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TO OUR READERS:

CONDITIONS: NINE is the first issue to be edited entirely by the
new CONDITIONS collective. Although the process of putting out the
magazine has been changing dramatically, change in the magazine itself
has been much more gradual. We needed time and energy simply to get
to know each other, and to devise procedures for coordinating the work
of an expanded group. New collective members are still learning the vari-
ous aspects of how to put out the magazine; old collective members are
still learning how not to put out the magazine alone.

We have finally defined areas of responsibility so that each of us
works on several committees. We have begun to establish an advisory
board; to increase outreach to writers who may not be familiar with
CONDITIONS and to visual artists; and to find ways of reducing our de-
pendency on grants through fundraising and increased subscriptions. In
order to publish more regularly, we plan to publish somewhat shorter
issues.

Although much of the work is now being done by committees, we
continue to hold all-day collective meetings at least twice a month to
make decisions about the content of the magazine, its politics, and its
directions for the future. In our discussions of political issues—often
raised by the material we consider—we have found areas where our views
conflict. It has been an important step for us to get over our initial
politeness and find out that we can yell at each other without threaten-
ing our personal and work relationships.

This issue does introduce a new feature: comments by individual
editors. In part, this feature is meant to alleviate a persistent and time-
consuming problem—dealing with reviews and, in some cases, essays Or
interviews. We have often found ourselves torn between our conviction
that a magazine must bear editorial responsibility for the material it
publishes, and our reluctance to influence excessively the views or em-
phases in work by contributors. By allowing for comment by individual
editors—to present an additional perspective on an issue or book discussed
in the magazine, or to offer remarks on a piece that we are publishing—
we can fulfill what we see as our responsibility without compromising
the independence of the women we publish. We expect that these expres-
sions of support or dissent may reflect disagreement on issues within the
collective, and among our readers as well. We hope that the author whose
work is discussed, or readers who wish to further the dialogue, will



respond; our policy is to send a pre-publication copy of such comments
to the author, in the hope of eliciting and publishing a response. We see
these editorial comments as further expression of the statement by the
founding CONDITIONS collective that, “We have found that we do not
always agree or identify with viewpoints expressed by the women we
publish, or with each other.” As our numbers have increased, so have the
opportunities for diversity.

One major change the collective has had to make is to increase
our subscription rates. We feel fortunate to have been able to maintain
reasonable rates for our readers over the past 7 years. Beginning with
issue Nine, CONDITIONS will raise its price to $6 per issue; $15 for
individual subscriptions; $9 for hardship subscription; $25 for institu-
tions. Back issues (Five through Eight) remain available for $4.50.
CONDITIONS is still free on request to prisoners or women in mental
institutions.

Dorothy Allison

Elly Bulkin

Cheryl Clarke

Jewelle L. Gomez
Carroll Oliver

Mirtha N. Quintanales
Rima Shore
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ISABELA GULERMA

COUTURIER CLOTHES

If it had not been
for St. Vincent de Paul’s thift
shop
(iamma Washington could
never have made it through

law school
‘I'he green 1. Magnin suit that only
needed a new zipper
carried her through the winter of
1970
with a red corduroy coat she bought
for three dollars
It had a stained lining
but no one ever saw that.

The alligator boots
weren't such a good buy
leels too hard and the leather split

; behind her calf

It she winced along until spring
found a pair of black cobbies
i number nine answer
to a poor girl’s prayer
for graduation.

{ @ 1983 by Isabela Gulerma




BREAD PUDDING DAYS

Revilla Jackson had heard her mother talk about bread pudding. She
knew it was something that very poor people ate back in the South.
Her mother was so busy working in a defense plant after she came to
California, that she seldom cooked the old hardtime dishes. Still Revilla
could remember her describing the pudding. She had tried to teach
Revilla, saying, “I don’t have no recipe. Poor folks carry their recipes in
their head. They just measure out as much as they have. If they don’t
have enough of one thing, they use something else.”

First you need bread. This is one time when stale bread is better
than fresh. Break it up in little pieces and poor a few cups of milk over it
to soak. Then beat up a couple eggs real good and add some sugar. Mix
this and pour over the soaked bread. You can go hog wild with the
flavoring. Use vanilla, or cinnamon, or lemon rind, almost any flavor goes
good. Don’t be skeered to throw in anything you like, little dabs of left-
overs, a spoon of apple sauce, a few raisins, a half peach.

The words rang in Revilla’s mind like a greeting from the Great
Beyond. “Don’t be skeered.” She realized how frightened she had
become since the tire plant closed, and other work in her town had
become almost non-existent. She had to face a lot of bread pudding days
ahead. Her mother and grandmother had faced them and survived. She
would also be able to do so.

Copyright ©1983 by Isabela Gulerma
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THE PEARL CHOKER

The day Jovetta Blaine turned forty she stopped wanting a lot of
things. Big shiny cars did not tempt her to envy, as they always had be-
fore. She could stand on the corner and wait for a bus quite contentedly.
Anger no longer boiled within her spirit. It was the same with clothing.
She quit skimping on food to save money for exotic outfits from I.
Magnin. She did not know when she made this drastic change in her
priorities. Maybe it had been coming on so gradually that she had not
noticed. Perhaps she had really begun to change when her baby brother
Perryman was killed in Vietnam. Surely no one could be the same after
i loss like that, and the world had not been made safer by his death.
Jovetta did not attempt to philosophize too much. She simply knew that
she had changed for the better. She found herself actually seeing fellow
workers as women like herself, and not just names on time-cards to be
punched at intervals. She began sharing lunch with an older woman
called Bitsy. It became a pleasant game to bring an extra treat for her.
Sometimes, it was nothing more than a bran muffin from breakfast or a
single brownie. Jovetta soon discovered that no gift of food was too
small to be appreciated. Bitsy was crippled in one leg, and did her work
sitting down in the laundry. It was reported that she supported her low-
life brother, Renfro. He was all she had in the way of family, and she was
deeply loyal to him.

Late in October she confided to Jovetta, “Renfro has got a birthday
goming up November tenth.” Jovetta blurted out, “How about that?
My birthday is November twelfth.” Afterward, she was sorry that she
liud spoken, and hoped that Bitsy would forget their conversation. She
gertainly did not want to obligate her with buying a birthday gift. It
would be enough of a drain for her to buy Renfro a present. Winter work
accelerated at the laundry, and Jovetta almost forgot about the conver-
sitlon. She came to work on the twelfth with two pieces of apple pie in
i plastic dessert carrier. The boss always made tea and coffee for every-
ane at lunchtime. Jovetta and Bitsy took their accustomed place at a
{uble beneath the window facing the alley. Bitsy smiled a secret knowing
snile and said, “I have got something for you.” She took a small white

Cupyright © 1983 by Isabela Gulerma
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package from her enormous raffia purse and handed it to Jovetta, insist-
ing, “Open it.” Jovetta was shocked. She hadn’t thought that Bitsy
would remember. Now, she was saying, “Jovetta, I taken down your
birthdate. It was easy to remember coming so soon after my brother’s
birthday.” She urged, “Open your package, now.” Jovetta carefully re-
-moved the silver cellophane bow from the box and tore off the wrapping.
She slit the tape on the end of the box and opened it. There on a piece of
cotton, lay a pearl choker. Bitsy watched Jovetta’s face for a sign of plea-
sure. She said, “Try it on! I always wanted one of these when I was a
young girl.” Jovetta felt a flood of joy sweep over her. She snapped the
choker around her neck. It was beautiful to be forty, even better to be
forty-one today. She picked up the teapot she kept at work, and asked
grandly, “Bitsy, shall I pour?”

12



JACKSON GENES

The last time that Arfata Jackson’s cousin came to visit her from
(Columbus, Ohio, Arfata made up her mind to reduce. The cousin was
pencil-slim and wore exotic belts to emphasize her tiny waist. The day
Arfata and the family put her on the plane for Columbus, she wore a
gold chain-link belt that tinkled musically. Arfata had a sharp picture of
her mentally, the slim body in the white boucle dress. No woman who
wasn’t a reed could get by in an outfit like that. She thought of her own
{wo hundred twenty-five pounds of lard in a tight knitted dress. It made
her wince to even imagine such a spectacle. She was silent as she drove
her mother and father home. Her father said, “Baby, you kinda quiet,
probly because Delisle gone home. I feel kinda lonesome like, myself.
You know, almost like somebody died. I always do when I say goodbye
{0 kinfolks.” Mrs. Jackson spoke from the back seat. She said, “I wonder
if Delisle is in good health. She is as thin as a toothpick, but she eats
good.” Mr. Jackson expounded, “Delisle’s daddy is a tall thin man. She
takes after his side and not ours. You cain’t do nothing about them
genes. Look at you, Arfata. You are a Jackson through and through,
cain’t ever dispute that.”

Copyright © 1983 by Isabela Gulerma
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PAULA ROSS

TELLING
EXCERPT FROM A NOVEL-IN-PROGRESS

NOTE: The action in this piece takes place a year after Ida, the main character
meets Ollie. Ida’s mother, Louise, who shared a duplex in Tyler, the: small town
where Ollie lives, has just died. Viola is a friend of Ida’s from their childhood in
Tyler.

“Ida, just what is it you’re trying to say to me?”
“I decided not to sell Mama’s house. I'm moving back to Tyler.”

Viola accelerated as the light changed and the large car lumbered
forward. Traffic was thick and sluggish in the rain. Ida stared straight
ahead, wondering how Viola could see around the metronomic half-circles
made by the windshield wipers. That had always been a mystery to her
since she’d never learned to drive. How could you see when the wipers
wouldn’t stay still? As soon as you had an unobstructed view of the
window, the thin rubber-edged blade crossed your field of vision—
mechanical predestination, relentless return.

“Well,” Viola said, weighing the likelihood that the taxi to her right
would suddenly decide to plow across their path to make a left turn. It
did. She shrugged, slamming on the brakes absent-mindedly. Again,
“Well, I don’t know, Ida. Moving back. I guess I just never expected
that.” Her forehead wrinkled. Ida leaned her head back against the seat.

“Now you can tell me it’s none of my business, Ida Martha, which it
isn’t, except I've known you for more years than I care to count, but did
you meet somebody down there?” She looked straight at her.

They had stood, she and Ollie, 12 hours ago, on the edge of that last
touch, their bodies prepared to pull away, to begin feeling less sharply.
Ollie. A voice leaving footprints of sound just beneath Ida’s ear, soft,
dissolving. The grumbled warning of the bus motor. Hands lifted only
to fall into a wave, good-bye. The bus window reflecting images, each on
her own side of it.

Copyright © 1983 by Paula Ross
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Windshield wipers. Wiped clean. Those years swept away, cleanly,
with sharp edge of the blade. Her tongue, like that blade. Viola, cleanly
wiped from her life by the answer her tongue would give to a simple
uestion. Did you meet somebody down there? The answer, a clean
sweep, like the windshield wiper flicking water from the glass in front of
them. Can’t see the windshield for the blade. All those years for a few
words, answer to a simple question.

Viola, my lover is a woman.
“Well, I did meet, but that was before . . T

“That’s kind of what 1 thought. And you’re feelin’ like it’s not right
40 soon after your Mama passed. Well, Ida, you’re a grown woman. Miss
lLouise wouldn’t want you to hold back for her. Not now. Not after
you've been alone for so long.”

Not now. When? Not ever? My lover is a woman. Now. A lover. At
41. Holding her. Hold back nothing. Except? Except her name,
which you know, Viola. Which you knew before I did. Before I
touched her, you knew her. If I say I love her who saves part of
herself in grief for the love that came to her first, touched her but
couldn’t stay? If I say I love her, what then? Her lover was a man
and now it’s me. Hold it all back.

“She wanted you to be happy, Ida Martha,” Viola was saying. “And
if you’re happy with this man, if he’s good to you, she’s resting in
peace.”

A man. Never a man, Viola. Not one. Not once! Not now! What if
I tell you my lover is a woman? Can I still be happy? Will my mother
still rest peacefully? Will your eyes still hold all those years between
us, Viola: If I told you?

“So. What’s his name? When do we get to meet him? You gonna
bring him up here to New York before you move? You know Sugar and
Vincie won’t quit ’til you tell us all about him.” She negotiated the
corner, head turning from side to side, looking for a parking space.

Suddenly she whooped, “This is our lucky day, girl!” as a delivery
truck pulled away from in front of Tiny’s. Viola eased the car into the
spot, scraping the tires against the curb. She switched off the ignition.
And turned, her face beaming, to look at Ida. It was still raining.

“I'm just so tickled for you, I can’t see straight!” And she threw her

15



arms around her, hugging her close.

A fake. Counterfeit. She tried to pull away. “Viola?” Barely audible.
Louder: “Viola! You can’t meet him! He doesn’t have a name!”

“I mean, who would have ever thought that Ida Martha Felton
would . . . What are you talkin’ girl?” Viola cocked her head, her eyes
narrowing. Puzzled. “Everybody has a name,” she said, as if talking to a
child. Smiled broadly. “Nothin’ worse than a grown woman in love!
Don’t you know you don’t have to be shy with me, Ida Martha? We’ve
known each other too long for that.” And she gave Ida’s shoulder a little
shake.

The tears slid down Ida’s face, tracing a warm, wet trail that burned
her cheeks, scalded the skin of her chin and neck.

“Oh, Ida, honey, what’s wrong? I'm sorry! I shouldn’t tease you
like that. I'm sorry!” She looked ready to cry herself. Picking Ida’s hand
up in her own, holding it tightly, she asked, over and over again, “Ida?
Ida, what is it? You can tell me. It can’t be that bad. Ida?”

Their hands caught the splash of Ida’s tears. She could feel them slip
between the spaces where Viola’s fingers grasped hers, slipping, almost
tickling. She had a sudden urge to laugh, to explode with loud shouts and
jeers. So absurd. What a joke. Two women sitting in a car in the pouring
rain, holding hands like lovers, quarreling. So very, very funny. One cry-
ing. Her face, washed like the windshield with the rain spilling freely
down the glass, uninterrupted now by the sweeping of the wipers.
Funny. She tried to pull her hand away. Viola shook her head.

“No. Now you need to tell me what’s got you so upset. Keeping it
all inside won’t help. You can tell me, whatever it is. Come on now.”

Bring it out. Set it down in this small space between them. Let it
loose in this big old car, windows steamy from their breathing and
the rain outside. Whatever it is, she said. Whatever it is, is so simple. Is
a smile. Is a touch. Is her name. To speak and destroy whatever it is,
is so simple. If I call it out, is to call down the voices mocking her
name, pulling smiles into sneers and that certain look of knowing
poisoned by its own certainty, its own self-righteousness, it’s own
lies. How can you know? What ought to be, calling her name or
keeping safe, keeping silent?

You have the right to remain silent.
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Why borrow trouble?
Not just the right. It’s your duty, your obligation.

No truth is worth that kind of shame.
You have the right, you who are naturally silent.
You, the naturally silent daughter of a naturally silent mother.

Silence is your native speech, your first
language. To speak it now costs you
nothing. No new lessons to learn, no
repetitions of strange words and phrases
confusing your tongue. You already speak
silence fluently.

Cover your shame with it and remain safe.
Remain silent and you will not be cast out of the circle.
Speak, and you will learn the high cost of claiming your own truth.
If thy left eye offend thee, pluck it out.
With a blade.
Knife.
Dagger.
Bulldagger.
Tell the truth and shame the devil.
Don’t call me out my name, woman!
Excuse me, honey, but I call what I see what it is.
Bulldagger
Nothing but a bulldyke
[ call out her name.
If thy left eye . . .

... Which sees what?
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The face of her friend, worried, eyes searching hers for a promise,
both an answer and a question: Everything will be all right. Won’t it?

“Viola,” her voice breaks. “It’s not, it’s . . .”
“Not what, girl?”
“It’s Ollie.”

“What’s Ollie? Ollie who?” Viola sounded impatient now. “What
kind of foolishness are you talking about anyway?”

Would she scream? Would she become the shame that sat ready to
surround her as soon as she spoke it? Would her hands, lying like lies
in Viola’s own, become fists, furious with pain? Her tongue, like a
blade, sharp with the sound of her whose name unspoken is soft as
breathing. Give voice to it and the dagger gouges out the eye of the
beholder. What’s in a name? She is. Don’t call her out of it.

“Ollie Green. She’s why I'm moving back to Tyler. Most of the
reason. I love her.” The last words sounded dry and empty, falling be-
tween them like bored curses. “We love each other.” Like breathing.
“We’re lovers.” Nothing.

Rain continued to spatter the roof of the car, running in rambling
streams down the windows. Viola’s hand felt cold and heavy. Gently Ida
returned them to her. Closing her eyes, she could still see the numb still-
ness that froze Viola’s face in between the shock, the anger, the But why?
the Who are you? the How could you? that finally yielded to the need to
feel nothing.

Ida reached behind and unlocked the back door. Taking her purse,
she stepped out of the car, closed the door and lifted her suitcase from
the back seat, locking and slamming that door behind her too. Gripping
the suitcase handle firmly, she walked slowly through the rain to her
apartment.

18



JO COCHRAN

LETTER TO JUDITH

‘This morning, old poems

yeem no better than junk mail,
where I advertized for love

or a way out. For the last month,
| kept looking up

from books, coffee, conversations
us if this snap of the door

meant a turn in season.

Black wool, winter coat,
Demeter, pale as the first crocus,
rimmed with the shiver

of a morning cool,

Your grey eyes

search us.

Have you come for me?

Copyright ©1983 by Jo Cochran
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SOLSTICE BLANC

Mother brisks back hair,

weaving between vines.

Her head disappears

into the mesh, the tangle,

she reaches for the largest grapes
hanging on inner branches.

Her hand cups them,

six, seven,

they brim in her palm,

and then the canvas pouch.

Her motion gentle,

her mother and two daughters

bend in this ritual,

their bags slung over shoulders.
Each year they glean the added rows.
Each year they hum the same songs,
birds in different

corners of a meadow.

Copyright® 1983 by Jo Cochran
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ANOTHER YEAR’S TURNING

I am drawn
to what is delicate in moonlight,
drawn to this Japanese red leaf maple.

I'ine burnt-red leaves nudged

down by sliding, gathering, beads of water.
All hedged together,

tip to tip, a mesh

of palmate leaves,

arc the supple twigs,

as if each branch

were dowsing for ground water.

A balance, leaves, stem,
branch, root and water—
water skims leaf to leaf
down the runnels

of the mid-rib,

holds lastly to the serrate edge,
then to the ground,

to the thick grass.

Copyright © 1983 by Jo Cochran
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LAYING A FIRE

She cranks open the damper,

to a sput of thin cedar

and spruce in the uptake.

A glaze of smoke

backs out of the flue

into the room. The orange light
of this seed fire draws

her face from the dark morning.
She blows at the base

of kindling. Her legs fold

under her, bent

as if drinking from a stream

the hollow

of her deep breath in,

the thrull of the air in the flame.

The cast-iron stove taps

a four-four beat

as the heat rises;

she stacks in a log.

The top pieces, spruce

heavy with rain, hiss.

She clamps the door closed, stands.
The morning chill sifts off

to the outer rooms.

She comes back to bed.

Copyright ® 1983 by Jo Cochran
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MORNING ETUDE
for Judy

A blue heron lifts

from the hill-enclosed bay.
A fog laps back

on the rock

the heron left.

Near the window,

she turns to the coming morning
The line of her body

follows that rising ease,

the blue arc of wing

(arker than water.

She flattens a palm

{0 the lead-glass pane,
ns if a touch

would hold the heron.

pyright ©1983 by Jo Cochran
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ON DISPLAY

1.

I prowl the displays

in the half-light:

Haida, Tlingit,

Makah, Nootka,

Kwakiutl, Skagit,

and I am home.

I squat in front

of these cases.

My eyes pour memories

in the smooth lines

of cedar, the black and red
of a dancer’s mask.

Deer hooves sewn on leggings.
The paws of bear

gripping the ribs

round a dancer’s coat.

My leg bounces,

I wrap the hoof legging
around it. [ rise ready.
I stamp my foot

to the “chock, chock”
of bone. Black wool
and the crimson bear
crawl onto my back,

a ride to the spirits.
After a hundred years,
inside this mask

I can still smell cedar.

2

One day, you stop
in front of my case;

Copyright ©1983 by Jo Cochran
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und I notice I work,
with my hands.
Rough out a canoe
with an axe.

Tooth and eye
shape with knife
und adze. Wood
‘whorls around me
10 the floor.
Bhavings spatter
“mny legs and curl

Il canoes with gunnels
ock as killer whales.
0sl plates inlaid in abalone,

114 0 heart to yew.
il things last.



JEAN LANGFORD

VACATION

The Pennsylvania hills are a grainy blue-gray of four o’clock fog over
forests of pine and spruce. After driving all night I feel worn paper-
thin, transparent, easily penetrated by the color. Headlights float toward
me in pairs through the fog, sheeting the windshield just for an instant with
a yellow dust. Fatigue has finally crystallized into a fragile exhilaration.

To keep myself awake I've been singing harmony to country music.
A little embarrassed, even though I’'m by myself, at how satisfying it is
to belt out the lyrics of homesick ramblings, unheroic homecomings,
apologetic goodbyes. The country airwaves dissolved into static some-
where in Ohio, but from inside the melancholy calm of that music I
listen now to drab reports of football, the Presidential campaign, an
earthquake on the other side of the world.

I’'ve been on edge ever since I left Seattle. Afraid to see my father
again after seven years, afraid to travel ten thousand miles by myself,
afraid to handle a half-ton truck in the narrow streets of eastern cities.
On that fear I rattled and shook across the midwest, steered through the
dusty detours around St. Louis at rush hour, my head aching from sun-
light and exhaust. But in crossing three borders in one night I've burned
through most of my fear.

In five or six hours I'll be in Boston. Where, after breakfast and a
nap in back, I'll have to keep my promise to Ruthie to try to unearth
some information about her mother. Exactly the kind of task I dislike
most: contacting a list of strangers and agencies by telephone. But I
couldn’t refuse. There I’d be in the same city where, back in the fifties,
Ruth’s family sank out of sight—her mother dead, her father indifferent—
pitching her into a weary round of foster homes, maiden aunts, sympa-
thetic priests, girls’ homes, proprietary boyfriends, until she finally came
to rest in the feminist community. It’s Ruthie’s philosophy that the
whole universe is motivated by a longing for connection. The least I can
do to help the universe along is to trace the loose ends of my closest
friend’s existence.

Copyright © 1983 by Jean Langford
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But after that I'm off to tangle my own loose ends among the
strangers in a women’s bar. I’ll have a beer, observe the habits of the local
lesbians, read the bulletin board, play space invaders like I did in other
bars in other states. After all, this isn’t just a sight-seeing adventure, or a
vigit to my father to relieve my guilt, but a chance to shake my usual per-
wona. Looking back at my life in Seattle from here is like looking at a
uslapstick routine in a pool of light from a dark seat in the back row. I can
watch myself back there acting out those exaggerated parts—battle-weary
rudical, competent printer, devoted lover. I've escaped them. But I'm
nlready worried that I’ll slide back into adolescent identities when I get
o my father’s house—playing self-righteous zealot to his scoffing realist,
for instance. Ruthie doesn’t know how lucky she is to be an orphan.

Several hours later I'm standing dutifully in a Boston phone booth.

“Yes, is this the Robert Parker residence? I'm calling for a friend
who asked me to try and track down her relatives while I was in the
loston area. The Robert Parker I’'m looking for had an aunt named
Annette. . .. Oh, okay. Sorry to bother you.”

| stare at the bleary pane, the blotches of old chewing gum on the
sdewalk, the invitations (“for a good time call . . .”) scratched into
the blue paint, and back to the barely intact phone book propped open
to the R. Parkers. There must be fifteen of them. So far I've called
thiee, I don’t have to feel embarrassed at calling wrong parties; it’s
not my own past I'm pursuing, after all. I just read through the speech
wribbled on my notepad, shifting jerkily through a series of inflections
(cheerful, urgent, obsequious) meant to personalize my businesslike
phrasing. As happens when one is straining to be casual, I occasionally
vhoose an inflection that doesn’t match or oddly accentuates my mean-
lig. | have the uneasy sense of carrying out the letter rather than the
aplrit of Ruthie’s request.

I've never been any good at talking to people I don’t know. One of
my first jobs was selling encyclopedias door to door. In the twilight of
niy first and last afternoon I wandered in a field at the edge of a pre-
lubricated neighborhood, crying and chewing on a blade of grass. And
fow I'm learning the loneliness of the telephone solicitor. Faking in-
Hmucy, sniffing for insecurities to exploit in newlywed wives. Only what
I'in selling is not a magazine subscription or a miracle spot-remover,
it an opportunity to be the cousin of a thirty-six-year-old lesbian with

27




a bad case of despair. So what’s the alternative? An ad in the paper?
“Jaded dyke. Has exhausted Christianity, art, academia, revolutionary
theory. Seeks family situation, nuclear okay.” I dial the next number.

“

. . an aunt named Annette who was married to a man named
John Clarke. . . . Pardon? Well, no, not exactly . . . no, no inheritance,
you see . . . well no, but . . . hey look, why don’t we just forget it,
okay? Fine, goodbye.”

Don’t get so uptight, mister, no one wants to climb up your family
tree. Damn. Maybe I should invent some credentials. Mr. Parker? This is
the missing persons investigator with the Ace Detective Service. I'm
tracing one Robert Parker, nephew of Annette Parker McLeod, late
mother of my client, Ruth McLeod. I was hoping you might be able to
assist me, etcetera. No, I'd never be able to pull it off. Persistence I've
got, flair no.

Dialing another Parker I'm reminded of winding up a talking doll I
asked for and received one Christmas. I had to hide my disappointment
that it repeated the same ten inane lines over and over. I was embarrassed
to come up against such a limited world. But then and since I’ve done
my best to pretend that the world is panning out exactly as I expect.
Just the opposite of Ruthie who reacts with an outrage fine and flagrant
to each of the world’s tacky and sadistic little surprises. Difference in
temperament, I guess, or class and ethnic background. I descend from
soft-spoken Mennonites, she from fiery Irish Catholics. Anyway, she’s
right. It’s the world that ought to be embarrassed.

Ten Parkers later I'm getting this curious sensation that I’'m inquir-
ing about someone who’s never existed. Maybe Ruthie simply appeared
in the world without parents. That might explain her quality of being
beyond social conventions, her way of talking in rhyme to comfort her-
self, or threatening to beat up maitre d’s, or lacing her hiking boots with
ribbons. But if Annette McLeod never existed, then who was it who
talked the corner grocer out of the life-sized cardboard Howdy Doody,
who took Ruthie to tap dancing lessons when she rebelled against ballet,
who listened patiently from a rest home bed to one elephant joke after
another, and who one night wouldn’t wake up but only thrashed about
no matter how hard Ruthie shook her, until finally the five year old had
to make her way through the monster-thick darkness to the bathroom by
herself.

By now Annette McLeod isn’t the only one whose reality is in ques-
tion. After being sealed away in this glass box for nearly an hour I am
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{eeling less and less real myself.

Well, bureaucracies are usually reassuring on the question of exist-
wnce. I look up the number of the cathedral that was named in the death
notice. I dial, then hold while a secretary checks the files. Yes, the funer-
ul services of Annette McLeod were held there in 1954. No, survivors are
never listed. Yes, there was a burial at St. Joseph’s cemetery. No, that’s
ull the information they have.

A little flag of victory waves in a blank landscape. Annette McLeod
muy never have lived—you can’t take deductive reasoning too far these
duys -but she definitely died. I feel my forehead lift itself philosophically
uut of its concerned frown. There’s some relief in failure after all. From
liere on in I can pursue Ruthie’s past as a private ritual instead of as a
vlvie service. I maneuver myself out of the phone booth, grateful that the
loor doesn’t stick. I've never trusted those folding doors.

The clerk at the cemetery is very helpful. Together we bend our
heads over the register. At first there seems to be no listing.

“There has to be,” I insist.
“What was the married name again?”
“McLeod.”

“Oh here it is,” the clerk says cheerfully. “It’s unmarked, John
l¢leod.”

“But why is it under her husband’s name?”

“Oh because he’s the owner of the plot,” she explains reassuringly.
ow go straight through that gate, then left down lane 145, and the
iuve will be at the back of the row that begins with Sheldon, in between
Mury Anne Wheeler and the Courtney monument.”

I'm beginning to notice the effects of too little sleep. The alertness,
sensitivity I’d felt earlier to sound, color, has dulled into a dazed
Indifference. Time passes in slow-motion with a soft buzz. The bustle of
foc ple out on the sidewalk flickers like an old newsreel in the gray light.
yerhead the wind moves enormous banks of low clouds laboriously
i east to west. The blue spaces have all been swept into a heap in one
mer of the sky. Cold and sweaty in my synthetic raincoat, I eye the
y anxiously, trying to gauge when the light will strengthen and for how
long, The sun is sunken and pale.
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Left of 145, there’s Sheldon, Mary Anne Wheeler, the Courtney
monument, it should be right here somewhere. I step back, study the
close-cut grass. “It’s unmarked,” the clerk had said. Only I hadn’t under-
stood. Didn’t realize that a person would be put in the ground without
any marker at all, without even a clerical scrawl in that office ledger that
recorded the owner but not the owned.

’'m too overwrought, too exhausted, too frustrated with my own
naivité to control the urge to cry. Battlement, fury, and an overwhelm-
ing sense of unfairness crash through me like a series of natural disasters,
leaving me leveled and disoriented. The landscape has heaved itself up
and lowered itself again—altered. The sky and grass look somehow differ-
ent—tinted, washed-out, foreshortened. And I feel a new variety of vol-
canic rock hardening inside me. I give Mary Anne Wheeler a wordly nod
and walk back to the lane. But I still feel restless and seething. The new
rock hasn’t cooled.

On an impulse I hunt around under the hedges until I find a jagged
hunk of concrete. Then rummage in my backpack for the paper bag
from the Hallmark store. Inside is a jar of gold leaf, a jar of glue, a packet
of sequins, a paintbrush, and a page of angel stickers. I bought these to
make a card for Ruthie who wrote jokingly that she was thinking of
rejoining the church, since she needed to belong to something. It used to
be enough to belong to the lesbian-feminist community. But more and
more the lesbian-feminist community is like any other institution within
the mainstream culture. Like a lodge, say, or the art world, with its
injokes, its prejudices, its style of dress. And in these days of political
disenchantment it’s losing members right and left to social clubs with
more immediate appeal. Half of the people she knows, Ruthie wrote,
are proselytes for the latest fad in human potentialism and the other
half are trying to get rich through chain-letters. I had no argument to
make. [ just intended to send a little congratulatory card—*“so glad you’ve
seen the light” or something along those lines—with a sequin cross and
maybe some pop-up angels.

I paint “Annette Parker McLeod” in gold on the flat side of the rock
and wreathe it with pictures of cherubs. Then I carry the rock back down
the row and place it carefully between Mary Anne Wheeler and the
Courtney monument so that it’s facing the sky at a 45 degree angle.
From some of the newer graves I take a few irises and a rose and set them
in front of the rock. I take six photographs of this makeshift gravestone
from six different angles. With any luck the gardener is a whimsical ex-
hippie and will leave it for a week or two anyhow. Inside me the new
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(erstanding is now easily as hard as the Courtney monument.

That night in the truck, shadows pulse forward and back from the
sely casting them in the dim candlelight. To reclaim your past after
Voi (wenty years of battling its claim on you . .. Ruthie’s father wrote
i lnst support check when she was sixteen; he hasn’t contacted her
ve. At twenty-six, intending to die, she burned boxes of letters,
ulos, school papers. And now she’s scrounging for bits and pieces of
i past in the obituary sections of old newspapers.

Surrounding me in this truck are objects that I saved out of the ship-
wieck of my childhood, or collected since as a sort of hope chest for the
[uture—a one-eyed raggedy anne, a patchwork bag . . . and every sand
“uollar, every last valentine is essential. They are ballast. Without them I
‘would drift off-like Ruth. I used to wonder how the prim Christian
woman with the sprayed bouffant and stiff wrists in an early sixties
phiotograph had become that wild one, her hair scraggly, her eyes green
wounds, her face beautifully wrinkled. She had simply drifted off, maybe
al lirst wondering if anyone would notice, but finally whirling away
11 defiance.

Three days later I’'m in western Massachusetts. A low-hanging fake-
volonial lamp lights up the dining room. With my forearms resting on
the table, my chin on my forearms, I can see the dirt worked into the
gtiin of the yellow vinyl tablecloth. To my right is the tiny galley-like
I lfchen, its yellow formica layered with black grease; behind me is the
{welve-paned picture window looking out on the autumn colors of the
I'olham hills; next to the window is a painting of Jesus, long wavy brown
hulr, smooth brown cheekbones, glistening brown eyes; above that a
wooden cross. Opposite me is a fiberglas curtain filtering the evening
sunlight, next to that the china closet stuffed with dusty crystal and
uld letters, beyond that the living room with its vinyl-upholstered sofa,
vuned chairs, portable tv atop the baby grand, the round coffee table,
Ity water rings hidden by stacks of magazines, everything from radical
weeklies to the Jehovah’s Witness newsletters that no one read, delivered
by an old man who used to linger for long discussions with my mother
ubout the state of the world. And over the fireplace the mantelpiece
(llsplaying photos of the children at all ages, seagulls on pins stuck into
riftwood, the plastic creche.

This is my father’s house. Once my mother’s also. Once mine. But
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first and always my father’s house. He built it himself on a professor’s
income in the late forties., And it is economical to say the least. With
its tiny low-ceilinged rooms made still smaller by the amazing amount
and variety of clutter, it houses one person far more reasonably than it
housed seven, especially since there is now no one to tell my father to
keep the debris of his ever-multiplying hobbies off the tables and chairs.
‘Much as he must be lonely, he seems comfortable here.

I, on the other hand, am not. Not in these cramped dingy rooms.
And neither was my mother. For as long as I can remember she nagged
at my father to fix this, finish that. In better times with most of the kids
gone and two incomes she tried to persuade him to sell this house and
buy a big old roomy farmhouse where she imagined living out her old
age with lots of nonviolent activists and miscellaneous eccentrics trailing
in and out. And he pretended to go along with the idea. I can remember
excursions with real estate agents to remote broken-down farms with
duck ponds and staring children. One of my father’s old-fashioned ideas
about women is that they require humoring. Others: they like to be
bearhugged from behind, their personalities correspond in some way
to their hair colors, and a man should defer to their criticisms as he
would to bad weather, taking shelter while it lasts, and going about his
business afterwards.

My mother didn’t live out her old age. My father is living out his like
a second childhood. Raised on a farm in New Hampshire, he paid his
dues to society by chalking engineering equations on blackboards for
crewcutted collegians headed for jobs in the defense industry. Now he
keeps purebred horses, taps his sugar maples, grows organic vegetables,
and sells honey to a steady and well satisfied clientele.

I feel no bitterness toward him anymore. I’'m too much like him:
reclusive, hard-working, apt to be too absorbed in my projects to pay
close enough attention to my relationships. I used to resent his self-
containment. Now I feel fortunate to have a parent whose sense of him-
self in no way rests on what I do or don’t do. Moreover, his daily rou-
tine is very grounding; it seems to be able to absorb any excessive voltage
in family interactions. Up at six, work outside till noon, eat lunch, fall
asleep behind the newspaper, feed the horses at dusk, make dinner,
watch television or read, go to bed. Visiting children don’t alter the
routine much until after dinner. Then the television and books are inter-
spersed with sporadic conversation often shouted from room to room.

Despite the progressive politics that move him to subscribe to leftist
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mugazines and make tax-deductible donations to liberal candidates, my
futher has the social and moral conservatism often attributed to rural
New Englanders. In the company of my mother’s rather wide variety
of friends, and his own wide variety of children and children-in-law,
Jie would stand, rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet, hands in
lils waistband, visor cap tipped back on his head, smiling and nodding,
politely but skeptically, making noncommital comments (“oh really?”
“I don’t know about that™) and secret moral judgments.

But this time he seems different. His moral stubbornness, which
I've finally come to appreciate, is giving way to openness and curiosity.
Perhaps because I am a sort of “prodigal daughter” marked out by my
long absences, my lesbianism, and my failure to develop a career. Or
perhaps because we are both remembering the last time I was home,
when my mother died—a time charged with uninvited revelations: my
futher’s affection for his children, my lesbianism, one brother’s problems
with women, another’s bitterness toward society, everybody’s vulnera-
bility. These revelations managed somehow between hospital visits
which, if I leave aside the individually tissue-wrapped memories of each
word and look from my mother, consisted of smoking menthols while
leafing through Reader’s Digests and medical journals in the lounge, and
¢hewing and chewing away on insipid cafeteria food, delaying each
swallow because I wasn’t hungry and my throat was tight with fear.

For whatever reason, my father is less reserved this visit than he’s
gver been. He explains to me his opinion that homosexuality is biologi-
eal, deciding that since I don’t find men physically repulsive I must be
bisexual. He asks to see a picture of Ruth, then expresses surprise that
she’s not a brunette: “I thought opposites attracted.” He wonders if
I'm worried that Ruth will be “unfaithful” while I'm away. Cringing
inwardly at this wording, I try to explain that Ruthie and I expect
such other to have other lovers. This information seems to intrigue
him even more. Before he can think of another question Iask to see the
picture albums. He obligingly pulls them out of bookcases and closets.
IHe comes back with a pile of four or five scrapbooks, most of which I've
never seen before. Standing over me he explains the snapshots as I turn
the pages.

“Those were my buddies in the fraternity house. And that was
during initiation. They made us wear ladies’ lingerie to soccer practice.”
When I express surprise, he tells me more initiation incidents, grinning
widely in fondness for the old days. Actually what shocks me is not the
initiation but the fact that he is telling me any of this.
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“That was a girl I went out with my sophomore year. A red-head.

“And I went out with Zer a few times. Not really my type. Later she
married the captain of the football team.”

On the next page is a picture of my mother. As beautiful as ever, but
subdued. Her dark eyes, without their rhapsodic sparkle, look religious
and resigned.

“She was still pretty broke up over Joe then,” my father says. “He
wanted her to run away with him but she—> he yawned in embarrass-
ment—“She didn’t believe in sex before marriage, you see.” He glanced
meaningfully down at me. “So, Joe got another girlfriend.”

“Oh yeah? She told me they quarreled because he said he’d kill his
father for communism.”

“Oh is that what she said? Well maybe so, maybe so. But he was a
real two-timer, what they call a ladies’ man, you know.

“And that’s a picture of your mother and her friend Anne. They
were real close. They used to do everything together. In fact they even
used to sleep in the same bed.” He squeaks a little on the word bed,
having gone up an octave to hit it. “I couldn’t understand that,” he
mutters as if to himself. He looks honestly bewildered.

So that’s Anne. She substantiates his theory of opposites by being
blonde. My mother told me about Anne when I announced my lesbian-
ism. They met at a summer resort where they both waitressed. “For
years there was no one else,” my mother said. They understood, consoled,
fascinated, and were jealous over each other. “Now I can see that the
sexual element could have . . .” my mother said cautiously. But the des-
perate ups and down of another lesbian couple had persuaded her that

sex wasn’t good for friendship. She referred to this other lesbian couple
“once when I was a child. Funny. She neglected to tell me how inter-
course worked. I had to get that from paperbacks. But she did tell me
what a lesbian was. At the time I pretended not to be interested. Yet I’'ve
never forgotten that conversation. It took place in the playroom with the
cowboy wallpaper where the underside of the bunkbed was crayoned
with graffiti protesting brotherly abuse. (““Tom is a dick,” I printed when
[ was seven or so, misspelling duck.) I remember because I busied myself
by picking up my toys.

The photograph of my mother and Annie is striking. They’re stand-
ing dressed in thirties’ bathing suits at the edge of a pool. Anne slouches
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casually, yet challengingly, her hands on her hips, one foot crossed be-
hind the other, a slight tilt to her head. She contemplates the camera
with a calmly amused, asymmetrical smile. She has the sly look of some-
one who has just said something very witty. My mother has one arm
securely through Anne’s and is leaning sideways at a precarious angle.
ller head is thrown back in unselfconscious laughter. She is looking a
little adoringly over at Anne. I’'m not sure I've ever see her so spontane-
ously happy and abandoned.

2

“Oh she left something in her dresser for you,” my father says.
While he’s out of the room, I hide the photograph under a stack of pic-

lures he’s already given me. It would be hard to explain why I want that
ane.

He comes back with a small white envelope. On it is written, “For
l.yn, because of the poetry.”

| open it later in the bedroom I had to myself in my teens. Inside are
wveral poems by my mother’s communist boyfriend. They are very
(hmantic; one is a love poem to my mother, others grieve over the ills of
the world. They seem like the kind of poems the CP might have tolerated
I 4 new recruit, figuring he’d outgrow the bleeding heart period. They
are carnest, sad, urgently written in a large scrawl. All in all I rather like
them. I can’t help contrasting them to a letter I saw once written by my
tither to my mother shortly after they were engaged. Most of it was an
nventory, down to exact quantities, of household goods he had acquired
[tom his father’s farm. The rest of it was a list of what they still needed.
e signed off with love.

In the bottom drawer of my old bureau are my own adolescent
poetry and diaries. Skimming through them I’'m embarrassed by the
wlf-obessesion, the chatterbox rhetoric. “And so dear diary I’ve decided
that life is meaningless,” etcetera. Still, they hold keys to myself, and to
my ecarly passion for my mother. I'll read them later. For now I pack
them in a shopping bag along with the poetry, a packet of letters, a turn-
uldhe-century edition of Little Women which I read ten or twelve times
b i child, the snapshots, five 1920’s silver dollars (birthday gifts from
my prandfather), a jug of my father’s maple syrup, a few paperbacks, and
4 palm-size music box that plays “The Blue Danube,” give or take a few
notes, Tomorrow I'm going to New York for a few days. Then I'll be
tuking a southwesterly route back to Seattle.

I'he next morning I take a picture of my father on the front steps,
him grumbling that his face will break the camera. Then I climb into the
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truck and embrace him awkwardly through the rolled-down window. As
I back out of the driveway he says, “Not a very long visit after seven
years.”

“Oh I'll probably be back in a year or two,” I say.

“Oh you will.” It isn’t a question. It’s said in the matter-of-fact
tones of a placid disbelief. He stands, whistling nervously, hands in the
pockets of his baggy workpants. As I drive off he pulls out one hand to
wave abruptly before turning away.

On my last day in New York I walk into the Pink Kitchen for break-
fast. Banging screen door, dirty pink stucco walls, a framed photograph
of Martin Luther King, another of J.F. Kennedy, the smell of pork fat.

“What would you like, honey?”

Hotcakes with syrup, eggs and potatoes, side of greens, biscuits,
coffee. While I wait I hold the Times in front of my face, unnecessarily
since I won’t be noticed anyhow. But I'm not used to the wonderful in-
difference of New York City. It’s not that New Yorkers keep distance
out of politeness or a sense of propriety the way Seattleites might. It’s
just that they’re too used to eccentricity to react with curiosity, rude-
ness, or even interest. You can look like a bulldagger and order a five-
course breakfast, or you can wear a cap with a stuffed lizard leaning out |
over the visor like the man at the next table, and who cares? Living in
crowds, New Yorkers learn how not to collide. The woman who brings
my order has no quick assessments clicking in her eyes. She smiles and
moves back to the counter to laugh and talk with a circle of regulars.

Another thing I like about New York is the mix of so many ethnic.
and racial groups. In places, at times it’s possible to have a visionary flash
of a relaxed cordiality among cultures. Of course this is the Village. From'
the pink walls echo the ideals of the sixties, the integrated crusade for
civil rights with its shining knight.

So many parts of this city stubbornly keep up the past. In Seattle
everything seems to be updated at a steady pace. Just now Seattle is over=
run with new-age restaurants serving costly holistic meals amid potted
fig plants to young white skiers and hydroplane pilots. Art galleries are
taking over skid row. New York is so old; with any luck corporate
renovation will never catch up.

36



It's midafternoon when I walk back to my parking place on a tree-
ded corner. Right away the air in the truck has an impersonal smell—
¢ the air on the street. And then I notice: the guitar is gone. I look
pund. The camera, a box of tapes—missing. I panic: what about the
lpping bag, the photos, the poems, the journals. Gone. Stunned I stare
Il past the leafy reflections on the windowshield. I feel as if I'm strug-
to surface after a faint. Frantically I go back along the chain of
wents looking for a break anywhere. The fact of physical absence is so
luin, s0 unarguable, yet so hard to grasp—like a mathematical concept.

| search through the garbage cans within a five-block radius. What
uld a junkie or scavenger want with a schoolgirl’s diaries? They sure
ynildn’t bring much on Canal Street. After a couple of hours I give up
il go back to the truck with nothing to show but an old pair of cowboy
huots that fit perfectly.

Mine is not the first past to disappear in this city. What about the
Momeless women whose memories are dulled with fatigue from the daily
{iek from the train station to the Catholic charity. I've only lost my
puperwork after all. But I only want to get on the road, to build up
“wnough speed to lose this hollow feeling, or be one with it. One rainy day
sury after my mother died I remember thinking, “She won’t reappear in
et body any more; she’ll only dash herself in drops of water on my
Windowpane.” Now I long for that kind of existence myself.

It's the weekend of the runner’s marathon, of the Reagan rally in
A hilnatown. Going to buy Chinese pastries for the trip, I have to squeeze
litough the crowds. It’s the weekend of fifty-mile-an-hour winds. And
une of those gusts blew away the frail evidence of my mother’s life and
1y own childhood that Iso carefully collected. Gathering those memen-
1oes, | realize now, was about as pathetic as piling my mother’s bones in
4 Boston graveyard when the medical students were done with them.
'y us if T was assembling pieces for a little mosaic shrine where I could
hneel and ask for blessings. And now my inner life has been violated,
Iy sacred trinkets stolen.

| think of the snapshots and poems rifled through, snickered at by
slieet-tough young men. I hope they pocketed the silver dollars and
umped the rest of the bag in some underground stairwell. Then maybe
wome bag lady will spy it and carry it over her elbow back.to wherever
e sleeps. She’ll read parts of the diaries, eat the maple syrup, put the
Iutters and poetry aside, thinking, poor girl. She’ll know how it is, that
you can’t take your past with you, but in this tossing plunging world
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you may end up with someone else’s in your lap.

Within three days I'm in Arizona. I feel as if my grip on life has
quietly vibrated loose. So that I have a vague urge to detach myself from
the world, not violently, but gently the way a child’s curled hand might
let go of a piece of furniture if she were enchanted by the sweet blue of
the sky. But this feeling is not advisable when you're driving seventy-five
miles an hour at three in the morning having slept six hours out of the
last thirty-six.

All day I’ve been on this highway, brown-pink with the brown-pink
of the southwestern earth. All day I've passed the bodies and tracked
blood of coyotes, the deer carcasses tied onto the tops of pickups, the
curly-haired steer staring wonderingly from their cattle-cars with red-
rimmed eyes. Just like that coyote, I think, I've been hit and scattered
from east to west.

Now out of the darkness the truckers blink their lights at me, like
cowboys tipping their hats, in one of the most compassionate gestures
I’ve ever seen. The brights indicator on the dash is a little blue beacon
to guide me into the accepting black space.

I camp near Botatakin and Tsegi canyons in the Navajo National
Homeland. Here in the desert night I have no needs, no history. Coyotes
wail to each other across the prairie. The Pleides are clear—a cluster of
tiny blue-white flowers.

I wake up early the next morning and walk to Tsegi to watch the sun
rise. The birds are silent, waiting. The only noise is the clattering of an
animal nosing a tin can around down in the canyon. The loose red dirt
holds the roots of pinyon pines, juniper, fendlerbush, buffaloberry,
prickly pear. When the sun is all the way above the opposite wall of the
canyon the birds start to whistle and chatter. I walk along the rim
picking a dry bouquet: furry yellow flowers that smell of honey, small
brittle flowers with dark centers, drooping purple flowers ringed with
tiny peapods rattling with tiny peas.

[ take the trail over to Botatakin. At the end of it is a ledge and
a railing looking across to a two-thousand-year-old cliff house, still in
shadow. I sit down and start writing a postcard. “Dear Ruthie, I'm sick
to death of the twentieth century....”
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Behind me is an energetic bounding. I look over my shoulder. Sure
enough: tennis shoes, athletic socks, bermudas, pclo shirt, binoculars,
topped off with a sporty smile.

“Hi there. Pretty amazing isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Reluctantly 1 sacrificed my communicn with the mesa for
the requirements of small-talk with my fellow tourist.

“Like a look through the binoculars?”
E‘Sure.”

My fellow tourist starts to read the plaque, audibly, under his
breath, pretending to be careful not to bother me. “These cliff dwellings
were built in the 1st century A.D. by the....”

I put the binoculars up to my eyes. Sunlight has only just entered
the town in bright squares here and there. It is a city all of a piece, each
apartment opening into another, then another, over several levels, with
closed-off alcoves, narrow hallways, skylit cellars. And the whole of it
tucked into one long crevice in the cliff wall, like an eye squinting against
the sun.

What sense of past did those people have, watching the planets
{hrough the open rooftops, piling the bones of the dead in the back
tooms? Around them the ancient plants and stones, the ancient lizards,
the extravagantly ancient stars for holy objects. They must have possessed
{he past by telling stories. Yet who knows those stories now? Or can
{race their maternal ancestry back to this city? Lost histories replaced by
parks’ department plaques. I hand the binoculars back with a polite
thank you.

The next night I camp in Lake Havasu, a tecky resort with fake
Mexican architecture and palm trees lit up with sink blue and yellow
spotlights. Its main claim to fame is the London bridge transported here
it god knows what expense. I would know if I read the plaque.

At the state park I pay four dollars for a “primitive™ site which
{urns out to be a parking place in a gravel pit downwind of the portable
{oilets. More than anything else this place seems like a moon colony,
barren and partly abandoned, an old boomtown with a slight flavor of
cowboys and Hollywood left over from a once aciive tourist trade, a lot
of empty motels in the middle of the desert. And I'm like some low-rank
employee working off my rocket ticket in an old rock quarry walled in
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by great hills of bulldozed dirt and a barbed-wire fence. By midnight I
can’t take this 3-D fifties sci-fi movie anymore. I leave with relief, my
wheels crunching loudly on the gravel.

I'm making one more stop before Seattle. The mother of Joanne, a
Seattle friend, invited me to visit her home in the San Francisco suburbs
for a day or two. Joanne’s brother welcomes me in with dramatic arm-
sweeps. He is clownish and innocent, but after a few beers and a joint he
carries on about affirmative action.

“If you’re Chicano, man, if you’re Chicano, you can just walk right
into a job around here, I'm not kidding.” His blustery adult air does not
quite hide his uneasiness with his own hard line. He listens to my argu-
ments with a half-smile both tolerant and uncertain. When his mother
arrives home from her job as a clerk at a lazy susan of card files and ring-
ing telephones she helps with dinner, implores us not to argue out of con-
sideration for her arteries, if nothing else, shuffles the papers of her
late husband’s estate, laughs about the neighbor’s lawsuit against her be-
cause her back rockery is an eyesore—that is, the stone pools stand
empty, and there’s bare dirt where there ought to be tailored shrubbery.
She even finds time to listen sympathetically to me babbling on in spite
of myself about my mother and Ruthie’s childhood, over several glasses
of cheap loganberry wine. And in the background the television an-
noucnes and reannounces Reagan’s election as president of the United
States. Enthusiastically.

For most of the evening I wander, or station myself neutrally in
doorways, the way outsiders do who are trying to pass off their tension
as nonchalance. 'm on my third turn around the house when Joanne’s
grandmother motions to me, patting the seat of a straight-back chair next
to her rocker. She is part-Irish, part-Polish, named Mariana after the mid-
wife who delivered her. More children come home. While the family
storms around us, Mariana and I sit talking quietly about all manner of
things.

Her face moves so flexibly from one expression to another. She
screws it up and confides, “I'm tired of living.” After a minute of staring
soberly into space she puts a hand on my knee and asks, “Do you like
beer?” then sits back with a triumphant air, “I like beer.” We watch the
tv awhile in silence. Then she says, frowning intensely, “Oh I hate that
Reagan,” then wide-eyed and appalled, “He’d better not take away my

40




security. When he was governor here? Whoo! You should’ve seen
d people sitting on their wheelchairs on the sidewalk.” Her face
nirates into a shrewd, knowing look. “He’s going to be assas-
" Here Joanne’s mother inserts, “I've got two contracts out on
" She said this already but she wants to make it clear which side
on as well as show off her street-talk.

1 say, “I don’t know if assassinating him would be of any use. If the
untry was willing to elect him . ..”

“You know what I think?” Mariana says, as if reading my thoughts.
think we're going to have socialism. My father was a socialist you
w, Oh yes. He picketed and wrote leaflets and went to meetings, and
d on streetcorners. . . .” She swings her open palm up and down
her wrist for empbhasis, as if directing the symphony of her father’s

“Was your mother a socialist too?” I ask.

“Oh my yes. Of course she had us children to take care of.” And
durlana looks at me intently as if to make sure that “m not one of those
ungsters who glosses over the basic conditions of Ii'e in this world.

Later on she says, “Oh I'd like to go dancing. . .. Wouldn’t you like
{0 go dancing?”

‘ “I’d love to,” I say. The loganberry wine his made me almost
whullient.

“This girl and me are going out dancing,” she siys to her daughter,
iodding vehemently.

Doubting there’s any club in San Francisco wlere she and I could
dunce comfortably, I say, “Why don’t we dance -ight here?” I stand
gallantly, if unsteadily, and offer her my hand. We move in a stumbling
foxtrot around the kitchen.

When we’ve settled again Mariana says, “I don’; think I want to live
much longer. I've had a good life.

“One morning my husband said to me,” and here her voice and face
become stern, “Mariana, today’s the day. We’re goiag to buy a bottle of
wine and go shopping for our gravesites.” Her cheeks soften into a
chuckle. “So we bought our gravestones with three thousand dollars
cush. And then we sat in the cemetery for the rst of the afternoon

41



drinking wine and laughing. Oh we had a fine time. And by sundown we
were pretty tipsy!” she says as if astonished at the wildness of her middle
age. “And then we went to eat in a dear little restaurant down on the
pier.” As she is absorbed with remembering, her words seem to me to
lapse into a waltzing one-two-three. She interrupts this tempo to say
firmly, “And I'm going to be buried there, right on top of my husband.”
She pumps her lips in and out a few times, then relaxes them. “In the
same grave,” she says.

The next day driving alongside the swirling blue and white Pacific
I have a slight hangover and vague memories of the night before. That
Mariana sang, “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling” in a sweet quavery voice.
That we laughed uproariously over her husband’s axiom, “Keep your
mouth shut and your bowels open.” That I sat for hours mesmerized by
the clear stream of glimmering moments that were her life, beside which
the present seemed as flat and trivial as afternoon tv.

And now I’m returning to my “real” life. Soon I'll be stepping back
into my script with its laborious subplots of making money, going to
meetings, adding my two cents to the latest controversies. Soon I'll take
on the old roles—the butch jocularity, the samurai sense of honor de-
manded of lesbian-feminist by lesbian-feminist.

Yet for now I am clear as water or quartz. Curiously integrated,
clarified by what has been taken from me, and by what I realize can’t
be. Though I have no news of Ruthie’s past, no souvenirs of my own, I
hold within me—glowing like holographs—a handful of scenes out of
Mariana’s. I take the curves of the coastal highway gracefully, hand
over hand.
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JO CARRILLO

MUNECA*

IHer legs were tossed among the dying weeds

and lost, along with old, familiar toys:

a laceless shoe, a flat ball, plastic keys.

Her black skirt, soiled and torn, hung flapping on
a barb, and piercing through a single thread

a pin bent open, caught on her cornsilk head.

*The doll used in Penitente rituals of northern New Mexico to represent either the
Virgin Mary or Death. The nature of the ritual determines which woman she will be
chosen to represent.

Copyright © 1983 by Jo Carrillo
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ORDEN*

January 1932

found forty thousand dead

and not one sound escaped

the barbed borders

to tell of who or where or why.

The news was stacked in pieces
for tumbling to cities
towards the sea.
Caught in wires
closer to the hub,
he sat weaving words from sounds
coffee sugar cotton
labor twenty cents per day
and tame.
El Salvador, the savior
of many a finely jeweled hand.

*QOrder

Copyright 1983 by Jo Carrillo
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INSIDE THE IRON TRIANGLE

A thin girl steals a piece of broken chalk
and writes on walls the people will be free,
through streets where campesinos have been stopped.

Her fingers rub along the metal trough
upsetting mounds of dust, so long at ease.
A thin girl steals a piece of broken chalk

and hides it in a cardborard, pencil box
while praying that the teacher does not see.
Through streets where campesinos have been stopped,

she takes her small, red fan made out of straw,
and spreads it wide, into a spiraled tree.
A thin girl steals a piece of broken chalk

and then skips on to see if soldiers walk

with guns and whistles, chains weighed down with keys.

Through streets where campesinos have been stopped

She steps upon a brick outside a shop,

writes on the wall the people will be free.

A thin girl steals a piece of broken chalk

through streets where campesinos have been stopped.

Copyright © 1983 by Jo Carrillo
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SHIRLEY GLUBKA

BLESS ME, SISTER . ..

If by chance (or even by choice) you were a Catholic in the sixties,
you probably remember Pope John the Twenty-Third. If you are like
me, you do not remember the string of Pontiffs that succeeded him,
but you remember him. He is the one who talked about opening the
windows of the Church and letting in some fresh air. [ was a young nun
in the sixties and enthusiastic about fresh air. I converted easily to re-
citing the Mass in English, taking rules with a grain of salt, and loving;
this, despite the fact that I liked Latin and found keeping rules a painless
way to feel like a good person. It was the loving that got me: loving and
being holy at the same time sounded like an unbeatable combination.
The idea gave me a warm, full feeling at random times: while eating
stewed prunes for breakfast, which was a silent time and therefore sup-
portive of warm full feelings; while unpinning the coif (white cotton en-
casement for head and neck) in the evening, which unpinning was pure
relief and therefore also conducive to pleasant feelings; while playing
basketball against high school nuns and bumping surreptitiously into my
friend, which bumping was especially pleasant and a major reason for
playing basketball (a sport I had never played and had no particular in-
terest in before my sixth year in the convent) and which experience was
especially good for producing those warm, full feelings about how being
holy meant being loving.

You see, I took Pope John seriously. The more love, the more
holiness; and I was after holiness with a vengeance. It seemed the loftiest
of goals. Only being an artist could come close to it; and to a young
woman from a small town in Minnesota where it was a tradition that girls
become nuns, mothers or secretaries, but certainly not artists, holiness
seemed more practical. So holiness it was. And then it was love.

Her name was Sister Giles and I remember her best in a long white
cotton nightgown, whispering in the dark of her bedroom or mine, the
two of us creating a leak in the Sacred Silence that reigned after 8:30.
We would wait until very late to begin these night visits. The waiting
served a dual purpose. Since not everyone shared the modern notion that
daring to break a rule could at times be an act of higher rank than mere

Copyright © 1983 by Shirley Glubka
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servile adherence to the same rule, we had to seak. The route from
Sister Giles’ room to mine led down a long hall; the floor creaked; and
the Superior’s room was placed strategically along the way. By two or
three o’clock we had at least some hope that our Sisters would be asleep
(though I always doubted Sister Dominic slept at all, since I was unable
{0 imagine those piercing eyes at rest). The secoad purpose for waiting
was more complex and, I think, peculiar to me. I kad standards, you see. I
could not break Sacred Silence and unlawfully commune inanother nun’s
room without just cause; something powerful was required to thrust me
beyond the boundaries of the law. Serious concern for another’s emotional
well-being was usually considered a decent reason for breaking a rule or
two and happened to be compatible with my character. I used it regular-
ly, but not without work. On a typical visiting night I had to worry for
hours at some chance remark I had dropped while Sister Giles and I were
doing the supper dishes before I could convince myself that I must have
upset her and she must surely be lying awake and miserable, in need of
my reassuring presence. Once I was certain of the situation it seemed
only human to go and offer comfort. I would negotiate the hall and
stand in her doorway breathing with a constraint that invariably reminded
me of hiding in dark closets at the age of seven, terrified I would be
found and made It in a game of hide-and-go-seek. I could almost smell
{he stale cigarette smoke that lived in my father’s suit-coats and seemed
{0 offer a modicum of protection. Thus feebly armored, I would stand
in the doorway until my eyes could at least imagine they saw her body,
1 small round bulk under the covers, and until my ears could venture to
guess at the rhythms of her breathing and whetter they indicated sleep
or wakefulness. Many times I stood there long, decided she was asleep,
and turned to renegotiate the hall. But often she would wake up, no
doubt from the intensity of my silence. Once in a while it would even
Jiappen that she was wakeful and needed company.

She was bolder in coming to me. It was not in her nature to stand
holding her breath in doorways; nor could she wrap herself in ration-
ulization the way I could. She would have made her way down the hall
on the strength of feelings no less intense than mine and considerably
more honest. She came, she would admit, because she wanted to so
budly. She came directly to me, touching me lightly on the shoulder to
wake me.

These nights were full. We whispered and cried and hugged inside
the Silence and took a kind of rest against each other’s bodies that could
flot be gotten any other way. Pressing into the length of one another, our
{win nightgowns decently between us, we were comforted. We never
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romped or let ourselves be wild. How we used our hands was strictly
governed: we only touched what absolutely needed being touched that
night. We used words for all the places words can fill and then we took a
measured bit of what our bodies craved; this was no bacchanal.

[ never thought it was sex we were doing. I knew we were living
dangerously, playing at the boundaries of legitimacy, stretching them
even, but stretching them with the care of an artisan, never tearing the
fabric. We were taking risks, not just of being caught, but of being sinful.
We had excellent backing, though. There was a batch of theologians
spawned by existentialism who were coming into their own just then,
swimming right beside Pope John against the current of the Past. These
folks made light of rules and ranked “risk” among the ten most presti-
gious words in the language. I read their writings avidly and risked myself
regularly, trying always to season the risk with just the right amount of
prudence, a virtue they hastened to mention without fail somewhere in
the thirty-fourth paragraph (having, I suppose, their own Superiors to
answer to).

But it was sex, I found out quite by accident and much to my
dismay. I happened upon the distressing information while reading a
book by some worthy priest who was decidedly not an existentialist in
either philosophy or style, which meant that he did not speak in grand
abstractions like “risking” and “becoming” but in worrisome particulars
—like a wet vagina. If your vagina gets moist, he wrote, you are engaged
in sexual activity and therefore in violation of the Vow of Chastity as
well as, of course, the Commandment against adultery. I took the in-
formation to Sister Giles, who kindly did not tell me it was no surprise to
her, but quietly agreed it must be true. Sex it was, and to Confession we
must go.

I do not remember suffering terribly from this particular turn of the
screw. If we had by accident passed from pure loving into the less than
pure realm of sex, then we would confess and retreat to safer forms of
hugging and a more extensive use of words. I was twenty-three at the
time and groomed from childhood for idealism by a mother whose life
creed was that reading, the loftier the better, was the way to escape from
the nasty animal smells of the farm, the humiliation of inferior grammar,
and all types of painful insecurity. As long as I could convince myself
that I was doing the right thing I could get quite a good measure of com-
fort; and Ihad acquired a talent for convincing myself of just that by the
age of twenty-three. Sister Giles, on the other hand, was thirty-nine years
old and from a different school. Her delight was not in the perfect con-
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struction of a phrase or idea but in the real world, real people, a cold
bottle of beer and a lively game of basketball. She had lived the first
decade of her adulthood as a secretary who hated her job. When she was
about thirty something compelled her to join the convent where she was
promptly put through college and made into a first-grade teacher. She
loved teaching. Even at the height of occasional teacherly crankiness her
voice would take on a characteristic warmth and depth when she spoke
of the children themselves. In addition to good work, the convent
offered her the mixed blessings of companionship. She was lonely during
many of those years of living as a secretary. And when she was not in the
simple state of loneliness she was in the more complicated state of being
in love with someone of the wrong sex. She never talked directly about
this, but confessed once that I was not the first woman she had loved—
confessed in a voice so lowered and so distorted with shame that I under-
stood her only after several moments of silently deciphering what I knew
| could not ask her to repeat. I think the convent was in part her attempt
to escape her lesbianism. But, of course, the convent was populated with
women; and with me, in particular.

I can guess now, because I have listened to so many stories of so
many lesbians who endured the same thing, what must have happened
when she found herself loving me. She must have been dismayed: the
thing she tried to cage was running loose. She must have been delighted:
the part of her that loved, compelling and precious for all the condemna-
tion it received, still lived. Through the months of our relationship the
paradox was there, an unrelenting pressure. The love that sprang up with
liveliness and seemed wholly good also tightened a net of guilt and self-
hatred so tough there was no cutting through it. She lived those months
stretched between her knowledge and her Faith. She believed in sin but
knew clearly how her spirit was relieved when she could speak, be
known, and know another woman with her body. Through all of this she
let me have my innocence. If I could work my mind around to peaceful
coexistence with what we were doing, so much the better. Perhaps I and
the whole crop of radicals who had sprouted in recent years were even
right; perhaps one ought not to worry so much about sin and hell.

Then I presented her with the “moist vagina” passage and to Confes-
slon we did go. I remember the day; it was summer and heat rose in
waves from the asphalt of the playground that surrounded church and
school. We stood for a long time behind the school out of sight of, we
hoped, everyone. We held hands and kissed “one last time” and talked
uhout the things we would refrain from in the future. I suspect we
omitted much I would now list as sexual: wrestling matches in the living
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room, our Sisters titillated by the slightly scandalous spectacle of the two
of us, all our holy clothing flying, our faces an unseemly red; how I laid
my head against her shoulder, feigning sleep but secretly delighting in the
warm brown smell of her habit, as we rode home at night with other
nuns; all the accidental brushing one against the other that we managed
as we cooked breakfast in what was really a fairly large kitchen; those
basketball games. Despite these omissions I felt quite virtuous, measuring
my virtue by my fear of this Confession. The fear was reduced from utter
terror by a choice we made: we would confess only if Father O’Hara, a
big man with a bear-like body and sufficiently liberal attitudes, were the
priest on duty this particular Sunday afternoon. I think Sister Giles could
have done it, but it would have been beyond me to speak of sins of im-
purity with the formidable, graying conservative who was our pastor. As
it was, Father O’Hara appeared and we confessed one after the other to
sins of touch with another nun. Our Confessor reacted with calm, good
humor and sent us away to perform the standard penance for nuns who
cannot come up with much in the way of sin—the recitation of three Hail
Mary’s.

I do not remember that life changed substantially after The Confes-
sion. We could have proceeded to ride a roller-coaster: descending into
the depths of sinful pleasure on Monday and Wednesday, climbing swift-
ly to the heights of pure intention by Friday in preparation for the
glorious state of grace we would achieve in Saturday’s Confession,
holding firm at high virtue all Sunday only to descend with breath-taking
rapidity into dark sin by Monday night, and so on. Or we could have
stopped making love. We did neither. Perhaps due to Father O’Hara’s
casual response, perhaps to some resiliency within our relationship, the
effect of those potentially crucial ten minutes in a dark box in church
was minor. After that Sunday we used, as I recall, a bit more restraint in
our lovemaking. It had always been finely tuned and I doubt a passing
observer would have noticed any difference. Luckily, there were no
passing observers. We managed to maintain a successful underground
relationship without detection and without further Confessions for the
better part of that year. Then [ left the convent.

I left for reasons having nothing to do with the Vow of Chastity or
late night encounters and I left without considering how my action might
affect Sister Giles or our relationship. I departed from the convent on the
grounds that life within the walls did not quite come up to my standard
of holiness. The hallmark of that life was the taking of three vows:
Poverty, Chastity and Obedience. The Vow of Chastity had always
seemed unimportant to me. I had never quite understood what purity
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meant but I had the strongest suspicion that if I ever did grasp the
concept I would come to the conclusion that my own could not possibly
be of much use to the world in general or anyone in particular.

The Vow of Poverty, on the other hand, meant a great deal to me.
A life with few and simple possessions appealed to my sense of fairness
in an unfair world; I did not want more than my share of the world’s
goods. It made an even stronger appeal to the romantic in me: how could
one have a properly ethereal life if surrounded by a surfeit of material
things? Paradoxically, the idea of poverty also satisfied my sense of the
practical: life became more efficient if one had few possessions. So I was
disturbed when I entered the convent and found my standard of living
raised. In my zeal for the perfect life I could hardly tolerate the luxury
of desserts with every dinner. More seriously, I could see that we nuns
lived in greater material comfort than many of the children we taught—
and these were by no means the poorest children in the city. As religious
women, we made great pretense of living in poverty and we were not
poor. I was young and shockable and in six years of religious life I had
never ceased being shocked. It did not mollify me to hear from the high-
est authorities that it was poverty of spiriz that really mattered.

In fact, the existence of highest authorities was another worry for
me. They had been quite convenient in the early days of my religious
life when I, having read The Imitation of Christ and the major works of
St. John of the Cross, became enamored of the idea of absolute surrender
uas the ultimate in sanctity. At that point I needed someone to surrender
to. I was a prime candidate for an organization based on hierarchy,
authority, and the taking of the Vow of Obedience. But as I moved along
in my reading (and thinking) I began to question the wisdom of such
utter detachment from one’s own actions. After six years of pondering
the problem I decided I could not in good conscience continue to hand
over responsibility for my actions to my religious Superiors; I could no
longer promise to be obedient. On the contrary, I must courageously and
in good existential form take up responsibility for my existence and all
that followed from it. Such were the concerns that occupied me as I
prepared to leave religious life.

My relationship with Sister Giles paled beside the brightness of my
\deals. It did not occur to me that I might hurt her; it did not occur to
me that I was taking a step that might lead to the end of our relationship;
it did not really occur to me that we had a “relationship.” As I write this
| impose a vocabulary on an experience that was for me essentially sans
vocabulary. I use words like lovemaking and relationship and thereby
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give meaning to something that was at the time without name and
without clear significance—for me. I am sure that Sister Giles knew she
was in love with me, knew that pain would come with separation, knew
that when I left the convent I started on a path that led away from her.
Had our roles been reversed, she would have been unable to leave the
convent without considerable soul-searching over the prospect of leaving
me. Roles were not reversed and I left the convent oblivious of the
effect my departure had on my lover. I cannot remember how or where
we said good-bye.

The time after I left the convent comes back to me now in bits that
seem broken off some lost and possibly meaningful whole: my sexuality
concretized in a religious medal; the medal immortalized in a photo-
graph; short skirts and hair rollers; a narrow cot beside an unused bed.

Sister Giles gave me the medal. It was small, silver, light-weight, an
image of the Blessed Virgin Mary on one side; in the world of Catholics
an ordinary medal, the sort any grade school child might wear on a chain
around the neck; not, however, commonly worn by women in their early
twenties. I wore the medal. I did not especially like the medal and I was
frequently embarrassed by its presence just below my throat, but it was
what I had from her. I needed it; it was something to touch. Also, I felt
loyal wearing it. Since I was wearing a rather odd piece of jewelry and
displaying it somewhat prominently, I was often asked its significance. I
always answered that the medal was a gift from a friend. I suspect that,
despite the practice I got, I never quite achieved the grace of giving that
reply without blushing.

My loyal wearing of the medal was tested and proven strong the day
of the photograph. My mother had never liked my high school graduation
picture and when I returned home from the convent one of the first ex-
cursions she arranged was to the studio of a local photographer. After six
years in the convent it takes a while before a body is camera-ready. Mine
was not. I was still awkward in lay clothing and was suffering from a clear
lack of expertise in caring for my newly liberated hair. I had sufficient
skill with bobby pins, having used them year after year before entering
the convent, but while I was away bobby pins had become passé. Rollers
were in and my fingers knew nothing at all about manipulation of :
rollers. Nevertheless, I went to the photographer and the medal went
with me. Since I am not in the habit of having my picture taken frequent-
ly, that photograph lives on, nicely displayed on my mother’s dresser, the
most recent portrait of her eldest daughter. From time to time it still
evokes a question as to the significance of that small, silver medal.
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I lived at home and went to school that first year out of the convent.
| never achieved success with rollers but did discover that most of the
world did not view short hair as a mark of having recently emerged
from behind convent walls. I cut the hair I had grown to camouflage my
vulnerable status (thus eliminating the need for rollers), wore simple
clothing, and eventually lost the sense that I resembled a just-born horse,
wet and awkward, testing new legs. I studied hard and, for the most
part, let the rest of life pass by me in an undifferentiated blur. Until
Thanksgiving.

Sister Giles came to visit during Thanksgiving break; she spent the
night. Into that single eight-hour period of darkness we crammed (very
quietly) months of tension, hurt, anger, confusion, hugging, sex, and
comfort. We used one narrow cot and, as I recall, did not sleep much.
The presence of a second bed, untouched, looms large in this memory
because by morning I had developed an almost obsessive fear that my
mother would examine the beds and find scandalous evidence of her
daughter’s perfidy. It did not comfort me that such an examination (and
the suspicion that would motivate it) would have been grossly out of
character. I have no idea how Mother did account for my lack of ease at
breakfast that morning.

The next time I saw Sister Giles was in the daytime, in the summer,
in a car in a strange park in a city I had not yet gotten used to. I see the
scene as a series of stills: her face friencly with opening small talk; a
white wooden barrier at the end of the road; her arm relaxed across the
back of the seat, reaching towards me; z lightly littered dirt path; her
face again, this time broken open with pain as my words come at her; my
hand touching her shoulder; her body twisting away from me; trees and
trees and more trees, blurring beyond the windshield.

That day was built from weeks and months of other days, of course.
| imagine the whole process, time-lapsed and photographed twice, once
from her point of view, once from mine. She sees me move away but
underestimates the distance and by some trick of faithfulness keeps me
large and steady in the camera’s eye. Roll two: when I move away the
camera moves with me, shakes her image, fills with the miscellanea of
new experience, sometimes loses her; by the end of the film she looks
ymall, distant, and somewhat incongruous; she is overshadowed by
images more current and chaotic.

I had emerged from my year of study into my first adult hetero-
sexual community, and it was an overwhelming, involving, intriguing, and
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fatiguing experience—working sixteen to eighteen hours a day at a
Catholic Worker House. I was having fun, feeling useful, righteous, and
filled up with my present life. Sister Giles did not blend well with my
new existence. She was not a young radical; she was, as fate would have
it, a nun, slightly conservative, and over forty; she was in love with me, a
fact more threatening in the context of a high-energy heterosexual
community than in the (supposedly) asexual atmosphere of the convent
—perhaps because it might more likely be recognized for what it was.

I spoke that day in the car of our differing lifestyles, the divergence
of our political points of view, the impossibility of regular contact. I was
rational: our relationship had dwindled; we had seen each other twice
over the period of a year; it was time to acknowledge reality. All of this
was, I think, quite true. More to the point, but elusive of expression, was
the fact that in a peculiar way and rather belatedly I was leaving home.
Home now meant convent as well as family, and so it meant Sister Giles.
For me, the break was necessary. When, at odd moments, I imagine what
my life would have been like had our relationship continued for years, I
see pale, constricted pictures of myself holding a limp and badly worn
lifeline. None of this, of course, reduces the pain I caused Sister Giles.

I did not speak, that day in the car, of the vague embarrassment I
had experienced in anticipation of Sister Giles’ visit, of my reluctance to
tell my new friends and co-workers who was coming, of my impulse to
maneuver her quickly and inconspicuously out of the Catholic Worker
House into the car and off toward a park unfrequented by acquaintances
of mine. I could hardly have said what so unsettled me. I knew the sight
of her long, brown habit, so strange when juxtaposed with summer
pastels and bare legs, gave me a little shock. I exposed my identity as an
ex-nun only in selected situations and at the price of considerable vulner-
bility. Perhaps I feared the very presence of the habit would reveal my
past. But the basic ingredient of my discomfort must have been that we
were lovers. I must have been afraid our lesbianism would show, mysteri-
ously, startlingly, when we were seen together. Perhaps it did.

It took twelve years before I acquired the words, courage and good
sense to apologize to Sister Giles for being ashamed of her that day at the
Catholic Worker House. I wrote to her, with whom I had had almost no
contact in the intervening years, conscious of the fact that I was writing
to a fifty-two year old Catholic nun. I told her I was a lesbian and felt
good about my sexuality. She responded with a warm letter that used
none of my words, but forgave me. Again our contact became minimal.
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Then a letter came, abruptly and from the wrong address. It started
{11 the middle of things, as if there had been a context woven around it
surlier, some design out of which it could have come, expected and
understandable. The letter said:

I just found out what is going to happen to me—
I thought you might like to know. Monday I start
two kinds of treatments—

radiation—2 weeks

chemotherapy—1 week

then 3 weeks rest and repeat treatments then
evaluation and surgery.

My sisters & brother were here this weekend.
It was good to see them.

My love.

I read the letter twice, put it away, and spent the afternoon not
thinking about it—an unproductive and irritable stretch of hours during
which I was supposedly working on a piece of fiction. At five o’clock I
yielded to the pressure building within me. I read the letter again and
wrote one of my own. I wrote with a split sense of what I was doing. Part
of me felt I was writing to a stranger—a Catholic nun in her middle
fifties, a woman I had once known, who for some reason was speaking to
me about her pain. Another part of me felt [ was writing to a basketball
playing, beer drinking, very attractive woman in her late thirties, a
woman whose body I knew well, a woman whose body was somehow
now, incongruously, seriously ill. Thus split, I attempted a meaningful
letter. 1 wrote of death and confusion and [ very deliberately used the
word cancer. Faced once again with the reality of Sister Giles’ body, I
used words; I gave name to something that either needed naming or
could not bear it, or both. I have no way of knowing if the letter wasa
service, an offering, a violation, or the simple fulfillment of my role in
our relationship as the one who turns experience into language.

There has been no further communication between us. She must be
resting now, somewhere in her three weeks between treatments. [ am left
with many thoughts and more questions about human connection and
separation. It is as if I have been challenged to wrestle again—this time
without a ring of watching nuns.
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JEWELLE L. GOMEZ

FLAMINGOES AND BEARS
a parable

Flamingoes and bears
meet secretly
on odd street corners.

Horses and chickens,
elephants and geese
looked shocked and appalled.

Ostriches don’t look at all.

Bear and flamingo

ignore greedy gazes

from disgruntled parents
and frightened sly weasels
who hiss

as the couple

strolls by.

Chance brought them here
from forest and sea,

but science won'’t agree
where

bears and flamingoes
learned how simple
building a nest

in a den can be.

Now flamingo and bear

sleep forever entwined

in all sorts of climes

be it rainy or snowy or sunny,
happy to know

there’s room in this world

for a bear who likes palm trees

and a bird who loves honey.

June, 1982
Copyright @ 1983 by Jewelle L. Gomez
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POMEGRANATE

| curled up

wround you

Ilke a pomegranate
uround her seeds
teaching deep into

your lips.

“Ihe morning eye
ught me
wontemplating
‘where next

10 touch your
dump, brown skin.

November, 1982

apyright © 1983 by Jewelle L. Gomez



DOROTHY ALLISON

MY CAREER AS A THIEF

I have been so hungry my hands would not stay still. In the bad
times when I was a kid, my mama made flour and water biscuits with
flour, water and fat gravy to pour over them. Sometimes with it she’d
serve a bowl of tomato soup or maybe pork and beans. We joked about
liking such stuff cold out of the can, but I remember that it was cold
because the power company had turned the house off —no money in the
mail, no electricity. That was hunger wrapped around a starch belly. The
worst time, there was nothing, not even flour to make up the pretense of
a meal. We sat around, my sisters and I grumbling over our rumbling
bellies. My mama laughed at us, making so much noise over such a little
thing. She told us about real hunger, hunger of days with no expectation
that there would ever be biscuits again, days when she’d cried with it,
only one of eleven hungry kids. She got us to go off to play, made us
laugh with her imitations of her brothers and sisters fighting. But I stayed
back to watch her, to see her fingers ridge up into fists and her chin stand
out in anger. When my stepfather came back, she was just like a big angry
mama hen, feathers up and eyes yellow.

“Not my kids,” she told him, “I never wanted my kids to know
what it was like. I won’t have them hungry.”

She outlined her mouth in bold red lipstick, combed back her dark
blond hair and hung her big old purse on one arm. She went out the
door, her waitress shoes slapping on the steps, not even looking back to
see what he would do. She came back with money, with flour, with the
makings of an evening breakfast. My stepfather sat in the living room and
didn’t say a word, but I saw the hunger in his eyes as clear as the rage in
mama’s. His hands on his thighs kept moving, the fingers working. I
curled mine, I rubbed my leg muscles. The biscuits didn’t fill me. I stayed
hungry.

We always lived at a distance from the rest of the family. My step-

father chose houses in the suburbs that we couldn’t keep. The landlords

Copyright ©1983 by Dorothy Allison
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would come to the front door calling my mama’s name and I would
gstand there to call back to them.

“She’s not to home. I can’t let you in, my mama’s not to home.”

They’d yell, threaten, beat on the door. In the back of the house,
my mama would sit with a cigarette between her fingers, pushing her
hair straight back from her face, saying nothing until they left. Then
she’d hug me, praise me. “My smart little girl.” Soon then, we’d move
{o another house, another suburb, eventually the outer edges of the
{own, almost country. My stepfather’s family lived in big houses they
owned, with fenced-in yards and garden bushes. My mama’s people
moved as often as we did, but to rambling old frame houses where the
dogs could hide under the floorboards. Uncle Nevin and Aunt Carr got
1 place built on such a steep hill that we could play in the dirt under the
front porch and not even reach the porch boards at a jump. The back
was set so deep into the hill that the dogs couldn’t even dig out from
under it. Iloved that house, the cool dimness under the porch, but my
stepfather hated it.

“Don’t they care how they’re living?” He wouldn’t put us in sucha
liouse, he insisted. So he found us cinder block houses where the tile
floors were always peeling up from the damp and where, never mind, we
Jdidn’t stay long. But a decent neighborhood, he teld mama. Mama said
nothing, just unpacked the dishes one more time.

When I was eight my aunt Dot moved her brood of kids into an
apartment building, a second floor frame walkup with a wide porch hang-
ing off one side. Nobody else we knew had ever lived in an apartment.
An apartment then was special and mama took us over to visit. With
Dot’s kids we made an even dozen to play up and down those shaky
slairs, getting splinters in our hands and thighs. Down in the dirt yard
{here were other kids, colored kids, who watchzd us. It was a week
before we started playing with them, they with us.

“Niggers,” my uncles cursed. “Living in this trashy place with
niggers!”

My aunt laughed at them. “Yeah, and paying my own rent thank
you. Hell, here I can even pay it a few days late and not find my ass back
out on the street.” The uncles still complained but my aunt seemed to
{gnore it. “Find me better,” was all she said. “Find me better.”

We thought it was a great place, better than many of the others she’d
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been. It had, at least, in-door toilets. And those kids knew games we
hadn’t played yet, curse words no uncles had yet used and, more im-
portantly, none of them were as rough as the boy cousins with their
broken bottles and sharp rocks. None of us were pleased when Aunt Dot
finally moved. “Nobody’s business,” she said. But it made too much
trouble, people always coming around to complain.

She got a house downtown, a house so old and weathered the second
floor had to be locked off as unsafe. Some people wondered how she was
paying the rent, but there was no question where the food on the table
was coming from. The boys brought it in, the twins then just thirteen,
Bill’s other “wife’s” boy just eleven and little Butch just eight. They
fanned out into the streets in the early morning and started coming
home by afternoon, loaded down with stolen produce from local gar-
dens, canned goods palmed in the little corner groceries—one or two
from each store. “Have the sense to spread it out,” they told me. Sugar
they got from the diner on the truck highway and mustard or ketchup
from the one near the high school.

“White Horse Road’s best,” my favorite cousin, Grey, told me.
“Seems like every diner on White Horse Road’s got those easy to steal
plastic ketchup bottles, and all their sugar in little paper packets. It’s
hard you know to get out with one of those glass sugar dishes. They’re
just too big to hide.”

“Horseshit,” his twin, Blue, insisted. While Grey’s name really was
Grey, Blue was actually Garvey though no one had called him anything
but Blue since he was four. “I tell you you can steal anything if you set
your mind to it. I tell you the day’s gonna come when I bring mama
home a 22 inch TV set, that I an’t gonna spend a penny on. You just
got to think out how to do it, and then stealing’s the easiest thing in the
world.”

I nodded and tried to watch how they did it. The hunger in me
craved more than sugar or ketchup, or canned goods out of some dirty
little grocery. When mama took us into town to Penny’s or Montgomery
Ward’s my fingers would start to ache and my mouth water. Stacks of
things around me made me think about the empty coal grate in our
bedroom, the broken couch propped up with a brick, milk spoiling in
the warm refrigerator. With mama there, it seemed the only thing I could
do was run my hands over things, finger the sheets and glassware and use
my nails to tear little holes in clothes I knew we couldn’t buy. It was
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wanting what 1 couldn’t have, I knew, that made me want to be so mean.

“Don’t you ever let me catch any of you stealing,” mama insisted.
“You want something, you tell me and if it’s worth the trouble, we’ll
find a way. But I an’t gonna have no child of mine caught stealing.”
| took her at her word and went out with my cousins, planning not to get
caught and not to tell her. But one afternoon when I produced Tootsie
Rolls for my sisters, mama took my hands in hers like she was going to
ory.

“Where’d you get them?”
“Bo?” I said.

“No,” she cried.

“Aunt Dot,” I said.

“Don’t lie too.” The lines in her face looked as deep as the rivers
that flowed toward Charleston. “Tell me the truth.”

I started to cry and told her, “Downtown,the Woolworth’s counter.”

She wiped my face. She wiped her own. “Is this all of it? How much
did you eat?”

“Two others, mama. I ate one and I gave Bobbie one.”

She wrapped it all in a bag and put some pennies in my hand,
washed my face again and walked me downtown. All the way down she
was quiet, but when we got there she turned to me, said, *‘I don’t like
this.” She shook her head. “But there an’t no other way to do it. You're
my pride, you and your sisters, and I can’t have you shaming us.”

She walked me straight back to the candy counter, waited for the
counter girl to come over and stood me right in front of her. “My daugh-
ter has something to tell you,” she said and gave me a little push.

But I couldn’t speak. I held out the bag and the pennies and started
{o cry again. The girl looked confused but mama wouldn’t speak, and I
thought I'd strangle on my own tongue when the manager walked over
toward us.

“What’s this?” he said real loud. “What’s this? You got something

61



for us, little girl?” He was a big man with a wide face and a wide belly
poking out from under one of those button-up vests. He stooped down
so that his face was right in front of me, so close I could smell the sharp
alcohol scent of aftershave. “You do, doncha honey?” He looked like he
was swallowing an urge to laugh at us. I was suddenly so angry at him,
my stomach seemed to curl up inside me. I shoved the bag at him, the
money.

“I'm sorry. I stole it.”

Mama’s hand squeezed on my shoulder and I heard the breath come
out of her in a sigh. I closed my eyes for a moment, trying hard not to let
myself get mad at her.

“Uh huh,” the man said, “I see.” I looked at him again. He was
rummaging in the bag, counting the Tootsie Rolls and nodding. “It’s a
good thing, mam,” he said, still talking loud, ‘“that you’ve caught this
when you did.” He nodded at me. “You’re a fortunate little girl, truly
fortunate. Your mama loves you. She doesn’t want you to grow up to be
a thief.”

He stood up and passed the pennies to the salesgirl. He moved like
he was going to put his hand on my head but I stepped back. “Son-of-a-
Bitch,” Grey would have called him. “Slimy son-of-a-bitch probably eats
Tootsie Rolls all day long.” If he reached for me again, I’d bite him, but
he didn’t. He just looked at me long and carefully.

“I’m gonna do your mama a favor, help her to teach you the serious-
ness of what you’ve done.” Mama’s hand tightened again on my shoulder
but still she didn’t speak. “What we’re gonna do,” he announced, “is say
you can’t come back here for a while. We’ll say that when your mama
thinks you’ve learned your lesson, she can come back and talk to me. But
til then, we’re gonna remember your name, what you look like. You
understand me, honey?”

I understood. I understood that at nine I was barred from the Wool-
worth’s counters. I could feel the heat from my mama’s hand through
my blouse and I knew she was never gonna come near this place again,
was never gonna let herself stand in the same room with this honey-
greased bastard. I looked around at the bright hairbrushes, ribbons, trays
of panties and hose, notebooks, dolls and balloons. It was hunger I felt
then and everytime I passed their window, a hunger edged with hatred
and a raw lust to hurt them back. Mama said nothing about whipping me
or telling my stepfather what I'd done. The trip to Woolworth’s had
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punished both of us more than we could stand.

Getting older, I began to feel that hunger was in the back of the
throat, not the belly. It was an ache that throbbed extra sharp when we
went to visit my stepfather’s people: the uncle the lawyer, the uncle
the accountant, the aunts that were all motheis and nothing else, the
grandfather that owned the bakery. We went in my parents’ proud
white Pontiac with the top down and the wind blowing whatever paper
scraps had accumulated on the floor. We went for somebody’s birthday—
a double, one of the uncles and one of his kids.

“One of the children,” my stepfather’s sister, Marvella, said, “kids
are billygoats.”

Goddamned right, I thought, staring over at my puffy cousin in
creased pants, a kid of eight, a copy of his fat ugly father. They served us
tea in the backyard, just us—“Ruth’s girls,” they called us. Their kids
went in and out of the house, loud, raucous, scratching their nails on the
polished furniture, kicking their feet on the hardwood floors, running
mud in on the rugs.

“Those little brats need their asses slapped,” my mama said, but not
where any of them could hear her. She came out to check on us now and
again, where we sat in our starched dresses, as stiff as the sleeves.

“Mama, when we going?”

“Soon,” and she’d light a cigarette with shaking hands. She couldn’t
smoke in their house, though they never came out and told her she
couldn’t. They just didn’t leave ashtrays out. But I saw them go in the
kitchen to smoke over the sink and drop their ashes down the drain. Why
was it they were pretending they didn’t smoke?

“Can’t we go home now?”

“No, James wants to show Daddy his new lawnmower.”

“I thought he got a new one last year.”

“This one’s the kind you can ride on while you cut the grass.”
“Don’t seem like the yard’s big enough to need to do that.”

“Well,” mama gave a short laugh, “I don’t really think they buy
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anything cause they need it.” She brushed herself down carefully before |
going back in, though there wasn’t a speck of ash on her.

We sat still, wonderfully behaved. “Yes mam, no mam,” we kept our _
backs straight and never spoke out of turn, trying to be worthy of the
roses, the sunlight in their garden. They watched us out of the windows.
Behind them, shelves of books and framed pictures mocked me. I stared
in at the spines of those books, wanting them all, wanting the polished
furniture, the garden, the big open kitchen with its dishes for everyday
and dishes for special, the freezer in the utility room and the plushy
seats on all the chairs. I couldn’t speak around the hunger in my throat.
From behind the rosebushes I heard one uncle talking to another.

“Look at that car, just like any niggertrash, choosing something iike
that.”

“What’d you expect? Look at what he married.”
“Her and her kids sure go with that car ...”

I pushed my hair out of my eyes, looked in at one of my wide-
mouthed cousins in a white dress with eyelet sleeves looking back at me,
scratching her nose. What do they tell her about us, I wondered. That
we’re not really family, just her crazy uncle’s wife’s nasty kids. You’re no
relative of mine, I told her and myself. All those new words I’d learned
rolled around in my head. To the shock of my sisters, I got up and went
for a walk among the roses. I pulled the petals off one at a time and
dropped them down inside my dress, pulled up my skirt and tucked them
in my panties. I walked slowly around, feeling the plushy soft petals
moving against my skin.

Trash steals, I thought but I only took the roses. No amount of
hunger would make me take anything else of theirs but looking at every-
thing I could feel a kind of heat behind my eyes. It was dangerous that
heat. It wanted to pour out and burn it all up, everything they had that
we couldn’t have, everything that made them think they were better than
us.

“Trash rises,” my Aunt Jerrine would say. She lived down by the
river, where on summer nights she kept an old tire smoldering in the yard
to keep the mosquitos away. She used huge old truck tires from which
the smoke rose in a thick black fog. It stank but it kept the mosquitos
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down. My aunt would wave the fog down toward the river where an
amazing collection of things kept accumulating. “It’s a good place to
live,” she’d tell us. “This is where the trash rises,” and she’d give out a
high hoarse laugh to tell us she was thinking of something more than
parbage.

People from Greenville tossed their garbage off the highway a few
miles up the river. The garbage would sink out of sight in the mud and
eventually work its way down to my aunt’s yard to rise and get caught in
the roots of the rotting trees that screened her yard. The uncles went to
Aunt J’s to fish, to stand by the river in the tire smoke, drink whiskey
and tell dirty stories. I went to pull in the trash from the tree roots and
pick vegetables out of Aunt J’s side garden. I'd come home with fresh
tomatoes, okra, and the head off a Betsy Wetsy doll, the one with the
silly rubber curl on her forehead. I brought back mostly pieces of things
~baby carriage covers, tricycle wheels, shoes, plastic dishes, jumprope
handles, ragged clothes and once the headlight off a Harley.

“This is good stuff,” Aunt J usually told me. “You got an eye for
things, girl. I can clean up and patch those clothes. We’ll just soak the
dishes in bleach and give the rest of it a scrubbing. Saturday morning,
we’ll put out blankets and sell it all off the side of the highway. You get
your mama to send you over to help me.”

It got so my sister, Pam, wanted to help me but she didn’t like to get
mud on herself so she rarely pulled out anything worth the trouble. Still
it was she that saw the hooks—two of them, big four-pronged things still
dragging little shreds of rope, with a rusty link chain holding them
together.

“Lookit!” she yelled and scared herself, almost sliding down in the
mud. “Look there. It’s something metal maybe.” I climbed out on some
of the exposed roots that hung off the bank until I could reach down to
the curved metal edge that was showing. It was hard then to untangle the
hooks from the muddy trash that lined the weeds and bank. By the time
I’d worked it free, I’d slid over and had one leg thigh-deep in the mud.

“You get your ass down here and help me,” I yelled at Pam but she
had no intention of risking the river. Instead she ran back to find Grey
and Blue.

“My sweet Jesus, look at the size of them!” Grey shouted, before we
could even get them back up the bank. “That sucker’s longer than my
arm.”
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“What is it?”
“It’s a hook, a set of hooks.”
“Any fool can see that. But what are they for?”

“Mountain climbing.” I didn’t believe that for a minute but Grey
seemed convinced. “Look at the edge on them points. They’d sink into
rock with no trouble at all.”

“You don’t need nothing like that to climb the mountains around
here.”

“I'll bet some Yankee brought it in not knowing what our moun-
tains are like.”

“You an’t got the sense you were born with, and even Yankees an’t
that dumb.”

“You calling me stupid?”
“Aw for god’s sake.”

I got the hooks back in my hands then, before somebody stabbed
himself with one. They were kind of heavy but not so much so that I
couldn’t imagine swinging one around and throwing it. Grey was right
about one thing. The barbs were razor sharp, and not only at the points
but also along the edges that curved back on themselves. There was a
grey-green gunk all over them that hid most of the metal shine, but that
came off easy with a little scraping. In the center of each hook where the
four points came together, there was a packed mass of river mud, weeds
and fish pieces. I set to scraping it clean and got the boys interested.

“Once we get them cleaned up, I'll show you how mountain climbers
use them.” Grey was determined to convince everybody that he knew
what the hooks were all about, but Blue was having none of it.

“You try throwing that son-of-a-bitch up a tree and you gonna put
somebody’s eye out when the chain catches on a branch.”

“I an’t gonna throw it up in no tree,” Grey looked disgusted. “I'm
gonna use it to pull myself right up the side of Aunt J’s house. I’'m gonna
wave at you from the roof, and then you tell me I'm crazy.”

He did it too. The barb dug right into the wood below the roof and
gouged deep enough to support his weight. Though once he got up there,
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Grey couldn’t swing around to get a leg over the roof after all. Blue tried
it next and had the same problem. He managed to hang onto a roof
beam while he worked it loose and tossed it down.

“We’ll aim it at the roof this time,” he told us, “and then we can
climb over the edge using the rope.”

“You’ll do no such thing.” It was Aunt J who’d come up behind
us while we were all looking at Blue. “You trying to kill one of these
children?” Then she looked up and saw the hole, the hook had gouged in
her wall.

“Oh my God in heaven!” She grabbed for the hook Blue was hold-
ing. “You digging holes in my house! You planning to just walk off and
leave it like that. I expect. Goddamn, you kids got no sense at all.” She
jerked the other hook with its loose flapping chain out of Grey’s hands.
“I'm surprised you an’t killed each other already.” No, what’s surprising
is that 7 an’t killed you already.”

“It an’t that deep a hole.” Grey said. “It an’t gonna let the rain in.”

The color rushed up into Aunt J’s face, and I thought for a moment,
she was going to swing one of those hooks into his belly. The other kids
took off at a run and Grey stumbled back out of her reach.

“You crazy little bastard,” she hissed at him. She turned around and
grabbed my arm. “All of you. Don’t you know what this is?”” She waved
the tines near my face. “You think it’s a big old fish hook? Well it an’t.
It’s for trawling, for dragging. You go down in the river and they’ll use
something like this to pull you out. They’ll drag you up in pieces out of
the mud.”

The damn thing was, she didn’t scare us. It just made the hooks
more fascinating. Maybe it hadn’t been fish we’d cleaned out of those
gaps. But my aunt locked them up in the cellar and it was plain she
wasn’t going to let us get at them again. I started to dream of the razor
points, the steel edges and woke so hungry my teeth ached.

I took to going over to Aunt J’s more regularly, hanging out, being
helpful. I even spent July pulling weeds and August picking tomatoes,
corn and peppers. When canning started, it was just expected that I
would be there to boil the mason jars and melt the wax. I brought up the
jars from the cellar. I brought up the wax, and when my aunt went out
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to put her neck under the cool water from the pump, I brought up one
of the hooks. I even got it out under the porch before anyone could
see, laughing because it was so easy. But mama showed up in the mean-
time, and was standing waiting in the kitchen over the bubbling vats.

“You want these tomatoes to boil over?” she asked me. “You got to
watch this stuff close. You can’t be running off in the yard with a fire
like this going.” She planted me on a stool by the stove, “You sit here
and keep your eyes open, little girl.”

I got stuck at that stove three days running while my mama and my
aunt retold every story I’d ever heard.

“Remember the time Mattie Lee wouldn’t let the sheriff take the
furniture, screaming for the neighbors how they were trying to rob her?”

“Oh God yes, and that sheriff like to pee in his pants when he saw
her throwing clothes out of the window, yelling ‘take it all, take the kids
why don’t you? take it all!”” ‘

“Well the point was she threw her housedress at him, and then just
stood there in her underwear, and he wasn’t gonna come near her after
that.”

“Oh no, girl, that’s just what people tell. She didn’t really do it.
She just threatened to do it.”

“It’d be a better story if she’d done it.”

“It would, wouldn’t it? And it would be just like her. Mattie Lee
an’t scared of hell or high water.”

Mama looked over at me, watching them. “Give that rack a jiggle,”
she told me, “I don’t think those jars are setting deep enough in the
pot.”

“Oh, Ruth leave the girl alone. Those jars are setting fine and she’s
doing a good job. When she grows up, she gonna know all she needs
about canning and cooking and gossiping in the kitchen.”

Mama laughed. “Jerrine, you’re spoiling her. You should have some
of your own and then you’d watch them all a little more sharply.”

“Well, for not birthing any, it sure feels like I've raised a crowd. )
Seems like all my life I've had somebody’s kids under my feet. An’t
nobody in this family ever been selfish with their children. Why I've
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woke up many a morning to find a porch full of young’uns somebody’s
dropped off in the night.

“Most often, Mattie Lee’s.”

“Oh don’t go on about Mattie Lee. She’s had a hard time, especially
with those oldest girls. They weren’t so bad when they were young but
since they turned thirteen, they’d both gone as sour as bad whiskey.”

“Sour and tightassed. Everybody tells me that Bobbie takes after
me, but I can’t see it. I'd swear that girl just an’t easy in her body. She
don’t give a hoot about nobody or anything, except her pride.”

“You know she was standing in the yard when the sheriff came that
time, and all the yelling started. And she just stood there trying to pre-
tend wasn’t nothing going on, wasn’t no sheriffs beating on the door,
nor nobody throwing clothes out the windows.”

“What’d she do—offer them a glass of water?”

“Hell no, she tried to get Mattie Lee out of the house so she could
give them the furniture quietly. It was like she didn’t care what hap-
pened, just so the neighbors wouldn’t know they couldn’t keep up
the payments.”

“As if everybody didn’t know it already. You can’t keep secrets like
that.”

“Well you and I don’t even try, and certainly Mattie don’t. She
knows who she is. But it’s different for the kids, seems like they’re all the
time wanting just what they can’t have, and they’ve all got such a funny
dose of pride. Look at your girl there, I've seen it in her too. Not like
Bobbie I'll admit, but something, something hard and angry that only
shows now and again.”

They looked over at me, and I tried to pretend I hadn’t been listen-
ing, concentrating on waving the steam away so I could see down into
the pot. Through the steam, they both looked older — two worn tired
women repeating old stories to each other and trying not to worry about
things they couldn’t change anyway. It struck me then how young they
both were to be looking so old, neither of them as old as my stepfather’s
sisters; mama not yet thirty and Aunt J less than ten years older than
her. Still they seemed so different from me, almost as if they came out of
another century. I wished then that I could be more like them, easier in




my body and not so hungry all the time.

After the vegetables, the peaches had to be done which meant it was
almost two weeks before I got the hook off to myself. It had gotten
rusty but that came off pretty easily with steel wool and a little grease. I
worked at the metal steadily until it shown like silver.

“You’re really serious, aren’t you?” Grey grinned at me like I'd
grown an extra set of teeth. He ran his hands over the points on the
hooks. “And you surely did a good job of sneaking this off Aunt J.” He
laughed and scratched at his hands. When he’d turned fourteen, Grey had
begun to grow hair on his chest and arms just like his brother, but Grey
had shaved it all off with a straight razor. That, of course, made it grow
back thicker which tickled Grey to death. It not only made him different
from his brother—a life-long ambition—he also talked it up as being a sign
of how manly he was. The only problem was that it hadn’t just grown
back thick but long and it itched him. It almost ruined his tough image,
the fact that he was always standing around scratching at the wavy
reddish-brown hair on his thumbs. |

“I’'m serious,” I told him, pointedly not looking toward his hands. I
wanted him on my side.

“Welllll,” he drawled, running his fingertips over the points again.
“You’ve put a little too much shine on these for safety. You plan on
not being seen, we better spread a little black paint where it will do the
most good, tone down the light-catching side of this thing.

“You’ll ruin it,” I couldn’t help myself. I really loved the shine of
that hook.

“Hell no, won’t touch the tips. I’ll just make it harder to spot.”

I didn’t really believe him. I figured he was just trying to make
himself seem more important, since it was obvious I was going to have
to take the hard part of this thing. There wasn’t any way my tall hairy
cousin was going to fit through the roof vent of the Woolworth’s store.

When it came down to it, there was a moment when I thought I
wasn’t going to make it. Grey had only a little trouble swinging the hook
high enough to get it to bite into the water tower on the back roof, and
I'd only had a little trouble getting up the rope with my feet braced
against the brick wall. It was a little trickier at the top where they’d
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stuck broken glass on the edge—probably to discourage people with ideas
like mine. But the rope hadn’t frayed and I jumped the glass easily with
the rope to brace me. At some time they’d covered the exhaust fan with
chicken wire and a couple of wood slats. The chicken wire was rusty and
pulled free pretty fast, and I kicked at the slat that was in my way until
it finally boke. It was looking through the fan blades that worried me. I
could slip around them probably but the engine block was big and oily.
That would be a tight piece.

“You 0.k.?” Grey whisper-yelled.

“Fine, now shut up,” I tried to keep it quiet but he seemed to hear
me. The blades of the fan weren’t sharp at all, just gummy and covered
with dust. I thought about it for a moment and then went over and
pulled the hook free; then coiled the rope up and tied it around one
prong. I would push it ahead of me into the darkness. I didn’t think
about how it might get stuck or how the wood slat would have been
safer. All T knew climbing over the fan blades and wiggling around the
engine block was I wanted those razor points near me. I was scared and
sweaty, and half-convinced I was going to get caught but those points
were sharp and certain and tangibly dangerous the way I knew inside I
wanted to be.

The exhaust pipe widened on the other side of the fan and there
was a kind of filter there made of sharp prickly stuff that bit my fingers.
| unhooked it on one side and slid through, then hooked it again. It was
so dark, I couldn’t see that the pipe bent at an angle and the hook
banged the sides as I felt my way. There was no warning at all when the
pipe suddenly turned down and the hook slid out of my hand. I fell after
it, my shoulder hitting the edge of another grate, knocking it sideways so
that the hook fell ahead of me into a loud shattering noise. I caught the
edge of the hole, held myself only an instant and fell after it. I bit my
tongue as I fell and it was a miracle I didn’t scream. I hit the side of the
cabinet-rack that displayed the pattern books and registered immediately
the hook points just inches from my butt.

“Oh my god,” I whispered. My hip ached where I'd hit but nothing
seemed broken. In the dim light from the streetlights, I could see that
the hook had shattered the glass case that covered the sewing notions.
It was lying with two of the points straight up just where I could so
easily have fallen. “Oh my god.”

I was suddenly soaking wet and weak all over. I half-fell the rest of
the way off the cabinet onto the glass case, my sneakers cracking the
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rest of the glass across. 1 was shaking so that it was hard to climb down
and when I was finally standing in the aisle, I saw that my hands were
covered with fine counter glass dust that glinted like diamonds in the
light from the front. I took a deep slow breath and gave a careful look
around. Up near the front I thought I saw a shadow move that was
probably Grey waiting for me to come let him in. But inside the store
was perfectly still and musty, smelling of sweet toilet water and starched
new clothes.

I pulled the hook free and started up front. Broken glass from the
notions case crunched under my feet. I stopped and looked around.
The candy counter had been moved further up front. I could see the
double stacked case of nuts right next to the popcorn machine. I swung
the hook in my hand back and forth as I walked toward it, feeling the
grin on my face widen and a looseness move down my back. How long
had it been since I'd been in here? How long since I'd stood in front of
the candy counter and smelled the particular Woolworth’s smell of
dust, salt and caramel corn. I swung the hook back and forth, back and
forth, letting the loose part of the rope slip in my fingers, back and
forth — and right into the case. The glass shattered sideways and nuts
poured out. I couldn’t help myself. I just started laughing out loud.
When the sound stopped I saw that the case was a sham. There hadn’t
been more than two inches of nuts pressed up against the glass and
propped with cardboard.

“Cheap sons of bitches,” I said out loud.

I heard Grey pounding on the front door. He was so impatient to
get in I was afraid he was going to break the door. Carefully I dragged
the jack that was on special sale out of the window. “Stop it,” I yelled
at Grey when he kept beating on the glass. It wasn’t easy but I got the
brace fixed against one door and the lever wedged in the crack. Two
turns of the crank and the door popped open with a snap. Immediately
Grey streaked past me like a dog with his tail on fire. I shoved the jack
back out of sight and ran back to the pattern stand to climb up and
push the grate back into place. Let them wonder in the morning how
we did it. '

“Goddamn,” Grey crowed and I heard more glass break. He’d
cracked the front of the knife case and was happily stuffing his pockets
with jackknives of all sizes. I looked past him over the store at all the
things on display. Cheap junk everywhere: shoes that went to paper in
the rain, clothes that separated at the seams, stale candy, make-up that
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made your skin break out — what was there here that I could use? I
remembered the rows of canned vegetables at Aunt J’s — rows of
tomatoes and okra and green beans that stretched for shelf on shelf in
her cellar. That stuff was worth something. I bit my lip and went and
pot my hook. What had I wanted except to be inside this place, to stand
here and look at it and let some of the anger out?

Grey was running up and down the aisles, grabbing stuff and then
dropping it. “Goddamn, we’re a team,” he told me and took a pillow
case up front to fill it with cigarettes.

“Yeah,” I whispered and kicked at the case in front of me. It was
full of picture frames—wood, plastic and metal gilt. The big ones were the
same style that my stepfather’s sister, Marvella, had for her family pic-
tures. For a moment I thought about smashing them, but those weren’t
Marvella’s, even if they were the same cheap brand she wouldn’t admit
she’d bought. I swung my hook back and forth, thinking about what it
was that I really wanted, who I really wanted to get to.

I ran back up to the front, calling for Grey as I went, but even so it
was twenty minutes before I could get him out of there. “We an’t gonna
lock the door you know,” I told him, “and your hands are full anyway.”
e had his shirt tied tight around his middle to hold stuff he couldn’t
varry in his hands.

“Goddamn,” he kept saying like a happy child, “goddamn!”

I pulled the door to so that it looked closed from a distance and
grabbed Grey’s elbow. As we ran up State Street, neither of us could
keep from whispering to the grey-faced men standing around.

“The goddamned Woolworth’s is standing open, man. It’s open, it’s
wide open.” They looked at us, blinked and looked back up the street.
| knew that by morning there wouldn’t be a case left that hadn’t been
upened, a counter that hadn’t been cleared. I knew too that it wouldn’t
{uke me that long to take the paint off the tines of my hook.

When the metal was once again clean and pure and shiny, I was going
{0 take it over to Aunt Marvella’s some night. I was going to pull my
mama up a rose bush or two.




RAW AUTUMN

Is there a world which speaks through us
or do we only imagine that possibility
that expanse of water

the solemn procession to a funeral

we do know whose

in Prague, in Atlanta, in Santiago,

on windless afternoons

when all the stores have closed?

And how do we speak in the meantime,
when somehow in Berlin

you and I ate Chinese food

in a restaurant where the cook knows you
and I can remember

your fingers on the moist side of a glass,
your hand resting next to my plate?

That we each wake in the morning

and drink coffee as a cultural

fact, even knowing what we know

that we hunger for its smell

and for the thick milk on our tongues,
knowing that you do not have a country

As we try to live in a daily way

on different continents

in a thinkable world

of imprisonment, torture

where you count yourself lucky
for escaping to exile

and those with power have theories
to define the impractical emotions,
we are forced to distances

that cannot be traversed.
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And when our silence keeps its beat
among the discontinuity,

the suffering that cannot

be reconciled,

where exile cannot be my metaphor
hecause it is too real,

| walk on this familiar street

und I hear your voice calling me,

und I'do turn

{or 1 am lonely and the year is getting on,
und I feel a wind sharp and wet at my neck.



LAGRASSE

False steps, falling back on my right foot
in a kind of dance, the broken pace

of following along goat trails, as pebbles
slipped beneath my boots. You held
your pace, your breathing

was steady, no closer than a sound.

You lay down on your back, flush

with the meadow, and watched the sails
of evening light. Rapid birds

rising in flocks out of dry grass,
coursed toward stone fences

to settle hidden in the vineyards.

The bright heat broke

across your face, on the opposite hillside
a woman stood, a grave beneath her feet,
her black scarf

lifted up behind her head.

She surveyed the vineyards

in the glare of stone, squinting,

and I wondered if she watched us
winding toward the valley.

You pointed at the birds,

a shadow flying through the arch

of the abbey. The insistence of the bells,
that time had passed,

will pass. I wished each whitening,
every blue, had stopped

in the heat, in the fading

of evening.

We are lovers, I can only think
of us this way. I wanted to ask you
if you thought she saw us,
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or if you would see us

with my vision

of that time, our bones turning
to earth, to sand, to salt.
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RIMA SHORE

SISTERHOOD—-AND MY BROTHER S*

I have had some things from you to which I perceive no
meaning. They either were very vast, or they didn’t mean
anything, I don’t certainly know which.

Emily Dickinson to her brother Austin, 1854

In the Fair Lawn house where we grew up were two attics, and we
had names for them. The more dreary was the Grandma Shore attic, a
crooked hollow toward the front of the house, with no natural light that
I can remember, with a smell of spoiled oranges and ashes. Its far side
sloped at a menacing angle, not a wall or ceiling, just a bleak surface that
pressed down on anyone who entered. Somewhere on that surface, a
hinged door could be pushed open into a cavern which was actually a
crawl space under the eaves, but which, in its resonant emptiness, be-
came forever my idea of eternity. I was not often in the Grandma Shore
attic, but its mysteries never seemed to discourage my older brothers.
Ricky and Bradd arranged drop-leaves and shelves from the attic’s stored
furniture to hold thick bottles filled with liquids of colors for which I
knew no names. They labeled them with words or symbols that were in-
decipherable to me or Kenny. There were four of us in those years before
Barbara was born, and we were forever founding laboratories—Ricky and
Bradd in their corners, Kenny and I in ours.

Kenny and I were more at ease in the Grandma Kirsch attic, a
musty, cozy room full of corners. In it was a wooden trunk, and in the
trunk felt hats from our parents’ days in the millinery trade, letters they
had written during the war, swatches of fabric of all kinds. Ricky re-

*Due to an editorial error, the sequence of Rima Shore’s essay, “Sisterhood—And
My Brothers,” was scrambled in Conditions: Eight. We are therefore reissuing the
essay. The Editors
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minded me of that trunk not long ago. He told me that when he was a
kid, that was where he thought you went when you died: you went into
the old wooden trunk in the Grandma Kirsch attic. That room had differ-
ent associations for me and Kenny. Enclosed there we would convene
hushed meetings of the clubs we would form and dissolve every few
months. Once the four of us began a bench-building club: we built
benches, then sat on them at meetings where Ricky would collect dues.
After a while Ricky and then Bradd withdrew. Kenny and I thought up
new clubs, warily admitting kids from the block. Ricky and Bradd began
working as junior volunteers at a hospital in Paterson. In the Grandma
Shore attic, the bottles gave way to dissecting equipment.

My ideas about being alive in those years—before the new house, a
new town, junior high school—had everything to do with that foursome.
What I saw, what I believed, what I wanted, were shaped by the pacts we
made, the rules we laid down, the loyalties we exacted from each other.
We would break other people’s rules to help each other. When Kenny and
I were nine and ten, we went to neighboring boys’ and girls’ sleepaway
camps. Kenny was homesick and altogether unhappy there (or perhaps it
was I), and though it was forbidden, we would cross camp limits to meet
secretly every day.

My brothersand I have not always gotten along, but we have always
been able to rely on each other. When we moved to a new town, I was in
the seventh grade and Bradd in the tenth. The transition was especially
hard for me, and though it was simply not done, Bradd walked to school
with me every day. Twenty years later, when my apartment was burglar-
ized, Kenny made a two-hour trip the next morning to bring me his type-
writer. When Ricky was dying of cancer these last months, he knew we
would be with him and Elaine day and night.

I have gotten many things from my brothers. Since the illness and
death of my oldest brother, I have been thinking about their meaning.

I am a woman who is committed to other women: my lover; my
former lovers; my friends; my mother and sister and sisters-in-law; wom-
en I work with; women I play volleyball with; women whose work I read
and who read mine; women I have never met whose lives in some way
concern me. I agonize over political divisions, grieve when lovers or
friends separate. I think of myself as having a place in a women’s com-
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munity, yet I know that many of my most intense feelings, most fierce
loyalties, are directed toward the men who are my brothers. And much
of what I know about being a sister, about sisterhood, I have learned
with them.

My situation is not extraordinary. I have heard lesbians who are
close to sons, fathers, male friends, ex-husbands or former male lovers,
speak about the seeming paradox; [ have read what some have written. I
suspect that lesbian/feminist poets who have written about these relation-
ships have been included less frequently on the programs of the move-
ment’s poetry events. Or when invited, they have read poems about re-
lationships with mothers and grandmothers, sisters and lovers. Perhaps
this is as it should be. . . do we need more words in praise of men? But I
worry about the strictures that have sometimes kept me from writing or
even talking about my brothers, and I wonder how many other women :
have deformed their own experience.

Some women I know talk often about their mothers or stepmothers
or sisters. I am sometimes surprised to learn in passing that they have
brothers. I think of a woman I have known for nearly a decade: it seems
to me that she has a brother, but I don’t know his name or anything
about him. Of course I know other women whose brothers have been im-
portant to them and who will say so, and I seem to search them out. While
others scour Emily Dickinson’s letters to Sue, I find myself reading what
she wrote to her brother Austin.

2.

I do well remember how chilly the west wind blew and
how everything shook and rattled before I went to sleep,

and I often thought of you in the midnight car, and

hoped you were not lonely.

Emily Dickinson to Austin, 1851

To the day-room of the hospital I bring books about dying, break
their backs holding them flat against the newspaper on my lap, afraid to
let patients or other visitors see their titles. I sit here for hours at a time,
and the bold news of world events rubs off on my sweater and my jeans.
This is the afternoon, before most visitors arrive. One woman is here; her
husband has been in intensive care, next to my brother, and now she waits
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for him to return from surgery. Around us are men: patients who have
come to smoke and pass an hour, the elevator supervisor and an orderly
who have stepped in to catch an inning of the Yankee-Dodger series. It
is October.

I am reading Gerda Lerner’s A Death of One’s Own, about her
husband’s death from brain cancer. She describes the day-room of an un-
named hospital—its view of New York’s East River, its cheerful walls, its
plastic chairs. I match its symptoms with those around me. This too is a
neurology floor, the day-room walls painted brightly like a cellar turned
day-care center. Ricky has been diagnosed: malignant melanoma of the
spinal cord and lining of the brain. I read Gerda Lerner’s account as prim-
er and prophesy. Already in these first days, words like steroid, pain med,
shunt, are becoming second nature.

The game drones on, and as I read the sounds comfort me. I find
myself, astonished, caring about the outcome, and listen more attentive-
ly, memorizing details I will pass on to Ricky if he is not too sick from
the radiation to listen.

In the assortment of lines and images that fill my mind, that create
this new picture, he is the vanishing point. My thoughts reach in his direc-
tion.

I abandon Gerda Lerner as her husband loses power of speech, and
slipping the book into my bag, concentrate on Ron Guidry’s pitching. I
am pleased to be watching on a color TV. When I was growing up with
my brothers, I spent summers watching baseball, knew the batting aver-
ages of half the American league. I talked baseball with Kenny and oc-
casionally with my second cousin, Marsha.

I imagine that my brothers have wondered: what does it mean, this
choice of mine, this turning away from life with a man, with men. Only a
few hours after Rick heard the positive diagnosis, I was alone with him
sitting on his hospital bed. He told me hurriedly that whatever troubles
we had had, whatever unhappiness I might have had, were because of
him. “Remember that heart I once gave you for Valentine’s day, what a
bastard I was—we had a fight and I took it back, and gave it to Susie
Zarchin?” I remembered. I had thrown it back at him. Take your stupid
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locket. Moved, horrified, furious, I responded as he talked to me. No, I
wasn’t unhappy, and no, it wasn’t his “fault” that I was a lesbian, and
yes, of course I had made a choice. This was not a conversation we had
ever had, directly. He was the one member of my family who had never
seemed at ease with me, my life, my lovers. He was loyal, protective, lov-
ing, but always from a cautious distance. He was proud of me in the ab-
stract—had brought his friends into a bookstore to point out my name in
Conditions—but for reasons I am only beginning to fathom, he was afraid
of me.

No, it wasn’t his fault,and yes, I had made a choice. I told him that
he was leaving me out of his calculations. His apology was presumptuous,
and I could have said more, but we were suddenly and unaccountably
measuring his life in days or weeks. In his formal, wild statements I heard
questions: he needed to know how I was connected to him and I needed
to tell him. If I could love him, why not another man? And if I chose not
to love another man, could I care for him? In fact, he asked nothing.
Looking away, he told me he loved me. I did not know then that we
would have, over the next five months, long visits, slow car rides, time to
try to sort it all out. It was still October.

At home one of those first nights, after hours in the hospital, I wait
for Judy to finish work. We sit together in the dining room, eat leftovers
that don’t seem to be the right color. We move closer together to look
through the newly developed prints of photographs we took in August,
“before the world changed,” as we have begun to say. We have cried to-
gether for three nights. Now she asks about the hospital: how does Ricky
seem? what have the doctors said? how much more radiation? how are
Elaine and my mother? I give her only headlines for now, too worn for
the fine print, afraid to go through it again. I tell her they want to reduce
the pressure by operating, putting in a tube to drain exess fluid from his
brain to the lining of his stomach. “But there are cancer cells in the fluid,
aren’t there?”’ she asks. “Won’t that just spread it?”” I’'m stunned at her
logic, distantly curious at the absence of my own. As I add this to my file
of questions for the neurologist, it strikes me that if spreading the disease
is the lesser of evils, there won’t be much time.

Judy runs a bath for me and I make two phone calls, the first to
my sister in California. I give her a report: the steroids are reducing the
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pressure, they are deciding about putting in the shunt; Ricky is less con-
fused (the word we've adopted for the “neurological deficits” we have
been told to expect). It is a brief conversation. I listen closely to the
sound of her voice, hearing a new timbre, listening for clues about how
she is, and how I am.

I call a friend, a relatively new friend, long-distance. I tell her the
news a bit abruptly. The spinal tap has come back positive. It might be
weeks or months but no more. Ricky knows everything. He’s been talk-
ing about suicide, doesn’t want to die of cancer.

She is quiet at the other end. I hope she doesn’t feel obliged to find
right words, hope I won’t lose her to correctness, won’t feel sorry to have
called so new a friend. I wonder, when she starts to speak, whether she
thinks I have called for advice, for counsel. What did I want? We have re-
cently had some differences on issues personal and political: am I using
Rick’s illness to dissolve the distance?

“That’s so unreal,” she says when I tell her that Rick has been talk-
ing about funeral plans. “Trying to hold onto control even after. . . men
aren’t very good role models for dying.”

“Don’t lose this year,” she urges a moment later. “You’ve worked
hard to make time for writing. Don’t lose it. He’s not your lover.”

I watched you until you were out of sight Saturday even-
ing, and then went to my room and looked over my trea-
sures; and surely no miser ever counted his heaps of gold
with more satisfaction than I gazed upon the presents
from home. . . .

Emily Dickinson to Austin, 1847

My brothers were my first lovers. We did not have sex, though we
did our share of seductive slow-dancing to “practice” for school events,
snuggling under covers while quizzing each other for social studies tests,
peeking at each other naked, or giving each other the chance to peek. My
shame at these experiences has always been disproportionate to whatever
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we did. I have never believed that other brothers and sisters did the same,
have rarely heard women speak about this.

These relationships were intense, unspoken to this day. And of
course we split up, at different times, with different degrees of resolu-
tion. These partings were some of the most painful I can remember, and
much of what I have since felt in leaving women I have loved, lovers or
friends, whether I have acted admirably or viciously, has pulled me back
to those losses.

In a larger sense, much of what I know now about relationships,
about trust,loyalty,and conflict, about merging and separating, I first ex-
perienced with my brothers. And much of what I first knew about erotic
expression, about sexual signals, desires, limits, jealousies, I learned with
them.

I fall asleep this October night in Judy’s arms, comforted in a way I
have not thought possible. I dream of Ricky and Bradd, upstairs in one
of the attics of the old house, with bottles and scalpels and frogs.

The next afternoon at the hospital I peek into Rick’s room. Elaine,
his wife, is sitting with a book, settled by his bedside as if she has been
there for hours. She steps into the corridor to talk to me: they haven’t
taken him down for radiation therapy yet; the pain pill has finally started
to work;it looks like he might be asleep. I take another look. My brother—
his eyes the color of mine, his body, always solid and broad, now shrunk-
en. Gravity suddenly grips at the weight I have gained in the last year. He ‘
opens his eyes, says hello. “It’s grown a lot,” I tell him, thinking his face
doesn’t look so drawn with the beard he began to grow when he expected
that treatments would make his hair fall out. “Just my luck,” he says.
“Just when my beard grows in I have to die.”

Elaine asks if I will go with him to RT today, to give her an hour
alone. The escort arrives, offering Ricky a stretcher, but he falls instead
into a wheelchair, scowls, looks at me for encouragement, says, “You’re
here again to sit shiva? This is no place for healthy people.” He seems glad
that 'm going with him. I chase the wheelchair as it is pushed quickly
and expertly through a maze of hallways and elevators into a somber
makeshift waiting area. Hammering and drilling shake the room from be-
hind a feeble partition. “A new treatment room,” the escort explains as
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he leaves. I look around me at six or seven people lying or sitting, waiting,
with little or no hair, emaciated, magic marker lines drawn on their skin
to target the radiation. By now Rick is holding his head ; he carries a basin
with him in case he needs to vomit. He begins to move rhythmically, a
sign I have already learned to know for pain. The drilling and dust show
no signs of letting up. “Headache?’’ I ask him as a dull throbbing sets in
somewhere behind my eyes. I approach a nurse, ask if there is somewhere
Ricky can lie down. “Certainly, Mrs. Shore.”” They move us to the hydro-
therapy room, and after a few minutes Ricky asks whether I know what
hydrotherapy is. “They boil it out of you, limb by limb or all at once.”
He is trying to scare me. This is a more familiar Rick, and I decide he
must be feeling some relief. He is quiet for a few minutes, then turns on
his side, asks me about prospects for a teaching job. I stroke his arms and
his back.

Soon they are ready for us. “You can wait over there, Mrs. Shore,”
a nurse tells me. Rick looks at me uneasily, and then away. “Not Mrs.
Shore,” I correct the nurse. “Professor Shore.” Ricky laughs, and I re-
turn to the waiting area where I stand near the desk so I can see what
they are doing on the closed-circuit monitor. Ricky’s body appears: he is
on his side, enveloped by an eerie light. After a few minutes a technician
goes in and turns him over.

By the time we again admit Rick to the hospital a few months later,
| have learned something odd. Just as people there will insist that Judy—
my lover of four years—is my sister (particularly when we stay overnight
with Ricky, sharing a narrow cot to get a few hours’ sleep), they often
will not believe that Ricky is my brother. I go to the admitting office to
fill out papers while Elaine stays with Rick. “Do you have your husband’s
Blue Cross card,” the woman asks me. “Not my husband, my brother,” I
correct her. “Don’t confuse me,” she answers. When it comes time, a
moment later, to sign certain forms, she recalls that I am ‘“‘only the sister”
and asks to see Elaine. I feel alarmed at the thought of what would hap-
pen if it were Judy or I—not even sisters—and resolve to call all my
friends to urge them to sign notarized statements about who is to be con-
sidered kin in a medical crisis. My long-distance friend has shown me
statements she and her lover carry.
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I have finished Gerda Lerner’s book and have started another—
Alice Bloch’s Lifetime Guarantee. 1 read aggressively, looking for clues,
for help. She too has had worries about playing the maiden aunt, without
a legitimate family of her own, free to nurse her sister, to hold vigil at her
bedside. I don’t hide this book as I read in the day-room. The title seems
less threatening, and anyway I've lost my former delicacy. I’ve become a
regular there, and it is harder to read now. People wander in and out,
wanting to know how I am, what I’'m reading. I see the woman whose
husband had been in surgery during the World Series. He is walking with
her today. He looks swollen, bloated in his pajamas, childlike in his gauze
shower cap. I conclude that he will not die soon: if it were terminal she
would not be so anxious. She introduces me. I say hello and look down
at my book; too tired to read I go through Persephone’s back-cover blurb
over and over: . . . the personal chronicle of a woman faced with the im-
pending death of her sister from cancer. . . explores the complex and in-
tense bond between sisters. . . a strong woman-identified sensibility. I de-
cide that I will not write about this death. . . there are already books
about women experiencing cancer. . . would women really want to hear
about my complex and intense bond with a brother, a 38-year-old man
with dubious politics, a strained history with me. . . .

And there are women who have not wanted to know. The friend
who urged me not to lose this year has never called, has not acknowl-
edged that I even have a brother. Others whom I see often ask nothing.
Are they afraid? I ask myself, a few friends, and Judy. When her brother
died several years ago, there were women who suddenly vanished. Would
they call if it were a sister, or a mother?

Ricky died two weeks ago, in early March, the day we brought him
home from the hospital. By then he could not stand up alone, or see as
far as the end of his bed, or swallow food or water. His speech was in-
creasingly slurred until he could barely make himself understood. One of
the last nights in the hospital, at 4 o’clock in the morning, Ricky seemed
desperately to want to say something. My mother and Kenny were with
him, but neither could make out his words. Kenny gave him a piece of
paper and a pen,and he labored for some time before producing the word
thanks.
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As lesbians we invent our own laws, create and define the bonds
among us. Is it not difficult, even dangerous, to grant importance to our
families of origin, particularly when these families have often rejected or
patronized or infantilized us? If we are going to struggle in relationships,
should it not be with each other? Do we not, by the very act of valuing
the nuclear family, demean the ties we have chosen?

As the politics of identity play an increasing role in our commun-
ity, I find myself baffled at conflicting claims on my loyalty. We are be-
ing urged, and urging each other, to acknowledge and to reclaim the cul-
tures from which we have emerged. This process has been important for
me; in a sense, | have made it my profession. Studying Russian for half
my life, I have been able to return to the place from which my family
emigrated, and where many relatives remain. The closeness I have felt to
my family is connected, in some way, to ideas about family I learned in
my Jewish home. Am I to value the culture from which my family came,
while dismissing the family itself? Do I seek to identify with Jews in the
abstract, but not with the brothers I have loved all my life?

I feel sometimes like a political exile. I would not want to return
to the place I have left. I have made other choices, other commitments.
But I cannot forget that much of who I am, much that I value in myself,
even the fortitude to make those choices, came with me from the old
country, whose air I have breathed, whose language I have spoken.
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CHERYL CLARKE
JEWELLE GOMEZ
EVELYNN HAMMONDS
BONNIE JOHNSON
LINDA POWELL

BLACK WOMEN ON BLACK WOMEN WRITERS:
CONVERSATIONS AND QUESTIONS

Developing and expressing a black feminist criticism in publications
controlled and consumed primarily by white feminists is the issue which
brought the five of us together for this pentalog (discussion by five).
As reviewers, critics, and black feminists we had each experienced
ambivalence over the extent to which we imposed a black feminist
analysis on the work of black women writers, partly because of the fear
of exposure in white feminist space and partly because the criteria of a
black feminist criticism is still developing. Thus the dilemma: how many,
if any, “family secrets” do we reveal? We did not resolve the question of
“to what extent” in this pentalog. The questions served as a catalyst for
our discussion in other relevant areas: the literary tradition of black
women; the role of black feminist critics; the seriousness or lack of
seriousness with which white feminists view the work of black women;
and lesbianism as aesthetics and politics.

During the taping we tried to create an atmosphere of anything can
be said. We felt this to be crucial. Many times in writing about black
women we had gotten stuck on how much to say and how far to go. We
had censored ourselves. Indeed, during the process we constantly asked
one another, “Can we say this?” or “Should we erase that?”’ The urge to
edit ourselves before the words hit air was ever-present, especially in
our discussion of lesbianism. We laughed a lot, especially during our
discussion of lesbianism. There was pregnant silence, particularly in our
discussion of lesbianism. We were apprehensive, open, resistant, rebel-
lious, “‘nappy girls. ”*

*From “Harriet” (Audre Lorde, Black Unicorn, Norton, 1978).

Copyright ©1983 by Cheryl Clarke.
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We decided our essential task in this process was to raise questions.
Though the urgency of definition and self-definition is always impending,
we were not so interested in answers. Hopefully, our exploration will
be another catalyst for further exploration by black women of the
dimensions of black feminism.

The inspiration for “Black Women on Black Women Writers: Conver-
sations and Questions” came from my good friends Linda Powell and
Bonnie Johnson, with whom I have had numerous conversations about
the cultural tradition of black women in America—at retreats, confer-
ences, parties, across the kitchen table. I invited Linda, Bonnie, Evelynn
Hammonds, and Jewelle Gomez to participate with me in the pentalog.
All the magic is theirs and, as editor of the transcription, I accept full
responsibility for the flaws.

“Black Women on Black Women Writers: Conversations and Ques-
tions” has been edited to reflect our discussion in the following areas:

o The fear of exposure: the dilemma of the black
[feminist critic.

oStill “towards” a black feminist criticism: black
women on black women writers.

® Naming: the lesbian aesthetic/the lesbian politic.

My warm thanks to the participants in the pentalog and to the
Conditions editorial collective for their support of this piece. We invite
and welcome your response, feedback, criticism, and support.

Cheryl Clarke

ABOUT THE PARTICIPANTS

We wrote the following responses to three questions:

What is the first novel you read by a black woman writer?

Linda: I think it was Jubilee by Margaret Walker. It was assigned by a
high school teacher [in the late sixties] . .. Iremember being impressed
by my first book by a black woman. Ialso remember being underwhelmed
by the writing itself and by her storytelling ability.

Bonnie: I think the first writing I read by a black woman was Jubilee
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in 1967. In that same year I read a book called Black Protest by Joann
Grant. 1

Evelynn: Growing up in a black middle class community in Atlant
during the sixties, I had gone to many “Negro History Week” program
at school. It wasn’t until high school [in the late sixties] that blach
women writers began to play an important role in my life. And the
phase that began with Jubilee motivated me to constantly search for
anything that mentioned something about black people and black
women specifically.

Jewelle: The first thing I recall reading by a black woman was Billi¢
Holiday’s Lady Sings the Blues. . . . I've never forgotten that as my first
consciousness of myself as a black woman. i

I was a junior at Howard [in 1968], taking Arthur P. Davis’ courss
“Negro Literature in the United States.” Jubilee was such a come downl
from Walker’s poetry. The story of how Walker wrote the book is ir
finitely more interesting than the novel which came out of her search fo
her roots. I had the opportunity to hear her lecture at Howard on her di§
covery of her family history, her grandmother, etc.

Name the first novel you read by a black writer.

Linda: At the same time I read Jubilee, I discovered Another Country
Baldwin. It was considered a “dirty book.” My father had it. And
sneaked reading it.

Evelynn: Margaret Walker’s book was the first novel I read by anybody
black. 1

Bonnie: The first novel I remember reading was Another Country in
1966. I remember that I was moved by it but didn’t understand it all.

Jewelle: The first novel I read by a black writer was Baldwin’s Anothe
Country in the early sixties. I was stunned by Baldwin’s facility witl
words and images. They made me sweat. And, of course, there was he
fact that he dealt with . . . interracial love and homosexuality . . . Yum!
Yum!

Cheryl: I read Frank Yerby for years as an adolescent. But I don’t count
him. The first authentic black writer I read was Baldwin—Anoth
Country—in 1964. My mother had the hard cover, and I asked her could
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read it. She encouraged me. I'll never forget Another Country. It
iunged my life, at least my intellectual life at that time. It taught me to
tuke novels seriously. Everytime I teach a black lit course I use it.

Name your five favorite novels.

Linda: Song of Solomon (Morrison), One Hundred Years of Solitude
(Marquez), Chosen People, Timeless Place (Marshall), Just Above My
Head (Baldwin), Them (Oates).

Jewelle: Woman on the Edge of Time (Piercy), The Color Purple (Walker),
The Awakening (Chopin), Native Son (Wright)—I couldn’t decide on a
fifth.

Bonnie: Their Eyes Were Watching God (Hurston), Sula (Morrison),
Songof Solomon (Morrison), I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings(Angelou),
A Woman Named Solitude (Schwartz-Bart).

livelynn: The Bluest Eye (Morrison), The Salt Eaters (Bambara), The
Color Purple, Their Eyes Were Watching God, Another Country (Baldwin),

Cheryl: The Third Life of Grange Copeland (Walker), The Bluest Eye,
Absalom! Absalom! (Faulkner), Another Country, Quicksand (Nella
Larsen).

BEGINNINGS:

Linda: It would be helpful for me if we could talk a little about what
vich of us has done.

Jewelle: Most of my writing up to now has been poetry and I'm just
slarting to do critical writing. I've always thought of criticism as a way
o advance the art of literature. Criticism is valuable to building audi-
ences. And so, I look forward to being able to write about other people’s
writing. And that’s what I plan to do all year.

Cheryl (to Jewelle): What’s the piece you’ve written for Home Girls?

Jewelle: Black lesbians in fiction by women. It is a discussion of the
kinds of images presented about black lesbians. The piece is basically a
synopsis of everything I feel about writing on black women.
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Linda: I don’t consider myself a writer, while I do feel I’'m a critic or
maybe I'm just a consumer who has interesting reactions to things that
are written. Essentially, my writing career hinges on three book reviews,
I reviewed Michele Wallace’s book (Black Macho and the Myth of the
Superwoman) for Conditions:Five—The Black Woman's Issue (1979),
and it was later reprinted with some editing in Radical America. With
Lynne Reynolds I reviewed J.R. Roberts’ Black Lesbians for Off Our
Backs. For Sinister Wisdom 1 reviewed June Jordan’s Civil Wars (1981).

Cheryl: I've done four reviews that I consider criticism. I reviewed |
Ntozake’s book Nappy Edges for Conditions:Five. Then for Conditions:

Six (1980), I reviewed Pat Parker’s book of poetry, Movement in Black

and that was the first time I came upon the dilemma we’re going to be
discussing today. How far do you go about black women’s work in a
journal read primarily by white women?

The next piece I did for Conditions which was problematic for me
was Audre Lorde’s Cancer Journals. Also again, how critical can you be-
come of a black woman’s work? And then I wrote a fourth piece—Some
of Us Are Brave for Sinister Wisdom No. 20. That presented fewer
problems in the sense that by the time I reviewed it, I had resolved a lot
of the dilemma because I had decided wherever I wrote I would tell the
truth. And whoever is involved in the scenario will get the truth told
about them, that is, as far as I can see it.

Evelynn: I started writing for Sojourner in 1979. Sojourner is one of the
Boston women’s newspapers. I first got involved with them when I wrote
that piece for their special issue on women of color, which was a sort of
biographical piece. So naturally, when a book by a black woman came
through to be reviewed, and I was the only black woman on staff, I was
asked to review it and said yes. I was initially so excited about being able
to do it. I've reviewed some of everybody: Ellease Sutherland, Barbara
Chase-Ribaud, Alice Childress, Toni Morrison, and I wrote a couple of
essays for the Heresies issue on Third World women. Over time I started
dealing with the problem of reviewing for Sojourner. Isubsequently got
off the staff and sort of write when I feel like it, review things I want to
review, and write essays when I want to, because it’s a white women’s
publication and because of the audience and all the issues I have to face
every time I sit down to review something by a black woman. And I also
don’t think of myself as a writer. I have a hard time with that identity.

Jewelle: Come out. Come out.

Bonnie: I’'m a historian by training and have written only two reviews—
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uth of them solicited. I didn’t ask to do them. Both of them under
pressure of a deadline. I was asked to review Some of Us Are Brave
for Womanews.

And I was asked to review jointly Alice Walker’s You Can’t Keep A
(/ood Woman Down and June Jordan’s Civil Wars for another publica-
tlon. Those are the two I've done. Both of them are what I would call
“hook reports.” Not to put them down in any way, but for both publi-
pations my way of dealing is to not analyze critically but to talk about
the books’ worth.

Cheryl: Does one cancel out the other?

... Black women . .. began to look for works that would speak

to our experiences. We found Joyce Ladner, Alice Walker,

Gwendolyn Brooks, and Margaret Walker to name just a few.
(Bonnie Johnson, Womanews, March 1982, p. 11)

THE FEAR OF EXPOSURE: THE DILEMMA OF THE BLACK FEM-
INIST CRITIC

Cheryl: We've talked a lot informally about the dilemmas of writing
ubout black women writers in our work as reviewers and writers in
various feminist publications. I want us to talk as freely as possible about
those dilemmas and the pieces we’ve written which have been problem-
atic for us. Who are the problematic writers and thinkers? What are the
boundaries in white women’s publications? What limitations do we im-
pose on ourselves—personal and political—in writing about black women
writers?

Bonnie: I'd just like to touch on something that I feel is crucial, and
that is: how much of the world, how much of politics, how much of
white male society—how much do they dictate to us what we say and
how we say it? How much do we as black women, in our work, put
burdens on authors, saying, “You have to be better because there are
0 few”? And then that’s the bind we’re forced into all the time that we
have to be extra special, double better; everything has to be doubly re-
searched, perfect. Because there is supposedly so little material out there
ubout us, everything we do has got to be right.

Linda: I think that is clearly the burden I put on Some of Us Are Brave.
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If Brave was one of a whole new genre and next Christmas I could go to
the bookstore and there would be eight or nine new black women’s
studies books, Brave would be fine! I’d have no beef with Brave. But
knowing that I don’t have that assurance, I do, like, look for the book
to be perfect. There’s a search for perfection that really does affect my
criticism of the book.

Bonnie: I have a beef with the way bibliographies were compiled in Some
of Us Are Brave. The one bibliography by Pat Bell Scott, particularly.

Cheryl: That’s the one I had problems with too.

Bonnie: She calls it “black feminist” and she lists every black woman in
history as a “black feminist.” Well, whether I think they’re feminists is
irrelevant. They would not call themselves feminists. So, I really had to
say something about that. Also there was another bibliography by Jean
Yellen, in which she included everything she found about black women
and wasn’t discriminating. I had just done some research on household
workers for my Master’s essay, and one of the sources that Yellen cites is |
this article written in 1906 by this man in the Sewanee Review. She cites
it as a source on household workers that “describes the difficulties of
keeping servants.” Actually, it’s a racist tome. The man is talking about
“stupid darkies” and how they’ve run the town and what “we” (white
people) must do to get them to realize what their place is. I used it in
my work because what he does show is how black women were organiz-
ing in Auburn, Mississippi in 1906. If one of them was fired, the rest
wouldn’t go to work for six weeks and drive the white people crazy. And |
that’s not about how tough it is to keep servants. (to Cheryl) Did youI
criticize these bibliographies in your review?

Cheryl: 1 criticized Scott. Some of the women she cited as “black
feminists” were clearly not feminist at the time they wrote their books
and still are not to this day. Like Inez Smith Reid, Joyce Ladner, or
Angela Davis.

Linda: The search for perfection is something which also affected my
view of This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of
Color. With all the “hooplah” that attended its publication, one would
have expected it to be the definitive work on the issues of women of
color in the United States. I suppose I also resented being defined as a
woman of color, because I feel my blackness is subsumed. I guess I took:
that resentment out on the book.

Jewelle: Many times over, throughout the book, the editors admit or
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pay tribute to black women as being the force which awakened other
women of color to their oppression. So I don’t feel that blackness is
subsumed in the “women of color” designation.

Evelynn: Even Toni Cade wrote the introduction.

Cheryl: Yeah, but I see what Linda means in terms of being “subsumed.”
The political terminology of “women of color” sometimes seems to
negate difference.

Jewelle: But then there’s the vision of the work in the subtitle, “Writings
by Radical Women of Color,” that posits the ideal for us of coalition
politics among self-determined women of color.

Cheryl: I so agree. And the idea and actuality of a book of writing by
women of color in the United States is a valuable and precious artifact.
| appreciate the politics which guided the book: that colored women,
lesbians, feminists, writers, poets, workers can talk to us, as [ hope some-
lay all women of color can talk to each other.

Evelynn: I was disappointed by the lack of discussion of economics,
except for your article, Cheryl [“Lesbianism: An Act of Resistance™] .

~ Cheryl: And mine didn’t discuss it too tough.

Bonnie: My name is Bennet and I ain’t in it. I haven’t really looked at
It enough to evaluate it.

Evelynn: I feel This Bridge would have been much stronger had class
und economics been addressed. But I still think it’s an important con-
{ribution to feminist theory.

Cheryl: See, it gets back to that issue of the search for perfection or the
book that is all things to all women. I mean, you want more class and
sconomics, I want more fiction and poetry.

Jewelle: And I would have liked more space devoted to women as artists
und political beings, naturally, since I think that’s the thorniest issue of
ull. So, is it fair to put all our burdens on the book?

Evelynn: I go on record about This Bridge. 1t is a valuable beginning.

Bonnie: Then I'll go on record about Brave: since it was the first com-
posite of black women’s studies, I wanted my review to be exciting
und I wanted people to look at it themselves. ] wanted my review to say:
"“You have to look at it. Don’t think it’s wonderful in the world, but you
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need to look at it.” Erlene Stetson’s piece on teaching on the enslave:
ment of black women (in the United States) was really a good piece. The
questions her class raised were fabulous.

Cheryl: I thought that Stetson’s article was one of the best essays in -i
book. I had some problems with her interpretation of white women and
black women and their (white women’s) use of the analogy that women
are slaves to their husbands as blacks are slaves to their masters. .

Sometimes I can’t see my own value judgments getting in the way
Audre Lorde confronted me on my review of Cancer Journals in Con
ditions: Eight. She said, “How come you criticize what isn’t there?
It’s like you put the burden of the whole world on me.” And so my
response to Audre was, “Well, now, Audre, you know we expect you to
be perfect.” (Laughter)

Linda: At some point we have to stop making the individual blac_'
woman writer take the weight for the lack of works by and about black
women in our reviews and criticism.

Bonnie: Well, Alice Walker’s book has gotten the stamp of approval from
the straight literary world. Mel Watkins [in The New York Times] say,
it’s basically okay.

Linda: In a rather classic review, though. He does not mention lesbiar
ism at all. He talks about the relationships between black men and black
women. (Laughter)

Bonnie: And the stuff that I find so appealing about Walker, which is he
historical sense, Watkins puts down. '

Jewelle: Publishers say, “Okay, well, we’ve published Alice Walker'
book with a lesbian theme. We have one and we don’t need anymore,
And each publishing house will do the same. One lesbian theme a yeu
will do. I think that does affect what we say and how harshly we say it,

Evelynn: [ think we also have to deal in part with the issue of the editor
of these books. For example, the editor of Ain’t I A Woman is a w 'n
woman, who was simply ill-equipped to determine whether the factualf |
the cultural parts of the book were accurate. She simply had no idea 3
feel had a black woman been involved with the editing of that book i
flaws would have been dealt with.

Linda: A black woman or a woman who’s qualified?
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(A general “Yeah” goes up.)
Jewelle: What were some of the book’s flaws?

Cheryl: It’s oversimplification of history with regard to current feminist
ictivism, inaccuracies about black feminism, her homophobia by omis-
sion. The way Hooks cited references was a problem for me. I didn’t
know where half the quoted material was coming from. I became curious
ubout the book since I was reviewing it for Off Our Backs and contacted
IHooks’ editor, Ellen Herman, who is not “ill-equipped.” 1 asked her why
the references weren’t cited in correspondence with their appearance in
the text. Herman said that Hooks did not want to alienate readers who
ure not used to footnotes and citations. (4 general outcry. Expletives.
Statements like, “Oh, give me a break.”)

Livelynn: I bet that white woman didn’t even know how offensive that
Idea is.

Cheryl: Oh yes she did! She said she told Hooks how patronizing her
tationale for not precisely citing her references was. She also told me she
told Hooks the book would be perceived as homophobic because of her
nvoidance of the lesbianism issue.

Honnie: Why didn’t she deal with lesbianism?
Cheryl: The editor told me Hooks had no really sound reason.

Linda: I still believe whether you’re a black woman publishing with a

feminist press or a black woman publishing with a lefty press, the quality

ol your work gets sidestepped. It’s the “dancing dog” in operation. Bell

looks writes a book. And we all know the wonder is a black woman can
write at all. I wonder if the press, her editor . . .

Cheryl: Who is a lesbian, by the way.

I Linda: . . . impose the same standards of excellence, accuracy, and
hinlance on her, as a black woman, that they impose on white writers?

Cheryl: Herman told me that South End Press, for example, has a strong
sditorial policy which grants the author editorial veto power. Which
means that Herman could suggest until she was blue that Hooks cite her
lerences traditionally or that she address the politics of lesbianism,
hut if Hooks, as author, don’t wanna, she don’t hafta.

da: While on the subject of editors, I just want to talk a little about
lving my Michele Wallace review [Conditions: Five] reprinted in Radical
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America. There are several things that are important about this. If I were
to review that book today, I would review it differently. Part of that
is growth and part of it’s just common sense. Several things happened. I
had a fabulous woman editor who was white at Radical America. And it
gets back to that issue of “qualified” vs. the color agenda. It all boils
down to the woman knowing her shit and having good personal skills.
She knew how to be an editor. She knew how to say to me that I was
wrong like, “Linda, you need to rethink this.”

Cheryl: I think that the problem that was raised in connection with
Hooks is the problem black women writers have with publishers and
editors across the board. Black women writers, however good they may
be, however successful they may be in their writing, rarely get the bene=
fits of an editor who will work with them and help them take their work
where it ought to go. Like Toni Morrison’s book, the one she wrote
about that boy, not the latest one. . . .

ALL: Song of Solomon.

Cheryl: Yeah, 1 would love to know who edited that book. There’s so
much garbage in it. :

Jewelle: Floating debris.
Bonnie: (to Cheryl) Could we be a little nice?

Linda: No more nice girl.

... Black women . . . have for too long beendescribed by othel
and their misrepresentations have cut deeply into our conceép
of ourselves as women and our place in the past and pre&'_
struggles of black people to survive in this country. A

(Evelynn Hammond:

Cheryl: Should we key in on the limitations we impose on ourselves pa
sonally and politically when we write about black women writers?

Linda: I think Bonnie should say what she’s going to say first.

Bonnie: I want to raise two points that I've been thinking a lot &
One is the issue of assuming a consciousness on behalf of our read
and putting it out there and bringing out the subtleties in a book
thinking that the white readers are going to get it. Like, a friend of mi
who’s white said to me, “Bonnie, I've heard that this Bell Hooks bool
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the answer. . . .” And I'm wondering if, in your review, white women
(feading it, my friend, for example, would get what you get. Is their con-
sciousness ready to hear it?

And the second part of that is that the issue for us, as black women,
s self-definition, which is one of the problems in reviewing. Everyone is
#0 quick to say who we are. And we’re so quick to say all of us are differ-
“ont, that there’s no universality of black womanhood. Therefore people
ure still not quite sure. They don’t know our history, our essence. So,
‘when they read the book, they take from it what their perspective is,
“which could many times be racist and they may know it or not know it.
‘And then we’re way beyond that, talking about the subtleties in the
work.

Linda: That sounds like the white woman who said to me that Say Jesus
And Come To Me is wonderful. White women seem to love Say Jesus,
lecause it’s about real black people, unquote. And because of Ann Allen
Mhockley white women say that they now know who black women,
hlick lesbians are.

ryl: Some white women—not all.
da: That’s true.

Lheryl: Some white women still see black women as one monolithic
whole.

elle: Sexually aggressive wet nurses.

Jieryl: Then there are some white women who manage to transcend
10 stereotypes.

welle: It was a white woman who first told me about Szy Jesus. She
ild, “Jewelle, read this book and keep a barf bag beside your chair.” So,
Iy true. Not all would do that.

lunnie: What about the issues I put out there.
dn: There’s no answer.

ryl: Well, my answer to the consciousness of white women, Beej,
hlack women writers is the same as my response to Linda: some white
imen will understand the subtleties in the work itself and in my review
il some won’t. Some black women will and some won’t. I will deal
il the subtleties where I can whether the white reader or the black
Mler can deal with them or not.
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Bonnie: Could we talk a little bit more about criticism? I've alway
wanted to know what it is. Is criticism trashing?

Cheryl: The very word criticism negates the act of “trashing.” If I'm
going to write about a work critically, my perspective should in somi
way be historical. My writing should also be instructive and balanced, |
deal with the perceived and actual shortcomings of the book as well af
the things that grip me. In Ain’t I A Woman, for example, I was grippe d
by the chapter, “The Devaluation of Black Womanhood,” which |
thought was excellent. But then there’s the other side of it—the obfusca
tion of current feminism, white and black, and just the total omission of
anything about lesbians. It’s like what I said in my review, “Feministy
must read this book™ with the awareness that it has many shortcomings

humorous. I like to be sarcastic. I try to balance my style with an unde
standing of where a work by a black woman fits in the tradition of black
intellectual contributions.

Jewelle: That’s a real important issue for me, too.

Bonnie: I'm not sarcastic. That makes me too tense. I'm good at s m
marizing. 'm good at making the historical connections, finding some
thing in a book that makes a connection. Alice Walker’s You Can’t Keep
A Good Woman Down—a lot of these stories didn’t work for me, but the
sentence “Harriet Tubman wasn’t my great grandmother for nothing"
stuck with me. So, I can make an historical connection and say that
some of the women in their stories are recognizable to me. But tha,'
what I tend to do in reivews—try to find some connection and make if
educational.

Linda: But what is it that makes you so undecided about reviewing?
Bonnie: What you said—“Who the hell am 1?”

Evelynn: I want my values to come through. I want it to be my perso "‘
voice. But I want it to be my personal voice as a black lesbian femi

reviews had nothing to do with who I am. The white women who ha
asked me don’t know who Iam. I happened to be in a place where some
body said, “Oh, you’re black. . ..” -
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Linda: You speak the language and you’re bright. . . .
Jewelle: And you have a typewriter. . . .
Evelynn: And you’ve got four days. . . .

Bonnie: And when I'm reading other reviews by other black women I
know the same thing probably happened. So, I'm not putting myself
(own in any way by asking, “Who am I to say?”

Linda: One of the truths about the “dancing dogs” is the dogs do func-
{ion on a certain average basis. And they do occasionally hit on someone
who can do the job. It’s not because white women look for somebody.
It's a law of averages.

Cheryl: Another side to this is while some white feminists may approach
us to write because of the superficial reasons you all catalogued, others
might approach us on very solid ground—because we’re qualified. They
may know we’ve done some thinking on the issues. It isn’t always hap-
penstance. Linda, you’ve alluded to this concept of the “dancing dogs.” 1
wish you would elaborate on it a little.

Linda: Once there was a man who made his living because he had a dog.
And he would call people into the street and would say, “Come, see my
dog.” And he would then play a music box, and his dog would dance.
Now this dog hopped around.

(Laughter building)

Linda (continuing): Now, the truth is this dog didn’t do anything that
remotely resembled dancing.

(Kits of laughter)
However, it wasn’t bad for a dog.*
(Uproarious laughter)

S0 it’s been my experience that what’s been operating in the women’s
community is that whole thing that if a black woman speaks the language
und is nice around white folk, “the dancing dog” is in operation. She can
upeak at conferences. She can write reviews. And even if she’s mediocre,
Il’s not bad for a negro. Occasionally, they hit pay dirt. And they ask a

*See Mary Ellmann. Thinking About Women (N.Y.: A Harvest Book, 1968, p. 31)
for a similar discussion of women writers and male critics.
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Bonnie Johnson to write a review. They’ll get something that’s hig
quality than much of the material they print. But it’s not because the
met her, or they spoke to her, or they knew her work or her involveme
in women’s issues. No, but because they saw her at a party, she wi
dressed nice, she’s black, and she went to Sarah Lawrence.

Cheryl: Not all the time.
Linda: Well, that’s my theory of the “dancing dogs.”
Evelynn: And how can you not let yourself be a dancing dog.

Linda: Everybody in this room has probably been one. It’s a sta it
we’re critical of and have lived. I have been approached by white femini
editors—to review work by black women writers—in ways that are out ¢
proportion to my literary accomplishments. You would have thought,:
the way they approached me, that I had published essays, written novel
and was known throughout the world. So many times their perceptios
are off, their intensity is off. And that’s because I'm black.

Jewelle: (fo Evelynn) Your question of how do you not become one, |
seems to me, might be answered if we, in developing a black femin
standard, identify why we want to write critically and what it is we h 1y
to say. And having looked at what I think I want to do with criticist
which is to learn what writers are trying to do and to teach what I
important in terms of historical and political contexts, I can define th
role for myself. Once I've done that it comes much easier for me to loo!
at someone’s writing. Then I don’t feel that I am throwing out che
shots or trashing anyone’s work, because I've considered why I’ve pi
pen to paper. ]

Black feminist criticism can, we hope, provide the revolutio, ar

perspective that can support the development of an autonomol
Black feminist movement.

(Evelynn Hammonds, Sojourner, October, 198(

Cheryl: I see our task differently in this piece than say in “Towards
Black Feminist Criticism” and from “In Search of Our Mothers’ Garden
Smith and Walker at that time were trying to create positive space
black women writers to exist in after decades of critical abuse &
neglect from white critics—men and women—and black male critics, ¢
of whom had dismissed black women writers, had not taken us serious
and had not recognized our tradition. We are at a different place, I thin
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today. We can agree that black women have a tradition, a veritable tradi-
tion of writing, and we can begin to look at the work of black women
writers evaluatively.

Linda: We’re supposed to be talking about how we see what we’re doing
liere. My reasons are related to yours but are far more personal.

Cheryl: The personal is political—a good ole feminist tradition.

Linda (mocking): Thank you, thank you. The point is that over the past
five years of being who I am and what I am, I've developed two conversa-
tions about literature and politics. One kind is the kind I have in public—
in journals, in newspapers, as a public speaker. There’s another kind of
conversation I have had with most of the people in this room which
never leaves us. These conversations are often furtive, often filled with
¢ynicism about people’s work, my own work, and about what I intend to
do. It is usually clear that these conversations have changed my life, have
shaped the way I feel about writing, singing, doing theater, have mattered
o me! In the last year or two the gap between the public conversation
und the private conversation has gotten bigger and bigger. And the major
lssues relate to what we were talking about before, which is what Cheryl’s
talking about, which is quality, which is who do you believe gives a damn
ubout what she’s saying. And who has the capability to say it in some
real way. You’re right, it’s real linked to personal issues. My ability to be
1 good actor is in many ways directly related to my ability and my will-
ingness to tell the truth. I sense that and I'm living and working with that.
Part of what I wanted to do was for us to look at that gap between those
public and private conversations. And what we’re saying may bring some
of those other conversations out of the closet. I can start saying more of
those things publicly than I say privately. Maybe it’ll advance the work,
us Jewelle said. That’s what I want to do.

Evelynn: I think what you said, Cheryl, is good. I agree that Barbara’s
piece on black feminist criticism and Alice’s piece start from different
places than we are now. When Barbara wrote that piece there was no
such term as “black feminist criticism.” As far as I know she coined it.
And Alice’s writing about being a black woman artist and a tradition of
black women’s writing was certainly unique in 1974. We’re at a new
place, because there is a black feminist criticism now. We don’t have to
start by justifying our existence.

(Several “Uum-huums” go up.)

That leads to new complications because this new position allows us to
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I
examine things as opposed to illuminating the lost history, refuting the
past transgressions against us. Now we have to be in a new place and say:
what is this piece about? what is it doing? We have a body of literatu ¢!
and we have access to publications. We have space to really develop black
feminist criticism and take away that sort of starting from, “This is S0
wonderful because there’s never been anything like it before.” We can".
move beyond that, while still being caught up in the dilemma.

Cheryl: Here’s one of my concerns and dilemmas and it sort of alludes
to what you said, Linda. The world, the community is so small, We’ ¢
friends with many of the women we write about. We have done political
work with some, been in various groups with others. How does that per:
sonal relationship affect us as critics, reviewers? That was my dilemma
with Cancer Journals—1 know Audre. I've known her since she did sever
poetry readings for the Assata Shakur Defense Committee back in thi
seventies. Some have said that perhaps, when faced with such a dilem
ma, you shouldn’t write the review. But I wanted to write about Audre’s
work, because her work is valuable. I also faced this dilemma with Braye
I have known Gloria Hull for a few years. And I’'ve known Barbara S
since 1975, when we met at the Socialist Feminist Conference in Yellow

M
Springs, Ohio. But I also wanted to write about Brave, So, the questiol

becomes for me in many cases not, “What am I to say?” but rather
“Can I say what I need to say and still keep my friendships?”

Linda: My feeling on this is that you gotta cop to your personal dilf
ma in your review.

Jewelle: I'm in a constant struggle to define myself as a writer—a wrv_
of fiction, of criticism—and one of the ways I do that is by exchangin
ideas with other women who I respect and whose ideas I find stimulatin;

Cheryl: Any of them here today?

(A pregnant pause, then bursts of laughter.)
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Jewelle (laughing): . .. so for me it’s a question of definition for myself.
Defining what I think is “good” and “bad” writing, important writing,
something which I think advances important political positions. In
building my own definitions for myself in my writing, I hope to do the
same for literature as a whole. And not trying to answer all the questions,
but learning how important the questions themselves are. Constructive-
ness—that’s the key word at this point.

Linda: Two things I'd like to respond to. I think to raise the questions
Will be the major value of this piece and not to hesitate to raise the ques-
llons just because you think you don’t have the answers. If we can
thise the questions, that will be valuable work in and of itself, Secondly,
luwelle’s final comment about the need to build and the need to be con-
Mlructive are the most difficult problems in this whole thing about doing
ttiticism. If we go with Cheryl’s point about now trying to show the
Whole picture instead of the brighter points in the picture, that’s what
1'm most fearful of: that 'm not being constructive; that I'm not con-
{1ibuting to the vision.

Nonnie: 1 agree. I'm in a good spot here because I can bounce off of
Werybody and make some type of positive statement. I think we’re
soming from any equally positive place as Barbara in “Toward. . . .”
| think the need to say, “Yea, black women” is clear. We’re doing that
Ao in this piece. That’s why I'm here. My feeling is that this piece, our
loce and Alice’s and Barbara’s and any others make up the whole. I
0¢ with Ev. Part of why I'm here is writing for Womanews and New
iections and because of my responsibility as a black feminist.

I heard a contradiction in what you said, Ev. First, you said we had
0 beyond Barbara’s piece and then you said in your own work you

| foel like you’re holding up the banner of black womanhood. So, we
willy haven’t gone beyond. We are still defining and we’re still making
uds into how we want to define what we’re doing. Barbara Jordan’s
t0 on Channel 13 on Boston, “Crisis to Crisis: A City Divided,”
ught home to me the realities of racism in this country. So I think
‘{0 starting from square one every time we open our mouths. We have
ied some distance. But I think Barbara Smith’s piece will be read and
ud, And this piece will be read and re-read.

1i So, one of the goals of this piece is to bring the personal, private
groom and kitchen conversations into the public domain? Do we
want to elaborate on this dilemma of letting it all hang out in white
It publications?
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Linda: As Ev was talking, this came to my mind: do white femi s
editors and publishers know we feel ambivalent about writing for thei
publications? And do they care? First, do they know that when they call
me up to review something that I really do feeling I'm holding the bannel
high. I really do feel that responsibility.

Bonnie: Why?

Linda (strident): You must. You must be a credit to the race. Whl
folks ain’t spozed to know your shit.

Cheryl: The idea that you’re not spozed to air your dirty linen in pub ic

Linda: Right. Right. This whole secrecy thing is another issue we ca
talk about. There are family issues here. I mean I'm in a position noy
where I'm refusing to review a play because I can’t find anything good t
say about it. I'm not going to say in public the things truth would neces
sitate I say about this particular black woman’s work.

Cheryl: That’s like the bind I felt I was in when I reviewed Pat Park'
Movement in Black for Conditions:Six (1980). Much of the poetry in th
book I found to be mediocre. And here I had said I'd review it and th
editors needed the review. They couldn’t turn around and find some o1l
else. I had already committed myself. But I couldn’t say anything glow
ing about the book.

Linda: And so what’d you do?

Cheryl: 1 wrote a lukewarm review. The editors sent it back and -H_
me I had to be more critical. They told me Parker had been an “o it
lesbian poet for seventeen years and I had to say more abut her wq:
I took the review back to try to be more critical, but I was dealing wit
this dilemma of should I put her poetry down in a white
publication. Audre Lorde and Judy Grahn had said her poetry was greal
Like, who am I to say that most of the poetry in that book was pog
needed work. I held myself back in terms of how critical I could hay
been.

Linda: But my question is: did the Conditions editors understand
pressure you were under.

Cheryl: Probably not. I didn’t even understand it, at least not enoug
articulate it to Rima and Elly. They just felt I shouldn’t be so w
washy.
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Linda: We all have to be credits to our race.

Evelynn: There’s an assumption being made I think in what Cheryl was
saying that being critical is being negative. And that’s not the case.

Bonnie: I agree.

Evelynn: Not wanting to say anything bad in the streets is again dealing
with racism. We live in a racist culture. And if we have some access to
the media and we’re going to say something about a black woman, we
don’t want to say anything that can be used against her.

Cheryl: The other issue for me, especially with Pat Parker, was am I
right? Am I stopping people from reading it who might benefit from it?

Bonnie: 1 don’t think I enjoy the process of reviewing. But I think that
when I review again I want to strengthen the work, and if that means
saying what I don’t like about it I think I need to say it. The other piece
of it is that people reading the book see flaws I haven’t mentioned. Then
what gets perpetuated is that blacks don’t even know how to review
work by their own people.

Cheryl: Not necessarily. There are always going to be those who see
issues or flaws that you don’t see. You can’t be responsible for seeing
everything. Reviews, criticism express points of view, opinions, values.

Linda: I realize that I always assume—for better or for worse—that
people will read my review and the work. I'd never think that I am the
deciding factor on whether or not a reader will buy or read a work. In
the reviews I have done, I've always said, “Read this book.” There’s a lot
of value in most of the material I've been asked to review.

Cheryl: Is criticism merely the demand for a “rigorous examination of
the text,” as Deborah McDowell said. Or is it about looking at what’s not
there, what’s lacking. And what about the search for perfection? I think
there’s a line we must tread. Okay, Parker didn’t take this poem where 7
think it ought to have gone. So?!!! Can we really get down on a writer
because our expectations as critics or consumers are disappointed?

Jewelle: That’s what I saw happening with McDowell as she tore into
Barbara Smith. I would say to her that the key to Barbara’s article is
“Towards.” Barbara was trying to set up certain criteria in terms of our
position as blacks and as women. So, who was Deborah McDowell to
tell me what Barbara didn’t do? What would have been better for her and
me was if she had gone on and built on what Barbara Smith had said.
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Linda: Now, for the record, who is McDowell and what did she write?

Jewelle: She wrote an essay entitled “New Directions for Black Femi S
Criticism™ and used Barbara’s piece as a point of reference. She attacked
Barbara for being imprecise.

Cheryl: By a rigorous examination of the text, I don’t mean what
McDowell actually did. I don’t mean her style. As much as she was try g

trap. However, that’s not the way McDowell proceeds. She is exceedingly
vituperative in espousing her views. She is hard, biting, condescending,
competitive, impatient, patronizing, and homophobic!

Jewelle: There’s no question about that.

easy for me, till you can make it a little easier for me to digest.” And the
name for that I do believe is homophobia. )

Jewelle: For McDowell any relationships drawn between criticism and
lesbianism are invalid. '

Cheryl: Or “reductionist.”

Linda: She said in her article that definitions of lesbianism were impres
cise. She was asking for more precision of definition. '

Jewelle: She also took issue with Barbara’s interpretation of Sula a§
lesbian novel.

Linda: Because if we say Sula is a “lesbian” novel, we’ll have to sa:
others are. I think it’s wonderful.

Barbara uses for assessing a novel to be a lesbian novel. She says they
are “vacuous.” I have had reservations about the criteria Barbara Smitl

I think Morrison undermines the relationship between Sula and ‘
I think she develops the relationship between Sula and Nel’s husban
to avoid the lesbian issue. Even so I don’t think Barbara’s criteria a
“vacuous.” '

Linda: Well, the point is that by definition lesbian is fringe. What fi :l: |
ened McDowell was that she sees “lesbian” can be broader than she
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prepared to admit. It could be a way to talk about Sula. It could be a
way to talk about Zora Hurston. It could be a way to talk about James
Baldwin. And that’s what she reacted to. She had quite an issue with the
voncept and term “lesbian.”

In the midst of the politically repressive atmosphere of the
eighties, the black woman writer seems to be unveiling herself
from the masquerade of heterosexual assumption.

(Jewelle Gomez, “A Cultural Legacy Denied and Discovered:
Black Lesbians in Fiction by Women™)

Cheryl: I was thinking on that question of who I write for. And I don’t
know who I write for. I don’t know if I think about who I write for very
consciously when I write. I know I write the way I like to write. The way
the writing feels good to me. I know I make efforts to be “politically
vorrect” much of the time. I think I write for the reader, but I don’t
know if I think about which or what readers. I mean, do I write for the
black woman intellectual or the white woman intellectual or do I say
things in the review for both of them? Do I say things that the writer can
pick up on?

Linda: Or do you write for people with political consciousness?
Jewelle: Write for the writer.

velynn: I think you can get into a false persona writing for the writer—
hlack women or white women. For me, it’s got to come out of myself—
(to Cheryl) sort of like what you said about writing the way you like to
write. I get lost by writing for all those others. So I try to write it for
myself. I try to say something about what was in it that was important
to me. And I always say to the reader to read it for yourself and discover
what is important for you. But I would like to write more things that
would address the writer. The black woman writers I have interviewed
sy that criticism offers nothing for them. I think if I were a black
woman creative writer I would want to feel that I had some people that
were gonna say something to me about my work.

Linda: Let me digress a little. The thing is that when I review, I like to
sngage in a two-part process. One, I like to look at what a writer sets out
{0 do. Look for the goal, the framework. Comment on what it is she sets
uit to do, and have some sense of does she do it. Not whether I like the
wiy she does it. But does she do what she sets out to do? The second
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part of that process is to throw that in some sort of relief with the real
world. How important? So what? Does it fit? Does it matter?

Jewelle: I think that ultimately if you’re looking at a piece of fiction
you’re gonna look at what the author/writer set out to do. And how
artistically she accomplishes it. That will almost always cover what you
gonna have to say about a book. If I'm reading Tar Baby and at the end
of it I don’t know what Morrison set out to say, I have to assume that
her writing is confused or her goals are confused.

Cheryl: Jewelle, isn’t politics persuasive in art? Can you really divorce

politics from any assessment you make of a piece of literature? And an

element of me is part of that review. Not just what the author sets out to

do. And by what standards or what politics am I judging the writing’s

success or failure? Me—what the book did to me in the process of my

relationship with it. Did it change my life? Did it teach me something
about art, about life? All of which are political. The writer may set out

to accomplish something totally different from what I got out of the

book. Like in 1972 Toni Morrison said that when The Bluest Eye came
out, so many black women wrote her letters of praise for the veracity of
the book. She also said that they offered interpretations of the book that
she never intended—now, these were ordinary black women, not critics.
She seemed puzzled by this and then she said, “I guess once you write
something and put it out there, in the world, it ceases to belong to you.
You give up your ownership.” Art is so political. It is always political,
And so is our view of art as critics.

Jewelle: One of the things I think has come to my mind is: as you are
writing criticism, who are you writing it for or to? I think it makes a big
difference once you’ve decided who it’s going to be. When I'm reviewing I
review with the writer in mind. I say to myself what am I going to say
that clarifies for the writer what she’s trying to do. I don’t think the
majority of mainstream critics are thinking about that when they’re
reviewing. I think that’s one of the things that’ll make a difference in the .
development of a black feminist critical standard. We have to look at the
process in a totally different way. Not thinking about a deadline at The
New York Times.

Linda: Or about the competition that’s in your interest to rip the writer
to shreds for. That’s what often happens in mainstream publications—
mine is bigger than yours.

Cheryl: In terms of male criticism or at least male style of criticism
that we see in establishment rags, men do not cop to what their perspec-
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{ive is. They make their perspective seem universal.
Linda: Like theirs is the generic brand.

Cheryl: They proceed to write about a work as if their criticism is the
last word on it. They’re either going to make it or break it. We cop to
something different. We say we’re coming from a lesbian-feminist per-
spective or a left perspective. Whatever. We admit our politics, values,
standards.

Linda: Or we should.

Jewelle: Or we might.

Language—however, we adapt it or adapt to it—is eternally
political, because language reveals to what degree the writer
accepts or rejects the prevailing culture.

(Cheryl Clarke, review of Nappy Edges. Conditions:Five)

STILL “TOWARDS” A BLACK FEMINIST CRITICISM:
BLACK WOMEN ON BLACK WOMEN WRITERS

Bonnie: As we’ve been taught to write, who have been our models? Who
have been our teachers? From where do we get what good writing is?
When we hear about classics, whose classics are they and why? Who re-
Jates to them and why? And do we want black women writers to in some
way emulate these so-called culture bearers or are we about coining our
own ideas about what the black female aesthetic is? That’s key for me.

Jewelle: One of the things you mentioned, Cheryl, in your letter to us
about participating in this taping, is “the tradition of black women
writers.” That is the necessary underpinning of black feminist criticism.
Sometimes that tradition is painful to look at, when you look at Phillis
Wheatley who was lionized because she was able to emulate eighteenth-
century white male poetic conventions. . . ..

Bonnie: But then we have, as another part of our tradition, the writer
activist Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, who was a turning point in terms
of black women writers. Harper is also a part of our black feminist tra-
dition. She wrote poetry on the double standard between men and
women, on slavery, on social injustice. . . .
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Linda: She was the first black woman to publish a novel. I think it
the first black novel to describe the Reconstruction South.

Cheryl: Yeah, Jola Leroy was the first novel by a black writer to de
with Reconstruction, but not the first novel published by a black womar
I read in the Times a few weeks back [Nov. 8, 1982, p. C13] about thi
discovery by this cat who’s a professor at Yale of a novel published i
1859 called Our Nig—(laughter)—written by a Harriet Wilson. This ad d
thirty-three years to our literary tradition. Harper’s novel wasn’t puby
lished till 1892. And this book, Qur Nig, dealt with racism in the Nortl
before the Civil War. The book was ignored by abolitionists and the blac
press because the subject matter was unpopular, cuz everybody wanteg
everybody else to think the North was the land of milk and hon
Usually William Wells Brown’s novel, Clotel, is credited with being th
first novel by a black person, and it was published in England. But this
Our Nig book is now the first novel by a black person, period, to ha ‘
been published in the United States.

Bonnie: The emphasis on Wheatley is something we have to live witl
but in terms of interpreting what black women wrote about, there were
women who turned away from that emulation, who dealt with tabot
subject matter, who addressed racism. . . . '

Cheryl: But sometimes, I get a little sick of the tragic mulatto theme;'
a lot of this early fiction. So, I'm glad when Hurston comes «-;_

(Laughter.)

Jewelle: It’s been very hard for me—doing fiction for the first time-f¢
find quality and styles that strike me, that I would emulate. It’s ve
hard.

Cheryl: As far as I am concerned, that’s what the sixties was all about+
to search for new models.

(Laughter.)

Okay, okay, given the fact that those who got the play were black men,
with the exception of Nikki and Sonia.

That was the whole deal—that we had to look outside Europeail
models. That’s a whole American thing anyway—to look outside Eur
pean models for new forms. As black women, we have a literary tradition
whether we want it or not, and whether people draw on Europ
models or not. I mean there are those who draw on European mode _
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there are those who look outside them, there are those who are ambiva-
lent, but there’s a tradition—Lucy Terry on down to you and me. I
would not want to exclude Wheatley or even a fake like Nikki Giovanni
from our tradition. They just don’t happen to be my models. But I've
found models for myself as a poet. I don’t think I ever could have
written Narratives had it not been for In Love and Trouble by Alice
Walker and Cane by that strange boy, Jean Toomer.

Linda: I think the point you’re raising is that we don’t take any of that
tradition uncritically.

Cheryl: I suppose that’s one of the things I'm saying.

Jewelle: Well, 1 don’t feel that there are many viable black lesbian
characters in anybody’s fiction. In my piece for Home Girls 1 examined
several novels: two pulp novels by white women. One is about twenty
years old and called Twilight Girls (laughter) and a new book, To The
Cleveland Station just out of Naiad Press. Black lesbians get the short end
of the stick. The characters are one-dimensional plug-ins. You know,
“Let’s plug-in a black person.”

(Laughter.)

In Say Jesus and Come To Me, Ann Allen Shockley’s latest novel, her
main character, this unscrupulous woman who’s a minister, is charac-
terized as unconscious politically while using political stances purely
for her self-aggrandizement. She sets up this whole political movement
in Nashville to clean up crime because these two black prostitutes get
shot on the street. She starts the whole movement basically because
she wants to get her own church. I mean, she doesn’t care about these
prostitutes. She goes to visit them in the hospital and all the while she’s
thinking about how she can get out into the street and call a press
conference.

(Laughter.)

Then suddenly, the minister falls in love with this born-again rock 'n
roll singer.

(More intense laughter.)

Then the whole political issue is dropped as part of the plot. The
reader is not allowed to deal with the fact that here’s a character who'’s
totally self-centered, who’s using politics and black people as a way to
get her own church. Suddenly she’s an acceptable character, because
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she’s fallen in love.

Cheryl: Such a narrow view of lesbians.

Linda: Sometimes, I can’t tell the difference between what is just bad
writing or just bad politics—like so many of the characters in The Black
and White of It. They come off so despairing. And some of that’s because
her writing is not developed. All the characters are dull, but then there
are those you’d like to know more about. And again I am wondering why
so many white women like her work.

Bonnie: Shockley’s a dancing dog.

Evelynn: Back to the literary tradition of black women. I take all those
women for wherever they were. And if I wanted to say Toni Cade
Bambara’s The Salt Eaters, for example, is in the tradition of black
women writers, I would say that’s true because of the theme of it, the
language, where she set the characters, the characters, and the sheer feel
of the book. . .

Cheryl: And her humor.

Evelynn: And whether or not stereotypes of black women are per«
petuated. Like: is this another story of another black woman who’s
suffered everything on earth and triumphs in the end. . ..

(Laughter.)

Cheryl: I'd like to talk about that humor issue. I've always felt black
women’s humor more deeply than anything else in life, and I experience
it in many black women writers—Bambara, Morrison, Walker, Hurston,
Could each of you talk about what you perceive as black women’s
humor? ?

Evelynn: I think most of the time you have to be there to experience it.
When I am with other black women I always laugh. I think our humor
comes from a shared recognition of who we all are in the world. Ouf
humor can often be self-deprecating, cutting. But even when it is I don’t
feel hurt as much as I feel challenged by it.

Bonnie: Yeah, that’s what I feel. It’s that moment of recognition, when
connect with another sister and we know we are laughing at the exa
same thing. Again, like you said, Ev, it’s an acknowledgment of ou
shared experiences as black women.

Linda: And it can be in the form of a gesture, alook, or a voice inflection,
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Jewelle: I think our humor is one asset we have that white feminists
don’t. I’ve noticed that a good play on words is always appreciated by
black women.

Linda: We revel in the sardonic and the ironic.

Cheryl: It was my mother and her sister who gave me my first lessons in
black women’s humor. The first being: learn how to laugh at yourself
and then learn how to laugh at others. Both my mother and my aunt
laughed at themselves a lot. My mother would laugh at human beings
more than anyone I have ever known. Like you said, Ev, the humor is
self-deprecating. . . .

Jewelle: It’s also raunchy, understated, silky, sarcastic. It’s an unpre-
dictable combination of all the things we can be.

Cheryl: I can’t stop thinking about my mother. It’s cracking me up right
now to think about her humor. She could make a joke out of anything,
especially adversity . . . (laughing nearly uncontrollably).

Jewelle (laughing): 1 remember my best friend in high school and I got
weeks of chuckles out of the repetition of geometric principles in varying
suggestive or dry tones, i.e., “The whole is equal to the sum of its parts.”
| can still crack her up with it over the telephone.

(Cheryl is in hysterical tears of laughter.)
Bonnie (fo Evelynn): 1guess, like you said earlier, you hadda be there.

Cheryl (trying to control herself): No, seriously, there was a tone my
mother would have and I would begin to feel butterflies in my stomach,
getting ready for the laugh of the day. I've felt that same proclivity in
many another black woman: in the advice-giving, the storytelling, the
slgnifying, the advice-asking. The way we say “Girl” when we’re getting
ready to tell some gossip, kinda rolls off the tongue like a Mercedes Benz
slarting and then you know the humor is gonna be a monster.

(Laughter and lots of it.)

Evelynn: Let’s get back to the issue of lack of balance raised by Shockley’s
work. Like, you know, we may not read anything else that’s going to give
s a different view of black lesbians by a black lesbian writer. And if a
different view is out there, how widely will that view be disseminated?
And by whom is that view or any view of lesbians disseminated. Black
Muacho raises the same problems for me. How much was out at the time
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Wallace’s book was published on the issue of sexual politics in the black

community except for say, Calvin Hernton’s book, Sex and Racism
America. . . .

Cheryl: And that was over ten years earlier and just as inadequate.

Evelynn: I wouldn’t necessarily say Black Macho shouldn’t have be
published, even though on some level I would say that—in terms of how
dangerous it was regarding black women’s understanding of black fem
inism. But again, some white feminists I know just took that book ay
gospel, and never questioned a word of it. . . .

Bonnie: The dancing dog.

Evelynn: ... And besides Ms. magazine annointed Wallace as the defin
tive spokeswoman for black women. And whenever white people need 4
black feminist statement, they’ll go and get hers, even though most of
the black women who wrote on Black Macho have serious issues with &)
But those disagreements never get in print. I never see pieces of June
Jordan’s review when somebody quotes Wallace.

Being a feminist, I would not want to take a black feminist to ta
in a white publication for the shortcomings of her work, because that's
home business, except we don’t have a home to deal it out in, and I get
crazy. | wouldn’t review Wallace’s book. It had gotten too big. I didn’t
agree with what was being written about it. I didn’t want to be in the
position of being one more voice trashing her either, because I thi
there were some ways in which she was criticized that were wrong.

Cheryl: June Jordan’s review being one them.

Evelynn: Why do you say that? :
Cheryl: 1 thought her review was vituperative and in the tradition o,:
white male criticism with some “Sapphire” touches. And it never ad«
dresses the main issue Wallace so ineptly raises, that is the sexist oppress
sion of black women. I’d like to have heard somebody deal with Wallace’s
statement that the real reason black men resent black women is that we
have never been their slaves. i

Linda: It goes back to what we were saying that there are so many ideas
we would critique from one perspective that have been soundly trashed
from another. When Radical America reprinted my review of Black
Macho with the changes, I had an opportunity to see how the world had
taken this book on. I had reviewed her in Conditions: Five, Ron Karenga
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lhad vilified her in several left publications and used it as an opportunity
{0 write a whole anti-feminist tract. So, I had a chance to respond to
that. And the combination worked out well. I had a good editor and a
time lag. But how often do you have that? All the indicators were right.

My internal limitation has always been and still is: what are the
bases for criticism? You know, if it doesn’t move me emotionally then
I'm tempted to say it’s not well written. Or if it doesn’t agree with my
yision of reality, 'm tempted to say it’s not real. | wonder how much of
that comes from being a black woman. Not to be trite, but white boys
don’t seem to have that problem. Whereas I sort of feel not only do I
have to not trash this sister’s work, I have to deal with questions of
validity.

Cheryl: 1 feel, as a critic, | must have those ambiguities. We have to
get away from that pervasive tradition of white male criticism with
its arrogance and absolutism, which negates the existence of other
traditions.

Linda: If we talk about a black women’s tradition of writing or even the
larger Afro-American tradition of writing, I think there are different
qualities that are valued. For those things that I value in Morrison’s
writing, for example, prior to Tar Baby, she took shit. For example: the
ability to be personal, the ability to translate the female body into
language, the ability to talk tellingly about sensuality and erotica in
everyday black life, the ability to talk about intrapsychic pressures with
regard to being creative. Her telling ability to talk about life like that was
not valued.

Bonnie: Also because she was writing about black women, she wasn’t
valued.

Linda: Yeah, dig it. In Tar Baby, as she allegedly moved more and more
out into the realm of interpersonal relationships between disparate
people that is what’s valued in that world. So, now she’s doing well. She’s
writing and talking about people who are valued in that milieu. That’s
what the Times says a good writer writes about. That’s why the main-
stream papers give her glowing reviews for 7ar Baby. So, we are definite-
ly talking about different critical values.

Cheryl: Let’s definitely hope like hell we are.
Evelynn: Ithought Tar Baby was terrible.

Linda: 1couldn’t read it.
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Evelynn: Tur Baby was a real departure from her other works—none o
the strengths that compelled you to read The Bluest Eye. It wasn tSu_
There was no Pilate in it. ‘

Linda: What were the first words of James Baldwin’s reivew of Song
Solomon? “Toni Morrison has come into her own as a writer. She h
written a book about a man.”

Cheryl: That’s why she got a National Book Award.

Linda: Song of Solomon is my favorite novel. All I'm saying is that if
Morrison writes about boys she gets well reviewed in The New York
Times. And even though Sula changed my life, that is her minor work,
And if someone asks me to review Morrison’s work, I have to do it with

that political reality in mind.

Evelynn: That’s what I think a black feminist aesthetic is about—a dif}
ferent set of values. For me one of the important things about Morrison’s:
work is that she was able to draw this incredible picture of a black world,
a world where black people lived and operated and loved and had con:
flicts with each other outside of this realm of the interaction with white
people all the time. Her novels seemed contained. I could look at these:

Pecola in The Bluest Eye. 1 have never read anything that spoke so
eloquently to a little black girl’s experiences with being black and nappy+
headed in this world. The scenes of her losing her mind were the most
riveting for me.

Cheryl: The scene where the boy kills his mother’s cat and blames it on
Pecola made me catch my breath so hard I almost fell out of my chair.

Evelynn: Now as far as I'm concerned Tar Baby was problematic for me
because there were more white people in it. And for me that took away
from the powerful way she has of creating this black world, where |
could see some things clearly without the backdrop of white people. Am
I being clear? |

Linda: Yes, you are. I just disagree.
f
Evelynn: Well, that’s me. But I will find that, if [ read a review in the

Times and in various and sundry other places, those reviewers do not
value the same things I value in a writer.

Cheryl: No, of course. It is their role to discredit what you value. So,
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they will say that until somebody like Morrison gets out of writing in
a way that defines her as a black writer or a black woman writer she is
not going to take her place among the “literary greats.”

Evelynn: And then we have as part of our tradition that when Lorraine
Hansberry did that (The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window) she was vili-
fied by the white press because she dared to write about white people.

Linda: And that is the crucial thing about Toni Morrison. It is not so
much a problem for me that Tar Baby has white people in it, but rather
that Morrison has stopped writing.

Evelynn: Well, there are no other people in it I like either.

Linda: But the thing is, 1 have since read too many novels about little
black girls with nappy hair. I have come to the conclusion it is not just
{hat situation which rivets me. It’s the way Morrison wrote that. I was
prepared to like Tar Baby. But it was clear to me in the first several pages
that she was through writing. 'm using “writing” to mean something
that comes from someplace other than the cerebrum. That she wrote
from a place deeper inside her and she wasn’t going to do that in 7ar
Baby. And that cooption will get you space in The Times book review
section. So, it wasn’t just the content in Tar Baby.

Evelynn: Neither the content nor the form. There were not the scenes
that gripped me like in her earlier work, that had me sitting on the edge
of the page swooning.

Bonnie: If we read The New York Times section and see Mel Watkins’
review of The Color Purple, and he says Alice Walker’s a good writer,
she does fine things, but the African history passages are boring and you,
Linda, review it and say different things, according to your values, are
you more right than Watkins? Is he wrong?

Cheryl: It’s not a question of right or wrong. That’s not true. Watkins
could be wrong, i.e. incorrect. But he’s coming from his perspective in
the Times and we’re coming from our perspective in Womanews, Off Our
Backs, or Conditions—which is decidedly different. I may see, for ex-
ample, the woman-identification in The Color Purple or the form as more
important to subject to critical analysis and Watkins may see the histori-
cal piece or the issue of male-female relationships as important. That
doesn’t make him wrong or me right. Given our readership, we come
from where we come from.

119



Bonnie: Are you saying both reviews should be read?

Linda: Oh, yes. That’s how capitalism and intellectualism cannot Co*
exist. The purpose of Alice Walker writing a book is for hundreds of
thousands of people to read it and talk about it. That’s why she writes,
Not for Watkins to review her in The New York Times. The idea is to
get out the free flow of ideas. But because of the way things are or«
ganized that doesn’t happen. I think Chery!’s right. I don’t think reviews
are right or wrong. I think they serve certain values and certain politics.
We’re simply clearer about which values our reviews serve. Watking'
review of The Color Purple clearly serves the middle-of-the-road liberél,
position: that heterosexuality among black people ought to be looked at,
Those are his values. And those people with those values are whom
serves, My review, you can count on it, will be very different. And both
of them ought to be read. And both have a place. i
Jewelle: I think because of a lack of definition of the black women's
cultural context, writers have trouble creating that cultural context and
critics have trouble recognizing it, especially the cultural context of the
black lesbian. But Audre Lorde’s new prose work Zami is an example of
the cultural context of a black woman who’s a lesbian. This work has no
labels on it, saying “This is the story of a lesbian,” though you know thi( '
woman’s a lesbian. Being a lesbian is as intrinsic a part of her life as the
stories of her mother and father coming to this country from Grenada.,,
That is the theme I keep missing lately in novels by and about black
women—that sense of home quality. And that’s what I’'m going to bn
writing about.

Our job is not to deny the connections between feminism and
lesbianism, but to build and clarify them. . ..”

(Linda Powell, “The Intimate Face of Universal Struggle:
Review of Civil Wars by June Jordan,” p. 73)

NAMING: THE LESBIAN AESTHETIC, THE LESBIAN POLITIC

Cheryl: Is there such a thing as a lesbian aesthetic?
Linda: I guess so, if you want there to be.
Jewelle: I bring being a lesbian to everything. On the other hand, as an

editor and reviewer, I'm not running around looking for work with signs
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1 it. I want to review work by different types of people, not just black
sbians. 1 think one of the limitations that lesbians, especially black
psbians, place on ourselves is that we define our work down to a certain
thic, so that it has to say something about being black, about being a
psbian, or it’s totally invalid.

Cheryl: 1 think that’s an over-generalization. I don’t see why defining
une’s vision as a black lesbian is anymore limiting than any other vision
i politic. And since the women’s writing community isn’t teeming with
“out” black lesbian writers, how defined could our work be? Those of
s who are “out” want our work to speak to our experiences as black
lesbians. I know that’s my thing. Basically, the world don’t want to hear
from black lesbians, and ’'m bound and determined that it will hear from
W8, So, I try to bring being a lesbian to everything too.

lonnie: So what does that mean?

Cheryl: For me it’s a way of seeing black women’s writing and a way of
seeing the world. I look for how women’s relationship to other women
Is played out in literature vis-d-vis how it’s played out in the world.
| esbianism is not the only way I see the world, but it’s basically how 1
survive and, in many cases, how I triumph mentally and emotionally.
And so do many other black women. It’s just that some of us call it
lesbianism. You know, like there’s feminism or women’s music or Pan
Africanism or reggae. There’s black lesbianism. For me, lesbianism is the
politics of woman-bonding.

Jewelle: If you look at The Color Purple, which is really a superb book,
Walker doesn’t mention the word lesbian. And I don’t look at that as a
fiegative point. It has to do with the context about which she’s writing.
And her presentation of characters. She doesn’t have to. Those charac-
ters don’t have to wear signs. We know who they are. And they’re all
telated to us.

Cheryl: Walker also doesn’t care for the term lesbian. She doesn’t identi-
[y with its history. She’s been clear about that.

Jewelle: I can deal with that. I think those are very real concerns. But I
{hink ultimately what we have to look at are the characters that she
greates. Do you feel they represent you and where you are? And do they
fepresent that in an artful way?

Linda: Those are serious questions. Is she a writer and does she do it in
un artful way? Something in me resonates to it. Whether I've lived it or

121



not. Right? It’s like Marquez’ book where the mother had this attach
ment to her son and when the son got killed his blood ran througl
the streets to the mother’s house. I heard that. It worked for me. n
A Hundred Years of Solitude. It’s not as though I've lived this.

But I want to say something about the lesbianism issue. Bla
lesbians have in the real world not been considered women. There’s no
political understanding of lesbianism and sexuality in the world, especials
ly in the black community. I went to Florida to speak, where studentsy
had specifically invited me because of my Michele Wallace review ifl
Conditions: Five. They assumed I was a lesbian. I had no idea why, |
wore my dress. But they told me it was because in my review I treat
lesbians like people. I assumed, in my review that lesbians are in the
world. And that’s what I came up against in reviewing Civil Wars, i.e.,
sexuality is an issue that writers can sort of fudge about. Where
June Jordan get off saying identifying yourself as a lesbian is a smoke«
screen for “lecherous, exploitative” behavior (“A Declaration of Indes
pendence I'd Just as Soon Not Have,” p. 120). And she can do that and
know that there is not a group of black women in the black community,
not even lesbians, there’s not a feminist in the black community to say
this isn’t true of most lesbians.

Cheryl: Well, Linda, you did in your review. And that’s the role of
black feminist critic—to take a stand on lesbianism.

Evelynn: The reason that The Color Purple raises serious issues for m ‘
about lesbians is Alice’s use of “womanist™ as opposed to feminist. It's
about naming. It applies to using the word feminist in black women’
writing, and it applies to lesbians. In the context of The Color Purple,
it flowed very easily for me that these two women characters are having &
relationship and it seems to be about love, and I was all wrapped up in it,
except where were these characters? I didn’t feel a statement aboll
anybody around them thinking this was different or weird. It was not
the norm. That’s what I mean, where were they? I think using the word
“womanist” is a way of pulling away from naming.

Linda: Has anyone read her review in The Black Scholar?

Cheryl: Iread it. Alice reviewed Gifts of Power: The Writings of Rebecet
Jackson, edited by Jean Humez. Jackson was a black woman mystic
spiritualist who left the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Phila
delphia to eventually live with the Shakers and establish a black Shaker
community in the 19th century. The writings were edited by a white
woman. Alice really liked the book. However, the editor states that,
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because Jackson lived for many years with another woman also named
Rebecca, in a later time those two would have been called “lesbians.”
Now, Alice, in her humorous way, says that there’s no evidence these
women were lesbians, and, in fact, Jackson was most probably celibate,
which Jackson herself had alluded to many times in her writings. Walker
went on to say that, finally, lesbian is not a suitable term for black
women who are into woman-bonding. She, herself, Alice Walker, has her
own term for “such women” and that term would be “womanist.”
“Lesbian” is derived from the Isle of Lesbos. And what black woman can
relate to Sappho? Okay, fine. That’s Alice Walker. I see that as coming
from a woman with a straight persona in the world.

Bonnie: I read it differently. I see her as always trying to get out of the
mold, to redefine, to define things for herself and us. I saw it as a way to
say no to whatever images come to mind in those words, from that
history.

Cheryl: I agree. But I have reservations about her naming for “us.” Us
who? If Audre Lorde said, “I don’t want to call myself a lesbian any-
more, I want to rename myself ‘womanist’,” 1 might feel differently.
Audre has been out for years. She’s lived as a lesbian. She knows that
history. But Alice—I love her, I think she’s fabulous—but I don’t think
she should be telling me, as a black lesbian, t0 call myself a “womanist.”

Bonnie: She’s not telling you to call yourself a “womanist.” She’s saying
she has her own word for woman-bonding.

Linda: She’s a mixed bag. She seemed to be saying in The Black Scholar,
“Please don’t embroil me in a controversy over the term ‘lesbian’.” While
I really liked her review of Conditions: Five in Ms. It was fabulous. I
thought it was wonderful when she said life isn’t over yet—who knows
which of us will be a dyke.

Cheryl: For me she embodies all of that ambiguity and all the contra-
dictions. She does it purposefully and consciously, working toward that
clarity. She’s never afraid to be experimental. Somehow, I still don’t
want her telling me to call myself a “womanist.” Because until the world
can deal with the word “lesbian” and what that means, we cannot go to
the next step. I don’t think so. Just like I can’t call myself “bisexual”
until the world stops oppressing homosexuals. That’s the way I feel. That
may be reactionary, though.

(Laughter.)
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Bonnie: Cheryl, you’re giving somebody a lot of power that I don’t
trust. I don’t think Alice skips the next step. I think she’s saying, “No one
can define my reality, I'm gonna be the base from where I grow.”

» Bonnie. Alice made that ideal,
And that’s fabulous. But when June Jordan can say in Civil Wars that

“lesbian” equals “nigga” (p. 120), we are a long way from what Aliq
Walker, an avowed straight woman, says lesbians ought to be called.

Cheryl: June Jordan said that in 1976, Linda. She could fee] differently
now.

Linda: That attitude was even reactionary in 1976. Don’t you think '_
would have made some comment in her introduction to the essay if her

position were different now? | mean, it’s in her book of essays publishe; "
in ’81.

Bonnie: Back to Alice. | think we need her view of the ideal. I think w
got enough real world.

Linda: I strenuously disagree.
Evelynn: Alice can say “womanist” all she wanna, but it doesn’t matter.
In some quarters this book is gonna make Alice a lesbian.

(Laughter )

Lesbianism is not solely an aesthetic nor
nor an issue to be treated solely by lesbians,
(Cheryl Clarke, “Black, Brave, and Woman Too,"

Sinister Wisdom No. 2, 198.

solely a sexual iss

Jewelle: I went to a poetry workshop,
women poets. Two of the poets menti

and Alice Dunbar Nelson among several others. The workshop dealt w 1
imagery and cultural place. At neither time was the sexuality of either §
their involvement with women mentioned. I found that disturbing.

{
Linda: Why? And how important to the appreciation of their work |

knowing that either had liaisons with women?

which covered a wide spectrumj
oned were Angelina Weld Grimk

Jewelle: Because heterosexuality is assumed. mean, most people who"
heard of Nelson at all, for example, think her greatest claim to fame I
that she was married to Paul Laurence Dunbar. And, anyway, sexuality |

124



an important part of who we are and what we have to say politically and
culturally, particularly if one is talking about black women in the early
twentieth century, involved in romantic relationships with women.

Cheryl: And pretty important to our black lesbian herstory.

Jewelle: And I'm not even going to get into whether those liaisons were
sexual or not. That’s beside the point.

Cheryl: It’s never beside the point in homophobic America.

Jewelle: Anyway, for somebody like Grimké to sustain that kind of con-
sciousness at that period must have been very important to her writing.
Obviously, the woman who was running the workshop didn’t know that.

Cheryl: Well, Grimké was pretty closeted.

Jewelle: Not if you’re reading her writing. And I believe that is one of
the main reasons a black lesbian criticism is needed—to raise the question
of women-identification, of woman-bonding, of lesbianism. I'm sick of
the sin of omission. A black lesbian-feminist critic can shed more light
on the things that black lesbians and other black women writers have to
say.

Cheryl: The workshop leader was a straight woman. Unless she’s read
Gloria Hull’s piece on Grimké in Conditions and her piece on Dunbar
Nelson in Some of Us Are Brave, she just might not get the lesbianism.
It was cloaked in all that late Victorian vernacular.

lewelle: Well, why hasn’t she read Conditions?

Cheryl: A straight black woman in her own narrow world of sexuality is
hardly gonna pick up a lesbian rag like Conditions, even The Black
Women’s Issue.

Jewelle: Well, we can’t have that.

Cheryl: Well, that’s part of the reality. But, I agree with what you are
Implying. Why is it important to know a writer is a lesbian? What differ-
ence does it make in terms of her work?

Jewelle: 1 don’t think it’s crucial in an analysis of her work artistically.
But I think in terms of historical perspective and politics it is.

Cheryl: One’s life, one’s sexuality forever impinges on the form and con-
lent of what one writes. I mean, Grimké’s lesbianism and this homo-
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phobic culture might have kept her from getting more of her work out
for fear her lesbianism would be discovered.

Bonnie: Or she might have written more.

Cheryl: Well, all 'm saying is that knowing about a writer’s lesbianism
may not always be crucial to an analysis of her work, but where it is
crucial to that analysis, like with Audre Lorde or Pat Parker or even
Ann Allen Shockley, it does get into a question of art or the lesbian
aesthetic.

Bonnie: That gets back to the question of the lesbian aesthetic. What are
we talking about: sexuality, political stance, point of view? We have to
define some of the stuff we’re talking about. It’s just too broad.

Linda: I don’t think so. I think it’s broad, but it’s broad like sexuality is
broad. I think it doesn’t have to do with precision. I think it has to do
with the fact that being a lesbian is not neutral. The whole thing is about
power. For a New York Times critic to say that he doesn’t want to
diminish Marilyn Hacker by saying she’s a lesbian is what I think labeling
is about. I think this whole question of did she actually sleep with a
woman is not the deal.

Jewelle: If there is a lesbian aesthetic, as McDowell says there isn’t, what
is it? Do we use it as a criterion on every point or only when the artist i§
dealing with the actual lesbian theme?

Linda: Or is it the critic’s perspective? Not that the writer necessarily
comes from there.

Cheryl: You mean like Barbara Smith’s interpretation of Sulz as a
“lesbian” novel. Not that Morrison wrote Sula as a lesbian novel. In fact,
the spring before the book was published, Morrison, in a public lecture,
made a point of saying, and I quote: “It’s a story of love between women
—straight love.” But that the lesbianism is Smith’s perspective.

Linda: Or if I reviewed Baldwin’s last book, there’s some stuff that 1
would say about women’s relationships with women related to sexus
ality that could be interpreted from a lesbian perspective.

Cheryl: Or if I was looking at Emma by Jane Austen.
Bonnie: Or Little Women.

(Lots of laughter . . .)
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Linda: If it wasn’t such a big fucking deal who you sleep with, if
Ylesbian” wasn’t such a charged word, I wonder if there would be such a
big deal about definition from people like McDowell?

Evelynn: It may have nothing to do with who we sleep with. There are
some people who think that any time a black woman writer writes about
black women in a context where black men are not central to those
women’s lives the writer is branded “anti-male” or a lesbian. And, of
gourse, the two brands are considered interchangeable. And then the
term “lesbian” is used by those people to denigrate and devalue that
woman’s work.

Linda: Yeah, right.

Evelynn: I think it’s about power. The first time I was in a position of
ghallenging a number of men, one of whose advances I had rejected, 1
was immediately called a lesbian.

Linda: By definition.

Cheryl: The “All-Men-in-One” Theory. You know, if you don’t want
me, you don’t want no man, sister. So, you must be a lesbian.

(Laughter)
Linda (laughing): 1like that.

Cheryl: I have to give credit where credit is due. The “All-Men-in-One”
Iheory is the brainchild of a black woman by the name of Cheryl Cavitt,
{rom Los Angeles, California.

Jewelle: If one were trying to pin me down on what I think a lesbian per-
ypective is, I would opt for a political stance. As a black woman, I'm
speaking to you from two immutable situations. If I'm speaking from a
lesbian point of view, 'm taking a political stance—much like feminist is
i political stance. Because I think who you sleep with is a seat of power
und power is politics. Some woman said to me, “P'm bisexual.” I said,
“Well, everyone is bisexual. What are your chioces?” Well, my choices are
lesbian and have been for a long time. I think it’s a political analysis
we're trying to get to for the writing. And I don’t think that people like
Deborah McDowell can say that one rules out the political perspective of
lesbianism anymore than one can rule out the political perspective
ol feminism or the political perspective that being a black person in
America engenders. I think defining what lesbianism means is politically
erucial.
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Linda: This is very tricky. Because I have problems with the political
definition, too. That’s not all there is to the definition of lesbian. Even
you take two women who both work at Wall Street, who wear suits every
day, who live on the Upper East Side, both Republican, and both in
closet, those two women have a commitment to one another that never
expresses itself politically. But they undermine the system. Whether they:
mean to or not. Their basic union is an act of resistance.

Cheryl: Ibelieve that to an extent. Though the other parts of themselvesj_»
they have sewn into the system retard any kind of revolution.

Linda: Yeah, yeah, I know. I didn’t believe what I just said two years
ago. But now that I'm beginning to meet more of these women, I see
what they do to the basic social fabric—they matter too.

Jewelle: That’s still a political definition of a lesbian, even though they
may not be activists or “out.” It doesn’t negate the fact that lesbian is a
political identity.

In order to interpret accurately and critically the historical
past of Black women, we must accept their definitions of "
themselves. !

(Bonnie Johnson, “Some of Us Are Feminist . . . .[
and Are Building Black Women’s Studies,”
Womanews, March, 1982)

Bonnie: I feel like our role, especially coming from a historical perspec-
tive is not to try to change the way Angelina Grimké lived, for example, ',
but to interpret her work with our own reality and values. Not to try and
change what her life was and what she did, but to say based on her work,
how I can see the way she lived from my perspective. It’s the old argu-
ment of not calling Mrs. Booker T. Washington Mrs. Booker T. Washing-
ton when she wanted to be called Mrs. Booker T. Washington, because
for a long time she couldn’t use “Mrs.” She wanted that. That was her |
definition for herself. That definition needs to be brought to light, ac-
knowledged in a very truthful manner. And then we go on to interpret it.

Evelynn: But there’s another issue that comes up for me in this and it’s
about naming. I've always run into black women not wanting to identify
themselves as feminists. They may be doing feminist things, but they
reject the term “feminist.” I feel this is so with the term “lesbian” as
well. Like in Alice’s book she doesn’t say the women are lesbians, but
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{hey’re having a sexual-emotional relationship with one another . . . that
,..1s...lesbian.

(Laughter.)

Jewelle: That’s a legitimate position for any writer coming out of the
black community to write a piece of fiction that has a lesbian relation-
ship in it and never use that word. I think that the very common practice
in the black community is to do just that.

Evelynn: And here we come right back up against the politics.

Jewelle: I think that Alice’s ability to recreate that relationship in the
same way it has existed in the black community, which is without a
name, is in and of itself politically important. If she had had those
characters running around trying to organize feminists or lesbians at that
time, it would have been totally anachronistic.

Cheryl: Of course. But the black community does have names for
lesbians.

Jewelle: They do, but in more cases than not, they don’t have names.
People would just as soon leave them alone. There are the quote, maiden
aunts who live together for years and years. As I was growing up I saw
those relationships unnamed. And to me that said they were okay. And
when 1 got to be an adult and when people asked me if 1 was “out,” 1
said I didn’t know I had been “in.”

Linda: My experience was different.
Jewelle: That’s because you’re bourgeois.
Cheryl: Well, Jewelle, what are you?

Jewelle: My experience was not bourgeois. I grew up on welfare. I grew
up in a bar community. My father was a bartender. His wife used to cook
in a bar. There was that patina of respectability that comes from middle-
class aspirations.

Linda: I grew up with that same patina. The thing that I think we’re
trying to talk about is: So, Alice chooses to write about black women
who are lovers. I got no beef about it. I respect that artistic choice. But
the point is that does not negate my responsibility or opportunity to
comment on that. My experience was that those maiden aunts who lived
across the alley could do anything as long as they didn’t say their rela-
tionship mattered. And this is the point I tried to bring up in the Civil
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Wars review. As long as you didn’t cop to loving a woman or imply !
you preferred the situation, as long as you weren’t public in any way an
went along with the program, you were tolerated. I saw black gay m
crucified because at some point they said, “I'm a faggot and I like it.
I have heard people say, “Our community’s always been this way. If yol
don’t talk about it, everything will be fine.” I don’t think it was fine. My
aunt died of cancer—and I see a relationship between stress and cancer
This was a woman who was furious, I think, for most of her life becaus
she could not be who she was. 'm not going to lightly toss that off 4 nd
say, “Well, she was in the closet.” The facts that she had cancer and wa
in the closet are related. They could be related. And the goal of my work
on those kinds of issues is to see the possibility of relationships.

Cheryl: I did want to get back to the issue of a lesbian aesthetic in black
women’s literature. Along the line of naming ourselves, as black women,
black feminists, and black lesbians or black women-identified womer,
why is it that some black women writers reject the term “lesbian”? Is it
that we want to give our own selves a name that describes womarl
bonding in black women’s culture? Or are there other things? Blaf
women’s feelings on the issue are at least mixed. You take somebody.
at one extreme like Mary Helen Washington, who omitted any fiction
by black women who call themselves lesbians from both her two ane
thologies of short stories by black women. And then you have a June
Jordan, who equates the term “lesbian” with the term “nigga.” Or Alexis
De Veaux, who is certainly very woman-centered but she don’t cg
herself a lesbian. Women like Ntozake, Gloria Naylor, Alice Walker ar¢
dealing with lesbian themes, but are not calling the themes “lesbian.”
it simply the word?

Jewelle: The word is not a simple issue. And it isn’t simply the word1~.
Words carry a certain kind of power—legitimate or not. And we need to
acknowledge that about lesbianism. The word “lesbian” has taken on A
negative power. So, it’s very difficult to cleave to that negativeness. And.
for black women, “lesbian” has been a very white word. It connotes
kind of dabbling, aesthetic, frivolous something that I connect with a
type of white cultural context that I never felt a part of in my growing
up and reading and looking desperately for something about women
loving women. And so I know that those are two reasons I have trouble
taking on “lesbian” as an identifying term. But I also think there is the
need not to box yourself in. I don’t want people saying I'm the best
black woman poet or best black poet or best black lesbian poet. As soon
as you put a name to something, it does not become the jumping off
point it should be. It becomes the track you’re on. I think a lot of writers
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e afraid of boxing themselves in, because of the need to develop cul-
rally and artistically.

Cheryl: Well, I wouldn’t want folk calling me the “best” this or that
olther. 1 don’t go for that ole classist, competitive, stratifying bullshit.
Hut I fail to see how naming or calling oneself a lesbian and defining one’s
vision, one’s aesthetic retards one’s cultural and artistic growth—except
In the eyes of those outside one’s experience.

Jewelle: I don’t really care for the term “lesbian.” It has no musical
(uality.

Cheryl. That’s what Evelynn and I were talking about last night—the
non-beauty of the word. When I first came out I called myself “gay” for
i long time because I did not care for the term “lesbian.” But then I
turned to feminism and embraced the term “lesbian.” But I do want to
he known as a lesbian, as woman-affirming, black-woman affirming. I
want the unequivocal definition. Now, you may ask, “Why is it im-
portant, Cheryl, for people to know you're a lesbian?”

Jewelle (laughing): Because it’s a political statement.
Cheryl: I've gotten used to the term.
Jewelle: I’'ve never gotten used to the term.

Cheryl: You’re right, though, people box writers in. I mean, if I identify
myself as a black lesbian poet, people will think I cannot or will not
write about any other experiences. But that is their problem. I'm not the
one who’s boxed in. But in terms of naming myself and my creative
source—it’s lesbian. I can’t stand it when women say to me, “Why do you
label yourself?” I hate the term label. It’s clinical and usually refers to a
pathology.

Jewelle: We talked earlier about naming people who hadn’t named them-
selves. People have to name themselves.

Cheryl: Oh sure. I named myself.

Jewelle: If one chooses not to, you may comment on it. But I'm leary
of saying such and such a writer doesn’t say she’s a dyke but we all know
she’s a dyke.

Linda: I'm leary of that also. But speculation about a writer’s lesbianism
usually comes up as a result of what is put out in her work. No, she
doesn’t have to name herself. And it is not my responsibility or my in-
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terest to name her. However, if she makes art about something thaf
to do with lesbianism, then other women who are “out” as lesbians mi
respond —in one way or another.

]
I went to see No* when it first played on St. Mark’s. I had a lot

and say: All black women are interested in in terms of lesbianism is §
The weightier stuff goes on between black men and black women, ik
the scene between the man and the woman revolutionaries.

We're talking about you won’t get jobs. We're talking about you wo :
get published by certain presses. And we’re talking about whether or

a lesbian. You may hang out at Djuna Books (NYC) or near 23rd Stree
and that may be as far as your world goes. For other people the power o
this word will not just affect how they’re seen, it’ll affect their lives. But

is in terms of evaluating her work.

Cheryl: For those for whom lesbianism is important it will be cruci
to evaluating their work.

Jewelle: Well, the issue of sexuality in the black community is nearly:
taboo, especially if it’s not heterosexuality. The response to No is an
example of this avoidance of sexuality. Alexis De Veaux writes No-
without labels or signs on it—and the Amsterdam News runs this 1gnorm
review of the production, which states that Alexis should not be writing’
about “lesbianism,” because it is not in the tradition of African peoples,

Cheryl: Yes, I remember it. Glenda Dickerson referred to it as an
“illiterate harangue.” And it was.

*No was written by Alexis DeVeaux and directed by Glenda Dickerson in 198]
No was produced by Women’s One World Festival and later by the Henry Stree
Settlement House.
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lvelynn: See, it raises another issue, though, for me. If we don’t name
ur visions, others will. And our enemies will label our work and use that
Jubel to denigrate us and our work.

Linda: But if the Amsterdam News can cut Alexis down for so-called
“lesbianism,” then, as a black feminist critic, [ ought to be able to sup-
port her for being woman-identified.

Evelynn: It seems to me that unless we deal with the lesbianism in a
writer’s work or the anti-lesbianism, we, as black feminist critics, are
pccomodating the homophobia.

Linda: What have you got to say, Beej?

Bonnie: Since my original statement, we’ve moved from “Toward a
Black Feminist Criticism” to “black lesbian feminist criticism” and that
lias been the bulk of this discussion and I hadn’t worked that through.

Cheryl: Well, we hadn’t either.
(Laughter.)

Bonnie: I think the question that I was raising earlier is still pertinent.
The question of definitions. We’ve been using examples and it’s hard for
me to get or make a general statement, because reading the Amsterdam
News reaction to No I was angry, but I expected that from the Amster-
dam News.

Cheryl: Yeah, one would. But the Amsterdam News is so symbolic of
the world.

I guess what Id like to ask is about the whole issue of self-definition
and naming. We name ourselves but dare we name other black women?
Do black women accept the name lesbian?

Bonnie: Well, we have to ask them. I don’t know if our speculation is
even valid unless it’s really based on something they’ve written or they
have said.

Linda: But a vision of women who love women is put out there—like in
No, for example. And it’s a vivid, evocative vision since it’s theatre . . .

Cheryl: And Glenda Dickerson directing it . . .

Linda: And then it goes into the world. But the writer doesn’t answer
to the images or visions out there in the world. Now, the play is reviewed
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in the Amsterdam News, and the reviewer calls it “lesbian,” right? Tk
is what I think is the issue of naming. The work does not name itself, by
it clearly speaks to love between women in a telling way.

Bonnie: Why are you saying it doesn’t name itself? Doesn’t name its
what we want to hear or what we think it should be named?

Linda: My experience of No was that the lesbian themes were handled
a “pinch and tickle” manner. There were moments of it that were pow

ful, that were good, but again it never copped to the fact that zhis—th
relationships between the women-—mattered, that there was love betweey
women, that zhis is not just sexuality or that this is very serious sexuality,

Cheryl: Right on.

Jewelle: But I also think it addressed more than just lesbian sexuality.

Linda: That’s true, but in this climate what’s going to get noticed?

Jewelle: Of course that’s what is going to be noticed. But I don’t thi

she is. It is the critic’s fault if he or she can only pick up that one ele
ment. I would have appreciated some discussion from the Amsterdam
News about the play dealing with the mother-daughter relationship, or
the male-female relationship during a revolutionary period, or the deat (
of black children in Atlanta, but no, the reviewer focused on the lesbian~
ism and his homophobia.

Linda: The one thing that Alexis dealt with in No in a different way
from the deaths of the children in Atlanta and the mother-daughter rela-
tionship, etc. was lesbian sexuality. Egypt Brownstone lives in my mind
forever. She worked for me. She was not “pinch and tickle.” Maybe
that’s why the other pieces jumped out at me. Much of what I am criti-
cizing has to do with how the piece was directed. The St. Mark’s produc-
tion was theatrically uneven for me. But there were parts of No that were
alive and real and very much in the moment, and there were other parts
that seemed to me voyeuristic, cute—in a way I don’t think Alexis is
cute. I didn’t like that scene about the twins, but I'd read it and loved
the poem. The poem was not about twins. So, I thought the use of them !
in the production at St. Mark’s was gratuitous. What are we talking about -
here? We’re talking about the necessity of naming. The effect of not
naming. I'm not saying that the artist should or should not have done
anything differently, but 'm saying that a writer should take the weight
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for the way her vision is put out.
Jewelle: Alexis got the weight by putting the piece out there.
Linda: That’s very true.

Bonnie: Are we writing about writers or are we reviewing writers’ work?
| really believe there’s a difference. And I think that we’ve gotten on to
a lot of questions I certainly would like to continue, but I think it’s off
what T understood as the point of this piece. How do we review? What
are the issues?

Cheryl: Well, I think that gets to one of my issues. I don’t think we can
be just stuck at how do we review these writers. The fact that we’re deal-
ing with these issues and dilemmas make it a larger question than how do
we review these people. There is a lot of writing about lesbians in the
public domain: some by lesbians, some by non-lesbians, some by women
who don’t name themselves. We have as part of our responsibility as
lesbians to comment on issues that have to do with our lives.

Linda: That’s not solely a lesbian responsibility. That’s a feminist re-
sponsibility. I would hold a “straight” woman to that if she were to say
she is a feminist.

Bonnie: I just want to know what we want people to come away with
after reading this “pentalog.” An idea of what we feel black feminist
criticism is is what [ would want.

Linda: I think what we’re doing in some ways is looking at your ques-
tion about what do we want to say about black feminist criticism. I think
part of what I hear going on is that the issues involved are very broad. I
don’t think we’ve been off the topic. We’ve rambled, as is our wont. But
all of these issues, down to what we know about somebody’s private life,
are issues that come up in the act of reviewing. And I think we obfuscate
if we don’t cop to that. These things affect our critical perspective. This
is not the ivory tower. What we’re doing is a new bird.
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JOYCE E. KAUFFMAN

NICE JEWISH GIRLS: A LESBIAN ANTHOLOGY edited
by Evelyn Torton Beck. Persephone Press, P.O. Box 7222,
Watertown, MA 02172. 1982. 286 pp., $8.95.

In a time when anti-Semitism and homophobia continue to be
widely tolerated and, in some quarters, actively encouraged, the con-
tributors to Nice Jewish Girls courageously attempt to delve into “‘all of
who . . . [they] are’” as Jews and lesbians (xxx), in a collection of “pic-
tures, poems, fiction and essays” (xxxi). Edited by Evelyn Torton Beck,
this anthology is valuable as a consciousness-raising tool for both Jews
and non-Jews. The contributors share with us moving accounts of their
histories and of their visions, mostly in work which is highly readable,
personal, and candid.

Nice Jewish Girls is organized into six sections, each devoted to a
different aspect of Jewish lesbian experience. The opening section, “If
I Am Not for Myself, Who Will Be?”, explores the process of bringing to
consciousness a sense of Jewishness, lesbianism, and anti-Semitism.
“Jewish Identity: A Coat of Many Colors” features a range of voices
showing diversity in personal history and experience. Connecting—to
other Jews, to other oppressed groups, to other lesbians and gay men—is
the theme of “If I Am Only for Myself, What Am 1?” “That’s Funny.
You Don’t Look Like a Jewish Lesbian,” a pictorial essay, and “Family
Secrets,” a section on the Jewish lesbian in relationship to her family,
follow. “Next Year in Jerusalem,” the final section, deals with Israel,
its problems and its promise. The appendix, “Cast a Critical Eye,” in-
cludes a critique of 1.B. Singer, a Nobel Prize winning J ewish male writer;
two articles on anti-Semitism in the Christian feminist and feminist
spirituality movements; and biographies of the contributors. The editor’s
glossary of Yiddish and Hebrew expressions increases the book’s acces-
sibility, and the suggestions for further reading encourage self-education.

In her introduction, Beck states: “this book has become the explora-

I would like to gratefully acknowledge the support and assistance of Alice T.
Friedman. J.E.K.
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tion of complexities, as well as a celebration of our survival” (xxix),
When she asserts. “If I say that Judaism is more than a religion, as les-
bianism is more than a sexual preference, I begin to tap the complexity”
(xv), Beck does indeed challenge the reader to explore the myriad myths,
both self- and societally-imposed, of just who we, Jewish lesbians, are.

In reading this book, I was struck by writings that asked the ques-
tion: what does it mean to be a Jewish lesbian? I recalled that the first
time I attended a meeting of Jewish women, I experienced a feeling of
embarrassment and shame—I did not entirely understand “the point.”
Only when a woman in my small discussion group who had been raised in
a Protestant family told us that she was in the process of converting to
Judaism, did I begin to understand. I wondered about the meaning of
Jewish identity: what does it mean for someone to “convert” to some-
thing I @m, but have often shied away from?

Choosing to identify as a Jew can be a complicated internal and ex-
ternal struggle. Growing up in a virtually non-Jewish community, I
learned what it meant to be different, and I adopted the embarrassment
and shame that went with that difference. Over time, the childish shouts
of “Christ-Killer!” and “Dirty Jew!” hurled at me began to re-emerge
in different form from my own mouth as contempt and scorn for “rich
Jews” (not being one myself) and desperate attempts to be “like every-
one else” (i.e., non-Jewish). For me to reject this internalized anti-
Semitism and identify openly as a Jew was frightening, and challenged
my time-worn defenses. There was another emotion pushing through
those defenses—pride—I had survived.

Many of the contributors to Nice Jewish Girls describe their own
process of affirming a Jewish identity. Melanie Kaye’s article, “Some
Notes on Jewish Lesbian Identity,” is a thoughtful journey, piecing
together a sense of her Jewishness. By the end, we share her joy, her
pride, and the seriousness of her assertion that “I want a button that says
Pushy Jew. Loud Pushy Jew. Loud Pushy Jew Dyke” (42). Although
she “realized that ... [she] too had to accept or reject . . . [her] Arabic-
Jewish identity,” Savina Teuba tells us, “The Jewish part was not so
difficult. Both my mother and father identified very strongly with Jewish
traditions . . .” (“°A Coat of Many Colors,” 86). The complexity of her
own Jewish identity is explored further by Josylyn C. Segal, “daughter
of an American Negro/Native-American mother . . . and a Russian
Roumanian Jewish father” (“Interracial Plus,” 55). Segal was “ejected”
from B’nai B’rith Youth because, as the daughter of a non-Jewish woman,
Segal was “not Jewish” according to the rabbi. She made the decision to

142




convert and found that her “conversion acted as a catalyst for an even
deeper sense of . . . [her] Jewish heritage and identification” (55). In
“Split at the Root,” Adrienne Rich looks back at her experience as the
daughter of a gentile woman and a Jewish man who were very much
invested in assimilation and denial of Jewishness:

And sometimes I feel inadequate to make any statement as alJew; I feel
the history of denial within me like an injury, a scar—for assimilation has
affected my perceptions, those early lapses in meaning, those blanks, are
with me still. My ignorance can be dangerous to me, and to others. (84)

Rich’s writing shows the interplay of internalized denial and external
pressure to assimilate.

The dangers of Jewish visibility are described, in part, by Holocaust
survivors and the daughters of Holocaust survivors. Evi Beck tells us, “In
order to feel fully safe I need to feel known. How s0?. . ..in Vienna in
1938, when I was five years old and Hitler came to power, visibility was
not safe. . . . Once I was sent to buy butter because I was blonde and did
not look Jewish” (xiv). Irena Klepfisz writes, “As a child, my first con-
scious feeling about being Jewish was that it was dangerous, something to
be hidden” (“Resisting and Surviving America,” 100). The poetry by
Klepfisz in Nice Jewish Girls, excerpts from “Bashert”* and from “Per-
spectives on the Second World War,” is beautifully written and illus-
trates what she values in the poetry of others: “a subdued, earnest poetry
that expresses their feelings, their struggles, the conditions of their lives”
(101). In her own poem, Dovida Ishatova tells movingly of her mother’s
survival of the Holocaust and both reminds us of the horror, and teaches
us of the strength of those who survived and of the emotional scars they
bear. While not the daughter of a Holocaust survivor, Rachel Wahba, an
Arabic Jew, shares a similar feeling when she describes being raised with
her “mother’s vivid memories of hiding in neighbors’ homes, running
from one rooftop to another as she fled from Baghdad’s anti-Jewish
mobs . .." (“Some of Us Are Arabic,” 64).

Throughout the book, but especially in “Family Secrets,” the
contributors describe the difficulties of affirming their lesbian identities
within their families and the Jewish community. Dovida Ishatova in
“What May Be Tsores* to You is Naches* to Me,” asks of her parents,
“Go what’s a nice Jewish girl like me doing in a book like this?” (174).

*Bashert: “inevitable; (pre)destined” (279).
’("gi';sg;es: “woe; troubles; misery” (285). Naches: “joy; contentment; gratification”
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She answers them, and us:

... I’'m a very important link in the liberation of women and the libera-
tion of Jews. I should be welcomed into the Jewish community with
open arms. I am not a contradiction or an impossibility. What could
make more sense than my casting off, in my lifetime, the remaining
vestiges of woman and Jew as victim, and asserting my love of self by
being woman-identified? (174)

“I have not come out to my family,” relates Bernice Mennis. “I think
(and I am perhaps wrong in my perception) that their guilt, shame, fear,
and need to assimilate as Jews in an alien land would make my lesbianism
extremely painful to them (“Repeating History,” 95.) To be a Jew is to
be different. To be different is to be dangerous. And so, some Jews at-
tempt assimilation. If their daughter is a lesbian, she is different still, and
therefore more dangerous.

Harriet Malinowitz’ “Coffee and Cake” is a poignantly related
“coming out” story about the frustrations and fantasies that accompany
a meeting between sister and brother. When she does not get the hoped- -
for response, the sister writes:

Sometimes I have the impulse to gather my family and say: “Today I am
a lesbian,” and see who starts to dance. I would like to see someone rent
a catering hall, give me a salad bowl, say, ‘“‘Mazel tov, mazel tov, health
and happiness always!” with tears of joy in their eyes. . . . And I know
the crazy thing I hoped to get from telling him. I hoped to see him
dance. (189)

And, even as we must confront this homophobia within our own
families, we must also confront anti-Semitism when we choose to identi-
fy openly as Jews. Articles in Nice Jewish Girls reflect on the existence
of anti-Semitism both globally and within the women’s and lesbian-
feminist movements. It is especially painful that anti-Semitism exists
within our own movements. In “Anti-Semitism in the Lesbian/Feminist
Movement,” Irena Klepfisz says:

... the anti-Semitism with which I am immediately concerned, and which
I find most threatening, does not take the form of the overt, undeniably
inexcusable painted swastika on a Jewish gravestone or on a synagogue
wall. Instead, it is elusive and difficult to pinpoint, for it is the anti-
Semitism either of omission or one which trivializes the Jewish experi-
ence and Jewish oppression. (46)

Two articles in the appendix, Judith Plaskow’s “Blaming the Jews for
the Birth of Patriarchy” and Annette Daum’s “Blaming Jews for the
Death of the Goddess,” analyze an underlying, sometimes “clusive’”
anti-Semitism in feminist writing. An example of overt anti-Semitism
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and racism in the women’s movement is given by Gloria Greenfield in
“Shedding.” We are told of Greenfield’s and Michelle Cliff’s promotional
tour of Cliff’s book, Claiming an Identity They Taught Me to Despise:

While addressing Houston’s white-lesbian audience about the militant
escalation of the Ku Klux Klan, Michelle was criticized about her inclu-
sion of Jews as Klan victims. According to the critic, “Jews don’t have
to worry about the Klan, since Jewish cartels run the world.” In Austin,
we were verbally attacked by another white lesbian who contended that
our willingness to fight against the Klan made us “as violent as them.”
We were told in San Antonio that to identify ourselves respectively as
Black and Jewish was divisive to the movement. (8)

A discussion of the overt anti-Semitism in The Holy Book of Women’s
Mysteries, Part II by Z. Budapest appears in the introduction. “The fact
that several of Budapest’s coven sisters and supporters are themselves
Jewish,” says Beck, “in no way mitigates the anti-Semitism of this
passage; in fact, it serves to highlight the ways in which some Jewish
women have internalized anti-Semitism” (xx).

While this anti-Semitism certainly exists, I am hopeful that a growing
consciousness of it also exists. The process of unravelling the elusive and
overt sources of our own anti-Semitism is a serious undertaking, and pre-
sents the lesbian-feminist and women’s movements with an opportunity
for important growth. My own experience has been that within these
communities 1 have discovered, come to know, and work with Jewish
women for the first time in my life. Precisely in this context, I have
begun to confront anti-Semitism, with the support of my sisters, both
Jewish and non-Jewish. My own strength as a Jewish woman has been
validated, affirmed, even appreciated within this community, as it has
not been anywhere else in my life.

Over the last few years, as anti-Semitism within the women’s move-
ment has begun to be explored, I have feared the possibility of further
polarization within an already fragile movement—polarization between
Jews and non-Jews, between white Jewish women and women of color,
between supporters and non-supporters of Israeli positions. In her
introduction, Beck describes a workshop where such tensions became
painfully obvious:

At one point in the day, the Jewish lesbians asked that the group be
divided, because the gentile lesbians’ stories about their anti-Semitic
backgrounds were creating great anxiety and pain for the Jewish women.
While everyone understood the need to separate at that time, the non-
Jewish lesbians were loathe to discuss their anti-Semitism with each other
and found it difficult to do so; some expressed jealousy of the developing
close ties they sensed among the Jewish lesbians who were, for the first
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time coming together around their common heritage, as lesbians and as
Jews. Yet we have come to understand that white women must work on
their racism with each other, that such education is not the burden of
women of color. (xxi)

Klepfisz contributes to this education process for Jewish and non-
Jewish women by offering a list of fifteen questions which “are designed
to reveal the degree to which they have internalized the anti-Semitism
around them” (50). These questions provide concrete assistance to all of
us who agree with her that, whatever the difficulties,

. . . anti-Semitism, like any other ideology of oppression, must never be
tolerated, must never be hushed up, must never be ignored, and that,
instead, it must always be exposed and resisted. (50)

One attempt at such exposure of anti-Semitism is “Shedding” by
Gloria Greenfield, the first and longest esasay in Nice Jewish Girls.
Unfortunately, “Shedding” falls short in this attempt. In December and
January of 1981-82, Greenfield travelled in Western Europe “as a lesbian
Jew with the purpose of researching the escalation of anti-Semitism . . .”
(5). Her journal entries combine her personal experience and impressions
with historical fact; she footnotes these references from a handful of
sources. Greenfield’s selective use of history serves to reaffirm her own
feelings, rather than to incorporate a larger political context. In light of
the fact that “Shedding” is the only article in this anthology which
focuses on anti-Semitism from an international perspective, it is especial-
ly disappointing that Greenfield’s combination of subjective impression
and historical reference fails to deepen an analysis of anti-Semitism.

In additon, there are two major problems with this anthology. One
concerns racism and anti-Semitism, and relationships between non-Jewish
women of color and Jewish women; and the other, an analysis of the
Middle East.

Several white contributors express concern for their relationships
with non-Jewish women of color and point to parallels between anti-
Semitism and racism. The inclusion of Melanie Kaye’s poem, “Notes of
an Immigrant Daughter: Atlanta,” is important since it is the one con-
tribution to the anthology which deals specifically with racism and at-
tempts to integrate ideas about racism and anti-Semitism. Acknowledg-
ment of the parallels between anti-Semitism and racism opens the door
to confronting this issue. Beck asks: “Need one oppression cancel out
another? Would the recognition that it is not either/or but both/and be
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too overwhelming? What would happen if we admitted that oppressed
groups can themselves be oppressive?” (xxii). And, Irena Klepfisz writes:

If someone were to ask me did I think a Jewish Holocaust was possible
in this country, I would answer immediately: “Of course.” Has not
America had other Holocausts? Has not America proven what it is
capable of? Has not America exterminated others, those it deemed un-
desirable or those in its way? Are there not Holocausts going on right
now in this country? (49)

Reference is made to the New England Women’s Studies Conference
in 1981, at which a confrontation between Jewish women and women of
color occurred. Upon reading Beck’s discussion of this in the introduc-
tion, the reader is referred, on the one hand, “for details” (xxii) to
Greenfield’s “Shedding,” and, on the other hand, to a letter which ap-
peared in Gay Community News, a Boston-based newspaper. From this
letter, Beck quotes Cherrie Moraga (et al.): “We don’t have to be the
same to have a movement, but we do have to be accountable for our
ignorance. In the end, finally, we must refuse to give up on each other”
(xxi). In “Shedding,” the “details” focus entirely on anti-Semitic re-
marks made by women of color during the confrontation. Greenfield
does not mention the GCN letter, written by women of color in direct
response to the confrontation. This omission gives a distorted picture of
the complexity of these relationships and may thereby contribute to our
battling against one another and sapping energy from what should be a
unified stance against oppression of all kinds. Although it is frequently
important for specific groupings of us to meet separately in order to
better develop and articulate our politics and to get support, I do not be-
lieve in separatism as a political strategy. The need for us all to work
together is essential. While many contributors point out that we must
work together and that this is not easy, there is little offered to push us
forward in reaching that goal.

Unfortunately, the one article by an interracial Jewish lesbian,
Josylyn Segal, reinforces a tendency in our movement to rate or “priori-
tize” all the “isms.” She is in a unique position to address not only those
overlapping oppressions, but also the relationship between women of
color and Jewish women. While she acknowledges that “Black and Jewish
Americans need to confront and demythicize their stereotypes of each
other” (58), she says little about racism among white Jews and quite a
lot about anti-Semitism among Black Americans. This leaves the rather
unsettling impression that she sees one as less of a problem, the other as
more prevalent. Segal tells us:
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Nobody assumes that I am Jewish; I do not “look” Jewish. This makes
me privy to quite a range of freely spoken anti-Jewish attitudes. Black
Americans, as part of the gentile majority, tend to share universal mis-
conceptions about Jews.

In my experience, the oppressive stereotypes associated with Jewish
Americans outnumber those associated with Black Americans. That is
not to say that Jewish oppression is more severe than Black oppression;
rather, the history of Jewish oppression is far older than the history of
Black oppression. The longer a people have been oppressed, the longer
the list of oppressive stereotypes associated with them, (56)

One can assume that, as an interracial Jew among white Jews, Se
would not necessarily be privy to quite a range of “freely spoken
racist attitudes and that this informs her experience as well. In addition,
how long a people have been oppressed or how many oppressive stereg
types are attached to them is less important than how these people join
together in struggle against a common Oppressor. '

e

At no point in Nice Jewish Girls is there an attempt to formula{ )
an analysis of the relationship between Jewish women and non-Jewisl
women of color, its historical sources, or possible solutions. The burden

Several possibilities exist for addressing these issues substantively: an
essay specifically dealing with the relationship between anti-Semitisf;i
and racism; a dialogue discussing relationships between Jewish women
and non-Jewish women of color; or in the appendix, such histori al
material as the GCN letter in its entirety, with a more in-depth discussion
of these issues. Although the need for further discussion, analysis, an'_"
strategy concerning the relationship between women of color and whit ,
Jewish women is obvious, this discussion is not begun in Nice Jewish
Girls. '

“Next Year in Jerusalem” consists of four selections. In a short in«
troductory statement, Evi Beck asserts: “For many Jews, the question
of Israel is the most complex and confusing aspect of identifying as a
Jew today” (193). In this and other sections, articles speak of Israei
from the differing perspectives of women who have lived or are living

there, and of women who have visited.
(A’

“Excerpts from an Israeli Journal” by Andrea Loewenstein isias
haunting, often beautiful, often disturbing collection of her impressions
while visiting Israel in 1979. In it we see evidence of homophobia,
racism, misogyny, and sexism in Israeli society—disturbing evidence.

8
indeed of the distortion of the original socialist/utopian vision of Israel,

!
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She tells us of her visit to a Jerusalem cafe:

Right away, an Israeli soldier with a huge, long gun hanging from his
shoulder down between his legs came over. When I wouldn’t talk to him,
he got ugly.

“What you sit here for, then, whore? American girls!”” Then he spat.
“But you’re supposed to be my people!” I wanted to yell. (202)

In contrast to this ugliness, Loewenstein describes the view from a bus on
the way to the Dead Sea:

The colors are white, pink and ochre. We reach sea level, then plunge
down to the sea of deadness, the flat desert. The very emptiness—the flat
desolation has its own beauty, and 1 think I must learn to look at loss in
my own life in this way. (207)

Other contributors write about a growing women’s movement and
lesbian and gay movement in Israel. In “Letters from My Aunt,” Helen
Weinstock tells of her difficult but eventually successful search for other
lesbians in Israel. Writing about the Israeli women’s movement, Shelley
Horwitz says: “In the past several years, we have created a network of
women’s centers, battered women’s shelters, and rape crisis centers”
(196). And in Aliza Maggid’s “] esbians in the International Movement
of Gay/Lesbian Jews,” we learn of the activism of Israeli lesbians in
protesting attempts by the Israeli Orthodox rabbinate to force the can-
cellation of the 1978 International Conference of Gay and Lesbian Jews.

While these pieces are important and often moving, they are
primarily experiential. Of the four selections in this section, two are
letters and one, a journal excerpt. Although the authors sometimes state
their political convictions, they do so without providing any detailed
analysis. For instance, Shelley Horwitz simply states her opinion:

I believe that it is important for Jewish women to support Israel—in
addition to working towards important political, economic, and social
change. As Jews, our fate is tied to that of other Jews. The fate of the
Jewish people is tied to Israel. Zionism is the national liberation move-
ment of the Jewish people. (198)

Like Horowitz’ letter, the rest of the nearly fifty pages of this
section contains almost no discussion of the complexity of the Middle
East crisis: the debate over the very existence of Israel; the homelessness,
treatment by Israel, or fate of the Palestinian people; the role of the
United States and the Soviet Union in the Middle East; the use of anti-
Semitism, on the one hand, to force public opinion against Israel, and, on
the other hand, as a defense against criticism of the Israeli government.
We Americans surely do not get a complete picture of what is happening

149




in the Middle East from the mass media, which manipulates public opinion.
The media’s failure to differentiate between Israel as a political entity
and Jews as a people inflames existing anti-Semitism, as is painfully seen
in the upsurge of anti-Semitic violence, both in Europe and in the United
States. The 1982 actions of the Israeli government in routing the PLO from
Beirut have certainly blurred further the possibility of disctictions be-
tween anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism—and I do believe there can be
distinctions. A/l these issues must be addressed.

The Middle East is obviously an emotionally-charged issue which
demands much, much more discussion and examination. Regrettably,
Nice Jewish Girls has not begun such a discussion. The book neither
adequately raises these issues, nor takes responsibility for suggesting how,
as women, as Jews, as lesbians, we might begin to develop a feminist
analysis of them, and consider solutions. I do not expect here a fully
elaborated solution; I do regret that no new perspectives have been of-
fered. A dialogue among Jewish lesbians of differing perspectives might
have challenged readers and opened the way for further discussion in our
communities.

Nice Jewish Girls is an important contribution to the women’s
movement as a whole. It is a steppingstone in what promises to be a diffi-
cult and complex process, a process from which we must not shy away.
Every complexity must be examined. All our differences demand ex-
posure, confrontation, education and understanding.

Rachel Wahba helps us to understand her experience as a Sephardic/
Arabic Jew in “Some of Us Are Arabic.” She uncovers how this experi-
ence is unlike that of Ashkenazi Jews, and yet places these differences in
timely perspective:

As a Jew, I identify with all Jews as a People. We not only share similar
cultural values, but also a common history of oppression—whether Eastern
or Western, Sephardic or Ashkenazi. And we share a common destiny.
(65)
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RIMA SHORE

GLORIA Z. GREENFIELD’S “SHEDDING”:
A FURTHER COMMENT

In reviewing Nice Jewish Girls: A Lesbian Anthology for this maga-
zine, Joyce Kauffman mentioned the “selective use of history” in Gloria
7. Greenfield’s article, “Shedding.” After we looked back to Greenfield’s
sources, members of the Conditions collective came to share Kauffman’s
opinion based upon the facts discussed below. Moreover, in the course of
considering the bases for Kauffman’s statement, we noted similarities
in language between Greenfield’s text and those she relied upon which
are, in our opinion, too close for comfort.] Most importantly, we felt
that Greenfield’s presentation of aspects of Jewish history raised ex-
tremely important issues which merited fuller discussion. Since asking
Kauffman to elaborate on her statement would have meant introducing
a lengthy critique into a largely positive review of the anthology, altering
the tone and the balance of her assessment, we decided on another ap-
proach: a further comment on the use of historical sources in “Shedding”
by a member of our editorial collective.

I looked at four books cited by Greenfield which were on the shelves
of Brooklyn’s public library: Nora Levin’s The Holocaust: The Destruc-
tion of European Jewry 1933-1945; Paul E. Grosser and Edwin G.
Halperin’s The Causes and Effects of Anti-Semitism; Lucien Steinberg’s
Not as a Lamb: Jews against Hitler; and Helen Fein’s Accounting for
Genocide: Victims—and Survivors—of the Holocaust. (Page references in
the following discussion and in the notes refer to these books.)

I found Greenfield’s tendency to repeat isolated statements from her
sources—rather than digesting historians’ discussions of fact, context,
implications, qualifications—particularly troublesome in her account
of resistance and collaboration in Nazi-occupied Western Europe. The
question of who resisted the Nazis and who collaborated with them is
emotionally charged, and problematic for Jewish and non-Jewish histori-
ans. Nora Levin warns of:

. . . the danger of making generalizations about certain aspects of the

Holocaust, such as the role of Jewish resistance, the extent of general

popular resistance, and the presence of unassimilated refugees in the

Copyright ©1983 by Rima Shore

151



midst of integrated communities. In each of the countries of western
Europe—Holland, Belgium and France—these factors can be isolated and
observed, but no conclusion as to their interplay can be drawn. (403)

Greenfield uses her sources to hazard precisely these kinds of gen-
eralizations, contrasting the organized resistance in Belgium with the
belated, ineffective resistance in Holland. She writes that while the “Bel-
gian response differed from that of other occupied Western countries”
(10), in Holland, “Typhus was the bullet that killed Anne [Frank]. The
gun was held by the Dutch population, who offered no mass resistance
to the massacre of seventy-five percent of Holland’s Jewish population”
(22). Her discussion of Belgium cites both Helen Fein and Nora Levin.
Although Levin’s discussion of Belgium is contained in a chapter entitled
“Holland and Belgium,” Greenfield’s statements about Holland rely
solely on Fein. Yet Nora Levin states in that chapter:

In Holland, for example, the Jewish community was well settled and inte-
grated and enjoyed the wholehearted support of the population in facing
the Nazi crisis. Dutch resistance developed early and persisted through
the Nazi occupation. Jews participated in the resistance as Dutch na-
tionals, in the same way they had participated in Dutch life generally.
And yet, Jewish losses in Holland were shattering. In Belgium, on the
other hand, the losses were much lighter, despite a less active Belgium
resistance and the presence of many Jewish refugees, estranged and cut
off from Belgium Jewry as well as the general community. (403)

Another historian cited by Greenfield, Lucien Steinberg, writes that
in Holland,

- - - more than 105,000 [Jews] were deported and put to death; and this
despite the fact that the Dutch Resistance movement was of a consider-
able size, and that almost the whole of the Dutch population rejected
Nazism, particularly in its anti-Semitic aspects. (131)

Elsewhere he remarks that, “Holland was the only German-occupied
European country to organise a general strike as a protest against German
anti-Jewish measures” (156).

These views directly oppose that presented by Greenfield. In some
respects, this conflict reflects disagreement among historians. Levin
and Steinberg analyze the reasons for devastating losses in Holland
despite Dutch resistance; Greenfield follows Fein in stressing the collapse
of that resistance from late 1941 until 1943, when Dutch Christians were
faced with the prospect of forced labor in Germany. It remains unclear to
me why Greenfield relies so unreservedly on Levin and Steinberg at some
moments, only to ignore or dismiss their basic tenets at the next. What in
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Fein’s interpretation proved more convincing? I am not an historian, and
in any case know more about Jewish experience in Eastern than in West-
ern Europe. I am not in a position to draw definitive conclusions about
the political and historical issues which divide the scholars whom Green-
field cites. But I believe that Greenfield was obliged at least to acknowl-
edge that her view is not shared by all scholars, that two historians
whom she cites as authorities present a very different picture, and that
Fein too offers both a context for the Dutch response and qualifying
statements. For example, Fein describes strikes by Dutch workers in
February, 1941, spontaneous student protests in response to a purge of
Jewish teachers, and Gentile support of Jewish resistance:

However, in Amsterdam the object of such actions [by the German
Nazis to incite the public against Jews] was foiled by the development
of mass resistance within the Jewish quarter by Jews and some of their
Dutch neighbors, most likely to be of the working class. (269)

Greenfield states that by June, 1943, “Of the 20,000 Jews left in
hiding [in Holland), half were betrayed or discovered” (23). She takes this
statement from Fein (286); “Shedding” contains no reference to the
figures or the contextual statements provided by Levin:

The number of Jews reported in hiding at various periods shows not
only Jewish efforts to avoid deportation calls after the summer of 1942,
but also the valiant Dutch efforts to save them:

September 11, 1942 25,000
March 20, 1943 10,000-15,000
June 25, 1943 20,000
February 11, 1944 11,000
At liberation 7,000

The figures also attest to the last relentless drives of the S.S. to bag their
quarry. Often those who had given Jews shelter were also murdered.
These figures become heroic when it is recalled that in the last winter of
the war, the Dutch also suffered a Hungertod. Four hundred people
starved to death each day. (418)

Greenfield mentions the fact that Belgians wore Jewish stars to show
solidarity with the Jews, but passes over Levin’s mention of the yellow
flowers worn by Dutch citizens in their lapels as an act of resistance.
She does not mention the 20,000 Dutch Christians whose rejection of
Nazi racial policies resulted in their deportation to concentration camps
(Levin, 409).

She presents selectively the role of the Dutch clergy. Greenfield
follows Fein in stressing the important fact that the Dutch Reformed
Church until 1943 exchanged “pulpit silence on the plight of Jews in
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exchange for the exemption of Christians of Jewish origin” (Greenfield,
22). She does not cite Fein’s statement on the facing page that Holland’s
Roman Catholic Church “proved to be the most outspoken Roman
Catholic Church in Europe by refusing the offer: its head denounced the
deportations from the pulpit and in February, 1943 forbade Catholic
policemen from participating in hunts for Jews, even if it caused the loss
of their jobs™ (285). Fein also notes that Protestant churches other than
the Dutch Reformed also knew of the offer, but nevertheless spoke out

against the deportations. j

Certainly the history of the Holocaust includes belated resistance
and collaboration, disastrous failures by Europeans and Americans, and
specifically by the Christian clergy, to respond to the overwhelming Nazi
threat to Jews. And collaborators could be found in every occupied
country, including Holland and Belgium. We must not avert our gaze
from this history. But an arrangement of isolated statements selected to
confirm what appear to be pre-existing convictions of one country’s
heroism and another’s ignominy, serves no one.

Greenfield implies that the absence or presence of resistance largely
explains the number of Jewish lives lost under Nazi occupation. All of her
sources agree that Holland’s Jewish community was virtually decimated;
more than 105,000 of its population of 140,000 died at the hands of the
Nazis. But her sources also indicate that a meaningful comparison of
devastation in the two countries would consider numerous factors, in-
cluding the following: 2

Military reality: The stunning speed of the German assault cut off
escape routes from Holland; thousands of Belgian Jews were able to

flee to France, although many did not make it and others were later
deported.

Early suppression of Jewish resistance: Workers® strikes in 1941
(which closed shipyards and armament plants and stopped public trans-
portation) and attacks against individual Nazis led to crushing reprisals
from which Holland’s Jewish resistance never recovered.

Nazi strategy: Unlike Belgium or France, Holland was considered
a Germanic region, marked for permanent protectorate status and in-
corporation into a Greater Reich. The Nazis imposed a more rigorous
registration, mounted a more intense ideological campaign (provoki
anti-Semitic acts by Dutch Christians with particular zeal), and in gene':gj
exerted more complete control than in the other occupied Western
European countries.
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Nazi leadership: Choreographing the deportation of Dutch Jews was
Hanns Albin Rauter, a fanatic Austrian for whom anti-Semitism was the
reason for being a Nazi (Steinberg, 157); as Greenfield mentions, the
influence in Belgium of General Alexander von Falkenhausen, a less ex-
treme commander of occupying forces (who in 1944 was implicated in
a plot against Hitler) to some degree checked the Gestapo in Belgium,
except in Antwerp.

Geography: Holland’s topography provided few forests, few natural
means of concealment; its geographic situation allowed few escape
routes. Amsterdam’s layout—a cluster of small islands separated by
canals, connected by bridges—facilitated the Nazi effort to isolate the
Jewish quarter. Also, the traditional style of Dutch houses did not lend
itself readily to tunneling or concealment.

Deportation quotas: On June 23, 1942, Eichmann stipulated de-
portation of 40,000 Dutch and 40,000 French Jews, and 10,000 Belgian
Jews.

Role of the Jewish Council: All of Greenfield’s sources point to the
debilitating role of Holland’s Jewish Council (Joodse Raad), which cen-
tralized many functions relating to Jews, stratified and thus divided the
Jewish community, encouraged compliance with the Nazi authorities,
and in the opinion of many, played into their hands. (Lucien Steinberg
cites the existence of the Joodse Raad as the key factor which worked
against the formation of a social defense movement and ultimately led
to Dutch Jewry’s shattering losses.) By the time the Nazis attempted to
establish this kind of Council in Belgium, most of the members of the
Jewish community with the prestige necessary to form such a body had
fled.

Domination of civil administration: The day-to-day administration
of Holland was more completely dominated by Nazis than in Belgium,
where many Belgians retained their posts in the bureaucracy, and in this
way were in a position to aid Jews or impede Nazi efforts.

Identity cards: The complex design of the tri-colored identity cards
carried by Dutch Jews made them significantly more difficult to alter or
forge than Belgium’s more simple identity cards.

Bureaucratic style: The traditionally meticulous records of the
Dutch bureaucracy allowed the Nazis to keep track of Jews with particu-
lar efficiency.
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These factors do not explain the systematic murder of Holland’s
Jewry—this no list of facts or circumstances can do. They do not dis-
count the role of collaboration. Rather, they demonstrate the danger
of lifting facts out of context. |

Greenfield’s discussion of the registration of Belgian Jews further
dramatizes this danger. Levin states that on the eve of the German inva-
sion, Jews in Belgium numbered about 90,000. “As Germans began to
cross the border, there was a mass flight to France and almost half the
total Jewish population in Belgium fled. On October 28, 1940, when all
Jews were ordered to register with the police, 42,000 reported. The
Germans added 10,000 to this figure to account for the estimated num-
ber of Jewish children who were being sheltered but had not registered”
(419, italics added). Greenfield apparently took note of this paragraph,
for in the context of describing opposition to the Nazis in Belgium, she
writes, “In October 1940, when all Jews were ordered to register with
the police, only 42,562 reported.” (10; italics added). She cites Stein-
berg, not Levin as a source here, and uses his figure.3 Comparing Green=
field’s statement to Levin’s we find added the misleading word, only.
Had all 90,000 Jews remained in Belgium, the only might have been
warranted. But Greenfield does not include here Levin’s preceding sen-
tence about mass flight to France; in fact, 42,000 constituted most of
the Jewish population at the time of registration. She also leaves out
Levin’s next sentence: “There were also several thousand adults who did
not register, most of them from the well-assimilated native-born Jewish
population” (420). While there were indeed Jews who defiantly refused
to register,* this option was generally open to those who, for linguistic
and cultural reasons, had a better chance of passing in Belgian society.
The majority of Belgium’s Jews were refugees who could not pass and
who did register because they had no alternative. Holocaust history offers
countless instances of Jews’ resistance and heroism; we do not have to
invent them.

I am objecting not only to Greenfield’s misrepresentation of the
facts, but also to the principle of using registration figures to suggest the
degree of resistance among Jews in occupied countri¢s. Certainly ins
formation about the numbers of Jews who registered with the Gestapo
has a place in histories of the Holocaust. But to supply this kind of in«
formation without context, without discussion of the situation of Jewlnj
in occupied countries, without a consideration of the alternative, implie§
an equation between registration and capitulation. This borders on the
kind of reasoning that created the stereotype of the European Jew pas:
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sively led to the slaughter. As Greenfield notes, 90 percent of Belgium’s
Jews were immigrants; historian Nora Levin stresses that most spoke
neither Flemmish nor French. They were particularly visible, and there-
fore particularly endangered. For most, to register was a bid for sur-
vival: another day, another month.

Inaccuracies in “Shedding” are not limited to Greenfield’s discussion
of the Holocaust. For example, she states that, “In part due to Napoleon’s
commitment to Jewish civil liberties, Germanic anti-Semitic practices
declined during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries” (15). Even if
Napoleon had been alive in the seventeenth century, or politically influ-
ential in the eighteenth (he overthrew the Directoire in 1799 and became
Emperor in 1804), he hardly championed Jewish rights. Grosser and
Halperin, whose book is cited by Greenfield, note that in France in 1808,
Napoleon “issued an imperial decree limiting Jewish economic activities
and freedom of movement and abrogated previous privileges some Jewish
communities had been granted before his conquest™ (210-11). The civil
liberties he granted outside France, in the countries he conquered,
stemmed from his desire to consolidate his empire, rather than from a
“commitment” to Jewish rights.

Greenfield ends her article with the refusal to remain silent. And
we should not be silent. We should speak. But not before we have con-
sidered with great care the complexity, the possible implications, the
accuracy of our statements—particularly if our words will reach a wide
audience. For as Elana Dykewoman wrote in Nice Jewish Girls, ‘1
perceive that this will be the ‘source book’ on judaism within the lesbian
community for some time . ..” (148). Because the anthology is so visible,
so powerful in stirring dialogue, it is imperative to challenge the presenta-
tion as historical fact of questionable or inaccurate statements. Jewish
history is too important for distortions to pass unnoticed.
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NOTES

1. As I read through Greenfield’s sources, it seemed to me that many of the histori=
cal statements in “Shedding” echo the language of these books to an extent which,
in my opinion, goes beyond the bounds of appropriate use of sources. Compare, for
example, the following passages. The second appears in “Shedding” without foot=
note or quotation marks.

Otto Boechel (see 1886) was elected to the Reichstag on the slogan,
“Peasants! Free yourselves from the Jewish middlemen!” . . .

Hermann Aklwardt published his pamphlet Der Verzweiflungkampf
der Arischen Vélker mit dem Judentum (The Aryan People’s Battle of
Despair Against Jewry). In it he depicted the “Jewish monster octopus”
controlling every phase of German life, army, government, business, edu-
cation, agriculture.

Grosser and Halperin, pp. 225, 226

Otto Boechel was elected to the Reichstag in 1887 on the slogan,
“Peasants! Free yourselves from the Jewish middlemen!” Three years
later, Hermann Ahlwardt published his pamphlet Der Verzweiflungkampf
der arischen Volker mit dem Judentum, which depicted the “Jewish
monster octopus” controlling every phase of German life, army, govern-
ment, business, education, and agriculture.

Greenfield, p. 16

At other times, Greenfield provides a source but does not indicate that she is
quoting directly, as in the following example:

Some Belgian officials, however, used their knowledge and power to cir-
cumvent German edicts. . . .

The Belgian police were deftly noncooperative, losing and misplacing
files on Jews and forging and manufacturing documents for them. Several
Belgian officials in the Ministry of Justice saved some Jews by intervening
directly. They also made substantial sums of money available for the
Jewish Defense Committee which supplied thousands of Jews with false
documents and supported Jews in hiding. Major E. Calberg, an official in
the Food and Supply Ministry, persuaded the Red Cross to surrender to
him a thousand food parcels which he distributed to Jews in hiding. The
Department of Registry helped Jews evade deportation by facilitating
mixed marriages.

Levin, pp. 419, 421

Some Belgian officials used their knowledge and power to circumvent
German edicts. Belgian police “lost” and misplaced” files on Jews,
forging and manufacturing documents for them. Several Belgian officials
in the Ministry of Justice saved some Jews by intervening directly, as well
as making substantial sums of money available for CDJ, which supplied
thousands of Jews with false documents and supported Jews in hiding.
An official in the Food and Supply Ministry persuaded the Red Cross to
surrender a thousand food parcels, which he distributed to Jews in
hiding. The Department of Registry helped Jews evade deportation by
facilitating mixed marriages.

Greenfield, p. 11 (cites Levin, p. 421 only)

158




2. Helen Fein, whose discussion of belated Dutch resistance and the sell-out of the
clergy is closely followed by Greenfield, mentions a number of factors not included
in this summary, such as: lack of leadership from the government-in-exile; denial
of reports of extermination by both Jews and Christians; Nazi exploitation of hos-
tility between German and Dutch Jews; and the Nazi effort to create opportunities
for collaboration in every sphere of Dutch life. Fein stresses that, “The decimation
of Communist cadres [122 top leaders and 90 lower functionaries] helps explain the
lapse of organized resistance from 1941 to the first quarter of 1943 (270).

3. Steinberg states that:

. . in Belgium alone, the Gestapo registered 42,562 Jews over fifteen
years of age, that is to say, counting the children, abot 52,000 in other
words about 60 per cent of those who had been domiciled there before
the war. This meant that around 40,000 Jews had found refuge outside
Belgium, principally in France. (131-1 32;italics added)

4. Steinberg cites the exceptional case of Ghert Jospa, Jew and a Communist who
was Bassarabian by birth and had lived in Belgium for ten years when the registra-
tion was enacted.

... Jospa did not register as a Jew, which to him seemed an extremely
dangerous thing to do: as an experienced militant Communist, he knew

that any measures imposed by the Germans only served to further their
own interests; nor did he wish to give the German police the slightest clue

of his whereabouts. (144)
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ELIZABETH WATER!

|

ALL THE WOMEN ARE WHITE, ALL THE BLACKS ARE
MEN, BUT SOME OF US ARE BRAVE: BLACK WOMEN’S
STUDIES, edited by Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott,and
Barbara Smith. The Feminist Press, Old Westbury, N.Y., 1982. 398 pp.
$8.95. !

. .. I finally want to express how much easier both my waking and my sleep-
ing hours would be if there were one book in existence that would tell
me something specific about my life . . . just one book to reflect the
reality that I and the other black women whom I love are trying to create.
When such a book exists then each of us will not only know better how
to live, but how to dream. (173)

Barbara Smith must have known when she wrote those words in
1977 that she would be a part of compiling and editing the very book

that would begin the process for black feminists and lesbians to “live™
and “dream.” i

All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of U&‘
Are Brave: Black Women'’s Studies, edited by Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell
Scott, and Barbara Smith, the first work specifically designed to be used
as a text for programs in black women’s studies provides a series of essays.
and historical bibliographic information about black women from slavery
to the present. But Some of Us Are Brave includes information on black
women writers and singers; confronts various issues affecting black
women, such as health care and organizing; has an extensive research
section; and overall provides much of the groundwork material necessary
for a basic, introductory course in black women’s studies.

The most significant contribution this book makes is in its explora-
tion of the lives of black women from a primarily feminist perspective,
exploring also the pain and isolation often involved in that perspective,
the particular courage needed to maintain the feminist stance, and the
resultant rewards. To read the various pieces in But Some of Us Are
Brave is to experience again the loneliness of our situation, but it is also
to reflect positively on certain other aspects of our lives and to realize
that each of us, caught up in our struggling, is also united with others
like ourselves whose numbers, happily, are growing.

Copyright © 1983 by Elizabeth Waters
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In Section One, “Searching for Sisterhood: Black Feminism,” Michele
Wallace in her popular “A Black Feminist’s Search for Sisterhood,”
poignantly articulates the difficult transition she made from black
nationalism to black feminism, the alienation she felt both from black
men who accused her of betraying the black race by embracing feminism
and from watching non-feminist black women continually subjecting
themselves to sexist treatment in the name of preserving the black
nation. Wallace said of black feminists then, and this isolation is still
felt by many black women who are feminists:

.. . We exist as women who are Black, who are feminists, each stranded
for the moment, working independently because there is not yet an
environment in this society remotely congenial to our struggle—because,
being on the bottom, we would have to do what no one else has done: we
would have to fight the world. (12)

Our reality as black feminists makes our fight a necessary fight. In
that same section the Combahee River Collective’s powerful “A Black
Feminist Statement” is also reprinted, and still remains one of the most
eloquent discussions of the convergence of race, class, and sex in the
lives of black women: “We also find it difficult to separate race from
class from sex oppression because most often in our lives they are experi-
enced simultaneously” (16). To attempt to separate or exclude one part
of our lives from another is to invite spiritual and political suicide. But
there sometimes seems to be no safe direction in which to turn, for if we
face conflicts within the black world, when we encounter white fem-
inists, we face there the racism of their world.

In Section Two, “Roadblocks and Bridges: Confronting Racism,”
in her article, “A Child of One’s Own,” Alice Walker illustrates a form of
racism under which many white feminists operate, i.e. they forget or fail
to recognize that black women are not only black but, amazingly, women
too. Using the critically acclaimed Judy Chicago Dinner Party exhibit,
Walker humorously describes the racism of Chicago’s plates:

. .. All the plates are creatively imagined vaginas. . . . The Sojourner
Truth plate is the only one in the collection that shows—instead of a
vagina a face, in fact, three faces. One weeping (a truly cliche tear) ... and
another, screaming (a no less cliche scream) . . . and a third gimcracky
‘African design,” smiling. . . . It occurred to me that perhaps white fem-
inists, no less than white women generally, cannot imagine Black women
have vaginas. ... (43)

Patricia Bell Scott’s article, “Debunking Sapphire: Toward a Non-
Racist and Non-Sexist Social Science,” in Section Three, “Dispelling the
Myths: Black Women and the Social Sciences,” discusses the sexist atti-
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tudes of both black and white male sociologists and psychologists in the
ways in which they either support or refute the theory of the black ma-
triarch. Black men, in arguing against the racism inherent in the theory of
the black matriarch, usually at the same time promote sexist attitudes
toward black women by asserting that “the black matriarchy theorists
are merely trying to victimize and ostracize the black man by saying
that he can’t take care of his family” (87)—as if this were the exclusive
role of the male.

Sexism confronts black women from many directions. In Section
Four, “Creative Survival: Preserving Body, Mind, and Spirit,” Constance
M. Carroll’s selection, “Three’s a Crowd: The Dilemma of Black Women
in Higher Education,” challenges some of the myths long held about the
educational advantages of black women over black men. Carroll cites the
results of a survey conducted in 1968 of doctoral and professional de-
grees conferred by black institutions that found, “Ninety-one per cent
were awarded to black men, only nine per cent to black women” (116).

In Section Five, “‘Necessary Bread’: Black Women’s Literature.”
Barbara Smith in her groundbreaking article, “Toward a Black Feminist
Criticism,” discusses sexist, racist and cursory treatment afforded black
women writers by the white male and female and black male critical
establishment and she puts forth a radical discussion of lesbianism as an
issue in black women’s writing. Smith examines how a black lesbian
feminist approach to literary works may reveal aspects of the work often
ignored by the aforementioned establishment. For example, Smith makes
her controversial claim that Toni Morrison’s novel Sula is a lesbian novel
“in the emotions expressed, in the definition of female character, and in
the way that the politics of heterosexuality are portrayed” (170). She
also mentions the role black feminist criticism has in “creating a climate
in which black lesbian writers can survive.” Though Smith does a com-
mendable job of discussing lesbianism and black feminist criticism, her
article and Gloria T. Hull’s article on Alice Dunbar Nelson, wherein Hull
discusses Nelson’s lesbianism, and Lorraine Bethel’s article on Zora
Neale Hurston, in which Bethel discusses black woman-identification as
the basis of black feminist criticism, are the only ones which relate spe-
cifically to black lesbianism. And clearly that is not enough. Though
some of the other articles refer to black lesbianism, a separate piece on
the issue of lesbianism is warranted—whether it be on the cultural isola-
tion of black lesbians or on black lesbian mothers.

One of the book’s greatest values is in its in-depth bibliographical
section which takes up just slightly less than one-third of the book and
comprises Section Six, “Bibliographies and Bibliographic Essays.” In-
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cluded here are names of handbooks and directories, studies, listings of
reference tools divided into sections on employment, the arts, education,
women’s organizations, composers, aids for finding periodicals and
anthologies. It is an invaluable sourcebook and a catalyst for further
research.

However, the lack of more definitive information on black lesbians
is not the only shortcoming of But Some of Us Are Brave. There are no
articles on black women in prision, motherhood, aging. There are no
essays devoted to the visual and performing arts. I also found missing
essays on social problems, such as rape, domestic violence, child care.
Much of the work in But Some of Us Are Brave seems to deal with the
theoretical aspects of our lives and less with the day to day.

In the past black women have been put into situations where we
have been expected to choose between our feminism and our blackness,
to make a choice between either the black movement or the women’s
movement. But Some of Us Are Brave signals a new beginning in that
for the first time an attempt has been made to present a unified and
analytical portrait of the various elements of the lives of black women
from a feminist point of view and a recognition made that we cannot
exist as “either/or” but as “all.” For that reason alone this book is well
worth the reading and the reflection. It is a vital step in the development
of black women’s studies and indicates the direction in which we right-
fully ought to be heading.
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CRIS SOUTH

FOLLY by Maureen Brady. The Crossing Press, Trumansburg, N.Y.
14886, 1982. 196 pp. $7.95 softcover.

When 1 finished reading Give Me Your Good Ear by Maureen Brady,
I knew I was a fan. I liked her style of writing, her careful pacing, her ob-
vious thoughtfulness. But I have to admit that when I saw her at the
Women In Print conference in D.C. in October of ’81 and she asked me if
I would be interested in reading a draft of her newest novel, Folly, which
was about women working in the garment factories of the South, I had a
lot of reservations and nervousness about it.

As a Southern-born, working-class woman, [ have spent my life with
the stereotype of who and what I am in the eyes of other people, people
who do not live in the South, who know very little about the South, who
continue to believe in the Scarlett O’Hara image of Southern women, or
who continue to believe in the sub-human racist Southern woman who
still holds images of slaves in her mind. If I didn’t fit into any of those
categories, there was always the uneducated red-necked, slovenly drawler,
an assumption I guess was based solely on my accent. These stereotypes |
didn’t come only from ignorant men and heterosexual women who lived
outside the South; they came from Lesbians and Lesbian-feminists,
women from whom I expected more thought and analysis. So even
though I liked and respected Maureen as a person, and ev°n though |
admired her work as a writer, I was worried and scared to read her book.,
She was a woman from New York. How could she write a novel about
rural, Southern, working-class women that would be accurate and positive?
I was scared she would not; I was afraid I would be hurt and offended by
Folly, by Maureen, by even one slip of the pen.

It took me two weeks to get up enough nerve to open the manu«
script after it arrived. Once I started reading, I knew I held a positive,
important novel in my hands.

Folly is thoughtful, powerful, and proud. The characters Mauree
has created are solid, strong women who are proud of their lives, w
find no shame in themselves, their work, or their class. They are friends
co-workers, neighbors, caring for one another and their families, taking

Copyright ©1983 by Cris South

164



care of business in the best way they know. They are working-class
women, the kind of women I grew up with and hive known all my life.

The main character, Folly, and her best friznd/next-door-neighbor,
Martha, work the night shift at a garment factory, sewing zippers into
men’s polyester pants. It is a sewing machine ass:mbly line, with produc-
tion quotas to meet, a supervisor who watches the women like the pro-
verbial hawk, noise, dust, no benefits, and many unyielding rules. There
is no freedom, only unending, exhausting work, with no sick leave, no
time off, no excused absences.

The firing of a woman co-worker sets off the main plot of the
book—a strike and an attempt to organize a union in the factory. For the
first time, the white women and the Black women must really work to-
gether on a personal basis if they are to succeed. And to work together,
the white women must confront their racism ard begin to change them-
selves and their attitudes.

A great deal of the focus of the book is on the strike as well as Folly
and her growing relationship with Martha. But there are also intriguing
sub-plots revolving around Folly’s teenaged daughter, Mary Lou, and her
attraction to a young woman named Lenore who is the butcher at the
A&P who is known to be “queer.” There is an ongoing correspondence
between Lenore and her lover, Betsy, who woiks the Alaskan pipeline.
And there is Lenore’s attempt to become friends with a young Black
woman named Sabrina, who works at the locil diner. At first glance,
the plot of Folly seems simple. That simplicity s deceptive; this is a very
ambitious book, dealing with change and struggle and survival. Maureen
attempts to cover a lot within these pages.

I was relieved and excited to read Folly, faving found a great deal
of the available current Lesbian fiction to be superficial and very pre-
dictable. As an avid reader of fiction, I was hungry for work which
showed women’s lives in a fuller dimension of rzality-life, work, relation-
ships, sexuality, the politics of change and surival, not just coming-out
stories and guilt. I wanted fiction which showed women really living their
whole lives. By the time I read Folly, 1 was immersed in trying to com-
plete my own book, in which I wanted real women, so I knew how
difficult it is to accomplish that reality without thetoric and “preaching.”

Folly evolves very naturally. The idea of the strike comes easily in
the book, the very real feeling of women why perhaps couldn’t get it
together to fight for themselves as individualsbut who could get it to-
gether to act on the behalf of another woman vho has been hurt in such
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a way they cannot possibly ignore it, even at the risk of losing their own
jobs. But the strike is not forced on the reader. It is there and is a large
part of the book. Folly contains many other realities: how to raise chil-
dren, how to pay the bills, how to cope with prejudices and racism, how
to continue a growing, changing relationship. We get to see a fairly com-
plete woman, as complete as a character can be within the confines of a
relatively short book. If the novel were a hundred pages longer, I would
only expect Folly to grow even more than she does.

In writing political, reality-based fiction, I think it is very difficult
to achieve a balance between making a point and belaboring it. Just as I
rapidly become bored with superficiality, I become equally bored with
having an idea or point shoved down my throat. When I read fiction, I
want a well-plotted story that is realistic and pertinent. I want charac-
ters who live and breathe. Maureen gives that in Folly, and I have a great
deal of admiration for her craft.

Folly is not the perfect piece of Lesbian fiction by any means: there
were parts of the book that gave me trouble.

[ wanted more of the Black women, who were such strong, powerful
characters. I didn’t see nearly enough of them and I needed a bit more
of Folly’s beginning to come to terms with her own racist attitudes. It all
happened a bit too easily for me to be completely comfortable, even
though I know Folly is a “good woman.” I found Mabel’s reaction to the
white women (willing to give them a chance because she almost had to
but being very cautious) much more realistic than some of the white
characters’ reactions to the women of color. I wanted more of Folly’s
thoughts, how she reasoned it all out.

One of the most memorable and realistic scenes for me was the cele-
bratory softball game during which the women divided up into teams
that fell right down the color line. The women were nervous and the ten-
sion of the scene, amid the fun and laughter, is real. The other solid scene
concerning racism and tension was, for me, the initial meeting of several
of the women strikers, held in the beauty parlor that was supposed to be
familiar and non-threatening to all of the women, Black and white. The
Black women were not comfortable; the beauty parlor was a white
experience. The dialogue in this scene sets up a very intense tension and a
very real situation—Black women having to correct the assumptions of
white women, and white women having finally to begin to question
themselves as well as their own misconceptions. Some of the women
present at the meeting were unable and unwilling to understand what was
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being said to them by the Black women. It felt just like many scenes I
have sat through in real life. I wanted more of this kind of reality, more
of the interactions among the older women, more about the reality of
race, age, education, opportunity. I know it can’t all be in one book, but
sometimes, how I wish.

I find the cover to be a very unfortunate first impression of the con-
tent of the book, and I think it very much misleads a probable reader by
misrepresenting the book. Only a very small part of the novel deals with
the relationship between Lenore, a white woman, and Sabrina, a Black
woman, and Sabrina works behind the counter in the diner; she never sits
in it and socializes. And yet this is the situation which the cover ap-
parently depicts. I know there was a great deal of difficulty surrounding
getting together a cover for Folly, but if it is reprinted, as I suspect it will
be, 1 hope a cover will be chosen that more accurately reflects the
content of the book.

My joy in Folly lies mainly in the almost complete lack of any nega-
tive stereotype of any woman, but especially Southern, working-class
women. For years I tried to change everything about myself that was
Southern and/or working-class. It took a long time before I got angry
enough to realize that I was not the one who needed to change. Since
then, I have become more sensitive to class and privilege, and more proud
of my Southern identity. I am a working-class woman, from a working-
class family, and I am not ashamed anymore. Maureen has taken a setting
and characters which have been a large part of my life and she has cre-
ated a fiction within that context. She has not written a word of shame
or apology on the pages of her book. For that I am glad and grateful.
Only with thought about class and regional differences/stereotyping, and
only with positive images to replace the old, inaccurate, negative ones,
will women be able to start to change their concepts and stop trying to
fit Southern women into a mold of prejudice that is not only unfitting, it
is absolutely intolerable. We are not caricatures of women. Working-class
women, whether they are mill workers or secretaries, Southern or not,
are not lowdife forms to be pitied or taken less seriously. We are sur-
vivors of the hierarchy from the lowest point society plans.

I think Folly may well serve as a starting point for many women. It
should be read seriously, because these are real lives. It may be classified
as fiction, but there is very little fiction within this book. Maureen has
written a lot of truth.
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JEWELLE L. GOME:

ZAMI: A NEW SPELLING OF MY NAME by Audre Lorde.
Persephone Press, Inc., PO Box 7222, Watertown, MA 02172. 256 pp:
$7.95.1982.

Each new book of poetry by Audre Lorde has expanded the bound-
ary of where words can take us. Her latest book, Zami: A New Spelling
of My Name, which she describes as a biomythography, continues in that
tradition. It is a blending of autobiography, the simple history of her life,
with an inner monologue, the timely perceptions of a fertile thinker. In
presenting her life as not immutable fact but dramatic reflection she
avoids the affectations of most autobiographies and captures the excite
ment of a mythological adventure.

Audre’s earliest memories, as the myopic, silent child of immigrant
parents in the twenties, picture her as the listener. She did not speak
until she was four but the child Audre hears all. She is the observer
within her strong West Indian family. Her parents came to the United
States in 1924 while still in their twenties. They brought with them the
secrets of Granada, the mystical island home they’d left behind: the
herbal remedies; the neighborhood songs; and legends of Zami, a name for
women who work together as friends and lovers. f

None of this could protect them from the Depression or racism but
they did instill a sense of power in Audre’s mother, Linda, who stood
as a bulwark between the destructiveness of prejudice and her three
daughters. Once enrolled in a white Catholic school in Harlem, Audre i§
the outsider because of her vision problems and the overt racism her
mother can no longer keep hidden.

When Audre’s sister is barred from a high school graduation trip to
Washington, D.C. because the hotel the class will stay in does not admit
blacks, their father takes the entire family to the nation’s capital. Once
there they are turned away from a Breyer’s soda fountain because they
are black:

The waitress was white, the counter was white, and the ice cream I never
ate in Washington, D.C. that summer I left childhood was white, and the
white heat and the white pavement and the white stone monuments of
my first Washington summer made me sick to my stomach for the whole

Copyright © 1983 by Jewelle L. Gomez
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rest of that trip and it wasn’t much of a graduation present after all. (71)

A large part of the book is a child’s eye view of her world presented
in snapshot groupings that relate personal and American history. Although
the story encompasses some of our most dramatic political episodes—
the Rosenberg trial and execution, the rise of McCarthyism and the
advent of court-ordered desegregation of the south—Lorde does not
indulge in cute revelations about rubbing shoulders with “the stars.”
Many autobiographers fill their pages with predictions of greatness and
proximity thereto, yet never ignite the sparks that must have flown
between the luminaries that are mentioned. Lorde’s focus is on just such
electricity—between herself and the women with whom she shares her
life:

I loved DeLois because she was big and Black and special and seemed to
laugh all over. I was scared of DeLois for those very same reasons. . .
She moved like how I thought god’s mother must have moved, and my
mother once upon a time, and someday maybe me. (4)

Maya Angelou notwithstanding, black women do not regularly
choose to present themselves in full autobiographies. It is a form particu-
larly suited to Lorde whose personal presence has always been strongly
felt in her poetry. She is there, mourning Genevieve, her dead high school
friend in “Memorial II” written in 1954 and still there in 1972 when she
writes with a touch of irony in “My Fifth Trip to Washington Ended in
Northeastern Delaware.” Her biography is, in fact and form, a continua-
tion of the storytelling tradition evident in her poetry.

Lorde’s journal-entry style lets us listen to the listener; to go inside
of the outsider. What we find is a woman keenly aware of the value of
intensity to the quality of life.

In her essay, Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,* Lorde begins
to reclaim the erotic nature of women for the strength and sustenance it
provides. She exalts in the inclination to follow intuition and do the
most productive/pleasurable, not necessarily most profitable thing. She
says:

As women, we have come to distrust that power which rises from our
deepest and non-rational knowledge. We have been warned against it all
our lives by the male world, which values this depth of feeling enough to
keep women around in order to exercise it in the service of men, but
which fears this same depth too much to examine the possibilities of it
within themselves.

*Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power. Out and Out Books, 1978. Pamphlet
distributed by Crossing Press, Trumansburg, NY 14886.

169




Audre’s mother, Linda, looms over the life of her three daughters
as a woman of just such power. She hovers close to the edge of tyranny,
in her attempt to make a world of justice, order, and prosperity out of
racism, chaos, and deprivation. But more than a fair-skinned West Indian
woman fighting for work and to instill pride in her darker daughters, she
is a woman infused with a great sensuality which has seeped in from her
African/Carribean roots through the soles of her feet and has passed it
on to her daughter, Audre, with each laying on of hands:

Sitting between my mother’s spread legs, her strong knees gripping my
shouders tightly like some well-attended drum, my head in her lap, while
she brushed and combed and oiled and braided. I feel my mother’s
strong, rough hands all up in my unruly hair . . . I remember the warm
mother smell caught between her legs and the intimacy of our physical
touching nestled inside of the anxiety/pain like a nutmeg nestled inside
its covering of mace. (32).

The sensual quality of Lorde’s imagery is as pervasive here as it is in
her poetry. She pictures the colors and textures of her life with an inten-
sity that is warm to the touch. She describes her chance meeting witha
new child in the neighborhood who appears to the four-year-old Audre
like a baby doll come to life. The little girl is a vision in a velvet frock
coat and white fur muff that Audre hungers to touch and make real. The
silky invitation of the fur and the warmth of her body next to Audre’s
snowsuit envelops her in a haze of sensual pleasure common enough to
children but rarely remembered or acknowledged when they become
adults. There is a directness in Lorde’s acceptance of sexuality that does
not let you avoid its powerful role in our lives.

Unlike many women writers of our time, Lorde does not back away
from herself as a sexual being and is able to make the most private and
vulnerable moments a comfortable part of our memory. She recounts the
beginning of an affair in Mexico with an older woman who hestitates to
make love because of the scars she bears from a mastectomy. In her
description she makes tangible the reality of the singular breast on her
lover’s chest burned from radiation; as well as the tenderness and desire¢
she feels for this woman who is not separate from her wounds. Audre
does not shrink from disfigurement but embraces her; not hidden in the
romance of darkness, but in full lamplight.

Lorde exalts in women’s sexual nature, which persists despite soci+
ety’s attempts to smother it; and applauds the important role that nature
has in flavoring our lives.

As Audre moves along what she calls the “journey to this house of
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myself” (43), her vision of the world becomes sharp and sometimes pain-
ful. There is much sentiment: for her family, for her first friend/love,
Genevieve, who commits suicide at 15, for the orphaned children of the
Rosenbergs and for her need to define herself apart from her family,
friends and causes. But it is not a sentimental journey. Each lesson she
learns along the way reveals more of the woman her mother was and the
woman Audre is to become.

Audre leaves home soon after graduation from Hunter High School,
withdrawing from the mother who was so crucial in the shaping of her
life but who cannot understand that life as she lived it. Her focus shifts
then to the friends and lovers in Greenwich Village during the fifties.
She easily engages us in the mythological romanticism of the never-
ending circuit of women’s bars: Laurel’s, the Pony Stable, Sea Colony,
Page Three, Swing and the Bagatelle; as well as the smoky basement
rooms where black women (often made to feel out of place in the white
bars) gave the best house parties on earth. The secret world of recreation
rooms in Queens was a microcosm of class and style. Black women
revelled in buckskin shoes and D.A. haircuts or lowneck, tight dresses
and high heels. There was an elegance of dress and food that made the
underground quality of the parties irresistible. Blending with the smoky
dimness of colored light, abundant drinks and creative food displays was
the sweet smell of hairdos fresh from the beauty parlor and the sense of
social masks dropped at the door. Everywhere we find the familiar that
makes us nod our heads in recognition.

Lorde’s approach to unravelling this life before us is adventurous
and, for the most part, satisfying. Occasionally, though, reading Zami is
like watching a lush tropical island through a telescope. What we see is
exciting, intense, and colorful but it leaves us hungering to open the
other eye and see a larger horizon up close. The episodic nature of her
form does not allow for an accumulated involvement with the people in
her life. Often when shifting from one situation to another characters are
dropped abruptly and not taken up again. This is most noticeable with
her mother. After leaving home, Lorde has little to say about their rela-
tionship although she indicates that some contact was maintained with
her family. The passages that deal with her and her mother are sometimes
the most powerfully written so their loss in the second half of the book
is a big disappointment.

Having learned about her home life in Harlem and her home lore of
Granada I wanted her to use the same precision in describing the gay
world she entered at a young age and how she was affected by the butch-
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femme relationship role models that were so prevalent in the fifties an

which she consciously avoided emulating. L
i

I wanted to know about the frictions between West Indian and
American blacks. There has long been a mistrust fostered and fueled by
American white racism that surely played a part in her attempts to form
friendships outside her family circle.

Her recollections in a few sections of her life remain curiously |
skewed, leaving blanks that could have been vividly filled. Her journey
to Mexico is centered on a group of expatriot, white women with whom
she becomes involved, leaving us to imagine her perceptions of the rest of
her Mexican experience. If the intensity of her relationships with these
women did blur her memories of the land and its people I want to know
that too, for that is as valid an emotional reaction as any other.

Lorde’s command of images and language remains a powerful asset,
yet occasionally she slips out of the voice she has established breaking the
spell she has woven by using stock phrases (“the first rude awakening . ..”
p. 65; “l wanted to wring her neck . ..” p. 232).

Still, this odyssey accomplishes almost more than we could hope for.
Lorde has succeeded where most women and many writers have not: she
has exposed her roots while continuing to nurture their life. In doing so
she has named herself before the rest of the world dares to do so. Her
tale reveals the enduring traditions of women, their place in history and
how they can see us through our journey: “It is the images of women,
kind and cruel, that lead me home” (3).
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JEWELLE L. GOMEZ

THE SOUND OF ONE FORK by Minnie Bruce Pratt. Night
Heron Press, PO Box 3103, West Durham Sta., Durham, NC 27705.
1981. 41 pp. $2.

One reason for my lasting attention to a good writer is her subjec-
tive, unstinting use of facts and fantasies of her life in her work and the
ability to create a kinship between them and my own. Minnie Bruce Pratt
is such a poet. In her short collection, The Sound of One Fork, she writes
from within a distinctive experience of oneness with her world, the
American South, and at the same time conveys her sense of estrangement
from its pervasive tradition of separate and unequal.

Most of the work in this collection has a narrative quality which
Pratt uses to weave the story of life among the women she knows. She
vividly characterizes the familiar current of electricity that crackles
between mothers and daughters (“My Mother Loves Women™); the
ephemeral but lasting legacy of a grandmother (“Ora: At the Carter
Wedding”) and youthful affection (“My Cousin Anne™). It is her appre-
ciation of this love between women as well as her attention to racism
(for she is a white Southerner) that set her apart from this background.

Her title poem is a sensitive evocation of an older woman who
regularly eats alone at home. Rather than an exploration of the sad
isolation of old age the poet postulates her undeniable sisterhood with
not just her neighbor but also with “the honeybee in the mouth of the
purple lobelia” and the blue heron who comes at first light to feed on
the minnows.” (34)

In the morning and the evening we are by ourselves,
the woman next door and I. Sometimes we are afraid
of the death in solitude and want someone

else to live our lives. Still we persist.

1 open the drawer to get out the silverware. 34

While other neighbors find no hope or beauty in such a life, Pratt sees
in their active solitude a ritual of confirmation. She is a woman alone but
does not accept the label “lonely woman.”

In another poem, “Elbows,” this same disavowal of convention is

Copyright © 1983 by Jewelle L. Gomez
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expressed in a completely different style. Here Pratt shows a facility with
broad humor in her terse response to the traditional admonition to rural
women: “Cover your arms. Don’t let your elbows show.”

if I thought

my skinny, sharp-boned
elbows

could secure you

I’d flap my arms
like a chicken
like a pea-fowl
like a guinea hen

when next I saw you
honey

I'd roll

up my sleeves and

sin

sin

sin. (30)

Pratt’s rule flaunting is more than caprice: she is a lesbian in a small
Southern town. Her existence is a political act that she does not deny.
She is the “bearded lady . . . living like wisteria . . . while the neighbors
murmur, how peculiar, how queer.” (“Southern Gothic,” 36) Still,
Pratt does not angrily cast off the vast store of imagery that is indigen-
ous to her Southern background. She adapts the rich oral and literary
traditions to make them speak for her as in her description of the women
who live by the banks of the Cahaba River:

In my town by the water

mothers, sisters, daughters

flow like the river

in the dry beds of men,

within crumbling limestome walls. (9)

“The Segregated Heart,” the final poem in this collection is aglimpse
into the root conflicts of sexism and racism that incite Pratt’s poetry. In
three sections she depicts the world as she knows it through the home
she has shared. Her view of the wall that has been erected between the
races has many facets. It is a structure whose history she knows and
whose insidious nature she acknowledges:

I took my napkin from the silver ring that bore my name, my mother
helped us to food while Laura who had cooked it went to sit in a chair in
another room. My father always thanked her as we left the table. 37

From behind the walls/fences/bars that were meant to protect, insu-
late or separate, Pratt is able to hear “the sounds made by those who
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believed they had to stay while their hearts broke in every room in the
house.” (38) She moves away from the voices and attempts to break
down the walls and put together the pieces of her life that will constitute
a whole. But while she may “refuse the divisions” (41) of sex and race
imposed on her, the rest of society does not. Everyday gratuitous vio-
lence is still done to women and to blacks; her mother and the black
woman, Laura, who raised her “still live in the same and in different
houses.” (41)

Pratt refuses to ignore these voices of her past or be contained by
the walls of custom or history. Her words, sometimes as bleak as a news-
cast, at other times dense with imagery, convey the suffocating nature of
oppression. Her boldness is in speaking so dispassionately of these facts,
thus saving them from being dismissed as liberal sentiment. Her wisdom
is the knowledge that no break is easily mended.

She does not throw herself mindlessly into the breach, but moves
thoughtfully and tentatively. Her work shows her to be willing to reach
out and attempt to pull those many pieces together again.
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CARROLL OLIVER

RADICAL FEMINISTS OF HETERODOXY : GREENWICH
VILLAGE 1912-1940 by Judith Schwarz. New Victoria
Publishers, Inc., distributed by The Crossing Press, Trumansburg,

New York. 1982. 110 pp. $6.95.

The critical function of history is to make connections, to provide a
framework for understanding continuity and change. The lesbian-feminist
historian’s work is particularly difficult in this regard because it involves
rediscovering issues, events, and individuals that have not been previously
regarded as important, and exploring and explaining their significance.
Such work is necessarily subjective, based on what questions and perspec-
tives the historian brings to her work.

In her short, lively study, Heterodoxy, author Judith Schwarz has
uncovered vast amounts of information about the prominent women
who joined the every-other-Saturday luncheon club. She has used her
sources imaginatively to present an account of the organization’s success
and its members’ achievements, rather than the controversy around and
the contradictions within the group.

Founded in 1912 by ardent suffragist and feminist organizer Mari¢
Jenney Howe, Heterodoxy became a meeting place for “unorthodox’
women with widely divergent political views and personal perspectives
ranging from:

staunch members of the Democratic and Republican parties to Stella
Corman Ballantine, anarchist sympathizer and Emma Goldman’s niece;
from admirers of Senator Robert La Follette’s Progressive Party such as
his daughter Folla La Follette, Marie Jenney Howe, Netha Roe and Zona
Gale, to the socialists Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, Rose Pastor Stokes (both
of whom eventually became active Communists) and Katherine Anthony;
and from the pacifist founder of the American Union Against Militarism,
Crystal Eastman, to strong military advocates like Mary Logan Tucker
of the Navy League and the pro-Wilson Daughters of the American
Revolution . . .

and

conventionally married heterosexual women (several of whom kept their
maiden names after marriage), through scandalously divorced members
and free-love advocates, to a rather large number of never married women,

Copyright ©1983 by Carroll Oliver
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several of whom were lesbians involved in long-term relationships with
each other or non-Heterodoxy women. (1)

Relying heavily on the “Heterodoxy to Marie” autograph/photo
album given to Howe in 1920 and an array of other primary and second-
ary sources, Schwarz has created an intriguing collage of handsome pic-
tures, cartoons, quotes and narrative that describes members’ love and
respect for the Club and for Howe, their charismatic chairwoman. Most
Heterodoxy women were highly educated and financially secure. While
the Club was almost all white (Grace Nail Johnson was its only Black
member), it was not all “WASPish” (7). Heterodites prided themselves
on their non-cohesive nature. They were “women who did things”
(41) and their professional achievements are indeed impressive. Hetero-
doxy offers a great deal of information about members’ professional
and personal lives. Members apparently cherished the friendships that
developed through the Club, which provided political stimulation and
emotional support. Heterodoxy members were evidently highly mobile,
travelling throughout the world; Schwarz’ use of their correspondence
effectively documents the women’s concern for each other.

Schwarz depicts their meetings as freewheeling political discussions
infused with humor and sensitivity. Members often gave “background
talks” on their early lives and shared their values and beliefs. Meetings
also

served as an informal but valuable news source about battles for women’s
rights and political issues wherever they were being fought. Helen Keller,
Margaret Sanger, Amy Lowell, Emma Goldman, Finnish peace advocate
Mrs. Malmberg and other non-members spoke to the group. Members
and non-members alike addressed Heterodoxy on national and interna-
tional issues such as pacifism, birth control, the Russian Revolution as
seen first hand by Heterodoxy women, health issues, infant mortality,
anarchism as a political tool, education of women, Black civil rights,
disabled women, the Irish internal conflict over an independent Ireland,
free love and changing sexual mores. (14-15)

The controversial content of Heterodoxy meetings was kept strictly
off the record, enabling members to express their views without fear of
scandal.

Schwarz has been able to uncover only three descriptions of actual
meetings and admits that some readers may wonder “what all the fuss is
about.” However between 1917 and 1920,

the American Government certainly thought these women were worth
making a fuss . . . the entire Club . .. [was] followed to meetings by
government agents, some of the women . . . [were] accused of spying and
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being traitors, Marie Jenney Howe . . . [was] arrested . . . and several
other Heterodoxy members . . . [were] beaten in front of the White
House and forced to endure prison terms for daring to question President
Woodrow Wilson’s anti-suffrage policies. (18)

Although she does not comment here, Schwarz later states, “It would
be reasonable to believe that someone in the government found these
women troublesome enough to follow around and persecute” (37). By
not placing Heterodoxy within a larger political and historical frame-
work, that statement seems to distort both the women’s actual experi-
ence as targets of government harrassment and the reality of the U.S.
government’s attempts to disrupt dissident organizing activity. During
the Wilson administration, the nearly hysterical fear of radicals that
swept the country resulted in the passage of such dangerously vague
legislation as the 1917 Espionage Act (under which Heterodoxy member
Rose Pastor Stokes was sentenced to ten years).

Although such action on the part of the government would seem to
have raised a number of conflicts and tensions among Heterodoxy
women, Schwarz maintains that the only conflict that occurred within
the Club was a “split over the question of pacifism versus involvement
in war preparation” which became “zhe decisive issue in Heterodoxy”
(32) and caused former Socialist sympathizers Rheta Childe Dorr and
Charlotte Perkins Gilman to resign from the Club when their demand
that Elizabeth Gurley Flynn and Rose Pastor Stokes be expelled for their
“unamerican” politics was refused. Flynn later “recalled ‘a few super-
patriots were shocked at the anti-war sentiments expressed at our meetings.
They demanded the expulsion of Rose Pastor Stokes and myself after we
had been arrested. When the Club refused, they resigned’” (33-34).

Did this “unpleasant” incident force Heterodites to shy away from
internal confrontation? Schwarz evidently accepts Flynn’s recollection at
face value. Since memory is so selective, especially around issues that are
painful or unpleasant, it would have been helpful for Schwarz to explore
the possibility of further conflict between women with such diverse
politics and personalities. In addition to not analyzing the effect of the
attempted purge of radicals in the organization, Schwarz does not
explore important dynamics regarding class, race, and ethnicity.

Schwarz writes: “Feminism was the one belief that united every
member.” This feminism is defined in the words of Heterodite Rose
Young as meaning, “that woman wants to develop her own womanhood.
It means that she wants to push on to the finest, fullest, freest expression
of herself. She wants to be an individual . . .” (21). This definition re-
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flects a class perspective that Heterodoxy does not address. While the
Club may have allowed its members to express their individuality and
experience a sense of freedom in a woman-centered environment that
could be considered in some ways radical, the fact remains that Hetero-
doxy was an every-other-Saturday luncheon club primarily for mobile,
affluent women who had the leisure time to ponder their individualism
and self-expression.

Schwarz does not raise questions about the women’s class alliances,
that might have clarified some of their later political positions. She
writes:

The decade of the 1920s was a relatively quiet one for Heterodoxy mem-
bers in the political sense. After winning the vote, they left the battlefield
to the younger, more eager women in the social reform ranks, being con-
tent to mainly offer their writing talents, their names and their money to
various causes that continued to spring up. Some of the women worked
quietly on as volunteers for the League of Women Voters or for peace
but the only Heterodoxy members who continued to fight conspicuously
for political change were the remaining Socialists who were now moving
into the Communist Party, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, Rose Pastor Stokes
and Ruth Hale constantly appear in newspaper accounts of the 1920s and
1930s. (38)

It would have been helpful for Schwarz to discuss this point further or to
raise questions about Heterodoxy’s shift. Why did the majority retreat
from the arena of social reform after their primary goal had been at-
tained? Had they lost interest in political activism? Were they fearful of
continued government surveillance? Were they swept up in the artistic
movements of the 1920s and their careers? Was this shift simply a reflec-
tion of the limitations of reform-oriented politics?

It is clear that at least one other Heterodoxy member remained
politically active in the 1920s, 1930s and beyond. Grace Nail Johnson
was also a member of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP). The extremely light-skinned daughter of a
very wealthy Harlem family, Grace Nail married James Weldon Johnson
in 1910. Johnson was killed in a car accident in 1938 and Grace was
seriously injured. After her recovery, her “political activism did not slow
down, and her protest of racism in its various guises continued to be
reported in the New York Times; for example when she resigned in pro-
test from working with the American Women’s Volunteer Services during
World War 11, charging ‘unfair racial treatment’ against AWVS in its or-
ganizational work in Harlem” (63).

Heterodoxy offers surprisingly little information about Grace Nail
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Johnson’s life. Who was she? What did she do? What was she like? What
were her concerns? Again, Schwarz offers few clues. Has Grace Nail
Johnson been lost? It seems hard to believe there is no other information
about her, if only in her capacity as Mrs. James Weldon Johnson. I was
surprised that Schwarz chose to document his participation in Marie
Jenney Howe’s memorial service following her death in 1934 as “one of
the few male speakers” (63). Were there other Blacks? Why didn’t Grace
speak, since they were, according to Schwarz, close friends?

Moreover I was confused by Schwarz’ failure to discuss what it
meant for Grace to be Heterodoxy’s only Black member. Why was she
the only Black woman ever to join the Club? Certainly there were other
affluent Black women in New York City who were highly educated
during the period before the Depression. To what extent was Grace’s
very light skin an issue in all this? Did the Club ever seek out other Black
women? What were its membership policies? Such questions become
glaring in their absence.

Schwarz’ avoidance of such political issues divorces Heterodoxy
from the country as a whole. While she states, for example, “although
there were many Jewish women in Heterodoxy, none of them attained
the widespread fame and financial wealth that several of the WASP
members did” (54), Schwarz does not explore the implications of this
fact. Without discussing increasing anti-Semitism and racism—Ku Klux
Klan membership, for instance, went from 100,00 to 4.5 million between
1920 and 1924—Schwarz does not adequately place the women of
Heterodoxy within their historical era.

Schwarz’ treatment of lesbians in Heterodoxy is romantic and affec-
tionate. While she describes some of the difficulties involved in research-
ing lesbian history, her discussion of several of the Club’s couples begins
to speak to the complications and contradictions involved in living a
lesbian life in the 1920s and ’30s. She goes to great lengths to describe
how the lesbians in the Club were accepted by the heterosexual majority
and how Heterodoxy never went through a lesbian/straight split. How-
ever, as with Grace Nail Johnson and the Club’s Jewish members, I felt
that I knew very little about why they were so acceptable to the other
members.

Despite my reservations about Heterodoxy it is a provocative book
that forces readers to question actively the material it presents. Reading
Heterodoxy is challenging and often frustrating. But it provides much
needed information about women whose lives are relevant to our current
and future struggles.
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CONTRIBUTORS’ NOTES

DOROTHY ALLISON, b. 1949, Greenville, South Carolina. A white
working-class lesbian writer, member of the Conditions collective and
author of The Women Who Hate Me—a work of poetry available from
Long Haul Press.

JO CARRILLO, b. 1959, Las Vegas, New Mexico. Currently living in
New Mexico and has spent most of her life living on that land.

CHERYL CLARKE, b. 1947, Washington, D.C. Black, lesbian, feminist,
critic, and poet. Author of Narratives: poems in the tradition of black
women, a self-published book of poems distributed by Kitchen Table:
Women of Color Press. Cheryl lives and works in New Brunswick, New
Jersey.

JO COCHRAN, b. 1958, Seattle, Washington. Sioux Lesbian. Presently
finishing graduate work at the University of Washington in creative
writing. Co-editor of Backbone 5: Writings by Northwest Women of
Color (1983).

JEWELLE GOMEZ, b. 1948, Boston, Massachusetts. Poet, novelist,
teacher, critic and publisher. Attended Northeastern University and
Columbia School of Journalism. Author of The Lipstick Papers and a
forthcoming collection of vampire stories.

SHIRLEY GLUBKA, b. 1942. Washington, D.C. Spent most of her child-
hood years in Winona, Minnesota. Made her living by teaching nursing
and counseling—with short stints as a factory and office worker. Current-
ly working as a housecleaner and writing poetry, fiction, and journal
material in Oregon City, Oregon.

ISABELA GULERMA, b. 1918, Oklahoma. Born to the poorest of share-
croppers. Have done a lot of hard, thankless work. Have always been a
poet, even when I was too young to understand what affected me. Still
writing as impaired eyes permit.

EVELYNN HAMMONDS, b. 1953, Atlanta, Georgia. Black, lesbian,

feminist critic, theorist, and scientist living and writing in Boston. Just
trying to keep all her selves together.
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BONNIE JOHNSON (“Beej”), b. 1949, Montclair, New Jersey. Historian
of black women, teacher, counselor, and trying to make it.

JOYCE E. KAUFFMAN, b. 1950, Boston, Massachusetts. A working- |
class Jewish lesbian active in the women’s and gay/lesbian movements for
the past ten years. Has lived in Boston most of her life. Is a feminist
therapist.

JEAN LANGFORD, b. 1952, Northampton, Massachusetts. Unemployed
printer working as a gardener. Member of Tsunami Press, a lesbian-
feminist publishing project at work on a political pamphlet series. Also
“underfoot” (as Eudora Welty would say) in Seattle politics, though not
as much as she was once. “Vacation” is her first piece of fiction.

CARROLL OLIVER, b. 1957, Elizabeth, New Jersey. Is trying to keep ‘
her life together.

STACY PIES, b. 1956, Los Angeles. Works and studies comparative
literature in New York City.

LINDA POWELL, b. 1952, Chicago, Illinois, Black feminist critic,
musician, and actor. Rise and Fly, her autobiographical exploration of
the black mother-daughter connection, is one of her many works-in-
progress.

PAULA ROSS, b. 1947, Detroit, Michigan. Co-director of Women’s
Voices Creative Writing Workshop. Lives in Berkeley, California. Former
dance critic, television and newspaper reporter. Currently editing an
anthology, Ordinary Lives, Extraordinary Lives. “Telling” is her first
published piece of fiction.

RIMA SHORE, b. 1948, Paterson, New Jersey. Will shortly be leaving the
Conditions collective after seven years. She is at work on The Informant,
a novel set in Brooklyn and Moscow.

CRIS SOUTH, b. 1950, Charlotte, North Carolina. Working-class, country
dyke, a member of the Feminary collective. Seriously working on being a
wild woman with no apologies.

ELIZABETH WATERS, b. 1953, Manhattan. Has lived in Oregon for the
past six years with her five-year-old daugher Kifah. Founding member of
Black Lesbians and Gays United and has been actively involved in the
feminist movement for the past eight years.
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Small-press books by contributors to CONDITIONS: NINE include:

Dorothy Allison, The Women Who Hate Me, (Long Haul Press, P.O. Box
592, Van Brunt Station), 1983, 50 pp., $4.50 plus §1 p/h.

Cheryl Clarke, Narratives: poems in the tradition of black women,
(Distributed by Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, P.O. Box
592, Van Brunt Station), 1982, 52 pp., $4.50 plus p/h.

Jean Langford, Katherine Hess, Kathy Ross, Feminist First, Feminismo
Primero: an essay on lesbian separatism, (Tsunami Press, P.O. Box
22913, Seattle, Washington 98122), 1981, 107 pp., $3.00 plus
$.65 p/h.

Work by contributors to CONDITIONS: NINE is included in the follow-
ing small-press anthologies and collections:

Conditions: Five, the Black Women'’s Issue, Barbara Smith and Lorraine
Bethel, eds. (Conditions, P.O. Box 56, Van Brunt Station, Brooklyn,
N.Y. 11215), 1979, 187 pp., $4.50. Cheryl Clarke, Linda Powell.

Dictionary of Native American Literature, Vol. 2, Jeffrey Huntsmen, ed.
(New York, Greenwood Press), 1983.Jo Carrillo.

Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology, Barbara Smith, ed. (Persephone
Press, P.O. Box 7222, Watertown, MA 02172), 1983, 409 pp.,
$10.95 plus $1 p/h. Cheryl Clarke, Jewelle Gomez, Linda Powell.

Lesbian Fiction: An Anthology, Elly Bulkin, ed. (Persephone Press),
1981, 336 pp. $8.95 plus $1 p/h. Dorothy Allison, Jo Carrillo,
Jewelle Gomez.

Lesbian Poetry: An Anthology, Elly Bulkin and Joan Larkin, eds. (Per-
sephone Press), 1981, 336 pp., $10.95 plus 81 p/h. Dorothy Allison,
Cheryl Clarke.

This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, Cherrie
Moraga and Gloria Anzaldda, eds. (Persephone Press), 1981, 261
pp., 8.95 plus 81 p/h. Jo Carrillo, Cheryl Clarke.
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PUBLICATIONS RECEIVED

Paula Gunn Allen, Shadow Country, poetry (University of California
Press, Los Angeles), 1982, 149 pp. $7.00.

Alliance Against Sexual Coercion, Fighting Sexual Harassment, (Alyson
Publications, Boston), 1981, 92 pp., $3.95.

Bettina Aptheker, Woman’s Legacy: Essays on Race, Sex, and Class in
American History (University of Massachusetts Press, Amherst
MA 01004), 1982, 192 pp., $7.95.

Ann Bannon, Women in the Shadows, Odd Girl Out, Journey to a
Woman, Beebo Brinker and I Am a Woman (Naiad Press, Inc., P.O.
Box 10543, 1983 Tallahassee, FL. 32302), $3.95 each.

Sandy Boucher, The Notebooks of Leni Clare and Other Short Stories
(The Crossing Press, Trumansburg, N.Y. 14886), 1982, 150 pp.,
$6.95,

Karen Brandow, et al., No Bosses Here! (Alyson Publications, Boston,
MA), 1981, 120 pp., $4.95.

Doris Davenport, eat thunder & drink rain, poetry (D. Davenport, P.O.
Box 20452, Los Angeles, CA 90006), 1982, 86 pp., $7.00.

Page duBois, Centaurs & Amazons—Women and the Pre-History of the
Great Chain of Being, (University of Michigan Press), 1982, 161 pp.,
$8.95.

Elsa Gidlow, Sapphic Songs (Druid Heights Books, distributed by Naiad
Press), 1982, 95 pp., $5.95.

Judy Grahn, The Queen of Wands (Crossing Press), 1982, 111 pp., $5.95.

Ruth Hall, et. al, The Rapist Who Pays the Rent (Falling Wall Press,
Available from Rape Action Project, Box 94, Brighton, MA 02135),
1981, 64 pp.

Jo Harjo, She Had Some Horses, poetry (Thunder’s Mouth Press, 242
West. 104 Street, N.Y., N.Y. 10025), 1983, 74 pp., $6.95.

Trudier Harris, From Mammies to Militants: Domestics in Black American
Literature (Temple University Press, Philadelphia), 1982, 203 pp.
(hardcover).

Eda Howink, Wives of Famous Men, prose poems, (The Golden Quill
Press, Francestown, New Hampshire), 1982, 166 pp., $8.00.

Katie Kane, Kept in Stitches (Exposition Press, Inc., 325 Rabro, Drive,
P.O. Box 2120, Smithtown, N.Y. 11787-0817), 1982, 41 pp.,
$4.00.

Mary Kinnear, Daughters of Time: Women in the Western Tradition,
(University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor), 1982, 228 pp., $13.50.
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Irena Klepfisz, Keeper of Accounts, poetry (Persephone Press, P.O. Box
7222, Watertown, MA 02172), 1982, 97 pp., $5.95.

Lee Lanning and Vernette Hart, Ripening: An Almanac of Lesbian Lore
and Vision (Word Weavers, P.O. Box 8742, Minneapolis, MN,
55408-0742, 1982, $4.95.

Lesbian and Gay Media Advocates, Talk Back (Alyson Publications),
1982, 119 pp.

Joanna Macy, Despairwork, pamphlet (New Society Publishers, 4722
Baltimore Ave., Philadelphia, PA 19143), 1982, 27 pp.

Lisa Manning, We Keep Our Faces, poetry (Standing Rabbit Press,
Petaluma, CA 94952), 1981, 42 pp.

Pam McAllister, ed., Reweaving the Web of Life Feminism and Non-
violence (New Society Publishers, 4722 Baltimore Avenue, Phila-
delphia, PA 19143), 1982, 440 pp.

Mary McAnally, ed., We Sing in Our Struggle: A Tribute to Us All for
Meridel Le Seuer (Cardinal Press, 76 N. Yorktown, Tulsa OK
74110),1982, $5.

, Family Violence: Poems on the Pathology (Moon-
light Publications, P.O. Box 671, LaJolla CA 92038),1982,101 pp.,
$5.25.

Valerie Miner, Movement, novel (Crossing Press), 1982.

Cynthia Palmer and Michael Horowitz, eds., Shanan Woman, Mainline
Lady, Women'’s Writings on the Drug Experience (Quill, New York),
1982, 285 pp.

Cara Peters and Erin Van Bronkhorst, How to Stop Sexual Harrassment,
pamphlet (Facts for Women, P.O. Box 33824, Seattle WA 98115),
1980-2, 32 pp., $3.50.

Marge Piercy, Parti-Colored Blocks for a Quilt (University of Michigan
Press), 1982, 327 pp.

Sheila Rowbotham, et al., Beyond the Fragments: Feminism and the
Making of Socialism (Alyson Publications), 1982.

Jane Rule, Lesbian Images (Crossing Press), 1982, 246 pp., $6.95.

—, Desert of the Heart, novel (Naiad Press), 1983, 251 pp.,
$3.95.

Susan Schechter, Women and Male Violence, The Visions and Strugglesof
the Battered Women's Movement (South Erd Press, 302 Columbus
Ave., Boston, MA 02116), 1982, 367 pp., $7.50.

Sylvia Scheibli, Portrait of a Mad Woman, poetry (Cypress Review, Box
673 Half Moon Bay, CA 94019), 1982, 34 pp., $2.95.

Mab Segrest, Living in a House I Do Not Own, poetry (Night Heron
Press, P.O. Box 3103, West Durham Station, Durham, N.C.27705),
1982, n.p., $2.50.
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Ann Shockley, Say Jesus and Come to Me, novel (Avon), 1982, 283 pp.,
$2.95.
Barbara Ellen Wilson, Ambitious Women, novel (Spinsters Ink, RD 1,
Argyle, N.Y. 12809), 1982, 228 pp., $7.95.
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INDEX—CONDITIONS: SEVEN THROUGH NINE

This index of names is followed by a listing of the essays and dialogues
which appeared in Conditions: Seven fhrough Nine.

Allen, Paula Gunn
Beloved Women (poem) 7:65
Beloved Women: Lesbians in American Indian Cultures (essay) 7:67
review of This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical
Women of Color edited by Gloria Anzaldua and

Cherrie Moraga 8:121

response 8:173
Allison, Dorothy

My Career as a Thief 9:58

Anzaldua, Gloria
co-editor of This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by
Radical Women of Color, reviewed by Paula Gunn Allen 8:121;
and Jan Clausen 8:128
El Paisano Is a Bird of Good Omen (fiction) 8:28

Baldwin, Sy Margaret
December 29, 1936, Saline Valley, Calif., 3000 Feet (poem)
the desert is not the enemy (poem)

There are no rivers (poem) 8:16

To an ex-lover (poem) 8:18
Baracks, Barbara

co-editor of SAGE Writings, reviewed by Rima Shore 7:171

Beck, Evelyn Torton
editor of Nice Jewish Girls: A Lesbian Anthology , reviewed
by Joyce Kauffman 9:141
Bennett, Sara
co-editor of Top Ranking: A Collection of Articles on
Racism and Classism in the Lesbian Community, reviewed

by Cherrie Moraga 7:140
_Birtha, Becky
review of Lorraine Hansberry: Art of Thunder, Vision of
Light, edited by Jean Carey Bond 7:129

Bond, Jean Carey
editor of Lorraine Hansberry: Art of Thunder, Vision

of Light, reviewed by Becky Birtha 7:129
Brady, Maureen
Novena (fiction) 7:97
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author of Folly, reviewed by Cris South
Bulkin, Elly

editor of Lesbian Fiction: An Anthology, reviewed by
Bonnie Zimmerman

co-editor of Leshian Poetry: An Anthology, reviewed
by Bonnie Zimmerman

review of The Lesbian in Literature, compiled by
Barbara Grier

Canan, Janine
Childhood (prose poem)
Chrystos
For Sharol Graves (poem)
Acrylic for Lee (poem)
Clarke, Cheryl
review of The Cancer Journals by Audre Lorde
Conversations and Questions: Black Women on Black
Women Writers (dialogue)
Clausen, Jan
review of Crazy Quilt by Susan Wood-Thompson
review of Between a Rock and a Hard Place by Joan Gibbs
review of This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical
Women of Color, edited by Gloria Anzaldia and Cherrie
Moraga
Credential (poem)
Solstice (poem)
Rhyme (poem)
Cliff, Michelle
review of We Speak in Code by Melanie Kaye
author of Claiming an Identity They Taught Me to Despise,
reviewed by Linda Hogan
Courtot, Martha
The Freed Woman (poem)
Cruikshank, Margaret
editor of The Lesbian Path, reviewed by Bernice Mennis

Gamez, Rocky
from The Gloria Stories (fiction)
Gearhart, Sally
author of The Wanderground: Stories of the Hill Women,
reviewed by Catherine Madsen
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8:142
8:142

8:164

7:47

8:48
8:49

8:148

9:88
7:167
7:169

8:128
8:86
8:87
8:88

7:159

8:136
7:5%

7:145

7:50

7:134




Gibbs, Joan
co-editor of Top Ranking: A Collection of Articles on
Racism and Classism in the Lesbian Community,

reviewed by Cherrie Moraga 7:140
author of Between a Rock and a Hard Place, reviewed by
Jan Clausen 7:169
Glubka, Shirley
Bless Me, Sister . . . (fiction) 9:46

Golding, Priscilla
co-editor of “The Possibility of Life Between Us”: A Dialogue

Between Black and Jewish Women 7:25
Gomez, Jewelle L.
Flamingoes and Bears (poem) 9:56
Pomegranate (poem) 9:57
Conversations and Questions: Black Women on Black
Women Writers (dialogue) 9:88
review of The Sound of One Fork by Minnie Bruce Pratt 9:173
review of ZAMI: A New Spelling of My Name
by Audre Lorde 9:168
Gossett, Hattie
on the question of fans/the slave quarters are never
air conditioned (poem) 8:19
Dakar/Samba (poem) 8:22
Greenfield, Gloria Z.
author of “Shedding” (NVice Jewish Girls), subject of
comment by Rima Shore 9:151

Grier, Barbara
compiler of The Lesbian in Literature, reviewed by

Elly Bulkin 8:164
Gulerma, Isabela
Couturier Clothes (poem) 9:9
Bread Pudding Days 9:10
The Pearl Choker 9:11
Jackson Genes 9:13
Hacker, Marilyn
Saturday Night Bile (poem) 8:51

Hammonds, Evelynn
Conversations and Questions:
Black Women on Black Women Writers (dialogue) 9:88
Hansberry, Lorraine
subject of Lorraine Hansberry: Art of Thunder, Vision
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of Light, edited by Jean Carey Bond, reviewed by
Becky Birtha
Harjo, Joy
Leaving (poem)
White Bear (poem)
September Moon (poem)
Talking to the Moon No. 002 (poem)
Talking to the Moon No. 003 (poem)
Hogan, Linda
Sophie (fiction)
review of Claiming an Identity They Taught Me To Despise
by Michelle Cliff
Hull, Gloria T. .
co-editor of All the Women are White, All the Blacks are
Men, But Some of Us Are Brave: Black Women’s Studies,
reviewed by Elizabeth Waters

Jarratt, Kent
co-editor of SAGE Writings, reviewed by Rima Shore
Johnson, Bonnie
Conversations and Questions: Black Women on Black Women
Writers (dialogue)

Kauffman, Joyce
review of Nice Jewish Girls: A Lesbian Anthology, edited by
Evelyn Torton Beck
Kaye, Melanie
author of We Speak in Code, reviewed by Michelle CLiff
Kerr, Barbara T.
The Complexity of Desire: Conversations on Sexuality
and Difference (dialogue with Mirtha N. Quintanales)
Klepfisz, Irena
Work Sonnets (poetry and prose)

Langford, Jean
Vacation (fiction)
Lapidus, Jacqueline
from Voyage to Lesbos
Athens (poem)
Mytilene (poem)
Plomari (poem)
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7:24
718

8:136

9:160

7:171

9:88

9:141

7:159

8:52

8:76

9:26

7:91
7:92
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Site of the Petrified Forest (poem)
Eressos (poem)
Larkin, Joan
co-editor of Leshian Poetry: An Anthology,
reviewed by Bonnie Zimmerman
Lorde, Audre
author of The Cancer Journals, reviewed by Cheryl Clarke
author of ZAMI: A New Spelling of My Name,
reviewed by Jewelle L. Gomez

Madsen, Catherine
review of The Wanderground: Stories of the Hill Vomen
by Sally Gearhart
Mennis, Bernice
review of The Coming Out Stories, edited by Julia Penelope
Stanley and Susan J. Wolfe; The Lesbian Path, edited by
Margaret Cruikshank
Moraga, Cherrie
Anatomy Lesson (poem)
For the Color of My Mother (poem)
review of Top Ranking: A Collection of Articles cn Racism
and Classism in the Lesbian Community, edited by
Joan Gibbs and Sara Bennett
It Got Her Over (poem)
co-editor of This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by
Radical Women of Color, reviewed by Paula Gunn Allen
and Jan Clausen

Noda, Barbara
Response

Oliver, Carroll
review of Black Lesbians: An Annotated Bibliography,
compiled by J.R. Roberts

review of Radical Feminists of Heterodoxy: Greenwich
Village, 1912-1940 by Judith Schwarz

Parnok, Sophia

subject of Update: On Sophia Parnok by Rima Shore
Pies, Stacy

Raw Autumn (poem)

Lagrasse (poem)

7:94
7:95
8:142
8:148

9:168

7:134

7:145
7:88
7:89

7:140
8:72

8:121;

8:128

7:185

8:161

9:176

7:186

9:74

9:76
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Powell, Linda
Conversations and Questions: Black Women on Black
Women Writers (dialogue)
Pratt, Minnie Bruce
Red String (poem)
Out of Season (poem)
Shades (poem)
A Cold That Is Not the Opposite of Life (poem)
Walking Back Up Depot Street (poem)
author of The Sound of One Fork, reviewed by
Jewelle Gomez

Quintanales, Mirtha N.
The Complexity of Desire: Conversations on Sexuality
and Difference (dialogue with Barbara T. Kerr)

Reynolds, Lynne
review of The Black and White of It by
Ann Allen Shockley
Rich, Adrienne
Coast to Coast (poem)
Transit (poem)
What Is Possible (poem)
Rivers, Diana
Family Reunion (fiction)
Roberts, JR
compiler of Black Lesbians: An Annotated Bibliography,
reviewed by Carroll Oliver
Rose, Wendy
Sunday Morning: Eating a Hamburger in lowa City (poem)
Ross, Paula
Telling (fiction)

Sagan, Miriam
Notes for America (poem)
Schwarz, Judith
author of Radical Feminists of Heterodoxy: Greenwich
Village, 1912-40, reviewed by Carroll Oliver
Scott, Patricia Bell
co-editor of All the Women are White, All the Blacks are
Men, But Some of Us are Brave: Black Women'’s
Studies, reviewed by Elizabeth Waters
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7:102
7:104
7:106

7:109

8:161

7:63

9:14

7:61

9:176

9:160




Shockley, Ann Allen
author of The Black and White of It reviewed by
Lynne Reynolds
Shore, Rima
Update: On Sophia Parnok (response)
review of SAGE Writings, edited by Barbara Baracks
and Kent Jarratt
Sisterhood—And My Brothers (essay)
On Gloria Z. Greenfield’s “Shedding”: A Further Comment
Smith, Barbara
Home (fiction)
co-editor of All the Women are White, All the Blacks are
Men, But Some of Us are Brave: Black Womera’s
Studies , reviewed by Elizabeth Waters
Smith, Beverly
co-editor of “The Possibility of Life Between Us™
A Dialogue Between Black and Jewish Women,
South, Cris
review of Folly by Maureen Brady
Stanley, Julia Penelope
co-editor of The Coming Out Stories,
reviewed by Bernice Mennis
Stein, Judith
“The Possibility of Life Between Us”: A Dialogue Between
Black and Jewish Women
Strickland, Stephanie
Rite: A Life (poem)

Waters, Elizabeth
review of All the Women are White, All the Blacks are
Men, But Some of Us are Brave: Black Women’s
Studies, edited by Patricia Bell Scott, Gloria T. Hull
and Barbara Smith
Wolfe, Susan J.
co-editor of The Coming Out Stories, reviewed by
Bernice Mennis
response
Wong, Nellie
Asian American Women, Feminism and Creativity
(response)
Wood-Thompson, Susan
author of Crazy Quilt, reviewed by Jan Clausen

75152

7:186

7:171
9:78
9:151

8:100

9:160

1325

9:164

7:145

7325

7:59

9:160

7:145
8:174

T:477

7:167
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Yamada, Mitsuye
review of Awake in the River by Janice Mirikitani 8:155

Zimmerman, Bonnie
review of Lesbian Fiction edited by Elly Bulkin and
Lesbian Poetry co-edited by Elly Bulkin and Joan Larkin ~ 8:142

ESSAYS AND DIALOGUES

““The Possibility of Life Between Us’: A Dialogue Between
Black and Jewish Women,” edited by Beverly Smith with

Judith Stein and Priscilla Golding 7:258
“Beloved Women: Lesbians in American Indian Culture”
by Paula Gunn Allen 7:67

“The Complexity of Desire: Conversations on Sexuality

and Difference” by Barbara T. Kerr and

Mirtha N. Quintanales 8:52
“Conversations and Questions: Black Women on Black Women

Writers” by Cheryl Clarke, Jewelle L. Gomez, !

Evelynn Hammonds, Bonnie Johnson and Linda Powell 9:88
“Sisterhood—And My Brothers” by Rima Shore 9:78
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CLASSIFIED ADS—ANNOUNCEMENTS

HEALING INTENSIVES: Learn herbal medicine, psychic healing skills.
Four days—$100 (includes everything). Wimmin only. P.O. Box 64K,
Woodstock, NY 12498.

SISTERSILVER: FEMINIST JEWELRY. Axes, moon, women’s and
lesbian symbols, goddesses, and more. For catalog, send 25¢ to M’Lou
Brubaker, Star Rt. 21-C, Goodland, MN 55742.

DIASPORA DISTRIBUTION carries wonderful books, cards and art-
works by dedicated dykes, for lesbians, women and girls. Write today for
free catalog: P.O. Box 272, Langlois, OR 97450.

LADY-UNIQUE Cycle 6 Women’s Altars, $6.00 postpaid tp 6-5-B Baylor,
Austin, TX 78703. Back issues (No. 3,4,5) $4.00 each postpaid.

NINTH ANNUAL WOMEN’S WRITING WORKSHOP. July 31-August
13. Judy Grahn, Katharyn Machan, Aal, Sherry Redding, Elaine Gill.
Summer Sessions—Ithaca College, Ithaca, NY 14850.

FEMINIST WICCE for your craft supplies, information consultations.
Books on women’s spirituality, the craft, health and healing, tarot,
astrology; jewelry, more. 169 Muerdago Rd., Topanga, CA 90290. Cata-
logue $2.00.

FREEHAND: An Independent Learning Community of Women Writers
and Photographers. An experience of discliplined and unrestrained lust for
art and freedom. Offering weekend workshops and 7-month residencies.
P.O. Box 806, Provincetown, MA 02657. (617) 487-3579.

JEWISH WOMEN: WANTED narratives, interviews, oral histories, fiction,
poetry, drama essays, translations. For an anthology—edited by Melanie
Kaye and Irena Klepfisz—to depict the lives, history, creativity, resistance
and survival of Jewish women. Submissions from and about Arabic,
Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews from all nations are encouraged. We want
this anthology to represent the true range of who we are. Send manu-
scripts with SASE to Anthology, cfo 1. Klepfisz, P.O. Box 128, New
Lebanon, New York 12125. Deadline: Sept. 1. 1983.
DOCUMENTATION OF ANTI-SEMITISM in the United States. Di
Vilde Chayes are collecting material which documents current anti-
Semitism in this country. We are interested in photographs showing
vandalism and graffiti, flyers for meetings and demonstrations, cartoons
and local newspaper articles which are not covered by nationally dis-
tributed newspapers. Please label all materials on the back or attach a
descriptive statement that includes date, place, organization, etc. Material
should be forwarded to Di Vilde Chayes, P.O. Box 128, New Lebanon,
New York 12125.
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Submissions

We are interested in manuscripts of POETRY, SHORT FICTION,
NOVEL excerpts, DRAMA, and other creative forms (JOURNAL
entries, excerpts from CORRESPONDENCE, TRANSLATIONS) as
well as CRITICAL ARTICLES on the women's/lesbian movements
and institutions, issues involving race, class, age and aspects of les-
bian relationships. We welcome REVIEWS and review copies. We are
especially committed to publicizing and reviewing women’s press
publications.

We are concerned that women's/lesbian publications have often fail-
ed to reflect the experiences and viewpoints of Third World, work-
ing-class, and older women. We want Conditions to include work in a
variety of styles by both published and unpublished writers of many
different backgrounds. We welcome submissions from all women
who feel that a commitment to other women is an integral part of
their lives.

We are also interested in receiving submissions for covers for Condi-
tions. We have no specific preconceptions as to subject matter or
theme, and will consider any form appropriate for an 8%" x 5" black
and white cover bearing the title of the magazine and issue number.
This might be a line drawing or other graphic, a photograph, or a
haif-tone of a painting, a collage, or sculpture. Please send a photo-
copy and not the original work.

Send manuscripts and art work to:

CONDITIONS
P.O. Box 56
Van Brunt Station
Brooklyn, New York 11215

Only manuscripts and photocopies accompanied by a stamped, self-
addressed envelope will be returned.




Subscribe!

Unlike a book or anthology, a magazine’s financial backbone
is subscriptions, and not individual sales (though of course
those are always appreciated). We want to ensure that Condi-
tions will remain self-sufficient, that it will reach as many
women as possible. Subscribe now!

NAME
ADDRESS
zip
Gift subscription for:
NAME
ADDRESS
zip

Please start my subscription with Conditions:

Five Six Seven Eight Nine Ten

Is this subscription a renewal? No Yes

$15: for Individual subscription (3 issues)

$9: Special “hardship” rate

$20, $50, $75: Supporting subscriptions
__$25: Institutional subscription (§9: single issue)
$6: Single issue only (specify which)

$4.50 for back issues.
Forty percent discount to bookstores on orders of 5 or more.

For overseas subscriptions add $2 per subscription and $.50
for each additional individual copy.

Please make checks payable to:

Conditions
P.O. Box 56
Van Brunt Station
Brooklyn, New York 11215







Gift Subscriptions

Birthdays! Holidays! Anniversaries!
CONDITIONS
Please send a gift subscription (3 issues) beginning with Conditions:
Five Six Seven Eight Nine Ten
Is this subscription a renewal? No Yes
NAME
ADDRESS
zip
NAME
ADDRESS
zip
Please enclose card from:
NAME
ADDRESS

zip

Rates: $15 for individual; $9 “hardship” rate; $20, $50, $75 sup-
porting subscriptions; $6 for individual issue; $4.50 for back issues;
for overseas subscriptions add $2 per subscription and $ .50 for each
additional individual issue.

Make checks or money orders payable to:

Conditions
P.O. Box 56
Van Brunt Station
Brooklyn, New York 11215







CONDITIONS: FIVE-THE BLACK WOMEN’S ISSUE
GUEST-EDITED BY LORRAINE BETHEL AND BARBARA SMITH
IS STILL AVAILABLE

One of the most exciting and healthy things to happen lately in
the black community is the coming out of black lesbians. Conditions:
Five. The Black Women'’s Issue (which also includes work by many
nonlesbians) reflects this with power, intelligence, and style. . . . Read-
ing the collection is not unlike seeing women breaking chains with
their bare hands. . . .

Conditions: Five represents a continuation of the struggle for
self-definition and affirmation that is the essence of what African-
American means in this country.

Alice Walker in Ms.

POETRY by Donna Allegra, Lorraine Bethel, Becky Birtha, Michelle T. Clinton,
Willie M. Coleman, Toi Derricotte, Ruth Farmer, Yvonne A. Flowers, Carole C.
Gregory, Gloria T. Hull, Cheryl L. Jones, Chirlane McCray, Pat Parker, Michelle
D. Parkerson, Donna Kate Rushin, Judy Simmons.

PROSE POEMS by Alexis De Veaux, Patricia Jones

SONG LYRICS by Hilary Kay, Deidre McCalla, Niobeh Tsaba, Mary Watkins
JOURNALS by Audrey Ewart, Muriel Jones, Janet Singleton, Beverly Smith
FICTION by Audre Lorde and Rashida

ESSAYS: * ‘Under the Days’: The Buried Life and Poetry of Angelina Weld
Grimké” by Gloria T. Hull; “Reflections: On Black Feminist Therapy” by
Eleanor Johnson; “The Black Lesbian in American Literature: An Overview™ by
Ann Allen Shockley; “Notes for Yet Another Paper on Black Feminism, or Will
the Real Enemy Please Stand Up?” by Barbara Smith; * “Artists Without Art
Form’: A Look at One Black Woman Writer’s World of Unrevered Black Wom-
en”” by Renita Weems.

REVIEWS: Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman by Michele Wallace
(reviewed by Linda C. Powell); The Black Unicorn by Audre Lorde (reviewed by
Fahamisha Shariat); nappy edges by Ntozake Shange (reviewed by Cheryl Clarke).
Individual copies: $4.50
(Institutions: $8.00)
Make checks payable to Conditions, P.O. Box 56, Van Brunt Station, Brooklyn,
New York 11215.



CONDITIONS: SIX IS STILL AVAILABLE

“There is no magazine I look forward to more eagerly than
Conditions. In each issue, substance that opens up further
thought; poetry, fiction, art that exhilarate with a sense of a
great blossoming taking place. Already, in the first three is-
sues, my indebtedness is enormous. Conditions is essential
reading.”

Tillie Olsen

“Conditions is highly recommended for academic libraries
and is essential for all collections of lesbian/feminist writing.”

Library Journal

POETRY by Claribel Alegria, Gloria Anzaldua, Gioconda Belli, Jan
Clausen, Rachel deVries, Rebecca Gordon, Lois Elaine Griffith, Jana
Harris, Joan Larkin, Mary Hope Lee, Minnie Bruce Pratt, Claudia Scott,
Judith Vollmer.

FICTION by Dorothy Allison, Diana Bellessi, Sauda Jamal, Irena Klep-
fisz, Harriet Malinowitz, Camille Norton, May Stevens.

ESSAYS/INTERVIEW: “An Old Dyke’s Tale: An Interview with Doris
Lunden” by Elly Bulkin; “Lesbians in the Mainstream: Images of Les-
bians in Recent Commercial Fiction” by Maureen Brady and Judith
McDaniel; “Remembering Sophia Parnok (1885-1933)” by Rima Shore.

REVIEWS: Asian-American Women: Two special issues of Bridge (re-
viewed by Barbara Noda); Give Me Your Good Ear by Maureen Brady
(reviewed by Sally George); Movement in Black by Pat Parker (reviewed
by Cheryl Clarke); True to Life Adventure Stories (Vol. 1) edited by
Judy Grahn (reviewed by Francine Krasno); To Know Each Other and
Be Known by Beverly Tanenhaus, The Passionate Perils of Publishing
by Celeste West and Valerie Wheat, The Guide to Women's Publishing
by Polly Joan and Andrea Chesman, The Media Report Index/Directory
by Martha Leslie Allen (reviewed by Dorothy Allison); Uses of the Erot-
ic: The Erotic as Power by Audre Lorde, Women and Support Networks
by Blanche Wiesen Cook, The Meaning of Our Love for Women is What
We Have Constantly To Expand by Adrienne Rich (reviewed by Bonnie
Zimmerman).

Also in Conditions: Six — an index to Conditions: One through Six.
Individual copies: $4.50

Make checks payable to Conditions, P.O. Box 56, Van Brunt Station,
Brooklyn, New York 11215.




CONDITIONS: SEVEN IS STILL AVAILABLE

“One senses about this whole enterprise that it will be, collec-
tively, a sourcebook for future feminists searching for the
record of this era’s best writing. . . . Conditions explores the
material we're not supposed to and in doing so, tells us what
we very much need to know. Buy it."”

Patricia McElligott in Motheroot Journal

POETRY by Paula Gunn Allen, Martha Courtot, Joy Harjo, Jacqueline
Lapidus, Cherrife Moraga, Adrienne Rich, Wendy Rose, Miriam Sagan,
Stephanie Strickland.

PROSE POEM by Janine Canan.
FICTION by Maureen Brady, Rocky Gamez, Linda Hogan, Diana Rivers.

ESSAYS: “Beloved Women: Lesbians in American Indian Cultures” by
Paula Gunn Allen; “‘The Possibility of Life Between Us™ A Dialogue
Between Black and Jewish Women” edited by Beverly Smith with Judith
Stein and Priscilla Golding.

REVIEWS: The Black and White of It by Ann Allen Shockley (reviewed
by Lynne Reynolds); The Coming Out Stories edited by Julia Penelope
Stanley and Susan J. Wolfe (reviewed by Bernice Mennis); Lorraine
Hansberry. Art of Thunder, Vision of Light, edited by Jean Carey Bond
(reviewed by Becky Birtha); Top Ranking: A Collection of Articles on
Racism and Classism in the Lesbian Community, edited by Joan Gibbs
and Sara Bennett (reviewed by Cherrie Moraga); The Wanderground:
Stories of the Hill Women by Sally Miller Gearhart (reviewed by Catherine
Madsen); We Speak in Code by Melanie Kaye (reviewed by Michelle CIiff).

Individual Copies: $4.50
(Institutions: $8.00)

Make checks payable to Conditions, P.O. Box 56, Van Brunt Station,
Brooklyn, New York 11215.



CONDITIONS: EIGHT IS STILL AVAILABLE

3

. . . Conditions is an excellent magazine. It explores in considerable
depth the theme of women loving women, in language which is varied,
fresh and provocative.”

Mary Jane Lupton in Women, A Journal of Liberation

POETRY by Sy Margaret Baldwin, Chrystos, Jan Clausen, Hattie
Gossett, Marilyn Hacker, Irena Klepfisz, Cherrfe Moraga, Minnie Bruce
Pratt

FICTION by Gloria Anzaldia, Barbara Smith

ESSAYS: “The Complexity of Desire: Conversations on Sexuality and
Difference” by Barbara T. Kerr and Mirtha Quintanales; “Sisterhood—
And My Brothers” by Rima Shore

REVIEWS: Awake in the River by Janice Mirikitani (reviewed by
Mitsuye Yamada); Black Lesbians: An Annotated Bibliography by JR
Roberts (reviewed by Carroll Oliver); The Cancer Journals by Audre
Lorde (reviewed by Cheryl Clarke); Claiming an Identity They Taught
Me To Despise by Michelle CIiff (reviewed by Linda Hogan); Lesbian
Fiction: An Anthology edited by Elly Bulkin and Leshian Poetry: An
Anthology edited by Elly Bulkin and Joan Larkin (reviewed by Bonnie
Zimmerman); The Lesbian in Literature by Barbara Grier (reviewed by
Elly Bulkin); This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of
Color edited by Cherrfe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldia (reviews by Paula
Gunn Allen and Jan Clausen)

Individual copies $4.50

Make checks payable to Conditions, P.O. Box 56, Van Brunt Station,
Brooklyn, New York 11215.




ADVERTISING

CONDITIONS has established the following rates for classified and
display ads:

CLASSIFIED ADS:
Women’s/gay presses and businesses, and small presses:

25 cents per word, 10 word minimum.
Commercial presses: 50 cents per word, 20 word minimum.

DISPLAY ADS:
Women’s/gay presses and businesses, and small presses:
Full page (4%2”x77) — $100
Half page (4% " x3%”) — § 50

Quarter page (2”x 3%2”) — 8 2§
Commercial presses:

Full page — 8150
Half page - $75

Display ads must be in the form of camera-ready copy. All adver-
tisements must be accompanied by check or money order.

All copy is accepted at the discretion of the editors.




NARRATIVES

poems in the tradition of black women

by Cheryl
Clarke
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$4.50

Distributed by: Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press

Box 592 Van Brunt Station Brooklyn, NY 11215
Add $1.00 shipping for first book, $.25 for each additional book.
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Keeper

Accounts

“| am scrupulously accurate. | keep track of all distinctions. Between past
and present. Pain and pleasure. Living and surviving. Resistance and capitu-
lation. Will and circumstances. Between life and death. Yes. | am scrupu-
lously accurate. | have become a keeper of accounts.” (from Bashert)

Born in Warsaw, Poland in 1941, Irena Klepfisz views America as alien
country where safety can never be assumed by the outsider. In Keeper of
Accounts she writes of the connections between historical events and the
individual, of common entrapments, and of the erosion of identity to meet
daily needs. Her poems reveal the fragility of the soul as well as its tena-
cious will to live, not just survive, on inhospitable, even hostile, soil.
Acutely aware that the past cannot be undone and that the present holds
new dangers, Irena Klepfisz nevertheless expresses the necessity and the
possibility of hope in our lives.

PERSEPHONE PRESS, INC.
P.0O. Box 7222, Watertown, Massachusetts 02172

Price: $5.95. Add $1.00 shipping for first book, $.25 for each additional book.

Irena
Klepfisz




“One finds an immense and varied collection of work in these
anthologies, forming what must be the largest collected body of
lesbian writing to date.” —The Body Politic

. e Themes as varied as motherhood, old age,
Covmen e Mylog Gouds bwalis Somex @ o Southern life, sexual relationships, work,
5 illness, growing up, racism, family bonds,
L@Sbﬂ@@ and friendship are explored. The mosaic of
[F[]@FI]@N lesbian lives is reflected in the different
racial, ethnic, class and regional identities of

both characters and writers.

on anthelogy | “Elly Bulkin has put together a diverse and
eciond bys By Bulidn skillful collection.” —The Body Politic

Dlena Hivees 8 Alvdda Boddpuys @ Jons Sk @ 336 pages, $8.9 5
Barbore Swen 8 Suw Allee Shoddey » Soth
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:n-mmm-wm-ma:

“Lesbian Poetry is a milestone in lesbian-

feminist culture, one that should be treas- [L@Sbﬂ@@
ured.” —Weekly News

“The poetry is a history of women. It is all
of our experiences—as lesbians, women with
children, women of different cultures and
class backgrounds.” —Broadside

“The complexity and richness of the work in
Lesbian Poetry is a testament to our art and By Bulidn & Joon Laridn
our survival.” —Audre Lorde

an anthelog)y
*hed by

phies ® oy Sorion B Susan Sexe @ Manthe She
Barbaon Senlth @ Wendy Severs ® Lynn Ston
Tvant ® Suwen Wood-Thompeon @ Rlioe Young

“

. . a monumental step forward in creating a fuller, richer Lesbian
poetic tradition and in treating that body of work with the care and
attention it deserves.” —Sinister Wisdom

336 pages, $10.95

PERSEPHONE PRESS, INC.
P.O. Box 7222, Watertown, Massachusetts 02172
Add $1.00 shipping for first book, $.25 for each additional book.
Lesbian Fiction and Lesbian Poetry are available free to women in prison and elderly
women in nursing homes.




kitchen table
Women of Color Press

announces

CUENTOS

storjes by [4tinas
L0220 2(0/297

edited by

alma GOMEZ
cherrie MORAGA

mariana ROMO- CARMONA

selections in spanish and english

to be published
SPRING 1983

Box 592 .
Van Brunt Station

) Brooklyn;NY 11215 h




bco 201 west 92 st
° _ new york, n.y. 10025

N e womens works in review

ANNOUNCING:
Womanbooks’ Club

For $3 receive seven issues
of our 12-page miini-catalog
including write-ups of books
& records and discount
coupons

I’ll join Womanbooks® Club
Here’s my $3.00 Dept.C

Name

Address

‘/— City State Zip.__J

THE"EEAF PATH

poems by Emily Warn
“Emily Warn'’s poetry is feeling, moving,
dealing with the powerful and deepest
part of being, yet delicately, even
precisely crafted. This is a new voice we
will all be blessed for hearing.”

—Susan Griffin
“It’s a beautiful book, The Leaf Path—
contemplative, carefully made, lovingly
conceived, it seems, and attentive to the
smallest bud, frill, tassel, leaf, seed, vine,
and echoing green tune in the replenish-
ment of nature.” —Colette Inez
Paperbound, 60 pages, $5.00

Copper Canyon Press, PO Box 271, Port Townsend, WA 98368




Lesbian, Gay and Feminist Bookstore with an enormous
stock in books, periodicals, records, posters, jewelry, cards,
etc. Write for our new Lesbian Literature catalog featuring
Lesbian fiction, poetry, biography, art, herstory, self-help,
spirituality, periodicals and more. 345 South 12th Street,
Philadelphia, Pa. 19107, (215)923-2960. Subscription to
Review and Catalogs - $2.00. We buy used gay & feminist
books. Hours: M.T,Thur. 10 - 9; Wed, 10 - 7; Fri. & Sat.
10 -10;Sun.2-7.

|OVANNIS
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our

the
Best in
Feminist Joumalism
Our 12th year

* National and international news
about women
* In-depth analysis of issues at the
cutting edge of modern feminism
% Health, prison, and labor news
SUBSCRIBE TODAY!

oob, 1841 Columbia Rd Rm 212,
Washington,D.C. 20009

$8/year sample copy $1.00
e e e ey
I Name '
l Addres e '
: ____zw______ _ off our backs :
| $14/yr. contributing sub 1841 Columbia Rd |
1 $8/yr. regular sub Rm 212 |
1 $20/yr. businesses and Washington, D.C. i
L institutions 20009 J
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SECOND SERIES, #1

MARGARET RANDALL: Nicaraguan Portfolio,
photographs and prose

MICHELLE CLIFF, “If I Could Write This in Fire,
I Would Write This in Fire"”

AUDRE LORDE, “Poetry is Not a Luxury”
DOROTHY HELLER, Drawings

Interview with feminist historian

BLANCHE WIESEN COOK

POETRY & PROSE by

JAN CLAUSEN, DAVINE, RACHEL deVRIES,

HENRY FLYNT, JEWELLE GOMEZ, LOIS ELAINE GRIFFITH,
CANDACE LYLE HOGAN, AKUA LEZLI HOPE,

HETTIE JONES, PATRICIA JONES, IRENA KLEPFISZ,
SUZANNE LACY, JUDITH MALINA, CHERRIE MORAGA,
MERCE RODOREDA, SUSAN SHERMAN

2 issue subscription $9.50

P.0.Box 1355 Stuyvesant Station
New York,New York 10009

AWOMEN'S
INTERDISGPLNARY A JOURNAL

-

WE WEL(OME (ONTRIBUTIONS
WHICH EMPLOY A FEMINIST,
MARXIST OR OTHER RAD!

OTHIUE:

ABORIGINAL WOMEN IN QUEENSLAND HISTORY
% RAPE AND RAE * (RITIQUE OF ANGLO-
AMERIGAN FEMINIST LITERARY THEORY %
RECENT GERMAN WOMEN FILMMAKERS %
POEM¢ AND STORIES

SUBSCRIPTION RATES: A$ 500; UKE 2:00;US $8-00 PA.
INSTITUTIONS: A$1000: UK£6:005 US $ 15700 PA.
CONTRIBUTIONS AND SUBSCRIPTIONS T0: HECATE, BOX 99.
ST. LUCIA, QUEENSLAND 4067, AUSTRALIA.
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SINISTER WISDOM

A Lesbian/Feminist Journal of Art, Language
and Politics, committed to dialogue among
women beyond all assumed /existing boundaries

Single copy: $3.60
Free on request to women in
prisons and mental institutions

2 Box 660 Amherst, Massachusetts 01004

READ & SUBSCRIBE TO

NO MORE CAGES,

A BIMONTHLY
WOMEN’S PRISON NEWSLETTER

Letters, Poetry, Articles
and Graphics from
WOMEN INSIDE
Prisons and Psychiatric Institutions

Available at Women’s and Progressive
Bookstores or write to:
WOMEN FREE WOMEN IN PRISON
PO Box 90, Brooklyn, NY 11215
$1 each copy, $6 per year
More if you can/Less if you can’t
FREE TO PRISONERS
AND PSYCHIATRIC INMATES

v



MENOPAUSE, CHANGING ROLES, AND
THE JOB MARKET
ARE JUST SOME OF THE TOPICS
COVERED IN

BROOMSTICK

A NATIONAL, FEMINIST,
READER-PARTICIPATION MACAZINE
BY, FOR, AND ABOUT
WOMEN OVER FORTY

$10 per year in US, $15 in Canada (US funds)
Sample copy $2.00

BROOMSTICK

3543 18th St.

San Francisco, CA 94110

B b

_the
radical .
reviewer

Canada’s only radical/feminist book
review and literary tabloid.

We welcome special orders.

Reviews Fiction Poetry
Criticism Interviews

and more.. ..
OPEN

Mon.-Thurs. Fri.-Sat.
11:00-6:30 11:00-5:30

Published three times per year
Subscribe

P.O. Box 24953
Station C
Vancouver, B.C.
Canada V5T 4G3
Individual *5.00/year
Institution *10.00/year

Sustainer *50.00/year 12 Northern Boulevard
Albany, New York
e 436-8848
CITY. = POS‘]‘AL CODE ¥ )




CFEMINARY
A

FEMINIST
JOURLNAL

FOR
THE
SOUTH

Emphasizing the Lesbian Vision
published 3 times a year

Subs: $6.50 for individuals
$13 for institutions

P.O.Box 954, Chapel Hill, N.C. 27514

WHAT LS.

feminist, intelligent, timely and artistic?

MENAD

a women's literary
journal

AVAILABLE BACK ISSUES...$2.50

#3 Racism, Spiritually & Fantasy — Robin Morgan & Elsa Gidlow
#4 Women Surfacing — Nell Blaine & great fiction

#5 Violation — Andrea Dworkin & Pam McAllister

#7 Freeing The Aliens Within — sci-fi, poetry & criticism
CURRENT ISSUE...$4.50

#8 Bonding (Winter 82/83)

UPCOMING ISSUES...$4.50
#9 These Are The Facts (Spring 83)

BUY IT & FIND OUT!

$16/yr. « $24/INSTITUTIONS « $19/INTERNATIONAL

MENAD p.o. box 738 gloucester, ma. 01930 |




WOMEN'’S RIGHTS
LAW REPORTER

Volume 7, Number 3

SYMPOSIUM ISSUE: REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS

The Right to Be Sexual
Mary Dunlap

Prenatal Diagnosis and Fetal Therapy:
Legal and Policy Implications
Ruth Hubbard

Child Custody Decisions:

Exploding the Myth that Mothers Always Win
Nancy Polikoff

Unspoken Premises in Custody Litigation
Annamay Sheppard

Abortion and Other Basics
Nadine Taub

The Crisis in Equality Theory:
Maternity, Sexuality and War
Wendy Williams

NOTE: The Fourteenth Amendment’s
Protection of the Single Woman’s
Right to be a Single Parent

Through A.1.D.

Single Issue Price: Send orders for non-subscribers to:
Individual $4.00 Women’s Rights Law Reporter
Agencies 15 Washington Street
Libraries Newark, New Jersey 07102

Institutions $8.00
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VOLUME 8, Number 1, Spring
1982: Phyllis Mack, Female
Prophecy in the English Civil War.
Elizabeth Spelman, Woman as
Body: Ancient and Contemporary
Views. Natalie Zemon Davis,
Women in the Crafts in Sixteenth-
Century Lyon. Gita Sen
and Lourdes Beneria, Class
and Gender Inequalities and
Women's Role in Economic De-
velopment. Bernice Johnson
Reagon, My Black Mothers and
Sisters or On Beginning a Cultural
Autobiography. INTERVIEW with
Sonia Johnson by Karen Lang-
lois. REVIEW ESSAYS by
Martha Vicinus and Katherine
See. POEMS by Norma Alarcon
and Clarita Roja. ART ESSAY:
“Forever Free,” Art by African-
American Women. Introduction
by Susan Willand Worteck.

Volume 8, Number 1

Spring 1982

Individuals
Institutions

THREE ISSUES ANNUALLY

1 year 2 years 3 years
$15.00 $27.00 $40.00
$30.00 $55.00 $82.00

FOREIGN ORDERS: ADD POSTAGE

Surface

Individuals: $6.00

+ $4.00/year

SINGLE ISSUE RATE
Institutions: $12.00

Airmail + $14.00/year

Feminist Studies will accept US$, Canadian $, pounds sterling, and
French francs. Please check at a local bank to obtain the most current

exchange rates.

Mail orders to:

Managing Editor, FEMINIST STUDIES
Women'’s Studies Program

University of Maryland

College Park, Maryland 20742



JUMP CUT, No. 27 $2.00

ngcial Section:
ilm and Feminism in Germany

Today: The German Women's
Movement; Helke Sander on Fem-
inism and Film; Gertrud Koch on
Female Voyeurism; Interviews
with Helga Reidemeister, Jutta
Bruckner, Christina Perincioli ;
Reidemeister on Documentary
Filmmaking; more.

Still Available:

Double Issve 24/25 $2.50
Special Section: Lesbians and
Film: Filmography of Lesbian

d Works, Lesbian Vampires, Les-
bians in 'Nice' Films; Films of
Barbara Hammer; Films of Jan
Oxenberg; Growing Up Dyke
with Hollywood; Celine gnd
Julie Go Boating; Maedchen In
Uniform; more.

Forthcoming:

Independent Feminist Filmmaking;
Women and Pornography; Film
and Feminism in Germany lI;
Women's Filmmaking in Indig;
more.

@@@ US subs: 4 issues, $6.00
Abroad: 4 issues, $8.00
JUMP CUT
e e

PO Box 865
Berkeley CA 94701




BOX 10543 TALLAHASSEE , FLORIDA 32302

Celebrating its Oth

ANNIVERSARY

SARAH ALDRIDGE
ALL TRUE LOVERS -Romantic Lesbian novel, $6.95. CYTHEREA'S BREATH - Tum-of-the-
century Lesbian novel, $6.95. LATECOMER -Her first Lesbian romance. $5.00. THE
VESTING PLACE - Love trangle,$6.95. TOTTIE -Sixties Lesbian romance, $5.95.
ANN BANNON
0DD GIRL OUT. [ AM A WOMAN, WOMEN IN THE SHADOWS, JOURNEY TO A WOMAN,
BEEBO BRINKER ~Classic Lesbian pulp novels, orypinally published from (957 - 196J, 53.95 each.
PAT CALIFIA
SAPPHISTRY -A book of Lesbian sexuality. $6.95,
TEE CORINNE
LABIAFLOWERS-B iful line drawings of female g lia. §3.95. YANTRAS OF
WOMANLOVE~A picture book about the spintuality of sexualiry among women, § 6.95.
CAROL ANN DOUGLAS
TO THE CLEVELAND STATION -Love affair between a black and white woman, 56.95
BARBARA GRIER
THE LESBIAN IN LITERATURE -Bibliography with photos, $7.95, LESBIANA-
Collecnon of early LADDER material, $5.00.
FRANCES HANCKEL
LESBIAN WRITER - The writings of Claudia Scotr.$4.50.
ELIZABETH LANG
ANNVA 'S COUNTRY ~Novel. Lesbian emerges from marnage and morherhood. $5.95,
VICKI MC CONNELL
MRS. PORTER'S LETTER - Novel about a Lesbian journalist detective, $6.95.
VICTORIA RAMSTETTER
THE MARQUISE AND THE NOVICE - Lesbian gothic novel, $4.95.
JL.R. ROBERTS
BLACK LESBIANS - Bibliography of black Lesbians with photos, $5.95.
JANE RULE
DESERT OF THE HEART -Classic Lesbian romantic novel, $3.95. OUTLANDER -Short
stories and essavs. $6.95. THIS IS NOT FOR YOU -Romantic novel. $7.95.
CONTRACT WITH THE WORLD ~ Novel with Lesbian characters. $7.95.
ANN ALLEN SHOCKLEY
THE BLACK AND WHITE OF IT-Short stories about black and white Lesbians, $5.95.
SHEILA TAYLOR
FAULTLINE - Best-selling Lesbian love story set in senocomic formar. $6.95.
VALERIE TAYLOR
JOURNEY TO FULFILLMENT. WORLD WITHOUT MEN. RETURN TO LESBOS,
~Classic early 1960’s Lesbian pulp novels. $3.95 each.
PRISM~ Love affair between two women in their middle 60's., $6.95.

NEW TITLES

SARAH ALDRIDGE, MADAME AURORA— Lesbian Novel, $7.95.
ANITA CORNWELL, BLACK LESBIAN IN WHITE AMERICA
—Fiction, Autobiography, and Essay, $7.50.
KATHERINE V. FORREST, CURIOUS WINE—Romantic Lesbian
Love Story, $7.50.
LEE LYNCH, TOOTHPICK HOUSE-Contemporary Lesbian novel, $7.95.

Mail Orders welcome. Add $.50 per book for postage and handling. BOOKSTORES take l
40% on orders of five or more. Terms: 1% — 10 days.. Net — 30 days.
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For Women to be Together
Karen Tenney / Jan Robinson e (212) 369-0741 / (203) 824-7479

FEMINIST LITERARY JOURNAL
We've been publishing quality

work by women for over ten years.

MOVING OUT c/o Miles Modern Poetry Committee
4866 Third

Wayne State University
Detroit, Michigan 48202

One year's subscription: $4.50
Single current issue: $2.50 plus 50¢ for postace

Begin my subscription with V. 9, #1
I wish to order back issues of MOVING OUT at $2.00
each plus 50¢ each for postage. Please send:

V. 2, 41 V. 6, #1
Vi 22 42 00 Vi 6y 89T

Vordi oy Vo 15810 o0

V. 4, #2 V. 7, 4278 ¥1 @ $3.50

V. 55 #17w V. 8, #2 s
V. 5' #2

Enclosed please find my check or money order made
out to MOVING OUT.

Name

Address
PLEASE LET US KNOW OF ANY CHANGE OF ADDRESS.




RADICAL TEACHER

@ ‘‘Radical Teacher’s activist perspective confronts the real issues of classroom and
community. . . A practical and valuable journal, based on solid research and theory.””
The Guardian

@ Previous issues on: Back-to-Basics, Lesbian and Gay Studies, Health Sciences Educa-
tion, The Politics of Literacy, Mass Culture, Black Women’s Studies, Marxist
Teaching, Feminist Pedagogy

@ Radical Teacher is an independent socialist and feminist magazine that focuses on
three critical areas: the politics of teaching; the political economy of education;
feminist, Marxist and third world perspectives in literature, history, biology, sociology
and other disciplines.

$2 | S0cial Criticism $3/

Radical Teacher
P.O. Box 102 Cambridge, MA 02142

(please print or type) h

Zip

Subscription Rates (3 issues a year)
"y [ $8 Regular [0 $25 Sustaining
d O $4 Part Time/ [ $11 Library/
2 ‘ Unemployed/Retired Institutional
B ] §__ Contribution
WA\ O Send T-shirt information

Add: $8 for airmail delivery overseas; $2.50 for sur- N

face delivery overseas; $2.50 for Canada or Latin

America.

(Because of increased bank charges for foreign ex-
change, all checks (including Canadian) must be in

| U.S. dollars.) I

Add: $8 for airmail delivery overseas; $2.50 for surface delivery overseas; $2.50 for Canada or Latin
America.

(Because of increased bank charges for foreign exchange, all checks (including Canadian) must bein U.S.
dollars.)
















IN THIS ISSUE:

POETRY

Jo Carrillo, Jo Cochran, Isabela Gulerma,
Stacy Pies

FICTION

Dorothy Allison, Shirley Glubka, J eah Langford,
Paula Ross

ESSAYS

“Black Women on Black Women Writers: Conversations
and Questions” by Cheryl Clarke, Jewelle Gomez,
Evelynn Hammonds, Bonnie Johnson, Linda Powell

“Sisterhood—And My Brothers” by Rima Shore (Reprint)

REVIEWS

All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But
Some of Us Are Brave: Black Women's Studies, edited by
Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith
reviewed by Elizabeth Waters

Zami: a new spelling of my name by Audre Lorde
The Sound of One Fork by Minnie Bruce Pratt
reviewed by Jewelle Gomez

Folly by Maureen Brady
reviewed by Cris South

Radical Feminists of Heterodoxy by Judith Schwarz
reviewed by Carroll Oliver

Nice Jewish Girls: A Lesbian Anthology edited by
Evelyn Torton Beck
reviewed by Joyce E. Kauffman

On Gloria Z. Greenfield’s “Shedding”: A Further Comment
by Rima Shore

Also in this issue: Index to Conditions: Seven through Nine

$6.00




