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“What you looking at me for?

>

I didn’t come to stay ..’

I HADN’T so much forgot as I couldn’t bring myself to

remember. Other things were more important.

“What you looking at me for?

»

I didn’t come to stay . . .

‘Whether I could remember the rest of the poem or not was
immaterial. The truth of the statement was like a wadded-up
handkerchief, sopping wet in my fists, and the sooner they
accepted it the quicker I could let my hands open and the air

would cool my palms.
“What you looking at me for ... ?”

The children’s section of the Colored Methodist Episcopal
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Church was wiggling and giggling over my well-known
torgetfulness.

The dress I wore was lavender taffeta, and each time I
breathed it rustled, and now that I was sucking in air to
breathe out shame it sounded like crepe paper on the back of
hearses.

As I'd watched Momma put ruffles on the hem and cute
little tucks around the waist, I knew that once I put it on I'd
look like a movie star. (It was silk and that made up for the
awful color.) I was going to look like one of the sweet little
white girls who were everybody’s dream of what was right
with the world. Hanging softly over the black Singer sewing
machine, it looked like magic, and when people saw me
wearing it they were going to run up to me and say, “Mar-
guerite [sometimes it was ‘dear Marguerite’], forgive us,
please, we didn’t know who you were,” and I would answer
generously, “No, you couldn’t have known. Of course I for-
give you.”

Just thinking about it made me go around with angel’s
dust sprinkled over my face for days. But Easter’s early
morning sun had shown the dress to be a plain ugly cut-down
from a white woman’s once-was-purple throwaway. It was
old-lady-long too, but it didn’t hide my skinny legs, which
had been greased with Blue Seal Vaseline and powdered with
the Arkansas red clay. The age-faded color made my skin
look dirty like mud, and everyone in church was looking at
my skinny legs.

Wouldn’t they be surprised when one day I woke out of
my black ugly dream, and my real hair, which was long and
blond, would take the place of the kinky mass that Momma
wouldn’t let me straighten? My light-blue eyes were going to
hypnotize them, after all the things they said about “my daddy
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must of been a Chinaman” (I thought they meant made out of
china, like a cup) because my eyes were so small and squinty.
Then they would understand why I had never picked up a
Southern accent, or spoke the common slang, and why I had
to be forced to eat pigs’ tails and snouts. Because I was really
white and because a cruel fairy stepmother, who was under-
standably jealous of my beauty, had turned me into a too-big
Negro girl, with nappy black hair, broad feet and a space
between her teeth that would hold a number-two pencil.
“What you looking ...” The minister’s wife leaned
toward me, her long yellow face full of sorry. She whispered,
“I just come to tell you, it’s Easter Day.” I repeated, jamming
the words together,“Ijustcometotellyouit’sEasterDay,” as low
as possible. The giggles hung in the air like melting clouds
that were waiting to rain on me. I held up two fingers, close to
my chest, which meant that I had to go to the toilet, and tip-
toed toward the rear of the church. Dimly, somewhere over
my head, I heard ladies saying, “Lord bless the child,” and
“Praise God.” My head was up and my eyes were open, but I
didn’t see anything. Halfway down the aisle, the church
exploded with “Were you there when they crucified my
Lord?” and I tripped over a foot stuck out from the children’s
pew. I stumbled and started to say something, or maybe to

“scream, but a green persimmon, or it could have been a lemon,

caught me between the legs and squeezed. I tasted the sour on
my tongue and felt it in the back of my mouth. Then before I
reached the door, the sting was burning down my legs and
into my Sunday socks. I tried to hold, to squeeze it back, to
keep it from speeding, but when I reached the church porch I
knew I'd have to let it go, or it would probably run right back
up to my head and my poor head would burst like a dropped
watermelon, and all the brains and spit and tongue and eyes
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would roll all over the place. So I ran down into the yard and
let it go. I ran, peeing and crying, not toward the toilet out
back but to our house. I'd get a whipping for it, to be sure, and
the nasty children would have something new to tease me
about. I laughed anyway, partially for the sweet release; still,
the greater joy came not only from being liberated from the
silly church but from the knowledge that I wouldn’t die from
a busted head.

If growing up is painful for the Southern Black girl, being
aware of her displacement is the rust on the razor that
threatens the throat.

It is an unnecessary insult.

CHAPTER 1

==

WHEN [ was three and Bailey four, we had arrived in
the musty little town, wearing tags on our wrists which
instructed—“To Whom It May Concern”—that we were Mar-
guerite and Bailey Johnson Jr., from Long Beach, California, en
route to Stamps, Arkansas, /o Mrs. Annie Henderson.

Our parents had decided to put an end to their calamitous
marriage, and Father shipped us home to his mother. A porter
had been charged with our welfare—he got off the train the
next day in Arizona—and our tickets were pinned to my
brother’s inside coat pocket.

I don’t remember much of the trip, but after we reached
the segregated southern part of the journey, things must have
looked up. Negro passengers, who always traveled with
loaded lunch boxes, felt sorry for “the poor little motherless
darlings” and plied us with cold fried chicken and potato
salad.

Years later I discovered that the United States had been
crossed thousands of times by frightened Black children trav-
eling alone to their newly affluent parents in Northern cities,
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or back to grandmothers in Southern towns when the urban
North reneged on its economic promises.

The town reacted to us as its inhabitants had reacted to all
things new before our coming. It regarded us a while without
curiosity but with caution, and after we were seen to be harm-
less (and children) it closed in around us, as a real mother
embraces a stranger’s child. Warmly, but not too tamiliarly.

We lived with our grandmother and uncle in the rear of
the Store (it was always spoken of with a capital s), which she
had owned some twenty-five years.

Early in the century, Momma (we soon stopped calling
her Grandmother) sold lunches to the sawmen in the lumber-
yard (east Stamps) and the seedmen at the cotton gin (west
Stamps). Her crisp meat pies and cool lemonade, when joined
to her miraculous ability to be in two places at the same time,
assured her business success. From being a mobile lunch
counter, she set up a stand between the two points of fiscal
interest and supplied the workers’ needs for a few years. Then
she had the Store built in the heart of the Negro area. Over the
years it became the lay center of activities in town. On Satur-
days, barbers sat their customers in the shade on the porch of
the Store, and troubadours on their ceaseless crawlings
through the South leaned across its benches and sang their sad
songs of The Brazos while they played juice harps and cigar-
box guitars.

The formal name of the Store was the Wm. Johnson Gen-
eral Merchandise Store. Customers could find food staples, a
good variety of colored thread, mash for hogs, corn for
chickens, coal oil for lamps, light bulbs for the wealthy, shoe-
strings, hair dressing, balloons, and flower seeds. Anything
not visible had only to be ordered.

Unul we became familiar enough to belong to the Store
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and it to us, we were locked up in a Fun House of Things
where the attendant had gone home for life.

EacH year I watched the field across from the Store turn
caterpillar green, then gradually frosty white. I knew exactly
how long it would be before the big wagons would pull into
the front yard and load on the cotton pickers at daybreak to
carry them to the remains of slavery’s plantatf‘Qns.

During the picking season my grandmother would get out
of bed at four o’clock (she never used an alarm clock) and
creak down to her knees and chant in a sleep-filled voice,
“Our Father, thank you for letting me see this New Day.
Thank you that you didn’t allow the bed I lay on last night to
be my cooling board, nor my blanket my winding sheet.
Guide my feet this day along the straight and narrow, and
help me to put a bridle on my tongue. Bless this house,
and everybody in it. Thank you, in the name of your Son,
Jesus Christ, Amen.”

Before she had quite arisen, she called our names and
issued orders, and pushed her large feet into homemade slip-
pers and across the bare lye-washed wooden floor to light the
coal-oil lamp.

The lamplight in the Store gave a soft make-believe

- feeling to our world which made me want to whisper and

walk about on tiptoe. The odors of onions and oranges and
kerosene had been mixing all night and wouldn’t be disturbed
until the wooded slat was removed from the door and the
early morning air forced its way in with the bodies of people
who had walked miles to reach the pickup place.

“Sister, I'll have two cans of sardines.”

“I'm gonna work so fast today I’'m gonna make you look
like you standing still.”
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“Lemme have a hunk uh cheese and some sody crackers.”

“Just gimme a coupla them fat peanut paddies.” That
would be from a picker who was taking his lunch. The greasy
brown paper sack was stuck behind the bib of his overalls.
He’d use the candy as a snack before the noon sun called the
workers to rest.

In those tender mornings the Store was full of laughing,
joking, boasting and bragging. One man was going to pick
two hundred pounds of cotton, and another three hundred.
Even the children were promising to bring home fo’ bits and
six bits.

The champion picker of the day before was the hero of the
dawn. If he prophesied that the cotton in today’s field was
going to be sparse and stick to the bolls like glue, every listener
would grunt a hearty agreement.

The sound of the empty cotton sacks dragging over the
floor and the murmurs of waking people were sliced by
the cash register as we rang up the five-cent sales.

If the morning sounds and smells were touched with the
supernatural, the late afternoon had all the features of the
normal Arkansas life. In the dying sunlight the people
dragged, rather than their empty cotton sacks.

Brought back to the Store, the pickers would step out of
the backs of trucks and fold down, dirt-disappointed, to the
ground. No matter how much they had picked, it wasn’t
enough. Their wages wouldn’t even get them out of debt to
my grandmother, not to mention the staggering bill that
waited on them at the white commissary downtown.

The sounds of the new morning had been replaced with
grumbles about cheating houses, weighted scales, snakes,
skimpy cotton and dusty rows. In later years I was to confront
the stereotyped picture of gay song-singing cotton pickers
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with such inordinate rage that I was told even by fellow
Blacks that my paranoia was embarrassing. But I had seen the
fingers cut by the mean little cotton bolls, and I had witnessed
the backs and shoulders and arms and legs resisting any fur-
ther demands.

Some of the workers would leave their sacks at the Store
to be picked up the following morning, but a few had to take
them home for repairs. I winced to picture them sewing the
coarse material under a coal-oil lamp with fingers stiffening
from the day’s work. In too few hours they would have to
walk back to Sister Henderson’s Store, get vittles and load,
again, onto the trucks. Then they would face another day of
trying to earn enough for the whole year with the heavy
knowledge that they were going to end the season as they
started it. Without the money or credit necessary to sustain a
family for three months. In cotton-picking time the late after-
noons revealed the harshness of Black Southern life, which in
the early morning had been softened by nature’s blessing of
grogginess, forgetfulness and the soft lamplight.



CHAPTER 2

A =

WHEN Bailey was six and I a year younger, we used to rattle
off the times tables with the speed I was later to see Chinese
children in San Francisco employ on their abacuses. Our
summer-gray pot-bellied stove bloomed rosy red during
winter, and became a severe disciplinarian threat if we were so
foolish as to indulge in making mistakes.

Uncle Willie used to sit, like a giant black Z (he had been
crippled as a child), and hear us testify to the Lafayette County
Training Schools’ abilities. His face pulled down on the left
side, as if a pulley had been attached to his lower teeth, and his
left hand was only a mite bigger than Bailey’s, but on the
second mistake or on the third hesitation his big overgrown
right hand would catch one of us behind the collar, and in the
same moment would thrust the culprit toward the dull red
heater, which throbbed like a devil’s toothache. We were
never burned, although once I might have been when I was so
terrified I tried to jump onto the stove to remove the possi-
bility of its remaining a threat. Like most children, I thought
if T could face the worst danger voluntarily, and triumph, 1
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would forever have power over it. But in my case of sacrificial
effort I was thwarted. Uncle Willie held tight to my dress and
I only got close enough to smell the clean dry scent of hot iron.
We learned the times tables without understanding their
grand principle, simply because we had the capacity and no
alternative.

The tragedy of lameness seems so unfair to children that
they are embarrassed in its presence. And they, most recently
off nature’s mold, sense that they have only narrowly missed
being another of her jokes. In relief at the narrow escape, they
vent their emotions in impatience and criticism of the unlucky
cripple.

Momma related times without end, and without any show
of emotion, how Uncle Willie had been dropped when he was
three years old by a woman who was minding him. She
seemed to hold no rancor against the baby-sitter, nor for her
just God who allowed the accident. She felt it necessary to
explain over and over again to those who knew the story by
heart that he wasn’t “born that way.”

In our society, where two-legged, two-armed strong Black
men were able at best to eke out only the necessities of life,
Uncle Willie, with his starched shirts, shined shoes and
shelves full of food, was the whipping boy and butt of jokes of

-the underemployed and underpaid. Fate not only disabled

him but laid a double-tiered barrier in his path. He was also
proud and sensitive. Therefore he couldn’t pretend that he
wasn’t crippled, nor could he deceive himself that people were
not repelled by his defect.

Only once in all the years of trying not to watch him, I saw
him pretend to himself and others that he wasn’t lame.

Coming home from school one day, I saw a dark car in
our front yard. I rushed in to find a strange man and woman
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(Uncle Willie said later they were schoolteachers from Little
Rock) drinking Dr. Pepper in the cool of the Store. I sensed a
wrongness around me, like an alarm clock that had gone off
without being set.

I knew it couldn’t be the strangers. Not frequently, but
often enough, travelers pulled off the main road to buy
tobacco or soft drinks in the only Negro store in Stamps.
When I looked at Uncle Willie, I knew what was pulling my
mind’s coattails. He was standing erect behind the counter,
not leaning forward or resting on the small shelf that had been
built for him. Erect. His eyes seemed to hold me with a mix-
ture of threats and appeal.

I dutifully greeted the strangers and roamed my eyes
around for his walking stick. It was nowhere to be seen. He
said, “Uh .. . this this . . . this . .. uh, my niece. She’s ... uh. ..
just come from school.” Then to the couple—“You know . ..
how, uh, children are ... th-th-these days ... they play all
d-d-day at school and c-c-can’t wait to get home and pl-play
some more.”

The people smiled, very friendly.

He added, “Go on out and pl-play, Sister.”

The lady laughed in a soft Arkansas voice and said, “Well,
you know, Mr. Johnson, they say, you're only a child once.
Have you children of your own?”

Uncle Willie looked at me with an impatience I hadn’t
seen in his face even when he took thirty minutes to loop the
laces over his high-topped shoes. “I ... I thought I told you to
g0 ... go outside and play.”

Before I left I saw him lean back on the shelves of Garret
Snuff, Prince Albert and Spark Plug chewing tobacco.

“No, ma’am ... no ch-children and no wife.” He tried a

[ ——
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laugh. “I have an old m-m-mother and my brother’s t-two
children to l-look after.”

I didn’t mind his using us to make himself look good. In
fact, I would have pretended to be his daughter if he wanted
me to. Not only did I not feel any loyalty to my own father, I
figured that if I had been Uncle Willie’s child I would have
received much better treatment.

The couple left after a few minutes, and from the back of
the house I watched the red car scare chickens, raise dust and
disappear toward Magnolia.

Uncle Willie was making his way down the long shad-
owed aisle between the shelves and the counter—hand over
hand, like a man climbing out of a dream. I stayed quiet and
watched him lurch from one side, bumping to the other, unul
he reached the coal-oil tank. He put his hand behind that dark
recess and took his cane in the strong fist and shifted his
weight on the wooden support. He thought he had pulled
it off. )

I'll never know why it was important to him that the
couple (he said later that he’d never seen them before) would
take a picture of a whole Mr. Johnson back to Little Rock.

He must have tired of being crippled, as prisoners tire of
penitentiary bars and the guilty tire of blame. The high-

- topped shoes and the cane, his uncontrollable muscles and

thick tongue, and the looks he suffered of either contempt or
pity had simply worn him out, and for one afternoon, one part
of an afternoon, he wanted no part of them.

I understood and felt closer to him at that moment than
ever before or since.

DURING these years in Stamps, I met and fell in love with
William Shakespeare. He was my first white love. Although I



14 MAYA ANGELOU

enjoyed and respected Kipling, Poe, Butler, Thackeray
and Henley, I saved my young and loyal passion for Paul
Lawrence Dunbar, Langston Hughes, James Weldon Johnson
and W.E.B. Du Bois’ “Litany at Atlanta.” But it was Shake-
speare who said, “When in disgrace with fortune and men’s
eyes.” It was a state with which I felt myself most familiar. T
pacified myself about his whiteness by saying that after all he
had been dead so long it couldn’t matter to anyone any more.

Bailey and I decided to memorize a scene from The Mer-
chant of Venice, but we realized that Momma would question
us about the author and that we’d have to tell her that Shake-
speare was white, and it wouldn’t matter to her whether he
was dead or not. So we chose “The Creation” by James
Weldon Johnson instead.

CHAPTER 3

=

WEIGHING the half-pounds of flour, excluding the scoop, and
depositing them dust-free into the thin paper sacks held a
simple kind of adventure for me. I developed an eye for mea-
suring how full a silver-looking ladle of flour, mash, meal,
sugar or corn had to be to push the scale indicator over to eight
ounces or one pound. When I was absolutely accurate our
appreciative customers used to admire: “Sister Henderson
sure got some smart grandchildrens.” If T was off in the Store’s
favor, the eagle-eyed women would say, “Put some more in
that sack, child. Don’t you try to make your profit offa me.”

Then I would quietly but persistently punish myself. For
every bad judgment, the fine was no silver-wrapped Kisses,
the sweet chocolate drops that I loved more than anything in
the world, except Bailey. And maybe canned pineapples. My
obsession with pineapples nearly drove me mad. I dreamt of
the days when I would be grown and able to buy a whole
carton for myself alone.

Although the syrupy golden rings sat in their exotic cans
on our shelves year round, we only tasted them during
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Christmas. Momma used the juice to make almost-black fruit
cakes. Then she lined heavy soot-encrusted iron skillets with
the pineapple rings for rich upside-down cakes. Bailey and I
received one slice each, and I carried mine around for hours,
shredding off the fruit until nothing was left except the per-
fume on my fingers. I'd like to think that my desire for
pineapples was so sacred that I wouldn’t allow myself to steal
a can (which was possible) and eat it alone out in the garden,
but I’'m certain that I must have weighed the possibility of the
scent exposing me and didn’t have the nerve to attempt it.

Until I was thirteen and left Arkansas for good, the Store
was my favorite place to be. Alone and empty in the mornings,
it looked like an unopened present from a stranger. Opening
the front doors was pulling the ribbon off the unexpected gift.
The light would come in softly (we faced north), easing itself
over the shelves of mackerel, salmon, tobacco, thread. It fell
flat on the big vat of lard and by noontime during the summer
the grease had softened to a thick soup. Whenever I walked
into the Store in the afternoon, I sensed that it was tired. I
alone could hear the slow pulse of its job half done. But just
before bedtime, after numerous people had walked in and out,
had argued over their bills, or joked about their neighbors, or
just dropped in “to give Sister Henderson a ‘Hi y’all,”” the
promise of magic mornings returned to the Store and spread
itself over the family in washed life waves.

Momma opened boxes of crispy crackers and we sat
around the meat block at the rear of the Store. I sliced onions,
and Bailey opened two or even three cans of sardines and
allowed their juice of oil and fishing boats to ooze down and
around the sides. That was supper. In the evening, when we
were alone like that, Uncle Willie didn’t stutter or shake or
give any indication that he had an “affliction.” It seemed that
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the peace of a day’s ending was an assurance that the covenant
God made with children, Negroes and the crippled was still in
effect.

THROWING scoops of corn to the chickens and mixing sour dry
mash with leftover food and oily dish water for the hogs were
among our evening chores. Bailey and I sloshed down twilight
trails to the pig pens, and standing on the first fence rungs we
poured down the unappealing concoctions to our grateful
hogs. They mashed their tender pink snouts down into the
slop, and rooted and grunted their satisfaction. We always
grunted a reply only half in jest. We were also grateful that we
had concluded the dirtiest of chores and had only gotten the
evil-smelling swill on our shoes, stockings, feet and hands.

Late one day, as we were attending to the pigs, I heard a
horse in the front yard (it really should have been called a
driveway, except that there was nothing to drive into it), and
ran to find out who had come riding up on a Thursday eve-
ning when even Mr. Steward, the quiet, bitter man who
owned a riding horse, would be resting by his warm fire unul
the morning called him out to turn over his field.

The used-to-be sheriff sat rakishly astraddle his horse. His

nonchalance was meant to convey his authority and power

over even dumb animals. How much more capable he would
be with Negroes. It went without saying.

His twang jogged in the brittle air. From the side of the
Store, Bailey and I heard him say to Momma, “Annie, tell
Willie he better lay low tonight. A crazy nigger messed with a
white lady today. Some of the boys’ll be coming over here

later.” Even after the slow drag of years, I remember the sense
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of fear which filled my mouth with hor, dry air, and made my
body light.

The “boys”? Those cement faces and eyes of hate that
burned the clothes off you if they happened to see you
lounging on the main street downtown on Saturday. Boys? It
seemed that youth had never happened to them. Boys? No,
rather men who were covered with graves’ dust and age
without beauty or learning. The ugliness and rottenness of old
abominations. :

If on Judgment Day I were summoned by St. Peter to give
tesimony to the used-to-be sheriff’s act of kindness, I would
be unable to say anything in his behalf. His confidence that my
uncle and every other Black man who heard of the Klan’s
coming ride would scurry under their houses to hide in
chicken droppings was too humiliating to hear. Without
waiting for Momma’s thanks, he rode out of the yard, sure
that things were as they should be and that he was a gentle
squire, saving those deserving serfs from the laws of the land,
which he condoned.

Immediately, while his horse’s hoofs were still loudly
thudding the ground, Momma blew out the coal-oil lamps.
She had a quiet, hard talk with Uncle Willie and called Bailey
and me into the Store.

We were told to take the potatoes and onions out of their
bins and knock out the dividing walls that kept them apart.
Then with a tedious and fearful slowness Uncle Willie gave
me his rubber-tipped cane and bent down to getinto the now-
enlarged empty bin. It took forever before he lay down flat,
and then we covered him with potatoes and onions, layer
upon layer, like a casserole. Grandmother knelt praying in the
darkened Store.

It was fortunate that the “boys” didn’t ride into our yard

! KNOW WHY THE CAGED BIRD SINGS 19

that evening and insist that Momma open the Store. They
would have surely found Uncle Willie and just as surely
lynched him. He moaned the whole night through as if he
had, in fact, been guilty of some heinous crime. The heavy
sounds pushed their way up out of the blanket of vegetables
and I pictured his mouth pulling down on the right side and
his saliva flowing into the eyes of new potatoes and waiting
there like dew drops for the warmth of morning.



CHAPTER 4

=

WHAT sets one Southern town apart from another, or from a
Northern town or hamlet, or city high-rise? The answer must
be the experience shared between the unknowing majority (it)
and the knowing minority (you). All of childhood’s unan-
swered questions must finally be passed back to the town and
answered there. Heroes and bogey men, values and dislikes,
are first encountered and labeled in that early environment. In
later years they change faces, places and maybe races, tactics,
intensities and goals, but beneath those penetrable masks they
wear forever the stocking-capped faces of childhood.

Mr. McElroy, who lived in the big rambling house next to
the Store, was very tall and broad, and although the years had
eaten away the flesh from his shoulders, they had not, at the
time of my knowing him, gotten to his high stomach, or his
hands or feet.

He was the only Negro I knew, except for the school prin-
cipal and the visiting teachers, who wore matching pants and
jackets. When I learned that men’s clothes were sold like that
and called suits, | remember thinking that somebody had been
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very bright, for it made men look less manly, less threatening
and a little more like women.

Mr. McElroy never laughed, and seldom smiled, and to
his credit was the fact that he liked to talk to Uncle Willie. He
never went to church, which Bailey and I thought also proved
he was a very courageous person. How great it would be to
grow up like that, to be able to stare religion down, especially
living next door to a woman like Momma.

I watched him with the excitement of expecting him to do
anything at any time. I never tired of this, or became disap-
pointed or disenchanted with him, although from the perch of
age, I see him now as a very simple and uninteresting man
who sold patent medicine and tonics to the less sophisticated
people in towns (villages) surrounding the metropolis of
Stamps.

There seemed to be an understanding between Mr.
McElroy and Grandmother. This was obvious to us because
he never chased us off his land. In summer’s late sunshine I
often sat under the chinaberry tree in his yard, surrounded by
the bitter aroma of its fruit and lulled by the drone of flies that
fed on the berries. He sat in a slotted swing on his porch,
rocking in his brown three-piece, his wide Panama nodding
in time with the whir of insects.

One greeting a day was all that could be expected from
Mr. McElroy. After his “Good morning, child,” or “Good
afternoon, child,” he never said a word, even if I met him
again on the road in front of his house or down by the well, or
ran into him behind the house escaping in a game of hide-
and-seek.

He remained a mystery in my childhood. A man who
owned his land and the big many-windowed house with a
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porch that clung to its sides all around the house. An indepen-
dent Black man. A near anachronism in Stamps.

Bailey was the greatest person in my world. And the fact
that he was my brother, my only brother, and I had no sisters
to share him with, was such good fortune that it made me
want to live a Christian life just to show God that I was
grateful. Where I was big, elbowy and grating, he was small,
graceful and smooth. When I was described by our playmates
as being shit color, he was lauded for his velvet-black skin. His
hair fell down in black curls, and my head was covered with
black steel wool. And yet he loved me.

When our elders said unkind things about my features
(my family was handsome to a point of pain for me), Bailey
would wink at me from across the room, and I knew that it
was a matter of time before he would take revenge. He would
allow the old ladies to finish wondering how on earth I came
about, then he would ask, in a voice like cooling bacon grease,
“Oh Mizeriz Coleman, how is your son? I saw him the other
day, and he looked sick enough to die.”

Aghast, the ladies would ask, “Die? From what? He ain’t
sick.”

And in a voice oilier than the one before, he’d answer with
a straight face, “From the Uglies.”

I would hold my laugh, bite my tongue, grit my teeth and
very seriously erase even the touch of a smile from my face.
Later, behind the house by the black-walnut tree, we’d laugh
and laugh and howl.

Bailey could count on very few punishments for his consis-
tently outrageous behavior, for he was the pride of the Hen-
derson/Johnson family.

His movements, as he was later to describe those of an
acquaintance, were activated with oiled precision. He was also
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able to find more hours in the day than I thought existed. He
finished chores, homework, read more books than I and
played the group games on the side of the hill with the best of
them. He could even pray out loud in church, and was apt at
stealing pickles from the barrel that sat under the fruit
counter and Uncle Willie’s nose.

Once when the Store was full of lunchtime customers, he
dipped the strainer, which we also used to sift weevils from
meal and flour, into the barrel and fished for two fat pickles.
He caught them and hooked the strainer onto the side of the
barrel where they dripped until he was ready for them. When
the last school bell rang, he picked the nearly dry pickles out
of the strainer, jammed them into his pockets and threw the
strainer behind the oranges. We ran out of the Store. It was
summer and his pants were short, so the pickle juice made
clean streams down his ashy legs, and he jumped with his
pockets full of loot and his eyes laughing a “How about that?”
He smelled like a vinegar barrel or a sour angel.

After our early chores were done, while Uncle Willie or
Momma minded the Store, we were free to play the children’s
games as long as we stayed within yelling distance. Playing
hide-and-seek, his voice was easily identified, singing, “Last
night, night before, twenty-four robbers at my door. Who all

4s hid? Ask me to let them in, hit ’em in the head with a

rolling pin. Who all is hid?” In follow the leader, naturally he
was the one who created the most daring and interesting
things to do. And when he was on the tail of the pop the whip,
he would twirl off the end like a top, spinning, falling, laugh-
ing, finally stopping just before my heart beat its last, and then
he was back in the game, still laughing.

Of all the needs (there are none imaginary) a lonely child
has, the one that must be satisfied, if there is going to be hope
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and a hope of wholeness, is the unshaking need for an unshak-
able God. My pretty Black brother was my Kingdom Come.

IN Stamps the custom was to can everything that could pos-
sibly be preserved. During the killing season, after the first
trost, all neighbors helped each other to slaughter hogs and
even the quiet, big-eyed cows if they had stopped giving milk.

The missionary ladies of the Christian Methodist Epis-
copal Church helped Momma prepare the pork for sausage.
They squeezed their fat arms elbow deep in the ground meat,
mixed it with gray nose-opening sage, pepper and salt, and
made tasty little samples for all obedient children who
brought wood for the slick black stove. The men chopped off
the larger pieces of meat and laid them in the smokehouse to
begin the curing process. They opened the knuckle of the
hams with their deadly-looking knives, took out a certain
round harmless bone (“it could make the meat go bad”) and
rubbed salt, coarse brown salt that looked like fine gravel, into
the flesh, and the blood popped to the surface.

Throughout the year, until the next frost, we took our
meals from the smokehouse, the little garden that lay cousin-
close to the Store and from the shelves of canned foods. There
were choices on the shelves that could set a hungry child’s
mouth to watering. Green beans, snapped always the right
length, collards, cabbage, juicy red tomato preserves that came
into their own on steaming buttered biscuits, and sausage,
beets, berries and every fruit grown in Arkansas.

But at least twice yearly Momma would feel that as chil-
dren we should have fresh meat included in our diets. We
were then given money—pennies, nickels and dimes en-
trusted to Bailey—and sent to town to buy liver. Since the
whites had refrigerators, their butchers bought the meat from
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commercial slaughterhouses in Texarkana and sold it to the
wealthy even in the peak of summer.

Crossing the Black area of Stamps which in childhood’s
narrow measure seemed a whole word, we were obliged by
custom to stop and speak to every person we met, and Bailey
telt constrained to spend a few minutes playing with each
tfriend. There was a joy in going to town with money in our
pockets (Bailey’s pockets were as good as my own) and time
on our hands. But the pleasure fled when we reached the
white part of town. After we left Mr. Willie Williams’ Do
Drop Inn, the last stop before whitefolksville, we had to cross
the pond and adventure the railroad tracks. We were
explorers walking without weapons into man-eating animals’
territory.

In Stamps the segregation was so complete that most
Black children didn’t really, absolutely know what whites
looked lhke. Other than that they were different, to be
dreaded, and in that dread was included the hostility of the
powerless against the powerful, the poor against the rich, the
worker against the worked for and the ragged against the well
dressed.

I remember never believing that whites were really real.

Many women who worked in their kitchens traded at our
Store, and when they carried their finished laundry back to
town they often set the big baskets down on our front porch to
pull a singular piece from the starched collection and show
either how graceful was their ironing hand or how rich and
opulent was the property of their employers.

I looked at the items that weren’t on display. I knew, for
instance, that white men wore shorts, as Uncle Willie did, and
that they had an opening for taking out their “things” and
peeing, and that white women’s breasts weren’t built into
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their dresses, as some people said, because I saw their
brassieres in the baskets. But I couldn’t force myself to think
of them as people. People were Mrs. LaGrone, Mrs. Hen-
dricks, Momma, Reverend Sneed, Lillie B, and Louise and
Rex. Whitefolks couldn’t be people because their feet were too
small, their skin too white and see-throughy, and they didn’t
walk on the balls of their feet the way people did—they
walked on their heels like horses.

People were those who lived on my side of town. I didn’t
like them all, or, in fact, any of them very much, but they were
people. These others, the strange pale creatures that lived
in their alien unlife, weren’t considered folks. They were

whitefolks.

CHAPTER 5

==

“THou shall not be dirty” and “Thou shall not be impudent”
were the two commandments of Grandmother Henderson
upon which hung our total salvation.

Each night in the bitterest winter we were forced to wash
faces, arms, necks, legs and feet before going to bed. She used
to add, with a smirk that unprofane people can’t control when
venturing into profanity, “and wash as far as possible, then
wash possible.”

We would go to the well and wash in the ice-cold, clear
water, grease our legs with the equally cold stiff Vaseline, then
tiptoe into the house. We wiped the dust from our toes and
settled down for schoolwork, cornbread, clabbered milk,
prayers and bed, always in that order. Momma was famous
for pulling the quilts off after we had fallen asleep to examine
our feet. If they weren’t clean enough for her, she took the
switch (she kept one behind the bedroom door for emergen-
cies) and woke up the offender with a few aptly placed
burning reminders.

The area around the well at night was dark and slick, and
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boys told about how snakes love water, so that anyone who
had to draw water at night and then stand there alone and
wash knew that moccasins and ratters, puft adders and boa
constrictors were winding their way to the well and would
arrive just as the person washing got soap in her eyes. But
Momma convinced us that not only was cleanliness next to
Godliness, dirtiness was the inventor of misery.

The impudent child was detested by God and a shame to
its parents and could bring destruction to its house and line.
All adults had to be addressed as Mister, Missus, Miss, Auntie,
Cousin, Unk, Uncle, Buhbah, Sister, Brother and a thousand
other appellations indicating familial relationship and the
lowliness of the addressor.

Everyone I knew respected these customary laws, except
for the powhitetrash children.

Some families of powhitetrash lived on Momma’s farm
land behind the school. Sometimes a gaggle of them came to
the Store, filling the whole room, chasing out the air and even
changing the well-known scents. The children crawled over
the shelves and into the potato and onion bins, twanging all
the time in their sharp voices like cigar-box guitars. They took
liberties in my Store that I would never dare. Since Momma
told us that the less you say to white-folks (or even powhite-
trash) the better, Bailey and I would stand, solemn, quiet, in
the displaced air. But if one of the playful apparitions got close
to us, I pinched it. Partly out of angry frustration and partly
because I didn’t believe in its flesh reality.

They called my uncle by his first name and ordered him
around the Store. He, to my crying shame, obeyed them in his
limping dip-straight-dip fashion.

My grandmother, too, followed their orders, except that
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she didn’t seem to be servile because she anticipated their
needs.

“Here’s sugar, Miz Potter, and here’s baking powder. You
didn’t buy soda last month, you’ll probably be needing some.”

Momma always directed her statements to the adults, but
sometimes, Oh painful sometimes, the grimy, snotty-nosed
girls would answer her.

“Naw, Annie ...”—to Momma? Who owned the land
they lived on? Who forgot more than they would ever learn?
If there was any justice in the world, God should strike them
dumb at once!—"Just give us some extry sody crackers, and
some more mackerel.”

At least they never looked in her face, or I never caught
them doing so. Nobody with a smidgen of training, not even
the worst roustabout, would look right in a grown person’s
face. It meant the person was trying to take the words out
betore they were formed. The dirty litde children didn’t do
that, but they threw their orders around the Store like lashes
from a cat-o’-nine-tails.

When I was around ten years old, those scruffy children
caused me the most painful and confusing experience I had
ever had with my grandmother.

One summer morning, after I had swept the dirt yard of

-leaves, spearmint-gum wrappers and Vienna-sausage labels, |

raked the yellow-red dirt, and made half-moons carefully, so
that the design stood out clearly and mask-like. I put the rake
behind the Store and came through the back of the house to
find Grandmother on the front porch in her big, wide white
apron. The apron was so stiff by virtue of the starch that it
could have stood alone. Momma was admiring the yard, so I
joined her. It truly looked like a flat redhead that had been
raked with a big-toothed comb. Momma didn’t say anything



30 MAYA ANGELOU

but I knew she liked it. She looked over toward the school
principal’s house and to the right at Mr. McElroy’s. She was
hoping one of those community pillars would see the design
before the day’s business wiped it out. Then she looked
upward to the school. My head had swung with hers, so at just
about the same time we saw a troop of the powhitetrash kids
marching over the hill and down by the side of the school.

I looked to Momma for direction. She did an excellent job
of sagging from her waist down, but from the waist up she
seemed to be pulling for the top of the oak tree across the road.
Then she began to moan a hymn. Maybe not to moan, but the
tune was so slow and the meter so strange that she could have
been moaning. She didn’t look at me again. When the chil-
dren reached halfway down the hill, halfway to the Store, she
said without turning, “Sister, go on inside.”

I wanted to beg her, “Momma, don’t wait for them. Come
on inside with me. If they come in the Store, you go to the
bedroom and let me wait on them. They only frighten me if
you're around. Alone I know how to handle them.” But of
course I couldn’t say anything, so I went in and stood behind
the screen door. -

Before the girls got to the porch I heard their laughter
crackling and popping like pine logs in a cooking stove. I sup-
pose my lifelong paranoia was born in those cold, molasses-
slow minutes. They came finally to stand on the ground in
front of Momma. At first they pretended seriousness. Then
one of them wrapped her right arm in the crook of her left,
pushed out her mouth and started to hum. I realized that she
was aping my grandmother. Another said, “Naw, Helen, you
ain’t standing like her. This here’s it.” Then she lifted her
chest, folded her arms and mocked that strange carriage that
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was Annie Henderson. Another laughed, “Naw, you can’t do
it. Your mouth ain’t pooched out enough. It’s like this.”

I thought about the rifle behind the door, but I knew I'd
never be able to hold it straight, and the .410, our sawed-off
shotgun, which stayed loaded and was fired every New Year’s
night, was locked in the trunk and Uncle Willie had the key
on his chain. Through the fly-specked screen-door, I could see
that the arms of Momma’s apron jiggled from the vibrations
of her humming. But her knees seemed to have locked as if
they would never bend again.

She sang on. No louder than before, but no softer either.
No slower or faster.

The dirt of the girls’ cotton dresses continued on their
legs, feet, arms and faces to make them all of a piece. Their
greasy uncolored hair hung down, uncombed, with a grim
finality. I knelt to see them better, to remember them for all
time. The tears that had slipped down my dress left unsur-
prising dark spots, and made the front yard blurry and even
more unreal. The world had taken a deep breath and was
having doubts about continuing to revolve.

The girls had tired of mocking Momma and turned to
other means of agitation. One crossed her eyes, stuck her
thumbs in both sides of her mouth and said, “Look here,

“Annie.” Grandmother hummed on and the apron strings

trembled. T wanted to throw a handful of black pepper in
their faces, to throw lye on them, to scream that they were
dirty, scummy peckerwoods, but I knew I was as clearly
imprisoned behind the scene as the actors outside were con-
fined to their roles.

One of the smaller girls did a kind of puppet dance while
her fellow clowns laughed at her. But the tall one, who was
almost a woman, said something very quietly, which I
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couldn’t hear. They all moved backward from the porch, still
watching Momma. For an awful second I thought they were
going to throw a rock at Momma, who seemed (except for the
apron strings) to have turned into stone herself. But the big
girl turned her back, bent down and put her hands flat on the
ground—she didn’t pick up anything. She simply shifted her
weight and did a hand stand.

Her dirty bare feet and long legs went straight for the sky.
Her dress fell down around her shoulders, and she had on no
drawers. The slick pubic hair made a brown triangle where
her legs came together. She hung in the vacuum of that lifeless
morning for only a few seconds, then wavered and tumbled.
The other girls clapped her on the back and slapped their
hands.

Momma changed her song to “Bread of Heaven, bread of
Heaven, feed me till I want no more.”

I found that I was praying too. How long could Momma
hold out? What new indignity would they think of to subject
her to? Would I be able to stay out of it? What would
Momma really like me to do?

Then they were moving out of the yard, on their way to
town. They bobbed their heads and shook their slack behinds
and turned, one at a time:

T3]

Bye, Annie.”

T3]

Bye, Annie.”
“’Bye, Annie.”

Momma never turned her head or unfolded her arms, but
she stopped singing and said, “’Bye, Miz Helen, ’bye, Miz
Ruth, ’bye, Miz Eloise.”

I burst. A firecracker July-the-Fourth burst. How could
Momma call them Miz? The mean nasty things. Why

couldn’t she have come inside the sweet, cool store when we
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saw them breasting the hill? What did she prove? And then if
they were dirty, mean and impudent, why did Momma have
to call them Miz?

She stood another whole song through and then opened
the screen door to look down on me crying in rage. She looked
until I looked up. Her face was a brown moon that shone on
me. She was beautiful. Something had happened out there,
which I couldn’t completely understand, but I could see that
she was happy. Then she bent down and touched me as
mothers of the church “lay hands on the sick and afflicted”
and I quieted.

“Go wash your face, Sister.” And she went behind the
candy counter and hummed, “Glory, glory, hallelujah, when I
lay my burden down.”

I threw the well water on my face and used the weekday
handkerchief to blow my nose. Whatever the contest had been
out front, | knew Momma had won.

I took the rake back to the front yard. The smudged foot-
prints were easy to erase. I worked for a long time on my new
design and laid the rake behind the wash pot. When I came
back in the Store, I took Momma’s hand and we both walked
outside to look at the pattern.

It was a large heart with lots of hearts growing smaller
inside, and piercing from the outside rim to the smallest heart
was an arrow. Momma said, “Sister, that’s right pretty.” Then
she turned back to the Store and resumed, “Glory, glory, hal-
lelujah, when I lay my burden down.”



CHAPTER 6
==

Revereno Howard Thomas was the presiding elder over a
district in Arkansas that included Stamps. Every three months
he visited our church, stayed at Momma’s over the Saturday
night and preached a loud passionate sermon on Sunday. He
collected the money that had been taken in over the preceding
months, heard reports from all the church groups and shook
hands with the adults and kissed all small children. Then he
went away. (I used to think that he went west to heaven, but
Momma straightened me out. He just went to Texarkana.)

Bailey and I hated him unreservedly. He was ugly, fat,
and he laughed like a hog with the colic. We were able to
make each other burst with giggling when we did imitations
of the thick-skinned preacher. Bailey was especially good at it.
He could imitate Reverend Thomas right in front of Uncle
Willie and never get caught because he did it soundlessly. He
puffed out his cheeks until they looked like wet brown stones,
and wobbled his head from side to side. Only he and I knew it,
but that was old Reverend Thomas to a tee.

His obesity, while disgusting, was not enough to incur the
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intense hate that we felt for him. The fact that he never both-
ered to remember our names was insulting, but neither was
that slight, alone, enough to make us despise him. But the
crime that tipped the scale and made our hate not only just but
imperative was his actions at the dinner table. He ate the
biggest, brownest and best parts of the chicken at every
Sunday meal.

The only good thing about his visits was the fact that he
always arrived late on Saturday nights, after we had had
dinner. I often wondered if he tried to catch us at the table. I
believe so, for when he reached the front porch his litte eyes
would glitter toward the empty dining room and his face
would fall with disappointment. Then immediately, a thin
curtain would fall over his features and he’d laugh a few
barks, “Uh, huh, uh, huh, Sister Henderson, just like a penny
with a hole in it, I always turn up.”

Right on cue every time, Momma would answer, “That’s
right, Elder Thomas, thank the blessed Jesus, come right in.”

He’d step in the front door and put down his Gladstone
(that’s what he called it) and look around for Bailey and me.
Then he opened his awful arms and groaned, “Suffer little
children to come unto me, for such is the Kingdom of
Heaven.”

Bailey went to him each time with his hand stretched out,
ready for a manly handshake, but Reverend Thomas would
push away the hand and encircle my brother for a few sec-
onds. “You still a boy, buddy. Remember that. They tell me
the Good Book say, ‘When I was a child I spake as a child, I
thought as a child, but when I became a man, I put away
childish things.”” Only then would he open his arms and
release Bailey.

I never had the nerve to go up to him. I was quite afraid
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that if I tried to say, “Hello, Reverend Thomas,” I would
choke on the sin of mocking him. After all, the Bible did say,
“God 1s not mocked,” and the man was God’s representative.
He used to say to me, “Come on, little sister. Come and get
this blessing.” But I was so afraid and I also hated him so
much that my emotions mixed themselves up and it was
enough to start me crying. Momma told him time after time,
“Don’t pay her no mind, Elder Thomas, you know how
tender-hearted she is.”

He ate the leftovers from our dinner and he and Uncle
Willie discussed the developments of the church programs.
They talked about how the present minister was attending to
his flock, who got married, who died and how many children
had been born since his last visit.

Bailey and I stood like shadows in the rear of the Store
near the coal-oil tank, waiting for the juicy parts. But when
they were ready to talk about the latest scandal, Momma sent
us to her bedroom with warnings to have our Sunday School
lesson perfectly memorized or we knew what we could
expect.

We had a system that never failed. I would sit in the big
rocking chair by the stove and rock occasionally and stamp my
feet. I changed voices, now soft and girlish, then a little deeper
like Bailey’s. Meanwhile, he would creep back into the Store.
Many times he came flying back to sit on the bed and to hold
the open lesson book just before Momma suddenly filled the
doorway.

“You children get your lesson good, now. You know all
the other children looks up to you all.” Then, as she turned
back into the Store Bailey followed right on her footsteps to
crouch in the shadows and listen for the forbidden gossip.

Once, he heard how Mr. Coley Washington had a girl
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from Lewisville staying in his house. I didn’t think that was so
bad, but Bailey explained that Mr. Washington was probably
“doing it” to her. He said that although “it” was bad just about
everybody in the world did it to somebody, but no one else
was supposed to know that. And once, we found out about a
man who had been killed by whitefolks and thrown into the
pond. Bailey said the man’s things had been cut off and put in
his pocket and he had been shot in the head, all because the
whitefolks said he did “it” to a white woman.

Because of the kinds of news we filched from those
hushed conversations, I was convinced that whenever Rev-
erend Thomas came and Momma sent us to the back room
they were going to discuss whitefolks and “doing it.” Two
subjects about which I was very dim.

On Sunday mornings Momma served a breakfast that was
geared to hold us quiet from 9:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. She fried thick
pink slabs of home-cured ham and poured the grease over
sliced red tomatoes. Eggs over easy, fried potatoes and onions,
yellow hominy and crisp perch fried so hard we would pop
them in our mouths and chew bones, fins and all. Her cathead
biscuits were at least three inches in diameter and two inches
thick. The trick to eating catheads was to get the butter on
them before they got cold—then they were delicious. When,

-unluckily, they were allowed to get cold, they tended to a

gooeyness, not unlike a wad of tired gum.

We were able to reaffirm our findings on the catheads
each Sunday that Reverend Thomas spent with us. Naturally
enough, he was asked to bless the table. We would all stand;
my uncle, leaning his walking stick against the wall, would
lean his weight on the table. Then Reverend Thomas would
begin. “Blessed Father, we thank you this morning ...” and
on and on and on. I'd stop listening after a while until Bailey
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kicked me and then I cracked my lids to see what had
promised to be a meal that would make any Sunday proud.
But as the Reverend droned on and on and on to a God who I
thought must be bored to hear the same things over and over
again, I saw that the ham grease had turned white on the
tomatoes. The eggs had withdrawn from the edge of the
platter to bunch in the center like children left out in the cold.
And the catheads had sat down on themselves with the con-
clusiveness of a fat woman sitting in an easy chair. And still he
talked on. When he finally stopped, our appetites were gone,
but he feasted on the cold food with a non-talking but still
noisy relish. ‘

In the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church the chil-
dren’s section was on the right, cater-cornered from the pew
that held those ominous women called the Mothers of the
Church. In the young people’s section the benches were placed
close together, and when a child’s legs no longer comfortably
fitted in the narrow space, it was an indication to the elders
that that person could now move into the intermediate area
(center church). Bailey and I were allowed to sit with the other
children only when there were informal meetings, church
socials or the like. But on the Sundays when Reverend
Thomas preached, it was ordained that we occupy the first
row, called the mourners’ bench. I thought we were placed in
front because Momma was proud of us, but Bailey assured me
that she just wanted to keep her grandchildren under her
thumb and eye.

Reverend Thomas took his text from Deuteronomy. And
I was stretched between loathing his voice and wanting to
listen to the sermon. Deuteronomy was my favorite book in
the Bible. The laws were so absolute, so clearly set down, that
I knew if a person truly wanted to avoid hell and brimstone,
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and being roasted forever in the devil’s fire, all she had to do
was memorize Deuteronomy and follow its teaching, word
for word. I also liked the way the word rolled off the tongue.

Bailey and I sat alone on the front bench, the wooden slats
pressing hard on our behinds and the backs of our thighs. I
would have wriggled just a bit, but each time I looked over at
Momma, she seemed to threaten, “Move and I'll tear you up,”
so, obedient to the unvoiced command, I sat still. The church
ladies were warming up behind me with a few hallelujahs and
Praise the Lords and Amens, and the preacher hadn’t really
moved into the meat of the sermon.

It was going to be a hot service.

On my way into church, I saw Sister Monroe, her open-
faced gold crown glinting when she opened her mouth to
return a neighborly greeting. She lived in the country and
couldn’t get to church every Sunday, so she made up for her
absences by shouting so hard when she did make it that she
shook the whole church. As soon as she took her seat, all the
ushers would move to her side of the church because it took
three women and sometimes a man or two to hold her.

Once when she hadn’t been to church for a few months
(she had taken off to have a child), she got the spirit and

started shouting, throwing her arms around and jerking her

- body, so that the ushers went over to hold her down, but she

tore herself away from them and ran up to the pulpit. She
stood in front of the altar, shaking like a freshly caught trout.
She screamed at Reverend Taylor. “Preach it. I say, preach it.”
Naturally he kept on preaching as if she wasn’t standing there
telling him what to do. Then she screamed an extremely fierce
“I said, preach it” and stepped up on the altar. The Reverend
kept on throwing out phrases like home-run balls and Sister
Monroe made a quick break and grasped for him. For just a
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second, everything and everyone in the church except Rev-
erend Taylor and Sister Monroe hung loose like stockings on
a wash-line. Then she caught the minister by the sleeve of his
jacket and his coattail, then she rocked him from side to side.
I have to say this for our minister, he never stopped giving
us the lesson. The usher board made its way to the pulpit,
going up both aisles with a little more haste than is custom-
arily seen in church. Truth to tell, they fairly ran to the min-
ister’s aid. Then two of the deacons, in their shiny Sunday
suits, joined the ladies in white on the pulpit, and each time
they pried Sister Monroe loose from the preacher he took
another deep breath and kept on preaching, and Sister
Monroe grabbed him in another place, and more firmly. Rev-
erend Taylor was helping his rescuers as much as possible by
jumping around when he got a chance. His voice at one point
got so low 1t sounded like a roll of thunder, then Sister
Monroe’s “Preach it” cut through the roar, and we all won-
dered (I did, in any case) if it would ever end. Would they go
on forever, or get tired out at last like a game of blindman’s
bluff that lasted too long, with nobody caring who was “it”?
I'll never know what might have happened, because magi-
cally the pandemonium spread. The spirit infused Deacon
Jackson and Sister Willson, the chairman of the usher board,
at the same time. Deacon Jackson, a tall, thin, quiet man, who
was also a part-time Sunday school teacher, gave a scream like
a falling tree, leaned back on thin air and punched Reverend
Taylor on the arm. It must have hurt as much as it caught the
Reverend unawares. There was a moment’s break in the
rolling sounds and Reverend Taylor jerked around surprised,
and hauled off and punched Deacon Jackson. In the same
second Sister Willson caught his tie, looped it over her fist a
few times, and pressed down on him. There wasn’t time to
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laugh or cry before all three of them were down on the floor
behind the altar. Their legs spiked out like kindling wood.

Sister Monroe, who had been the cause of all the excite-
ment, walked off the dais, cool and spent, and raised her flinty
voice in the hymn, “I came to Jesus, as I was, worried, wound
and sad, I found in Him a resting place and He has made me
glad.”

The minister took advantage of already being on the floor
and asked in a choky little voice if the church would kneel
with him to offer a prayer of thanksgiving. He said we had
been visited with a mighty spirit, and let the whole church
say Amen.

On the next Sunday, he took his text from the eighteenth
chapter of the Gospel according to St. Luke, and talked qui-
etly but seriously about the Pharisees, who prayed in the
streets so that the public would be impressed with their reli-
gious devotion. I doubt that anyone got the message—
certainly not those to whom it was directed. The deacon
board, however, did appropriate funds for him to buy a new
suit. The other was a total loss.

Our presiding elder had heard the story of Reverend
Taylor and Sister Monroe, but I was sure he didn’t know her
by sight. So my interest in the service’s potential and my aver-

- sion to Reverend Thomas caused me to turn him off. Turning

off or tuning out people was my highly developed art. The
custom of letting obedient children be seen but not heard was
so agreeable to me that I went one step further: Obedient chil-
dren should not see or hear if they chose not to do so. I laid a
handful of attention on my face and tuned up the sounds in
the church.

Sister Monroe’s fuse was already lit, and she sizzled some-
where to the right behind me. Elder Thomas jumped into the
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sermon, determined, I suppose, to give the members what
they came for. I saw the ushers from the left side of the church
near the big windows begin to move discreetly, like pall-
bearers, toward Sister Monroe’s bench. Bailey jogged my
knee. When the incident with Sister Monroe, which we
always called simply “the incident,” had taken place, we had
been too astounded to laugh. But for weeks after, all we
needed to send us into violent outbursts of laughter was a
whispered “Preach it.” Anyway, he pushed my knee, covered
his mouth and whispered, “I say, preach it.”

I looked toward Momma, across that square of stained
boards, over the collection table, hoping that a look from her
would root me safely to my sanity. But for the first time in
memory Momma was staring behind me at Sister Monroe. [
supposed that she was counting on bringing that emotional
lady up short with a severe look or two. But Sister Monroe’s
voice had already reached the danger point. “Preach it!”

There were a few smothered giggles from the children’s
section, and Bailey nudged me again. “I say, preach it"—in a
whisper. Sister Monroe echoed him loudly, “I say, preach it!”

Two deacons wedged themselves around Brother Jackson
as a preventive measure and two large determined-looking
men walked down the aisle toward Sister Monroe.

While the sounds in the church were increasing, Elder
Thomas made the regrettable mistake of increasing his
volume too. Then suddenly, like a summer rain, Sister
Monroe broke through the cloud of people trying to hem her
in, and flooded up to the pulpit. She didn’t stop this time but
continued immediately to the altar, bound for Elder Thomas,
crying “I say, preach it.”

Bailey said out loud, “Hot dog” and “Damn” and “She’s
going to beat his butt.”

I KNOW WHY THE CAGED BIRD SINGS 43

But Reverend Thomas didn’t intend to wait for that even-
tuality, so as Sister Monroe approached the pulpit from the
right he started descending from the left. He was not intimi-
dated by his change of venue. He continued preaching and
moving. He finally stopped right in front of the collection
table, which put him almost in our laps, and Sister Monroe
rounded the altar on his heels, followed by the deacons,
ushers, some unofficial members and a few of the bigger
children.

Just as the elder opened his mouth, pink tongue waving,
and said, “Great God of Mount Nebo,” Sister Monroe hit him
on the back of his head with her purse. Twice. Before he could
bring his lips together, his teeth fell, no, actually his teeth
jumped, out of his mouth.

The grinning uppers and lowers lay by my right shoe,
looking empty and at the same time appearing to contain all
the emptiness in the world. I could have stretched out a foot
and kicked them under the bench or behind the collection
table.

Sister Monroe was struggling with his coat, and the men
had all but picked her up to remove her from the building.
Bailey pinched me and said without moving his lips, “I'd like

_to see him eat dinner now.”

I looked at Reverend Thomas desperately. If he appeared
just a little sad or embarrassed, I could feel sorry for him and
wouldn’t be able to laugh. My sympathy for him would keep
me from laughing. I dreaded laughing in church. If I lost con-
trol, two things were certain to happen. I would surely pee,
and just as surely get a whipping. And this time I would
probably die because everything was funny—Sister Monroe,
and Momma trying to keep her quiet with those threatening
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looks, and Bailey whispering “Preach it” and Elder Thomas
with his lips flapping loose like tired elastic.

But Reverend Thomas shrugged off Sister Monroe’s
weakening clutch, pulled out an extra-large white hand-
kerchief and spread it over his nasty little teeth. Putting them
in his pocket, he gummed, “Naked I came into the world, and
naked I shall go out.”

Bailey’s laugh had worked its way up through his body
and was escaping through his nose in short hoarse snorts. I
didn’t try any longer to hold back the laugh, I just opened my
mouth and released sound. I heard the first titter jump up in
the air over my head, over the pulpit and out the window.
Momma said out loud, “Sister!” but the bench was greasy and
I'slid off onto the floor. There was more laughter in me trying
to get out. I didn’t know there was that much in the whole
world. It pressed at all my body openings, forcing everything
in its path. I cried and hollered, passed gas and urine. I didn’t
see Bailey descend to the floor, but I rolled over once and he
was kicking and screaming too. Each time we looked at each
other we howled louder than before, and though he tried to
say something, the laughter attacked him and he was only able
to get out “I say, preach.” And then I rolled over onto Uncle
Willie’s rubber-tipped cane. My eyes followed the cane up to
his good brown hand on the curve and up the long, long white
sleeve to his face. The one side pulled down as it usually did
when he cried (it also pulled down when he laughed). He stut-
tered, “I'm gonna whip you this time myself.”

I have no memory of how we got out of church and into
the parsonage next door, but in that overstuffed parlor, Bailey
and I received the whipping of our lives. Uncle Willie ordered
us between licks to stop crying. I tried to, but Bailey refused to
cooperate. Later he explained that when a person is beating
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you you should scream as loud as possible; maybe the whipper
will become embarrassed or else some sympathetic soul might
come to your rescue. Our savior came for neither of these rea-
sons, but because Bailey yelled so loud and disturbed what was
left of the service, the minister’s wife came out and asked
Uncle Willie to quiet us down.

Laughter so easily turns to hysteria for imaginative chil-
dren. I felt for weeks after that I had been very, very sick, and
until I completely recovered my strength I stood on laughter’s
cliff and any funny thing could hurl me off to my death far
below.

Each time Bailey said “Preach it” to me, I hit him as hard
as I could and cried.



CHAPTER 7

=

MoMMA had married three times: Mr. Johnson, my grand-
father, who left her around the turn of the century with two
small sons to raise; Mr. Henderson, of whom I know nothing
at all (Momma never answered questions directly put to her
on any subject except religion); then finally Mr. Murphy. I saw
him a fleeting once. He came through Stamps on a Saturday
night, and Grandmother gave me the chore of making his
pallet on the floor. He was a stocky dark man who wore a
snap-brim hat like George Raft. The next morning he hung
around the Store until we returned from church. That
marked the first Sunday I knew Uncle Willie to miss services.
Bailey said he stayed home to keep Mr. Murphy from stealing
us blind. He left in the middle of the afternoon after one of
Momma’s extensive Sunday dinners. His hat pushed back off
his forehead, he walked down the road whistling. I watched
his thick back until he turned the bend by the big white
church.

People spoke of Momma as a good-looking woman and
some, who remembered her youth, said she used to be right
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pretty. I saw only her power and strength. She was taller than
any woman in my personal world, and her hands were so
large they could span my head from ear to ear. Her voice was
soft only because she chose to keep it so. In church, when she
was called upon to sing, she seemed to pull out plugs from
behind her jaws and the huge, almost rough sound would
pour over the listeners and throb in the air.

Each Sunday, after she had taken her seat, the minister
would announce, “We will now be led in a hymn by Sister
Henderson.” And each Sunday she looked up with amaze-
ment at the preacher and asked silently, “Me?” After a second
of assuring herself that she indeed was being called upon, she
laid down her handbag and slowly folded her handkerchief.
This was placed neatly on top of the purse, then she leaned on
the bench in front and pushed herself to a standing position,
and then she opened her mouth and the song jumped out as if
it had only been waiting for the right time to make an appear-
ance. Week after week and year after year the performance
never changed, yet I don’t remember anyone’s ever remarking
on her sincerity or readiness to sing.

Momma intended to teach Bailey and me to use the paths
of life that she and her generation and all the Negroes gone
before had found, and found to be safe ones. She didn’t cotton

-to the idea that whitefolks could be talked to at all without

risking one’s life. And certainly they couldn’t be spoken to
insolently. In fact, even in their absence they could not be
spoken of too harshly unless we used the sobriquet “They.” If
she had been asked and had chosen to answer the question of
whether she was cowardly or not, she would have said that she
was a realist. Didn’t she stand up to “them” year after year?

Wasn’t she the only Negro woman in Stamps referred to once
as Mrs.?
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That incident became one of Stamps’ little legends. Some
years before Bailey and I arrived in town, a man was hunted
down for assaulting white womanhood. In trying to escape he
ran to the Store. Momma and Uncle Willie hid him behind
the chifforobe until night, gave him supplies for an overland
journey and sent him on his way. He was, however, appre-
hended, and in court when he was questioned as to his move-
ments on the day of the crime, he replied that after he heard
that he was being sought he took refuge in Mrs. Henderson’s
Store.

The judge asked that Mrs. Henderson be subpoenaed, and
when Momma arrived and said she was Mrs. Henderson, the
judge, the bailiff and other whites in the audience laughed.
The judge had really made a gaffe calling a Negro woman
Mrs., but then he was from Pine Bluff and couldn’t have been
expected to know that a woman who owned a store in that vil-
lage would also turn out to be colored. The whites tickled
their funny bones with the incident for a long time, and the

Negroes thought it proved the worth and majesty of my
grandmother.

CHAPTER 8

=

STAMPS, Arkansas, was Chitlin’ Switch, Georgia; Hang ’Em
High, Alabama; Don’t Let the Sun Set on You Here, Nigger,
Mississippi; or any other name just as descriptive. People in
Stamps used to say that the whites in our town were so preju-
diced that a Negro couldn’t buy vanilla ice cream. Except on
July Fourth. Other days he had to be satisfied with chocolate.
A light shade had been pulled down between the Black
community and all things white, but one could see through it

enough to develop a fear-admiration-contempt for the white

“things”—white folks’ cars and white glistening houses and

their children and their women. But above all, their wealth
that allowed them to waste was the most enviable. They had
so many clothes they were able to give perfectly good dresses,
worn just under the arms, to the sewing class at our school for
the larger girls to practice on.

Although there was always generosity in the Negro neigh-
borhood, it was indulged on pain of sacrifice. Whatever was

given by Black people to other Blacks was most probably
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needed as desperately by the donor as by the receiver. A fact
which made the giving or receiving a rich exchange.

I couldn’t understand whites and where they got the
right to spend money so lavishly. Of course, I knew God was
white too, but no one could have made me believe he was
prejudiced. My grandmother had more money than all the
powhitetrash. We owned land and houses, but each day Bailey
and [ were cautioned, “Waste not, want not.”

Momma bought two bolts of cloth each year for winter
and summer clothes. She made my school dresses, underslips,
bloomers, handkerchiefs, Bailey’s shirts, shorts, her aprons,
house dresses and waists from the rolls shipped to Stamps by
Sears and Roebuck. Uncle Willie was the only person in the
family who wore ready-to-wear clothes all the time. Each day,
he wore fresh white shirts and flowered suspenders, and his
special shoes cost twenty dollars. I thought Uncle Willie sin-
fully vain, especially when I had to iron seven stiff starched
shirts and not leave a cat’s face anywhere.

During the summer we went barefoot, except on Sunday,
and we learned to resole our shoes when they “gave out,” as
Momma used to say. The Depression must have hit the white
section of Stamps with cyclonic impact, but it seeped into the
Black area slowly, like a thief with misgivings. The country
had been in the throes of the Depression for two years before
the Negroes in Stamps knew it. I think that everyone thought
that the Depression, like everything else, was for the white-
folks, so it had nothing to do with them. Our people had lived
off the land and counted on cotton-picking and hoeing and
chopping seasons to bring in the cash needed to buy shoes,
clothes, books and light farm equipment. It was when the
owners of cotton fields dropped the payment of ten cents for a
pound of cotton to eight, seven and finally five that the Negro
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community realized that the Depression, at least, did not
discriminate.

Welfare agencies gave food to the poor families, Black and
white. Gallons of lard, flour, salt, powdered eggs and pow-
dered milk. People stopped trying to raise hogs because it was
too difficult to get slop rich enough to feed them, and no one
had the money to buy mash or fish meal.

Momma spent many nights figuring on our tablets, slowly.
She was trying to find a way to keep her business going,
although her customers had no money. When she came to her
conclusions, she said, “Bailey, I want you to make me a nice
clear sign. Nice and neat. And Sister, you can color it with
your Crayolas. [ want it to say:

1 5 LB. CAN OF POWDERED MILK Is WORTH 50¢ IN TRADE
1 5 LB. CAN OF POWDERED EGGS 1s WORTH $1.00 IN TRADE
10 #2 cans oF MACKEREL 1s worTH $1.00 IN TRADE.”

AND so on. Momma kept her store going. Our customers
didn’t even have to take their slated provisions home. They’d
pick them up from the welfare center downtown and drop
them off at the Store. If they didn’t want an exchange at the
moment they’d put down in one of the big gray ledgers the
amount of credit coming to them. We were among the few
Negro families not on relief, but Bailey and I were the only
children in the town proper that we knew who ate powdered
eggs every day and drank the powdered milk.

Our playmates’ families exchanged their unwanted food
for sugar, coal oil, spices, potted meat, Vienna sausage, peanut
butter, soda crackers, toilet soap and even laundry soap. We
were always given enough to eat, but we both hated the lumpy
milk and mushy eggs, and sometimes we’d stop off at the
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house of one of the poorer families to get some peanut butter
and crackers. Stamps was as slow coming out of the Depres-
sion as it had been getting into it. World War II was well
along before there was a noticeable change in the economy of
that near-forgotten hamlet.

ONE Christmas we received gifts from our mother and father,
who lived separately in a heaven called California, where we
were told they could have all the oranges they could eat. And
the sun shone all the time. I was sure that wasn’t so. I couldn’t
believe that our mother would laugh and eat oranges in the
sunshine without her children. Until that Christmas when we
received the gifts I had been confident that they were both
dead. I could cry anytime I wanted by picturing my mother (I
didn’t quite know what she looked like) lying in her coffin.
Her hair, which was black, was spread out on a tiny litdle
white pillow and her body was covered with a sheet. The
face was brown, like a big O, and since I couldn’t fill in the
features I printed M o T H E r across the O, and tears would
fall down my cheeks like warm milk.

Then came that terrible Christmas with its awful presents
when our father, with the vanity I was to find typical, sent his
photograph. My gift from Mother was a tea set—a teapot,
four cups and saucers and tiny spoons—and a doll with blue
eyes and rosy cheeks and yellow hair painted on her head. I
didn’t know what Bailey received, but after I opened my
boxes I went out to the backyard behind the chinaberry tree.
The day was cold and the air as clear as water. Frost was still
on the bench but I sat down and cried. I looked up and Bailey
was coming from the outhouse, wiping his eyes. He had been
crying too. I didn’t know if he had also told himself they were
dead and had been rudely awakened to the truth or whether
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he was just feeling lonely. The gifts opened the door to ques-
tions that neither of us wanted to ask. Why did they send us
away? and What did we do so wrong? So Wrong? Why, at
three and four, did we have tags put on our arms to be sent
by train alone from Long Beach, California, to Stamps,
Arkansas, with only the porter to look after us? (Besides, he
got off in Arizona.)

Bailey sat down beside me, and that time didn’t admonish
me not to cry. So I wept and he sniffed a little, but we didn’t
talk until Momma called us back in the house.

Momma stood in front of the tree that we had decorated
with silver ropes and pretty colored balls and said, “You chil-
dren is the most ungrateful things I ever did see. You think
your momma and poppa went to all the trouble to send you
these nice play pretties to make you go out in the cold and
cry?”

Neither of us said a word. Momma continued, “Sister, I
know you tender-hearted, but Bailey Junior, there’s no reason
for you to set out mewing like a pussy cat, just ’cause you got
something from Vivian and Big Bailey.” When we still didn’t
force ourselves to answer, she asked, “You want me to tell
Santa Claus to take these things back?” A wretched feeling of
being torn engulfed me. I wanted to scream, “Yes. Tell him to
take them back.” But I didn’t move.

Later Bailey and I talked. He said if the things really did
come from Mother maybe it meant that she was getting ready
to come and get us. Maybe she had just been angry at some-
thing we had done, but was forgiving us and would send for
us soon. Bailey and I tore the stuffing out of the doll the day
after Christmas, but he warned me that I had to keep the tea
set in good condition because any day or night she might come
riding up.



CHAPTER 9
==

A YEAR later our father came to Stamps without warning. It
was awful for Bailey and me to encounter the reality one
abrupt morning. We, or at any rate I, had built such elaborate
fantasies about him and the illusory mother that seeing him in
the flesh shredded my inventions like a hard yank on a paper
chain. He arrived in front of the Store in a clean gray car (he
must have stopped just outside of town to wipe it in prepara-
tion for the “grand entrance”). Bailey, who knew such things,
said it was a De Soto. His bigness shocked me. His shoulders
were so wide I thought he’d have trouble getting in the door.
He was taller than anyone I had seen, and if he wasn’t fat,
which I knew he wasn’t, then he was fat-like. His clothes were
too small too. They were tighter and woolier than was cus-
tomary in Stamps. And he was blindingly handsome. Momma
cried, “Bailey, my baby. Great God, Bailey.” And Uncle
Willie stuttered, “Bu-Buh-Bailey.” My brother said, “Hot dog
and damn. It’s him. It’s our daddy.” And my seven-year-old
world humpty-dumptied, never to be put back together again.

His voice rang like a metal dipper hitting a bucket and he
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spoke English. Proper English, like the school principal, and
even better. Our father sprinkled ers and even errers in his sen-
tences as liberally as he gave out his twisted-mouth smiles. His
lips pulled not down, like Uncle Willie’s, but to the side, and
his head lay on one side or the other, but never straight on the
end of his neck. He had the air of a man who did not believe
what he heard or what he himself was saying. He was the first
cynic I had met. “So er this is Daddy’s er little man? Boy, any-
body tell you errer that you er look like me?” He had Bailey in
one arm and me in the other. “And Daddy’s baby girl. You've
errer been good children, er haven’t you? Or er I guess |
would have er heard about it er from Santa Claus.” I was so
proud of him it was hard to wait for the gossip to get around
that he was in town. Wouldn’t the kids be surprised at how
handsome our daddy was? And that he loved us enough to
come down to Stamps to visit? Everyone could tell from the
way he talked and from the car and clothes that he was rich
and maybe had a castle out in California. (I later learned that
he had been a doorman at Santa Monica’s plush Breakers
Hotel.) Then the possibility of being compared with him
occurred to me, and I didn’t want anyone to see him. Maybe
he wasn’t my real father. Bailey was his son, true enough, but I
was an orphan that they picked up to provide Bailey with
company.

I was always afraid when I found him watching me, and
wished I could grow small like Tiny Tim. Sitting at the table
one day, I held the fork in my left hand and pierced a piece of
fried chicken. I put the knife through the second tine, as we
had been strictly taught, and began to saw against the bone.
My father laughed a rich rolling laugh, and I looked up. He
imitated me, both elbows going up and down. “Is Daddy’s
baby going to fly away?” Momma laughed, and Uncle Willie
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too, and even Bailey snickered a little. Our father was proud
of his sense of humor.

For three weeks the Store was filled with people who had
gone to school with him or heard about him. The curious and
envious milled around and he strutted, throwing ers and errers
all over the place and under the sad eyes of Uncle Willie.
Then one day he said he had to get back to California. I was
relieved. My world was going to be emptier and dryer, but the
agony of having him intrude into every private second would
be gone. And the silent threat that had hung in the air since
his arrival, the threat of his leaving someday, would be gone. I
wouldn’t have to wonder whether I loved him or not, or have
to answer “Does Daddy’s baby want to go to California with
Daddy?” Bailey had told him that he wanted to go, but I had
kept quiet. Momma was relieved too, although she had had a
good time cooking special things for him and showing her
California son off to the peasants of Arkansas. But Uncle
Willie was suffering under our father’s bombastic pressure,
and in mother-bird fashion Momma was more concerned
with her crippled offspring than the one who could fly away
from the nest.

He was going to take us with him! The knowledge
buzzed through my days and made me jump unexpectedly
like a jack-in-the-box. Each day I found some time to walk to
the pond where people went to catch sun perch and striped
bass. The hours I chose to go were too early or late for fisher-
men, so I had the area to myself. I stood on the bank of the
green dark water, and my thoughts skidded like the water
spiders. Now this way, now that, now the other. Should I go
with my father? Should I throw myself into the pond, and not
being able to swim, join the body of L.C., the boy who had
drowned last summer? Should I beg Momma to let me stay
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with her? I could tell her that I'd take over Bailey’s chores and
do my own as well. Did I have the nerve to try life without
Bailey? I couldn’t decide on any move, so I recited a few Bible
verses, and went home.

Momma cut down a few give-aways that had been traded
to her by white women’s maids and sat long nights in the
dining room sewing jumpers and skirts for me. She looked
pretty sad, but each time I found her watching me she’d say, as
if I had already disobeyed, “You be a good girl now. You
hear? Don’t you make people think I didn’t raise you right.
You hear?” She would have been more surprised than I had
she taken me in her arms and wept at losing me. Her world
was bordered on all sides with work, duty, religion and “her
place.” I don’t think she ever knew that a deep-brooding love
hung over everything she touched. In later years I asked her if
she loved me and she brushed me off with: “God is love. Just
worry about whether you’re being a good girl, then He will
love you.”

I sat in the back of the car, with Dad’s leather suitcases,
and our cardboard boxes. Although the windows were rolled
down, the smell of fried chicken and sweet potatoe pie lay
unmoving, and there wasn’t enough room to stretch. When-
ever he thought about it, Dad asked, “Are you comfortable
back there, Daddy’s baby?” He never waited to hear my
answer, which was “Yes, sir,” before he’d resume his conver-
sation with Bailey. He and Bailey told jokes, and Bailey
laughed all the time, put out Dad’s cigarettes and held one
hand on the steering wheel when Dad said, “Come on, boy,
help me drive this thing.”

After I got tired of passing through the same towns over
and over, and seeing the empty-looking houses, small and
unfriendly, I closed myself off to everything but the kissing
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sounds of the tires on the pavement and the steady moan of
the motor. I was certainly very vexed with Bailey. There was
no doubt that he was trying to butter up Dad; he even started
to laugh like him, a Santa Claus, Jr., with his “Ho, ho, ho.”

“How are you going to feel seeing your mother? Going to
be happy?” he was asking Bailey, but it penetrated the foam I
had packed around my senses. Were we going to see Her? 1
thought we were going to California. I was suddenly terrified.
Suppose she laughed at us the way he did? What if she had
other children now, whom she kept with her? I said, “I want
to go back to Stamps.” Dad laughed, “You mean Daddy’s
baby doesn’t want to go to St. Louis to see her mother? She’s
not going to eat you up, you know.”

He turned to Bailey and I looked at the side of his face; he
was so unreal to me I felt as if I were watching a doll talk.
“Bailey, Junior, ask your sister why she wants to go back to
Stamps.” He sounded more like a white man than a Negro.
Maybe he was the only brown-skinned white man in the
world. It would be just my luck that the only one would turn
out to be my father. But Bailey was quiet for the first time
since we left Stamps. I guess he was thinking too about seeing
Mother. How could an eight-year-old contain that much fear?
He swallows and holds it behind his tonsils, he tightens his
feet and closes the fear between his toes, he contracts his but-
tock and pushes it up behind the prostate gland.

“Junior, cat’s got your tongue? What do you think your
mother will say, when I tell her her children didn’t want to see
her?” The thought that he would tell her shook me and Bailey
at the same time. He leaned over the back of the seat—"“My,
it’s Mother Dear. You know you want to sce Mother Dear.
Don’t cry.” Dad laughed and pitched in his seat and asked
himself, I guess, “What will she say to that?”

! KNOW WHY THE CAGED BIRD SINGS 59

I stopped crying since there was no chance to get back to
Stamps and Momma. Bailey wasn’t going to back me up, I
could tell, so T decided to shut up and dry up and wait for
whatever seeing Mother Dear was going to bring.

St. Louis was a new kind of hot and a new kind of dirty.
My memory had no pictures of the crowded-together soot-
covered buildings. For all I knew, we were being driven to
Hell and our father was the delivering devil.

Only in strict emergencies did Bailey allow me to speak
Pig Latin to him in front of adults, but I had to take the
chance that afternoon. We had spun around the same corner, I
was sure, about fifty times. I asked Bailey, “Ooday coyay ink-
thay isthay is our atherfay, or ooday ooyay inkthay atthay
eeway are eeingbay idkay appednay?” Bailey said, “My, we’re
in St. Louis, and we’re going to see Mother Dear. Don’t
worry.” Dad chuckled and said, “Oohay oodway antway
ootay idkay appnay ooyay? Ooday ooyay inkthay ooyay are
indlay ergbay ildrenchay?” I thought that my brother and his
friends had created Pig Latin. Hearing my father speak it
didn’t startle me so much as it angered. It was simply another
case of the trickiness of adults where children were concerned.
Another case in point of the Grownups’ Betrayal.

To describe my mother would be to write about a hurri-
<ane in its perfect power. Or the climbing, falling colors of a
rainbow. We had been received by her mother and had waited
on the edge of our seats in the overfurnished living room (Dad
talked easily with our grandmother, as whitefolks talk to
Blacks, unembarrassed and unapologetic). We were both
fearful of Mother’s coming and impatient at her delay. It is
remarkable how much truth there is in the two expressions:
“struck dumb” and “love at first sight.” My mother’s beauty
literally assailed me. Her red lips (Momma said it was a sin to
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wear lipstick) split to show even white teeth and her fresh-
butter color looked see-through clean. Her smile widened her
mouth beyond her cheeks beyond her ears and seemingly
through the walls to the street outside. I was struck dumb. I
knew immediately why she had sent me away. She was too
beautiful to have children. I had never seen a woman as pretty
as she who was called “Mother.” Bailey on his part fell
instantly and forever in love. I saw his eyes shining like hers;
he had forgotten the loneliness and the nights when we had
cried together because we were “unwanted children.” He had
never left her warm side or shared the icy wind of solitude
with me. She was his Mother Dear and I resigned myself to
his condition. They were more alike than she and I, or even he
and I. They both had physical beauty and personality, so I fig-
ured it figured.

Our father left St. Louis a few days later for California,
and I was neither glad nor sorry. He was a stranger, and if he
chose to leave us with a stranger, it was all of one piece.

CHAPTER 10

==

GRANDMOTHER Baxter was a quadroon or an octoroon, or in
any case she was nearly white. She had been raised by a
German family in Cairo, Illinois, and had come to St. Louis at
the turn of the century to study nursing. While she was
working at Homer G. Phillips Hospital she met and married
Grandfather Baxter. She was white (having no features that
could even loosely be called Negroid) and he was Black.
While she spoke with a throaty German accent until her
death, he had the choppy spouting speech of the West Indians.

Their marriage was a happy one. Grandfather had a
famous saying that caused great pride in his family: “Bah
Jesus, I live for my wife, my children and my dog.” He took
extreme care to prove that statement true by taking the word
of his family even in the face of contradictory evidence.

The Negro section of St. Louis in the mid-thirties had all
the finesse of a gold-rush town. Prohibition, gambling and
their related vocations were so obviously practiced that it was
hard for me to believe that they were against the law. Bailey
and I, as newcomers, were quickly told by our schoolmates
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who the men on the street corners were as we passed. I was
sure that they had taken their names from Wild West Books
(Hard-hitting Jimmy, Two Gun, Sweet Man, Poker Pete),
and to prove me right, they hung around in front of saloons
like unhorsed cowboys.

We met the numbers runners, gamblers, lottery takers
and whiskey salesmen not only in the loud streets but in our
orderly living room as well. They were often there when we
returned from school, sitting with hats in their hands, as we
had done upon our arrival in the big city. They waited silently
for Grandmother Baxter.

Her white skin and the pince-nez that she dramatically
took from her nose and let hang free on a chain pinned to her
dress were factors that brought her a great deal of respect.
Moreover, the reputation of her six mean children and the fact
that she was a precinct captain compounded her power and
gave her the leverage to deal with even the lowest crook
without fear. She had pull with the police department, so the
men in their flashy suits and fleshy scars sat with churchlike
decorum and waited to ask favors from her. If Grandmother
raised the heat off their gambling parlors, or said the word
that reduced the bail of a friend waiting in jail, they knew
what would be expected of them. Come election, they were to
bring in the votes from their neighborhood. She most often
got them leniency, and they always brought in the vote.

St. Louis also introduced me to thin-sliced ham (I thought
it a delicacy), jelly beans and peanuts mixed, lettuce on sand-
wich bread, Victrolas and family loyalty. In Arkansas, where
we cured our own meat, we ate half-inch slabs of ham for
breakfast, but in St. Louis we bought the paper-thin slices in a
strange-smelling German store and ate them in sandwiches. If
Grandmother never lost her German accent, she also never
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lost her taste for the thick black German Brot, which we
bought unsliced. In Stamps, lettuce was used only to make a
bed for potato salad or slaw, and peanuts were brought in raw
from the field and roasted in the bottom of the oven on cold
nights. The rich scents used to fill the house and we were
always expected to eat too many. But that was a Stamps
custom. In St. Louis, peanuts were bought in paper bags and
mixed with jelly beans, which meant that we ate the salt and
sugar together and I found them a delicious treat. The best
thing the big town had to offer.

When we enrolled in Toussaint L’Ouverture Grammar
School, we were struck by the ignorance of our schoolmates
and the rudeness of our teachers. Only the vastness of the
building impressed us; not even the white school in Stamps
was as large.

The students, however, were shockingly backward. Bailey
and I did arithmetic at a mature level because of our work in
the Store, and we read well because in Stamps there wasn’t
anything else to do. We were moved up a grade because our
teachers thought that we country children would make our
classmates feel inferior—and we did. Bailey would not refrain
from remarking on our classmates’ lack of knowledge. At
lunchtime in the large gray concrete playground, he would

‘stand in the center of a crowd of big boys and ask, “Who was

Napoleon Bonaparte?” “How many feet make a mile?” It was
infighting, Bailey style.

Any of the boys might have been able to beat him with
their fists, but if they did, they’d just have had to do it again
the next day, and Bailey never held a brief for fighting fair. He
taught me that once I got into a fight I should “grab for the
balls right away.” He never answered when I asked, “Suppose
I'm fighting a girl?”
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We went to school there a full year, but all I remember
hearing that I hadn’t heard before was, “Making thousands of
egg-shaped oughts will improve penmanship.”

The teachers were more formal than those we knew in
Stamps, and although they didn’t whip their students with
switches, they gave them licks in the palms of their hands with
rulers. In Stamps teachers were much friendlier, but that was
because they were imported from the Arkansas Negro col-
leges, and since we had no hotels or rooming houses in town,
they had to live with private families. If a lady teacher took
company, or didn’t receive any mail or cried alone in her room
at night, by the weeks’ end even the children discussed her
morality, her loneliness and her other failings generally. It
would have been near impossible to maintain formality under
a small town’s invasions of privacy.

St. Louis teachers, on the other hand, tended to act
very siditty, and talked down to their students from the
lofty heights of education and whitefolks’ enunciation. They,
women as well as men, all sounded like my father with their
ers and errers. They walked with their knees together and
talked through tight lips as if they were as afraid to let the
sound out as they were to inhale the dirty air that the listener
gave off.

We walked to school around walls of bricks and breathed
the coal dust for one discouraging winter. We learned to say
“Yes” and “No” rather than “Yes, ma’am,” and “No, ma’am.”

Occasionally Mother, whom we seldom saw in the house,
had us meet her at Louie’s. It was a long dark tavern at the
end of the bridge near our school, and was owned by two
Syrian brothers.

We used to come in the back door, and the sawdust, stale
beer, steam and boiling meat made me feel as if I'd been
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eating mothballs. Mother had cut my hair in a bob like hers
and straightened it, so my head felt skinned and the back of
my neck so bare that I was ashamed to have anyone walk up
behind me. Naturally, this kept me turning quickly as if I
expected something to happen.

At Louie’'s we were greeted by Mother’s friends as
“Bibbie’s darling babies” and were given soft drinks and
boiled shrimp. While we sat on the stiff wooden booths,
Mother would dance alone in front of us to music from the
Seeburg. I loved her most at those times. She was like a pretty
kite that floated just above my head. If I liked, I could pull it
in to me by saying I had to go to the toilet or by starting a fight
with Bailey. I never did either, but the power made me tender
to her.

The Syrian brothers vied for her attention as she sang the
heavy blues that Bailey and I almost understood. They
watched her, even when directing their conversation to other
customers, and I knew they too were hypnotized by this beau-
tiful lady who talked with her whole body and snapped her
fingers louder than anyone in the whole world. We learned
the Time Step at Louie’s. It is from this basic step that most
American Black dances are born. It is a series of taps, jumps
and rests, and demands careful listening, feeling and coordi-
nation. We were brought before Mother’s friends, there in the
heavy saloon air, to show our artistry. Bailey learned easily,
and has always been the better dancer. But I learned too. I
approached the Time Step with the same determination to
win that I had approached the time tables with. There was no
Uncle Willie or sizzling pot-bellied stove, but there was
Mother and her laughing friends, and they amounted to the
same thing. We were applauded and given more soft drinks
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and more shrimp, but it was to be years later before I found
the joy and freedom of dancing well.

Mother’s brothers, Uncles Tutti, Tom and Ira, were well-
known young men about St. Louis. They all had city jobs,
which I now understand to have been no mean feat for Negro
men. Their jobs and their family set them apart, but they were
best known for their unrelenting meanness. Grandfather had
told them, “Bah Jesus, if you ever get in jail for stealing or
some such foolishness, I'll let you rot. But if you’re arrested for
fighting, I'll sell the house, lock, stock and barrel, to get you
out!” With that kind of encouragement, backed by explosive
tempers, it was no wonder they became fearsome characters.
Our youngest uncle, Billy, was not old enough to join in their
didoes. One of their more flamboyant escapades has become a
proud family legend.

Pat Patterson, a big man, who was himself protected by
the shield of a bad reputation, made the mistake of cursing my
mother one night when she was out alone. She reported the
incident to her brothers. They ordered one of their hangers-on
to search the streets for Patterson, and when he was located, to
telephone them.

As they waited throughout the afternoon, the living room
filled with smoke and the murmurs of plans. From time to
time, Grandfather came in from the kitchen and said, “Don’t
kill him. Mind you, just don’t kill him,” then went back to his
coffee with Grandmother.

They went to the saloon where Patterson sat drinking at a
small table. Uncle Tommy stood by the door, Uncle Tutti sta-
tioned himself at the toilet door and Uncle Ira, who was the
oldest and maybe everyone’s ideal, walked over to Patterson.
They were all obviously carrying guns.
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Uncle Ira said to my mother, “Here, Bibbi. Here’s this
nigger Patterson. Come over here and beat his ass.”

She crashed the man’s head with a policeman’s billy
enough to leave him just this side of death. There was no
police investigation nor social reprobation.

After all, didn’t Grandfather champion their wild tem-
pers, and wasn’t Grandmother a near-white woman with
police pull?

I admit that I was thrilled by their meanness. They beat
up whites and Blacks with the same abandon, and liked each
other so much that they never needed to learn the art of
making outside friends. My mother was the only warm, out-
going personality among her siblings. Grandfather became
bedridden during our stay there, and his children spent their
free time telling him jokes, gossiping with him and showing
their love.

Uncle Tommy, who was gruff and chewed his words like
Grandfather, was my favorite. He strung ordinary sentences
together and they came out sounding either like the most pro-
fane curses or like comical poetry. A natural comedian, he
never waited for the laugh that he knew must follow his droll
statements. He was never cruel. He was mean.

When we played handball on the side of our house, Uncle

“Fommy would turn the corner, coming from work. He

would pretend at first not to see us, but with the deftness of a
cat he would catch the ball and say, “Put your minds where
your behinds are, and I'll let you on my team.” We children
would range around him, but it was only when he reached the
steps that he’d wind up his arm and throw the ball over the
light post and toward the stars.

He told me often, “Ritie, don’t worry ’cause you ain’t
pretty. Plenty pretty women I seen digging ditches or worse.
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You smart. I swear to God, I rather you have a good mind
than a cute behind.”

They bragged often about the binding quality of the
Baxter blood. Uncle Tommy said that even the children felt it
before they were old enough to be taught. They reminisced
over Bailey’s teaching me to walk when he was less than three.
Displeased at my stumbling motions, he was supposed to have
said, “This is my sister. I have to teach her to walk.” They also
told me how I got the name “My.” After Bailey learned defi-
nitely that I was his sister, he refused to call me Marguerite,
but rather addressed me each time as “Mya Sister,” and in
later more articulate years, after the need for brevity had
shortened the appellation to “My,” it was elaborated into
“Maya.”

We lived in a big house on Caroline Street with our
grandparents for half the year before Mother moved us in
with her. Moving from the house where the family was cen-
tered meant absolutely nothing to me. It was simply a small
pattern in the grand design of our lives. If other children
didn’t move so much, it just went to show that our lives were
fated to be different from everyone else’s in the world. The
new house was no stranger than the other, except that we
were with Mother.

Bailey persisted in calling her Mother Dear until the cir-
cumstance of proximity softened the phrase’s formality to
“Muh Dear,” and finally to “M’Deah.” I could never put
my finger on her realness. She was so pretty and so quick
that even when she had just awakened, her eyes full of sleep
and hair tousled, I thought she looked just like the Virgin
Mary. But what mother and daughter understand each
other, or even have the sympathy for each other’s lack of
understanding?
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Mother had prepared a place for us, and we went to it
gratefully. We each had a room with a two-sheeted bed,
plenty to eat and store-bought clothes to wear. And after all,
she didn’t have to do it. If we got on her nerves or if we were
disobedient, she could always send us back to Stamps. The
weight of appreciation and the threat, which was never
spoken, of a return to Momma were burdens that clogged my
childish wits into impassivity. I was called Old Lady and
chided for moving and talking like winter’s molasses.

Mother’s boyfriend, Mr. Freeman, lived with us, or we
lived with him (I never quite knew which). He was a South-
erner, too, and big. But a little flabby. His breasts used to
embarrass me when he walked around in his undershirt.
They lay on his chest like flat titties.

Even if Mother hadn’t been such a pretty woman, light-
skinned with straight hair, he was lucky to get her, and he
knew it. She was educated, from a well-known family, and
after all, wasn’t she born in St. Louis? Then she was gay. She
laughed all the time and made jokes. He was grateful. I think
he must have been many years older than she, but if not, he
had the sluggish inferiority of old men married to younger
women. He watched her every move and when she left the
room, his eyes allowed her reluctantly to go.



CHAPTER 11

=

I HAD decided that St. Louis was a foreign country. I would
never get used to the scurrying sounds of flushing toilets, or
the packaged foods, or doorbells or the noise of cars and trains
and buses that crashed through the walls or slipped under the
doors. In my mind I only stayed in St. Louis for a few weeks.
As quickly as T understood that I had not reached my home, 1
sneaked away to Robin Hood’s forest and the caves of Alley
Oop where all reality was unreal and even that changed every
day. I carried the same shield that I had used in Stamps: “I
didn’t come to stay.”

Mother was competent in providing for us. Even if that
meant getting someone else to furnish the provisions.
Although she was a nurse, she never worked at her profession
while we were with her. Mr. Freeman brought in the necessi-
ties and she earned extra money cutting poker games in gam-
bling parlors. The straight eight-to-five world simply didn’t
have enough glamor for her, and it was twenty years later that
I first saw her in a nurse’s uniform.

Mr. Freeman was a foreman in the Southern Pacific yards
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and came home late sometimes, after Mother had gone out.
He took his dinner off the stove where she had carefully cov-
ered it and which she had admonished us not to bother. He
ate quietly in the kitchen while Bailey and I read separately
and greedily our own Street and Smith pulp magazine. Now
that we had spending money, we bought the illustrated paper-
backs with their gaudy pictures. When Mother was away, we
were put on an honor system. We had to finish our home-
work, eat dinner and wash the dishes before we could read or
listen to The Lone Ranger, Crime Busters or The Shadow .

Mr. Freeman moved gracefully, like a big brown bear,
and seldom spoke to us. He simply waited for Mother and put
his whole self into the waiting. He never read the paper or
patted his foot to radio. He waited. That was all.

If she came home before we went to bed, we saw the man
come alive. He would start out of the big chair, like a man
coming out of sleep, smiling. I would remember then that a
few seconds before, I had heard a car door slam; then Mother’s
footsteps would signal from the concrete walk. When her key
rattled the door, Mr. Freeman would have already asked his
habitual question, “Hey, Bibbi, have a good time?”

His query would hang in the air while she sprang over to
peck him on the lips. Then she turned to Bailey and me with

- the lipstick kisses. “Haven’t you finished your homework?”

If we had and were just reading—“O.K., say your prayers
and go to bed.” If we hadn’t—"“Then go to your room and
finish . . . then say your prayers and go to bed.”

Mr. Freeman’s smile never grew, it stayed at the same
intensity. Sometimes Mother would go over and sit on his lap
and the grin on his face looked as if it would stay there
forever.

From our rooms we could hear the glasses clink and the
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radio turned up. I think she must have danced for him on the
good nights, because he couldn’t dance, but before I fell asleep
I often heard feet shuffling to dance rhythms.

I felt very sorry for Mr. Freeman. I felt as sorry for him as [
had felt for a litter of helpless pigs born in our backyard sty in
Arkansas. We fattened the pigs all year long for the slaughter
on the first good frost, and even as I suffered for the cute little
wiggly things, I knew how much I was going to enjoy the fresh
sausage and hog’s headcheese they could give me only with
their deaths.

Because of the lurid tales we read and our vivid imagina-
tions and, probably, memories of our brief but hectic lives,
Bailey and I were afflicted—he physically and I mentally. He
stuttered, and I sweated through horrifying nightmares. He
was constantly told to slow down and start again, and on my
particularly bad nights my mother would take me in to sleep
with her, in the large bed with Mr. Freeman.

Because of a need for stability, children easily become
creatures of habit. After the third time in Mother’s bed, I
thought there was nothing strange about sleeping there.

One morning she got out of bed for an early errand, and I
fell asleep again. But I awoke to a pressure, a strange feeling
on my left leg. It was too soft to be a hand, and it wasn’t the
touch of clothes. Whatever it was, I hadn’t encountered the
sensation in all the years of sleeping with Momma. It didn’t
move, and I was too startled to. I turned my head a little to the
left to see if Mr. Freeman was awake and gone, but his eyes
were open and both hands were above the cover. I knew, as if
I'had always known, it was his “thing” on my leg.

He said, “Just stay right here, Ritie, I ain’t gonna hurt
you.” I wasn’t afraid, a little apprehensive, maybe, but not
afraid. Of course I knew that lots of people did “it” and they
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used their “things” to accomplish the deed, but no one I knew
had ever done it to anybody. Mr. Freeman pulled me to him,
and put his hand between my legs. He didn’t hurt, but
Momma had drilled into my head: “Keep your legs closed,
and don’t let nobody see your pocketbook.”

“Now, I didn’t hurt you. Don’t get scared.” He threw
back the blankets and his “thing” stood up like a brown ear of
corn. He took my hand and said, “Feel it.” It was mushy and
squirmy like the inside of a freshly killed chicken. Then he
dragged me on top of his chest with his left arm, and his right
hand was moving so fast and his heart was beating so hard
that I was afraid that he would die. Ghost stories revealed
how people who died wouldn’t let go of whatever they were
holding. I wondered if Mr. Freeman died holding me how I
would ever get free. Would they have to break his arms to get
me loose?

Finally he was quiet, and then came the nice part. He held
me so softly that I wished he wouldn’t ever let me go. I felt at
home. From the way he was holding me I knew he’d never let
me go or let anything bad ever happen to me. This was
probably my real father and we had found each other at last.
But then he rolled over, leaving me in a wet place and stood up.

“I gotta talk to you, Ritie.” He pulled off his shorts that

- had fallen to his ankles, and went into the bathroom.

It was true the bed was wet, but I knew I hadn’t had an
accident. Maybe Mr. Freeman had one while he was holding
me. He came back with a glass of water and told me in a sour
voice, “Get up. You peed in the bed.” He poured water on the
wet spot, and it did look like my mattress on many mornings.

Having lived in Southern strictness, I knew when to keep
quiet around adults, but I did want to ask him why he said I
peed when I was sure he didn’t believe that. If he thought I
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was naughty, would that mean that he would never hold me
again? Or admit that he was my father? 1 had made him
ashamed of me.

“Ritie, you love Bailey?” He sat down on the bed and I
came close, hoping. “Yes.” He was bending down, pulling on
his socks, and his back was so large and friendly I wanted to
rest my head on it.

“If you ever tell anybody what we did, I'll have to kill
Bailey.”

What had we done? We? Obviously he didn’t mean my
peeing in the bed. I didn’t understand and didn’t dare ask
him. It had something to do with his holding me. But there
was no chance to ask Bailey either, because that would be
telling what we had done. The thought that he might kill
Bailey stunned me. After he left the room I thought about
telling Mother that I hadn’t peed in the bed, but then if she
asked me what happened I'd have to tell her about Mr.
Freeman holding me, and that wouldn’t do.

It was the same old quandary. I had always lived it. There
was an army of adults, whose motives and movements I just
couldn’t understand and who made no effort to understand
mine. There was never any question of my disliking Mr.
Freeman, I simply didn’t understand him either.

For weeks after, he said nothing to me, except the gruff
hellos which were given without ever looking in my direction.

This was the first secret I had ever kept from Bailey and
sometimes I thought he should be able to read it on my face,
but he noticed nothing.

I began to feel lonely for Mr. Freeman and the encasement
of his big arms. Before, my world had been Bailey, food,
Momma, the Store, reading books and Uncle Willie. Now, for
the first time, it included physical contact.
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I began to wait for Mr. Freeman to come in from the
yards, but when he did, he never noticed me, although I put a
lot of feeling into “Good evening, Mr. Freeman.”

One evening, when I couldn’t concentrate on anything, I
went over to him and sat quickly on his lap. He had been
waiting for Mother again. Bailey was listening to The Shadow
and didn’t miss me. At first Mr. Freeman sat still, not holding
me or anything, then I felt a soft lump under my thigh begin
to move. It twitched against me and started to harden. Then
he pulled me to his chest. He smelled of coal dust and grease
and he was so close I buried my face in his shirt and listened to
his heart, it was beating just for me. Only I could hear the
thud, only I could feel the jumping on my face. He said, “Sit
still, stop squirming.” But all the time, he pushed me around
on his lap, then suddenly he stood up and I slipped down to
the floor. He ran to the bathroom.

For months he stopped speaking to me again. I was hurt
and for a time felt lonelier than ever. But then I forgot about
him, and even the memory of his holding me precious melted

into the general darkness just beyond the great blinkers of
childhood.

I READ more than ever, and wished my soul that I had been

-born a boy. Horatio Alger was the greatest writer in the

world. His heroes were always good, always won and were
always boys. I could have developed the first two virtues, but
becoming a boy was sure to be difficult, if not impossible.

The Sunday funnies influenced me, and although I
admired the strong heroes who always conquered in the end, I
identified with Tiny Tim. In the toilet, where I used to take
the papers, it was tortuous to look for and exclude the unnec-
essary pages so that I could learn how he would finally outwit
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his latest adversary. I wept with relief every Sunday as he
eluded the evil men and bounded back from each seeming
defeat as sweet and gentle as ever. The Katzenjammer kids
were fun because they made the adults look stupid. But they
were a little too smart-alecky for my taste.

When spring came to St. Louis, I took out my first library
card, and since Bailey and I seemed to be growing apart, I
spent most of my Saturdays at the library (no interruptions)
breathing in the world of penniless shoeshine boys who, with
goodness and perseverance, became rich, rich men, and gave
baskets of goodies to the poor on holidays. The little princesses
who were mistaken for maids, and the long-lost children mis-
taken for waifs, became more real to me than our house, our
mother, our school or Mr. Freeman.

During those months we saw our grandparents and the
uncles (our only aunt had gone to California to build her for-
tune), but they usually asked the same question, “Have you
been good children?” for which there was only one answer.
Even Bailey wouldn’t have dared to answer No.

CHAPTER 12
==

ON a late spring Saturday, after our chores (nothing like those
in Stamps) were done, Bailey and I were going out, he to play
baseball and I to the library. Mr. Freeman said to me, after
Bailey had gone downstairs, “Ritie, go get some milk for the
house.”

Mother usually brought milk when she came in, but that
morning as Bailey and I straightened the living room her bed-
room door had been open, and we knew that she hadn’t come
home the night before.

He gave me the money and I rushed to the store and back
to the house. After putting the milk in the icebox, I turned
and had just reached the front door when I heard, “Ritie.” He
was sitting in the big chair by the radio. “Ritie, come here.” I
didn’t think about the holding time until I got close to him.
His pants were open and his “thing” was standing out of his
britches by itself.

“No, sir, Mr. Freeman.” I started to back away. I didn’t
want to touch that mushy-hard thing again, and I didn’t need
him to hold me any more. He grabbed my arm and pulled me



78 MAYA ANGELOU

between his legs. His face was still and looked kind, but he
didn’t smile or blink his eyes. Nothing. He did nothing,
except reach his left hand around to turn on the radio without
even looking at it. Over the noise of music and static, he said,
“Now, this ain’t gonna hurt you much. You liked it before,
didn’t your”

I didn’t want to admit that I had in fact liked his holding
me or that I had liked his smell or the hard heart-beating, so 1
said nothing. And his face became like the face of one of those
mean natives the Phantom was always having to beat up.

His legs were squeezing my waist. “Pull down your
drawers.” I hesitated for two reasons: he was holding me too
tight to move, and I was sure that any minute my mother
or Bailey or the Green Hornet would bust in the door and
save me.

“We was just playing before.” He released me enough to
snatch down my bloomers, and then he dragged me closer to
him. Turning the radio up loud, too loud, he said, “If you
scream, I’'m gonna kill you. And if you tell, 'm gonna kill
Bailey.” I could tell he meant what he said. I couldn’t under-
stand why he wanted to kill my brother.-Neither of us had
done anything to him. And then.

Then there was the pain. A breaking and entering when
even the senses are torn apart. The act of rape on an eight-
year-old body is a matter of the needle giving because the
camel can’t. The child gives, because the body can, and the
mind of the violator cannot.

I thought I had died—I woke up in a white-walled world,
and it had to be heaven. But Mr. Freeman was there and he
was washing me. His hands shook, but he held me upright in
the tub and washed my legs. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Ritie.
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I didn’t mean it. But don’t you tell ... Remember, don’t you
tell a soul.”

I felt cool and very clean and just a little tired. “No, sir,
Mr. Freeman, I won’t tell.” I was somewhere above every-
thing. “It’s just that I'm so tired I'll just go and lay down a
while, please,” I whispered to him. I thought if I spoke out
loud, he might become frightened and hurt me again. He
dried me and handed me my bloomers. “Put these on and go
to the library. Your momma ought to be coming home soon.
You just act natural.”

Walking down the street, I felt the wet on my pants, and
my hips seemed to be coming out of their sockets. I couldn’t sit
long on the hard seats in the library (they had been con-
structed for children), so I walked by the empty lot where
Bailey was playing ball, but he wasn’t there. I stood for a while
and watched the big boys tear around the dusty diamond and
then headed home.

After two blocks, I knew I'd never make it. Not unless I
counted every step and stepped on every crack. I had started to
burn between my legs more than the time I'd wasted Sloan’s
Liniment on myself. My legs throbbed, or rather the insides of
my thighs throbbed, with the same force that Mr. Freeman’s
heart had beaten. Thrum ... step ... thrum ... step ... sTEP
ON THE CRACK . .. thrum . .. step. I went up the stairs one at a,
one at a, one at a time. No one was in the living room, so I
went straight to bed, after hiding my red-and-yellow-stained
drawers under the mattress.

When Mother came in she said, “Well, young lady, I
believe this is the first time I’ve seen you go to bed without
being told. You must be sick.”

I wasn’t sick, but the pit of my stomach was on firee—how
could I tell her that? Bailey came in later and asked me what
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the matter was. There was nothing to tell him. When Mother
called us to eat and I said I wasn’t hungry, she laid her cool
hand on my forehead and cheeks. “Maybe it’s the measles.
They say they’re going around the neighborhood.” After she
took my temperature she said, “You have a little fever. You’ve
probably just caught them.”

Mr. Freeman took up the whole doorway, “Then Bailey
ought not to be in there with her. Unless you want a house full
of sick children.” She answered over her shoulder, “He may as
well have them now as later. Get them over with.” She
brushed by Mr. Freeman as if he were made of cotton. “Come
on, Junior. Get some cool towels and wipe your sister’s face.”

As Bailey left the room, Mr. Freeman advanced to the
bed. He leaned over, his whole face a threat that could have
smothered me. “If you tell ...” And again so softly, I almost
didn’t hear it—"If you tell.” I couldn’t summon up the energy
to answer him. He had to know that I wasn’t going to tell any-
thing. Bailey came in with the towels and Mr. Freeman
walked out.

Later Mother made a broth and sat on the edge of the bed
to feed me. The liquid went down my throat like bones. My
belly and behind were as heavy as cold iron, but it seemed my
head had gone away and pure air had replaced it on my shoul-
ders. Bailey read to me from The Rover Boys until he got
sleepy and went to bed.

That night T kept waking to hear Mother and Mr.
Freeman arguing. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I
did hope that she wouldn’t make him so mad that he’d hurt
her too. I knew he could do it, with his cold face and empty
eyes. Their voices came in faster and faster, the high sounds
on the heels of the lows. I would have liked to have gone in.
Just passed through as if I were going to the toilet. Just show
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my face and they might stop, but my legs refused to move. I
could move the toes and ankles, but the knees had turned
to wood.

Maybe I slept, but soon morning was there and Mother
was pretty over my bed. “How’re you feeling, baby?”

“Fine, Mother.” An instinctive answer. “Where’s Bailey?”

She said he was still asleep but that she hadn’t slept all
night. She had been in my room off and on to see about me. I
asked her where Mr. Freeman was, and her face chilled with
remembered anger. “He’s gone. Moved this morning. I'm
going to take your temperature after I put on your Cream of
Wheat.”

Could I tell her now? The terrible pain assured me that I
couldn’t. What he did to me, and what I allowed, must have
been very bad if already God let me hurt so much. If Mr.
Freeman was gone, did that mean Bailey was out of danger?
And if so, if I told him, would he still love me?

After Mother took my temperature, she said she was
going to bed for a while but to wake her if T felt sicker. She
told Bailey to watch my face and arms for spots and when they
came up he could paint them with calamine lotion.

That Sunday goes and comes in my memory like a bad
connection on an overseas telephone call. Once, Bailey was
reading The Katzenjammer Kids to me, and then without a
pause for sleeping, Mother was looking closely at my face, and
soup trickled down my chin and some got into my mouth and
I choked. Then there was a doctor who took my temperature
and held my wrist.

“Bailey!” I supposed I had screamed, for he materialized
suddenly, and I asked him to help me and we’d run away to
California or France or Chicago. I knew that I was dying and,
in fact, I longed for death, but I didn’t want to die anywhere



82 MAYA ANGELOU

near Mr. Freeman. I knew that even now he wouldn’t have
allowed death to have me unless he wished it to.

Mother said I should be bathed and the linens had to be
changed since 1 had sweat so much. But when they tried to
move me I fought, and even Bailey couldn’t hold me. Then
she picked me up in her arms and the terror abated for a
while. Bailey began to change the bed. As he pulled off the
soiled sheets he dislodged the panties I had put under the mat-
tress. They fell at Mother’s feet.

CHAPTER 13

==

IN the hospital, Bailey told me that I had to tell who did that
to me, or the man would hurt another little girl. When 1
explained that I couldn’t tell because the man would kill him,
Bailey said knowingly, “He can’t kill me. I won’t let him.”
And of course I believed him. Bailey didn’t lie to me. So I
told him.

Bailey cried at the side of my bed until I started to cry too.
Almost fifteen years passed before | saw my brother cry again.

Using the old brain he was born with (those were his
words later on that day) he gave his information to Grand-
mother Baxter, and Mr. Freeman was arrested and was spared
the awful wrath of my pistol-whipping uncles.

I would have liked to stay in the hospital the rest of my
life. Mother brought flowers and candy. Grandmother came
with fruit and my uncles clumped around and around my
bed, snorting like wild horses. When they were able to sneak
Bailey 1n, he read to me for hours.
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THE saying that people who have nothing to do become
busybodies is not the only truth. Excitement is a drug, and
people whose lives are filled with violence are always won-
dering where the next “fix” is coming from.

The court was filled. Some people even stood behind the
churchlike benches in the rear. Overhead fans moved with the
detachment of old men. Grandmother Baxter’s clients were
there in gay and flippant array. The gamblers in pin-striped
suits and their makeup-deep women whispered to me out of
blood-red mouths that now I knew as much as they did. I was
eight, and grown. Even the nurses in the hospital had told me
that now I had nothing to fear. “The worst is over for you,”
they had said. So I put the words in all the smirking mouths.

I sat with my family (Bailey couldn’t come) and they
rested still on the seats like solid, cold gray tombstones. Thick
and forevermore unmoving.

Poor Mr. Freeman twisted in his chair to look empty
threats over to me. He didn’t know that he couldn’t kill
Bailey . . . and Bailey didn’tlie . . . to me.

“What was the defendant wearing?” That was Mr.
Freeman’s lawyer.

“I'don’t know.”

“You mean to say this man raped you and you don’t know
what he was wearing?” He snickered as if I had raped Mr.
Freeman. “Do you know if you were raped?”

A sound pushed in the air of the court (I was sure it was
laughter). I was glad that Mother had let me wear the navy-
blue winter coat with brass buttons. Although it was too short
and the weather was typical St. Louis hot, the coat was a
friend that T hugged to me in the strange and unfriendly place.

“Was that the first time the accused touched you?” The
question stopped me. Mr. Freeman had surely done some-
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thing very wrong, but I was convinced that I had helped him
to do it. I didn’t want to lie, but the lawyer wouldn’t let me
think, so I used silence as a retreat.

“Did the accused try to touch you before the time he or
rather you say he raped you?”

I couldn’t say yes and tell them how he had loved me once
for a few minutes and how he had held me close before he
thought I had peed in my bed. My uncles would kill me and
Grandmother Baxter would stop speaking, as she often did
when she was angry. And all those people in the court would
stone me as they had stoned the harlot in the Bible. And
Mother, who thought I was such a good girl, would be so dis-
appointed. But most important, there was Bailey. I had kepta
big secret from him.

“Marguerite, answer the question. Did the accused touch
you before the occasion on which you claim he raped you?”

Everyone in the court knew that the answer had to be No.
Everyone except Mr. Freeman and me. I looked at his heavy
face trying to look as if he would have liked me to say No. |
said No.

The lie lumped in my throat and I couldn’t get air. How |
despised the man for making me lie. Old, mean, nasty thing.
Old, black, nasty thing. The tears didn’t soothe my heart as
they usually did. I screamed, “Ole, mean, dirty thing, you.
Dirty old thing.” Our lawyer brought me off the stand and to
my mother’s arms. The fact that I had arrived at my desired
destination by lies made it less appealing to me.

Mr. Freeman was given one year and one day, but he
never got a chance to do his time. His lawyer (or someone) got
him released that very afternoon.

In the living room, where the shades were drawn for cool-
ness, Bailey and I played Monopoly on the floor. I played a bad
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game because I was thinking how I would be able to tell
Bailey how I had lied and, even worse for our relationship,
kept a secret from him. Bailey answered the doorbell, because
Grandmother was in the kitchen. A tall white policeman
asked for Mrs. Baxter. Had they found out about the lie?
Maybe the policeman was coming to put me in jail because I
had sworn on the Bible that everything I said would be the
truth, the whole truth, so help me, God. The man in our
living room was taller than the sky and whiter than my image
of God. He just didn’t have the beard.

“Mrs. Baxter, I thought you ought to know. Freeman’s
been found dead on the lot behind the slaughterhouse.”

Softly, as if she were discussing a church program, she
said, “Poor man.” She wiped her hands on the dishtowel and
just as softly asked, “Do they know who did it?”

The policeman said, “Seems like he was dropped there.
Some say he was kicked to death.”

Grandmother’s color only rose a little. “Tom, thanks for
telling me. Poor man. Well, maybe it’s better this way. He was
a mad dog. Would you like a glass of lemonade? Or some
beer?”

Although he looked harmless, I knew he was a dreadful
angel counting out my many sins.

“No, thanks, Mrs. Baxter. I'm on duty. Gotta be getting
back.”

“Well, tell your ma that I'll be over when I take up my
beer and remind her to save some kraut for me.”

And the recording angel was gone. He was gone, and a
man was dead because I lied. Where was the balance in that?
One lie surely wouldn’t be worth a man’s life. Bailey could
have explained it all to me, but I didn’t dare ask him. Obvi-
ously I had forfeited my place in heaven forever, and I was as
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gutless as the doll T had ripped to pieces ages ago. Even Christ
Himself turned His back on Satan. Wouldn’t He turn His
back on me? I could feel the evilness flowing through my
body and waiting, pent up, to rush off my tongue if I tried to
open my mouth. I clamped my teeth shut, I'd hold it in. If it
escaped, wouldn’t it flood the world and all the innocent
peopler

Grandmother Baxter said, “Ritie and Junior, you didn’t
hear a thing. I never want to hear this situation nor that evil
man’s name mentioned in my house again. [ mean that.” She
went back into the kitchen to make apple strudel for my
celebration.

Even Bailey was frightened. He sat all to himself, looking
at a man’s death—a kitten looking at a wolf. Not quite under-
standing it but frightened all the same.

In those moments I decided that although Bailey loved me
he couldn’t help. I had sold myself to the Devil and there
could be no escape. The only thing I could do was to stop
talking to people other than Bailey. Instinctively, or somehow,
I knew that because I loved him so much I'd never hurt him,
but if I talked to anyone else that person might die too. Just
my breath, carrying my words out, might poison people
and they’d curl up and die like the black fat slugs that only
pretended.

I had to stop talking.

I discovered that to achieve perfect personal silence all I
had to do was to attach myself leechlike to sound. I began to
listen to everything. I probably hoped that after I had heard all
the sounds, really heard them and packed them down, deep in
my ears, the world would be quiet around me. I walked into
rooms where people were laughing, their voices hitting the
walls like stones, and I simply stood still—in the midst of the
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riot of sound. After a minute or two, silence would rush into
the room from its hiding place because I had eaten up all the
sounds.

In the first weeks my family accepted my behavior as a
post-rape, post-hospital affliction. (Neither the term nor the
experience was mentioned in Grandmother’s house, where
Bailey and I were again staying.) They understood that I
could talk to Bailey, but to no one else.

Then came the last visit from the visiting nurse, and the
doctor said I was healed. That meant that I should be back on
the sidewalks playing handball or enjoying the games I had
been given when I was sick. When I refused to be the child
they knew and accepted me to be, I was called impudent and
my muteness sullenness.

For a while I was punished for being so uppity that I
wouldn’t speak; and then came the thrashings, given by any
relative who felt himself offended.

We were on the train going back to Stamps, and this time
it was I who had to console Bailey. He cried his heart out
down the aisles of the coach, and pressed his little-boy body
against the window pane looking for a last glimpse of his
Mother Dear. -

I have never known if Momma sent for us, or if the St.
Louis family just got fed up with my grim presence. There is
nothing more appalling than a constantly morose child.

I cared less about the trip than about the fact that Bailey
was unhappy, and had no more thought of our destination
than if I had simply been heading for the toilet.

CHAPTER 14
-

THE barrenness of Stamps was exactly what I wanted,
without will or consciousness. After St. Louis, with its noise
and activity, its trucks and buses, and loud tamily gatherings, I
welcomed the obscure lanes and lonely bungalows set back
deep in dirt yards.

The resignation of its inhabitants encouraged me to relax.
They showed me a contentment based on the belief that
nothing more was coming to them, although a great deal
more was due. Their decision to be satisfied with life’s
inequities was a lesson for me. Entering Stamps, [ had the
feeling that I was stepping over the border lines of the map
and would fall, without fear, right off the end of the world.
Nothing more could happen, for in Stamps nothing
happened.

Into this cocoon I crept.

For an indeterminate time, nothing was demanded of me
or of Bailey. We were, after all, Mrs. Henderson’s California
grandchildren, and had been away on a glamorous trip way

up North to the fabulous St. Louis. OQur father had come the
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year before, driving a big, shiny automobile and speaking the
King’s English with a big city accent, so all we had to do was
lie quiet for months and rake in the profits of our adventures.

Farmers and maids, cooks and handymen, carpenters and
all the children in town, made regular pilgrimages to the
Store. “Just to see the travelers.”

They stood around like cutout cardboard figures and
asked, “Well, how is it up North?”

“See any of them big buildings?”

“Ever ride in one of them elevators?”

“Was you scared?”

“Whitefolks any different, like they say?”

Bailey took it upon himself to answer every question, and
from a corner of his lively imagination wove a tapestry of
entertainment for them that I was sure was as foreign to him
as it was to me.

He, as usual, spoke precisely. “They have, in the North,
buildings so high that for months, in the winter, you can’t see
the top floors.”

“Tell the truth.”

“They’ve got watermelons twice the size of a cow’s head
and sweeter than syrup.” I distinctly remember his intent face
and the fascinated faces of his listeners. “And if you can count
the watermelon’s seeds, before it’s cut open, you can win five
zillion dollars and a new car.”

Momma, knowing Bailey, warned, “Now Ju, be careful
you don’t slip up on a not true.” (Nice people didn’t say “lie.”)

“Everybody wears new clothes and have inside toilets. If
you fall down in one of them, you get flushed away into the
Mississippi River. Some people have iceboxes, only the proper
name is Cold Spot or Frigidaire. The snow is so deep you can
get buried right outside your door and people won’t find you
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for a year. We made ice cream out of the snow.” That was the
only fact that I could have supported. During the winter, we
had collected a bowl of snow and poured Pet milk over it, and
sprinkled it with sugar and called it ice cream.

Momma beamed and Uncle Willie was proud when
Bailey regaled the customers with our exploits. We were
drawing cards for the Store and objects of the town’s adora-
tion. Our journey to magical places alone was a spot of color
on the town’s drab canvas, and our return made us even more
the most enviable of people.

High spots in Stamps were usually negative: droughts,
floods, lynchings and death:s.

Bailey played on the country folks’ need for diversion. Just
after our return he had taken to sarcasm, picked it up as one
might pick up a stone, and put it snufflike under his lip. The
double entendres, the two-pronged sentences, slid over his
tongue to dart rapier-like into anything that happened to be in
the way. Our customers, though, generally were so straight
thinking and speaking that they were never hurt by his
attacks. They didn’t comprehend them.

“Bailey Junior sound just like Big Bailey. Got a silver
tongue. Just like his daddy.”

“I hear tell they don’t pick cotton up there. How the
people live then?”

Bailey said that the cotton up North was so tall, if ordinary
people tried to pick it they’d have to get up on ladders, so the
cotton farmers had their cotton picked by machines.

For a while I was the only recipient of Bailey’s kindness. It
was not that he pitied me but that he felt we were in the same
boat for different reasons, and that I could understand his
frustration just as he could countenance my withdrawal.

I never knew if Uncle Willie had been told about the
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incident in St. Louis, but sometimes I caught him watching
me with a far-off look in his big eyes. Then he would quickly
send me on some errand that would take me out of his pres-
ence. When that happened I was both relieved and ashamed. I
certainly didn’t want a cripple’s sympathy (that would have
been a case of the blind leading the blind), nor did I want
Uncle Willie, whom I loved in my fashion, to think of me as
being sinful and dirty. If he thought so, at least I didn’t want
to know it.

Sounds came to me dully, as if people were speaking
through their handkerchiefs or with their hands over their
mouths. Colors weren’t true either, but rather a vague assort-
ment of shaded pastels that indicated not so much color as
faded familiarities. People’s names escaped me and I began to
worry over my sanity. After all, we had been away less than a
year, and customers whose accounts I had formerly remem-
bered without consulting the ledger were now complete
strangers.

People, except Momma and Uncle Willie, accepted my
unwillingness to talk as a natural outgrowth of a reluctant
return to the South. And an indication that I was pining for
the high times we had had in the big city. Then, too, I was
well known for being “tender-hearted.” Southern Negroes
used that term to mean sensitive and tended to look upon a
person with that affliction as being a little sick or in delicate
health. So I was not so much forgiven as I was understood.

CHAPTER 15
=

FOR nearly a year, I sopped around the house, the Store, the
school and the church, like an old biscuit, dirty and inedible.
Then I met, or rather got to know, the lady who threw me my
first life line.

Mrs. Bertha Flowers was the aristocrat of Black Stamps.
She had the grace of control to appear warm in the coldest
weather, and on the Arkansas summer days it seemed she had
a private breeze which swirled around, cooling her. She was
thin without the taut look of wiry people, and her printed
voile dresses and flowered hats were as right for her as denim
overalls for a farmer. She was our side’s answer to the richest
white woman in town.

Her skin was a rich black that would have peeled like a
plum if snagged, but then no one would have thought of get-
ting close enough to Mrs. Flowers to ruffle her dress, let along
snag her skin. She didn’t encourage familiarity. She wore
gloves too.

I don’t think I ever saw Mrs. Flowers laugh, but she
smiled often. A slow widening of her thin black lips to show
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even, small white teeth, then the slow effortless closing. When
she chose to smile on me, I always wanted to thank her. The
action was so graceful and inclusively benign.

She was one of the few gentlewomen I have ever known,
and has remained throughout my life the measure of what a
human being can be.

Momma had a strange relationship with her. Most often
when she passed on the road in front of the Store, she spoke
to Momma in that soft yet carrying voice, “Good day, Mrs.
Henderson.” Momma responded with “How you, Sister
Flowers?”

Mrs. Flowers didn’t belong to our church, nor was she
Momma’s familiar. Why on earth did she insist on calling her
Sister Flowers? Shame made me want to hide my face. Mrs.
Flowers deserved better than to be called Sister. Then, Momma
left out the verb. Why not ask, “How are you, Mrs. Flowers?”
With the unbalanced passion of the young, I hated her for
showing her ignorance to Mrs. Flowers. It didn’t occur to me
for many years that they were as alike as sisters, separated only
by formal education.

Although I was upset, neither of the women was in the
least shaken by what I thought an uncerémonious greeting.
Mrs. Flowers would continue her easy gait up the hill to her
little bungalow, and Momma kept on shelling peas or doing
whatever had brought her to the front porch.

Occasionally, though, Mrs. Flowers would drift off the
road and down to the Store and Momma would say to me,
“Sister, you go on and play.” As I left I would hear the begin-
ning of an intimate conversation. Momma persistently using
the wrong verb, or none at all.

“Brother and Sister Wilcox is sho’ly the meanest—" “Is,”

Momma? “Is”? Oh, please, not “is,” Momma, for two or more.
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But they talked, and from the side of the building where I
waited for the ground to open up and swallow me, I heard the
soft-voiced Mrs. Flowers and the textured voice of my grand-
mother merging and melting. They were interrupted from
time to time by giggles that must have come from Mrs. Flowers
(Momma never giggled in her life). Then she was gone.

She appealed to me because she was like people I had
never met personally. Like women in English novels who
walked the moors (whatever they were) with their loyal dogs
racing at a respectful distance. Like the women who sat in
front of roaring fireplaces, drinking tea incessantly from silver
trays full of scones and crumpets. Women who walked over
the “heath” and read morocco-bound books and had two last
names divided by a hyphen. It would be safe to say that she
made me proud to be Negro, just by being herself.

She acted just as refined as whitefolks in the movies and
books and she was more beautiful, for none of them could
have come near that warm color without looking gray by
comparison.

It was fortunate that I never saw her in the company of
powhitefolks. For since they tend to think of their whiteness
as an evenizer, I’'m certain that I would have had to hear her
spoken to commonly as Bertha, and my image of her would
have been shattered like the unmendable Humpty-Dumpty.

One summer afternoon, sweet-milk fresh in my memory,
she stopped at the Store to buy provisions. Another Negro
woman of her health and age would have been expected to
carry the paper sacks home in one hand, but Momma said,
“Sister Flowers, I'll send Bailey up to your house with these
things.”

She smiled that slow dragging smile, “Thank you, Mrs.
Henderson. I'd prefer Marguerite, though.” My name was
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beautiful when she said it. “I've been meaning to talk to her,
anyway.” They gave each other age-group looks.

Momma said, “Well, that’s all right then. Sister, go and
change your dress. You going to Sister Flowers’.”

The chifforobe was a maze. What on earth did one put on
to go to Mrs. Flowers’ house? I knew I shouldn’t put on a
Sunday dress. It might be sacrilegious. Certainly not a house
dress, since I was already wearing a fresh one. I chose a school
dress, naturally. It was formal without suggesting that going
to Mrs. Flowers’” house was equivalent to attending church.

I trusted myself back into the Store.

“Now, don’t you look nice.” I had chosen the right thing,
for once.

“Mrs. Henderson, you make most of the children’s
clothes, don’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am. Sure do. Store-bought clothes ain’t hardly
worth the thread it take to stitch them.”

“I’ll say you do a lovely job, though, so neat. That dress
looks professional.”

Momma was enjoying the seldom-received compliments.
Since everyone we knew (except Mrs. Flowers, of course)
could sew competently, praise was rarely handed out for the
commonly practiced craft.

“I try, with the help of the Lord, Sister Flowers, to finish
the inside just like I does the outside. Come here, Sister.”

I had buttoned up the collar and tied the belt, apronlike, in
back. Momma told me to turn around. With one hand she
pulled the strings and the belt fell free at both sides of my
waist. Then her large hands were at my neck, opening the
button loops. I was terrified. What was happening?

“Take it off, Sister.” She had her hands on the hem of the

dress.
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“I don’t need to see the inside,” Mrs. Henderson, I can
tell ...” But the dress was over my head and my arms were
stuck in the sleeves. Momma said, “That’ll do. See here, Sister
Flowers, I French-seams around the armholes.” Through the
cloth film, I saw the shadow approach. “That makes it last
longer. Children these days would bust out of sheet-metal
clothes. They so rough.”

“That is a very good job, Mrs. Henderson. You should be
proud. You can put your dress back on, Marguerite.”

“No ma’am. Pride is a sin. And ‘cording to the Good
Book, it goeth before a fall.”

“That’s right. So the Bible says. It’s a good thing to keep in
mind.”

I wouldn’t look at either of them. Momma hadn’t thought
that taking off my dress in front of Mrs. Flowers would kill
me stone dead. If I had refused, she would have thought I was
trying to be “womanish” and might have remembered St.
Louis. Mrs. Flowers had known that I would be embarrassed
and that was even worse. I picked up the groceries and went
out to wait in the hot sunshine. It would be fitting if I got a
sunstroke and died before they came outside. Just dropped
dead on the slanting porch.

There was a little path beside the rocky road, and Mrs.
Flowers walked in front swinging her arms and picking her
way over the stones.

She said, without turning her head, to me, “I hear you’re
doing very good school work, Marguerite, but that it’s all
written. The teachers report that they have trouble getting
you to talk in class.” We passed the triangular farm on our left
and the path widened to allow us to walk together. I hung
back in the separate unasked and unanswerable questions.

“Come and walk along with me, Marguerite.” I couldn’t
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have refused even if I wanted to. She pronounced my name so
nicely. Or more correctly, she spoke each word with such
clarity that I was certain a foreigner who didn’t understand
English could have understood her.

“Now no one is going to make you talk—possibly no one
can. But bear in mind, language is man’s way of communi-
cating with his fellow man and it is language alone which
separates him from the lower animals.” That was a totally
new idea to me, and I would need time to think about it.

“Your grandmother says you read a lot. Every chance you
get. That’s good, but not good enough. Words mean more
than what is set down on paper. It takes the human voice to
infuse them with the shades of deeper meaning.”

I memorized the part about the human voice infusing
words. It seemed so valid and poetic.

She said she was going to give me some books and that I
not only must read them, I must read them aloud. She sug-
gested that I try to make a sentence sound in as many different
ways as possible.

“I’ll accept no excuse if you return a book to me that has
been badly handled.” My imagination boggled at the punish-
ment I would deserve if in fact I did abuse a book of Mrs.
Flowers’. Death would be too kind and brief.

The odors in the house surprised me. Somehow I had
never connected Mrs. Flowers with food or eating or any
other common experience of common people. There must
have been an outhouse, too, but my mind never recorded it.

The sweet scent of vanilla had met us as she opened
the door.

“I made tea cookies this morning. You see, I had planned
to invite you for cookies and lemonade so we could have this
little chat. The lemonade is in the icebox.”
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It followed that Mrs. Flowers would have ice on an ordi-
nary day, when most families in our town bought ice late on
Saturdays only a few times during the summer to be used in
the wooden ice-cream freezers.

She took the bags from me and disappeared through the
kitchen door. I looked around the room that I had never in
my wildest fantasies imagined I would see. Browned photo-
graphs leered or threatened from the walls and the white,
freshly done curtains pushed against themselves and against
the wind. I wanted to gobble up the room entire and take it to
Bailey, who would help me analyze and enjoy it.

“Have a seat, Marguerite. Over there by the table.” She
carried a platter covered with a tea towel. Although she
warned that she hadn’t tried her hand at baking sweets for
some time, I was certain that like everything else about her the
cookies would be perfect.

They were flat round wafers, slightly browned on the
edges and butter-yellow in the center. With the cold lemonade
they were sufficient for childhood’s lifelong diet. Remem-
bering my manners, I took nice little lady-like bites off the
edges. She said she had made them expressly for me and that
she had a few in the kitchen that I could take home to my
brother. So I jammed one whole cake in my mouth and the
rough crumbs scratched the insides of my jaws, and if I hadn’t
had to swallow, it would have been a dream come true.,

As I ate she began the first of what we later called “my
lessons in living.” She said that I must always be intolerant of
ignorance but understanding of illiteracy. That some people,
unable to go to school, were more educated and even more
intelligent than college professors. She encouraged me to
listen carefully to what country people called mother wit.
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That in those homely sayings was couched the collective
wisdom of generations.

When I finished the cookies she brushed off the table and
brought a thick, small book from the bookcase. I had read 4
Tale of Two Cities and found it up to my standards as a
romantic novel. She opened the first page and I heard poetry
for the first time in my life.

“It was the best of time and the worst of times ...” Her
voice slid in and curved down through and over the words.
She was nearly singing. I wanted to look at the pages. Were
they the same that I had read? Or were there notes, music,
lined on the pages, as in a hymn book? Her sounds began cas-
cading gently. I knew from listening to a thousand preachers
that she was nearing the end of her reading, and I hadn’t
really heard, heard to understand, a single word.

“How do you like that?”

It occurred to me that she expected a response. The sweet
vanilla flavor was still on my tongue and her reading was a
wonder in my ears. I had to speak.

I said, “Yes, ma’am.” It was the least I could do, but it was
the most also.

“There’s one more thing. Take this book of poems and
memorize one for me. Next time you pay me a visit, | want
you to recite.”

I have tried often to search behind the sophistication of
years for the enchantment I so easily found in those gifts. The
essence escapes but its aura remains. To be allowed, no,
invited, into the private lives of strangers, and to share their
joys and fears, was a chance to exchange the Southern bitter
wormwood for a cup of mead with Beowulf or a hot cup of tea
and milk with Oliver Twist. When I said aloud, “It is a far, far
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better thing that I do, than I have ever done .. .” tears of love
filled my eyes at my selflessness.

On that first day, I ran down the hill and into the road
(few cars ever came along it) and had the good sense to stop
running before I reached the Store.

I was liked, and what a difference it made. I was respected
not as Mrs. Henderson’s grandchild or Bailey’s sister but for
just being Marguerite Johnson.

Childhood’s logic never asks to be proved (all conclusions
are absolute). I didn’t question why Mrs. Flowers had singled
me out for attention, nor did it occur to me that Momma
might have asked her to give me a little talking to. All I cared
about was that she had made tea cookies for me and read to
me from her favorite book. It was enough to prove that she
liked me.

Momma and Bailey were waiting inside the Store. He
said, “My, what did she give you?” He had seen the books, but
I held the paper sack with his cookies in my arms shielded by
the poems.

Momma said, “Sister, I know you acted like a little lady.
That do my heart good to see settled people take to you all.
I'm trying my best, the Lord knows, but these days ...” Her
voice trailed off. “Go on in and change your dress.”

In the bedroom it was going to be a joy to see Bailey
receive his cookies. I said, “By the way, Bailey, Mrs. Flowers
sent you some tea cookies—"

Momma shouted, “What did you say, Sister? You, Sister,
what did you say?” Hot anger was crackling in her voice.

Bailey said, “She said Mrs. Flowers sent me some—"

“I ain’t talking to you, Ju.” I heard the heavy feet walk
across the floor toward our bedroom. “Sister, you heard me.
What’s that you said?” She swelled to fill the doorway.
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Bailey said, “Momma.” His pacifying voice—“Momma,
she—"

“You shut up, Ju. I'm talking to your sister.”

I didn’t know what sacred cow I had bumped, but it was
better to find out than to hang like a thread over an open fire.
I repeated, “I said, ‘Bailey, by the way, Mrs. Flowers sent
you—'"

“That’s what I thought you said. Go on and take off your
dress. I'm going to get a switch.”

At first I thought she was playing. Maybe some heavy joke
that would end with “You sure she didn’t send me some-
thing?” but in a minute she was back in the room with a long,
ropy, peach-tree switch, the juice smelling bitter at having
been torn loose. She said, “Get down on your knees. Bailey,
Junior, you come on, too.”

The three of us knelt as she began, “Our Father, you
know the tribulations of your humble servant. I have with
your help raised two grown boys. Many’s the day I thought I
wouldn’t be able to go on, but you gave me the strength to see
my way clear. Now, Lord, look down on this heavy heart
today. I'm trying to raise my son’s children in the way they
should go, but, oh, Lord, the Devil try to hinder me on every
hand. I never thought I'd live to hear cursing under this roof,
what I try to keep dedicated to the glorification of God. And
cursing out of the mouths of babes. But you said, in the last
days brother would turn against brother, and children against
their parents. That there would be a gnashing of teeth and a
rendering of flesh. Father, forgive this child, I beg you, on
bended knee.”

I was crying loudly now. Momma’s voice had risen to a
shouting pitch, and I knew that whatever wrong I had com-
mitted was extremely serious. She had even left the Store
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untended to take up my case with God. When she finished we
were all crying. She pulled me to her with one hand and hit
me only a few times with the switch. The shock of my sin and
the emotional release of her prayer had exhausted her.

Momma wouldn’t talk right then, but later in the evening
I found that my violation lay in using the phrase “by the way.”
Momma explained that “Jesus was the Way, the Truth and
the Light,” and anyone who says “by the way” is really saying,
“by Jesus,” or “by God,” and the Lord’s name would not be
taken in vain in her house.

When Bailey tried to interpret the words with: “White-
folks use ‘by the way’ to mean while we’re on the subject,”
Momma reminded us that “whitefolks’ mouths were most in

general loose and their words were an abomination before

Christ.”



CHAPTER 16

=

RECENTLY a white woman from Texas, who would quickly
describe herself as a liberal, asked me about my hometown.
When I told her that in Stamps my grandmother had owned
the only Negro general merchandise store since the turn of the
century, she exclaimed, “Why, you were a debutante.” Ridicu-
lous and even ludicrous. But Negro girls in small Southern
towns, whether poverty-stricken or just munching along on a
few of life’s necessities, were given as extensive and irrelevant
preparations for adulthood as rich white girls shown in maga-
zines. Admittedly the training was not the same. While white
girls learned to waltz and sit gracefully with a tea cup bal-
anced on their knees, we were lagging behind, learning the
mid-Victorian values with very little money to indulge them.
(Come and see Edna Lomax spending the money she made
picking cotton on five balls of ecru tatting thread. Her fingers
are bound to snag the work and she’ll have to repeat the
stitches time and time again. But she knows that when she

buys the thread.)

We were required to embroider and I had trunkfuls of
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colored dishtowels, pillowcases, runners and handkerchiefs to
my credit. I mastered the art of crocheting and tatting, and
there was a lifetime’s supply of dainty doilies that would never
be used in sacheted dresser drawers. It went without saying
that all girls could iron and wash, but the finer touches around
the home, like setting a table with real silver, baking roasts
and cooking vegetables without meat, had to be learned else-
where. Usually at the source of those habits. During my tenth
year, a white woman’s kitchen became my finishing school.

Mrs. Viola Cullinan was a plump woman who lived in a
three-bedroom house somewhere behind the post office. She
was singularly unattractive until she smiled, and then the lines
around her eyes and mouth which made her look perpetually
dirty disappeared, and her face looked like the mask of an
impish elf. She usually rested her smile until late afternoon
when her women friends dropped in and Miss Glory, the
cook, served them cold drinks on the closed-in porch.

The exactness of her house was inhuman. This glass went
here and only here. That cup had its place and it was an act of
impudent rebellion to place it anywhere else. At twelve
o’clock the table was set. At 12:15 Mrs. Cullinan sat down to
dinner (whether her husband had arrived or not). At 12:16
Miss Glory brought out the food.

- - It took me a week to learn the difference between a salad
plate, a bread plate and a dessert plate.

Mrs. Cullinan kept up the tradition of her wealthy par-
ents. She was from Virginia. Miss Glory, who was a descen-
dant of slaves that had worked for the Cullinans, told me her
history. She had married beneath her (according to Miss
Glory). Her husband’s family hadn’t had their money very
long and what they had “didn’t 'mount to much.”

As ugly as she was, I thought privately, she was lucky to
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get a husband above or beneath her station. But Miss Glory
wouldn’t let me say a thing against her mistress. She was very
patient with me, however, over the housework. She explained
the dishware, silverware and servants’ bells.

The large round bowl in which soup was served wasn’t a
soup bowl, it was a tureen. There were goblets, sherbet
glasses, ice-cream glasses, wine glasses, green glass coffee cups
with matching saucers, and water glasses. I had a glass to
drink from, and it sat with Miss Glory’s on a separate shelf
from the others. Soup spoons, gravy boat, butter knives, salad
forks and carving platter were additions to my vocabulary and
in fact almost represented a new language. I was fascinated
with the novelty, with the fluttering Mrs. Cullinan and her
Alice-in-Wonderland house.

Her husband remains, in my memory, undefined. I
lumped him with all the other white men that I had ever seen
and tried not to see.

On our way home one evening, Miss Glory told me that
Mrs. Cullinan couldn’t have children. She said that she was
too delicate-boned. It was hard to imagine bones at all under
those layers of fat. Miss Glory went on to say that the doctor
had taken out all her lady organs. I reasoned that a pig’s
organs included the lungs, heart and liver, so if Mrs. Cullinan
was walking around without those essentials, it explained why
she drank alcohol out of unmarked bottles. She was keeping
herself embalmed.

When I spoke to Bailey about it, he agreed that I was
right, but he also informed me that Mr. Cullinan had two
daughters by a colored lady and that I knew them very well.
He added that the girls were the spitting image of their father.
I was unable to remember what he looked like, although I had
just left him a few hours before, but I thought of the Coleman
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girls. They were very light-skinned and certainly didn’t look
very much like their mother (no one ever mentioned Mr.
Coleman).

My pity for Mrs. Cullinan preceded me the next morning
like the Cheshire cat’s smile. Those girls, who could have been
her daughters, were beautiful. They didn’t have to straighten
their hair. Even when they were caught in the rain, their braids
still hung down straight like tamed snakes. Their mouths were
pouty little cupid’s bows. Mrs. Cullinan didn’t know what she
missed. Or maybe she did. Poor Mrs. Cullinan.

For weeks after, I arrived early, left late and tried very
hard to make up for her barrenness. If she had had her own
children, she wouldn’t have had to ask me to run a thousand
errands from her back door to the back door of her friends.
Poor old Mrs. Cullinan.

Then one evening Miss Glory told me to serve the ladies
on the porch. After I set the tray down and turned toward the
kitchen, one of the women asked, “What’s your name, girl?”
It was the speckled-faced one. Mrs. Cullinan said, “She
doesn’t talk much. Her name’s Margaret.”

“Is she dumb?”

“No. As I understand it, she can talk when she wants
to but she’s usually quiet as a little mouse. Aren’t you,
Margaret?”

I smiled at her. Poor thing. No organs and couldn’t even
pronounce my name correctly.

“She’s a sweet little thing, though.”

“Well, that may be, but the name’s too long. I'd never
bother myself. I'd call her Mary if I was you.”

I fumed into the kitchen. That horrible woman would
never have the chance to call me Mary because if I was
starving I'd never work for her. I decided I wouldn’t pee on
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her if her heart was on fire. Giggles drifted in off the porch
and into Miss Glory’s pots. I wondered what they could be
laughing about.

Whitefolks were so strange. Could they be talking about
me? Everybody knew that they stuck together better than the
Negroes did. It was possible that Mrs. Cullinan had friends in
St. Louis who heard about a girl from Stamps being in court
and wrote to tell her. Maybe she knew about Mr. Freeman.

My lunch was in my mouth a second time and I went out-
side and relieved myself on the bed of four-o’clocks. Miss
Glory thought I might be coming down with something and
told me to go on home, that Momma would give me some
herb tea, and she’d explain to her mistress.

I realized how foolish I was being before I reached the
pond. Of course Mrs. Cullinan didn’t know. Otherwise she
wouldn’t have given me the two nice dresses that Momma cut
down, and she certainly wouldn’t have called me a “sweet
little thing.” My stomach felt fine, and I didn’t mention any-
thing to Momma.

That evening I decided to write a poem on being white,
fat, old and without children. It was going to be a tragic
ballad. I would have to watch her carefully to capture the
essence of her loneliness and pain.

The very next day, she called me by the wrong name. Miss
Glory and I were washing up the lunch dishes when Mrs. Cul-
linan came to the doorway. “Mary?”

Miss Glory asked, “Who?”

Mrs. Cullinan, sagging a little, knew and I knew. “I want
Mary to go down to Mrs. Randall’s and take her some soup.
She’s not been feeling well for a few days.”

Miss Glory’s face was a wonder to see. “You mean Mar-
garet, ma’am. Her name’s Margaret.”
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“That’s too long. She’s Mary from now on. Heat that soup
from last night and put it in the china tureen and, Mary, I
want you to carry it carefully.”

Every person I knew had a hellish horror of being “called
out of his name.” It was a dangerous practice to call a Negro
anything that could be loosely construed as insulting because
of the centuries of their having been called niggers, jigs,
dinges, blackbirds, crows, boots and spooks.

Miss Glory had a fleeting second of feeling sorry for me.
Then as she handed me the hot tureen she said, “Don’t mind,
don’t pay that no mind. Sticks and stones may break your
bones, but words ... You know, I been working for her for
twenty years.”

She held the back door open for me. “Twenty years. I
wasn’t much older than you. My name used to be Hallelujah.
That’s what Ma named me, but my mistress give me ‘Glory,’
and it stuck. I likes it better too.”

I was in the little path that ran behind the houses when
Miss Glory shouted, “It’s shorter too.”

For a few seconds it was a tossup over whether I would
laugh (imagine being named Hallelujah) or cry (imagine let-
ting some white woman rename you for her convenience). My
anger saved me from either outburst. I had to quit the job, but
the problem was going to be how to do it. Momma wouldn’t
allow me to quit for just any reason.

“She’s a peach. That woman is a real peach.” Mrs. Ran-
dall’s maid was talking as she took the soup from me, and I
wondered what her name used to be and what she answered
to now.

For a week I looked into Mrs. Cullinan’s face as she called
me Mary. She ignored my coming late and leaving early. Miss
Glory was a little annoyed because I had begun to leave egg
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yolk on the dishes and wasn’t putting much heart in polishing
the silver. I hoped that she would complain to our boss, but
she didn’t.

Then Bailey solved my dilemma. He had me describe the
contents of the cupboard and the particular plates she liked
best. Her favorite piece was a casserole shaped like a fish and
the green glass coffee cups. I kept his instructions in mind, so
on the next day when Miss Glory was hanging out clothes and
I had again been told to serve the old biddies on the porch, I
dropped the empty serving tray. When I heard Mrs. Cullinan
scream, “Mary!” T picked up the casserole and two of the
green glass cups in readiness. As she rounded the kitchen door
I let them fall on the tiled floor. '

I could never absolutely describe to Bailey what happened
next, because each time I got to the part where she fell on the
floor and screwed up her ugly face to cry, we burst out
laughing. She actually wobbled around on the floor and
picked up shards of the cups and cried, “Oh, Momma. Oh,
dear Gawd. It’'s Momma’s china from Virginia. Oh, Momma,
I'sorry.”

Miss Glory came running in from the yard and the
women from the porch crowded around. Miss Glory was
almost as broken up as her mistress. “You mean to say she
broke our Virginia dishes? What we gone do?”

Mrs. Cullinan cried louder, “That clumsy nigger. Clumsy
little black nigger.”

Old speckled-face leaned down and asked, “Who did it,
Viola? Was it Mary? Who did it?”

Everything was happening so fast I can’t remember
whether her action preceded her words, but I know that Mrs.
Cullinan said, “Her name’s Margaret, goddamn it, her name’s
Margaret!” And she threw a wedge of the broken plate at me.
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It could have been the hysteria which put her aim off, but the

flying crockery caught Miss Glory right over her ear and she
started screaming.

I left the front door wide open so all the neighbors
could hear.

Mrs. Cullinan was right about one thing. My name
wasn’t Mary.



CHAPTER 17

=

WEEKDAYS revolved on a sameness wheel. They turned into
themselves so steadily and inevitably that each seemed to be
the original of yesterday’s rough draft. Saturdays, however,
always broke the mold and dared to be different.

Farmers trekked into town with their children and wives
streaming around them. Their board-stiff khaki pants and
shirts revealed the painstaking care of a dutiful daughter or
wife. They often stopped at the Store to get change for bills so
they could give out jangling coins to their children, who shook
with their eagerness to get to town. The young kids openly
resented their parents’ dawdling in the Store and Uncle Willie
would call them in and spread among them bits of sweet
peanut patties that had been broken in shipping. They
gobbled down the candies and were out again, kicking up the
powdery dust in the road and worrying if there was going to
be time to get to town after all.

Bailey played mumbledypeg with the older boys around
the chinaberry tree, and Momma and Uncle Willie listened to
the farmers’ latest news of the country. I thought of myself as
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hanging in the Store, a mote imprisoned on a shaft of sunlight.
Pushed and pulled by the slightest shift of air, but never
falling free into the tempting darkness.

In the warm months, morning began with a quick wash in
unheated well water. The suds were dashed on a plot of
ground beside the kitchen door. It was called the bait garden
(Bailey raised worms). After prayers, breakfast in summer
was usually dry cereal and fresh milk. Then to our chores
(which on Saturday included weekday jobs)—scrubbing the
floors, raking the yards, polishing our shoes for Sunday (Uncle
Willie’s had to be shined with a biscuit) and attending to the
customers who came breathlessly, also in their Saturday
hurry.

Looking through the years, I marvel that Saturday was
my favorite day in the week. What pleasures could have been
squeezed between the fan folds of unending tasks? Children’s
talent to endure stems from their ignorance of alternatives.

After our retreat from St. Louis, Momma gave us a
weekly allowance. Since she seldom dealt with money, other
than to take itin and to tithe to the church, I supposed that the
weekly ten cents was to tell us that even she realized that a
change had come over us, and that our new unfamiliarity
caused her to treat us with a strangeness.

- I usually gave my money to Bailey, who went to the
movies nearly every Saturday. He brought back Street and
Smith cowboy books for me.

One Saturday Bailey was late coming back from the Rye-
al-toh. Momma had begun heating water for the Saturday-
night baths, and all the evening chores were done. Uncle
Willie sat in the twilight on the front porch mumbling or
maybe singing, and smoking a ready-made. It was quite late.
Mothers had called in their children from the group games,
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and fading sounds of “Yah ... Yah ... you didn’t catch me”
still hung and floated into the Store.

Uncle Willie said, “Sister, better light the light.” On Sat-
urdays we used the electric lights so that last-minute Sunday
shoppers could look down the hill and see if the Store was
open. Momma hadn’t told me to turn them on because she
didn’t want to believe that night had fallen hard and Bailey
was still out in the ungodly dark.

Her apprehension was evident in the hurried movements
around the kitchen and in her lonely fearing eyes. The Black
woman in the South who raises sons, grandsons and nephews
had her heartstrings tied to a hanging noose. Any break from
routine may herald for them unbearable news. For this
reason, Southern Blacks until the present generaton could be
counted among America’s arch conservatives.

Like most self-pitying people, I had very little pity for my
relatives’ anxiety. If something indeed had happened to
Bailey, Uncle Willie would always have Momma, and
Momma had the Store. Then, after all, we weren’t their chil-
dren. But I would be the major loser if Bailey turned up dead.
For he was all I claimed, if not all I had.

The bath water was steaming on the cooking stove,
but Momma was scrubbing the kitchen table for the ump-
teenth time.

“Momma,” Uncle Willie called and she jumped.
“Momma.” I waited in the bright lights of the Store, jealous
that someone had come along and told these strangers some-
thing about my brother and I would be the last to know.

“Momma, why don’t you and Sister walk down to meet
him?”

To my knowledge Bailey’s name hadn’t been mentioned
for hours, but we all knew whom he meant.
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Of course. Why didn’t that occur to me? I wanted to be
gone. Momma said, “Wait a minute, little lady. Go get your
sweater, and bring me my shawl.”

It was darker in the road than I'd thought it would be.
Momma swung the flashlight’s arc over the path and weeds
and scary tree trunks. The night suddenly became enemy ter-
ritory, and I knew that if my brother was lost in this land he
was forever lost. He was eleven and very smart, that I granted,
but after all he was so small. The Bluebeards and tigers and
Rippers could eat him up before he could scream for help.

Momma told me to take the light and she reached for my
hand. Her voice came from a high hill above me and in the
dark my hand was enclosed in hers. I loved her with a rush.
She said nothing—no “Don’t worry” or “Don’t get tender-
hearted.” Just the gentle pressure of her rough hand conveyed
her own concern and assurance to me.

We passed houses which I knew well by daylight but
couldn’t recollect in the swarthy gloom.

“Evening, Miz Jenkins.” Walking and pulling me along.

“Sister Henderson? Anything wrong?” That was from an
outline blacker than the night.

“No, ma’am. Not a thing. Bless the Lord.” By the time she
finished speaking we had left the worried neighbors far
behind.

Mr. Willie Williams’ Do Drop Inn was bright with furry
red lights in the distance and the pond’s fishy smell enveloped
us. Momma’s hand tightened and let go, and I saw the small
figure plodding along, tired and old-mannish. Hands in his
pockets and head bent, he walked like a man trudging up the
hill behind a coffin.

“Bailey.” It jumped out as Momma said, “Ju,” and I
started to run, but her hand caught mine again and became a
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vise. I pulled, but she yanked me back to her side. “We'll
walk, just like we been walking, young lady.” There was no
chance to warn Bailey that he was dangerously late, that
everybody had been worried and that he should create a good
lie or, better, a great one.

Momma said, “Bailey, Junior,” and he looked up without
surprise. “You know it’s night and you just now getting
home?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He was empty. Where was his alibi?

“What you been doing?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s all you got to say?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“All right, young man. We'll see when you get home.”

She had turned me loose, so I made a grab for Bailey’s
hand, but he snatched it away. I said, “Hey, Bail,” hoping to
remind him that I was his sister and his only friend, but he
grumbled something like “I.eave me alone.”

Momma didn’t turn on the flashlight on the way back, nor
did she answer the questioning Good evenings that floated
around us as we passed the darkened houses.

I was confused and frightened. He was going to get a
whipping and maybe he had done something terrible. If he
couldn’t talk to me it must have been serious. But there was no
air of spent revelry about him. He 