CHAPTER 2





	I remember when the woman nextdoor hung herself.  One morning there was the shocking sight, the purple face, popping eyes, the strangely bent head, the hanging body all baggy and dead, right in the center of the picture window.  Where on a table had stood the huge porcelain lamp covered by the big window-wide lampshade, the woman had stood, then had kicked the table out from under her, swinging by one of the drapery strings from her tinkling chandelier.  I was walking by to school when I saw it through the glass all posed, for the entertainment of pedestrians, upon the window stage as if a masque presented as a last offering to the street, and I went home saying Ma, Mrs. Johnson's in her window, dead, and although there was disbelief my folks soon saw it for themselves, my Old Man phoning in a hurry, my Ma maintaining The very idea, she could have heen more private about it, what will the child think when he grows up and becomes a man, for heaven's sake; and all over the neighborhood word ran that Mrs. Johnson had hung herself right in the window.  Was it a warning of some kind from the old widow?  People were always reporting her to the police because she played her music too loud, and my Ma said that when the police broke down the locked door to get to the gently swinging figure they found the radio, the phonograph and a player-piano all going in a mad loud band.  From the outside, where I stood waiting, it had sounded like a parade coming with all its colors down the street.


	Oh how she must have hated people --- that old widow Johnson --- but she had the best flowers on the block, some blooming it seemed every day until snow covered them, and then some in bloom already when the snow first ran away.  She would snip them all before they wilted and pile them near the alley, burning them when they dried, throwing a greenish smoke over the whole neighborhood.  When the police came they thought her death might have been a trick and they asked if anyone disliked her.  They were told everyone did; at one time or another she had spilled her bitterness on all.  But when an officer asked me I told him I thought she was okay because she kept the witches away, which is what I believed always lying in my room late at night: no witches or monsters or tigers would come near because they were all afraid of Mrs. Johnson.  The reporters came, too, and I told my story until Ma grabbed me, but the next day the papers had it all wrong, saying Mrs. Johnson was "deranged" and had hung herself in "despair" adding she had been "a lonely old woman." You can see how much they missed the point of the piano, the radio, the phonograph and all, and why she had picked the spot in front of the picture window.  I often thought she had planned it as her grand finale, a last screw you on her wrinkled old lips as she swung to and fro, never to be tucked off to a hospital where the people in white could tell her what to do, never to have to lie still while some insane neighbor-lady spooned broth into her mouth, never to have to sit watching the weeds rise above her beloved roses, never to weakly try to stop some helpful soul from shoveling the snow from her portion of the main sidewalk --- whenever someone had tried that she would scream If I want my walk shoveled I'll do it myself, so mind your own business!


	Since she had no relatives living, the neighborhood was well on its way to planning a nice funeral --- with her money --- and had picked a parlor, had even listed hostesses for each of three days, when along came a grim-faced lawyer who said it was Mrs. Johnson's wish that she be cremated and her remains scattered over "my land," which was her 50 x 90 lot.  This was the clincher for the neighbors and they no longer tried to do anything for her, avoiding even the mention of her name.  When a young couple bought the house, tore out the shrubs and flower-beds, so they could get some air, and then put in creeping bent all over to turn the lot green with no relief and very neat, the neighborhood breathed easier, sinking into its common convictions with more confidence because it found no one rejecting it anymore.


	For about a year I could uncover no substitute for old Mrs. Johnson, however, no unyielding mind strong enough or certain enough, no gnarled grip like hers on what was hers, and everyone appeared tame compared with this wild widow, hacking away at her flowers to burn them in private before they wilted in plain sight.  I missed her, and if I hadn't outgrown my belief in witches I might have missed her more, since there was nothing on our block any longer for witches and demons and monsters to be afraid of.  They could have wiped us all out if they had only tried, for Mrs. Johnson, our true mother, hateful, selfish and unpleasantly bitter because she was older like most mothers than those younger, because she could not forget that her children on the street had a chance to get singled out in the future, while she had neither chance nor future --- Mrs.  Johnson was gone, she could no longer lash out at the things that threatened her, and therefore threatened us, we were now all motherless on the street and exposed with no totally vicious champion to protect us to her death.


	I, for one, felt orphaned, while the rest of the street relaxed, finding it no longer necessary to suffer the dominance of that "deranged" mad woman.  I could do nothing about it, no change in course was open to me, so in spite of Mrs. Johnson's death I simply went on, doing the things I was supposed to do --- at least for awhile, until
