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portraying blacks as stereolypes and for being politically cmzserz'fuiue. To maiiny in
the 1950s ber writing seemed reactionary, almost embarrassing in an age of l;{ack
protest. and she berself—working as a domestic. a librarian, and a .Slll):\‘ftffllt‘
teacher—uwas almost forgotten. Hurston died in a counly u'elfa‘re home in I-Ior‘u[a
and is buried in an unmarked grave. But literary scholars now judge her one of the
major authors of ber era and her work is widely read and taught.

Sweat

It was eleven o'clock of a Spring night in Florida. It was Su.ndz'ly. Any other nig!)[.
Delia Jones would have been in bed for two hours by this time. But slje was
washwoman, and Monday morning meant a great deal 1o her. .So‘ she coll?ctcd gln-:
soiled clothes on Saturday when she returned the clean things. Sunday night after
church. she sorted them and put the white things to soak. It saved her almost
half dav's start. A great hamper in the bedroom held the clothes that she brought
home. It was so much neater than a number of bundles lying around. .

She squatted in the kitchen floor heside the great pile Qt clothes. S(.)run'g fhem
into small heaps according to color. and humming a song in a motlljntul key. but
wondering through it all where Sykes. her husband. had gone with her horse and
huckboard.! ‘ ‘

just then something long. round. limp and black tell_ upon hef shoulders zll‘l(!
slithered to the floor beside her. A great terror took hold of her. It softened her knees
and dried her mouth so that it was a full minute hetore she could cry out or move.
Then she saw that it was the big bull whip her hushand liked to carry when he drox"c.

she lifted her eyes to the door and saw him standing there bent over with
Jaughter at her fright. She screamed at him. ' . N

"'Sykcs. what you throw dat whip on me like dar? You k.n()\\‘f it w ou!.d skeer
me—looks just like a snake. an” you knows how skeered Ah is of snalkc.js. -

-Course Ah knowed it! That's how come Ah done it.” He slzlppe.d l)xs leg with
his hand and almost rolled on the ground in his mirth. “If you such a big fool dat you
got to have a fit over a earth worm or a string, Ah don't keer hO\\t Imc‘i Ah skcer you.

“You aint got no business doing it. Gawd knows it's a sin. Some day Ah'm
gointuh drop dead from some of yo' foolishness. 'No[hcr.[l?u?g, .where you ‘I)('?(‘.‘I}
wid mah rig? Ah feeds dat pony. He aint fuh you to be drivin’ wid no hull. whip.

“Yo sho is one aggravatin’ nigger woman!” he declared zlnd stepped into the
room. She resumed her work and did not answer him at once. “Ah done tole you
time and again to keep them white folks’ clothes outa dis house.” ' ok

He picked up the whip and glared down at her. Dcl‘la went on with h.m work.
She went out into the vard and returned with a galvanized tub and set it on the
washbench. She saw that Sykes had kicked all of the clothes together again, and
now stood in her way truculently. his whole manner hoping. praying. to.r 111?
argument. But she walked calmly around him and commenced to re-sort the 1‘hmg.1.s'.

“Next time, Ah'm gointer to kick "em outdoors.” he threatened as he struck a
match along the leg of his corduroy breeches. . 7 )
Delia never looked up from her work, and her thin, stooped shoulders
further.
*dggf:l: l:;[nt for no fuss t'night Sykes. Ah just come from taking sacrament at the
church house.” ’
He snorted scornfully. =Yeah, you just come from de chuECh h.ousc on 4
Sunday night. but heah you is gone 10 work on them clothes. You aint nothing

tbuckboard an open wagon.
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but a hypocrite. One of them amen-corner Christiins—sing. whoop. shout, then
come home and wash white folks clothes on the Sabbath.”

He stepped roughly upon the whitest pile of things. kicking them helter-skelter
as he crossed the room. His wife gave a little scream of dismay, and quickly gath-
ered them together again.

“Sykes, you quit grindin’ dirt into these clothes! How can Ah git through by
Sat'day if Ah don’t start on Sunday?”

*Ah don't keer if you never git through. Anyhow, Ah done promised Gawd
and a couple of other men, Ah aint gointer have it in mah house. Don't gimme no
lip neither, else Ah’ll throw “em out and put mah fist up side vo' head to boot.”

Delia’s habitual meekness scemed to slip from her shoulders like a blown
scarf. She was on her feet: her poor little body. her bare knuckly hands bravely
defying the strapping hulk before her.

“Looka heah, Sykes. vou done gone too fur. Ah been married to vou fur fif-
teen years, and Ah been takin’ in washin® for fifteen years. Sweat. sweat, sweat!
Work and sweat, cry and sweat. pray and sweat!”

“What's that got to do with me?" he asked brutally.

“What's it got to do with you. Sykes? Mah wb of suds is filled vo' belly with
vittles more times than yo™ hands is filled it. Mah sweat is done paid for this house
and Ah reckon Ah kin keep on sweatin in it.”

She seized the iron skillet from the stove and struck a defensive pose. which
act surprised him greatly, coming from her. It cowed him and he did not strike her
as he usually did.

“Naw you won't.” she panted. “that ole snaggle-toothed black woman you
runnin’ with aint comin® heah to pile up on mah sweat and blood. You aint paid
for nothin® on this place. and Ah'm gointer stay right heah till Ah'm toted out foot
foremost.”

“Well. you better quit gittin® me riled up. else they’ll be totin” vou out sooner
than you expect. Ah'm so tired of you Ah don’t know whut to do. Gawd! how Ah
hates skinny wimmen!”

A lile awed by this new Delia. he sidled out of the door and slammed the
back gate afier him. He did not say where he had gone. but she knew too well.
She knew very well that he would not return until nearly davbreak also. Her work
over. she went on to bed but not to sleep ar once. Things had come o a prety
pass!

She lay awake, gazing upon the debris that cluttered their matrimonial trail.
Not an image left standing along the way. Anvthing like flowers had long ago
been drowned in the salty stream that had been pressed from her heart, Her tears,
her sweat, her blood. She had brought love to the union and he had brought a
longing for the tlesh. Two months alter the wedding. he had given her the first
brutal beating. She had the memory of numerous trips to Orlando with all of his

wages when he had returned to her penniless. even before the first year had
passed. She was young and soft then, but now she thought of her knotty, muscled
limbs, her harsh knuckly hands, and drew herself up into an unhappy little ball in
the middle of the big feather bed. Too late now to hope for love, even if it were
not Bertha it would be someone else. This case differed from the others only in
that she was bolder than the others. Too late for evervthing except her little home.
She had built it for her old days. and planted one by one the trees and flowers
there. It was lovely to her, lovely.

Somchow before sleep came, she found herself saying aloud: “Oh well, what-
ever goes over the Devil's back, is got to come under his belly. Sometime or
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in its birth struggles. Perhaps her threat to go to the white folks had frightened
Sykes! Perhaps he was sorry! Fifteen years of misery and suppression had brought
Delia 10 the place where she would hope anything that looked towards a way
over or through her wall of inhibitions.

She felt in the match safe behind the stove at once for a maich. There was
only one there.

“Dat niggah wouldn't fetch nothin heah tuh save his rotten neck, but he kin
run thew whut Ah brings quick enough. Now he done toted off nigh on tuh haff
uh box uh matches. He done had dat ‘'oman heah in mah house, too.”

Nobody but a woman could tell how she knew this even before she struck
the match. But she did and it put her into a new fury.

Presently she brought in the wbs to put the white things to soak. This time
she decided she need not bring the hamper out of the bedroom: she would go in
there and do the sorting. She picked up the pot-bellied lamp and went in. The
room was small and the hamper stood hard by the foot of the white iron bed. She
could sit and reach through the bedposts—resting as she worked.

*Ah wantah cross Jurden in uh calm time.” She was singing again. The mood
of the “love feast™ had returned. She threw back the lid of the basket almost gaily.
Then, moved by both horror and terror, she sprang back toward the door. There
lay the snake in the basket! He moved sluggishly at first. but even as she turned
round and round. jumped up and down in an insanity of fear, he began to stir vig-
orously. She saw him pouring his awful beauty from the basket upon the bed,
then she seized the lamp and ran as fast as she could to the kitchen. The wind
from the open door blew out the light and the darkness added to her terror. She
sped to the darkness of the yard, slamming the door after her before she thought
to set down the lamp. She did not feel safe even on the ground. so she climbed
up in the hay barn.

There for an hour or more she lay sprawled upon the hay a gibbering wreck.

Finally she grew quiet, and after that, coherent thought. With this. stalked
through her a cold, bloody rage. Hours of this. A period of introspection, a space
of retrospection, then a mixture of both. Out of this an awful calm.

“Well, Ah done de bes” Ah could. If things aint right. Gawd knows taint mah
fault.”

She went to sleep—a twitchy sleep—and woke up to a faint gray sky. There
was a loud hollow sound below. She peered out. Sykes was at the wood-pile, de-
molishing a wire-covered box.

He hurried to the kitchen door, but hung outside there some minutes before
he entered. and stood some minutes more inside before he closed it after him.

The gray in the sky was spreading. Delia descended without fear now, and
crouched beneath the low bedroom window. The drawn shade shut out the
dawn, shut in the night. But the thin walls held back no sound.

“Dat ol scratch is woke up now!" She mused at the tremendous whirr inside,
which every woodsman knows, is one of the sound illusions. The rattler is a ven-
triloquist. His whirr sounds to the right, 1o the left, straight ahead, behind, close
under foot—everywhere but where it is. Woe to him who guesses wrong unless
he is prepared to hold up his end of the argument! Sometimes he strikes without
rattling at all.

Inside, Sykes heard nothing until he knocked a pot lid off the stove while try-
ing to reach the match safe in the dark. He had emptied his pockets at Bertha's.

The snake seemed 10 wake up under the stove and Sykes made a quick leap
into the bedroom. In spite of the gin he had had, his head was clearing now.
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“Mah Gawd!" he chattered. “Ef Ah could only strack uh light!”

The rattling ccased for a moment as he stood paralyzed. He waited. It seemed
that the snake waited also.

“Oh, fuh de light! Ah thought he'd be 100 sick™—Svkes was muttering to him-
self when the whirr began again. closer. right underfoot this time. Long before
this. Sykes™ ability to think had been flawtened down 1o primitive instinct and he
leaped—onto the bed.

Outside Delia heard a crv that might have come from a maddened chim-
panzce. a stricken gorilla. All the terror. all the horror, all the rage that man possi-
bly could express, without a recognizable human sound.

A tremendous stir inside there. another series of animal screams, the intermit-
tent whirr of the reptile. The shade torn violently down from the window. letting
in the red dawn, a huge brown hand seizing the window stick, great dull blows
upon the wooden floor punctuating the gibberish of sound long after the rattle of
the snake had abruptly subsided. All this Delia could sce and hear from her place
beneath the window. and it made her ill. She crept over 1o the four-oclocks and
stretched herself on the cool earth to recover.

She lay there. “Delia, Delia!™ She could hear Sykes calling in a most despair-
ing tone as one who expected no answer. The sun crept on up. and he called.
Delia could not move—her legs were gone flabby. She never moved. he called.
and the sun kept rising.

“Mah Gawd!” she heard him moan. “Mah Gawd fum Heben!™ She heard him
stumbling about and got up from her tflower-bed. The sun was growing warm. As
she approached the door she heard him call out hopefully. “Delia. is dat you Ah
heah?”

She saw him on his hands and knees as soon as she reached the door. He
crept an inch or two toward her—all that he was able. and she saw his horribly
swollen neck and his one open eye shining with hope. A surge of pity too strong
to support bore her away from that eye that must, could not. fail to sce the tubs.
He would see the lamp. Orlando with its doctors was too far. She could scarcely
reach the Chinaberry tree. where she waited in the growing heat while inside she
knew the cold river wus creeping up and up 1o extinguish that eye which must
know by now that she knew.

[1920]

“four-o’clocks flowers that open in the late afiernoon.
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& Joining the Conversation: Critical Thinking and Writing

—
.

Summarize the relationship of Delia and Sykes before the time of the story.
How do the men on Joe Clark's porch further your understanding of Delia and
Sykes and of the relationship between the two?

To what extent is Delia responsible for Sykes's death? To what extent is Sykes
responsible? Do you think that Delia’s action (or inaction) at the end of the
story is immoral? Why, or why not?

4. To what extent docs the relationship between African Americans and whites play
a role in the lives of the characters in “Sweat™ and in the outcome of the story?
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