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“Woman in Bathrobe” by Wataru Mori

| rarely saw her leave her house. On these occasions that | did see her out-
side, she would merely walk to the grocery at the corner of the alley and return
with a bag of groceries or vegetables. Sometimes she would look up and down
the alley and disappear into the house again.

Her hair was dark and long and wavy. It curled upward at the ends.
Completely covering her neck. She was neither white nor black. Nor was she
brown. Her color was of a creamish tinge that verged on light and dark. Her
brows were thin curving black lines. But her eyes, shadowed by long black
lashes, were dark and deep and brooding. Her face seemed soft and smooth.
Once she smiled to me, and her dark red lips parted to reveal a glint of white
teeth, and two tiny dimples formed in her cheeks.

Her house was next door to ours. She had been there before we moved in. It
was a small yellow house, not longer than ours, though it seemed longer. A
short flight of five or six steps climbed to the little porch facing the alley.

She had many visitors, and they were all men. They were Negroes and
whites. They came in the morning, in the afternoon, and at night. The house
was quiet in the daytime, but at night a phonograph played loud jazz music
and there was much laughter. | would creep near the windows to see what was
happening, but I never did see anything because the blinds were always drawn.

I would never have seen the inside of that house had it not been for Caesar.
Caesar was a big Negro boy. He wasn't exactly black nor with features like a
Negro’s. His color was a sort of blackish brown. But everybody said he was a
“nigger” so | took their word for it. Caesar was always being teased by the boys
because he told so many lies. One time a boy got sore at him and said that he'd
get his .22 and shoot him. Caesar said, “You just try it. I'll get my .23 and shoot
you.” | thought a .23 was something small like a BB gun, so | laughed with the
boys.

Caesar used to come to the alley and run errands for the woman next door.
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One day when | met him outside | asked him if that woman was his sister.

“Naw,” he said, “she ain't my sister. But she sure got a lot of money. She
tells me she’s gonna buy me a gun next Chris’'mus.”

“No foolin'?”

“Who says I'm foolin'?”

“Nobody. Gee, but how much she got?”

“How much she got?” Caesar made his big eyes bigger. “Lawd, she don't
know herself. She got so much money she can’t count them. Eve'y time she try
to count them she get some more money, so she got to start all over again.”

“Gee, | wish | had that much money.”

“Anybody would,” exclaimed Caesar. “Hey, look.” He pulled out a two-bit
piece from his pants pocket.

“Where you get that money?”

“She give it to me today 'cause | run a n’errand for her.”

“Gee.” | stared at the coin. It was more money than | ever had for my own.

“Everytime | run a n'errand for her she give me some money. One time she
give me fifty cents just for bringing her a paper. She sure am rich, ain't she?”

| stared at the two-bit in wonder and say, “I'll say.”

“Next time | run a n’errand for her I'll call you so she can give you some
money too.”

| cried, “Gee, Caesar, will you do that? Gee.”

| forgot then that all the boys made fun of Caesar. He was my friend now.

One afternoon Caesar called me from outside.

“C’mon, we gonna run a n'errand for her.”

We went to the grocery store and bought a pound of sausage, a loaf of bread,
and two heads of cabbage. | carried the cabbages.

“Maybe she won't give us two two-bits,” Caesar said, “’cause there’s two of us,
but she gonna give us a lot. Don't you worry, boy.”

We climbed the short front steps. Caesar opened the screen door.

“All right, c’'mon in.”

| hesitated. | was afraid my mother would be watching from our window. |

felt that she didn't like this woman.
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“C’mon, we gotta take this into the kitchen.”

| entered. We passed through the parlor. It was gloomy because the blinds
were drawn. | saw a couch in one corner, a small table and two or three chairs.
The heavy smell of perfume and toilet powder made my stomach feel queer.
We walked by a closed door, then into the kitchen. The wavy-haired woman
was brewing coffee. She wore her bathrobe.

“All right, Caesar, just put them on the table.”] The Rafu Shimpo, March 14,
19370

She smiled as she took the cabbages out of my arms and laid them on the
table. The heads were quite large and heavy.

“l see you brought your little friend today, Caesar.” She addressed me,
“You're my little neighbor, aren’t you?”

| told her, a little more audibly.

She laughed softly and bent toward me.

“You're not afraid of me, are you, Honey?”

“That's a good boy.”

She reached into a pocket and jingled some coins.

“I must reward you boys because you've been so nice.” She held out a couple
of quarters. “Here you are,” she said, giving me one, then Caesar one. “Buy
yourself some ice cream and have a good time.”

“Thank you very much.” 1 clenched the coin in my fist.

“Thank you, Miss Julie,” Caesar said.

“Goodbye.”

“Goodbye.”

Caesar bought an ice cream cone and a bag of cinnamon drops. | bought ice
cream too, and a bag of peanuts.

“Is she sick?” | asked Caesar.

“Miss Julie? No, she ain't sick. Why you ask that?”

“She always wears a bathrobe. Why don’t she wear a dress?”

“She don'’t have to wear a dress 'cause she never go outside.”

“Why don’t she go outside?”
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“’Cause she don't feel like. That's why.”

“Oh.” 1 still didn't understand why she seldom left the house, but | did not
guestion Caesar anymore.

I did not see Miss Julie again until a week later. I had come home from
school and was sitting on the porch eating a slice of buttered bread. A police
patrol wagon turned into the alley and stopped before the yellow house. Then
Miss Julie emerged upon the porch. She no longer wore a robe, but a light blue
dress that smoothly revealed the contours of her rounded form. A policeman
came out and closed the door behind him. He escorted her into the patrol, then
the policeman standing said, “All right, Ed.”

The bus roared out of the alley.

| ran into the front room where my mother was sewing a dress.

“The policemen came and took the lady away,” | told her excitedly.

“The next-door woman?”

“Yes, they put her in the hurry-up wagon.”

She stepped on the treadle and continued sewing. | waited for her to say
something, but she remained silent.

“Why did they take her away?” | asked.

“Because she is a bad woman.”

“Did she steal something?” | thought the only bad thing a woman could do
was stealing something.

“Yes, she stole money from people.”

“Why do so many men go to her house, mama?”

She stopped sewing and turned a hem.

If Miss Julie stole from her friends, | wondered why they should go to her
house. So I repeated the question.

“They go to have their clothes sewn,” she replied, and resumed her sewing.

“Oh, and then did she rob them?”

“Yes. She took the money out of their pockets. She is a bad woman, | am
glad to see her put in jail.”

So that was why she had so much money, | thought. I could not actually

believe that Miss Julie was a thief because she was so nice and gave me a quar-
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ter, but | did not enter her house again.

Two days later | saw people going in and out of her house like before. | won-
dered who lived in the house after Miss Julie was taken away, until | saw her
on the porch one morning. She was in her bathrobe.

Caesar called me when he had an errand to do for Miss Julie, but I refused to
go.

“What's the matter with you?” he demanded. “Don’t you want no quarters?”

“Sure, but-but I can't go.”

“Why can’'t you? Why can’'t you go?”

“Because I—my mother said | can’t go.”

Caesar stared at me queerly and swore as if he were surprised. | did not
want to tell him that Miss Julie was a thief.

Caesar did not come to the alley anymore. | thought Miss Julie had decided
to do her own errands. | did not see her anymore, either. | wondered if she
were sick. Maybe she couldn't even walk. Many days later, | noticed that I
hadn’t seen anybody climbing up the steps of her house since several days back.

Maybe she was dead. Maybe she was in a hospital. | thought of different
tragic possibilities that might have overtaken her, but soon I forgot about Miss
Julie.

For two months the yellow house was silent. Then one day | saw two or
three men enter it.

“Miss Julie is back,” | said to myself.

But | was wrong.

| saw the woman as she walked up the steps one morning with a bottle of
milk in her hand. She was larger than Miss Julie. Her complexion was some-
thing like Caesar’s, and her eyes were not round like Miss Julie’s, but small
and sharp at the corners. Her cheeks and lips were daubed with rouge. | never
saw her smile.OJ The Rafu Shimpo, March 28, 19370
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