Clv

”m 11

#I\*

\'t

iineef

?<”Mesc

ccr?2th,

X. CAlVfar(n\



Great

Expectations
by Claudia Tate

Black Feminist Criticism: Perspectives
on Black Women Writers, by Barbara
Christian. New York: Pergamon, 1985,

Then | saw the promotional
\' \ / material for Barbara Chris-

v V  tian” Black Feminist Criti-
cism, | immediately wrote the title in
my notebook because this was a book
| was anxious to read. | had read
Christian’s first book — Black Women
Novelists (1980) — and was impressed
by her comprehensive critical dis-
course and discerning analysis which
located thematic and technical
traditions in Black women’s novels
from Frances Harper's lola Leroy
(1892) to Toni Morrison’s Song /
Sobmon (1977). The title of this
second book by Christian suggested to
me that she would continue to devel-
op her early discussion by including
genres other than the novel and by
placing her critical discourse within
hermeneutic strategies informed by
feminist theory.

But when | read Black Feminist
Criticism, | was disappointed. Not
only did | not find any delineation of
feminist critical theory, but | could
not locate a sustained definition of

New,Looking
Older Women

by Maryviolet C. Burns

A Piece of Mine, by J. California
Cooper. Wild Trees Press (Box 378,
Navarro, CA 95463), 1984, $7.95,
424"~p. (PB)

m "orgive my exuberance, but |

fH love A Piece of Mine. This col-
JL lection of 12 short stories is the
work of award,witming playwright,
Joan California Cooper, and the first
publication of Wild Trees Press,
founded in 1984 by Alice Walker and
Robert Allen.

In the acknowledgment, Cooper
speculates that without W alker’s and
Allen”™ ~encouragement and con-
sideration my stories would still be
sitting in a drawer, someday to be
thrown out by someone saying, These
are useless.” " Perhaps she would have
kept them stored away had the
publishers not been interested, but |
cannot conceive of the fool who
would have pronounced these stories
“uselesse”

The label short story is a woefully
inadequate description of these in-
tensely, explicitly moral tales- Parable
iS more appropriate® ooper’s stories
are rich in wisdom and insight. |
found myself drawn to them for a
second, third, and fourth reading,
certain that | would discover even
deeper meanings. Skillfully using
Black folk idiom, Cooper “brings
homepbher message that unethical
behavior will be punished and ignor-
ance and acquiescence can be deadly.
Her language is sometimes simple and
straightforward — brash, even —
then subtle and lyrical.l found myself
wishing she were reading the stories to
me with a musical accompaniment.

There are victims and romantics,
weak women who aid in the deception
of other women, and weak-willed
women who participate in their own
abuse. There are courageous women
who transform circumstance and an
ning women who outwit circumstance.
The storyteller is always a sister,
friend, or interested spectator
(prompting Alice Walker to discuss,
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what Christian meant by the term
black feminist criticism. Moreover the
reference to Mfchel Foucault and
Roland Barthes in the introduction
(her misspellings of their names
notwithstanding) made me anticipate
an application of French theory to the
literary texts of Black women. But, |
could locate neither French theory nor
its general application; in fact, | did
not see any additional references to
these critic’s names in the remainder
of the text. Instead, | was to under-
stand that Black feminist criticism was
the practice of examining texts of
Black female authors from a largely
social perspective, albeit a Black
female” social perspective, oranted,
Christian possesses privileged insight
that | do not underestimate here, but
that privilege is based not so much on
her critical strategies as on her ex-
periences as a Black woman. Whether
she intended to postulate an ethnic
feminist critical theory and apply it to
representative Black women'’s literary
texts, as the title suggests, or whether
the book is merely misnamed is not
clear.

Most of the book is composed of
reprinted essays, book reviews, and
occasional papers that Christian wrote
prior to the publication of her first
book. Rather than see the c
velopment of her criticism from that
point on, the reader is made privy to
work that preceded it. In fact, when

these early pieces are placed alongside
their headnotes, whicn detail their
intellectual genesis, they read like
brief notes or journal entries. Thus,
the book reaas like a critic’s
notebook, full of short preliminary
drafts for future use.

These essays are promises of
what is to come in
Christians future work

Although it is generally convenient
to have similar essays witmn a single
text, their presentation here is pro-
blematic. As Cnristian explains, each
essay was written as a single entity, to
stand alone, as an independent crit-
ical presentation. When they are
linked together to form a book-length
text, they present a great deal of
repetitive introductory information,
which undermines the book’s narrative
cohesion and critical development.
Rather than present well-developed
chapters on Alice Walker, Paule
Marshall, and Toni Morrison, for
example, Christian presents several
short, repetitive essays on each of
these writers. W ith the exception of
the last few essays, those preceding
also exist in a critical vacuum, that
is, they are not informed by current
criticism on either the author under
examination or related topics. Olven

I have often complained that while the novel and motion
picture romance may have created false hope in White
women, they also fostered the assumption that romance is a
White woman s birthright. Black women have had no
comparable body of myths serving the same function.

in her foreword, “the role of the
She-Who-Listens-to-Other-Women in
literature and life”). The narrator is
sometimes unnamed, usually inferior
by conventional standards or self-
perception, and sometimes envious.
But she tells the story with the care
and caution that made her the trusted
confidant of the protagonist, and from
the vantage point of the loving and
critical observer whose perspective
brings reality into sharper focus.
Frequently, she tells the story with
such humor that it is impossible to
refrain from laughing aloud. (Consider
the description of an arrogant,
philandering husband as “looicmg 50¢
worth or importance,” or this
statement in reference to an abusive
female: “She was making him eat shit
and nothing but a fool want to eat
the same thing every day,””

| imagine that some critics will
indict Cooper for her frequent inclu-
sion of incidents of abuse; physical
and sexual violence permeate the lives
of these women. Both Alice Walker
and Gloria Naylor have been de-
nounced for focusing on the battering
of Black women in their fiction. They
are normally accused of reinforcing
negative stereotypes of Black men,
feeding the hostility that exists
between Black men and women, pro-
moting lesbianism, driving Black men
into W hite women’s arms, and being
manipulated by Wmte editors who

consider suck fare mghly marketable* —
consistently missing rrom this diatribe
is an acknowledgment that physical
abuse is a common occurrence in

Black women's lives, tolerated by the
Black community. Cooper cloaks this
evil in ordinariness, condemning it by
revealing its normalcy.

In the story, “Who are the fools?~
an adulterer and batterer seeks out his
ex-wife to kill ner but does not rec-
ognize the whole, healed person she
has become since leaving mm. Con-
fused and in a drunken rage, he mis-
takes ms mistress for his wife and
stabs her to death. It is an appro-
priately ignominious ending for the
woman who had observed in silence as
he kicked his wire out the back door
of their home and welcomed him
following his regular explosions of
cruelty to his wife.

The title of this review is a phrase
from my favorite story, &he Free and
the Caged.The protagonist, a mid-
dle-aged Black woman, leaves an
empty marriage, sets off on a aoss
country adventure, and eventually
finds and accepts love on her own
terms. In the margin of my book |
have written: “Finally, a romantic
myth for Black women.” Several of
Cooper’'s heroines leave unsatisrymg or
abusive relationships and find love
and happiness. | have often com>
plained that while the novel and
motion picture romance may have
created false hope in W hite women,
they also fostered the assumption that
romance is a W hite woman'’s
birtnright. Black women have had no
comparable body of myths serving the
same function. Far from being in-
significant and antifeminist, Cooper”
love stories with happy endings are so
important that, in my estimation,
they make the book required reading*

¢ Maryviolet C. Bums is a journalist
and writer who lives in Seattle.

these characteristics, the book can
inform only a reader who is unfamiliar
with the literature of Black women.

The last three essays (excluding
the review of Audre Lorded Sister
Outsider) — “Trajectories of Self
Definition: Placing contemporary
Afro-American Women'’s Fiction”
(1983); “No More Buried Lives: The
Theme of Leshianism” 1984); and
“An Angle of Seeing: Motherhood in
Bucm Emecheta” Joys of Motherhood
and Alice Walkers Meridian9 (1984)
— remind me of the Christian who
demonstrated her critical prowess in
Black Women Novelists. These latter
essays reflect research, attention to
developing feminist themes, and
genuine critical insight, although they
are still not fully developed
arguments. They are, instead, prom-
ises of what is to come in Christian”
future work.

Perhaps Christian’s first book
raised my expectations, which resulted
in heightening my disappointment
with the second. In any event, | am
confident that the promised book, a
cohesive discussion of Black women’s
writing and feminist criticism, is
forthcoming. We who await its
appearance must be patient.

¢ Claudia ate teaches Jiteratwre at
Howard University and is the author of
Black Women Writers at Work.

WOMEN &
AGING

A SPECIAL ANTHOLOGY FROM

B K S

A special anthology featuring
essays on aging and ageism, in-

terviews with older women
writers and artists, reviews,
bibliographies, poetry, fiction

and art. Includes work by Ursula
LeGuin, Alicia Ostriker, Margaret
Randall, Baba Copper, Ann Nog-
gle and more! Fall 1985, 200-t-
pp. Send $12.00 to CALYX: PO
BOX B, DEPT. E, CORVALLIS,
OR 97339.

Poetarum licentiae
liberiora.

Honored here.
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WASHINGTON DC
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BIOGRAPHY

Goerine
The Iran Man

R.J. OVERY
Routledge & Kegan Paul, $25.00 cloth,
ISBN 071009783-2

A welcome corrective to the popular image
of Goering as abloated buccaneer and medal-
bedecked clown, Overy’s study describes
Goering’s crucial role in the Third Reich’s
economy and war preparations. He also
describes how Goering’s obsessive empire-
building—both within Germany proper and,
later> over all of occupied Europe—played a
critical part m Germany’s lack of essential
material and munitions in 1939—a lack that
Goering, for all his braggadoccio, conspicu-
ously failed to correct.

Edmund W ilson

DAVID CASTRONOVO
Ungar, $15.50 clothf ISBN 0-8044-2116-1

Edmund Wilson has long been regarded as
the finest American literary critic of the
century, but he was much more: playwright,
novelist, poet, biographer, political theorist,
linguist, journalist, and translator; and he
made singular contributions in each area to
which he turned his mind. David Castro-
novo’s useful, well-written study of Wilson’s
life and work is a fine addition to the
surprisingly small literature surrounding the
writer. Edmimd Wilson isavolume in Ungar’s
uneven, but needed, Literature and Life
series of literary biographies.

Oscar Wilde
An lllustrated Biography

MARTIN FIDO
Peter Bedrick Books, $9.95 papert
I1ISBN 087226-032-3

Shakespeare
An lllustrated Biography
MARTIN FIDO

Peter Bedrick Books~$9.95 paper,
1ISBN 087226-031-3

Both these offerings are attractive and
intelligent. The texts are scholarly and the
large number of photos and lithographs add
demension, making these illustrated bio-
graphies entertaining as well as informative,
revealing the controversies and intrigues
surrounding these two enigmatic personals
ties*
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ECOLOGY

Seeing Green )
The Poutics of Ecology Explained
JONATHON PORRITT

Basil Blackivellf $6.95 paper,
ISBN 0-631-14332-7

o11e third ot Ciermany’s forests have been
destroyed by industrial pollutants in the last
twenty years. Since 1949, Britain has lost 95
percent of its meadows. Scandinavia’s lakes
have been irreparably damaged by acid rain.
Small wonder, then, that throughout Europe
so-called '‘green parties,” committed to
halting the destruction of the environment,
have become powerful political forces. In
Seeing Green9 Porritt, director of the U.K.
branch of Friends of the Earth, presents a
convincing account of the group’ aims,
foremost among them the abolition of both
capitalism and communism—aPorritt declares
them to be really one ideology, industrialism
—and the establishment of apolitics in which
ecology guides human actions.

Killing the Hidden Waters
CHARLES BOWDEN

University of Texasf $7.95 paperf
1ISBN 0292-74306-8

Newly available in paperback, Bowden’s
study of the mining”” of water in the
southwestern deserts, originally published in
1977, is required reading for anyone
interested in the origins of the modern West
and the terrible price that has been paid for it.
Edward Abbey calls Bowden’s book 'the
best all-around summary I’ve read yet,
anywhere, of how our greed-driven, ever-
expanding urban-industrial empire is con-
suming, wasting, poisoning, and destroying
not only the resource basis of its own
existence, but also the vital, sustaining basis
of all life. ... Charles Bowden is the best
social critic and environmental journalist
now working in the American Southweste”

ESSAYS

Sunrise witn Seamonsters
Travels and Discoveries

PAUL THEROUX
Houghton Mifflinf $18.95 cloth,
1ISBN 0395-38221-1

Paul Theroux is one of the last great
travelers, a rare class that can instantly pick
up and go wherever whimsy and will dictate.
In this book, Theroux has gathered tne
occasional essays and articles that have paid
for his travels over the last twenty years.
Pieces on Corsica, Afghanistan, southern
Africa, Burma, and Indonesia appear side by
side with Theroux” reflections on contem-
porary politics and literature. Admirers of
Theroux’s novels and travel books will find
his new collection of interest, and those
unfamiliar with his work will find Sunrise tuith
Seamonsters an invitation to explore further.

Beyond Manzanar
Views of AsiansAmerican Womanhood

JEANNE WAKATSUKI HOUSTON

One Can Think about Life
After the Fish

Is in the Canoe
And Other Coastal Sketches

JAMES D. HOUSTON
Caprn $7.50 paper, ISBN 08849623 T

The tnird book m the Capra Back-to-Back
Series, this volume includes essays and

fiction by the husband and wife who wrote
the book and screenplay Farewell to Manza-
nar (Bantam,1974), wmch won a Humanitas
Prize, a Christopher Award, and an Emmy
nomination, Included are essays by Jeanne
Houston and two chapters from her
forthcoming novel- James Houston has
contributed an essay on the effects of raging
winter storms on California coastal residents
and a modern western short story set in Santa
Cruz.

A Leak in tlic Heart
IALI-? KKOM A WOMAN'S tJI'H

A Leak in the Heart

Tales from a Womanfs Life

FAYE MOSKOWITZ
Godinef $13.95 cloth, 1SBN 0-87923-551-9

This collection of touching autooiogra-
phical story-essays begins in the 1930s and
continues through a half-century of a young
girrs life. Here are her memories and musings
about growing up in asmall-town, Orthodox
Jewish family. Often confused, trying to fit
in, Faye Moskowitz struggles with loving yet
infuriating family matriarchs, the power of
teachers, and the personal implications of
political acts.

The Tremulous Private Body
Essays on Subjection

FRANCIS BARKER
Methnen} $19.95 clothf ISBN 0416-37840-4;
$8.50 paper, 04167378501

Using such disparate sources as Jacobean
drama, Marvell’s "To His Coy Mistress,”
Rembrandt’s paintings, the philosophy of
Descartes, Milton”™ Areopagitica, and Samuel
Pepys* Diary, Barker marks profound
changes in the conditions and representa-
tions of the human body in the seventeenth
century. This study also engages the central
themes of post-structuralism and presents a
challenging analysis of the structure of
modem culture.

FICTION

The Career of Magda V.

JOSEPH MACHLIS
Nortont $13.95 clothy ISBN 0-393-01990-X

The difficult choice o”*career or love is the
crux of this new novel. Set in Berlin in the
1930s, Machlis, heroine becomes one of the
great and most controversial singers ot her

time. The author, a professor of music at
QjaeensTcollege and a member of the
graduate faculty at the juilliard School,
brings to bear his first-hand knowledge of the
milieu of the musical artist.

Opening Nights
JANET BURROWAY
Atheneum, $16.95 cloth, ISBN 0689-11545-8

This behind-the-scenes novel centers on a
New York theater director who is staging a
play at his ex-wife’s southern college, for
wmch she is designing the costumes. In New
York, his current wife is as curious to meet
his ex on opening night, as the ex is to meet
her. All life, it appears, is astage, as we follow
these characters and the cast in public and in
private, rehearsing, improvising, moving
inevitably toward the drama of opening
night. With its involvement in stagecraft and
design, the intricate plot is a dazzling
exploration of accidental patterns as well as
the pattern of accidents.

A Piece of Mine

J. CALIFORNIA COOPER

Wild Trees Press, $7.95 papery
ISB1vV 0 931125-006; P.O. Box 378,
NavarrOy C A 95463

The first release from the small press
founded by Alice Walker and Robert Allen,
A Piece of Mine is a collection of twelve
stories about black women and men in a
small town. Told in a deceptively simple
style, cooper captures the humor and
despair of life.

Dark Lessons
Crime and Detection on Campus

MARCIA MULLER
and BILL PRONZINI
Macmillanf $19.95 clothf 1ISBN 002-599220-8

The classroom becomes the setting for
murder and mystery in the third volume of
the Macmillan Midnight Library series, Dark
Lessons. This suspense anthology contains
seventeen mystery stories, including works
by Edgar Allan Poe, Graham oreene, and
Shirley Jackson. Biographical notes and an
introduction by the editors discuss the place
of academe in the genre of suspense.

Spunk

The Selected Stories of

Zora Neale Hurston

ZORA NEALE HURSTON

Turtle Islandf $8.95 paper,

ISBN 0913666-79-3; 2845 Buena Vista Wayt
Berkeleyf CA 94708

Zora Neale Hurston, according to Alice
Walker, "rescued and recreated a world
which she labored to hand us whole, never
underestimating the value of her gift, at times
doubting the good sense of its recipients.”
This new collection of her stories contains
many previously uncollected works, with
several appearing for the first time. These
stories represent some of Hurston’s finest
writing.

TheHugoWinners 1976-1979

Volume Four

ISAAC ASIMOV
DotAleday, $18.95 clotht ISBN 0385-18934-6

Time is as varied as theme in these thirteen
works, which represent some of the best in
science fiction from 1976-1979. Each story
is preceded by an introduction written by
Asimov, and the authors include Asimov,
Joan D. Vinge, and Harlan Ellison.
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Wild Trees Press was formed in
1984 by Pulitzer Prize-winning
author Alice Walker and Robert
Allen, former editor of 777e 8/ac/c
Scholar. In the small press tradi-
tion of "publishing only what we
love," Wild Trees Press is devoted
to bringing out works that evi-
dence high literary quality and
social insight.

P.O. Box 378 . Navarro, California 95463



NEW FROM WILD TREES PRESS!

ESCAPE FROM
BILLY S BAR-B-QUE

ANOAH. ¢ JANNE BRASL

Escape From Billy's Bar-B-Que

by JoAnne Brasil

A wryly humorous novel by JoAnne Brasil about the coming of
age in the late 60's of ayoung, working class, southern white
woman. This engaging novel chronicles her adventures from
Phoebus, Virginia to Boston and finally to Brazil.

Hardcover Edition $14.95 ISBN 0-931125-01-4
Paperback Edition $ 8.95 ISBN 0-931125-02-2
Publication Date: October 15,1985

"This is a novel written the way people talk. That leads us into
the way people feel, and we are rewarded with one woman's
story and a valuable reminder that hearts and times do change—
and for the better."” Gloria Steinem

2ND PRINTING!!

A Piece of Mine

A New Short Story Collection
by J. California Cooper
with a Foreword by Alice Walker
Originally published in December, 1984 these twelve short

stories depict the struggles and foibles of Black women and men
in a small town community.

$7.95 (Paperback) ISBN 0-931125-00-6

" ... told with compassion and ebullience, even during the
painful parts/’ Patricia Holt, S.F. Chronicle

yThe stories sparkle with warmth, humor and often, revenge/'
Library journal

"Both men and women are treated with such bemused love
that these tales of passion gone astray are transformed into
celebrations of life."  Publishers Weekly

yFeminist Bookstore News was several hours late to the printers
because once | opened it, I couldn’tput itdown."

Carol Seajay, Publisher
Feminist Bookstore News



A beautiful eight-image photographic note
card series featuring Pulitzer Prize-winning
author Alice Walker.

Beginning with a classic 1930rs photograph
of Ms. Walker's parents, the series also
includes a portrait of Alice at age six, several
recent photo studies of herwith her daughter
and with her mother.

Included also in the series is the dust jacket
photo from Ms. Walker's latest book of
poems, HORSES MAKE A LANDSCAPE
LOOK MORE BEAUTIFUL The dust jacket
photo is also available as a quality
20x30-inch, four-color poster.

Boxed set of eight cards with
envelopes: $8.00. Poster: $12.00



Culture Shock

THE FAWCETT SOCIETY
BOOK PRIZE 1986 is an
award for the book which best
contributes to an
understanding of women'’s
position in society today. This
years non-fiction winner will be
announced at a dinner at the
Regent Suite, The Zoo,
Regents Park on 28th May
7.30 for 8pm. Tickets £15.
Further details from Ana
Novakovic, The Fawcett
Society, 46 Harleyford Rd.f
London SE11 5AY

THE ALBANY EMPIRE
announce a SECOND WAVE
FESTIVAL OF YOUNG
WOMEN PLAYWRIGHTS to
run in October/November 1986
and want scripts from women
between 13-30 submitted
before 20th June. Further
details and application form
from Ann Considine, Second
Wave, The Albany Empire,
Douglas Way, London SE8
4AG

YOUNG UNKNOWN
WRITERS? Contributions of
poems and prose wanted for
HARD LINES 3to be published
early 1987. Submissions to
arrive by mid-June 1986.
Further details from the
Publicity Dept., HARD LINES
3, Faber and Faber Ltd., 3
Queen Square, London WC1N
3AU. Tel. 01 278 6881

-W kV |

ICE AND FIRE by
Andrea Dworkin,
Seeker and
Warburg, £9.50
hardback

A girl is caught, put in
a cage and hoisted up
fnto the air by a group
bf boys while the girls
look uncomfortably on -
relieved at having
escaped the ritual
humiliation, but vaguely
disappointed at not being
chosen. The children’s
game masks a deep
misogyny.

Later on, as an adult
in the lower East Side of
New York, the central
character unconsciously
repeats the patterns
learnt in childhood. Her
anger at her own and
other women’s
debasement is
internalized. She allows
her body to be abused.

Issue,

A dichotomy exists in
her mind between her
intellectual and physical
identity - she treats her
body as a commodity to
be sold to numerous
men and, more cynically,
to various women while
her artistic/creative side
remains aloof and 'pure’.
This is both a sad and
naive attitude because
ultimately, emotional
depth is sacrificed and a
lack of self-love leads
her inevitably to
callousness towards
others. Her closest friend
is shabbily abandoned by
her to pain and squalor
while she departs to
Europe.

Scenes of violence and
degradation abound in
this novel, in certain
instances condoned or
directed by women
themselves. On one
occasion the main
character is raped while
another woman holds her
down. In Europe the
protagonist taking pity on
an impotent man teaches
him how to inflict pain
on her without guilt; he
learns to use ropes, tie
knots, bite breasts etc.
he is 'curecT but enjoys
the violence too much,
with calamitous results
for his instructor. She
eventually returns to New
York as a committed
feminist writer. Her body
with its inherent carnality
is still loathesome to her;
it is at odds with the
ethereal image she would
like to project and this
lack of acceptance has a
crippling effect upon her.

In reviewing this novel
it is impossible not to
become embroiled in the
debate on censorship and
pornography currently
raging within the
women's movement, not
just because of the
author’s identity, but
because of the sensitive
nature of the themes
explored. The central
figure in the book seems
to be closely modelled
on the writer, but how
closely it would be
dangerous to presume.

The novel's final irony
may be, with its

depiction of the sexual
subordination of women
and their willingness in
some cases to sustain
pain, that it could fit
very easily into Andrea
DworkirTs own definition
of pornography.

LINDA KINNAIRD

MUD by Nicky
Edwards, The
Women's Press,
£3.95 paperback

Mud is what Greenham
women live in, what the
First World War soldiers
drowned in. It is also the
self-doubt that political
activists get stuck in.

Jo, ex-Greenham
woman, meets Ada, who
was married to a man who
joined up in the First World
War by accident,
discovered that its violence
had no meaning, and died
(in a mud hole). As Jo
researches this man’s life
for a play about why men
join wars, she discovers that
Greenham's non-violence
has become a pointless
response for her.

The plot is only partially
successful. The characters
remain distant, filtered
through the preconceptions
of Jo's radical feminist
politics. | ended up disliking
or disbelieving in everyone
in the book.

Yet as a novel of ideas,
Mud is challenging, taking
into the arena of women's
politics self-irony and
honest doubt. During Jo’s
year at the peace camp,
confrontation with "the
abstract forces of male eviT
turned into getting kicked
about by the police and the
army. Non-violence became
for her no more than
‘absurd rules designed to
give us some kind of moral
half-nelson on the police/

Her mixed feelings are
communicated, in
refreshing constrast to the
radical smugness of Beryl,
whose
peace-is-a-diversion-for-
women
line buys the sanitised
media images wholesale:
'Do you think that sitting
around in the mud holding
hands with a beatific smile
will stop the bomb?"

J.California Cooper

And that's as far as it
goes. Mud makes no
attempt to push beyond the
contradictions that
Greenham and its
representations have raised
to find a way of continuing
to be involved politically. |
agree with Jo in /Wadthat
even the most radical end of
Greenham politics does
contain an element of
world-saving martyrdom,
but leaving the men to get
on with blowing each other
up' doesn’t seem an
adequate alternative either
as a strategy, or even as an
analysis of what goes on in
the world.

Muddoesn't offer any
feminist alternative, let
alone new direction to
women’s peace politics. But
the book raises
uncomfortable questions
which haven't yet been
satisfactorily answered.

BARBARA NORDEN

APIECE OF MINE
by J. California
Cooper, The
Women'’s Press,
£2.95 paperback,
£7.95 hardback

The twelve short stories
in this book are about
American Black women.
We hear of their trials
and tribulations - mainly
in relation to their men -
and their triumphs too,
through the confidential
narrative voice of a
female best friend and
observer.

Some of the stories
are moving, such as
'Sins Leave Scars’ the
story of a young woman
so beautiful that she

attracts the predatory
attention of men and
over the years
accumulates physical
scars as marks of the
destruction they wreak.
The beauty of another
character, Zalina, is heh
undoing in the story
‘Loved to Death'. The
story is told by Zalina's
crippled sister who
witnessed her destruction
from a point of safety.
Her deformity kept her
safe from the attention
of men.

There is humour in the
story 'Funeral Plans' in
which, after a life of
caring for invalid parents,
awoman reveals her plot
to find a 'good
husband’ Liberated' is
also a story about
satisfaction coming to a
woman late in life. After
40 years of marriage
Middy discovers her
husband's bank account,
long kept secret from
her. She claims the 50%
of her contribution to
their marriage (can a
woman’s work at home
be calculated in cash
terms?) and travels the
world.

An award-winning
playwright, the author's
dramatic sense shines
through in these stories.
Always there is a point
of satisfying resolution in
her tales; often a sense
of characters getting
their just deserts.

One feels with and for
her female characters.
One can only marvel at
her skill in creating this
empathetic response in
the space of, in some
cases, afew short
pages.

GRACE EVANS
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Cooper
examines
love/hate
relationships

Contributed by Emma Rogers
Black Images Book Bazaar

A Piece of Mine, by J. California
Cooper;forword by Alice Walker
Wild Trees Press, Navarro,
California.

A Piece of Mine is the first
book published by Wild Trees
Press, whose publishers are Alice
Walker and her partner, Robert
Allen. It is the only book thus far
that Wild Trees has published
that is written by a black woman.

In twelve short stories, Cooper
graphically retells stories from
the third person’s point of view.
You feel like you are sitting with
the storyteller as she prepares
rolls and tells you the story about
»To Hep to be Happy!” Cooper
covers a variety of age old topics
such as:

- Love so deep, that you can’t’
touch the bottom.

- Free-spirited and free-willed
love.

- Faithful and unappreciated
wives,” mistresses and'significant
others.

- Fool-hearted men who
“wants to be the boss causethey’s
mens.”

- Oppression: physical, mental
and sexual abuse of women and
children, especially young girls.

- Love triangles

* The relationships of: black
man:white woman, and white
man: black woman and in most
cases white man: black “fresh”
young girl.

4:,.Say.\yh.at You Willomay!” A
Piece of Kline is a GREAT
book!!! Wild Trees Press has a

The Dallas
Post Tribun

motto that it only publishes what
it loves, and readers will certainly
discover why.

Support your community!
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The Poetic Worlds
Of Up and Down

LETTER TO AN IMAGINARY
FRIEND: P€irt$ Hwee & Four

By Thomos McGrath

Copper Canyon Press (P,0.80x"271/ Port
Townsend, WA 98368) 128pages

cloth, $9 paper

REVIEWED BY TOM CLARK

[homas McGrath™ ~Letter

to an Imaginary Rieid:

iParts Three &Four”isthe

conclusion of a grand vi-
sionary poem whose first two parts
appeared in 1962and 1970. It’s a big.
(nearly 3500 lines in this volume),
risky work, defying the cautiously
functional, Swedish-modern,
small-is-beautiful tendendes oi
most recent American poetry —
and evoking instead such major,
mountain-range”ize poems as
“Leaves of Grass,” ‘The Oantos”
and “Maximus.” Not that McGrath
imitates Whitman, Pound or OI-
son, all of whom he resembles
more in his choice of a large can-
vas than in what he covers it with.

At the age of 70, McGrath is
still the kind of writer wbo takes
chances on every page, sticking his
neck out on the premise that,
while embarrassing yourself now

BOOKSTTittl QUIMT

BOOKS BOUGHT
Hrgh Prices paid
Free ~ck-up in Bay Area
Mr. and Mrs. Joel M. Chapmam Proprietors
= ACORN BOOK
5100TarreH, S-F. 5C3-17»

COOKERY—WINE BOOKS
OP.—3CARCE RARE-BOUGHT fc SOLD
HOUSEHOLD WOROS
524-8859

BOOKS PURCHASED
Exceltent prices pakJimme~iatefy for private
libraries. Scholarly Books (not textt>00k$)
always wanted.

Open 10to 10Eve«yday
S SLACK OAK BOOKSV
14" Shattuck, Berkeley 94709 488-0699

METAPHYSICS - >
EAST-WEST, located 45 minutes South of San
Francisco, is known as one of the largest aruJ
best Metaphysical/Spiritual bookstores in the
world. Ttie collection includes new and us«tti-
tles on healing arts, world reltgions, ancfbooks
on the leading edge of science, psychology and
consciousness expaosiow. W eoffArew age
music, incense, crystals, cards, posters ana
meditation cushions an<Jbenche$:
_EA$T'W T BOOK SHOPm
1170 Et Cimino Real> Menlo Park 94025
325-57W

WHY PAY MORE?
HINTER $ BAR AINBOOKS

Where every Book is a Bargain
MHUNTER'S N Hx}é OREf

151 Powell, Dovyntown S,F. 39775955
Open Days, Nights and Sundays

FINE BOOKS PURCHASED

(Originai editions in coHector condition)

SR & G DESMADAIS FINE BOOKS
210 Post St. Sufte206, S.F. 94108 781-2252

McDonald's bookshop
SF sBiggest Used, Out-of-print & Magazmes
48 Turk St. (Near Market) S.F.9A102  673-2235

MOEfS BOOKS
DISCOUNT ON NEW SOOKS
Fouf ftoofs of New, Used and Sale Books, plus
aunk®ue Art and Antiquarian Shop.
PHva”« Ubrarfes and CoMeclions purchased.
Open 10 AM-11 PW Fri.-Sat. Til Midnight
2476 Telegraph Ave.fBerkeley, 94704
-20S7

ADVERT1SCRS
for mformation regardir” this guide,
call BiH Chelboun
m 777-8753m

R

and th«n proves you're human (Mo
weak, so poor, in that cdd wind*%
it also thereby qualifies you to
*leap / into heavenMwithout do-
ing cne*you can” do the other, hB
avotdcseems to say.

An<t indeed, it's the tension
between those two states that
drives this book: that is, between
what McGrath calls ,(the Horizon-
tal, the World of Down" — that
bleak existential plain, wide and
cold as a winter prairie, wherein
we fallen mortals toil— and what
he terms Nhe World of Up, ttie
Vertical*” the world ofmagic and
spirits into which his autobio-
grapbical boy-narrator ascends
while dreaming in a Christmas
~ed. (*Lclimb on the shivering lad-
der of Quaking Aspen boughs., .5)

McGrath’s “World of Up” is a
theological conception, evoking a
primal world of transcendence
whose legacy to us is nature.

This poet haslong made man’s
greedy arrogation of nature-as-
propertysfc*. the evil hunger for
wpower over the worldv that turns
itinto H"'dead nature4... so and so
many board feet and so much prof-
it and loss*™* — the major viUain of
his work. Here he goes beyond sim-
ply decrying this greed and tries,
in a poem he describes as a **revo-
lutionary act,J to supplant it with
*aview wMdi all primitives any-
one who has spent time in the
woods or anyone simply in his/her
right mind has always had: that
Nature is just as alive as we are.M
(The quotes are from his preface.)

Of course thfe kind of ~revolu-
ti<maiyM intention has inspired
otiier poets before McGrath, most
notably Wordsworth, who came
back from a visit to the France of
tlic Revolution with strange new
ideas about the common life of
nature in men, and other forms of
being. And Wordsworth's explora-
tion of Nhe birth of the poefs
mind” in “The Prelude” contains a
template for many passages here.

ne is McGrath™ re-

markable ice-skating

sequence, so close to

Wordsworth in its
grasp of the relation between the
life of nature and the life of the
imagination

Under tis a lattice, thin as a
molecule, grows
Instantaneous — formed
(just under ourfeet as we flash
Forward over our world) iiKe
theforming ofwinter ice
Overlheriver...
and we skate onward carol-
ling:
X>ver the icelr,
Never aware how thin
That winter ice is... formed
instant under
ourfeet
Thenvanishing...
Orin summer as waterwalk-
ers we skate

for

The dogday rivers...

the thin skvnvfthe water hold-
ing

Aninstant thatis oursforever
as we rush out to the

stars.

Th« dramatic center of “Parts
Three & FourM— that swings off
into symbolic sulH)rbits of Hopi
mythology and medieval occult-
ism before it’s over is.a Christ-
mas Eve and morning in a North
Dakota frontier hamlet sometime
in the early 1920s. In his narrative
passages on the preparations for

Midnight Mass, the feast that fol-
lows and the sleigh ride home, we
encounter that theological legacy
of McGrath's at its most intense.
He contacts the ancient experi-
ences beneath the Christian ritu-
als, reconstituting the icy awe and
wonder of a long festive night—as
filtered through the sensitized
soul of a 10-year-old.

Memory is a dominant theme
of MkrGrath's poem. He is obsessed
with the uniqueness of event, the
sadness that each thing happens
once and no more (making past

experiences into so many turned-
over Hbages" in an endless book).
What makes all these particular
losses bearable, the poet seems to
say, is their participation in great-
er chords of meaning that span
decades and centuries.

Those chords, in fact, are his
specialty. He finds natural meta-
phor everywhere — instances.of a
pulsing, difference-denying *life
in nature,! that carry out the plan
of his poem, making it into vigor-
ous actuality. The stars above his
snowbound Dakota prairie don't
just hang there, they Meel™ and
“rush” and “dance.” fke Northern
Lights don't only shine, they
~string a harp toward the far
pole”;. a .rooster ‘doesnt merely,

z crow, it **prays for sunrise/ Like a
" muezzin left in the rain so long
| that his voice is rusty."

The best test of how much
light a poet is directing in his po-
ems is whether the beam of his
attention on his chosen subject al-
'so illuminates things around it
crystalizing and giving shape to a
whole field of objects, making
them glow with shared clarity. In
opening up one cell of reality, the
poefs attention spills over and
penetrates the next. This™ process
of overflowing operates all
through McGrath” long poem. =

Berkeley writer Tom Clark, former poetry
editor of the Paris Review, is fbe author of
ibe long poem "The Border.,r

Booksfor Adventurous Readers

A M ost of these books are ex-
mwBcellentfirst worksoffic-
tion by unknown writers. Some
are uneven and amateurish, but
adventurous readers will find
flashes of brilliance and ex-
traordinary promise in all.

“THEARTOFTHE
KNQCKWby Philip Graham
(Morrow). Funny, dark, manic
existential stories centering on
unlikely door-to-door salesman
and his unusual items: Dissolv-
ing Toothpick, Guilt Remover,
Toothless Comb. In another sto-
ryrafamily has ""banished the
voice” to.speak oniy by “the ten
strong throats attached to our
hands/* Stunning, startling im-
agery.

M'HE UPPER ROOMMyy
Mary Monroe (St Martin's). Vi-
brant, extraordinary.first novel
about demonic, funny, terrify-
ing Mama Ruby and her clan of
followers in Goons, Florida.
Written by former Choctaw,
County, Ala., cotton picker who
now lives in Oakland.

tHER FIRST AMERI-
CAN” by Lore Segal (Knopf).
Begins asan ‘innocent immi-
grant burlesque in the manner
of *Tl\e Education of Hyman
Kaplan*but develops into poi-
gnant love story and parable
about A”ericaas_alandofoirt-
si<Jers."#umiy ."touchings pro-—
found.

~GENTHE” PHOTO-
GRAPHS OF SAN FRANCIS-
COS OLDCHINATOWNwhy
John Kuo Wei Tchen (Dover).
German-born photographer Ar-
nold Genthe determinedto cap-
ture ~exotic” Chinatown at
turn of thecentury and did, but
o111y by scraping out evidence
of “white society” from his
glass plates. Fascinatinglook at
the way American history is of-
ten made.

TROUGH TRANSLA-
TIONSMy Molly Giles (Univer-
sity of Georgia Press). Moments
of discovery— painful, tender
and without irony—become
epiphanies uin which the heart
facesits reflectionin others
and does not turn away.rBay
Areawriter Gil” bringsus
stories of ""exploration and di-
rect statement, often tempered
with a great, hushed bumor."

ASELF-HELP”~byLorrie
Moore (Knopf). Almost entirely
written in the second person,
this witty and deeply affecting
collection of stories soiinds like
a how-to manual explaining
how to have an affair with a
married man, cheer up your di-
vorced mother, keep your lover
from leaving you, fall out of
love with the man of your
dreams. Fresh, acidic, funny.

“THE BONE PEOPLE” by
Keri Hulme (Louisiana State

University Press). A massive
novel using language, dreams,
symbolism and artifacts (quite
literally, the bones of ancestors)
of New Zealand's Maori (aborig-
inal) tribes. Hulme, who is part
Maori, tells both violent and in-
teHectual story of man, woman
and child whose lives are lock-
ed together in adversity and
love. 1985winner of England's
Booker Prize.

“THEBEANSOF
EGYPT MAINE” by Carolyn
Chute (Ticknor &Fields). High*
ly original first novel about ig-
norant, bone-poor family
named Bean m rural Maine.
Both humorous and appalling
—the Beans cohabit indiscrimi-
nantly and their siting habits
make us sick—yet gripping
andinsigiltful  narrator Ear-
lene takes up with the Beans to
show us real people behind
backwoods stereotypes.

“APIECE OF MINE” by J.
California Cooper (Wild Trees).
Wry, wise, beautifully written
stones by Oakland playwright
who knows how to “talk’ her
stories to us, as though each of
them is told by a kindly and
concerned friecd. While con-
tent of these stories is often
harsh or brutal, the sound of
them is lovely, memorable,
haunting. ]

— Patricia Holt
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Short stories are alive and doing well

A STAY BY THE RIVER

By Susan Engberg

Viking Press. 256 pp” $15.95
A PIECE OF MINE

By J. California Cooper .
Wild Trees Press (P.O. Box 378, Navarro, Calif.
95463).124 pp.. $7.95 paper

HERE'S THE STORY: Fiction with Heart

Edited by Morty Sklar

The Spirit That Moves Us Press (P.O. Box 1585,
lowa City. lowa 52244)192 pp., $6 paper

AN EVENING PERFORMANCE

By George Garrett

Doubleday. 518 pp., $18.95 =

By Heidi Ellison

T UST a few years ago everyone was
I lamenting the demise of the short story.
Publishers aren’t interested, writers
complained. They dotft sell, publishers
complained. But things have changed. The
world now seems to be awash in a sea of short

As the managing editor of Fiction Network
magazine, it often seems to me that every
American goes home at night from his or her
job, whether it be construction worker, corpo-
rate executive or data-entry clerk, and writes
short stories. Even governors are not exempt
from this national obsession — Ficti<m Net-
work recently received a submission entitled
“At Last, he Fesidency*’ from Cotorad? Gov.
Richard E. Lamm. Many AmCTicans wait
until they retire before tiiey start pouring out
their fantasies, fears and frustrations into the
short-story form. Witting a story has become
more than just a literary exCTdse; it must
now qualify as the great unrecognized Ameri-
can self-therapy.

Unfortunately, self-therapy does not a good
short story make. Most of the thousands of
stories we receive each year are competently
written, but they lack artfulness. They are
character sketches (portrait of a dear,
departed grandmother), incidents (you
wouldn't believe what happened to me last
week!), or problems (my fish tank had snails
and this is what | did about it). Many are rip-
offs of television shows or movies.

Coming up for air from the slush pile (the
publishing world's name for a mass of unsoli-
cited manuscripts), ifs sometimes distress-
ingly hard to believe that any good stories are
being written. Fortunately, as is demon-
strated by some of this fall”™ offerings from
both large and small presses, that is not true.
The diversity of these new books also belies
the myth that only “New Yorker-style”
stories have a chance at publication.

Closest to this stereotjrpe of the New
Yorker story are Susan Engberg's stories in

llA Stay by the River/* because they dre about
well-educated, introspective, white,
middle-class Americans. Engberg” stones
transcend the stereotype, however. They are
quiet stories about people examining their
lives at turning points, at times of heightened
awareness or during periods of rest. Her
characters are watchful people; they take the
time and have the patience to see deeply into
themselves and others.

Images are very important to them. They
treasure them: d carried animage... it
seemed a configuring image, a stillness that
wanted to grow, planted in my mind beyond
my planning." They give them as gifts: ""What
can | give to Melanie? Tonight my sight is
perfectly clear; | have countless images to
give away.”

The characters are capable of other sen-
sory impressions as well: "sVivaldi: an
expanse of vertical, sound that | felt in my
spine. | think how all week the bones of my
body have extended themselves into a garden
hoe. Now | feel myself straightening up, send-
ing up liquid sparks of sensation. >

But there is more to these stories than sen-
suous language. They feel complete; there is a
sense of triumph in them, of the possibility of
well-bemg in spite of the struggles of daily
living, that leaves the reader well-satisfied.

Strangely, that same sense of well-being
comes through in the stories of the playwright
J. California Cooper in €A Piece of Mine/*
though her characters inhabit a world light-
years away from the middle-class comfort
enjoyed by Engberg’s.

Coopers stories are gritty with the trage-
dies of life: violence, death, alcoholism and
sexual abuse, but the narrator takes such joy
in telling stories and wondering at the amaz-
ing foolishness of people that toe stories are
uplifting rather than depressing. Her cheerful
voice seems to say, ~Thafs the way some
people are. Can you believe it?J

Most of the stories are told in black dialect,
and one, uLoved to Death,Ms reminiscent of
Alice Walker’s “The Cotor Purple.’ |the
story, a crippled, black woman who considers
herself ugly and unworthy gains self-respect
through her relationship with her beautiful
sister.

It is no coincidence that the foreward to the
book was written by Walker. €A Piece of
Min”~* is the first book published by Wild
Tre” Press, founded by Walker andli part-
ner. One wishes they had exercised a more
rigorous hand in editing the stories; the use of
dialect is inconsistent, and the author has an
unfortunate addiction to exclamation points.
Cooper is a discovery, though, and we must be

INANN hat They9e Reading
Henry Montgomery

What are you reading? Every week the
Mercury News asks one member of the com-
munity that question. This week we asked
Henry Montgomery, 49, president and chief
executive officer of Trilogy Ltd., Cupertino-
based developers of electronic devices.

“On Wings of Eagles” by K Follett: “This is
about the rescue of two employees of Electronic
Data Systems who were trapped in lIran after
the revolution. Two years ago | heard Ross
Perot, founder of EDS, speak about this at a
conference. The whole crowd stood up cheering.
WeVe just entered a joint venture with Elec-

grateful to Walker for being the first to pub-
lish these delightful stories.

“Here’s the Story: Faction With Heart ”
edited by Morty Sklar, is another story collec-
tion from a small press. Many of the stories in’
this anthology are about a member of an eth-
nic group: Mexicans, Poles, Jews and Rus-
sians are among those represented.

Many of them also hiave in common a
working-class sensibility: People struggle to
make ends meet and there is a concern about
money completely absent from Engberg”®
stories.

Like those in “A Piece of Mine ” these
stories aren't polished. There is a lively raw-
ness to many of them; they seem very close to
the experiences described and have a youth-
ful, autobiographical flavor. Many end too
abruptly and seem umirashed.

Only a couple of these stories are really
unsuccessful, however. Though they are not
all perfect, most are likable in their vigor and
power of stoiytelling. Probably the best story
in the'group_is Sallie “Reuni?n,”
about a hilariously tragic Southern family
with a new element introduced: The prodigal,
lesbian daughter comes home with her
immensely practical lover, who takes the
whole family in hand.

This book s@ffers from pow proofreading
and a college-magazine!lookderived from the
gratuitous inclusion of a portfolio of poorly
reproduced paintings. The stories deserve bet-
ter treatment.

Better treatment is what one hopes George
Garrett will be getting now that Doubleday
has published “An Evening Peiflwmance ” a
collection of 30 years* worth of Wk stories.
Although the book lists 21 books of fiction,
poetry, plays and biography published by
Garrett, only one is still in print, and | confess
that | hadn’t heard of him Before.

Garrettis writer of the old school. His
stories are not about the anomie of modem
life; they are about, for example, soldiers, cir-
cus performers, a smalHown politician. Their
variety is impressive, though some of them
seem dated, especially those about bored, des-
perate housewives who can*t explain their
malaise.

Perhaps the publication of this book will
end the neglect of this fine storyteller.

Ifs sad that all those people writing out
there dont have the talent to produce good
short stories. Maybe the better form of ther-
apy would be tc read stories by the authorsof
excellent collections like these. m

Ellison is the managing editor of Fiction
Network magazine.

trbnic Data Systems, but it’s a wonderful story,
whether you know tiie people involved or not”

Montgomery is getting a double dose of the
life and work of Harold S. Geneen, chairman of
International Telephone and Telegraph. He’s
reading “Geneen,” a biography by Robert
Schoenberg, and “Managing,” Geneen’s own
book of business advice. “It’s outstanding, espe-
cially the chapter on executive ego and aicohol-
ism. You’d be amazed how many times a com-
pany can be ruined by executive ego.

d got my basic business education at ITT,
where | worked from 1960-67; these books talk
about people I know.” m

Best
sellers

Includes last week's rating, weeks on list

FICTION

1 LAKE WOBEGON DAYS, Keillor;
Viking, $17.95. Recollections of life in
a small American town. 2,3.

2. LUCKY, Collins; Simon & Schuster,
$17.95. The heiress of a crime lord
takes on the heiress of a shipping
tycoon in fashionable sppts all over
the world.1,4.

3. SKELETON CREW, King; Putnam'’s,
$18.95. Twenty-two tales of horror
set in contemporary America. 3,13.

4. THE FOURTH DEADLY SINf Sand-
ers; Putnam”, $17.95. Which of six
suspects murdered a saintly New
York psychiatrist? 4,9.

5. THE TWO MRS. GRENVILLES
Dunne; Crown, $14.95. Romans,
scandal and murder in New York's
high society. 6,5.

6. THE HUNT FOR RED OCTOBER,
Clancy; Naval Institute Press, $14.95.
A Lithuanian submariner defects to
the United States with the Soviet
Union's most advanced nudear

7. LONESOME DOVE, McMurtry;
Simon & Schuster, $18.95. The Old
West seen larger than life. 8,12.

8. TOOIMUCH, TOO SOON, Briskin;
Putnam's” $17.95. Three sisters find
their destinies bound by an obses-
sion with the same man. 994,

9. THE CIDER HOUSE RULES, Irving;
Morrow, $18.95. Life in a Maine
orphanage earlier in this century. r9
17.

10. JUBAL SACKETT, L*Amour; Ban-
tam, $16.95. In this 18th novel of the
Sackett saga, a restless explorer
scouts the American wilderness.13,

1.
NON-FICTION

1. YEAGER: An Autobiography,
Yeager and Janos; Bantam, $17.95.
From West Virginia hillbilly to World
War Il fighter pilot to first man to fly
faster than sound.1,10.

2. IACOCCA: An Autobiography,
lacocca; Bantam, $19.95. The rise of
the automobile executive from immi-
grants’ son to top jobs at Ford and
Chrysler. 2, 46.

3. APASSION FOR EXCELLENCE,
Peters and Austin; Random House,
$19.95. Ways to achieve distinction
in management. 3,19.

4. SMART WOMEN, FOOLISH
CHOICES, Cowan and Kinder;
Clarkson N. Potter, $13.95. Two clin-
ical psychologists analyze the suc-
cesses and failures of modern
women in looking for acceptable
men. 4, 24.

5. LOVING EACH OTHER, Buscaglia
Slack-Holt, $13.95. Suggestions for
<etting our priorities right in order
to enjoy lifeto theful_ .” 5, 54.

6. THE MICK, Mantle; Doubleday,
$15.95. The autobiography of the
Oklahoma farm boy who became a
New York Yankees star. 6,8.

7. THE AMATEURS, Halberstam; Mor-
row, $14.95. Four American men
seek the 1984 Olympic single-scull-
ing championship. 7, 5.

8. HAMMER OF THE GODS: The Led
Zeppelin Saga, Davis; Morrow,
$15.95. The British heavy-metal
group's boisterous tours of the
1970s. 8, 6.

9. FINAL CUT, Bach; Morrow, $19.95.

How the making of the film “ Heav-
en Gate” proved t|ie unmaking of
United Artists.12,2.

10. CONFESSIONS OF A HOOKER,
Hope, Doubleday, $17.95. Memories
of more than 50 years of golfing, by
the comedian.10,18,
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Cooper, J. California. A Piece of
M\i\r/]ﬁldjxccs—P' pn Rnx 378. \l\/-ll;\varro CA

92463TDee. 1984. 124p. fwd. by Alice Walker,

ISBN 0-931125-00-6- pap. 57.95. _ F
This collection of short stones Is sO™ e*
thing of a literary event: it  Ihe nrst
collection of stories to be published by
dramatist Cooper, who was named
Black Playwright of the Year in 1978,
%r\}dalaelz%vtgren;‘s[t)r%gg ott?ndecﬂ;)t/)
zer Prize-winner Alice Walker and for-
mer Black Scholar editor Robert Allen.
Further, the stories are wondertul. very
human tales of the life struggle5 of
women and their men. Most are told m
a folksy, conversational manner by a
“trusted otﬂer " a femaie friend ot ‘the
woman in the story, and while these
women suffer many woes m their lives,
the stories sparkle with warmth, hu-
mor, and, often, revenge. Libraries
should purchase liberally: Cooper s

stories deserve a wide audience.—Ann
H. Fisher, Radford'P. Va.



A Piece of Mine

By J. California Cooper

Wild Trees Press, Navarro, CA
1984 124 pp. 17.95

Reviewed by Paula Ross

I ~ he appearance of the first book from
Alice Walker and Robert Allen's new
publishing venture, Wild Trees Press,

has been a quiet one as faras I can tell. For the
last six months, I'd been hearing subdued
rumblings that Walker had established her own
press. What, | wondered, would the author of
The Color Purple and In Search of Our
Mothers' Gardens poet of Revolutionary
Petunias and Good Night, Willie Lee, I'll See
You in the Morning and editor of/ Love Myself
When | Am Laughing, A Zora Neale Hurston
Reader choose as the vehicle to launch her per-
sonal publishing ship into the uncertain and
precarious waters that buffet the efforts of in-
dependent publishers to remain afloat? Over
a late summer lunch, with a new acquaintance,
another Black woman writer who moved in
literary circles | knew only by reputation, |
found out.

Wild Trees Press set sail with a collection of
w(>rk by Black Oakland playwrightJ. Califor-
nia Cooper. A Piece of Mine contains twelve
sl>ort stories. According to Walker's brief but
cogent foreward, it Lsa perfect illustration of
the infant press' motto "We publish only what
we love."

Anyone familiar with Walker's Gracie Mac
StilJ (“Nineteen Fifty-Five™); Hannah Kemhuff
(+"Hie Revenge of Hannah KemhufF~) or Celie
(The Color Purple), will instantly recognize
why Cooper’s women found a home with
Wild Trees. These are women who work hard,
try to hold themselves and their families
together in spite of beatings and rapes and the
heavy feet of economic oppression, sexism
and white racism on their own necks and the
necks ofthe people they love. Sometimes they
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triumph, thumbing their noses at the odds.
Sometimes they are trampled under the
weight. Sometimes they simply persevere,
cooking the meals, washing the clothes, plant-
ing the gardens, loving their men (and their
women), gossiping and laughing with their
best girl friends. They all live, in the best way
they know how.

Cooper possesses a fine ear for the diction
of southern Black, primarUy working class and
rural speech. She draws heavUy on that skill to
quickly set the scene for many of her stories
here.

I'm telling you, say what you willomay,
these mornings, early like this, is just too
beautiful! People think that here in the coun-
try there ain't nothing but boredom, day
after day. But they wrong! These is big days
following great big days! Lookit them trees

I

down that road and that big fiit cow over
there! And that sun coming up! Now ain't
that pretty?!

**Sy What You WUIlomayr

It is as if, anxious to push forward her dif-
ferent storytellers, eager to let them spin theii
tales, she quickly sketches in a few lines, rapid
strokes that silhouette a town or a piece of
countryside. She isimpatient to get to the real
center of the stage — the people. Mindful of
Aic limits imposed by the short story form, she
economically allows her narrators, her tellers
of tales, to outline the stories, settings, using
the words of their conversations as the pieces
of charcoal, the pencils and the paintbrush.

Most of the pieces here use the device of the
minor character as narrator. Cooper conjures
up, as Walker points out, the spirit of Zora
Neafe Hurston's character Phoeby, the”best
friend ofJanie Crawford in Hurston's sublime
novel Their Eyes Were Watching God. Pheoby,
and women like her, exist on the sidelines, in
the margins of the lives of their more flam-
boyant sisters and friends. And it is the
Pheobys who collect the stories, who are
trusted not to forget, who are ultimately the
best loved and cherished.

It would not be difficult to fly right by the
evidence of love between women in A Piece
ofMine, however. As | read here story after
story of women physically and emotionally
battered by .men who sought to prove their
manhood by having " ...to stand on our
shoulders, tear us down, make us look like
nothing to make yourself big enough to do
what you want to do!” “Color Me Real”), | felt
pounded into the ground, despairing of yet
more portrayals of Black women's suffering at
the hands of Black men. But perhaps because
I needed to know that the world Cooper
evokes was not unremitting in its bleak
messages, | combed the stories for some relief.
And it is there. At fifteen, Letta becomes the
sole support of her parents, crushed beneath
awhite man’s tractor, “all in ftin.”” She still finds
the time to help her Phoeby friend build a
house ("Funeral Plans"). Middy, whose hus-
bandJames **gotan extrawoman, Sally,...Mhot
because he really wanted one, but because
"...there was a long-lived rumor still going
around thata man had to have an extrawoman

on the side or he wasn't a man!,,Jbuys Sally
the house Sally rents from James and deeds it
to her. Sharing with Sally what it means to
break out of her lifeas amule ofall work, Mid-
dy tells her, uYou better do something for
yourself before it's too late™ (“Liberated™). And
at ninety, Ruby visits two or three times a week
the graveyard where her friend Pearl is buried.
She sits in a rocking chair under a $yc?unore
tree, visits with her dead friends, eats her lunch
and rests. Then she gets to work  chipping,
grinding and breaking away at the fency grave-
stone that adom's Pearl's husband's grave,
"...he don't deserve no stone since he stole
Pearl’s” (“AJewel for a Friend”).

The love and caring which save A Piece of
Mine from unrelieved grimness, arc not con-
fined to relationships between female charact-
ers. Itisinteresting to speculate whether or not
critics like Ishmael Reed and David Bradley,
Black male writers who castigate Black women
writers like Walker, Audre Lorde, and now, |
would guess, Cooper, will be capable of seeing
all of what A Piece ofMine contains. Many of
Cooper's men are abusive, short-sighted, stin-
gy, deeply suspicious of and hostile towards
women. It is easy, then, to overlook the men
who are genuinely loving, supportive and gen-
erous, who want women in their livps to be
equal partners, not subjugated servants. These
men may not be readily apparent, du? in part
to the aspect of Cooper's style which depends
heavily on dialogue or dialogue-like descrip-
tions. She often rushes the reader through in-
cidents of horror — rape, incest, battering —
atsuch a pace, and with such vividness, there
is little time to notice anything else. However,
in at least half of the stories, women and men
develop strong, deep and loving bonds with
each other. Marriages endure and dreams are
shared. But in the stories where this is so, the
successml relationships often play a Phoeby-
like role similar to that of the stories' narrators
— they are on the sidelines, in the margins.
Still, without them, the core of the stories
would be severely weakened.

Cooper is not always successful in maintain-
ing a high level of interest (for the reader) in
these pieces. After the first three of four, 1grew
tired of the unchanging Phoeby voice of her
storytellers. Althou”i they are presented as dif-

(continued on page 38)



R (con’tinuedfrom page 34)
ferent women, of dUferent ages, different cir-
cumstances, after a while they sounded all alike
to me. So | was reassured when | found **Ms.
Eustace B. (for Bernard) Walker and | am Ida
R. Walker, myself* of "*Too Hep To Be Hap-
py!" Afteralmost eighty pages, she was a new
voice, a gust of fresh air. Itisanother wdcome,
and needed breather, when Vilmain "The Free
and the Caged*' takes some time out.

She decorated the cottage with flowers
and leaves, planting wild flowers in bottles
and jars and hanging them around the eaves
of the little house. Rocks were made into
designs around the yard with novel pieces
ofwood. Feathers were made into bouquets
in odd little containers. She had improvised
a bird bath and to her great delight, the birds
used it. She visited the fiat brown cows and
petted their warm skins and shooed flies
away from their eyes. ...A cat from some-
where attached itself to her it came every
morning and she fed it, then they sat to-
gether each with their own thoughts till each
evening the cat would go away to some-

thing somewhere of its own.

This oasis, this pause in the rapid-fire volley
oftalk which impels Cooper's stories down the
track, was too rare. More time out would not
only allow the reader a chance to digest the
onslaught of impressions, to distinguish one
woman's story from another, but technically,
it would be legitimate from the point of the
view of the various narrators, one of whose
chief functions is to observe and to com-
municate those observations. The keenest eyes
and ears could not possibly produce such ac-
curate records as A Piece o fMine holds if the
train on which they are passengers moves eter-
nally at breakneck speed, never halting in any
station along the way.

Having written seven plays, and with
drawers full of other manuscripts, according
to my lunch companion of last summer,
Ctxjper will undoubtedly continue to write. A
Piece of Mine gives us a whirlwind introduc-
tion to her considerable skill at telling stories
and creating totally beUevable characters. On
the next trip, | hope she'll allow herself, and
us, the luxury of spending more time in one
corner of the world she know§ & well._

—— e —
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Alice Walkerback onscene aspoetandpublisher

By Diana Ketcham
Th» Tribunt

Alice Walker is back in public view,
after spending a quiet year in the country
following “The Color Purple’s” sweep of
the literary prizes in 1983.

Walker has a new book of poems out
this month, “Horses Make a Landscape
More Beautiful.MShe will be signing co-
pies at Berkeley's Cody's Books on Nov.
20 at 8 p.m.

Using some of her earnings from “The
Color Purple,” Walker has launched an-
other career as a publisher. With her
friend Robert Allen, former editor of The
Black Scholar, Walker has set up Wild
Trees Press in Navarro. They expect their
first book in the stores by the end of
November.

If “A Piece of Mine,” by Oakland
writer J. California Cooper, indicates
what Wild Trees has to offer, Walker and
Allen are off to a promising start.

Cooper s stories of small town life
satisfy as moral fables as well as with
their earthy humor. A former orphan girl
is so successful selling vegetables that she
can found a home for black orphans. The
patient wife of a violent drunkard is
rewarded by a second marriage to a
gentle man.

“In its strong folk flavor,” Walker
said, ""Cooper's work reminds us of Langs-
ton Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston. Like
theirs, her style is deceptively simple and
direct, and the vale of tears in which some
of her characters reside is never so deep
that a rich chuckle at a foolish person’s
foolishness can not be heard.”

As their second book, Walker and Al-
len are bringing out a first novel by
Virginia writer Jo Anne Brasil. Entitled
"""Escape from Ellie's Barbecue,it chron-
icles the coming of age of a white teenag-
er in Boston in the '60s.

J. California Cooper, left jg one of the writers published by Wild Trees Press, set up by Alice Walker, right

Calling Wild Trees a small press that
will publish only a few books a year,
Walker said they had their eye out for

manuscripts we love and can't bear to
not have available.”

California (Cooper) has written sto-
ries a large number of people will just

plain enjoy,” she saide 1These are the
stories that the world might lose. They
are stores that could be spoken. What is
unique is that she has written them
down.”

Wild Trees does not intend to limit

itself by ethnicity, sex, Expertise or genre,
Walker said. Cooper, an Oakland play-
wright who has had many plays produced
locally, had never written stories until
Walker encouraged her to try.
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By Angela Paucrazio/The Tribune

After a variety of jobs over the years, California Cooper has settled down to full-time writing and has had her first book, #ieces of Mine/ published.

Ateller of folk tales findsvocation at last

By Diana Ketcham
The Tribune

California Cooper launched into a story. ~There
were these two women in the South just before the
Civil War. One was black and one was white. They
were mistress and slave. The war came and all the
men went off to fight. The two women ha to figure
out how get along together ...

Other stories spilled out as Cooper talked. They
continued as this tiny woman jumped up to snatch
books from the shelves, or point to the paintings
propped on every surface in her Oakland living
room.

California Cooper has been telling herself sto-
ries ever since she was a child, growing up in what
she calls a ~poor family” in Berkeley.

A played alone a lot. | told stories to the dog,
told stories to the tree/' she recalled.

Now Cooper's work has been published for the
first time in “Pieces of Mine,” the first book of Wild
Trees Press, whose founder, Alice Walker, has
praised them for their “strong folk flavor.”

The stories take place among simple people in
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small towns — small enough so that neighbors know
each other’s business.

Everybody knows when Miss Mary”~vegetable
market goes into a decline, and suspects Jhat it is
the aomg of her fancy man. Everybody knows that
Mrs. Rembo is too good for her husband, and
rejoices in her love for the gentle grocer, Mr. Wel-
lington.

"People assume my stories are set in the
South,” said Cooper, who was bom in Berkeley and
has lived in Oakland most of her life. Her father™
family comes from Marshall, Texas, and she has
gathered ideas for stories on visits there.

n the South, there are new stories every day.
They love to gossip, to mind everybody’s business. |
get into town, and neighbors came right over and
said, ‘Where’s your husband, where’s your chil-
dren?’”

In recent years, Cooper has visited Texas with
her 88-year-old Aunt Charlie, who lives near her in

Oakland. “I wanted her to help me find my roots,”
Cooper said. uWe visited a 90-year-old woman who
was her schoolteacher. Some of my best friends
there are in their 80s.

“l got my aunt telling me stories about our
family — about her grandfather, who was a slave,
about my father, who whitewashed houses in Marin
bounty for a living. She told me stories about how he
played the harmonica in a blues band.”

Walker has identified Cooper’s stories as folk
tales of the kind told among women. She calls the
teller of Cooper”™ stories “a best friend, occa-
sionally a sister.”

4Cooper creates vividly the voice of the sister-
witness that all of us, if we are lucky, and if we are
loved, have in our lives,” Walker said.

Although she has written all her life, California
Cooper did not find an audience until 1978, when she
had a play produced by the Black Repertory Thea-
ter.

“I went to Nora Vaughn to audition for a part

See FOLK, Page D-2
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~ and read from one of my own
plays/* she recalled. Since then
~Peralta School District has
portaged_-Cooper’s play abtiut Oak-

-tod-teenffgers, "Suckers, t h e~~hoping

©ystem and Success,*and others
have been produced at the Inter*
I section theater and the Palace of
Fine Arts in San Francisco.
It was at the time of her first
5 play that Joan Cooper took the
1'pen name California. Earlier,
she had named her only daugh-
| iter Paris.

ul had always wanted to go to
Paris, and | thought | never
would. So | had my own Paris,”
Cooper explained.

Cooper was sitting in her
three-room East Oakland cot-
tage. Outside, the garden was
thick with the 16 trees she plant-
ed he:reelf. Inside,, the fire fronta

i Franklin stove threw its light
oyer a clutter of art books, pa-
per flowers, piles of old 78 rpm

i records, museum prints of Gau-

t guin and Henoir, and the oil

5 paintings Cooper does herself.

This is where Cooper has lived
for the three years she has been
a full-time writer. In 1981, she
quit her 9-to-5 job and rented out
her house so that she could stay
home and write.

Before that Cooper worked at
a variety of jobs to support her-
self and her daughter. She was a
manicurist,acreditiinioni& Iter-
viewer and a secretary. She was
one of the first black loan offi-
cers at Fidelity Savings in Oak-
land, and was once a Jet center-
fold.

> ul used to say | wouldn't work
at anything more than a year» to
keep learning things and to keep
from getting bored.”

Cooper worked on the Alaska
pipeline, where she made a
small nest egg that has helped
her “retire” to write.

“People ask me how I can live,
on $200 a month,* she said. 4

eat once a day. | go out to the
library.

A still haven't made any mon-
ey from my writing, even though

tily plays have Deen produced.
that will

change/'

A tiny woman with enormous
dark eyes, Cooper turned into a
whirlwind when she talked. She
pulled books off the shelves to
illustrate her observations on
writing.

~Can you believe this, a wom-
an in Texas was going to throw
this book away,” she sputtered,
lingering a volume entitled ~The
Bedside Book of Famous French
Stories.”

“This is whatd mean .about
how words can change the way
you see the world,M she said,
reading from a Flaubert story
about the beheading of John the
Baptist.

When the decadent revelers at
the dinner ask to see the head of
John brought in on a platter, the
author wrote: MAnd the dead
eyes looked into the lifeless
ones.”

4See the thought that went
into that description?M Cooper
exclaimed. “He knew ‘that peo~
pie who are alive can be life-
iess.”

After 20 years of working,
Cooper spends much of her new-
found free time reading history
and biography. “l didn’t have the
advantage of going to college.
When | started to read history on
my own, | had to learn how to
think.

“Everyone should take off six
months and try to do what they
..have always wanted .to do,”
Cooper said. *In my story lib -
erated,* | show how fast your life
can go by. Then there you are on
your deathbed asking why you
never did what you loved .M

California Cooper will be
reading from her stories at 8
p.m. Jan. 31 at Cody’s Books in
Berkeley.
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ella and Smitty were married nine years when |
got to know them. Atfirst, because ofthe way the world
looks at things, they seemed an unlikely, funny couple.
But remember, the heart has its own way ofpicking a
partner...”

I have always been the kind of person who wonders about people and
things, and | have some neighbors who have kept me pretty busy with
plenty to wonder about! Its not real important how or where Smitty
and Della met, the main thing is they were married nine years when |
got to know them. At first, because of the way the world looks at
things, they seemed an unlikely, funny couple. He was short, five feet
or so,125 pounds, while Della was five feet seven or so, and 207
pounds. \bu pictured them making love, and in your mind it was real
funny, but you shouldn't do that picturing stuff because making love,
real love, is never funny! Remember, the heart has its own way ofpicking
a partner and never asks for measurements.

Anyway, Smitty was a feisty, loudmouthed, bragging, aggressive little
man. Always trying to outtalk or outdo some taller man. But Della
loved him even beyond the iove-is-blind thing. Anything Smitty did
was all right with Della.

I mean even the way she cooked his meals; he had so many things he
disliked, and his food had to be just right. | mt-an just right! He was
the kind of man who even liked gravy on his lamb chops! Very few
vegetables, hardly any fruit and all that! All of which made Della gain
more weight, because of course she had to taste it to be sure it was just
right. She could make homemade bread that would make you Kill
yourself. She did everything, Della did. Wash, cook, clean, garden,
shop, chauffeur, watch football games, listen to him lie, pet, massage
and make love too. Maybe more, you know, | don't know everything.

I know he was proud of Della, he was always bragging down there
at the pool .hall anci at work about her; but he never told Ler .thinking
just staying with her was enough. Well, after nine years, maybe he was
right. Their marriage musta been strong, because they got over some
real big hurdles, which made me wonder at the way it all turned out.

Like one time | ran over to their house. They had a nice little house,
sitting all by itself on a neat little lot, that they~rented. Anyway, | went

~over there, and he was standing on a box directing her how to tie a rope
| over a beam so he could hang her. Shouting, *1 am the man! You gon
S have to do what | say! I ain't taking no shic!"?Della  [continued on page 88]

By J. Galifomia Cooper
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just crying, trying to tie that rope like he
telling her. W ell,l talked them out of it
that time. | think he was glad because he
didn’t know no other way to back down and
give her her life back. | told her later “ u
are a fooll Big as you is, you gonna let that
littler man kill you? Help him kill you?!"
That's when | found out it wasn't the first
time. Anyway she just said “I don’t think
he was really gonna do it!” and smiling
went on about cooking him something spe-
cial. I just really want you to know she
thought he was special, that he had power,
black and otherwise! W hatever he said, she
believed him. | mean, that man had him a
woman!

Now, there’s always a little hell waiting
round paradise, and Dellas hell was that

BUTHEDONEH I NC)

“Smitty stuck out kis chest and
waitedfor Della to say the word
that wouldgive him his oldgood
life back. But there was only
silence”

every once in awhile, Smitty hit her, abused
her. It hurt and it didn” hurt! But it seemed
to do so much for him, being so small and
all, hitting a woman so large, she never
tried to Jilt him back. He would tell everyone
down at the pool hall and work (again), i(l
know | am boss!” He pranced as he told
them, his chest stuck out in pride— he had
alot of that! He had whipped his woman,
all 207 pounds of her~all those pounds
that loved him!

Their bed had to be braced up by bricks
underneath so the mattress wouldn't tilt
when Della gotin bed and oring him crash-
ing over to her side, reminding him of his
size. One night when they were sleeping,
someone broke into tneir house. Don” know
what they came for, cause Della and Smitty
didn’t have nothing much special. Just one
of these crazy people that don’t have sense
enough to be honest and amt got sense
enough to know how to be dishonest and
rob somebody with something! Anyway, Della
heard the noise and woke Smitty up. He lay
there a moment, then said, "Lets go see
what'sgoing on.” He hollered froxii the bed
“Who's there!l Who'sin this house?”

They got up and went into the hall, and
there was this dope addict or something
looking raggedy and holding agun. Smitty
ran past him, going to get his gun, | guess,
and Della got scared and tried to follow him
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past the robber, who was then squashed
against the wall, with Della screaming at
him to let her go! She must have hit him
or something, he was really trying to get
out of that tight spot with all that mouth
wide open screaming in his ears, and probably
hoping somebody would come in and save
him from his victims, but their house stood
all alone and the care-bar across the street
made so much noise, nobody could hear
them. The gun went off around that time,
and Della thought Smitty had saved her
when Smitty came rushing around a corner
hollering Della’s name guess he thought
she had been shot, and the robber slid down
the wall at her feet, dead.
Smitty hadn’t been able to find his gun.
They grabbed each other and looked at the
dead man; he had shot himself
with Smitty’s gun ... acciden-
tally. Della said, 4Ne gotta call
the police! Smitty said back,
@W ait aminute! Lets talk about
this!> So they did. Smitty con-
tinued: "Now listen, if we call
them cops we gon have a lot of
trouble! That's my gun! And |
am t got no license for it! And
| can’'t prbve | didn’t pull that
trigger and put that gun in his
hand! A Il them cops look at TV,
and ain’t no tellin what they gon
decide happened here: Della’s
eyes grew even wider. “Well
what else can we do? We can't
throw him outside in the street!”
Smitty shot back “Oh, yes we
can! That's just what we got to
P
He ran to look out the window with Della
following him, her large white flannel gown
billowing around her. No one was in sight,
and the music blasting from the cafe. It was
settled in Smitty s mind— the dead man
was going outside. Della started crying till
Smitty slapped her into just whimpering
and sniffling. She went to get her robe and
acap, and Smitty went to get an old blanket
out of his car. She noticed the blood that
had flowed from the mans wound and went
to get a Band-Aid, Smitty came back and
snatched it and stuck it in the man’s shirt
pocket. In fact, they did all the wrong things
you see on TV. They rolled the man up, and
when the cafe closed and all was dark, they
carried the corpse over to the emotv lot and
lett it! Went home, cleaned up, wiped off
the gun, put it back in the drawer and went
to bed with Smitty explaining, “I didn’t
kill him, you didn’t kill him so we ain’t
got nothing to do with it! He broke in our
house, took our gun [everything was suddenly
“our”] and shot his own selff We didn’t
know him before, we don’t know him now!
So go to sleep and forget the whole thing!”
So they did. See, what | mean, something
that'sbig like death they stepped over that
like it was a broom!
Anyway, the police found the body the
next day, took it somewhere and did some-
tmng, and since the man was Black the case

was closed, even with all those clues, stamped
“killed by person or persons unknown ...
CLOSED!” and that was that. Smitty and
Della picked up their life and went on as
usual. He telt smart cause he had handled
it real smart, so he began to add, when they
had arguments, “You ain’t got no sense! If
it wasn't for me a man in tms house, am t
no telling what would happen to yc*u!" Della
smiled at all that, she was used to it and
she loved her Smitty!

Then this thing happened that made me
wonder at them, because they had been
through such big things and this seemed
little to me, you might say.

It was a day that Della had not been
feeling well— maybe lost ababy or something
almost as im portant; she was always trying
to make one. Also her special cake for. Smitty
had burned while she was trying to untangle
something in the washing machine wringer,
and when she put the cake on the sink she
burnt her hand, and in flinging her arm out
she hit the filled dish-drainer rack. It fell to
the floor, and dishes and glass flew every-
where! She was barefoot and cut her foot
tipping across the floor. She burstinto loud,
dreadful tears and ran into the hall past the
sign that read GOD BLESS THIS HOME
through the pink door she had painted be-
cause pink made her feel like awoman going
into a romantic bedroom. She flung herself
across the bed onto the spread she had cro-
cheted painstakingly to laugh and love on.
She cried herselfto sleep.

When Smitty came home, he did his
lions roar at the door, and receiving no
answer he went through the house and found
Della asleep and...he got mad! He started
stomping around and shouting at her about
the dirt (there was no dirt) the filthy kitchen
(just broken dishes, thats all), no dinner
(well, there was none, but my lord!), the
messed-up favorite cake (as if it was on pur-
pose) and anything else his little mind could
come up with! He never did ask her what
was wrong. He kept shouting “A man this
and a man that.

Della swung her legs around and sat on
the edge of the bed and tried to smile and
explain. She was still trying to smile and
explain when Smitty came rushing up and
slapped her twice! One way and then back
the other! Her arm must have shot out in-
stinctively in reaction, and she caught him
solid and he flew all the way cross the room,
through the door and hit the wall in the
hall and blacked out! Now, that alone was
bad enough, but Della went and picked him
up and placed him in bed! That Della was
strong! So when he woke up, an hour or so
later, he looked around him and...cried.
Now, he really was aman, ain”™ no question,
but he cried— him! Smitty!

Della came rushing into the room at the
sound of the crying, and when she saw him
she started crying too. "W hat* wrong? Are
you hurt, daddy? W hatls the matter, baby? v
But he pushed her away, snot and spit flying,
then he snarled at her from his pain. An

ego can be a danger- [continued on page 146}
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ous, painful thing. <Get away from me! Get away! | hate you, you
big fat ugly bear! You a ape! A gorilla! You ain’t no woman!”

€But, Smitty,0 she began to whine and try to ease him, but he
wouldn’'t have any of that! He got up, trying to move without
showing his pain, and got the little raggedy suitcase (they didn’t
never go anywhere, so they didn” need no new ones) and began to
throw things in it. Dellas eyes were big and red and swollen, she
kept trying to grab his shirts and underwear from him, but he
done stopped crying now and was really talKing mean to her, calling
her all kinds of names, sloppy fat bitches and things like that! It
was untrue and it hurt her. You could almost see her drawing up,
shrinking, every time a word struck her. Seemed like the words
were razor blades cutting her to ribbons. This was her Smitty
talking to her!

As Smitty got to the door he turned: | can't never live with you
no more! Ybu always gonna think you bettem me! That's what you
want— to be the man! Wfell | ain’t staying nowhere | can’t be the
man! \bu get yourself and your stuff together and get out of my
house as soon as you get some money! I'm takin all we got now
cause | done made it all while you sat there on your ass! You the
man now, you can get you some more! Della reached for him,
"Please, daddy, baby, please, daddy, don”™ go! Don” leave me! Im
sorry!l [She screamed that.} | didn't mean to hit you! Please don”
go! I'm begging you! Daddy I'm begging you!” She grabbed his
arm and such a hate in his face went down to his arm and he struck
her so hard she just let go and stood there with her arms hanging,
and her tears pouring down. He left, leaving the door open so she
could watch him leaving, wobbling away dragging that suitcase,
taking the car. She finally shut the door and went to bed, for two
weeks.

| tended her and checked on her but she wouldn’t eat nothing
or talk, and usually shes a big talker. But time takes care of
everything, and time took care of her. Pretty soon she got up and
got out to find work. She was still grieving, but with everything
bad theres some good, and she was losing weight like thunder.
Smitty had got him a room somewhere and was busy telling
everybody everywhere that he done left Della. 4W asn't gonna keep
no woman who wants to be the man in his family. Della didn’t
know how to treat no man, but she would before he set foot in
that house again/' He meant it too, he said! But every day when
he come out of that door at work, lunch and quitting time, he
seemed to be looking for somebody. Pretty soon, he would go to
the windows and peer out all through the day, but nobody was
there, least not Della. He let everybody know where he lived, but
she didn’t go there either!

| caught her one day, just a-cussing to herself, crying. | said,
“W hat's the matter with you Della?” “Nothing,” she answered,
“just repeating all the names Smitty called me so | don’t forget
and go running after him.” Well that was Della’s formula and it
seemed to work. She didn't go! As she kept crying and grieving
she grew thinner and her clothes began to hang on her. She looked
terrible but shedidn’t care. | tried to make her eat but shewouldn t.

There was a church social coming up, and | talked two days to
et her to go and even helped her to buy some new things to wear
that fit her. I can tell you honestly that Della at 135 pounds was a
whole new better Della than she was at 207 pounds! She was good-
looking!! And with that big, sweet, innocent, sad smile, she was
pretty, and the men let her know it! She danced every dance once
1 got her started, and laughed and laughed and laughed with
happiness! Smitty wasn't there, he was probably at the pool hall
bragging bout his hold on her. | ain't gonna say alot about it, but
there was nice man there named Charles and he took to Della
like wet takes to water! Soon they was going out together being
seen a lot. Smitty heard about it. He wanted to come around and
save his ego at the same time, so he began to come around the
house and tell her she had to move out, he needed a place. | know
he wanted her to say “Come on home, then,” but she didn't.
Instead she said “Give me a month to see what I’'m gonna do and
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how then | be gone.” He didn’t really want that house he wanted
Della but his pride and ego kept him from telling her. | don't
really know what would have happened if he had told her, but
anyway Charlie told her to move in with him, he was buying his
own house. She just said she would think about it.

One day Smitty came by to check on his “house” and Charlie
was there. Smitty said, blustering, "W ell,Tm here now and you
better go! Ihis is a husband talkin to his wife and you oughta
leave!”

Charlie answered softly, “Wfell Smitty | didn’t come to see you
at your invitation. | came to see Della at her invitation, so you
can't tell me to go, only Della can do that!” Smitty said, taken
aback, 'This is my house! | say what goes on here! And this is my
wife!” Della said softly, “This is the landlord’s house, ar>d | been
paying the rent Smitty so it's not your house.” She looked neat
and clean and pretty, and you could smell the food cooking! Smitty
repeated, stubborn, "I want to talk to my wifel" Charlie said, just
as stubborn, “When she tells me to go, | willl” Della said, “I
invited him to supper Smitty, | can’t tell my company to go!”
Smitty said, “I'm your man, invite me to supper!” Della said back
“NO you said you wasn't my man that | was the man. Charlie
don’t think I m aman.”

Smitty quick to think wrong: “W hy don’t he think you a man?
W hat you 6een doin with him?” He balled his first up! Charlie put

in “1 hope to marry Della someday.”
Smitty said, “She already married! To me!” They both looked
surprised when Della said, "I ain® made up my mind about

anything!> She looked thoughtful for a minute, then continued,
"Charlie will eat supper, then he w ill go, then you can come back
and talk.” Smitty was outdone! “‘Come back?” he asked. Della was
up to it. “If you want to!”

So Smitty left, but before he was out of the door completely,
Charlie said, standing in the doorway like it was his, "Smitty, |
am interested in Della and she is my friend so if | leave it ain’t
so you can do whatever you want to her. Don’t hurt her, don’t touch
her, because | w ill know about it!" Smitty left mumbling to hisself
that wasn't nobody gonna do nothin to him!

Now, all the time | been knowing Della, she always said how
*Smitty didn’t remember no birthday presents or Valentine’s Day or
nothing. She always gave him things, but when Smitty came back
he was dressed up and had a bag of candy in his right hand and
some flowers in his left hand. But he came in fussing “Ain’t you
gon offer me no dinner or cake or nothin? Are you just gonna give
some to that Charles that don’t want nothin but to go to bed with
you? Then he gon be gone, just like he done all them other women
| done heard of!" Della jumped up and went to get some cake, and
don’t you think Smitty didn’t take heart from that! “Sure” she
said, "l got plenty cake. You want some cofFee?" Smitty leaned
back, smiling “Yes | would like some coffee too!”

As he ate the cake Della was quiet, but he talked a lot about
how well he was doing. "And | been thinking bout takin a trip,
like avacation!” Della sighed; he went on talking: “Maybe putting
some money in this house to make it look a little better! Della
looked around the room and nodded. He smiled and went on,
“Might even go head and try to get one of my own!” Della’s eyes
opened wide and she said, 'Ilt must be nice to own your own
House!" That encouraged him, his chest came out, and he decided
to play his ace card and hit Della with something that would wake
her up and make her realize she didn’t want to lose him!

“Della/ he said, serious-like in a new deep voice as he wiped
the last cake crumb from the saucer with his finger, "Della, we gon
have to do something— now— or I’'m going to get a divorce! The
room was real quiet while Della stared at Smitty, her man for so
long.

"You done found somebody else you love, Smitty?"

He laughed. “NO, | don't want none of these women that keep
running after me! They worry me to death!” He flecked off a speck
from his pants as he waited for her to cry out, “I don’t want no
divorce Smitty!” But she didn t. She just sat there staring down
at the floor, and pretty soon tears came slowly down her cheeks.

[CONTINUED ON PAGE 148]
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Smitty saw this and reit ms point was won. He stood up and stuck
out nis chest saying “Wfell Della, we can’'t go on like this—aI'm
aman!” Della looked up and the tears stopped and dried. “I need
awoman! And ir it sgonna be you, then say so, ir it am t, then |
better get on bout my business and [he leaned toward her] get my
divorce!” He waited a moment for her to say the word that would
give him his old good life back, but there was only silence, Della
looking at the floor again. He straightened up and looked around
the home toward the bedroom, where he really wanted to go and
lay his big pride down. He tried to think of a way to stretch ms
visit out but had played his ace too soon, so he cleared his throat
and gave Himself the next invitation. “I'll be by in a few days to
get your answer, and I'm gonna come with my bags Della!” It was
said almost like a question.

Della started crying, and he went to put ms arms around her
and rub her on her back. “Della, you know I'm your man, now act
like you got some sense, girl, and cut out all this dating and stuff!
\bu my wife and you lucky | didn't kick ass this day!” She stepped
back from his arms. He continued, “Go wash your face and go to
bed, no more company tonight! |1l be back in afew days, rnday,
with my bags and get your life back together again cause you acting
like afool”” Sometimes | wonder about people.) She let him kiss
her and then led him to the door, and he left feeling good about
being a man about the whole thing.

Della didn't sleep much that night and got up saying she “might
as well get this over with” and went downtown and got a lawyer
and filed for a divorce, which takes 30 days in this town, then came
back home and moved most of her stuffin my house. When Friday
came she went over and sat on a chair right in feont of the door
and waited for Smitty. He came grinning in with his suitcase
without knocking, and she handed him the papers saying, ihis
what you want, Smitty, if you want it, it must be right! But | like
married life, so Tm gonna be marrying up with Charles when this
is final.l done moved, so here is your house, now Til be going!J
He cussed her again but didn’t try to hit her, and he told her, “I
don't want this house, ain’t nothin in it!” She left first, then he
did, and the next day she moved all her stufF back in it!

She was true to her word. When the divorce was final, the
marriage plans was made. | wondered about all that, so | ask her,
“Don’t you think you mshin into one marriage after another?” She
always takes her time to answer. “NO she said, “1 really done
learned a lot in these few months when | been working on a job
and workin this stuff out with Smitty. | know bout cooKin and not
havin to cook. | know about a peaceful house when you alone in it,
havin your own money or waiting for somebody to bring you some,
and sleepin alone, or with a husband! My life ain’t never gonna be
like it was before, ever again! But | like havin a husband, | want
aman of my own!” So the marriage plans went on.

| was just sitting at home sewing and wondering about people
when about two days before the little wedding, Della came running
and screaming over to my house, tears streaming down, she was
what you call hyster. ssical! She couldn’t sayaword just screaming,
“Smitty " so | followed her over to her house. Smitty was hanging
from that same rafter he was always going to hang Della from,
looked like he had kicked the chair over. Me, | believe it was an
accident and that chair fell over. | think he was trying to fix it so
Della would catch him in time to stop him and realize she loved
him, or he was fixin it for her and the chair fell over. Anyway, he
was hanging there dead. | took her home and called Charles, and
he took care of everything, like a man. She didn’'t have to do
anything except sign some papers for the insurance. She wanted to
put the wedding ofF, but Charles wouldn” have none of that! And
all those arrangements made too!

They got married, and she moved into her new home. Its been
a year or so now, and they seem happy and peaceful, and Della is
gainin her weight back, up to 200 pounds and just as happy as
she can be. Sometimes when she gets to thinking about Smitty,

[CONTINUED ON PAGE 152}
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she says,  still believe if 1 had been there,
he wouldn't have done that. He would have
used me instead, and we'd all be alive today!”
I tell her, “Better for that fool to accidentally
kill hisself like a fool than for you to be a
fool and let him kill you!” Sometimes |
wonder bout Della!

J. California Cooper is a playwright who lives
in Oaklandf California. This story isfrom her
first published collection ofjiction.
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doing us wrong, we don't get no breaks, we
can’t do nothing.

Lies and propaganda.

Success in spite of the odds has been one
ofour strong points. We come from along,
unbroken line ofstruggle. Wfe are survivors
and good at it. So life is hard. So what else
is new? Just information to be factored into
your game. W hile you're pressing on. Full
speed ahead. Taking no prisoners. W ith
experience comes the knowledge and skills
that ensure victory. W ith victories comes the
confidence that leads to further victories and
higher horizons. The sky is the lim it. You're
the boss. As you carve your dreams into
reality, you become one ofthe few people on
the planet who really lives life to its fullest.
Be it homemaker or space ranger, be the
best. Stretch yourselfto your fullest potential
asahuman being. Eagerly meet the challenge
oflife. Let nothing break you. Perform mir-
acles if you must. You can do it. You know
you can.

Arthur R. Flowerss novel De Mojp Blues, will
be published next year by E. P. Dutton. Mr.
Flowers is director of the New Renaissance Writers
Guild in New York City.

Most cases of police brutality are ration-
alized by the police as simply cases or mis-
taken identity — the argument that a certain
citizen “looked like the suspect.” However,
this explanation holds little water when one
begins to match up the victims of police
violence with the profiles ofthe alleged “ sus-
pects. Clearly, for instance, it is impossible
thatlittle 10-year-old Clifford Glover looked
like an adult Black male.

Another common explanation for excessive
use of force by the police is that they saw
the suspect reaching for aweapon, although
in the majority of such cases no weapon is
ever found— and it one is, withesses often
testify to having seen the police plant it on
or near the victim, in a 1981casein Brooklyn,
New \brk, police chased a car with six teen-
agers in it for several blocks, guns blasting,
allegedly because one of the youths had a
shotgun that he had fired earlier at a local
disco. When the smoke finally cleared, two
ofthe youths, 24-year-old Ricky Lewis and
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18-year-old Kenny Gamble, were dead. Ac-
cording to Gloria Yournet, a witness to the
shooting and subsequent beating of the six
youths by the police, “The people in the car
didn’t have no weapons whatsoever. The de-
tective who went through their car didn't
find anything. Then all of a sudden he held
up a shotgun, but the way he did it was
funny, because it didn’t come out of the red
car [the car the victims were driving]. |
know that because before he went into the
red car he had the shotgun in his hand.”

Ultim ately, in the cases where suspects
do indeed have weapons, the questions as to
whether it was necessary for police officers
to use deadly force to apprehend suspects,
and why police shooting at Black citizens
so often shoot to kill, still remain. In most
cases, a bullet in the leg or arm would as
effectively stop a fleeing or advancing suspect
as a shot to the head or heart. But these
options are used infrequently by police officers
on minority citizens.

For many Black victims of police abuse,
the trouble started simply by their being in
the “wrong place at the wrong time”  that
is, in a white suburb or neighborhood. In
1982 Black Long Island physician Beny
Primm found himself spread-eagled and
being patted down, or rnsked, against his
own car in his own driveway, caught up in
asearch by local police for arobbery suspect.
Edward Lawson, 3 , an educational and fi-
nancial consultant in San Diego, was stopped,
detained and arrested at least 18 times in
five years for the crime of walking through
neighborhoods in which local police thought
he looked suspicious. Lawson’slong fight
against the California Identification Law
(Penal Code 647E), which allows police to
demand identification from persons they deem

suspicious looKing, took him and his at-
torney from the Los Angeles American Civil
Liberties Union all the way to the United
States Supreme Court. In late 1983, the
Court declared California s Identification Law
unconstitutional, stating that it violated
constitutional protections against unreason-
able search and seizure.

Finally, there is the official rationale by
the police that stopping, searching, ques-
tioning and otherwise harassing Black citizens
has some vague deterrent effect, that the
police are somehow stopping potential crim -
inals before they commit crimes. “One of
the reasons alot ofcases have been litigated
has been exactly this issue, comments C.
Vernon Mason, a Black New Ybrk attorney
who is running for Manhattan district at-
torney and has been involved in issues in-
volving police brutality. "This kind of stop-
and-search behavior often comes from a racist
and culturally ignorant perspective on the
part of nonminority police officers, says
Mason, pointing out that Edward Lawsons

suspicious” look amounted to nis hair being
in dreadlocks and his skin being Black.

Such racism is generally without distinc-
tion, and often Black police officers themselves
are victims of violence from wmte police

[CONTINUED ON PAGE 154]
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officers. Comments John Cousar, a former
New York City detective and past president
of the Guardians (an organization of Black
police officers in New \brk), who is currently
special assistant for Criminal Justice Services
for Brooklyn Assemblyman Roger Green:
"Essentially the Guardians and similar or-
ganizations around the country— were
founded to protect Black police officers from
white police officers/* Numerous minority
police officers, particularly those who are off
duty orin plain clothes, have been attacked,
arrested, shot and even killed by white officers
who either ignored their Black counterparts
or did not give them an opportunity to
identify themselves as fellow officers.

W hile it is obvious that not all police
officers brutalize minority citizens and that
many are in fact positive influences in the
communities in which they work, there are
enough abusive and brutal officers to have
created a major problem in this nation’s
Black communities, a problem that has
touched the lives of many Black families.
Some ofthe objectives ofCongressman Con-
yers s subcommittee hearings are to ascertain
just how widespread and systemic the prob-
lems of police abuse are and to motivate
local officials and citizens to create solutions.
At present, the subcommittee has received
requests to visit and hold hearings in more
than a dozen cities across the United States,

most of them with large Black populations,
many ofthem with histories ofracial tension
and police violence.

At present, avenues of recourse for victims
of police abuse or brutality are few and
generally ineffective. Litigation against the
offending police officers is often expensive,
time-consuming and ultim ately fruitless. The
number ofpolice officers convicted in assaults
against minority citizens is minuscule, es-
pecially when compared with the number
ofofiFended citizens, civilian complaint review
boards (CCRB), which exist in a number
of cities to investigate allegations against
police, are notoriously ineffective. New\brks
CCRB is made up ofseven civilian employees
ofthe police department who are appointed
by the police commissioner; it is staffed by
police officers who volunteer to investigate
complaints against other police officers. As
Jacques Moreis, president of the Grand
Council of Guardians, Inc. (the organization
ofNew York eity Housing, Corrections and
Transit Police), says, The Civilian Complaint
Review Board is a means by which white
officers volunteer to protect their brethren.M

Victims of police violence who decide to
litigate or otherwise protest their victim i-
zation often find themselves unable to per-
suade witnesses to come to court and testify
on their behalf. At least nine people saw
police beat 26-year-old Larry Peoples in New
York City two years ago; yet despite ms offer
to drive them to and from court and com-
pensate them for lost wages, at present only

one witness has agreed to testify on his
behalf. As one woman told him, “I'm sorry,
but I'm punking out.

clearly, in spite of these depressing and
sometimes deadly realities, it is critical that
the Black community continue to speak out
against cases of police brutality and seek
legal and administrative recourse. At best,
the offending officer w ill be punished for his
ilegal and criminal activities, and at worst
such involvement w ill continue to serve notice
to the police departments ofthis nation that
we w ill not silently tolerate such behavior
toward our people, particularly our children.
If we do not begin to organize, to discuss
these problems with one another, with local
elected officials and with police departments,
if*we continue to “punk out,” we w ill become
part of the problem, not the solution. Such
an ostrichlike posture is, inevitably, folly.
For, to paraphrase a sixties Black revolu-
tionary, 4f they come for me in the morning,
they w ill come for my brother at night ™
armed and extremely dangerous.

Jill Nelson is the investigative reporter for
Essence.

ness police brutality as a police officer?

DAVIS | was arookie. A white officer
had gotten into an altercation with a Black
male. He called for help on the radio. My



