Corinne

By Jon Jenkins

I used to live in a ghetto in Chicago.  It was 98% black.  It had the highest crime rate in Chicago.  People were often killed.  Women were raped or beaten.  While looking out of the classroom window where I was working, I watched a woman shoot her boyfriend.  While sitting at the reception desk a man ran up and asked if I had seen anyone come by.  His wife had been attacked.  People strung out on drugs, gangs terrorising, drunks sitting on the curbs and prostitutes hustling were part of living there.   

I lived one block from a little store where they sold whiskey   and beer.  A woman named Corinne owned the store.  The store was divided into two parts.  One part was behind a kind of wire screen where the employees worked.  You could see the bottles on shelves.  You could also see guns sitting around the place.  A shotgun rested against a table.  Handguns lay next to bottles of cheap wine and half pints of whiskey.  One was always within reach of the staff.

On the other side of   the screen was for the customers.    People would buy a can of beer, sit and talk in her store.  It was not a bar but a store.  People like to stay there because it was safe.  The guns   and Corinne’s bravery made it safe.

One evening a group of us were drinking and singing.  Steve played the guitar and led us in folk songs and gospel.  When the beer got low at around 11:00 pm we decided to call Corrine and ask if she would drop some beer off on her way home.  Lela called because she knew her the best.  Corinne said it was not a problem.

A little while later the doorbell rang and Lela and I went down to open it.  We said hi.  We asked how she was doing.  She said she was fine and smiled.  She said the police had stopped her on the way to our place.  They wanted to tell her that it was not safe to walk alone at night in that neighbourhood.  She said with a smile that she could take care of herself and lifted the flap of her purse.  Inside was a gun.

I was stunned.  I began to see behind Corrine hundreds of women.  

One a leader of her ancient people stood with great dignity giving hope all who knew her.  Some were beaten – bloody by boyfriends, husbands, or fathers.  More than one was a killer.  The oppression of slavery broke and reduced some to little more than animals.  A woman cared for the children of others.  Another worked 60 hours a week so that her son could go to college.  One was chained to dozens of others and laid in blood, vomit and sewage as the ship they were on rolled in the waves.  The montage of good and evil, great and small, loving and spiteful rolled across my consciousness.

Corrine was the latest of line of women.  I found myself profoundly honoured to know Corrine.

