he thought, If she could take it so calmly, if she noticed nothing, what was the matter with him? Maybe he was making it all up, maybe nobody gave a damn. Then he raised his eyes and met the eyes of an Italian adolescent. The boy was splashed by the sun falling through the trees. The boy looked at him with hatred; his glance flickered over Leona as though she were a whore; he dropped his eyes slowly and swaggered on – having registered his protest, his backside seemed to snarl, having made his point.

‘Faggot,’ Rufus muttered.

Then Leona surprised him. ‘You talking about that boy? He’s just bored and lonely, don’t know no better. You could probably make friends with him real easy if you tried.’

He laughed.

‘Well, that’s what’s the matter with most people,’ Leona insisted, plaintively, ‘ain’t got nobody to be with. That’s what makes them so evil. I’m telling you, boy, I know.’

‘Don’t call me boy,’ he said.

‘Well,’ she said, looking startled, ‘I didn’t mean nothing by it, honey.’ She took his arm and they turned to look for Vivaldo. The large girl had him by the collar and he was struggling to get away, and laughing.

‘That Vivaldo,’ said Rufus, amused, ‘he has more trouble with women.’

‘He’s sure enjoying it,’ Leona said. ‘Looks like she’s enjoying it, too.’

For now the large girl had let him go and seemed about to collapse on the path with laughter. People, with a tolerant smile, looked up from the benches or the grass or their books, recognising two Village characters.

Then Rufus resented all of them. He wondered if he and Leona would dare to make such a scene in public, if such a day could ever come for them. No one dared to look at Vivaldo, out with any girl whatever, the way they looked at Rufus now; nor would they ever look at the girl the way they looked at Leona. The lowest whore in Manhattan would be protected as long as she had Vivaldo on her arm. This was because Vivaldo was white.

He remembered a rainy night last winter, when he had just come in from a gig in Boston, and he and Vivaldo had gone out with Jane. He had never really understood what Vivaldo saw in Jane, who was too old for him, and combative and dirty; her grey hair was never combed, her sweaters, of which she seemed to possess thousands, were all equally ravelled and shapeless; and her blue jeans were baggy and covered with paint. ‘She dresses like a goddamn bull dagger,’ Rufus had told Vivaldo once, and then laughed at Vivaldo’s horrified expression. His face had puckered as though someone had just cracked a rotten egg. But he had never really hated Jane until this rainy night.

It had been a terrible night, with rain pouring down like great tin buckets, filling the air with a roaring, whining clatter, and making lights and streets and buildings as fluid as itself. It battered and streamed against the windows of the fetid, poor-mans’s bar Jane had brought them to, a bar where they knew no one. It was dark with shapeless, filthy women with whom Jane drank, apparently, sometimes, during the day; and pale, untidy, sullen men who worked on the docks, and resented seeing him there. He wanted to go, but he was trying to wait for the rain to let up a little. He was bored speechless with Jane’s chatter about her paintings, and he was ashamed of Vivaldo for putting up with it. How had the fight begun? He had always blamed it on Jane. Finally, in order not to go to sleep, he had begun to tease Jane a little; but this teasing revealed, of course, how he really felt about her, and she was not slow to realise it. Vivaldo watched them with a faint, wary smile. He, too, was bored, and found Jane’s pretensions intolerable.

‘Anyway,’ Jane said, ‘you aren’t an artist and so I don’t see how you can possibly judge the work I do –’

‘Oh, stop it,’ said Vivaldo. ‘Do you know how silly you sound? You mean you just paint for this half-arsed gang of painters down here?’

‘Oh, let her swing, man,’ Rufus said, beginning to enjoy himself. He leaned forward, grinning at Jane in a way at once lewd and sardonic. ‘This chick’s too deep for us, man, we can’t dig that shit she’s putting down.’

‘You’re the snobs,’ she said, ‘not I. I bet you I’ve reached more people, honest, hard-working, ignorant people, right here in this bar, than either of you ever reach. Those people you hang out with are dead, man – at least, these people are alive.’

Rufus laughed. ‘I thought it smelled funny in here. So that’s it. Shit. It’s life, huh?’ And he laughed again.

But he was also aware that they were beginning to attract attention, and he glanced at the windows where the rain streamed down, saying to himself, Okay, Rufus, behave yourself. And he leaned back in the booth, where he sat facing Jane and Vivaldo.

He had reached her, and she struck back with the only weapon she had, a shapeless instrument which might once have been fury. ‘It doesn’t smell any worse in here than it does where you come from, baby.’

Vivaldo and Rufus looked at each other. Vivaldo’s lips turned white. He said, ‘You say another word, baby, and I’m going to knock your teeth, both of them, right down your throat.’

This profoundly delighted her. She became Bette Davis at once, and shouted at the top of her voice, ‘Are you threatening me?’

Everyone turned to look at them.

‘Oh, shit,’ said Rufus, ‘let’s go.’

‘Yes,’ said Vivaldo, ‘let’s get out of here.’ He looked at Jane. ‘Move. You filthy bitch.’

And now she was contrite. She leaned forward and grabbed Rufus’ hand. ‘I didn’t mean it the way it sounded.’ He tried to pull his hand away; she held on. He relaxed, not wanting to seem to struggle with her. Now she was being Joan Fontaine. ‘Please, you must believe me, Rufus!’

‘I believe you,’ he said, and rose; to find a heavy Irishman standing in his way. They stared at each other for a moment and then the man spit in his face. He heard Jane scream, but he was already far away. He struck or thought he struck; a fist slammed into his face and something hit him at the back of the head. The world, the air, went red and black, then roared in at him with faces and fists. The small of his back slammed against something cold, hard, and straight; he supposed it was the end of the bar, and he wondered how he had got there. From far away, he saw a barstool poised above Vivaldo’s head, and he heard Jane screaming, keening like all of Ireland. He had not known there were so many men in the bar. He struck a face, he felt bone beneath the bone of his fist, and weak green eyes, glaring into his like headlights at the moment of collision, shuttered in distress. Someone had reached him in the belly, someone else in the head. He was being spun about and he could no longer strike, he could only defend. He kept his head down, bobbing and shifting, pushed and pulled, and he crouched, trying to protect his private parts. He heard the crash of glass. For an instant he saw Vivaldo, at the far end of the bar, blood streaming down from his nose and his forehead, surrounded by three or four men, and he saw the back of a hand send Jane spinning half across the room. Her face was white and terrified. Good, he thought, and felt himself in the air, going over the bar. Glass crashed again, and wood was splintered. There was a foot on his shoulder and a foot on one ankle. He pressed his buttocks against the floor and drew his free leg in as far as he could; and with one arm he tried to hold back the fist which crashed down again and again into his face. Far behind the fist was the face of the Irishman, with the green eyes ablaze. Then he saw nothing, heard nothing, felt nothing. Then he heard running feet. He was on his back behind the bar. There was no one near him. He pulled himself up and half-crawled out. The bartender was at the door, shooing his customers out; an old woman sat at the bar, tranquilly sipping gin; Vivaldo lay on his face in a pool of blood. Jane stood helplessly over him. And the sound of the rain came back.

‘I think he’s dead,’ Jane said.

He looked at her, hating her with all his heart. He said, ‘I wish to God it was you, you cunt.’ She began to cry.

He leaned down and helped Vivaldo to rise. Half-leaning on, half-supporting each other, they made it to the door. Jane came behind him. ‘Let me help you.’

Vivaldo stopped and tried to straighten. They leaned, half-in, half-out of the door. The bartender watched them. Vivaldo looked at the bartender, then at Jane. He and Rufus stumbled together into the blinding rain.

‘Let me help you,’ Jane cried again. But she stopped in the doorway long enough to say to the bartender, whose face held no expression whatever, ‘You’re going to hear about this, believe me. I’m going to close this bar and have your job, if it’s the last thing I ever do.’ Then she ran into the rain, and tried to help Rufus support Vivaldo.

Vivaldo pulled away from her touch, and slipped and almost fell. ‘Get away from me. Get away from me. You’ve been enough help for one night.’

‘You’ve got to get in somewhere!’ Jane cried.

‘Don’t you worry about it. Don’t worry about it. Drop dead, get lost. We’re going to the hospital.’

Rufus looked into Vivaldo’s face and became frightened. Both his eyes were closing and the blood poured down from some wound in his scalp. And he was crying.

‘What a way to talk to my buddy, man,’ he said, over and over. ‘Wow! What a way to talk to my buddy!’

‘Let’s go to her place,’ Rufus whispered. ‘It’s closer.’ Vivaldo did not seem to hear him. ‘Come on, baby, let’s go on over to Jane’s, it don’t matter.’

He was afraid that Vivaldo had been badly hurt, and he knew what would happen at the hospital if two fays and a spade came bleeding in. For the doctors and nurses were, first of all, upright, clean-living white citizens. And he was not really afraid for himself, but for Vivaldo, who knew so little about his countrymen.

So, slipping and sliding, with Jane now circling helplessly around them and now leading the way, like a bigarsed Joan of Arc, they reached Jane’s pad. He carried Vivaldo into the bathroom and sat him down. He looked in the mirror. His face looked like jam, but the scars would probably heal, and only one eye was closed; but when he began washing Vivaldo, he found a great gash in his skull, and this frightened him.

‘Man,’ he whispered, ‘you got to go to the hospital.’

‘That’s what I said. All right. Let’s go.’

And he tried to rise.

‘No, man. Listen. If I go with you, it’s going to be a whole lot of who shot John because I’m black and you’re white. You dig? I’m telling it to you like it is.’

Vivaldo said, ‘I really don’t want to hear all that shit, Rufus.’

‘Well, it’s true, whether you want to hear it or not. Jane’s got to take you to the hospital, I can’t come with you.’ Vivaldo’s eyes were closed and his face was white. ‘Vivaldo?’

He opened his eyes. ‘Are you mad at me, Rufus?’

‘Shit, no baby, why should I be mad with you?’ But he knew what was bothering Vivaldo. He leaned down and whispered, ‘Don’t you worry, baby, everything’s cool. I know you’re my friend.’

‘I love you, you shithead, I really do.’

‘I love you, too. Now, get on to that hospital, I don’t want you to drop dead in this phony white chick’s bathroom. I’ll wait here for you. I’ll be all right.’ Then he walked quickly out of the bathroom. He said to Jane, ‘Take him to the hospital, he’s hurt worse than I am. I’ll wait here.’

She had the sense, then, to say nothing. Vivaldo remained in the hospital for ten days and had three stitches taken in his scalp. In the morning Rufus went uptown to see a doctor and stayed in bed for a week. He and Vivaldo never spoke of this night, and though he knew that Vivaldo had finally begun seeing her again, they never spoke of Jane. But from that time on, Rufus had depended on and trusted Vivaldo – depended on him even now, as he bitterly watched him horsing around with the large girl on the path. He did not know why this was so; he scarcely knew that it was so. Vivaldo was unlike everyone else that he knew in that they, all the others, could only astonish him by kindness or fidelity; it was only Vivaldo who had the power to astonish him by treachery. Even his affair with Jane was evidence in his favour, for if he were really likely to betray his friend for a woman, as most white men seemed to do, especially if the friend were black, then he would have found himself a smoother chick, with the manners of a lady and the soul of a whore. But Jane seemed to be exactly what she was, a monstrous slut, and she thus, without knowing it, kept Rufus and Vivaldo equal to one another.

At last Vivaldo was free and hurried toward them on the path still grinning and now waving to someone behind them.

‘Look,’ he cried, ‘there’s Cass!’

Rufus turned and there she was, sitting alone on the rim of the circle, frail and fair. For him, she was thoroughly mysterious. He could never quite place her in the white world to which she seemed to belong. She came from New England, of plain old American stock – so she put it; she was very fond of remembering that one of her ancestors had been burned as a witch. She had married Richard, who was Polish, and they had two children. Richard had been Vivaldo’s English instructor in high school, years ago. They had known him as a brat, they said – not that he had changed much; they were his oldest friends.

With Leona between them, Rufus and Vivaldo crossed the road.

Cass looked up at them with that smile which was at once chilling and warm. It was warm because it was affectionate; it chilled Rufus because it was amused. ‘Well, I’m not sure I’m speaking to either of you. You’ve been neglecting us shamefully. Richard has crossed you off his list.’ She looked at Leona and smiled. ‘I’m Cass Silenski.’

‘This is Leona,’ Rufus said, putting one hand on Leona’s shoulder.

Cass looked more amused than ever, and at the same time more affectionate. ‘I’m very happy to meet you.’

‘I’m glad to meet you,’ said Leona.

They sat down on the stone rim of the fountain in the centre of which a little water played, enough for small children to wade in.

‘Give an account of yourselves,’ Cass said. ‘Why haven’t you come to see us?’

‘Oh,’ said Vivaldo, ‘I’ve been busy. I’ve been working on my novel.’

‘He’s been working on a novel,’ said Cass to Leona, ‘ever since we’ve known him. Then he was seventeen and now he’s nearly thirty.’

‘That’s unkind,’ said Vivaldo, looking amused at the same time that he looked ashamed and annoyed.

‘Well, Richard was working on one, too. Then he was twenty-five and now he’s close to forty. So –’ She considered Vivaldo a moment. ‘Only, he’s had a brand-new inspiration and he’s been working on it like a madman. I think that’s one of the reasons he’s been rather hoping you’d come by – he may have wanted to discuss it, with you.’

‘What is this new inspiration?’ Vivaldo asked. ‘Offhand, it sounds unfair.’

‘Ah!’ – she shrugged merrily, and took a deep drag on her cigarette – ‘I wasn’t consulted, and I’m kept in the dark. You know Richard. He gets up at some predawn hour and goes straight to his study and stays there until it’s time to go to work; comes home, goes straight to his study and stays there until it’s time to go to bed. I hardly ever see him. The children no longer have a father, I no longer have a husband.’ She laughed. ‘He did manage to grunt something the other morning about it’s going very well.’

‘It certainly sounds as though it’s going well.’ Vivaldo looked at Cass enviously. ‘And you say it’s new? – it’s not the same novel he was working on before?’

‘I gather not. But I really know nothing about it.’ She dragged on her cigarette again, crushed it under her heel, immediately began searching in her bag for another.

‘Well, I’ll certainly have to come by and check on all this for myself,’ said Vivaldo. ‘At this rate, he’ll be famous before I am.’

‘Oh, I’ve always known that,’ said Cass, and lit another cigarette.

Rufus watched the pigeons strutting along the walks and the gangs of adolescents roaming up and down. He wanted to get away from this place and this danger. Leona put her hand on his. He grabbed one of her fingers and held it.

Cass turned to Rufus. ‘Now, you haven’t been working on a novel, why haven’t you come by?’

‘I’ve been working uptown. You promised to come and hear me. Remember?’

‘We’ve been terribly broke, Rufus –’

‘When I’m working in a joint, you haven’t got to worry about being broke, I told you that before.’

‘He’s a great musician,’ Leona said. ‘I heard him for the first time last night.’

Rufus looked annoyed. ‘That gig ended last night. I ain’t got nothing to do for a while except take care of my old lady.’ And he laughed.

Cass and Leona looked briefly at each other and smiled.

‘How long have you been up here, Leona?’ Cass asked.

‘Oh, just a little over a month.’

‘Do you like it?’

‘Oh, I love it. It’s just as different as night from day. I can’t tell you.’

Cass looked briefly at Rufus. ‘That’s wonderful,’ she said, gravely, ‘I’m very glad for you.’

‘Yes, I can feel that,’ said Leona. ‘You seem to be a very nice woman.’

‘Thank you,’ said Cass, and blushed.

‘How’re you going to take care of your old lady,’ Vivaldo asked, ‘if you’re not working?’

‘Oh, I’ve got a couple of record dates coming up; don’t you worry about old Rufus.’

Vivaldo sighed. ‘I’m worried about me. I’m in the wrong profession – or, rather, I’m not. In it, I mean. Nobody wants to hear my story.’

Rufus looked at him. ‘Don’t let me start talking to you about my profession.’

‘Things are tough all over,’ said Vivaldo.

Rufus looked out over the sun-filled park.

‘Nobody ever has to take up a collection to bury managers or agents,’ Rufus said. ‘But they sweeping musicians up off the streets every day.’

‘Never mind,’ said Leona, gently, ‘they ain’t never going to sweep you up off the streets.’

She put her hand on his head and stroked it. He reached up and took the hand away.

There was a silence. Then Cass rose. ‘I hate to break this up, but I must go home. One of my neighbours took the kids to the zoo, but they’re probably getting back by now. I’d better rescue Richard.’

‘How are your kids, Cass?’ Rufus asked.

‘Much you care. It would serve you right if they’d forgotten all about you. They’re fine. They’ve got much more energy than their parents.’

Vivaldo said, ‘I’m going to walk Cass home. What do you think you’ll be doing later?’

He felt a dull fear and a dull resentment, almost as though Vivaldo were deserting him. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I guess we’ll go along home –’

‘I got to go uptown later, Rufus,’ said Leona. ‘I ain’t got nothing to go to work in tomorrow.’

Cass held out her hand to Leona. ‘It was nice meeting you. Make Rufus bring you by to see us one day.’

‘Well, it was sure nice meeting you. I been meeting some real nice people lately.’

‘Next time,’ said Cass, ‘we’ll go off and have a drink by ourselves someplace, without all these men.’

They laughed together. ‘I really would like that.’

‘Suppose I pick you up at Benno’s,’ Rufus said to Vivaldo, ‘around ten-thirty?’

‘Good enough. Maybe we’ll go across town and pick up on some jazz?’

‘Good.’

‘So long, Leona. Glad to have met you.’

‘Me too. Be seeing you real soon.’

‘Give my regards,’ said Rufus, ‘to Richard and the kids, and tell them I’m coming by.’

‘I’ll do that. Make sure you do come by, we’d dearly love to see you.’

Cass and Vivaldo started slowly in the direction of the arch. The bright-red, setting sun burned their silhouettes against the air and crowded the dark head and the golden one. Rufus and Leona stood and watched them; when they were under the arch, they turned and waved.

‘We better be making tracks,’ said Rufus.

‘I guess so.’ They started back through the park. ‘You got some real nice friends, Rufus. You’re lucky. They’re real fond of you. They think you’re somebody.’

‘You think they do?’

‘I know they do. I can tell by the way they talk to you, the way they treat you.’

‘I guess they are pretty nice,’ he said, ‘at that.’

She laughed. ‘You’re a funny boy’ – she corrected herself – ‘a funny person. You act like you don’t know who you are.’

‘I know who I am, all right,’ he said, aware of the eyes that watched them pass, the nearly inaudible murmur that came from the benches or the trees. He squeezed her thin hand between his elbow and his side. ‘I’m your boy. You know what that means?’

‘What does it mean?’

‘It means you’ve got to be good to me.’

‘Well, Rufus, I sure am going to try.’

Now, bowed down with the memory of all that had happened since that day, he wandered helplessly back to Forty-second Street and stopped before the large bar and grill on the corner. Near him, just beyond the plate glass, stood the sandwich man behind his counter, the meat arrayed on the steam table beneath him. Bread and rolls, mustard, relish, salt and pepper, stood at the level of his chest. He was a big man, wearing white, with a blank, red, brutal face. From time to time he expertly knifed off a sandwich for one of the derelicts within. The old seemed reconciled to being there, to having no teeth, no hair, having no life. Some laughed together, the young, with dead eyes set in yellow faces, the slackness of their bodies making vivid the history of their degradation. They were the prey that was no longer hunted, though they were scarcely aware of this new condition and could not bear to leave the place where they had first been spoiled. And the hunters were there, far more assured and patient than the prey. In any of the world’s cities, on a winter night, a boy can be bought for the price of a beer and the promise of warm blankets.

Rufus shivered, his hands in his pockets, looking through the window and wondering what to do. He thought of walking to Harlem but he was afraid of the police he would encounter in his passage through the city; and he did not see how he could face his parents or his sister. When he had last seen Ida, he had told her that he and Leona were about to make it to Mexico, where, he said, people would leave them alone. But no one had heard from him since then.

Now a big, rough-looking man, well dressed, white, with black-and-grey hair, came out of the bar. He paused next to Rufus, looking up and down the street. Rufus did not move, though he wanted to; his mind began to race, painfully, and his empty stomach turned over. Once again, sweat broke out on his forehead. Something in him knew what was about to happen; something in him died in the freezing second before the man walked over to him and said:

‘It’s cold out here. Wouldn’t you like to come in and have a drink with me?’

‘I’d rather have a sandwich,’ Rufus muttered, and thought You’ve really hit the bottom now.

‘Well, you can have a sandwich, too. There’s no law that says you can’t.’

Rufus looked up and down the street, then looked into the man’s ice-cold, ice-white face. He reminded himself that he knew the score, he’d been around; neither was this the first time during his wanderings that he had consented to the bleakly physical exchange; and yet he felt that he would never be able to endure the touch of this man. They entered the bar and grill.

‘What kind of sandwich would you like?’

‘Corned beef,’ Rufus whispered, ‘on rye.’

They watched while the meat was hacked off, slammed on bread, and placed on the counter. The man paid and Rufus took his sandwich over to the bar. He felt that everyone in the place knew what was going on, knew that Rufus was peddling his arse. But nobody seemed to care. Nobody looked at them. The noise at the bar continued, the radio continued to blare. The bartender served up a beer for Rufus and a whisky for the man and rang up the money on the cash register. Rufus tried to turn his mind away from what was happening to him. He wolfed down his sandwich. But the heavy bread, the tepid meat, made him begin to feel nauseous; everything wavered before his eyes’ for a moment; he sipped his beer, trying to hold the sandwich down.

‘You were hungry.’

Rufus, he thought, you can’t make this scene. There’s no way in the world you can make it. Don’t come on with the man. Just get out of here.

‘Would you like another sandwich?’

The first sandwich was still threatening to come up. The bar stank of stale beer and piss and stale meat and unwashed bodies.

Suddenly he felt that he was going to cry.

‘No, thank you,’ he said. ‘I’m all right now.’

The man watched him for a moment.

‘Then have another beer.’

‘No, thank you.’ But he leaned his head on the bar, trembling.

‘Hey!’

Lights roared around his head, the whole bar lurched, righted itself, faces weaved around him, the music from the radio pounded in his skull. The man’s face was very close to his: hard eyes and a cruel nose and flabby, brutal lips. He smelled the man’s odour. He pulled away.

‘I’m all right.’

‘You almost blacked out there for a minute.’

The bartender watched them.

‘You better have a drink. Hey, Mac, give the kid a drink.’

‘You sure he’s all right?’

‘Yeah, he’s all right. I know him. Give him a drink.’

The bartender filled a shot glass and placed it in front of Rufus. And Rufus stared into the gleaming cup, praying, Lord, don’t let it happen, don’t let me go home with this man.

I’ve got so little left, Lord, don’t let me lose it all.

‘Drink. It’ll do you good. Then you can come on over to my place and get some sleep.’

He drank the whisky, which first made him feel even sicker, then warmed him. He straightened up.

‘You live around here?’ he asked the man. If you touch me, he thought, still with these strange tears threatening to boil over at any moment, I’ll beat the living shit out of you. I don’t want no more hands on me, no more, no more, no more.

‘Not very far. Forty-sixth Street.’

They walked out of the bar, into the streets again.

‘It’s a lonely city,’ the man said as they walked. ‘I’m lonely. Aren’t you lonely, too?’

Rufus said nothing.

‘Maybe we can comfort each other for a night.’

Rufus watched the traffic lights, the black, nearly deserted streets, the silent black buildings, the deep shadows of doorways.

‘Do you know what I mean?’

‘I’m not the boy you want, mister,’ he said at last, and suddenly remembered having said exactly these words to Eric – long ago.

‘How do you mean, you’re not the boy I want?’ And the man tried to laugh. ‘Shouldn’t I be the best judge of that?’

Rufus said, ‘I don’t have a thing to give you. I don’t have nothing to give nobody. Don’t make me go through with this. Please.’

They stopped on the silent Avenue, facing each other. The man’s eyes hardened and narrowed.

‘Didn’t you know what was going on – back there?’

Rufus said, ‘I was hungry.’

‘What are you, anyway – just a cock teaser?’

‘I was hungry,’ Rufus repeated; ‘I was hungry.’

‘Don’t you have any family – any friends?’

Rufus looked down. He did not answer right away. Then, ‘I don’t want to die, mister. I don’t want to kill you. Let me go – to my friends.’

‘Do you know where to find them?’

‘I know where to find – one of them.’

There was a silence. Rufus stared at the sidewalk and, very slowly, the tears filled his eyes and began trickling down his nose.

The man took his arm. ‘Come on – come on to my place.’

But now the moment, the possibility, had passed; both of them felt it. The man dropped his arm.

‘You’re a good-looking boy,’ he said.

Rufus moved away. ‘So long mister. Thanks.’

The man said nothing. Rufus watched him walk away.

Then he too turned and began walking downtown. He thought of Eric for the first time in years, and wondered if he were prowling foreign streets tonight. He glimpsed for the first time, the extent, the nature, of Eric’s loneliness, and the danger in which this placed him; and wished that he had been nicer to him. Eric had always been very nice to Rufus. He had had a pair of cufflinks made for Rufus, for Rufus’ birthday, with the money which was to have bought his wedding rings: and this gift, this confession, delivered him into Rufus’ hands. Rufus had despised him because he came from Alabama; perhaps he had allowed Eric to make love to him in order to despise him more completely. Eric had finally understood this, and had fled from Rufus, all the way to Paris. But his stormy eyes, his bright red hair, his halting drawl, all returned very painfully to Rufus now.

Go ahead and tell me. You ain’t got to be afraid.

And, as Eric hesitated, Rufus added – slyly, grinning, watching him:

‘You act like a little girl – or something.’

And even now there was something heady and almost sweet in the memory of the ease with which he had handled Eric, and elicited his confession. When Eric had finished speaking, he said, slowly:

‘I’m not the boy for you. I don’t go that way.’

Eric had placed their hands together, and he stared down at them, the red and the brown.

‘I know,’ he said.

He moved to the centre of his room.

‘But I can’t help wishing you did. I wish you’d try.’

Then, with a terrible effort, Rufus heard it in his voice, his breath:

‘I’d do anything. I’d try anything. To please you.’

Then, with a smile, ‘I’m almost as young as you are. I don’t know – much – about it.’

Rufus had watched him, smiling. He felt a flood of affection for Eric. And he felt his own power.

He walked over to Eric and put his hands on Eric’s shoulders. He did not know what he was going to say or do. But with his hands on Eric’s shoulders, affection, power and curiosity all knotted together in him – with a hidden, unforeseen violence which frightened him a little; the hands that were meant to hold Eric at arm’s length seemed to draw Eric to him; the current that had begun flowing he did not know how to stop.

At last, he said in a low voice, smiling, ‘I’ll try anything once, old buddy.’

Those cufflinks were now in Harlem, in Ida’s bureau drawer. And when Eric was gone, Rufus forgot their battles and the unspeakable physical awkwardness, and the ways in which he had made Eric pay for such pleasure as Eric gave, or got. He remembered only that Eric had loved him; as he now remembered that Leona had loved him. He had despised Eric’s manhood by treating him as a woman, by telling him how inferior he was to a woman, by treating him as nothing more than a hideous sexual deformity. But Leona had not been a deformity. And he had used against her the very epithets he had used against Eric, and in the very same way, with the same roaring in his head and the same intolerable pressure in his chest.

Vivaldo lived alone in a first-floor apartment on Bank Street. He was home, Rufus saw the light in the window. He slowed down a little but the cold air refused to let him hesitate; he hurried through the open street door, thinking, Well, I might as well get it over with. And he knocked quickly on Vivaldo’s door.

There had been the sound of a typewriter; now it stopped. Rufus knocked again.

‘Who is it?’ called Vivaldo, sounding extremely annoyed.

‘It’s me. It’s me. Rufus.’

The sudden light, when Vivaldo opened the door, was a great shock, as was Vivaldo’s face.

‘My God,’ said Vivaldo.

He grabbed Rufus around the neck, pulling him inside and holding him. They both leaned for a moment against Vivaldo’s door.

‘My God,’ Vivaldo said again, ‘where’ve you been? Don’t you know you shouldn’t do things like that? You’ve had all of us scared to death, baby. We’ve been looking for you everywhere.’

It was a great shock and it weakened Rufus, exactly as though he had been struck in the belly. He clung to Vivaldo as though he were on the ropes. Then he pulled away.

Vivaldo looked at him, looked hard at him, up and down. And Vivaldo’s face told him how he looked. He moved away from the door, away from Vivaldo’s scrutiny.

‘Ida’s been here; she’s half crazy. Do you realise you dropped out of sight almost a month ago?’

‘Yes,’ he said, and sat down heavily in Vivaldo’s easy chair – which sagged beneath him almost to the floor. He looked around the room, which had once been so familiar, which now seemed so strange.

He leaned back, his hands over his eyes.

‘Take off your jacket,’ Vivaldo said, ‘I’ll see if I can scare up something for you to eat – are you hungry?’

‘No, not now. Tell me, how is Ida?’

‘Well, she’s worried, you know, but there’s nothing wrong with her. Rufus, you want me to fix you a drink?’

‘When was she here?’

‘Yesterday. And she called me tonight. And she’s been to the police. Everybody’s been worried, Cass, Richard, everybody –’

He sat up. ‘The police are looking for me?’

‘Well, hell, yes, baby, people aren’t supposed to just disappear.’ He walked into his small, cluttered kitchen and opened his refrigerator, which contained a quart of milk and half a grapefruit. He stared at them helplessly. ‘I’ll have to take you out, I haven’t got anything to eat in this joint.’ He closed the refrigerator door. ‘You can have a drink, though, I’ve got some bourbon.’

Vivaldo made two drinks, gave one to Rufus and sat down on the other, straight-backed, chair.

‘Well, let’s have it. What’ve you been doing, where’ve you been?’

‘I’ve just been wandering the streets.’

‘My God, Rufus, in this weather? Where’ve you been sleeping?’

‘Oh. Subways, hallways. Movies sometimes.’

‘And how’d you eat?’

He took a swallow of his drink. Perhaps it was a mistake to have come. ‘Oh’, he said, astonished to hear the truth come out, ‘sometimes I sort of peddled my arse.’

Vivaldo looked at him. ‘I guess you had pretty rough competition.’ He lit a cigarette and threw the pack and the matches to Rufus. ‘You should have got in touch with somebody, you should have let somebody know what was happening.’

‘I – couldn’t. I just couldn’t.’

‘We’re supposed to be friends, you and me.’

He stood up, holding an unlit cigarette, and walked around the small room, touching things. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what I was thinking.’ He lit the cigarette. ‘I know what I did to Leona. I’m not dumb.’

‘So do I know what you did to Leona. Neither am I dumb.’

‘I guess I just didn’t think –’

‘What?’

‘That anyone would care.’

In the silence that hung in the room then, Vivaldo rose and went to his phonograph. ‘You didn’t think Ida would care? You didn’t think I would care?’

He felt as though he were smothering. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what I thought.’

Vivaldo said nothing. His face was pale and angry and he concentrated on looking through his records. Finally he put one on the machine; it was James Pete Johnson and Bessie Smith batting out Backwater Blues.

‘Well,’ said Vivaldo, helplessly, and sat down again.

Besides Vivaldo’s phonograph, there wasn’t much else in his apartment. There was a homemade lamp, brick-supported book-shelves, records, a sagging bed, the sprung easy chair, and the straight-backed chair. There was a high stool before Vivaldo’s worktable on which Vivaldo teetered now, his coarse, curly hair hanging forward, his eyes sombre, and his mouth turned down. The table held his pencils, papers, his typewriter, and the telephone. In a small alcove was the kitchen in which the overhead light was burning. The sink was full of dirty dishes, topped by a jaggedly empty and open tin can. A paper sack of garbage leaned against one of the kitchen table’s uncertain legs.

There’s thousands of people, Bessie now sang, ain’t got no place to go, and for the first time Rufus began to hear in the severely understated monotony of this blues, something which spoke to his troubled mind. The piano bore the singer witness, stoic and ironic. Now that Rufus himself had no place to go – ’cause my house fell down and I can’t live there no mo’, sang Bessie – he heard the line and the tone of the singer, and he wondered how others had moved beyond the emptiness and horror which faced him now.

Vivaldo was watching him. Now he cleared his throat and said, ‘Maybe it would be a good idea for you to make a change of scene, Rufus. Everything around here will just keep reminding you – sometimes it’s better just to wipe the slate clean and take off. Maybe you should go to the Coast.’

‘There’s nothing happening on the Coast.’

‘A lot of musicians have gone out there.’

‘They’re on their arse out there, too. It’s no different from New York.’

‘No, they’re working. You might feel differently out there, with all the sunshine and oranges and all.’ He smiled. ‘Make a new man of you, baby.’

‘I guess you think,’ said Rufus, malevolently, ‘that it’s time I started trying to be a new man.’

There was a silence. Then Vivaldo said, ‘It’s not so much what I think. It’s what you think.’

Rufus watched the tall, lean, clumsy white boy who was his best friend, and felt himself nearly strangling with the desire to hurt him.

‘Rufus,’ said Vivaldo, suddenly, ‘believe me, I know, I know – a lot of things hurt you that I can’t really understand.’ He played with the keys of his typewriter. ‘A lot of things hurt me that I can’t really understand.’

Rufus sat on the edge of the sprung easy chair, watching Vivaldo gravely.

‘Do you blame me for what happened to Leona?’

‘Rufus, what good would it do if I did blame you? You blame yourself enough already, that’s what’s wrong with you, what’s the good of my blaming you?’

He could see, though, that Vivaldo had also hoped to be able to avoid this question.

‘Do you blame me or don’t you? Tell the truth.’

‘Rufus, if I wasn’t you I friend, I think I’d blame you, sure. You acted like a bastard. But I understand that, I think I do, I’m trying to. But, anyway, since you are my friend, and, after all, let’s face it, you mean much more to me than Leona ever did, well, I don’t think I should put you down just because you acted like a bastard. We’re all bastards. That’s why we need our friends.’

‘I wish I could tell you what it was like,’ Rufus said, after a long silence. ‘I wish I could undo it.’

‘Well, you can’t. So please start trying to forget it.’

Rufus thought, But it’s not possible to forget anybody you were that hung up on, who was that hung up on you. You can’t forget anything that hurt so badly, went so deep, and changed the world forever. It’s not possible to forget anybody you’ve destroyed.

He took a great swallow of his bourbon, holding it in his mouth, then allowing it to trickle down his throat. He would never be able to forget Leona’s pale, startled eyes, her sweet smile, her plaintive drawl, her thin, insatiable body.

He choked slightly, put down his drink, and ground out his cigarette in the spilling ashtray.

‘I bet you won’t believe this,’ he said, ‘but I loved Leona. I did.’

‘Oh,’ said Vivaldo, ‘I believe you! Of course I believe you. That’s what all the bleeding was about.’

He got up and turned the record over. Then there was silence, except for the voice of Bessie Smith.

When my bed get empty, make me feel awful mean and blue,

‘Oh, sing it, Bessie,’ Vivaldo muttered.

My springs is getting rusty, sleeping single like I do.

Rufus picked up his drink and finished it.

‘Did you ever have the feeling,’ he asked, ‘that a woman was eating you up? I mean – no matter what she was like or what else she was doing – that that’s what she was really doing?’

‘Yes,’ said Vivaldo.

Rufus stood. He walked up and down.

‘She can’t help it. And you can’t help it. And there you are.’ He paused. ‘Of course, with Leona and me – there was lots of other things, too –’

Then there was a long silence. They listened to Bessie.

‘Have you ever wished you were queer?’ Rufus asked suddenly.

Vivaldo smiled, looked into his glass. ‘I used to think maybe I was. Hell, I think I even wished I was. ‘He laughed.’ But I’m not. So I’m stuck.’

Rufus walked to Vivaldo’s window. ‘So you been all up and down that street, too,’ he said.

‘We’ve all been up the same streets. There aren’t a hell of a lot of streets. Only, we’ve been taught to lie so much, about so many things, that we hardly ever know where we are.’

Rufus said nothing. He walked up and down.

Vivaldo said, ‘Maybe you should stay here, Rufus, for a couple of days until you decide what you want to do.’

‘I don’t want to bug you, Vivaldo.’

Vivaldo picked up Rufus’ empty glass and paused in the archway which led into his kitchen. ‘You can lie here in the mornings and look at my ceiling. It’s full of cracks, it makes all kinds of pictures. Maybe it’ll tell you things it hasn’t told me. I’ll fix us another drink.’

Again he felt that he was smothering. ‘Thanks, Vivaldo.’

Vivaldo dragged his ice out and poured two drinks. He came back into the room. ‘Here. To all the things we don’t know.’

They drank.

‘You had me worried,’ said Vivaldo. ‘I’m glad you’re back.’

‘I’m glad to see you,’ said Rufus.

‘Your sister left me a phone number to call in case I saw you. It’s the lady who lives next door to you. I guess maybe I should call her now.’

‘No,’ said Rufus, after a moment, ‘it’s too late. I’ll go on up there in the morning.’ And this thought, the thought of seeing his parents and his sister in the morning, checked and chilled him. He sat down again in the easy chair and leaned back with his hands over his eyes.

‘Rufus,’ Leona had said – time and again – ‘ain’t nothing wrong in being coloured.’

Sometimes, when she said this, he simply looked at her coldly, from a great distance, as though he wondered what on earth she was trying to say. His look seemed to accuse her of ignorance and indifference. And, as she watched his face, her eyes became more despairing than ever but at the same time filled with some immense sexual secret which tormented her.

He had put off going back to work until he began to be afraid to go to work.

Sometimes, when she said that there was nothing wrong in being coloured, he answered.

‘Not if you a hard-up white lady.’

The first time he said this, she winced and said nothing. The second time she slapped him. And he slapped her. They fought all the time. They fought each other with their hands and their voices and then with their bodies: and the one storm was like the other. Many times – and now Rufus sat very still, pressing darkness against his eyes, listening to the music – he had, suddenly, without knowing that he was going to, thrown the whimpering, terrified Leona onto the bed, the floor, pinned her against a table or a wall; she beat at him, weakly, moaning, unutterably abject; he twisted his fingers in her long pale hair and used her in whatever way he felt would humiliate her most. It was not love he felt during these acts of love: drained and shaking, utterly unsatisfied, he fled from the raped white woman into the bars. In these bars no one applauded his triumph or condemned his guilt. He began to pick fights with white men. He was thrown out of bars. The eyes of his friends told him that he was falling. His own heart told him so. But the air through which he rushed was his prison and he could not even summon the breath to call for help.

Perhaps now, though, he had hit bottom. One thing about the bottom, he told himself, you can’t fall any further. He tried to take comfort from this thought. Yet there knocked in his heart the suspicion that the bottom did not really exist.

‘I don’t want to die,’ he heard himself say, and he began to cry.

The music went on, far from him, terribly loud. The lights were very bright and hot. He was sweating and he itched, he stank. Vivaldo was close to him, stroking his head; the stuff of Vivaldo’s sweater stifled him. He wanted to stop crying, stand up, breathe, but he could only sit there with his face in his hands. Vivaldo murmured, ‘Go ahead, baby, let it out, let it all out.’ He wanted to stand up, breathe, and at the same time he wanted to lie flat on the floor and to be swallowed into whatever would stop this pain.

Yet, he was aware, perhaps for the first time in his life, that nothing would stop it, nothing: this was himself. Rufus was aware of every inch of Rufus. He was flesh: flesh, bone, muscle, fluid, orifices, hair, and skin. His body was controlled by laws he did not understand. Nor did he understand what force within this body had driven him into such a desolate place. The most impenetrable of mysteries moved in this darkness for less than a second, hinting of reconciliation. And still the music continued. Bessie was saying that she wouldn’t mind being in jail but she had to stay there so long.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, and raised his head.

Vivaldo gave him a handkerchief and he dried his eyes and blew his nose.

‘Don’t be sorry,’ said Vivaldo. ‘Be glad.’ He stood over Rufus for yet another moment, then he said, ‘I’m going to take you out and buy you a pizza. You hungry, child, that’s why you carrying on like that.’ He went into the kitchen and began to wash his face. Rufus smiled, watching him, bent over the sink, under the hideous light.

It was like the kitchen in St James Slip. He and Leona had ended their life together there, on the very edge of the island. When Rufus had ceased working and when all his money was gone, and there was nothing left to pawn, they were wholly dependent on the money Leona brought home from the restaurant. Then she lost this job. Their domestic life, which involved a hideous amount of drinking, made it difficult for her to get there on time and also caused her to look more and more disreputable. One evening, half-drunk, Rufus had gone to the restaurant to pick her up. The next day she was fired. She never held a steady job again.

One evening Vivaldo came to visit them in their last apartment. They heard the whistles of tugboats all day and all night long. Vivaldo found Leona sitting on the bathroom floor, her hair in her eyes, her face swollen and dirty with weeping. Rufus had been beating her. He sat silently on the bed.

‘Why?’ cried Vivaldo.

‘I don’t know,’ Leona sobbed, ‘it can’t be for nothing I did. He’s always beating me, for nothing, for nothing!’ She gasped for breath, opening her mouth like an infant, and in that instant Vivaldo really hated Rufus and Rufus knew it. ‘He says I’m sleeping with other coloured boys behind his back and it’s not true, God knows it’s not true!’

‘Rufus knows it isn’t true,’ Vivaldo said. He looked over at Rufus, who said nothing. He turned back to Leona. ‘Get up, Leona. Stand up. Wash your face.’

He went into the bathroom and helped her to her feet and turned the water on. ‘Come on, Leona. Pull yourself together, like a good girl.’

She tried to stop sobbing, and splashed water on her face. Vivaldo patted her on the shoulder, astonished all over again to realise how frail she was. He walked into the bedroom.

Rufus looked up at him. ‘This is my house,’ he said, ‘and that’s my girl. You ain’t got nothing to do with this. Get your arse out of here.’

‘You could be killed for this,’ said Vivaldo. ‘All she has to do is yell. All I have to do is walk down to the corner and get a cop.’

‘You trying to scare me? Go get a cop.’

‘You must be out of your mind. They’d take one look at this situation and put you under the jailhouse.’ He walked to the bathroom door. ‘Come on, Leona. Get your coat. I’m taking you out of here.’

‘I’m not out of my mind,’ Rufus said, ‘but you are. Where you think you taking Leona?’

‘I got no place to go,’ Leona muttered.

‘Well, you can stay at my place until you find some place to go. I’m not leaving you here.’

Rufus threw back his head and laughed. Vivaldo and Leona both turned to watch him. Rufus cried to the ceiling, ‘He’s going to come to my house and walk out with my girl and he thinks this poor nigger’s just going to sit and let him do it. Ain’t this a bitch?’

He fell over on his side, still laughing.

Vivaldo shouted, ‘For Christ’s sake, Rufus! Rufus!’

Rufus stopped laughing and sat straight up. ‘What? Who the hell do you think you’re kidding? I know you only got one bed in your place!’

‘Oh, Rufus,’ Leona wailed, ‘Vivaldo’s only trying to help.’

‘You shut up,’ he said instantly, and looked at her.

‘Everybody ain’t a animal,’ she muttered.

‘You mean, like me?’

She said nothing. Vivaldo watched them both.

‘You mean, like me, bitch? Or you mean, like you?’

‘If I’m a animal,’ she flared – perhaps she was emboldened by the presence of Vivaldo – ‘I’d like you to tell me who made me one. Just tell me that?’

‘Why, your husband did, you bitch. You told me yourself he had a thing on him like a horse. You told me yourself how he did you – he kept telling you how he had the biggest thing in Dixie, black or white. And you said you couldn’t stand it. Ha-ha. That’s one of the funniest things, I ever heard.’

‘I guess,’ she said, wearily, after a silence, ‘I told you a lot of things I shouldn’t have.’

Rufus snorted. ‘I guess you did.’ He said – to Vivaldo, the room, the river – ‘it was her husband ruined this bitch. Your husband and all them funky niggers screwed you in the Georgia bushes. That’s why your husband threw you out. Why don’t you tell the truth? I wouldn’t have to beat you if you’d tell the truth.’ He grinned at Vivaldo. ‘Man, this chick can’t get enough’ – and he broke off, staring at Leona.

‘Rufus,’ said Vivaldo, trying to be calm, ‘I don’t know what you’re putting down. I think you must be crazy. You got a great chick, who’d go all the way for you – and you know it – and you keep coming on with this Gone with the Wind crap. What’s the matter with your head, baby?’ He tried to smile. ‘Baby, please don’t do this. Please?’

Rufus said nothing. He sat down on the bed, in the position in which he had been sitting when Vivaldo arrived.

‘Come on, Leona,’ said Vivaldo at last and Rufus stood up, looking at them both with a little smile, with hatred.

‘I’m just going to take her away for a few days, so you can both cool down. There’s no point in going on like this.’

‘Sir Walter Raleigh – with a hard on,’ Rufus sneered.

‘Look,’ said Vivaldo, ‘if you don’t trust me, man, I’ll get a room at the Y. I’ll come back here. Goddammit,’ he shouted, ‘I’m not trying to steal your girl. You know me better than that.’

Rufus said, with an astonishing and a menacing humility, ‘I guess you don’t think she’s good enough for you.’

‘Oh, shit. You don’t think she’s good enough for you.’

‘No,’ said Leona, and both men turned to watch her, ‘ain’t neither one of you got it right, Rufus don’t think he’s good enough for me.’

She and Rufus stared at each other. A tugboat whistled, far away. Rufus smiled.

‘You see? You bring it up all the time. You the one who brings it up. Now, how you expect me to make it with a bitch like you?’

‘It’s the way you was raised,’ she said, ‘and I guess you just can’t help it.’

Again, there was a silence. Leona pressed her lips together and her eyes filled with tears. She seemed to wish to call the words back, to call time back, and begin everything over again. But she could not think of anything to say and the silence stretched. Rufus pursed his lips.

‘Go on, you slut,’ he said, ‘go on and make it with your wop lover. He ain’t going to be able to do you no good. Not now. You be back. You can’t do without me now.’ And he lay face downward on the bed. ‘Me, I’ll get me a good night’s sleep for a change.’

Vivaldo pushed Leona to the door, backing out of the room, watching Rufus.

‘I’ll be back,’ he said.

‘No, you won’t,’ said Rufus. ‘I’ll kill you if you come back.’

Leona looked at him quickly, bidding him to be silent, and Vivaldo closed the door behind them.

‘Leona,’ he asked, when they were in the street, ‘how long have things been like this? Why do you take it?’

‘Why,’ asked Leona, wearily, ‘do people take anything? Because they can’t help it, I guess. Well, that’s me. Before God, I don’t know what to do.’ She began to cry again. The streets were very dark and empty. ‘I know he’s sick and I keep hoping he’ll get well and I can’t make him see a doctor. He knows I’m not doing none of those things he says, he knows it!’

‘But you can’t go on like this, Leona. He can get both of you killed.’

‘He says it’s me trying to get us killed.’ She tried to laugh. ‘He had a fight last week with some guy in the subway, some real ignorant, unhappy man just didn’t like the idea of our being together, you know? and, well, you know he blamed that fight on me. He said I was encouraging the man. Why, Viv, I didn’t even see the man until he opened his mouth. But, Rufus, he’s all the time looking for it, he sees it where it ain’t, he don’t see nothing else no more. He says I ruined his life. Well, he sure ain’t done mine much good.’

She tried to dry her eyes. Vivaldo gave her his handkerchief and put one arm around her shoulders.

‘You know, the world is hard enough and people is evil enough without all the time looking for it and stirring it up and making it worse. I keep telling him, I know a lot of people don’t like what I’m doing. But I don’t care, let them go their way, I’ll go mine.’

A policeman passed them, giving them a look. Vivaldo felt a chill go through Leona’s body. Then a chill went through his own. He had never been afraid of policemen before; he had merely despised them. But now he felt the impersonality of the uniform, the emptiness of the streets. He felt what the policeman might say and do if he had been Rufus, walking here with his arm around Leona.

He said, nevertheless, after a moment, ‘You ought to leave him. You ought to leave town.’

‘I tell you, Viv, I keep hoping – it’ll all come all right somehow. He wasn’t like this when I met him, he’s not really like this at all. I know he’s not. Something’s got all twisted up in his mind and he can’t help it.’

They were standing under a street lamp. Her face was hideous, was unutterably beautiful with grief. Tears rolled down her thin cheeks and she made doomed, sporadic efforts to control the trembling of her little-girl’s mouth.

‘I love him,’ she said helplessly, ‘I love him, I can’t help it. No matter what he does to me. He’s just lost and he beats me because he can’t find nothing else to hit.’

He pulled her against him while she wept, a thin, tired girl, unwitting heiress of generations of bitterness. He could think of nothing, to say. A light was slowly turning on inside him, a dreadful light. He saw – dimly – dangers, mysteries, chasms which he had never dreamed existed.

‘Here comes a taxi,’ he said.

She straightened and tried to dry her eyes again.

‘I’ll come with you,’ he said, ‘and come right back.’

‘No,’ she said, ‘just give me the keys. I’ll be all right. You go on back to Rufus.’

‘Rufus said he’d kill me,’ he said half-smiling.

The taxi stopped beside them. He gave her his keys. She opened the door, keeping her face away from the driver.

‘Rufus ain’t going to kill nobody but himself,’ she said, ‘if he don’t find a friend to help him.’ She paused, half-in, half-out of the cab. ‘You the only friend he’s got in the world, Vivaldo.’

He gave her some money for the fare, looking at her with something, after all these months, explicit at last between them. They both loved Rufus. And they were both white. Now that it stared them so hideously in the face, each could see how desperately the other had been trying to avoid this confirmation.

‘You’ll go there now?’ he asked. ‘You’ll go to my place?’

‘Yes. I’ll go. You go on back to Rufus. Maybe you can help him. He needs somebody to help him.’

Vivaldo gave the driver his address and watched the taxi roll away. He turned and started back the way they had come.

The way seemed longer, now that he was alone, and darker. His awareness of the policeman, prowling somewhere in the darkness near him, made the silence ominous. He felt threatened. He felt totally estranged from the city in which he had been born; this city for which he sometimes felt a kind of stony affection because it was all he knew of home. Yet he had no home here – the hovel on Bank Street was not a home. He had always supposed that he would, one day, make a home here for himself. Now he began to wonder if anyone could ever put down roots in this rock; or rather, he began to be aware of the shapes acquired by those who had. He began to wonder about his own shape.

He had often thought of his loneliness, for example, as a condition which testified to his superiority. But people who were not superior were, nevertheless, extremely lonely – and unable to break out of their solitude precisely because they had no equipment with which to enter it. His own loneliness, magnified so many million times, made the night air colder. He remembered to what excesses, into what traps and nightmares, his loneliness had driven him; and he wondered where such a violent emptiness might drive an entire city.

At the same time, as he came closer to Rufus’ building, he was trying very hard not to think about Rufus.

He was in a section of warehouses. Very few people lived down here. By day, trucks choked the streets, labourers stood on these ghostly platforms, moving great weights, and cursing. As he had once; for a long time, he had been one of them. He had been proud of his skill and his muscles and happy to be accepted as a man among men. Only – it was they who saw something in him which they could not accept, which made them uneasy. Every once in a while, a man, lighting his cigarette, would look at him quizzically, with a little smile. The smile masked an unwilling, defensive hostility. They said he was a ‘bright kid,’ that he would ‘go places’; and they made it clear that they expected him to go, to which places did not matter – he did not belong to them.

But at the bottom of his mind the question of Rufus nagged and stung. There had been a few coloured boys in his high school but they had mainly stayed together, as far as he remembered. He had known boys who got a bang out of going out and beating up niggers. It scarcely seemed possible – it scarcely, even, seemed fair – that coloured boys who were beaten up in high school could grow up into coloured men who wanted to beat everyone in sight, including, or perhaps especially, people who had never, one way or another, given them a thought.

He watched the light in Rufus’ window, the only light on down here.

Then he remembered something that had happened to him a long time ago, two years or three. It was when he had been spending a lot of time in Harlem, running after the whores up there. One night as a light rain fell, he was walking uptown on Seventh Avenue. He walked very briskly, for it was very late and this section of the Avenue was almost entirely deserted and he was afraid of being stopped by a prowl car. At 116th Street he stopped in a bar, deliberately choosing a bar he did not know. Since he did not know the bar he felt unaccustomed uneasiness and wondered what the faces around him hid. Whatever it was, they hid it very well. They went on drinking and talking to each other and putting coins in the juke box. It certainly didn’t seem that his presence caused anyone to become wary, or to curb their tongues. Nevertheless, no one made any effort to talk to him and an almost imperceptible glaze came over their eyes whenever they looked in his direction. This glaze remained, even when they smiled. The barman, for example, smiled at something Vivaldo said and yet made it clear, as he pushed his drink across the bar, that the width of the bar was but a weak representation of the great gulf fixed between them.

This was the night that he saw the eyes unglaze. Later a girl came over to him. They went around the corner to her room. There they were; he had his tie loosened and his trousers off and they had been just about to begin when the door opened and in walked her ‘husband.’ He was one of the smooth-faced, laughing men who had been in the bar. The girl squealed, rather prettily, and then calmly began to get dressed again. Vivaldo had first been so disappointed that he wanted to cry, then so angry that he wanted to kill. Not until he looked into the man’s eyes did he begin to be afraid.

The man looked down at him and smiled.

‘Where was you thinking of putting that, white boy?’

Vivaldo said nothing. He slowly began pulling on his trousers. The man was very dark and very big, nearly as big as Vivaldo, and, of course, at that moment, in much better fighting condition.

The girl sat on the edge of the bed, putting on her shoes. There was silence in the room except for her low, disjointed, intermittent humming. He couldn’t quite make out the tune she was humming and this, for some insane reason, drove him wild.

‘You might at least have waited a couple of minutes,’ Vivaldo said. ‘I never even got it in.’

He said this as he was buckling his belt, idly, out of some dim notion that he might thus, in effect, reduce the fine. The words were hardly out of his mouth before the man had struck him, twice, palm open, across the face. Vivaldo staggered backward from the bed into the corner which held the sink and a water glass went crashing to the floor.

‘Goddamnit,’ said the girl, sharply, ‘ain’t no need to wreck the joint.’ And she bent down to pick up the bits of glass. But it also seemed to Vivaldo that she was a little frightened and a little ashamed. ‘Do what you going to do,’ she said, from her knees, ‘and get him out of here.’

Vivaldo and the man stared at each other and terror began draining Vivaldo’s rage out of him. It was not merely the situation which frightened him: it was the man’s eyes. They stared at Vivaldo with a calm, steady hatred, as remote and unanswerable as madness.

‘You goddamn lucky you didn’t get it in,’ he said. ‘You’d be a mighty sorry white boy if you had. You wouldn’t be putting that white prick in no more black pussy, I can guarantee you that.’

Well, if that’s the way you feel, Vivaldo wanted to say, why the hell don’t you keep her off the streets? But it really seemed better – and it seemed, weirdly enough, that the girl was silently trying to convey this to him – to say as little as possible.

So he only said, after a moment, as mildly as he could, ‘Look. I fell for the oldest gag in the business. Here I am. Okay. What do you want?’

And what the man wanted was more than he knew how to say. He watched Vivaldo, waiting for Vivaldo to speak again. Vivaldo’s mind was filled suddenly with the image of a movie he had seen long ago. He saw a bird dog, tense, pointing, absolutely silent, waiting for a covey of quail to surrender to panic and fly upward, where they could be picked off by the guns of the hunters. So it was in the room while the man waited for Vivaldo to speak. Whatever Vivaldo might say would be turned into an opportunity for slaughter. Vivaldo held his breath, hoping that his panic did not show in his eyes, and felt his flesh begin to crawl. Then the man looked over at the girl, who stood near the bed, watching him, and then he slowly moved closer to Vivaldo. When he stood directly before Vivaldo, his eyes still driving, it seemed, into Vivaldo’s as though he would pierce the skull and the brain and possess it all, he abruptly held out his hand.

Vivaldo handed him the wallet.

The man lit a cigarette which he held in the corner of his mouth as he deliberately, insolently, began looking through the wallet. ‘What I don’t understand,’ he said, with a fearful laziness, ‘is why you white boys always come uptown, sniffing around our black girls. You don’t see none of us spooks downtown, sniffing around your white girls.’ He looked up. ‘Do you?’

Don’t be so sure, Vivaldo thought, but said nothing. But this had struck some nerve in him and he felt himself beginning to be angry again.

‘Suppose I told you that that was my sister,’ the man said, gesturing toward the girl. ‘What would you do if you found me with your sister?’

I wouldn’t give a damn if you split her in two, Vivaldo thought promptly. At the same time this question made him tremble with rage and he realised, with another part of his mind, that this was exactly what the man wanted.

There remained at the bottom of his mind nevertheless, a numb speculation as to why this question should make him angry.

‘I mean, what would you do to me?’ the man persisted, still holding Vivaldo’s wallet and looking at him with a smile. ‘I want you to name your own punishment.’ He waited. Then: ‘Come on. You know what you guys do.’ And then the man seemed, oddly, a little ashamed, and at the same time more dangerous than ever.

Vivaldo said at last, tightly, ‘I haven’t got a sister’ and straightened his tie, willing his hands to be steady, and began looking around for his jacket.

The man considered him a moment more, looked at the girl, then looked down to the wallet again. He took out all the money. ‘This all you got?’

In those days Vivaldo had been working steadily and his wallet had contained nearly sixty dollars. ‘Yes,’ Vivaldo said.

‘Nothing in your pockets?’

Vivaldo emptied his pockets of bills and change, perhaps five dollars in all. The man took it all.

‘I need something to get home on, mister,’ Vivaldo said.

The man gave him his wallet. ‘Walk,’ he said. ‘You lucky that you can. If I catch your arse up here again, I’ll show you what happened to a nigger I know when Mr Charlie caught him with Miss Anne.’

He put his wallet in his back pocket and picked up his jacket from the floor. The man watched him, the girl watched the man. He got to the door and opened it and realised that his legs were weak.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘thanks for the buggy ride,’ and stumbled down the stairs. He had reached the first landing when he heard a door above him open and quick, stealthy footsteps descending. Then the girl stood above him, stretching her hand over the banister.

‘Here,’ she whispered, ‘take this,’ and leaned dangerously far over the banister and stuffed a dollar into his breast pocket. ‘Go along home now,’ she said, ‘hurry!’ and rushed back up the stairs.

The man’s eyes remained with him for a long time after the rage and the shame and terror of that evening. And were with him now, as he climbed the stairs to Rufus’ apartment. He walked in without knocking. Rufus was standing near the door, holding a knife.

‘Is that for me or for you? Or were you planning to cut yourself a hunk of salami?’

He forced himself to stand where he was and to look directly at Rufus.

‘I was thinking about putting it into you.’

But he had not moved. Vivaldo slowly let out his breath.

‘Well, put it down. If I ever saw a poor bastard who needed his friends, you’re it.’

They watched each other for what seemed like a very long time and neither of them moved. They stared into each other’s eyes, each, perhaps, searching for the friend each remembered. Vivaldo knew the face before him so well that he had ceased, in a way, to look at it and now his heart turned over to see what time had done to Rufus. He had not seen before the fine lines in the forehead, the deep, crooked line between the brows, the tension which soured the lips. He wondered what the eyes were seeing – they had not been seeing it years before. He had never associated Rufus with violence, for his walk was always deliberate and slow, his tone mocking and gentle: but now he remembered how Rufus played the drums.

He moved one short step closer, watching Rufus, watching the knife.

‘Don’t kill me, Rufus,’ he heard himself say. ‘I’m not trying to hurt you. I’m only trying to help.’

The bathroom door was still open and the light still burned. The bald kitchen light burned mercilessly down on the two orange crates and the board which formed the kitchen table, and on the uncovered wash and bathtub. Dirty clothes lay flung in a corner. Beyond them, in the dim bedroom, two suitcases, Rufus’ and Leona’s, lay open in the middle of the floor. On the bed was a twisted grey sheet and a thin blanket.

Rufus stared at him. He seemed not to believe Vivaldo; he seemed to long to believe him. His face twisted, he dropped the knife, and fell against Vivaldo, throwing his arms around him, trembling.

Vivaldo led him into the bedroom and they sat down on the bed.

‘Somebody’s got to help me,’ said Rufus at last, ‘somebody’s got to help me. This shit has got to stop.’

‘Can’t you tell me about it? You’re screwing up your life. And I don’t know why.’

Rufus sighed and fell back, his arms beneath his head, staring at the ceiling. ‘I don’t know, either. I don’t know up from down. I don’t know what I’m doing no more.’

The entire building was silent. The room in which they sat seemed very far from the life breathing all around them, all over the island.

Vivaldo said, gently, ‘You know, what you’re doing to Leona – that’s not right. Even if she were doing what you say she’s doing – it’s not right. If all you can do is beat her, well, then, you ought to leave her.’

Rufus seemed to smile. ‘I guess there is something the matter with my head.’

Then he was silent again; he twisted his body on the bed; he looked over at Vivaldo.

‘You put her in a cab?’

‘Yes,’ Vivaldo said.

‘She’s gone to your place?’

‘Yes.’

‘You going back there?’

‘I thought, maybe, I’d stay here with you for awhile – if you don’t mind.’

‘What’re you trying to do – be a warden or something?’

He said it with a smile, but there was no smile in his voice.

‘I just thought maybe you wanted company,’ said Vivaldo.

Rufus rose from the bed and walked restlessly up and down the two rooms.

‘I don’t need no company. I done had enough company to last me the rest of my life.’ He walked to the window and stood there, his back to Vivaldo. ‘How I hate them – all those white sons of bitches out there. They’re trying to kill me, you think I don’t know? They got the world on a string, man, and they tying that string around my neck, they killing me.’ He turned into the room again; he did not look at Vivaldo. ‘Sometimes I lie here and I listen – just listen. They out there, scuffling, making that change, they think it’s going to last forever. Sometimes I lie here and listen, listen for a bomb, man, to fall on this city and make all that noise stop. I listen to hear them moan, I want them to bleed and choke, I want to hear them crying, man, for somebody to come help them. They’ll cry a long time before I come down there.’ He paused, his eyes glittering with tears and with hate. ‘It’s going to happen one of these days, it’s got to happen. I sure would like to see it.’ He walked back to the window. ‘Sometimes I listen to those boats on the river – I listen to those whistles – and I think wouldn’t it be nice to get on a boat again and go someplace away from all these nowhere people, where a man could be treated like a man.’ He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and then suddenly brought his fist down on the window sill. ‘You got to fight with the landlord because the landlord’s white! You got to fight with the elevator boy because he’s white. Any bum on the Bowery can shit all over you because maybe he can’t hear, can’t see, can’t walk, can’t fuck – but he’s white!’

‘Rufus. Rufus. What about –’ He wanted to say, What about me, Rufus? I’m white. He said, ‘Rufus, not everybody’s like that.’

‘No? That’s news to me.’

‘Leona loves you –’

‘She loves the coloured folks so much,’ said Rufus, ‘sometimes I just can’t stand it. You know all that chick knows about me? The only thing she knows?’ He put his hand on his sex, brutally, as though he would tear it out, and seemed pleased to see Vivaldo wince. He sat down on the bed again. ‘That’s all.’

‘I think you’re out of your mind,’ said Vivaldo. But fear drained his voice of conviction.

‘But she’s the only chick in the world for me,’ Rufus added, after a moment, ‘ain’t that a bitch?’

‘You’re destroying that girl. Is that what you want?’

‘She’s destroying me, too,’ said Rufus.

‘Well. Is that what you want?’

‘What do two people want from each other,’ asked Rufus, ‘when they get together? Do you know?’

‘Well, they don’t want to drive each other crazy, man. I know that.’

‘You know more than I do,’ Rufus said sardonically. ‘What do you want – when you get together with a girl?’

‘What do I want?’

‘Yeah, what do you want?’

‘Well,’ said Vivaldo, fighting panic, trying to smile, ‘I just want to get laid, man.’ But he stared at Rufus, feeling terrible things stir inside him.

‘Yeah?’ And Rufus looked at him curiously as though he were thinking, So that’s the way white boys make it. ‘Is that all?’

‘Well’ – he looked down – ‘I want the chick to love me. I want to make her love me. I want to be loved.’

There was silence. Then Rufus asked, ‘Has it ever happened?’

‘No,’ said Vivaldo, thinking of Catholic girls, and whores, ‘I guess not.’

‘How do you make it happen?’ Rufus whispered. ‘What do you do?’ He looked over at Vivaldo. He half-smiled. ‘What do you do?’

‘What do you mean what do I do?’ He tried to smile; but he knew what Rufus meant.

‘You just do it like you was told?’ He tugged at Vivaldo’s sleeve; his voice dropped. ‘That white chick – Jane – of yours – she ever give you a blow job?’

Oh, Rufus, he wanted to cry, stop this crap! and he felt tears well up behind his eyes. At the same time his heart lunged in terror and he felt the blood leave his face. ‘I haven’t had a chick that great,’ he said, briefly, thinking again of the dreadful Catholic girls with whom he had grown up, of his sister and his mother and father. He tried to force his mind back through the beds he had been in – his mind grew as blank as a wall. ‘Except,’ he said, suddenly, ‘with whores,’ and felt in the silence that then fell that murder was sitting on the bed beside them. He stared at Rufus.

Rufus laughed. He lay back on the bed and laughed until tears began running from the corners of his eyes. It was the worst laugh Vivaldo had ever heard and he wanted to shake Rufus or slap him, anything to make him stop. But he did nothing; he lit a cigarette; the palms of his hands were wet. Rufus choked, sputtered, and sat up. He turned his agonised face to Vivaldo for an instant. Then: ‘Whores!’ he shouted and began to laugh again.

‘What’s so funny?’ Vivaldo asked, quietly.

‘If you don’t see it, I can’t tell you,’ Rufus said. He had stopped laughing, was very sober and still. ‘Everybody’s on the A train – you take it uptown, I take it down-town – it’s crazy.’ Then, again, he looked at Vivaldo with hatred. He said, ‘Me and Leona – she’s the greatest lay I ever had. Ain’t nothing we don’t do.’

‘Crazy,’ said Vivaldo. He crushed out his cigarette on the floor. He was beginning to be angry. At the same time he wanted to laugh.

‘But it ain’t going to work,’ said Rufus. ‘It ain’t going to work.’ They heard the whistles on the river; he walked to the window again. ‘I ought to get out of here. I better get out of here.’

‘Well, then go. Don’t hang around waiting – just go.’

‘I’m going to go,’ said Rufus. ‘I’m going to go. I just want to see Leona one more time.’ He stared at Vivaldo. ‘I just want to get laid – get blowed – loved – one more time.’

‘You know,’ said Vivaldo, ‘I’m not really interested in the details of your sex life.’

Rufus smiled. ‘No? I thought all you white boys had a big thing about how us spooks was making out.’

‘Well,’ said Vivaldo, ‘I’m different.’

‘Yeah,’ said Rufus, ‘I bet you are.’

‘I just want to be your friend,’ said Vivaldo. ‘That’s all. But you don’t want any friends, do you?’

‘Yes, I do,’ said Rufus, quietly. ‘Yes I do.’ He paused; then, slowly, with difficulty, ‘Don’t mind me. I know you’re the only friend I’ve got left in the world, Vivaldo.’

And that’s why you hate me, Vivaldo thought, feeling still and helpless and sad.

Now Vivaldo and Rufus sat together in silence, near the window of the pizzeria. There was little left for them to say. They had said it all – or Rufus had; and Vivaldo had listened. Music from a nearby club came at them, faintly, through the windows, along with the grinding, unconquerable hum of the streets. And Rufus watched the streets with a helpless, sad intensity, as though he were waiting for Leona. These streets had claimed her. She had been found, Rufus said, one freezing night, half-naked, looking for her baby. She knew where it was, where they had hidden her baby, she knew the house; only she could not remember the address.

And then, Rufus said, she had been taken to Bellevue, and he had been unable to get her out. The doctors had felt that it would be criminal to release her into the custody of the man who was the principal reason for her breakdown, and who had, moreover, no legal claim on her. They had notified Leona’s family, and her brother had come from the South and carried Leona back with him. Now she sat somewhere in Georgia, staring at the walls of a narrow room; and she would remain there for ever.

Vivaldo yawned and felt guilty. He was tired – tired of Rufus’ story, tired of the strain of attending, tired of friendship. He wanted to go home and lock his door and sleep. He was tired of the troubles of real people. He wanted to get back to the people he was inventing, whose troubles he could bear.

But he was restless, too, and unwilling, now that he was out, to go home right away.

‘Let’s have a nightcap at Benno’s,’ he said. And then, because he knew Rufus did not really want to go there, he added, ‘All right?’

Rufus nodded, feeling a little frightened. Vivaldo watched him, feeling it all come back, his love for Rufus, and his grief for him. He leaned across the table and tapped him on the cheek. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘you haven’t got to be afraid of anybody.’

With these words, at which Rufus looked even more frightened, though a small smile played around the corners of his mouth, Vivaldo felt that whatever was coming had already begun, that the master switch had been thrown. He sighed, relieved, also wishing to call the words back. The waiter came. Vivaldo paid the check and they walked out into the streets.

‘It’s almost Thanksgiving,’ said Rufus, suddenly. ‘I didn’t realise that.’ He laughed. ‘It’ll soon be Christmas, the year will soon be over –’ He broke off, raising his head to look over the cold streets.

A policeman, standing under the light on the corner, was phoning in. On the opposite pavement a young man walked his dog. The music from the night club dwindled as they walked away from it, towards Benno’s. A heavy Negro girl, plain, carrying packages, and a surly, bespectacled white boy ran together toward a taxi. The yellow light on the roof went out, the doors slammed. The cab turned, came toward Rufus and Vivaldo, and the street lights blazed for an instant on the faces of the silent couple within.

Vivaldo put one arm around Rufus and pushed him ahead of him into Benno’s Bar.

The bar was terribly crowded. Advertising men were there, drinking double shots of bourbon or vodka, on the rocks; college boys were there, their wet fingers slippery on the beer bottles; lone men stood near the doors or in the corners, watching the drifting women. The college boys, gleaming with ignorance and mad with chastity, made terrified efforts to attract the feminine attention, but succeeded only in attracting each other. Some of the men were buying drinks for some of the women – who wandered incessantly from the juke box to the bar – and they faced each other over smiles which were pitched, with an eerie precision, between longing and contempt. Black-and-white couples were together here – closer together now than they would be later, when they got home. These several histories were camouflaged in the jargon which, wave upon wave, rolled through the bar; were locked in a silence like the silence of glaciers. Only the juke box spoke, grinding out each evening, all evening long, syncopated synthetic laments for love.

Rufus’ eyes had trouble adjusting to the yellow light, the smoke, the movement. The place seemed terribly strange to him, as though he remembered it from a dream. He recognised faces, gestures, voices – from this same dream; and, as in a dream, no one looked his way, no one seemed to remember him. Just next to him, at a table, sat a girl he had balled once or twice, whose name was Belle. She was talking to her boy friend, Lorenzo. She brushed her long black hair out of her eyes and looked directly at him for a moment, but she did not seem to recognise him.

A voice spoke at his ear. ‘Hey! Rufus! When did they let you out, man?’

He turned to face a grinning chocolate face, topped by processed hair casually falling forward. He could not remember the name which went with the face. He could not remember what his connection with the face had been. He said, ‘Yeah, I’m straight, how you been making it?’

‘Oh, I’m scuffling, man, got to keep scuffling, you know’ – eyes seeming to press forward like two malevolent insects, hair flying, lips and forehead wet. The voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I was kind of strung out there for awhile but I’m straight now. I heard you got busted, man.’

‘Busted? No, I’ve just been making the uptown scene.’

‘Yeah? Well, crazy.’ He jerked his head around to the door in response to a summons Rufus had not heard. ‘I got to split, my boys waiting for me. See you around, man.’

Cold air swept into the bar for a moment, then steam and smoke settled again over everything.

Then, while they stood there, not yet having been able to order anything to drink and undecided as to whether or not they would stay, Cass appeared out of the gloom and noise. She was very elegant, in black, her golden hair pulled carefully back and up. She held a drink and a cigarette in one hand and looked at once like the rather weary matron she actually was and the mischievous girl she once had been.

‘What are you doing here?’ asked Vivaldo. ‘And all dressed up, too. What’s happening?’

‘I’m tired of my husband. I’m looking for a new man. But I guess I came to the wrong store.’

‘You may have to wait for a fire sale,’ said Vivaldo.

Cass turned to Rufus and put her hand on his arm.

‘It’s nice to have you back,’ she said. Her large brown eyes looked directly into his. ‘Are you all right? We’ve all missed you.’

He shrank involuntarily from her touch and her tone. He wanted to thank her; he said, nodding and trying to smile, ‘I’m fine, Cass.’ And then: ‘It’s kind of nice to be back.’

She grinned. ‘Do you know what I realise every time I see you? That we’re very much alike.’ She turned back to Vivaldo. ‘I don’t see your ageing mistress anywhere. Are you looking for a new woman? If so, you too have come to the wrong store.’

‘I haven’t seen Jane for a hell of a long time,’ said Vivaldo, ‘and it might be a good idea for us never to see each other again.’ But he looked troubled.

‘Poor Vivaldo,’ Cass said. After a moment they both laughed. ‘Come on in the back with me. Richard’s there. He’ll be very glad to see you.’

‘I didn’t know you people ever set foot in this joint. Can’t you bear domestic bliss any longer?’

‘We’re celebrating tonight. Richard just sold his novel.’

‘No!’

‘Yes. Yes. Isn’t that marvellous?’

‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ said Vivaldo, looking a little dazed.

‘Come on,’ Cass said. She took Rufus by the hand and, with Vivaldo ahead of them, they began pushing their way to the back. They stumbled down the steps into the back room. Richard sat alone at a table, smoking his pipe. ‘Richard,’ Cass cried, ‘look what I brought back from the dead!’

‘You should have let them rot there,’ Richard grinned. ‘Come on in, sit down. I’m glad to see you.’

‘I’m glad to see you,’ said Vivaldo, and sat down. He and Richard grinned at each other. Then Richard looked at Rufus briefly and sharply, and looked away. Perhaps Richard had never liked Rufus as much as the others had and now, perhaps, he was blaming him for Leona.

The air in the back room was close, he was aware of his odour, he wished he had taken a shower at Vivaldo’s house. He sat down.

‘So!’ said Vivaldo, ‘you sold it!’ He threw back his head and gave a high, whinnying laugh. ‘You sold it. That’s just great, baby. How does it feel?’

‘I held off as long as I could,’ Richard said. ‘I kept telling them that my good friend, Vivaldo, was going to come by and look it over for me. They said, “That Vivaldo? He’s a poet, man, he’s bohemian! He wouldn’t read a murder novel, not if it was written by God Almighty.” So, when you didn’t come by, baby, I figured they were right and I had just to let them have it.’

‘Shit, Richard, I’m sorry about that. I’ve just been so hung up –’

‘Yeah, I know. Let’s have a drink. You, Rufus. What’re you doing with yourself these days?’

‘I’m just pulling myself together,’ said Rufus, with a smile. Richard was being kind, he told himself, but in his heart he accused him of cowardice.

‘Don’t be self-conscious,’ Cass said. ‘We’ve been trying to pull ourselves together for years. You can see what progress we’ve made. You’re in very good company.’ She leaned her head against Richard’s shoulder. Richard stroked her hair and picked up his pipe from the ashtray.

‘I don’t think it’s just a murder story,’ he said, gesturing with the pipe. ‘I mean, I don’t see why you can’t do something fairly serious within the limits of the form. I’ve always been fascinated by it, really.’

‘You didn’t think much of them when you were teaching me English in high school,’ said Vivaldo, with a smile.

‘Well, I was younger then than you are now. We change, boy, we grow –!’ The waiter entered the room, looking as though he wondered where on earth he could be, and Richard called him. ‘Hey! We’re dying of thirst over here!’ He turned to Cass. ‘You want another drink?’

‘Oh, yes,’ she said, ‘now that our friends are here. I might as well make the most of my night out. Except I’m a kind of dreamy drunk. Do you mind my head on your shoulder?’

‘Mind?’ He laughed. He looked at Vivaldo. ‘Mind! Why do you think I’ve been knocking myself out, trying to be a success?’ He bent down and kissed her and something appeared in his boyish face, a single-mindedness of tenderness and passion, which made him very gallant. ‘You can put your head on my shoulder anytime. Anytime, baby. That’s what my shoulders are for.’ And he stroked her hair again, proudly, as the waiter vanished with the empty glasses.

Vivaldo turned to Richard. ‘When can I read your book? I’m jealous. I want to find out if I should be.’

‘Well, if you take that tone, you bastard, you can buy it at the bookstore when it comes out.’

‘Or borrow it from the library,’ Gass suggested.

‘No, really, when can I read it? Tonight? Tomorrow? How long is it?’

‘It’s over three hundred pages,’ Richard said. ‘Come by tomorrow, you can look at it then.’ He said to Cass, ‘It’s one way of getting him to the house.’ Then: ‘You really don’t come to see us like you used to – is anything the matter? Because we still love you.’

‘No, nothing’s the matter,’ Vivaldo said. He hesitated. ‘I had this thing with Jane and then we broke up – and – oh, I don’t know. Work wasn’t going well, and’ – he looked at Rufus – ‘all kinds of things. I was drinking too much and running around whoring when I should have been – being serious, like you, and getting my novel finished.’

‘How’s it coming – your novel?’

‘Oh’ – he looked down and sipped his drink – ‘slow. I’m really not a very good writer.’

‘Bullshit,’ said Richard, cheerfully.

He almost looked again like the English instructor Vivaldo had idolised, who had been the first person to tell him things he needed to hear, the first person to take Vivaldo seriously.

‘I’m very glad,’ Vivaldo said, ‘seriously, very glad that you got the damn thing done and that it worked so well. And I hope you make a fortune.’

Rufus thought of afternoons and evenings on the stand when people had come up to him to bawl their appreciation and to prophesy that he would do great things. They had bugged him then. Yet how he wished now to be back there, to have someone looking at him as Vivaldo now looked at Richard. And he looked at Vivaldo’s face, in which affection and something coldly speculative battled. He was happy for Richard’s triumph but perhaps he wished it were his own; and at the same time he wondered what order of triumph it was. And the way the people had looked at Rufus was not unlike this look. They wondered where it came from, this force that they admired. Dimly, they wondered how he stood it, wondered if perhaps it would not kill him soon.

Vivaldo looked away, down into his drink, and lit a cigarette. Richard suddenly looked very tired.

A tall girl, very pretty, carefully dressed – she looked like an uptown model – came into the room, looked about her, peered sharply at their table. She paused, then started out.

‘I wish you were looking for me,’ Vivaldo called.

She turned and laughed. ‘You’re lucky I’m not looking for you!’ She had a very attractive laugh and a slight Southern accent. Rufus turned to watch her move daintily up the steps and disappear into the crowded bar.

‘Well, you scored, old buddy,’ Rufus said, ‘go get her.’

‘No,’ said Vivaldo, smiling, ‘better leave well enough alone.’ He stared at the door where the girl had vanished. ‘She’s pretty, isn’t she?’ he said partly to himself, partly to the table. He looked at the door again, shifting slightly in his seat, then threw down the last of his drink.

Rufus wanted to say, Don’t let me stop you, man, but he said nothing. He felt black, filthy, foolish. He wished he were miles away, or dead. He kept thinking of Leona; it came in waves, like the pain of a toothache or a festering wound.

Cass left her seat and came over and sat beside him. She stared at him and he was frightened by the sympathy on her face. He wondered why she should look like that, what her memories or experience could be. She could only look at him this way because she knew things he had never imagined a girl like Cass could know.

‘How is Leona?’ she asked. ‘Where is she now?’ and did not take her eyes from his face.

He did not want to answer. He did not want to talk about Leona – and yet there was nothing else that he could possibly talk about. For a moment he almost hated Cass; and then he said:

‘She’s in a home – down South somewhere. They come and took her out of Bellevue. I don’t even know where she is.’

She said nothing. She offered him a cigarette, lit it, and lit one for herself.

‘I saw her brother once. I had to see him, I made him see me. He spit in my face, he said he would have killed me had we been down home.’

He wiped his face now with the handkerchief Vivaldo had lent him.

‘But I felt like I was already dead. They wouldn’t let me see her. I wasn’t a relative, I didn’t have no right to see her.’

There was silence. He remembered the walls of the hospital: white; and the uniforms and the faces of the doctors and nurses, white on white. And the face of Leona’s brother, white, with the blood beneath it rushing thickly, bitterly, to the skin’s surface, summoned by his mortal enemy. Had they been down home, his blood and the blood of his enemy would have rushed out to mingle together over the uncaring earth, under the uncaring sky.

‘At least,’ Cass said, finally, ‘you didn’t have any children. Thank God for that.’

‘She did,’ he said, ‘down South. They took the kid away from her.’ He added, ‘That’s why she come North.’ And he thought of the night they had met.

‘She was a nice girl,’ Cass said. ‘I liked her.’

He said nothing. He heard Vivaldo say, ‘– but I never know what to do when I’m not working.’

‘You know what to do, all right. You just don’t have anybody to do it with.’

He listened to their laughter, which seemed to shake him as though it were a drill.

‘Just the same,’ said Richard, in a preoccupied tone, ‘nobody can work all the time.’

Out of the corner of his eye, Rufus watched him stabbing the table with his stir-stick.

‘I hope,’ Cass said, ‘that you won’t sit around blaming yourself too much. Or too long. That won’t undo anything.’ She put her hand on his. He stared at her. She smiled. ‘When you’re older you’ll see, I think, that we all commit our crimes. The thing is not to lie about them – to try to understand what you have done, why you have done it.’ She leaned closer to him, her brown eyes popping and her blonde hair, in the heat, in the gloom, forming a damp fringe about her brow. ‘That way, you can begin to forgive yourself. That’s very important. If you don’t forgive yourself you’ll never be able to forgive anybody else and you’ll go on committing the same crimes for ever.’

‘I know,’ Rufus muttered, not looking at her, bent over the table with his fists clenched together. From far away, from the juke box, he heard a melody he had often played. He thought of Leona. Her face would not leave him. ‘I know,’ he repeated, though in fact he did not know. He did not know why this woman was talking to him as she was, what she was trying to tell him.

‘What,’ she asked him, carefully, ‘are you going to do now?’

‘I’m going to try to pull myself together,’ he said, ‘and get back to work.’

But he found it unimaginable that he would ever work again, that he would ever play drums again.

‘Have you seen your family? I think Vivaldo’s seen your sister a couple of times. She’s very worried about you.’

‘I’m going up there,’ he said. ‘I haven’t wanted to go – looking this way.’

‘They don’t care how you look,’ she said, shortly. ‘I don’t care how you look. I’m just glad to see you’re all right – and I’m not even related to you.’

He thought, with a great deal of wonder, That’s true, and turned to stare at her again, smiling a little and very close to tears.

‘I’ve always thought of you,’ she said, ‘as a very nice person.’ She gave his arm a little tap and pushed a crumpled bill into his hand. ‘It might help if you thought of yourself that way.’

‘Hey, old lady,’ Richard called, ‘want to make it in?’

‘I guess so,’ she said, and yawned. ‘I suppose we’ve celebrated enough for one night, one book.’

She rose and returned to her side of the table and began to gather her things together. Rufus was suddenly afraid to see her go.

‘Can I come to see you soon?’ he asked, with a smile.

She stared at him across the width of the table. ‘Please do,’ she said. ‘Soon.’

Richard knocked his pipe out and put it in his pocket, looking around for the waiter. Vivaldo was staring at something, at someone, just behind Rufus and suddenly seemed about to spring out of his seat. ‘Well,’ he said, faintly, ‘here’s Jane,’ and Jane walked over to the table. Her short, greying hair was carefully combed, which was unusual, and she was wearing a dark dress, which was also unusual. Perhaps Vivaldo was the only person there who had ever seen her out of blue jeans and sweaters. ‘Hi, everybody,’ she said, and smiled her bright, hostile smile. She sat down. ‘Haven’t seen any of you for months.’

‘Still painting?’ Cass asked. ‘Or have you given that up?’

‘I’ve been working like a dog,’ Jane said, continuing to look around her and avoiding Vivaldo’s eyes.

‘Seems to suit you,’ Cass muttered, and put on her coat.

Jane looked at Rufus, beginning, it seemed, to recover her self-possession. ‘How’ve you been, Rufus?’

‘Just fine,’ he said.

‘We’ve all been dissipating,’ said Richard, ‘but you look like you’ve been being a good girl and getting your beauty sleep every night.’

‘You look great,’ said Vivaldo, briefly.

For the first time she looked directly at him. ‘Do I? I guess I’ve been feeling pretty well. I’ve cut down on my drinking,’ and she laughed a little too loudly and looked down. Richard was paying the waiter and had stood up, his trench coat over his arm. ‘Are you all leaving?’

‘We’ve got to,’ said Cass, ‘we’re just dull, untalented, old married people.’

Cass glanced over at Rufus, saying, ‘Be good now; get some rest.’ She smiled at him. He longed to do something to prolong that smile, that moment, but he did not smile back, only nodded his head. She turned to Jane and Vivaldo. ‘So long, kids. See you soon.’

‘Sure,’ Jane said.

‘I’ll be over tomorrow,’ said Vivaldo.

‘I’m expecting you,’ Richard said, ‘don’t fail me. So long, Jane.’

‘So long.’

‘So long.’

Everyone was gone except Jane and Rufus and Vivaldo.

I wouldn’t mind being in jail but I’ve got to stay there so long….

The seats the others had occupied were like a chasm now between Rufus and the white boy and the white girl.

‘Let’s have another drink,’ Vivaldo said.

So long….

‘Let me buy,’ Jane said. ‘I sold a painting.’

‘Did you now? For a lot of money?’

‘Quite a lot of money. That’s probably why I was in such a stinking mood the last time you saw me – it wasn’t going well.’

‘You were in a stinking mood, all right.’

Wouldn’t mind being in jail….

‘What’re you having, Rufus?’

‘I’ll stick to Scotch, I guess.’

But I’ve got to stay there….

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I don’t know what makes me such a bitch.’

‘You drink too much. Let’s just have one drink here. Then I’ll walk you home.’

They both looked quickly at Rufus.

So long….

‘I’m going to the head,’ Rufus said. ‘Order me a Scotch with water.’

He walked out of the back room into the roaring bar. He stood at the door for a moment, watching the boys and girls, men and women, their wet mouths opening and closing, their faces damp and pale, their hands grim on the glass or the bottle or clutching a sleeve, an elbow, clutching the air. Small flames flared incessantly here and there and they moved through shifting layers of smoke. The cash register rang and rang. One enormous bouncer stood at the door, watching everything, and another moved about, clearing tables and rearranging chairs. Two boys, one Spanish-looking in a red shirt, one Danish-looking in brown, stood at the juke box, talking about Frank Sinatra.

Rufus stared at a small blonde girl who was wearing a striped open blouse and a wide skirt with a big leather belt and a bright brass buckle. She wore low shoes and black knee socks. Her blouse was low enough for him to see the beginnings of her breasts; his eye followed the line down to the full nipples, which pushed aggressively forward; his hand encircled her waist, caressed the belly button and slowly forced the thighs apart. She was talking to another girl. She felt his eyes on her and looked his way. Their eyes met. He turned and walked into the head.

It smelled of thousands of travellers, oceans of piss, tons of bile and vomit and shit. He added his stream to the ocean, holding that most despised part of himself loosely between two fingers of one hand. But I’ve got to stay there so long…. He looked at the horrible history splashed furiously on the walls – telephone numbers, cocks, breasts, balls, cunts, etched into these walls with hatred. I like to get whipped. Down with Jews. Kill the niggers.

He washed his hands very carefully and dried them on the filthy roller towel and walked out into the bar. The two boys were still at the juke box, the girl with the striped blouse was still talking to her friend. He walked through the bar to the door and into the street. Only then did he reach in his pocket to see what Cass had pushed into his palm.

Five dollars. Well, that would take care of him until morning. He would get a room at the Y.

He crossed Sheridan Square and walked slowly along West Fourth Street. The bars were beginning to close. People stood before bar doors, trying vainly to get in, or simply delaying going home; and in spite of the cold there were loiterers under street lamps. He felt as removed from them, as he walked slowly along, as he might have felt from a fence, a farmhouse, a tree, seen from a train window: coming closer and closer, the details changing every instant as the eye picked them out; then pressing against the window with the urgency of a messenger or a child; then dropping away, diminishing, vanished, gone for ever. That fence is falling down, he might have thought as the train rushed towardit, or That house needs paint, or The tree is dead. In an instant, gone in an instant – it was not his fence, his farmhouse, or his tree. As now, passing, he recognised faces, bodies, postures, and thought, That’s Ruth. Or There’s old Lennie. Son of a bitch is stoned again. It was very silent.

He passed Cornelia Street. Eric had once lived there. He saw again the apartment, the lamplight in the corners, Eric under the light, books falling over everything, and the bed unmade. Eric – and he was on Sixth Avenue, traffic lights and the lights of taxis blazing around him. Two girls and two boys, white, stood on the opposite corner, waiting for the lights to change. Half a dozen men, in a heavy gleaming car, rolled by and shouted at them. Then there was someone at his shoulder, a young white boy in a vaguely military cap and a black leather jacket. He looked at Rufus with the greatest hostility, then started slowly down the Avenue away from him, waving his rump like a flag. He looked back, stopped beneath the marquee of a movie theatre. The lights changed. Rufus and the two couples started toward each other, came abreast in the middle of the avenue, passed – only, one of the girls looked at him with a kind of pitying wonder in her eyes. All right, bitch. He started toward Eighth Street, for no reason; he was simply putting off his subway ride.

Then he stood at the subway steps, looking down. For a wonder, especially at this hour, there was no one on the steps, the steps were empty. He wondered if the man in the booth would change his five-dollar bill. He started down.

Then, as the man gave him change and he moved toward the turnstile, other people came, rushing and loud, pushing past him as though they were swimmers and he nothing but an upright pole in the water. Then something began to awaken in him, something new; it increased his distance; it increased his pain. They were rushing – to the platform, to the tracks. Something he had not thought of for many years, something he had never ceased to think of, came back to him as he walked behind the crowd. The subway platform was a dangerous place – so he had always thought; it sloped downward toward the waiting tracks; and when he had been a little boy and stood on the platform beside his mother he had not dared let go her hand. He stood on the platform now, alone with all these people, who were each of them alone, and waited in acquired calmness, for the train.

But suppose something, somewhere, failed, and the yellow lights went out and no one could see, any longer, the platform’s edge? Suppose these beams fell down? He saw the train in the tunnel, rushing under water, the motorman gone mad, gone blind, unable to decipher the lights, and the tracks gleaming and snarling senselessly upward for ever, the train never stopping and the people screaming at windows and doors and turning on each other with all the accumulated fury of their blasphemed lives, everything gone out of them but murder, breaking limb from limb and splashing in blood, with joy – for the first time, joy, joy, after such a long sentence in chains, leaping out to astound the world, to astound the world again. Or, the train in the tunnel, the water outside, the power failing, the walls coming in, and the water not rising like a flood but breaking like a wave over the heads of these people, filling their crying mouths, filling their eyes, their hair, tearing away their clothes and discovering the secrecy which only the water, by now, could use. It could happen. It could happen; and he would have loved to see it happen, even if he perished, too. The train came in, filling the great scar of the tracks. They all got on, sitting in the lighted car which was far from empty, which would be choked with people before they got very far uptown, and stood or sat in the isolation cell into which they transformed every inch of space they held.

The train stopped at Fourteenth Street. He was sitting at the window and he watched a few people get on. There was a coloured girl among them who looked a little like his sister, but she looked at him and looked away and sat down as far from him as she could. The train rolled on through the tunnel. The next stop was Thirty-fourth Street, his stop. People got on; he watched the stop roll by. Forty-second Street. This time a crowd got on, some of them carrying papers, and there were no seats left. A white man leaned on a strap near him. Rufus felt his gorge rise.

At Fifty-ninth Street many came on board and many rushed across the platform to the waiting local. Many white people and many black people, chained together in time and in space, and by history, and all of them in a hurry. In a hurry to get away from each other, he thought, but we ain’t never going to make it. We been fucked for fair.

Then the doors slammed, a loud sound, and it made him jump. The train, as though protesting its heavier burden, as though protesting the proximity of white buttock to black knee, groaned, lurched, the wheels seemed to scrape the track, making a tearing sound. Then it began to move uptown, where the masses would divide and the load become lighter. Lights flared and teetered by, they passed other platforms where people waited for other trains. Then they had the tunnel to themselves. The train rushed into the blackness with a phallic abandon, into the blackness which opened to receive it, opened, opened, the whole world shook with their coupling. Then, when it seemed that the roar and the movement would never cease, they came into the bright lights of 125th Street. The train gasped and moaned to a halt. He had thought that he would get off here, but he watched the people move toward the doors, watched the doors open, watched them leave. It was mainly black people who left. He had thought that he would get off here and go home; but he watched the girl who reminded him of his sister as she moved sullenly past white people and stood for a moment on the platform before walking toward the steps. Suddenly he knew that he was never going home any more.

The train began to move, half-empty now; and with each stop it became lighter; soon the white people who were left looked at him oddly. He felt their stares but he felt far away from them. You took the best. So why not take the rest? He got off at the station named for the bridge built to honour the father of his country.

And walked up the steps, into the streets, which were empty. Tall apartment buildings, lightless, loomed against the dark sky and seemed to be watching him, seemed to be pressing down on him. The bridge was nearly over his head, intolerably high; but he did not yet see the water. He felt it, he smelled it. He thought how he had never before understood how an animal could smell water. But it was over there, past the highway, where he could see the speeding cars.

Then he stood on the bridge, looking over, looking down. Now the lights of the cars on the highway seemed to be writing an endless message, writing with awful speed in a fine, unreadable script. There were muted lights on the Jersey shore and here and there a neon flame advertising something somebody had for sale. He began to walk slowly to the centre of the bridge, observing that, from this height, the city which had been so dark as he walked through it seemed to be on fire.

He stood at the centre of the bridge and it was freezing cold. He raised his eyes to heaven. He thought, You bastard, you motherfucking bastard. Ain’t I your baby, too? He began to cry. Something in Rufus which could not break shook him like a rag doll and splashed salt water all over his face and filled his throat and his nostrils with anguish. He knew the pain would never stop. He could never go down into the city again. He dropped his head as though someone had struck him and looked down at the water. It was cold and the water would be cold.

He was black and the water was black.

He lifted himself by his hands on the rail, lifted himself as high as he could, and leaned far out. The wind tore at him, at his head and shoulders, while something in him screamed, Why? Why? He thought of Eric. His straining arms threatened to break. I can’t make it this way. He thought of Ida. He whispered, I’m sorry, Leona, and then the wind took him, he felt himself going over, head down, the wind, the stars, the lights, the water, all rolled together, all right. He felt a shoe fly off behind him, there was nothing around him, only the wind, all right, you motherfucking Godalmighty bastard, I’m coming to you.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  









OEBPS/html/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-map.xml
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




