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Foreword


To honor and bear witness to the living presence of Richard Wright’s classic American story Black Boy, I offer the following excerpt from my current work.


Because I was a child I was certain that if I stood alone and listened, quiet enough, long enough, beside my grandfather’s coffin, he would speak to me. I was just as certain I lacked the courage to enter alone the room where they had put the box in which they put him. I was ten years old and literally frightened speechless by my grandfather’s death. The rest is learning time, learning words, learning to forget a life I could have lived if I had not been so afraid, if I had trusted my grandfather’s love of me, my love of him, and had entered the room’s stink and dark and silence, waited for my grandfather to speak. Or not to speak.


Rooms in which I grew up full of stories. Mostly women’s voices. Men seldom around during daytime when I was a small boy with nothing better to do than hang around listening to my grandmother, aunts and great aunts, neighbor ladies, my mother. Listening though I never wanted to be caught listening. Best stories shushed if Mr. Rabbit Ears around, stories I wasn’t supposed to understand (often didn’t) whether I heard them or not. Stories as much about absent men as about women present in a room telling them. Stories that could embarrass or shame me because I was too little to possess any of my own to tell myself or tell back at others when their words made me feel in danger—a boy, alone, angry, afraid. How did the women know so much about me I didn’t know, couldn’t speak. My story absent like the men, and is that one reason why I needed to listen very hard. Why women’s stories that made me laugh could also make me want to cry. Or run away. Far, far away where the only voice my own. To silence where men might be hiding. Talking. Laughing. Talking back.


Sarah, a woman interviewed in a magazine article, claims she hears voices of people nobody else able to hear or see. Tells the article’s writer that one of her voices is Tom and she and Tom have known each other a long time. Writer asks how long. Sarah pauses, gives writer a little smile before she replies, “He’s saying, in the Sumerian period.”


My story, too, could begin in Sumer. First problem, I do not speak nor write the Sumerian language. But neither does anyone else, it turns out. Language a convenience not a necessity. Often inconvenient. As useless often as it is useful, the second man I encountered in the city of R in Sumer assured me as his eyes swept over me, past me, letting me know that more than language separated us. Galaxies swirl in the space between the planet you occupy and mine he told me without uttering a single syllable. His silence louder than babble of buying, selling, braying, hallowing, bells, screams of a busy marketplace in the bright, hot middle of a day in which I am a stranger, so much a stranger I know better than to ask others in this crowd of strangers any questions about particulars of place or time or why they are here, why I am here, my eyes, ears, the entire piece-meal body that I am inside or it’s inside me or me floating just above it, two more strangers milling, swelling the crowd and whatever question I asked, no one could answer because the language here is Sumerian and I don’t speak it and who does.


Sumer an Empire I once read about, ancient as counting, ancient as words and writing, Sumer, and I find myself there, in a city that holds my grandparents’ row house, not their house, they didn’t own it, never owned more than a couple sticks, though my grandfather worked hard enough and drank hard enough year after year from the very first day he arrived in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, fresh emigrant from Culpepper, Virginia, to earn, to own the entire city where he grew old and died, too poor still after decades of work and drinking gallons, tons of Dago red, no money to pay an undertaker to display his dead body in a funeral parlor after doing whatever undertakers do to preserve lifeless flesh as a kind of human-size doll, no display arranged unless surviving family can afford extra cash to supplement burial insurance that has been paid in weekly installments to one of those usually bespectacled, usually Jewish men whose speciality insuring low rent row-house dwellers like my grandparents, collecting nickel by nickel for decades if the family could afford to keep up with premiums, or if not keep up exactly, beg as my grandmother told me she did Mr. Cohen, a nice man, really a nice, nice man, she whispered to me, begged him many a week, then sometimes the next two or three empty-handed weeks, to please grant more time or more like take pity on her while profusely, sometimes not dry-eyed, she literally begged to the point of almost dropping down to her knees but he was a nice man and could see the abjection coming and a family man with bills himself so desired no part of it and let her off with a weary nod as she stood there wavering in her housecoat, him always in my grandfather’s easy chair just inside the front door where he had settled, crossed one leg over the other and opened his coupon book first time she let him in the house, Mr. Cohen nice enough to shut sometimes the large book propped on his knee, saying her name sometimes while he slowly wagged his head, a halfway frown, halfway smile, Freeda . . . Oh Freeda, letting her off this once or twice or more until she saved up the nickel or majority of a series of delinquent nickels, and seated now on a wooden kitchen-chair, her knees bare, pressed together under her thin housecoat, on the room’s piece of furniture furthest from the man, but too close anyway, she counted out coins, rose and delivered them to his palm from a kerchief in her lap she had opened as if opening Fort Knox, the way she might open her lips or legs to a stranger to feed her starving family then kill herself immediately afterwards or maybe not.


Not the way she opens that flowered kerchief with its twisted corners and withdraws blood money, a few crumpled bills smelling like talcum powder, and hands them to me first year I left home and went away to college . . .


Invited by Richard Wright’s daughter and grandson to compose a foreword to the seventy-fifth anniversary edition of Black Boy, I felt extremely privileged and fortunate. Then intimidated. I reread Black Boy to help me decide whether I should accept the invitation or not. Experiencing again the unsettling power of Wright’s autobiography didn’t exactly help me make up my mind. What’s left to say about this great book, great man. Why should I trust myself to find appropriate thoughts, words to respond to the book’s disturbing intensity and honesty.


My response to such questions, and response to a generous invitation, was to begin this foreword to Black Boy with the excerpt above you have just read, my own work in progress that aspires to contribute in some helpful way to the ongoing tradition that Richard Wright—in the spirit of Frederick Douglass, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Herman Melville—has enriched mightily with his indispensable books that define unique dimensions, transcendent values of American literature.


When a writer of genius—like Wright—creates a master text, other writers are both compelled and freed, consciously or not, to render their versions of the master’s classic. Seventy-five years have passed since Wright published Black Boy, and thus it feels strangely disconcerting and exhilarating, though perhaps inevitable, to find myself attempting to write Black Boy again. Attempting to learn from Wright’s example, even if I cannot sustain the simplicity, severe intelligence, the wounding reality his narrative achieves. What this echoing, this need, this emulation, this repetition, this dependency means, I will leave for you to decide. I’ll be content if my words above, included in this foreword to Black Boy, do no more than indicate to readers that I’m aware of the profound debt of gratitude I owe to Richard Wright for his clarity of vision, prescience, his discipline, sacrifice, the wandering, courage, anguish required to tell truth as he discovered it. Like him seventy-five years ago, I’m outraged daily by the persistence of race as a lens through which our country observes human beings. Outraged by the poverty, homelessness, hunger, violence, ignorance, imprisonment, broken families, cynicism that has been slavery’s unofficial legacy ever since legalized slavery originally poisoned our land, Constitution, minds, and imaginations.


To read Black Boy (let alone try to write it again) is to stare into the heart of darkness. Not the dark heart Joseph Conrad searched for in Congo jungles, but the beating heart I bear. Heart I wear on my sleeve sometimes, hide from, dread, conceal, celebrate. Heart that often compromises or shames me. Same heart I share with everyone who’s ever drawn a breath of life, but heart refused, painted as black and different and threatening as my country paints me, because my country can’t abide, can’t acknowledge, can’t accept the fact a heart more or less identical to mine throbs relentlessly, hungrily, passionately, selfishly, an incorrigible mix of good and evil in every American breast. That a black boy’s heart works like any other remains the not-so-secret secret that Richard Wright reveals in Black Boy. A truth no matter skin color, no matter fantasies of difference, of inferiority or supremacy, no matter myths, dreams, wishful, magical thinking about skin color propagated by those who have usurped the power to designate each American’s color and that color’s worth.


Read on, please . . .


John Edgar Wideman












Part One


Southern Night





His strength shall be hunger-bitten,


And destruction shall be ready at his side.


—JOB












1


One winter morning in the long-ago, four-year-old days of my life I found myself standing before a fireplace, warming my hands over a mound of glowing coals, listening to the wind whistle past the house outside. All morning my mother had been scolding me, telling me to keep still, warning me that I must make no noise. And I was angry, fretful, and impatient. In the next room Granny lay ill and under the day and night care of a doctor and I knew that I would be punished if I did not obey. I crossed restlessly to the window and pushed back the long fluffy white curtains—which I had been forbidden to touch—and looked yearningly out into the empty street. I was dreaming of running and playing and shouting, but the vivid image of Granny’s old, white, wrinkled, grim face, framed by a halo of tumbling black hair, lying upon a huge feather pillow, made me afraid.


The house was quiet. Behind me my brother—a year younger than I—was playing placidly upon the floor with a toy. A bird wheeled past the window and I greeted it with a glad shout.


“You better hush,” my brother said.


“You shut up,” I said.


My mother stepped briskly into the room and closed the door behind her. She came to me and shook her finger in my face.


“You stop that yelling, you hear?” she whispered. “You know Granny’s sick and you better keep quiet!”


I hung my head and sulked. She left and I ached with boredom.


“I told you so,” my brother gloated.


“You shut up,” I told him again.


I wandered listlessly about the room, trying to think of something to do, dreading the return of my mother, resentful of being neglected. The room held nothing of interest except the fire and finally I stood before the shimmering embers, fascinated by the quivering coals. An idea of a new kind of game grew and took root in my mind. Why not throw something into the fire and watch it burn? I looked about. There was only my picture book and my mother would beat me if I burned that. Then what? I hunted around until I saw the broom leaning in a closet. That’s it . . . Who would bother about a few straws if I burned them? I pulled out the broom and tore out a batch of straws and tossed them into the fire and watched them smoke, turn black, blaze, and finally become white wisps of ghosts that vanished. Burning straws was a teasing kind of fun and I took more of them from the broom and cast them into the fire. My brother came to my side, his eyes drawn by the blazing straws.


“Don’t do that,” he said.


“How come?” I asked.


“You’ll burn the whole broom,” he said.


“You hush,” I said.


“I’ll tell,” he said.


“And I’ll hit you,” I said.


My idea was growing, blooming. Now I was wondering just how the long fluffy white curtains would look if I lit a bunch of straws and held it under them. Would I try it? Sure. I pulled several straws from the broom and held them to the fire until they blazed; I rushed to the window and brought the flame in touch with the hems of the curtains. My brother shook his head.


“Naw,” he said.


He spoke too late. Red circles were eating into the white cloth; then a flare of flames shot out. Startled, I backed away. The fire soared to the ceiling and I trembled with fright. Soon a sheet of yellow lit the room. I was terrified; I wanted to scream but was afraid. I looked around for my brother; he was gone. One half of the room was now ablaze. Smoke was choking me and the fire was licking at my face, making me gasp.


I made for the kitchen; smoke was surging there too. Soon my mother would smell that smoke and see the fire and come and beat me. I had done something wrong, something which I could not hide or deny. Yes, I would run away and never come back. I ran out of the kitchen and into the back yard. Where could I go? Yes, under the house! Nobody would find me there. I crawled under the house and crept into a dark hollow of a brick chimney and balled myself into a tight knot. My mother must not find me and whip me for what I had done. Anyway, it was all an accident; I had not really intended to set the house afire. I had just wanted to see how the curtains would look when they burned. And neither did it occur to me that I was hiding under a burning house.


Presently footsteps pounded on the floor above me. Then I heard screams. Later the gongs of fire wagons and the clopping hoofs of horses came from the direction of the street. Yes, there was really a fire, a fire like the one I had seen one day burn a house down to the ground, leaving only a chimney standing black. I was stiff with terror. The thunder of sound above me shook the chimney to which I clung. The screams came louder. I saw the image of my grandmother lying helplessly upon her bed and there were yellow flames in her black hair. Was my mother afire? Would my brother burn? Perhaps everybody in the house would burn! Why had I not thought of those things before I fired the curtains? I yearned to become invisible, to stop living. The commotion above me increased and I began to cry. It seemed that I had been hiding for ages, and when the stomping and the screaming died down I felt lonely, cast forever out of life. Voices sounded near-by and I shivered.


“Richard!” my mother was calling frantically.


I saw her legs and the hem of her dress moving swiftly about the back yard. Her wails were full of an agony whose intensity told me that my punishment would be measured by its depth. Then I saw her taut face peering under the edge of the house. She had found me! I held my breath and waited to hear her command me to come to her. Her face went away; no, she had not seen me huddled in the dark nook of the chimney. I tucked my head into my arms and my teeth chattered.


“Richard!”


The distress I sensed in her voice was as sharp and painful as the lash of a whip on my flesh.


“Richard! The house is on fire. Oh, find my child!”


Yes, the house was afire, but I was determined not to leave my place of safety. Finally I saw another face peering under the edge of the house; it was my father’s. His eyes must have become accustomed to the shadows, for he was now pointing at me.


“There he is!”


“Naw!” I screamed.


“Come here, boy!”


“Naw!”


“The house is on fire!”


“Leave me ’lone!”


He crawled to me and caught hold of one of my legs. I hugged the edge of the brick chimney with all of my strength. My father yanked my leg and I clawed at the chimney harder.


“Come outta there, you little fool!”


“Turn me loose!”


I could not withstand the tugging at my leg and my fingers relaxed. It was over. I would be beaten. I did not care any more. I knew what was coming. He dragged me into the back yard and the instant his hand left me I jumped to my feet and broke into a wild run, trying to elude the people who surrounded me, heading for the street. I was caught before I had gone ten paces.


From that moment on things became tangled for me. Out of the weeping and the shouting and the wild talk, I learned that no one had died in the fire. My brother, it seemed, had finally overcome enough of his panic to warn my mother, but not before more than half the house had been destroyed. Using the mattress as a stretcher, Grandpa and an uncle had lifted Granny from her bed and had rushed her to the safety of a neighbor’s house. My long absence and silence had made everyone think, for a while, that I had perished in the blaze.


“You almost scared us to death,” my mother muttered as she stripped the leaves from a tree limb to prepare it for my back.


I was lashed so hard and long that I lost consciousness. I was beaten out of my senses and later I found myself in bed, screaming, determined to run away, tussling with my mother and father who were trying to keep me still. I was lost in a fog of fear. A doctor was called—I was afterwards told—and he ordered that I be kept abed, that I be kept quiet, that my very life depended upon it. My body seemed on fire and I could not sleep. Packs of ice were put on my forehead to keep down the fever. Whenever I tried to sleep I would see huge wobbly white bags, like the full udders of cows, suspended from the ceiling above me. Later, as I grew worse, I could see the bags in the daytime with my eyes open and I was gripped by the fear that they were going to fall and drench me with some horrible liquid. Day and night I begged my mother and father to take the bags away, pointing to them, shaking with terror because no one saw them but me. Exhaustion would make me drift toward sleep and then I would scream until I was wide awake again; I was afraid to sleep. Time finally bore me away from the dangerous bags and I got well. But for a long time I was chastened whenever I remembered that my mother had come close to killing me.


Each event spoke with a cryptic tongue. And the moments of living slowly revealed their coded meanings. There was the wonder I felt when I first saw a brace of mountainlike, spotted, black-and-white horses clopping down a dusty road through clouds of powdered clay.


There was the delight I caught in seeing long straight rows of red and green vegetables stretching away in the sun to the bright horizon.


There was the faint, cool kiss of sensuality when dew came on to my cheeks and shins as I ran down the wet green garden paths in the early morning.


There was the vague sense of the infinite as I looked down upon the yellow, dreaming waters of the Mississippi River from the verdant bluffs of Natchez.


There were the echoes of nostalgia I heard in the crying strings of wild geese winging south against a bleak, autumn sky.


There was the tantalizing melancholy in the tingling scent of burning hickory wood.


There was the teasing and impossible desire to imitate the petty pride of sparrows wallowing and flouncing in the red dust of country roads.


There was the yearning for identification loosed in me by the sight of a solitary ant carrying a burden upon a mysterious journey.


There was the disdain that filled me as I tortured a delicate, blue-pink crawfish that huddled fearfully in the mudsill of a rusty tin can.


There was the aching glory in masses of clouds burning gold and purple from an invisible sun.


There was the liquid alarm I saw in the blood-red glare of the sun’s afterglow mirrored in the squared panes of whitewashed frame houses.


There was the languor I felt when I heard green leaves rustling with a rainlike sound.


There was the incomprehensible secret embodied in a whitish toadstool hiding in the dark shade of a rotting log.


There was the experience of feeling death without dying that came from watching a chicken leap about blindly after its neck had been snapped by a quick twist of my father’s wrist.


There was the great joke that I felt God had played on cats and dogs by making them lap their milk and water with their tongues.


There was the thirst I had when I watched clear, sweet juice trickle from sugar cane being crushed.


There was the hot panic that welled up in my throat and swept through my blood when I first saw the lazy, limp coils of a blue-skinned snake sleeping in the sun.


There was the speechless astonishment of seeing a hog stabbed through the heart, dipped into boiling water, scraped, split open, gutted, and strung up gaping and bloody.


There was the love I had for the mute regality of tall, moss-clad oaks.


There was the hint of cosmic cruelty that I felt when I saw the curved timbers of a wooden shack that had been warped in the summer sun.


There was the saliva that formed in my mouth whenever I smelt clay dust potted with fresh rain.


There was the cloudy notion of hunger when I breathed the odor of new-cut, bleeding grass.


And there was the quiet terror that suffused my senses when vast hazes of gold washed earthward from star-heavy skies on silent nights . . .


One day my mother told me that we were going to Memphis on a boat, the Kate Adams, and my eagerness thereafter made the days seem endless. Each night I went to bed hoping that the next morning would be the day of departure.


“How big is the boat?” I asked my mother.


“As big as a mountain,” she said.


“Has it got a whistle?”


“Yes.”


“Does the whistle blow?”


“Yes.”


“When?”


“When the captain wants it to blow.”


“Why do they call it the Kate Adams?”


“Because that’s the boat’s name.”


“What color is the boat?”


“White.”


“How long will we be on the boat?”


“All day and all night.”


“Will we sleep on the boat?”


“Yes, when we get sleepy, we’ll sleep. Now, hush.”


For days I had dreamed about a huge white boat floating on a vast body of water, but when my mother took me down to the levee on the day of leaving, I saw a tiny, dirty boat that was not at all like the boat I had imagined. I was disappointed and when time came to go on board I cried and my mother thought that I did not want to go with her to Memphis, and I could not tell her what the trouble was. Solace came when I wandered about the boat and gazed at Negroes throwing dice, drinking whisky, playing cards, lolling on boxes, eating, talking, and singing. My father took me down into the engine room and the throbbing machines enthralled me for hours.


In Memphis we lived in a one-story brick tenement. The stone buildings and the concrete pavements looked bleak and hostile to me. The absence of green, growing things made the city seem dead. Living space for the four of us—my mother, my brother, my father, and me—was a kitchen and a bedroom. In the front and rear were paved areas in which my brother and I could play, but for days I was afraid to go into the strange city streets alone.


It was in this tenement that the personality of my father first came fully into the orbit of my concern. He worked as a night porter in a Beale Street drugstore and he became important and forbidding to me only when I learned that I could not make noise when he was asleep in the daytime. He was the lawgiver in our family and I never laughed in his presence. I used to lurk timidly in the kitchen doorway and watch his huge body sitting slumped at the table. I stared at him with awe as he gulped his beer from a tin bucket, as he ate long and heavily, sighed, belched, closed his eyes to nod on a stuffed belly. He was quite fat and his bloated stomach always lapped over his belt. He was always a stranger to me, always somehow alien and remote.


One morning my brother and I, while playing in the rear of our flat, found a stray kitten that set up a loud, persistent meowing. We fed it some scraps of food and gave it water, but it still meowed. My father, clad in his underwear, stumbled sleepily to the back door and demanded that we keep quiet. We told him that it was the kitten that was making the noise and he ordered us to drive it away. We tried to make the kitten leave, but it would not budge. My father took a hand.


“Scat!” he shouted.


The scrawny kitten lingered, brushing itself against our legs, and meowing plaintively.


“Kill that damn thing!” my father exploded. “Do anything, but get it away from here!”


He went inside, grumbling. I resented his shouting and it irked me that I could never make him feel my resentment. How could I hit back at him? Oh, yes . . . He had said to kill the kitten and I would kill it! I knew that he had not really meant for me to kill the kitten, but my deep hate of him urged me toward a literal acceptance of his word.


“He said for us to kill the kitten,” I told my brother.


“He didn’t mean it,” my brother said.


“He did, and I’m going to kill ’im.”


“Then he will howl,” my brother said.


“He can’t howl if he’s dead,” I said.


“He didn’t really say kill ’im,” my brother protested.


“He did!” I said. “And you heard him!”


My brother ran away in fright. I found a piece of rope, made a noose, slipped it about the kitten’s neck, pulled it over a nail, then jerked the animal clear of the ground. It gasped, slobbered, spun, doubled, clawed the air frantically; finally its mouth gaped and its pink-white tongue shot out stiffly. I tied the rope to a nail and went to find my brother. He was crouching behind a corner of the building.


“I killed ’im,” I whispered.


“You did bad,” my brother said.


“Now Papa can sleep,” I said, deeply satisfied.


“He didn’t mean for you to kill ’im,” my brother said.


“Then why did he tell me to do it?” I demanded.


My brother could not answer; he stared fearfully at the dangling kitten.


“That kitten’s going to get you,” he warned me.


“That kitten can’t even breathe now,” I said.


“I’m going to tell,” my brother said, running into the house.


I waited, resolving to defend myself with my father’s rash words, anticipating my enjoyment in repeating them to him even though I knew that he had spoken them in anger. My mother hurried toward me, drying her hands upon her apron. She stopped and paled when she saw the kitten suspended from the rope.


“What in God’s name have you done?” she asked.


“The kitten was making noise and Papa said to kill it,” I explained.


“You little fool!” she said. “Your father’s going to beat you for this!”


“But he told me to kill it,” I said.


“You shut your mouth!”


She grabbed my hand and dragged me to my father’s bedside and told him what I had done.


“You know better than that!” my father stormed.


“You told me to kill ’im,” I said.


“I told you to drive him away,” he said.


“You told me to kill ’im,” I countered positively.


“You get out of my eyes before I smack you down!” my father bellowed in disgust, then turned over in bed.


I had had my first triumph over my father. I had made him believe that I had taken his words literally. He could not punish me now without risking his authority. I was happy because I had at last found a way to throw my criticism of him into his face. I had made him feel that, if he whipped me for killing the kitten, I would never give serious weight to his words again. I had made him know that I felt he was cruel and I had done it without his punishing me.


But my mother, being more imaginative, retaliated with an assault upon my sensibilities that crushed me with the moral horror involved in taking a life. All that afternoon she directed toward me calculated words that spawned in my mind a horde of invisible demons bent upon exacting vengeance for what I had done. As evening drew near, anxiety filled me and I was afraid to go into an empty room alone.


“You owe a debt you can never pay,” my mother said.


“I’m sorry,” I mumbled.


“Being sorry can’t make that kitten live again,” she said.


Then, just before I was to go to bed, she uttered a paralyzing injunction: she ordered me to go out into the dark, dig a grave, and bury the kitten.


“No!” I screamed, feeling that if I went out of doors some evil spirit would whisk me away.


“Get out there and bury that poor kitten,” she ordered.


“I’m scared!”


“And wasn’t that kitten scared when you put that rope around its neck?” she asked.


“But it was only a kitten,” I explained.


“But it was alive,” she said. “Can you make it live again?”


“But Papa said to kill it,” I said, trying to shift the moral blame upon my father.


My mother whacked me across my mouth with the flat palm of her hand.


“You stop that lying! You knew what he meant!”


“I didn’t!” I bawled.


She shoved a tiny spade into my hands.


“Go out there and dig a hole and bury that kitten!”


I stumbled out into the black night, sobbing, my legs wobbly from fear. Though I knew that I had killed the kitten, my mother’s words had made it live again in my mind. What would that kitten do to me when I touched it? Would it claw at my eyes? As I groped toward the dead kitten, my mother lingered behind me, unseen in the dark, her disembodied voice egging me on.


“Mama, come and stand by me,” I begged.


“You didn’t stand by that kitten, so why should I stand by you?” she asked tauntingly from the menacing darkness.


“I can’t touch it,” I whimpered, feeling that the kitten was staring at me with reproachful eyes.


“Untie it!” she ordered.


Shuddering, I fumbled at the rope and the kitten dropped to the pavement with a thud that echoed in my mind for many days and nights. Then, obeying my mother’s floating voice, I hunted for a spot of earth, dug a shallow hole, and buried the stiff kitten; as I handled its cold body my skin prickled. When I had completed the burial, I sighed and started back to the flat, but my mother caught hold of my hand and led me again to the kitten’s grave.


“Shut your eyes and repeat after me,” she said.


I closed my eyes tightly, my hand clinging to hers.


“Dear God, our Father, forgive me, for I knew not what I was doing . . .”


“Dear God, our Father, forgive me, for I knew not what I was doing,” I repeated.


“And spare my poor life, even though I did not spare the life of the kitten . . .”


“And spare my poor life, even though I did not spare the life of the kitten,” I repeated.


“And while I sleep tonight, do not snatch the breath of life from me . . .”


I opened my mouth but no words came. My mind was frozen with horror. I pictured myself gasping for breath and dying in my sleep. I broke away from my mother and ran into the night, crying, shaking with dread.


“No,” I sobbed.


My mother called to me many times, but I would not go to her.


“Well, I suppose you’ve learned your lesson,” she said at last.


Contrite, I went to bed, hoping that I would never see another kitten.


Hunger stole upon me so slowly that at first I was not aware of what hunger really meant. Hunger had always been more or less at my elbow when I played, but now I began to wake up at night to find hunger standing at my bedside, staring at me gauntly. The hunger I had known before this had been no grim, hostile stranger; it had been a normal hunger that had made me beg constantly for bread, and when I ate a crust or two I was satisfied. But this new hunger baffled me, scared me, made me angry and insistent. Whenever I begged for food now my mother would pour me a cup of tea which would still the clamor in my stomach for a moment or two; but a little later I would feel hunger nudging my ribs, twisting my empty guts until they ached. I would grow dizzy and my vision would dim. I became less active in my play, and for the first time in my life I had to pause and think of what was happening to me.


“Mama, I’m hungry,” I complained one afternoon.


“Jump up and catch a kungry,” she said, trying to make me laugh and forget.


“What’s a kungry?”


“It’s what little boys eat when they get hungry,” she said.


“What does it taste like?”


“I don’t know.”


“Then why do you tell me to catch one?”


“Because you said that you were hungry,” she said, smiling.


I sensed that she was teasing me and it made me angry.


“But I’m hungry. I want to eat.”


“You’ll have to wait.”


“But I want to eat now.”


“But there’s nothing to eat,” she told me.


“Why?”


“Just because there’s none,” she explained.


“But I want to eat,” I said, beginning to cry.


“You’ll just have to wait,” she said again.


“But why?”


“For God to send some food.”


“When is He going to send it?”


“I don’t know.”


“But I’m hungry!”


She was ironing and she paused and looked at me with tears in her eyes.


“Where’s your father?” she asked me.


I stared in bewilderment. Yes, it was true that my father had not come home to sleep for many days now and I could make as much noise as I wanted. Though I had not known why he was absent, I had been glad that he was not there to shout his restrictions at me. But it had never occurred to me that his absence would mean that there would be no food.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“Who brings food into the house?” my mother asked me.


“Papa,” I said. “He always brought food.”


“Well, your father isn’t here now,” she said.


“Where is he?”


“I don’t know,” she said.


“But I’m hungry,” I whimpered, stomping my feet.


“You’ll have to wait until I get a job and buy food,” she said.


As the days slid past the image of my father became associated with my pangs of hunger, and whenever I felt hunger I thought of him with a deep biological bitterness.


My mother finally went to work as a cook and left me and my brother alone in the flat each day with a loaf of bread and a pot of tea. When she returned at evening she would be tired and dispirited and would cry a lot. Sometimes, when she was in despair, she would call us to her and talk to us for hours, telling us that we now had no father, that our lives would be different from those of other children, that we must learn as soon as possible to take care of ourselves, to dress ourselves, to prepare our own food; that we must take upon ourselves the responsibility of the flat while she worked. Half frightened, we would promise solemnly. We did not understand what had happened between our father and our mother and the most that these long talks did to us was to make us feel a vague dread. Whenever we asked why father had left, she would tell us that we were too young to know.


One evening my mother told me that thereafter I would have to do the shopping for food. She took me to the corner store to show me the way. I was proud; I felt like a grownup. The next afternoon I looped the basket over my arm and went down the pavement toward the store. When I reached the corner, a gang of boys grabbed me, knocked me down, snatched the basket, took the money, and sent me running home in panic. That evening I told my mother what had happened, but she made no comment; she sat down at once, wrote another note, gave me more money, and sent me out to the grocery again. I crept down the steps and saw the same gang of boys playing down the street. I ran back into the house.


“What’s the matter?” my mother asked.


“It’s those same boys,” I said. “They’ll beat me.”


“You’ve got to get over that,” she said. “Now, go on.”


“I’m scared,” I said.


“Go on and don’t pay any attention to them,” she said.


I went out of the door and walked briskly down the sidewalk, praying that the gang would not molest me. But when I came abreast of them someone shouted.


“There he is!”


They came toward me and I broke into a wild run toward home. They overtook me and flung me to the pavement. I yelled, pleaded, kicked, but they wrenched the money out of my hand. They yanked me to my feet, gave me a few slaps, and sent me home sobbing. My mother met me at the door.


“They b-beat m-me,” I gasped. “They t-t-took the m-money.”


I started up the steps, seeking the shelter of the house.


“Don’t you come in here,” my mother warned me.


I froze in my tracks and stared at her.


“But they’re coming after me,” I said.


“You just stay right where you are,” she said in a deadly tone. “I’m going to teach you this night to stand up and fight for yourself.”


She went into the house and I waited, terrified, wondering what she was about. Presently she returned with more money and another note; she also had a long heavy stick.


“Take this money, this note, and this stick,” she said. “Go to the store and buy those groceries. If those boys bother you, then fight.”


I was baffled. My mother was telling me to fight, a thing that she had never done before.


“But I’m scared,” I said.


“Don’t you come into this house until you’ve gotten those groceries,” she said.


“They’ll beat me; they’ll beat me,” I said.


“Then stay in the streets; don’t come back here!”


I ran up the steps and tried to force my way past her into the house. A stinging slap came on my jaw. I stood on the sidewalk, crying.


“Please, let me wait until tomorrow,” I begged.


“No,” she said. “Go now! If you come back into this house without those groceries, I’ll whip you!”


She slammed the door and I heard the key turn in the lock. I shook with fright. I was alone upon the dark, hostile streets and gangs were after me. I had the choice of being beaten at home or away from home. I clutched the stick, crying, trying to reason. If I were beaten at home, there was absolutely nothing that I could do about it; but if I were beaten in the streets, I had a chance to fight and defend myself. I walked slowly down the sidewalk, coming closer to the gang of boys, holding the stick tightly. I was so full of fear that I could scarcely breathe. I was almost upon them now.


“There he is again!” the cry went up.


They surrounded me quickly and began to grab for my hand.


“I’ll kill you!” I threatened.


They closed in. In blind fear I let the stick fly, feeling it crack against a boy’s skull. I swung again, lamming another skull, then another. Realizing that they would retaliate if I let up for but a second, I fought to lay them low, to knock them cold, to kill them so that they could not strike back at me. I flayed with tears in my eyes, teeth clenched, stark fear making me throw every ounce of my strength behind each blow. I hit again and again, dropping the money and the grocery list. The boys scattered, yelling, nursing their heads, staring at me in utter disbelief. They had never seen such frenzy. I stood panting, egging them on, taunting them to come on and fight. When they refused, I ran after them and they tore out for their homes, screaming. The parents of the boys rushed into the streets and threatened me, and for the first time in my life I shouted at grownups, telling them that I would give them the same if they bothered me. I finally found my grocery list and the money and went to the store. On my way back I kept my stick poised for instant use, but there was not a single boy in sight. That night I won the right to the streets of Memphis.


Of a summer morning, when my mother had gone to work, I would follow a crowd of black children—abandoned for the day by their working parents—to the bottom of a sloping hill whose top held a long row of ramshackle, wooden outdoor privies whose opened rear ends provided a raw and startling view. We would crouch at the foot of the slope and look up—a distance of twenty-five feet or more—at the secret and fantastic anatomies of black, brown, yellow, and ivory men and women. For hours we would laugh, point, whisper, joke, and identify our neighbors by the signs of their physiological oddities, commenting upon the difficulty or projectile force of their excretions. Finally some grownup would see us and drive us away with disgusted shouts. Occasionally children of two and three years of age would emerge from behind the hill with their faces smeared and their breath reeking. At last a white policeman was stationed behind the privies to keep the children away and our course in human anatomy was postponed.


To keep us out of mischief, my mother often took my brother and me with her to her cooking job. Standing hungrily and silently in a corner of the kitchen, we would watch her go from the stove to the sink, from the cabinet to the table. I always loved to stand in the white folks’ kitchen when my mother cooked, for it meant that I got occasional scraps of bread and meat; but many times I regretted having come, for my nostrils would be assailed with the scent of food that did not belong to me and which I was forbidden to eat. Toward evening my mother would take the hot dishes into the dining room where the white people were seated, and I would stand as near the dining-room door as possible to get a quick glimpse of the white faces gathered around the loaded table, eating, laughing, talking. If the white people left anything, my brother and I would eat well; but if they did not, we would have our usual bread and tea.


Watching the white people eat would make my empty stomach churn and I would grow vaguely angry. Why could I not eat when I was hungry? Why did I always have to wait until others were through? I could not understand why some people had enough food and others did not.


I now found it irresistible to roam during the day while my mother was cooking in the kitchens of the white folks. A block away from our flat was a saloon in front of which I used to loiter all day long. Its interior was an enchanting place that both lured and frightened me. I would beg for pennies, then peer under the swinging doors to watch the men and women drink. When some neighbor would chase me away from the door, I would follow the drunks about the streets, trying to understand their mysterious mumblings, pointing at them, teasing them, laughing at them, imitating them, jeering, mocking, and taunting them about their lurching antics. For me the most amusing spectacle was a drunken woman stumbling and urinating, the dampness seeping down her stockinged legs. Or I would stare in horror at a man retching. Somebody informed my mother about my fondness for the saloon and she beat me, but it did not keep me from peering under the swinging doors and listening to the wild talk of drunks when she was at work.


One summer afternoon—in my sixth year—while peering under the swinging doors of the neighborhood saloon, a black man caught hold of my arm and dragged me into its smoky and noisy depths. The odor of alcohol stung my nostrils. I yelled and struggled, trying to break free of him, afraid of the staring crowd of men and women, but he would not let me go. He lifted me and sat me upon the counter, put his hat upon my head and ordered a drink for me. The tipsy men and women yelled with delight. Somebody tried to jam a cigar into my mouth, but I twisted out of the way.


“How do you feel, setting there like a man, boy?” a man asked.


“Make ’im drunk and he’ll stop peeping in here,” somebody said.


“Let’s buy ’im drinks,” somebody said.


Some of my fright left as I stared about. Whisky was set before me.


“Drink it, boy,” somebody said.


I shook my head. The man who had dragged me in urged me to drink it, telling me that it would not hurt me. I refused.


“Drink it; it’ll make you feel good,” he said.


I took a sip and coughed. The men and women laughed. The entire crowd in the saloon gathered about me now, urging me to drink. I took another sip. Then another. My head spun and I laughed. I was put on the floor and I ran giggling and shouting among the yelling crowd. As I would pass each man, I would take a sip from an offered glass. Soon I was drunk.


A man called me to him and whispered some words into my ear and told me that he would give me a nickel if I went to a woman and repeated them to her. I told him that I would say them; he gave me the nickel and I ran to the woman and shouted the words. A gale of laughter went up in the saloon.


“Don’t teach that boy that,” someone said.


“He doesn’t know what it is,” another said.


From then on, for a penny or a nickel, I would repeat to anyone whatever was whispered to me. In my foggy, tipsy state the reaction of the men and women to my mysterious words enthralled me. I ran from person to person, laughing, hiccoughing, spewing out filth that made them bend double with glee.


“Let that boy alone now,” someone said.


“It ain’t going to hurt ’im,” another said.


“It’s a shame,” a woman said, giggling.


“Go home, boy,” somebody yelled at me.


Toward early evening they let me go. I staggered along the pavements, drunk, repeating obscenities to the horror of the women I passed and to the amusement of the men en route to their homes from work.


To beg drinks in the saloon became an obsession. Many evenings my mother would find me wandering in a daze and take me home and beat me; but the next morning, no sooner had she gone to her job than I would run to the saloon and wait for someone to take me in and buy me a drink. My mother protested tearfully to the proprietor of the saloon, who ordered me to keep out of his place. But the men—reluctant to surrender their sport—would buy me drinks anyway, letting me drink out of their flasks on the streets, urging me to repeat obscenities.


I was a drunkard in my sixth year, before I had begun school. With a gang of children, I roamed the streets, begging pennies from passers-by, haunting the doors of saloons, wandering farther and farther away from home each day. I saw more than I could understand and heard more than I could remember. The point of life became for me the times when I could beg drinks. My mother was in despair. She beat me; then she prayed and wept over me, imploring me to be good, telling me that she had to work, all of which carried no weight to my wayward mind. Finally she placed me and my brother in the keeping of an old black woman who watched me every moment to keep me from running to the doors of the saloons to beg for whisky. The craving for alcohol finally left me and I forgot the taste of it.


In the immediate neighborhood there were many school children who, in the afternoons, would stop and play en route to their homes; they would leave their books upon the sidewalk and I would thumb through the pages and question them about the baffling black print. When I had learned to recognize certain words, I told my mother that I wanted to learn to read and she encouraged me. Soon I was able to pick my way through most of the children’s books I ran across. There grew in me a consuming curiosity about what was happening around me and, when my mother came home from a hard day’s work, I would question her so relentlessly about what I had heard in the streets that she refused to talk to me.


One cold morning my mother awakened me and told me that, because there was no coal in the house, she was taking my brother to the job with her and that I must remain in bed until the coal she had ordered was delivered. For the payment of the coal, she left a note together with some money under the dresser scarf. I went back to sleep and was awakened by the ringing of the doorbell. I opened the door, let in the coal man, and gave him the money and the note. He brought in a few bushels of coal, then lingered, asking me if I were cold.


“Yes,” I said, shivering.


He made a fire, then sat and smoked.


“How much change do I owe you?” he asked me.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“Shame on you,” he said. “Don’t you know how to count?”


“No, sir,” I said.


“Listen and repeat after me,” he said.


He counted to ten and I listened carefully; then he asked me to count alone and I did. He then made me memorize the words twenty, thirty, forty, etc., then told me to add one, two, three, and so on. In about an hour’s time I had learned to count to a hundred and I was overjoyed. Long after the coal man had gone I danced up and down on the bed in my nightclothes, counting again and again to a hundred, afraid that if I did not keep repeating the numbers I would forget them. When my mother returned from her job that night I insisted that she stand still and listen while I counted to one hundred. She was dumfounded. After that she taught me to read, told me stories. On Sundays I would read the newspapers with my mother guiding me and spelling out the words.


I soon made myself a nuisance by asking far too many questions of everybody. Every happening in the neighborhood, no matter how trivial, became my business. It was in this manner that I first stumbled upon the relations between whites and blacks, and what I learned frightened me. Though I had long known that there were people called “white” people, it had never meant anything to me emotionally. I had seen white men and women upon the streets a thousand times, but they had never looked particularly “white.” To me they were merely people like other people, yet somehow strangely different because I had never come in close touch with any of them. For the most part I never thought of them; they simply existed somewhere in the background of the city as a whole. It might have been that my tardiness in learning to sense white people as “white” people came from the fact that many of my relatives were “white”-looking people. My grandmother, who was white as any “white” person, had never looked “white” to me. And when word circulated among the black people of the neighborhood that a “black” boy had been severely beaten by a “white” man, I felt that the “white” man had had a right to beat the “black” boy, for I naïvely assumed that the “white” man must have been the “black” boy’s father. And did not all fathers, like my father, have the right to beat their children? A paternal right was the only right, to my understanding, that a man had to beat a child. But when my mother told me that the “white” man was not the father of the “black” boy, was no kin to him at all, I was puzzled.


“Then why did the ‘white’ man whip the ‘black’ boy?” I asked my mother.


“The ‘white’ man did not whip the ‘black’ boy,” my mother told me. “He beat the ‘black’ boy.”


“But why?”


“You’re too young to understand.”


“I’m not going to let anybody beat me,” I said stoutly.


“Then stop running wild in the streets,” my mother said.


I brooded for a long time about the seemingly causeless beating of the “black” boy by the “white” man and the more questions I asked the more bewildering it all became. Whenever I saw “white” people now I stared at them, wondering what they were really like.


I began school at Howard Institute at a later age than was usual; my mother had not been able to buy me the necessary clothes to make me presentable. The boys of the neighborhood took me to school the first day and when I reached the edge of the school grounds I became terrified, wanted to return home, wanted to put it off. But the boys simply took my hand and pulled me inside the building. I was frightened speechless and the other children had to identify me, tell the teacher my name and address. I sat listening to pupils recite, knowing and understanding what was being said and done, but utterly incapable of opening my mouth when called upon. The students around me seemed so sure of themselves that I despaired of ever being able to conduct myself as they did.


On the playground at noon I attached myself to a group of older boys and followed them about, listening to their talk, asking countless questions. During that noon hour I learned all the four-letter words describing physiological and sex functions, and discovered that I had known them before—had spoken them in the saloon—although I had not known what they meant. A tall black boy recited a long, funny piece of doggerel, replete with filth, describing the physiological relations between men and women, and I memorized it word for word after having heard it but once. Yet, despite my retentive memory, I found it impossible to recite when I went back into the classroom. The teacher called upon me and I rose, holding my book before my eyes, but I could make no words come from me. I could feel the presence of the strange boys and girls behind me, waiting to hear me read, and fear paralyzed me.


Yet when school let out that first day I ran joyously home with a brain burdened with racy and daring knowledge, but not a single idea from books. I gobbled my cold food that had been left covered on the table, seized a piece of soap and rushed into the streets, eager to display all I had learned in school since morning. I went from window to window and printed in huge soap-letters all my newly acquired four-letter words. I had written on nearly all the windows in the neighborhood when a woman stopped me and drove me home. That night the woman visited my mother and informed her of what I had done, taking her from window to window and pointing out my inspirational scribblings. My mother was horrified. She demanded that I tell her where I had learned the words and she refused to believe me when I told her that I had learned them at school. My mother got a pail of water and a towel and took me by the hand and led me to a smeared window.


“Now, scrub until that word’s gone,” she ordered.


Neighbors gathered, giggling, muttering words of pity and astonishment, asking my mother how on earth I could have learned so much so quickly. I scrubbed at the four-letter soap-words and grew blind with anger. I sobbed, begging my mother to let me go, telling her that I would never write such words again; but she did not relent until the last soap-word had been cleaned away. Never again did I write words like that; I kept them to myself.


After my father’s desertion, my mother’s ardently religious disposition dominated the household and I was often taken to Sunday school where I met God’s representative in the guise of a tall, black preacher. One Sunday my mother invited the tall, black preacher to a dinner of fried chicken. I was happy, not because the preacher was coming but because of the chicken. One or two neighbors also were invited. But no sooner had the preacher arrived than I began to resent him, for I learned at once that he, like my father, was used to having his own way. The hour for dinner came and I was wedged at the table between talking and laughing adults. In the center of the table was a huge platter of golden-brown fried chicken. I compared the bowl of soup that sat before me with the crispy chicken and decided in favor of the chicken. The others began to eat their soup, but I could not touch mine.


“Eat your soup,” my mother said.


“I don’t want any,” I said.


“You won’t get anything else until you’ve eaten your soup,” she said.


The preacher had finished his soup and had asked that the platter of chicken be passed to him. It galled me. He smiled, cocked his head this way and that, picking out choice pieces. I forced a spoonful of soup down my throat and looked to see if my speed matched that of the preacher. It did not. There were already bare chicken bones on his plate, and he was reaching for more. I tried eating my soup faster, but it was no use; the other people were now serving themselves chicken and the platter was more than half empty. I gave up and sat staring in despair at the vanishing pieces of fried chicken.


“Eat your soup or you won’t get anything,” my mother warned.


I looked at her appealingly and could not answer. As piece after piece of chicken was eaten, I was unable to eat my soup at all. I grew hot with anger. The preacher was laughing and joking and the grownups were hanging on his words. My growing hate of the preacher finally became more important than God or religion and I could no longer contain myself. I leaped up from the table, knowing that I should be ashamed of what I was doing, but unable to stop, and screamed, running blindly from the room.


“That preacher’s going to eat all the chicken!” I bawled.


The preacher tossed back his head and roared with laughter, but my mother was angry and told me that I was to have no dinner because of my bad manners.


When I awakened one morning my mother told me that we were going to see a judge who would make my father support me and my brother. An hour later all three of us were sitting in a huge crowded room. I was overwhelmed by the many faces and the voices which I could not understand. High above me was a white face which my mother told me was the face of the judge. Across the huge room sat my father, smiling confidently, looking at us. My mother warned me not to be fooled by my father’s friendly manner; she told me that the judge might ask me questions, and if he did I must tell him the truth. I agreed, yet I hoped that the judge would not ask me anything.


For some reason the entire thing struck me as being useless; I felt that if my father were going to feed me, then he would have done so regardless of what a judge said to him. And I did not want my father to feed me; I was hungry, but my thoughts of food did not now center about him. I waited, growing restless, hungry. My mother gave me a dry sandwich and I munched and stared, longing to go home. Finally I heard my mother’s name called; she rose and began weeping so copiously that she could not talk for a few moments; at last she managed to say that her husband had deserted her and her two children, that her children were hungry, that they stayed hungry, that she worked, that she was trying to raise them alone. Then my father was called; he came forward jauntily, smiling. He tried to kiss my mother, but she turned away from him. I only heard one sentence of what he said.
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