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Ann Petry (1908–1997), novelist and writer of short stories and books for young people, was one of America’s most distinguished authors. Ann began by studying pharmacy, and in 1934 received her Ph. G from the Connecticut College of Pharmacy. She worked as a licenced pharmacist in Saybrook and in Old Lyme, and during these years wrote several short stories. When she married George David Petry in 1938, the course of her life changed. They lived in New York City, and Ann went to work for the Amsterdam News in Harlem. By 1941, she was covering general news stories and editing the women’s pages of the People’s Voice, also in Harlem. Her first published story appeared in 1943 in the Crisis, a magazine published by the NAACP. She then began work on her first novel, The Street, which was published in 1946 and for which she received the Houghton Mifflin Literary Fellowship. Petry wrote two more novels, Country Place and The Narrows, and numerous short stories, articles and children’s books.
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For Mabel Louise Robinson





… I tell you, captain, if you look in the maps of the ’orld, I warrant you sall find, in the comparisons between Macedon and Monmouth, that the situations, look you, is both alike. There is a river in Macedon; and there is also moreover a river at Monmouth: it is called Wye at Monmouth; but it is out of my prains what is the name of the other river; but ’tis all one, ’tis alike as my fingers is to my fingers, and there is salmons in both.

— Fluellen, King Henry V, act 4, scene 7






Introduction

I first read Ann Petry, as I think many American students do, in university. I was assigned The Street in a class on gender in fiction and film. It was different from the staid and sometimes courtly and choreographed pieces on women’s lives that we had been asked to study. The novel – about a Black woman and her son who move into a boarding house in 1940s’ Harlem, and the degradations and constant negotiations both must make to survive – was raw and direct, yet rendered, I could tell even then as a nascent writer, in impeccable prose. It had been a bestseller on first publication, with over a million copies sold, a unique achievement for a Black woman author in the mid-twentieth century.

Petry was a revelation and, looking back, very much an influence on what I would come to realize a novel could do. Her remarkable project – to use the relentless drive of narrative to explore the interiority of a racialized consciousness – continues in her masterpiece The Narrows. Petry’s books have alternatively been marketed as pulpy romance; as exposés of how Black people really live; as feminist classics and as deep explorations of the psychology of working-class Black people. Her work is, in fact, all of these things. It seems, sometimes, as if the practitioners and critics of serious literary fiction confuse fiction in which nothing happens, and which obliquely avoids referencing anything as messy as race, class and gender, as somehow more enduring, more elegant. It’s as if when all those things that dictate all our lives are taken away, it must mean there’s something worthwhile there.

Petry’s third novel, The Narrows, published in 1953, is a rebuke to this school of thought. It unabashedly engages with questions of positionality and power, and is a masterclass in using descriptions of place and space to explore the realities of race, gender, class and psychology. As Petry herself wrote in her craft essay ‘The Novel As Social Criticism’: ‘The moment the novelist begins to show how society affected the lives of his characters, how they were formed and shaped by the sprawling inchoate world in which they lived, he is writing a novel of social criticism whether he calls it that or not.’

At the center of The Narrows is the doomed affair between Link Williams and Camilla Treadway Sheffield. Link and Camilla (nicknamed Camilo) live in Monmouth, Connecticut – a mostly white town in New England, with a burgeoning Black community called all kinds of names – ‘Eye of the Needle, The Bottom, Little Harlem, Dark Town, Niggertown’ – but known most evocatively as ‘The Narrows’. When Link and Camilo meet there, it is on a night sheathed in a fog so deep and obscuring that they cannot really see each other – both literally and figuratively. Link assumes Camilo is a light-skinned Black woman at first, though he is disabused of this notion before they begin their affair.

Link is the adopted son of Abbie Crunch, a Black woman who owns a home on Dumble Street and rents out rooms. Abbie’s desire for Black respectability renders her emotions and reactions stiff and false. Her searching thoughts concern the white residents of The Narrows and the white people who travel into that side of town to exercise their power. To escape the suffocation of Abbie’s proprietary, Link works at The Last Chance, a bar owned by the disreputable Bill Hod. Ever since Link was a boy, the bar has been his second home; when Abbie, distraught at the death of her husband, abandoned the grieving eight-year old, Hod took him in. Unsurprisingly, Link sees Hod, who is the antithesis of Abbie’s entire world view, as a kind of father figure. The book’s action follows the affair of Link and Camilo to its tragic end – a couple drawn together by contempt, misunderstanding and the myths of race and gender they project upon each other. But much of the novel is spent deep in its characters’ consciousness as they recall, reminisce and ruminate on their pasts, and on what their inner lives truly mean.

In this, Petry deftly explores what it means to have an interior life under the unrelenting gaze of whiteness. Place, and how the characters understand the physical world around them, is integral to her project. Connecticut is a state that is almost never associated with Blackness or Black culture, and the Black characters in the novel are keenly aware of the impossibility of living in this space. New England is a region of the country that most people – Black and non-Black – insist Black people cannot exist in at all. ‘I didn’t know they had Black people up here’, is a common refrain, in my experience. Such a suspended existence encourages deep existential questions – am I in this space or am I not, if no one will acknowledge or cede my presence? In a space of such overwhelming and capricious whiteness, am I ever allowed to be vulnerable, direct, spontaneous, in short, emotionally free? Is that even possible, given that my survival depends on me actively not being so?

The characters all react to this paradox differently. Some, like Link, become defiant; others, like Hod, spin into rage and violence. But the character I find most affecting in her responses is Abbie, who is constantly calibrating her emotional reactions to intensely violent or violating scenes. The novel opens with Abbie, in the present day, walking towards her house on Dumble Street. But she is not really there. She’s back in time, recalling when Link was young and she watched him jump off a pier from this same vantage point. Although gripped with anxiety for Link’s every move, in that moment long ago she couldn’t bring herself to call out to Link to stop him, and when she saw Bill Hod reprimand Link in her place, striking him when Abbie and her husband had never hit the boy, she still was unable to rally herself to respond. After she comes out of her reverie, she walks back towards her house, recalling the casual racism of a white neighbor who told her why she hung a ‘Rooms for White’ sign in her window. Pointedly, Abbie doesn’t recall her own response to this reveal – her hurt, pain, anger or sadness. That part is repressed; Abbie has so fully imbibed the viewpoint of the white people around her that she doesn’t even protest this injustice.

In front of Abbie’s prized house is a ‘big maple tree’ that she calls ‘The Hangman, just like everyone else who lived in The Narrows’. Petry notes that ‘there would always be something of the schoolteacher’s tiresome insistence on accuracy left in her, so she had searched through all the books on horticulture in the Monmouth library but she could not find any mention of a hangman’s maple’. Abbie concludes that ‘some imaginative Negro, probably from South Carolina, gave the tree its name’. She isn’t able to revel in the poetry of naming a tree ‘The Hangman’. She does not see the landmark as fostering a sense of community with anyone around her. She, in fact, doesn’t want to be in community with anyone in The Narrows and rejects their naming of the world. Abbie is convinced that there must be a more accurate explanation, by which she means an origin she can trace from some aspect of whiteness. This is a competing understanding of Blackness and belonging than exists, say, in the works of Zora Neale Hurston. In The Narrows, even as Petry dissects the ways race affects the individual, for many of the characters there is no solidarity found in their experiences of Blackness. In this book, geography is politics, culture and destiny.

Petry’s brilliance lies in exploring the psychological compartmentalization that her characters must deploy in order to survive. In The Narrows she conveys a deep awareness of the emotional toll of such internal divides. How do you write a novel about characters who don’t, won’t, fully know themselves? For Petry, it means tethering them to the physical world around them. Of all the characters in the novel, it’s the neighborhood itself that is most revealing of Petry’s vision: the curve of the river, the trees, the brownstones and the rundown bars are where we begin to understand these characters who view self-knowledge as an existential threat.

Kaitlyn Greenidge
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Abbie Crunch began to walk slowly as she turned into Dumble Street, market basket over her arm, trying not to look at the river; because she knew that once she saw it with the sun shining on it she would begin to think about Link, to worry about Link, to remember Link as a little boy. A little boy? Yes, a little boy. Eight years old. Diving from the dock. Swimming in the river.

She could hear the lapping of the water against the piling close at hand; and faint, far off, borne inshore on the wind, the crying of the gulls, the hoot of a tugboat; and she could smell the old familiar dampness from the river. And so, as usual on a sunny morning, she could see herself and Frances Jackson standing on Dock Street, a pushcart at the curb half concealing them, so they were peering over mounds of potatoes and kale and bunches of carrots and countless round heads of cabbage. She was short and fat, no, plump. Frances was tall and thin and bony.

Frances was saying, ‘Look! Look over there!’ and pointing, forcing her to look.

She remembered how she had resented that dark brown forefinger, long, supple, seemingly jointless, which directed her glance, commanding her to look, and she not wanting to look, but her eyes following the stretched-out arm and the commanding forefinger.

She saw Bill Hod standing on the dock, wearing dark trunks, short dark swimming trunks and nothing else. His chest, shoulders, arms, white by contrast with the trunks, shockingly naked because of the trunks. His straight black hair was wet, and he was running his hands through it, flattening it, making it smooth, sleek. She remembered too how she had thought, I have lost my mind, lost it, no control over it any more. Because she was genuinely surprised that his hair should lie so flat – she had somehow convinced herself that there would be horns on his head – something, anyway, that would show, would indicate – She closed her eyes. The sunlight was unbearable. She was accustomed to darkness, window shades always pulled down in the house, draperies drawn, no lights turned on at night because she preferred darkness.

Frances Jackson seemed all elbow that morning, tall, elbows everywhere. She poked at her, ‘Open your eyes. Abbie, Abbie, Abbie—’

Sunlight on the river, sunlight on Bill Hod, sunlight on her own face, or so she thought, hurting her eyes, hurting her face, so she kept her eyes closed. She heard Link’s voice, a child’s voice, light, high in pitch, excitement in his voice and something else – affection.

She opened her eyes and saw Link dive from the dock, dive down into the river. She wanted to stop him. It wasn’t safe. He didn’t know how to swim. She couldn’t stand any more sudden shocks. He was so little. The river was so wide and so deep, so treacherous. Then he was swimming, going farther and farther away, his head like the head of a small dog, head held up out of the water, moving farther and farther away. She said, ‘No!’

Bill Hod yelled, ‘Hey – you – come on back—’ Bass voice, arrogant, domineering voice, the tone of his voice, just the tone, was an insult, voice that she could never forget, could hear, even in her sleep—

The head, the small head kept moving away, always moving away, farther and farther out toward the middle of the river, growing smaller, like the head of a newborn puppy now. Then out of sight. No, still there, but still moving away.

Bill Hod shouted, wind carrying the voice back toward the pushcart, back toward Frances Jackson and Abigail Crunch, rage in the voice, ‘If I – have to – haul you – out of there – come back—’

Was that small head still there? Yes, coming back now, but so slowly. She thought he’d never – why didn’t that man—

Then, finally, Bill Hod reached down and pulled Link up on the dock. Bill Hod slapped him across the face. She could hear the sound of the blow, slapped him again, again, said, ‘If you ever’ – slap – ‘do that again’ – slap – ‘I’ll fix you’ – slap – ‘for keeps’ – slap.

No one had ever struck Link. Neither she nor the Major. She started to cross the street, thinking, By what right, that man, face of a hangman. Frances Jackson’s hand held her back, strength in the bony thin hand, determination in the hand holding her there behind the pushcart, behind the potatoes and the cabbages and the kale.

Frances said, ‘Abbie – don’t. You’ve lost the right to interfere. Link’s been living in that saloon for three months – for three months. Abbie, listen to me—’

That afternoon when they went in The Last Chance to get Link, he ran and hid under the bar, crying, ‘I won’t go back there. I won’t go back there.’

She could see herself and Frances Jackson down on their hands and knees, pleading with Link, trying to pull him out from under the bar in The Last Chance. And Bill Hod stood watching them, saying nothing, watching, his hands on his hips. His face? She couldn’t look at his face. How then did she know that he was laughing inside, why was she so certain that he was thinking, The old maid undertaker and the widow are here in my saloon. She supposed it was the way he leaned against the bar watching them. He made her conscious of the ridiculous picture they must have made: a short plump woman and a tall thin one trying to pull an eight-year-old boy out from under a bar when they couldn’t reach any part of him; down on their hands and knees, reaching, reaching, trying to grab anything – pants, legs, sneakers, shirt; and he kept scrambling back away from them.

It was Frances who gave the whole thing up as impossible. She stood up, brushed off her hands, said, ‘Mr Hod, I want to talk to you.’

Frances was in the habit of giving orders, in the habit of dealing with the bereaved and the sorrowful, with the hysterical and the frightened; and so she knew better than Abbie when to retreat and when to advance and could do either with dignity. But when Frances stood up she looked down at her skirt, surprised. Abbie knew why. There was no dirt, no dust on the dark skirt. The floor behind the bar in The Last Chance was dustfree, dirtfree.

Link was eight years old then. He was twenty-six now and he worked in The Last Chance. Behind the bar. Bill Hod had won – effortlessly, easily.

Whenever she turned into Dumble Street, she always asked herself the same question, If Link had been her own child instead of an adopted child, would she, could she, have forgotten about him for three months, three whole months?

Sometimes she tried to blame this street which, now, in the mellowness of an October morning, looked to be all sunlight and shadow – intricately patterned shadow from the young elm trees, denser shadow and a simpler pattern where the old maple stood near the end of the block; shadow softening the harsh outlines of the brick buildings, concealing the bleakness of the two-story frame houses; sunlight intensifying the yellowgreen of the elms, the redorange of the maple, adding a sheen to the soft gray of the dock. No, she thought, not this street. It was the fault of Abbie Crunch. If she hadn’t said to herself, Murderer, murderer; if she hadn’t been chief witness against herself, condemning herself to death, willing her own death, so that she forgot Link, forgot about him as though he had never existed, she wouldn’t have lost him.

She hadn’t meant to look at the river but she had glanced at the dock and so her eyes moved on to the river. She stood still looking at it. In the sunlight, the River Wye was the blue of bachelor buttons, of delphinium; small frothy waves, edged with white, kept appearing and disappearing on the blue surface – a sparkling blue river just at the foot of the street, a beautiful river.

Even the street was beautiful. It sloped gently down toward the river. But the signs on the buildings dispelled the illusion of beauty. The red neon sign in front of The Last Chance was a horrible color in the sunlight – Link already there at work. Then there were all the other signs: Room For Rent, Lady Tenant Wanted, Poro Method Used, Get Your Kool-Aid Free, Tenant Provide Own Heat, Rooms Dollar and Half A Night. Rooms. Rooms.

She could remember when Mrs Sweeney changed the sign in her window from Room To Let to Rooms For White, explaining, apologetically, that so many of the colored stopped to ask about rooms that she couldn’t get her work done for answering the bell. ‘It’s just to save time,’ she had said, ‘my time and theirs.’

Mrs Sweeney’s sign had long since been replaced by a much larger and very different sign: ‘Masters University – Church of Metaphysics and Spiritual Sciences – Revealing the Strange Secrets of the Unseen Forces of Life Time and Nature. Divine Blessings – Healings of Mind and Body. I Am the Way, the Truth, and the Life; no man cometh unto the Father, but by Me. Hear the Voice of the Master: Dr H. H. Franklin Longworth, F.M.B. Minister, Psychologist, Metaphysician. Everyone Is Welcome.’

Yes, she thought, Dumble Street has changed. The signs tell the story of the change. It was now, despite its spurious early-morning beauty, a street so famous, or so infamous, that the people who lived in Monmouth rarely ever referred to it, or the streets near it, by name; it had become an area, a section, known variously as The Narrows, Eye of the Needle, The Bottom, Little Harlem, Dark Town, Niggertown – because Negroes had replaced those other earlier immigrants, the Irish, the Italians and the Poles.

Fortunately, the river hadn’t changed. Nor had the big maple tree. But she, Abbie Crunch, had changed because for the last few years she had been calling the tree The Hangman just like everyone else who lived in The Narrows. It was, she supposed, inevitable. People talked about the tree as though it were a person: ‘The Hangman’s losin’ his leaves, winter’s goin’ to set in early’; ‘Spring’s here, The Hangman’s full of buds.’ When it was cold, bone-biting cold, wind blowing straight from the river, the sidewalks grown narrower, reduced almost to cow-paths because of the snow piled up at the sides, a coating of ice making walking hazardous, the great branches of the tree swayed back and forth, making a cracking sound. Then passers-by said: ‘Lissen. The Hangman’s creakin’. Hear him?’ or ‘The Hangman’s talkin’. Hangman’s groanin’ in his sleep,’ and shivered as they moved away.

She had tried, years ago, to find out why the tree was called The Hangman and couldn’t. There would always be something of the schoolteacher’s tiresome insistence on accuracy left in her, so she had searched through all the books on horticulture in the Monmouth Library but she could not find any mention of a hangman’s maple. She decided that someone may once have said that the big maple was the kind of tree a hangman would choose to swing his victim from – tall, straight, with mighty branches; that whoever heard this statement changed it when he repeated it and called the tree a hangman’s maple; that, finally, some imaginative Negro, probably from South Carolina, gave the tree its name. These days she, too, called the maple The Hangman, as easily, and as inaccurately, as the rest of The Narrows.

This morning The Hangman was like a picture of a tree – a picture on a calendar, the orange-red of the leaves not really believable. Sometimes she wished she had not insisted on buying that old brick house which was Number Six Dumble Street. But not now. Who could regret the purchase of a fine old house when the tree that stood in its dooryard was like a great hymn sung by a choir of matched voices?

The Hangman had, of course, been the source of many small annoyances, and, possibly, the cause, though indirectly, of one major disaster. The neighborhood dogs were always in the yard, sniffing around the tree, lifting a leg, digging up the lawn with vigor afterwards. During the day lean cats napped in the dense shade made by its branches and at midnight carried on a yowling courtship. On warm summer nights, drunks sprawled under the tree, in a sleep that was more torpor than sleep. She kept a bucket filled with water on the back steps, and, early in the morning, fear making her heart beat faster, fear urging her back toward the house, she would approach the sleeping man, dump the pail of water over him, recoiling from the smell of him, the awful loose-jointed look of him, even as she said, ‘Get out of here. Get out of here or I’ll call a policeman—’ There was always the shudder, the stumbling gait, the muttered curses in the thickened speech that came to mean drunkenness, and only drunkenness, as the man lurched to his feet. They always went toward The Last Chance, the saloon across the street, as though by instinct.

Yes, she thought, everything changes, and not always for the best, her mind moving away from the subject of intoxication as she had trained it to do. But her house had changed for the best. Number Six Dumble Street had a very definite air about it – an air of aristocracy. The brass knocker on the front door gleamed, the white paint on the sash of the smallpaned windows, and on the front door, was very white. In this early morning light, the brick of the house was not red but rose colored – the soft pinkish red found in old Persian carpets. The wrought iron railing on each side of the front steps was so intricately and delicately worked that it resembled filet crochet, incredible that a heavy metal like iron could be twisted and turned and bent until it looked like lace.

She gave a little jump, startled, because she heard footsteps close behind her. She turned to see who it was and a man passed her, walking briskly. A colored man. His skin was just a shade darker than her own. Yet he was dressed with a meticulousness one rarely ever saw these days – creased trousers, highly polished shoes, because the back of the shoes gleamed, a dark gray felt hat on his head, the shape perfect.

What could he have thought when he saw her standing still in the middle of the sidewalk? From the back, seen from the back, glanced at quickly from the side, how had she looked to him? Shabby? Old? Like the toothless old women who sat hunched over, mumbling to themselves, in the doorways, on the doorsteps of the houses in The Narrows? The curve of their backs, the dark wrinkled skins, the black glitter of their eyes, the long frowsy skirts always made her think of crones and witches, of necromancy.

Feeling embarrassed, she moved on, walking fast, feeling impelled to take a mental inventory of her appearance. The market basket? It was made by hand by Willow Smith, the old basket-maker. A lost art. Women these days carried brown paper shopping bags, impermanent, flimsy, often replaced. The string handles cut their fingers. She’d had this basket almost forty years. It was sturdy but light in weight; and it was as much a part of her Saturday morning shopping costume as the polished oxfords on her feet, and the lisle stockings on her legs. The shoes had been resoled many times, but the uppers were as good as new. She glanced at her hands – the beige-colored gloves were immaculate; true, they’d been darned, but she doubted that anyone would know it, certainly not a casual passer-by.

She wasn’t bent over, she knew that. She had always prided herself on the erectness of her figure; and now, watching the brisk progress of the man walking ahead of her, she straightened up even more. She couldn’t have looked too queer to him. The plain black wool coat had been brushed before she left the house as had the plain black felt hat – a hat chosen because it would never really go out of style and yet it would never attract attention. She wore it straight on her head, pulled down, but not so far down that it covered her hair – white silky hair. Proud of her hair. Two or three tendrils always managed to escape from the hairpins, and, shifting the market basket to the other arm, she reached up and patted the back of her head, still neat, as far as she could tell with gloves on.

What made me do that, she thought. I know how I look. But all my life I’ve been saying to myself, What will people think? And at seventy I wouldn’t be apt to stop doing it. So a short briskwalking man passes me on the street at a moment when I am standing still and I immediately start checking my appearance. Possibly he didn’t wonder about me. But he looked at me, sideways, quickly, and then away. He isn’t much taller than I am, she thought, still watching him. But he weighs less. Not that I’m fat but I’ve got flesh on my bones – small bones – so I look plump.

To her very great surprise, this man, this welldressed little man, turned in at Number Six, walked up the steps, and lifted the brass knocker, letting it fall gently against the door, repeating the motion so that she heard a rat-tat-tat-tat, gentle, but insistent. That surprised her, too, for very few people knew how a knocker resounded through a house and thus she was always being startled by salesmen or itinerant peddlers who set up a great banging at her front door, enough to wake the dead.

Now that she was so close to him she saw that his dark suit fitted him as though it had been made for him. His posture was superb, head up, shoulders back. He turned toward her just as she started up the steps and she noticed that he wore black shoes – highly polished. Link always wore brown shoes, most of the young men seemed to these days though she didn’t know why. A brown shoe never looked as dressy as a black shoe.

Then the stranger standing on her front steps took off his gray felt hat and bowed and said, ‘Good morning.’

It was done with an elegance that she hadn’t seen in years. It reminded her of the Governor, of the Major, both of whom managed, just by lifting their hats and bowing, to make her feel as though they had said: Madam – Queen of England – Empress of India.

‘Mrs Crunch?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘My name is Malcolm Powther. I’ve taken the liberty of coming to inquire about the apartment that you have for rent.’

‘Oh,’ she said, startled. The Allens hadn’t even moved yet.

‘I am the butler at Treadway Hall. I have been with Mrs Treadway for nine years,’ he said. ‘I thought I should tell you this so you would know that I can give you references. And also so that you would understand why I came so early in the morning.’

Treadway Hall, she thought. Why that’s the mansion that belongs to the Treadway Gun people. It sat on the outskirts of Monmouth. You could see the red tile roof from far off. The tile had been imported from Holland and installed by foreign workmen, some of whom still lived in the city. Every Fourth of July, Mrs Treadway invited all the workers from the plant to a picnic. It was written up in the Chronicle. There was always a whole page of pictures of the house, of the park, and the deer in the park, of the lake and the swans on the lake. The driveway that led to the house was said to be a mile long.

She looked at Mr Powther with something like awe. No wonder he had such an air of dignity. No wonder he was so carefully dressed. Everything about him suggested that his entire life had been spent in close association with the very wealthy. His skin was medium brown, not that she had any prejudice against very dark colored people, but she had never had any tenants who looked as though they were descended in a straight line from old Aunt Grinny Granny. He had a nose as straight as her own. But how had he known that the apartment would soon be vacant? The Allens had lived upstairs for six years and they were moving but not until next week. How had word about this expected vacancy on Dumble Street seeped through the stone walls of that great mansion where he worked?

‘How did you know that the apartment would be for rent?’ she asked.

His appearance changed in the most peculiar way. At one moment he was a little man with tremendous dignity, his back straight, his shoulders squared, his chin in, head up. And at the next moment all of him seemed to bend and sag and sway, even his expression changed. He flinched as though from an expected blow.

Why whatever is the matter with him, she thought. Perhaps he has gas in his stomach or he’s trying not to sneeze or holding back a cough. Then almost immediately he was all right, he had controlled whatever tremor had passed through him.

‘My wife’s cousin told me,’ he said, and then after a barely perceptible pause, he went on, ‘We have to move right away. The city is tearing down a whole block of buildings to make way for one of those new housing projects. We’re living right at the corner of the first block to be condemned.’

‘The Allens haven’t moved yet,’ Mrs Crunch said. ‘But I don’t suppose Mrs Allen would mind if you looked at the apartment. She’s home this morning. Won’t you come in and I’ll go and ask her.’

She ushered Mr Powther into the sitting room and indicated a chair near the bay window. Again she thought how very polished he looked, shoes gleaming, the crease in his trousers so perfect. He didn’t sit down until she had turned to leave the room, but out of the corner of her eyes she saw him hike up his trousers with a gesture that was barely noticeable.

He said, ‘Oh, Mrs Crunch,’ and stood up. ‘It’s only fair to tell you that we have three children. It’s not easy to find a place to live at best and with three youngsters – well, it’s almost hopeless. Do you – perhaps you object to children?’

‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘I’m very fond of them.’ She paused, and then said quickly, ‘Of course I would have to get ten dollars more a month for rent. That’s a rather large family – five people. And there’d be more wear and tear on the house. I’d have to get seventy dollars a month.’

There was a flicker of something like amusement that showed briefly in his eyes. She felt she ought to justify the extra ten dollars. ‘I’ve always had middle-aged childless couples living upstairs. With five in the family instead of two I’d have to paint oftener, allow more for repairs to the walls and floors.’

‘You’re quite right,’ he said.

‘I’ll go up now and see if Mrs Allen will let you look around.’

She went up the front stairs, slowly – she had to because of what she called her ‘bad’ knees, and cool weather always made the ache in them worse – trying to find a word to rhyme with Powther, not wanting to, but not being able to help herself. She had the kind of mind that liked jingles, so she was forever matching words as she called it, lip-sip, tap-nap, cat-mat, long-song, tea-me, love-dove. Powther? Powther? She gave up and made up a word, then made up a line, Malcolm Powther Sat on a Sowther.

Powther was as difficult a word to rhyme with as Major. After she and the Major were married she spent months trying to find a proper rhyme and never got any farther than:


Along came the Major

He said he would page her.



Even now, eighteen years after his death, there were times when the memory of him assailed her with such force that she could almost see him, hear him – a big man with a big booming laugh that made echoes even in a room filled with furniture and hung with draperies. A man so brimming with life, so full of energy that it would be easy to believe that he’d be coming in the kitchen pretty soon, humming, that she’d hear him shouting, ‘Hey, Abbie, you got some food for a starving Abyssinian?’

She stopped halfway up the stairs, wondering why she had been so suddenly overwhelmed by this vivid picture of the Major. It was because of that polite, precisely dressed, little man, waiting downstairs in her sitting room. A matter of sheer contrast. The Major had been such a big Teddy bear of a man that even in the last years of his life, when they could afford to have his suits made for him, he always had a rumpled slept-in-his-clothes look. If he sat down for as much as two minutes his trousers wrinkled at the knees, at the crotch, his coat developed creases across the middle of the back, and a fold of material popped up from somewhere around the collar region to give him a hunched-up look. Little Mr Powther could sit indefinitely and when he stood up his suit would still look as though it had just been pressed.

Once she got after the tailor about the Major’s suits. The tailor, a Mr Quagliamatti, said, ‘Mrs Crunch, it’s not the fault of my suit. It’s the Major. It’s the way he sits, all to pieces, in a chair. I can’t make an elastic suit and that’s what he’d have to have. He sits in heaps and mounds. You make him sit up, make him lift his trousers. He sits every which way and the material is only goods, yard goods, not elastic—’

She was still thinking about the Major when she told Mrs Allen that someone wanted to look at the apartment. The Major always had a slightly rumpled look but somehow men never looked as – well, as unattractive as women, especially the first thing in the morning. She tried not to stare at the white cloth wound around Mrs Allen’s head, at the faded house dress with some important buttons missing in the middle so that the dress gaped open over her fat little stomach; couldn’t help glancing down, quickly, of course, to see what she had on her feet. She was wearing sneakers, the laces not tied, and she didn’t have any stockings on. Her bare legs were a grayish brown.

Mrs Allen said, voice pitched high, ‘Let somebody see the apartment? At this hour in the morning? Really, Mrs Crunch—’

‘It’s Mr Malcolm Powther who wants to see the apartment. He’s the Treadway butler.’

‘I’m not going to—’ Mrs Allen’s voice went up, way up, high. ‘The Treadway butler!’ she said, her eyes widening. She took a deep breath. ‘I can’t – wait – you give me ten minutes, Mrs Crunch. Just ten minutes and I’ll be ready for him. You bring him right up in ten minutes.’

In the sitting room, she kept thinking that Mrs Allen had the most unpleasant way of squealing when she got excited. She’d be glad when Mrs Allen moved. It would be a pleasure to have this quiet little man and his family occupying the top floor. She told Mr Powther that they would go upstairs in a few minutes, meantime she wanted him to notice how very well her white geraniums were doing, all of them in bloom; told him that Pretty Boy, the battle-scarred tomcat dozing in the Boston rocker, was getting old and he wasn’t as lively as he once was; spoke briefly of the way Dumble Street had changed, adding almost immediately that it was a convenient place to live because Franklin Avenue where the trolleys ran was just one block away.

‘I think we can go up now,’ she said.

This time when Mrs Allen opened the door of her apartment she almost curtsied. She had fixed her hair and bangs now formed a curly frieze across her forehead. She was wearing a print dress, and highheeled patent leather pumps. There was rouge on her round brown cheeks.

Rather too much rouge, Abbie thought as she introduced Mr Powther and then stood just inside Mrs Allen’s living room, listening to the bill and coo of Mrs Allen’s voice which now sounded as though all her life she had been perfecting the sounds of the dove. She was smiling and nodding and saying, ‘Don’t you think so, Mr Powther? You know what I mean, Mr Powther.’

‘I’ll wait for you downstairs, Mr Powther,’ Abbie said. This would give Mrs Allen a chance to display all her middle-aged coyness, to titter behind her hand, to arch her thin bosom, without the inhibiting presence of one Abigail Crunch.

In the sitting room downstairs, she tried again to find a word to rhyme with Powther, and ended just where she started:


Little Mister Powther

Sat on a sowther.



Whenever she was at peace with the world, and sometimes when she wasn’t, she made up jingling little rhymes, not wanting to, but she couldn’t seem to help it. She jotted them down on the backs of envelopes, on the brown paper bags that came from the grocery store, on the pads of Dexter Linen that she used for letter paper. Having written them down, she couldn’t bear to throw them away; and so she hid them, in bureau drawers, behind the sheets in the linen closet.

She heard Mr Powther coming down the front stairs, his step light and quick. Little Mister Powther – Sat on a Sowther – she thought.

Mr Powther said, ‘It’s a pleasant apartment, Mrs Crunch. I’ll leave a deposit on it, subject, of course, to Mrs Powther’s approving the place. Though I am certain she will like it.’

‘A deposit isn’t necessary,’ Abbie said.

‘Thank you so much,’ he said. ‘I wonder if we can move in as soon as Mrs Allen goes. That is, if Mrs Powther likes the rooms. We’re in rather of a hurry because the six months’ notice we received expires this coming week.’

It doesn’t need much of anything done to it, Abbie thought. Mrs Allen was one of those fussbudget housekeepers, who always had a scrub brush or a vacuum cleaner or a dustcloth in her hand. Poor Mr Allen was kept busy, too. He was always painting or waxing floors or washing windows.

She said, ‘The Allens move out a week from today. We will need at least three days in which to freshen up the kitchen and bathroom. Will the thirtieth be all right?’

‘Thank you so much,’ he said. At the door he bowed again.

She watched him go down the steps. He paused for a moment on the sidewalk and looked up at the branches of The Hangman, and then he was gone.

She supposed the young colored men of Link’s generation couldn’t have manners like Mr Powther’s, though she didn’t know why. Wars and atom bombs and the fact that there was so much hate in the world might have something to do with it. There were times when she had thought that rudeness was a characteristic of Link’s; that other young men had a natural courtesy he would never have. Then she would see or hear something in The Narrows that suggested all these young men were alike – something had brutalized them. But what?

In Link’s case – well, if they hadn’t lived on Dumble Street, if the Major had lived longer, if Link had been their own child instead of an adopted child, if she hadn’t forgotten about him when he was eight, simply forgotten his existence, if she hadn’t had to figure so closely with the little money that she had – rent from the apartment, pension from the Governor (the Major’s pension) – and eke it out with the small sums she earned by sewing, embroidering, making jelly. If. But she had managed to keep the house, to feed and clothe herself and Link. It meant that she didn’t have much time to devote to him. There was The Last Chance across the street, there was Bill Hod who owned it. He had plenty of money. Sometimes she had believed he was playing cat-and-mouse with her deliberately, cruelly, no – brutally. And she was helpless, unable to compete with him for Link’s devotion.

At supper that night when she told Link about the new tenant, she carefully avoided any mention of Mr Powther’s beautiful manners; but she couldn’t conceal the pleasure she felt about having him in the house; and she kept talking about the neatness of his appearance.

Link grinned. ‘You mean you’re taking him in just like that? Without having seen his wife and his kids?’

‘After all, he’s the Treadway butler,’ she said. ‘If you had seen what a polishedlooking person he was you wouldn’t need to see his family either.’

‘Miss Abbie, a man hasn’t got a corner on virtue just because his shoes are shined. You’d better get a look at his family in spite of the pretty creases in his pants.’

‘You sound just like Frances,’ she said, annoyed because he had called her Miss Abbie.

‘Well, of course, honey. A man can’t have two women in his hair practically from birth without ending up sounding like one or both of them.’

‘Frances didn’t live here with us,’ she said.

‘She might just as well have. She might just as well have. She was here so often that I used to think she was my father and you were my mother.’

‘She’s been awfully good to me,’ Abbie said, remembering.

‘Yeah. I don’t doubt that. But F. K. Jackson is right at least ninety-nine point nine times out of a hundred. It’s very difficult for us average humans to love a female with a batting average like that. If she’d been a gambler she could have made a fortune.’

‘A gambler? She doesn’t play cards—’

‘No,’ he said, and he half closed his eyes, as though he were looking at a picture that pleased him, half closed his eyes and threw his head back. Abbie looked at the line of his throat, at the slight forward thrust of his chin, at the smoothness of his skin, the perfection of his nose and mouth, the straightness of his hair, and thought, Sometimes, just sometimes, I wish he wasn’t so very goodlooking; or rather, I wish that the rest of him matched his good looks. He simply does not care about the right things. How can he go on working behind that bar? What was the point of his going to college if he was going to end up working in a bar?

Was it my fault? Yes. I forgot about him when he was eight. When he was sixteen I had the chance to win him back and somehow muffed it. And now it’s too late. Now I do not dare say what I think about his working in that saloon for fear he will leave me and never come back.

‘No,’ Link said, voice dreamy now. ‘But I wish she did. I wish she played poker. I’d like to see her in a game with Bill Hod. I would pay out folding money to get F. K. Jackson and Mr B. Hod in a poker game.’

Abbie made no comment on this statement. When Link finished college he had said he was going to write history books. Shortly after that he went into the Navy and was gone four years, and when he came home it was to work in a bar on Dumble Street. On Saturdays he played poker until four and five o’clock in the morning, played with his friends: a white man, a photographer, who had the unlikely name of Jubine and the unkempt look of a Bolshevist; a colored man named Weak Knees, who walked as though he were drunk, and did the cooking in The Last Chance; and Bill Hod, who owned The Last Chance and controlled or operated every illegal, immoral, illicit enterprise in The Narrows – though nobody could prove it – and who had the face of a hangman, face of a murderer. Colored, too.

Now Link was imitating Frances, clipping his words off the way she did, pursing his lips, lifting his eyebrows, pretending to remove a pair of pince-nez glasses.

He was saying, ‘Do you remember the time that F. K. Jackson said: “Abbie, never never rent out any part of the premises without first seeing all the members of the family. Males have been known to marry females who bear a strong resemblance to the female fruit fly; and females have been known to marry males that are first cousin to the tomato worm. On the other hand, perfectly respectable couples have been known to produce children who have all the unpleasant qualities of the Japanese beetle!”’

Abbie listened to him, thinking, His voice doesn’t match the rest of him either. It is a deep, resonant, musical voice. A perfect speaking voice. And – somebody has to go through that apartment upstairs to find out what needs to be done to it before the Powthers move in. If Link went up there now, Mrs Allen wouldn’t care if it was suppertime. She’d look at the breadth of his shoulders, listen to the music in his voice, and immediately start making the sounds of the dove and even show him the inside of the closets.

‘Link,’ she said, ‘will you go upstairs and ask Mrs Allen to let you go through the apartment so you can see if anything needs to be done to it before the Powthers move in?’

‘Right now?’

‘Of course not. After you finish your supper.’

‘Sure, Miss Abbie, sure. I didn’t know. I thought you meant with knife and fork in hand and napkin tied tight under chin. I am, after all, only mortal man and mortal man is so conditioned to attack from immortal female that he – well, he never really knows.’

The week slipped by. The Allens moved out. Abbie began to worry about Mrs Powther. Why hadn’t she been to see the place?

On Thursday, toward dusk, Mr Powther stopped at the door. He wouldn’t come in. He was in a hurry. He paid a month’s rent in advance, seventy dollars in crisp new bills.

He said, ‘Mrs Powther is busy with the packing and the children. She’s perfectly willing to take the apartment on my say-so.’

After he left, Abbie fingered the bills, wondering for the first time why he and his wife and the children didn’t live at Treadway Hall, thinking almost at the same time that one never saw crisp new money like this in The Narrows. These bills looked as though they had gone straight from the mint into Treadway Hall, where they had been handed to Mr Powther, who in turn handed them to Abbie Crunch. She hoped he was right about his wife’s willingness to live on Dumble Street.

She was still thinking about Mrs Powther, the next afternoon, when the knocker sounded. There was a repeated banging, a thundering on the door, that echoed and re-echoed through the house from cellar to attic, startling her so that she dropped the handle of the carpet sweeper she was using on the stairs. Who on earth would bang on a door like that? She kicked the carpet sweeper out of the way, thinking, I ought to pick it up and take it to the door with me and use it on his head. Anyone would think that he, whoever he is, was summoning a charwoman, and a deaf charwoman at that.

Usually she stood back from the smallpaned windows at the side of the door so that she could not be seen when she looked out. But this time she wanted to be seen, she glared out of the little windows and then frowned. There was a woman standing on the steps. A stranger. Or at least her face was unfamiliar. She’d seen the type before though: young, but too much fat around the waist, a soft, fleshy, quite prominent bosom, too much lipstick, a pink beflowered hat, set on top of straightened hair; the hair worn in what they called a pageboy bob, hanging loose, almost to the shoulders. She had on a light tan coat, very full, very long. Under one arm she carried a big loosely wrapped package which was held together by red and green string, carelessly tied. The package looked as though one good jounce would make the whole thing open up all at once.

The woman lifted her hand and banged the knocker against the door again, a peremptory, commanding knock. Abbie wouldn’t have opened the door, but the woman had a little boy by the hand – a bulletheaded, bigheaded little boy. Bulletheaded. Bigheaded. The Major’s expressions. They were always cropping up in her thoughts. He loved to describe children in that fashion; he took a special delight in pointing out small dark specimens that she had to agree, reluctantly, really fitted the words. And this child standing on her doorstep was both bulletheaded and bigheaded.

Because of the child she decided the woman might well be someone who had come to see the Allens and didn’t know they’d moved. She was certain she’d seen the little boy somewhere. She opened the door, not too wide, just wide enough to be able to shut it quickly if she had to. After all, she was alone in the house.

‘How do you do?’ she said. She made it sound like a question.

‘Afternoon. Are you Missus Crunch?’

Abbie nodded, staring, now.

The woman smiled, the thick coating of dark red lipstick on her mouth made her teeth look very white. They were good teeth, even, strong.

‘I’m Mamie,’ she said.

Abbie said, ‘Yes?’ There was music in the woman’s voice, a careless, easy kind of music. ‘I’m Mamie Powther.’

‘Mamie Powther? Mamie Powther? Oh – I – oh, of course. Come in, Mrs Powther.’

There was an awkward moment during which they stood in the hall looking at each other, Mrs Powther smiling and showing her strong white teeth and Abbie trying to maintain an expression of cordiality and welcome. She didn’t know when she’d ever felt quite so at a disadvantage. What had she expected Mrs Powther to look like? She didn’t know exactly. Certainly not like this woman. She supposed she had expected a sort of female edition of Mr Powther, small, neat, precise of speech, businesslike in manner. She remembered Mr Powther’s highly polished shoes and without really meaning to, glanced down at Mrs Powther’s feet. She had on black suede shoes, scuffed at the toe, a kind of ballet-type shoe that bore a most unfortunate resemblance to a house slipper, and there was a bulge on each shoe, a kind of little hump, that only came from bunions.

‘This here is J.C.’ Mrs Powther said, still smiling.

At the mention of his name, the bulletheaded little boy retreated behind Mrs Powther’s tan coat, clutching at the folds.

‘You stop that, you J.C.,’ Mrs Powther said sharply. ‘Come out here where Missus Crunch can see you.’

J.C.’s response to this command was to wrap the long full skirt of the coat more tightly around him, disappearing from view entirely except for one scuffed brown shoe and a dirty blue sock.

‘He’s shy,’ Mrs Powther said benevolently.

‘What is his name?’ Abbie asked.

‘J.C.’

‘But—’ Abbie tried again. ‘What do the initials stand for?’

‘Oh, they don’t stand for nothing. It’s just initials. I thought it was kind of a nice thing to do for him. When he gets old enough he can pick a name for himself, to match up with the initials. This way he won’t be worried with no name he don’t like for the rest of his life.’

‘Why I never heard of such a thing.’

‘No’m. Most folks haven’t.’

‘Aw, Mamie,’ J.C. said suddenly, his voice muffled. ‘Come on and look at the place.’

‘He don’t really want to move here,’ Mamie Powther said. She made no effort to disentangle J.C. from her coat. ‘He’s got a lot of friends over where we been livin’. All ’bout his own age. And he’s head man, ain’t you, honey?’

Abbie wanted to end the conversation. She needed to think, to sit down alone and think, she’d heard of all kinds of names for children, but initials – what about the other children?

‘Mr Powther said there were three children. Are they – do the others have initials, too, instead of names?’

‘No, ma’am. I didn’t think of it until J.C. come along,’ she paused, as though in recollection, smiled. ‘There’s just the twins. They’re seven. Named Kelly and Shapiro. It’ll take you awhile to tell ’em apart, but Kelly is the quiet one and Shapiro is the loudmouthed one.’

‘I see,’ Mrs Crunch said. Then she added hastily, because Mamie Powther had opened her mouth as though to continue and she looked like the kind of woman who enjoyed giving all the details of her last confinement, ‘You go right up and look at the rooms. My knees aren’t what they used to be so if you don’t mind, I’ll stay down here.’

She had planned to escort Mrs Powther through the rooms, answering questions, explaining about the position of the sun in the afternoon, showing off the view of the river that one got from the living room windows. But this Mrs Powther wasn’t the one she had expected. She didn’t want to watch this Mrs Powther’s bosom quiver as she walked through the bedroom that she, Abbie, had once shared with the Major.

‘You can go right up. The doors are all open. You don’t need a key.’

‘That’s fine,’ Mrs Powther’s voice was cordial. ‘Come on, J.C.’

Abbie sat down heavily in the Boston rocker in the dining room – she still referred to it like that when she got upset, though it had long since been converted into a sitting room. Twins, she thought. Kelly and Shapiro. Why it was fantastic. Incredible. She couldn’t very well not rent the apartment to the Powthers. She’d taken Mr Powther’s money, promised it to him, and she’d always been a woman of her word. Perhaps Mrs Powther wouldn’t like the place. Nonsense. Mamie Powther would love Dumble Street. Besides there weren’t any places for rent in Monmouth. Or perhaps that horrible little boy, J.C., whoever heard of such nonsense, initials for a name, perhaps he wouldn’t like it, because it wouldn’t offer sufficient opportunity for him to be head man. Oh, they’d take it. J.C. and Mamie. He didn’t even call her Mother. How on earth had that polished little Mr Powther managed to acquire a bigbosomed creature like this one, painted fingernails, some of the paint peeling off, jingly earrings in her ears, smelling of bergamot or something equally as sickeningly sweet, and the little boy with a distinct smell of urine about him.

Hearing Mrs Powther’s footsteps, soft, heavy, on the front stairs, muted by the carpet, she got up and met her in the hall.

‘Well?’ she said.

Mamie Powther started drawing a pair of soiled white gloves over her hands, covering the scarlet fingernails. ‘It’s a lovely place, Missus Crunch,’ she beamed. ‘A lovely place. Actually I wouldn’t have come to look at it, I would have moved right in on the strength of Powther’s say-so. He knows an awful lot about houses. But J.C. he wouldn’t let me be until I brought him over. Just kept on sayin’, Mamie I’m not a-goin’ to move until I see where I’m goin’.’

‘And did you like the apartment, J.C.?’ Abbie asked, being deliberately sarcastic.

J.C. disappeared in the folds of Mrs Powther’s coat again.

‘He liked it fine. He liked it so much he already moved in, Missus Crunch. His things is up there now.’

What in the world is she talking about? Abbie wondered.

‘He left his comic books up there. That’s what was in that big bundle. He said, “Mamie if I like it I’m a-goin’ to be the first to move in.” It suits us as though we thought it up ourselves, don’t it, J.C.?’ She paused but J.C. did not answer. ‘And it’s so nice that there’s a back stairs, a outside back stairs.’

Abbie Crunch thought there was a kind of anticipatory gleam in Mamie Powther’s eyes that the existence of an outside back stairs hardly seemed to justify. Certainly there was an extra gaiety in her manner.

‘Back stairs do save so much wear and tear on a front stair carpet,’ Mamie Powther explained. ‘Children is always runnin’ up and down and in and out you know.’

Abbie watched them cross the street. Mamie Powther was moving swiftly and J.C. was trotting to keep up with her. Wind from the river rippled the pages of the comic book he held in his hand, toyed with the full skirt of Mrs Powther’s coat.

Bill Hod was standing in front of The Last Chance. He lifted his hat as they passed. Mrs Powther nodded, lifting one gloved hand in a gesture that was part salute, part wave. Abbie wondered if he knew her or if he was merely paying tribute to her quivery bosom. The ballet slippers gave her a flatfooted appearance. As they disappeared from sight, Abbie decided they looked like figures out of the old Mother Goose books, the proportions all wrong, highly exaggerated. And almost immediately she was rhyming again:


Mister Powther

Sat on a sowther

Eating his curds and whey.

Along came a Mamie

And said, You must pay me.

And so he did pay, did pay.



How old was Mamie Powther? In her early thirties? Mr Powther was a lot older, closer to fifty, at least. Link would laugh. Female fruit fly? Japanese beetle? Tomato worm? Not Mamie Powther. Mamie Powther was Dumble Street.

The Major had been dead set against this street. ‘Fine old brick house, yes. But Dumble Street – Dumble Street – that’s not a good place to live.’ Then he had startled her by saying, ‘It ought to be called Fumble Street. That’s what it is.’

She had glanced at him sharply, wondering if he, too, was a victim of rhyming, and that she’d never known it. No. Because he snorted his contempt, his disgust, for the street, unconscious of the endless possibilities for rhymes: dumble, fumble, stumble, tumble, mumble. It had proved itself to be all of those things. The people who lived here near the waterfront fumbled and they mumbled and they stumbled and they tumbled, ah, yes, make up a word – dumbled.
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Got no roof over my head

Slats keep fallin’ out of my bed

And I’m lonesome – lonesome.

Rent money’s so long overdue

Landlord says he’s goin’ to sue

And I’m lonesome – lonesome.



The words were clear but the voice seemed far away. It came nearer, slowly, slowly, increasing in volume, until it seemed to be right there in the kitchen. ‘And I’m lonesome.’ A big warm voice with a lilt in it, and something else, some extra, indefinable quality which made Abbie listen, made her want to hear more, and more; as though the singer leaned over, close, to say, I’m talking to you, listen to me, I made up this song for you and I’ve got wonderful things to tell you and to show you, listen to me.

Abbie looked across the breakfast table at Link. The people next door played records morning, noon, and night. He might think this was a record. He was buttering a piece of toast and he didn’t seem to hear that big clear attention-getting voice that was filling the kitchen with song. It isn’t a soprano, she thought, it goes down too far, too easily for a soprano, lonesome was sung way down, almost down to a tenor’s middle range, but head and bed, sue and due were way up high.

Link looked toward the screen door. ‘Is that a record?’

Abbie hesitated, wishing she could bring herself to say, Yes, it’s a record, a blues or a boogiewoogie or a jazz record or whatever they called the bleating that issued from all the gramophones and radios these days, all of it sounding alike, too loud, too harsh, no sweetness, no tune, simply a reiterated bleating about rent money and men who had gone off with other women, and numbers that didn’t come out. It was perfectly ridiculous, she knew it, admitted it, but she did not want Link to see Mamie Powther. Sooner or later he was bound to. The Powthers had been living upstairs for two days now but it was usually noon before her voice came drifting down from an upstairs window.

‘No,’ she said reluctantly. ‘That’s not a record. That’s Mrs Powther, the new tenant.’

He went to the back door and stood there so long, motionless, watching something, that Abbie got up from the table to look, too.

Mamie Powther was hanging up clothes in the backyard. Abbie frowned. She’ll have to get her own line or I won’t have any place to hang my things. She must have got up very early to turn out such a tremendous wash. Very clean clothes they were, too. A big clothes basket heaped to the top stood on the grass under the line. There was an almost hypnotic rhythm about her movements, Abbie found that she, too, couldn’t look away. Bend over and pick up shirt, straighten up, and shake it out, reach
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