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            Foreword

         

         Great novels are not always recognized in their own time; often they lie waiting, as if in ambush, for the future to catch up to their achievements. In the case of Such Sweet Thunder, the miracle of its arrival at all inevitably continues to color its critical appreciation. We know something about the unusual circumstances that led Vincent O. Carter to effectively exile himself from his native Kansas City and take up residence in Bern, Switzerland (where he wrote the novel over the course of several years in the late 1950s and early 1960s), because of the only book that Carter would see published in his lifetime: The Bern Book.

         This deeply ironic, essayistic blend of memoir, travelogue, and poetic meditation was successfully published in the United States in 1973 but, despite some favorable reviews, it was quickly filed-away and forgotten. Appearing at a time when black militancy and popular discourses about race were just reaching a fever pitch of declamatory and affirmative style, Carter’s arcane, cosmopolitan, and inwardly focused ruminations—qualities that would have made The Bern Book legible to what I have elsewhere called the “Blue Period” of black writing that lasted between 1945 and 1965—were, alas, a terrible fit for the reading public’s sense of what black writing should be in the mid-1970s.

         The difficulties that this first book encountered had implications for the viability of the second. Despite the efforts of Herbert Lottman, who acted as Carter’s literary intercessor, and of Ellen Wright, the widow of Richard Wright, who read portions of the manuscript (at the time still bearing the working title The Primary Colors), no publisher would take it up and Carter eventually despaired of seeing it through to publication. He retreated from his attempts at writing and devoted himself increasingly to spiritual practice and to his shared life with his partner Liselotte Haas. He died in Bern in 1983.

         The manuscript of Carter’s only novel, long believed to have been lost or destroyed, was thankfully preserved by the care of Liselotte Haas 10and retrieved for publication through the heroic efforts of Chip Fleischer, who recognized the importance of the manuscript and first published it under the magnificently braided Shakespearean and Ellingtonian title Such Sweet Thunder at his own Steerforth Press in 2003.

         Despite its evidently eccentric stylistic flourishes and a somewhat contrived overture, Such Sweet Thunder is in many ways a fairly conventional Bildungsroman, or even more accurately a Künstlerroman that narrates the dawning of creative consciousness and of a sentimental sensibility in the boyhood and teenage years of Amerigo Jones, a character whose roving mind and synesthetic perceptions are clearly a stand-in for Carter’s vision of his own years growing up in the black working-class neighborhoods of Kansas City. These were the interwar years of the Depression, but also of the Negro League’s Kansas City Monarchs and their star pitcher Satchel Paige; the cradle of Kansas City jazz and its musical luminaries like Count Basie, Bennie Moten, and Charlie Parker; a time when black Kansas City was, tragically in retrospect, at a social and cultural zenith.

         Such Sweet Thunder is centered in the mercurial consciousness of young Amerigo, yet his parents, Viola and Rutherford Jones, are every bit as much the protagonists—the beating heart of this novel—as he is. Based on Carter’s own mother and father, they are teenage parents and working poor: Viola works in a laundry and also as a maid (Carter’s mother Eola likely worked both of those jobs) and Rutherford (like Carter’s father Joe) works as a porter at a hotel. As with many of the details in the novel, the brick-and-mortar realism of the spatial and material cityscape is emphatically accurate, even as it chooses at times to withhold key details. The imposing Muehlebach Hotel is rendered with fidelity; but the humbler hotel where Rutherford works is never named, for instance. Yet because Amerigo places it at Ninth Street and Locust Avenue, we know that it must be the Densmore Hotel which indeed operated from that location from 1909 until it was demolished in the late 1990s. This feeling for the city is that of the exile, familiar to us from James Joyce whose obsessive reconstruction of Dublin in Ulysses is clearly one of the models for Carter’s depiction of Kansas City. Indeed, Such Sweet Thunder is inspired by Joyce not only in this sense, but perhaps even more so with its plentiful stream-of-consciousness riffs and colorful 11uses of onomatopoetic language that echo Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, with, in Carter’s case, the addition of a magnificent ear for the cadence of small talk among black folks.

         During one of his only return visits to the United States, Carter saw for himself the staggering devastation of what had once been a world of throbbing multicultural and interethnic vitality, rife with racial tension and violence to be sure (an aspect Carter vividly captures in all its quotidian banality), but nonetheless, a community brimming with what Carter conceived of as a web of aesthetic relations: between jazz on the radio and the gestures of aunties cracking wise, the vocal timbre of men hailing each other in the street and the rumble of streetcars at Eighteenth and Vine, between the poolhall slouch and the preacher’s lean in the pulpit; the dense matrix of communal black life in an urban setting marked by the dominant presence of poor, working people with immense belief in their own talents and abilities and ever scornful of the racist forces regularly lashing out at them and reminding them of their place. In a letter to Lottman from 1973, Carter lamented this lost world that, paradoxically, flourished under segregation:

         
            It had all changed, Herb, it was all different now; the people were gone and the houses were gone; in their place was a super highway. Only the light was the same: sunlight at seven in the morning, at noon, at five o’clock in the evening when dad used to come home from his hotel. Perhaps it was when I boarded the plane for New York that I realized that nothing has been lost. I had written it all down—that fabulous world of childhood, the world of mom and dad young, laughing and in tears. It was all in The Primary Colors, my way, and what I couldn’t say because one can never say it all, is written in my heart.

         

         But Carter’s vision cannot be reduced to the idiosyncratic story of one young man’s personal emancipation against a screen of nostalgic reminiscence. The work of ideological mythmaking has ensured that what happened to downtown Kansas City remains in large part a mystery to most Americans (including black Americans), who cannot seem to imagine 12that it was ever anything other than the cross-roads of highways, banks, convention centers, and empty lots that now defines it as predictably as virtually any other important urban center in the country. What Carter wants us to see—to make us feel grievously as an immediate loss—is a tragedy that holds a much broader allegorical force within the national narrative of the United States, and with particularly fierce poignancy in the historical memory of African Americans. It stands for the unpardonable ruination of the first black working class, the massive squandering of the heroic efforts undertaken by the first generation of black freedmen and women, the formerly enslaved and the sons and daughters of the formerly enslaved who took off their shackles only to get to work building up the first free black neighborhoods across America’s cities, everywhere under duress and festering resentment, and often under the hooded overwatch of the Klan’s terrorism and the de jure apartheid of Jim Crow.

         One can think of other classics of African American literature that know these people and tell aspects of their story: William Attaway’s Blood on the Forge; Ernest J. Gaines’s A Lesson Before Dying; Margaret Walker’s Jubilee; Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children; and Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun, to name a few. Yet, none arguably captures quite so aptly the note of gallant hopefulness, the tender vivacity, the sarcasm and cunning that generation seems to have possessed in such abundance as the novel you hold in your hands.

         Anyone who ever knew black folk of that era, knows something of the distinctive grain of the voice that they brought into the world. Everywhere the grain of that black voice was allowed to show up it changed the world; in popular music, in sports, in the arts, in politics, in fashion, in everyday speech, and yes, in literature.

         In her striking work of literary criticism Liberating Voices, Gayl Jones makes the argument that the African American novel emerged out of the struggle of black writers to incorporate their own “distinctive aural and oral forms” into the representational conventions established by the European realist novel. The opening pages of Such Sweet Thunder do seem to groan as Carter struggles to stage Amerigo’s encounter with the Proustian madeleine that will open the floodgates of memory to his lost Kansas City. It’s no coincidence that the vehicle he lands upon, 13however, is a copy of a newspaper called The Voice, an obvious allusion to the legendary Kansas City Call (still extant), one of the oldest and longest-running black newspapers in the United States. The black press and its once improbable reach and influence are now something of a spectral myth, acquiring that vaguely legendary sepia tint that also attaches to the Negro Leagues and other bygone relics of an era that our popular culture has seemingly no capacity or desire to meaningfully remember. Yet the idea to use the black newspaper both allegorically as a symbol of a historic community, and formally as a choric voice, is perhaps the masterstroke of genius in Carter’s novel. Without the opening vignettes, we would lose sight of this deliberate construction.

         As a scholar I can appreciate Such Sweet Thunder as a miraculous recovery and a remarkable example of what was possible in black post-war fiction. But as a novelist, I appreciate even more how it does things in prose with such a wondrously open sense of freedom. It is unsparing when necessary, yet humming with grace and good humor. It is also a social novel, passionately carrying us through living rooms and street corners and social dances in virtuosic passages that linger long after we have left them. It remembers for us a world that deserved its own bard and, recognized or not, has always had one.

         The novel’s gift to us is ultimately the achievement of this tremendous sense of voice, or rather the orchestration of its collective voices, newspaper-like you might say, but swinging like a jazz ensemble. This is a book I have wanted to read late into the night. It stays with me in those quiet hours, even after I put it down, its rolling thunder unfurling just above my head.

         
             

         

         jesse mccarthy

         Rome, June 2024
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            Such Sweet Thunder

         

         On a cold winter morning shortly before dawn in the year 1944, the stars shone brightly, but were now and again obscured by drifts of heavy clouds.

         The Great War, which was then ravaging the earth, seemed to be asleep. Nevertheless, the soldiers slept restlessly within the confines of a large racetrack on the outer limits of the northern French city of R——. The camp occupied more than two-thirds of the entire track—long rows of barracks connected by gravel lanes that extended from the periphery to a large inner field that served as a parade ground.

         Now all was obscured by darkness. The hollow chamber of the huge cementlike structure that loomed over the barracks from the far end of the field had once been the reviewing stand, but was now merely a bulky mass filling in the final segment of the track. Its wooden benches and flooring had been hacked into firewood by the freezing civilian population. This shell seemed to echo the cries of death choking the throats of the French, English, and American soldiers who had slept nervously in the same encampment during the First World War of 1914.

         Now the soldiers within the barracks tossed and turned while the sentries who stood watch from the nine posts along the outskirts of the camp looked warily out into the dark.

         A bell rang from a tower in the town, and a beam of light flickered in the darkness. A hoarse command separated itself from the voices echoing in the shell:

         “All right, then! You-had-a-good-home-but-you-left-it!”

         The sergeant of the guard roused the sleepy men from their bunks and they stumbled out of the guardhouse, moving sluggishly, in loose 16formation, their rifles slung carelessly over their shoulders, their heavy boots grating against the frozen gravel.

         After plodding along the track for a short distance, they broke through the open field that, covered with frost, made them look from a distance like specters tramping noiselessly through a bank of clouds.

         Half asleep, shivering with cold, they straggled along, halting at first one post and then another, grunting unintelligible signs of recognition to the companions they were relieving who, impatient for the warmth of their beds, hastened back to the guardhouse.

         Finally the last guard made his way toward his post. It was five or ten yards from the reviewing stand, and somewhat isolated from the rest of the camp. This hintermost area was surrounded by a dense forest, beyond which lay the southern limits of the city.

         “It’s Jones, Roy!” cried the approaching soldier in a youthful sonorous voice. Roy, within the hut, hastily threw the lid on the old oil can in which he had made a fire and stepped outside. “It’s cold as hell!” Jones added in as manly a tone as possible.

         “You think it’s cold, man?” he answered.

         Confused, Amerigo Jones shivered past him. “Say, man—”

         “Yeah?”

         “—you can have ’er, if you want ’er.”

         “What?”

         “What?”

         But Earle had disappeared in the dark.

         A hint of rose coloring burned imperceptibly brighter in the blue-black sky. A bit disconcerted, Amerigo entered the hut and immediately tried to restart the fire thinking, as he poked into the can with the butt of his rifle, that Earle must have said something quite different from what he thought he had said. Nevertheless, the words “You can have ’er, if you want ’er” stood out in bold relief in his mind, the word her mysteriously separating itself from the context of the sentence, filling him with a titillating excitement.

         Now what did that mean? he pondered, standing his rifle against the wall beside the can. The great Roy Earle! He fumbled in his pockets for 17a match, and as he fumbled he saw Roy dressed in neat-fitting purple trunks—taller, more robust, and generally more handsome than he—prancing arrogantly in the ring of the high school gym, animated by the enthusiasm of the crowd. He tried to pacify himself with the reflection that Roy’s eyes were small and puffed and that his nose was crooked from having been broken. But then he heard the voice of his mother telling him that he would have to develop the beauty within because he would never be a movie star. The thought of home, of high school, flashed through his mind, and gradually he became immersed in the warm feeling of spring.

         Of a particular spring, he felt, the imperative emphasis rising to the surface of his excitement. A feeling of intense pleasure rippled over his consciousness, and he strained his memory in an attempt to discover its cause, vaguely remembering that it had somehow been provoked by his willful abstraction of the word her from the rest of Roy’s words.

         Nor did it strike him as peculiar that a burst of autumn colors now imposed themselves upon his awareness of spring, for his thoughts were stumbling on so swiftly that the unknown face hiding within the shadow of the word her was swept up into a flurry of words that now flooded his mind and filled him with a sweet melancholy sadness.

         The rosy glow died out of the fire. Her.

         The fire’s gone out he thought, embarrassed because he could see no connection between the word and the fire. He wondered why he thought there was. His eyes came to rest upon the little square window in the door of the hut. A faint, very faint, blue light crept in through the dirty window. It was spattered with dried drops of rain, and wedges of frost had entrenched themselves in the corners.

         He struck a match. The yellow flame made his shadow dance upon the wall and break into three grotesque planes where the ceiling joined the wall and caused the rusty can of dead embers to dance and bend and merge into his shadow. The floor was spotted and stained with filth. A dried-up rubber lay crumpled among the warm ashes that spilled out of the little draft hole near the bottom of the can. While impulsively burying it with the toe of his boot, he spied a piece of soiled paper just behind the can. He stooped to pick it up. The match went out. He lit 18another, and bent over to inspect it more carefully, but the flame flickered out before he could decipher the name of the paper under the coating of dirt. He lit another match.

         The Voice! Damnit! He rubbed his hand to cool the stinging pain in the tip of his thumb. Anxiously now he lit another match and saw that he held a part of the society page in his hand. His eyes fell upon the face of a young woman in the center of the sheet, stained by a muddy boot print and torn in such a way that little more than eyes, nose, and a corner of her mouth, which seemed to be smiling, were visible.

         It’s her! he whispered excitedly. And the spurt of air on which the word her issued from his lungs blew out the light. Nervously he struck another match, but was so excited that it was only with the greatest difficulty that he was able to read.

         But wait! Just as he began to read, the sound of the wind filled his ears. It whipped through the frozen trees in the surrounding forest and dashed unseen branches to the ground. It echoed in the hollow shell towering above the hut and mingled with the whispering colors of the dawn. So striking was the effect that Amerigo half believed that a host of devils insinuated themselves into the words, as he read:

         “Miss Cosima Thornton, only daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Elijah Thornton, of this city, was wed to Mr.…”

         A serried line obscured the identity of the anonymous man and converted the square that had contained the photograph into a triangle. The match went out. Seconds later he felt the cold creeping through the square blue window. He shivered, as if he could recover from the shock of seeing the smudged mutilated face of Cosima lunge out from the shadow of the word her.

         It’s an omen! he thought. But then—that’s crazy! But still. It must mean something! She … we …

         The cold crept up his spine.

         I must make a fire. Guiltily he considered the society page of the Voice. Actually, it’s only a piece of paper, he argued. And suddenly a conscienceless hand had tossed it amid the warm ashes, while the other withdrew a knife from his pocket and whittled a few shavings from one of the two-by-fours in the wall of the hut. He felt a pang of remorse as 19he lit the paper and watched the shavings ignite and the dormant fire sustain the flame.

         Forgive me, Cosima! he exclaimed. Outside the hut the icy branches creaked in the wind.

         It’s strange after all this time. I didn’t recognize her at first. Now there she is, burning in that damned can. It’s not Roy’s fault. Whose then? Perhaps if there hadn’t been a war? If!

         He shaved more wood from the post, and the fire grew brighter.

         She’ll be sitting by the fire, he mused. Breakfast on a cold winter morning such as this, with Mr. What’s-his-name, over orange juice and toast! She’ll unfold the crisp clean pages of the Voice and read beneath the photograph of a grave young black man with eyes that peer into the very depths of her soul:

         “Amerigo Jones, only son of Mr. and Mrs. Rutherford Jones, of this city, who was killed in the heroic act of.…”

         While he pondered the heroic act he heard her heart pounding within the aching void of profound regret. Stirred by a deep feeling of pity for her, rewarded for all the suffering she had caused him, he extended his small black hand in an attitude of forgiveness, through the cold blue sky and across the stormy reaches of the Great Atlantic Ocean! She shed a penitent tear upon it and caressed it piously. Thus consecrated with love, his martyred body exploded into dazzling filaments of purest light.

         “I will love you always!” he whispered.

         From outside the hut came the sharp crack of a broken twig. He stood breathlessly still. Something stirred in the brush, hesitated, and moved again. He carefully took up his rifle, quietly shoved the bolt home, and kicked the door open.

         A woman stood there.

         More rose coloring had filtered into the sky, intensifying the yellow of her hair. The firelight caught her pale oval face, but the lower part of her body was in darkness.

         Without a word she stepped past the muzzle of his rifle, past the astonished look upon his face, and stood shivering in the far corner of the hut.

         Just a girl! Not more than sixteen.

         20Confounded and somewhat embarrassed by the intensity of her gaze, he leaned his rifle against the wall. Her hair looked as though it had not been combed in a long time, and her eyes were an intense shade of blue.

         She stood calmly—no longer shivering now that the fire had gradually thawed the coldness in her body—and allowed his frankly bewildered eyes to ferret out the deep violet lines that circled her own. A patch of golden down fringed her thin upper lip; the bottom lip was slightly drawn, more from a sort of animal toughness than from fear of him. She’s surely not ashamed, or proud. Just here: Post No. 9, 1944, twentieth century. Her ridiculous G.I. coat almost reached her ankles and was missing all its buttons but one, which was securely fastened. What he could see of her legs terminated in a pair of combat boots.

         His whole consciousness became absorbed in a vital awareness of her eyes, which seemed to have swallowed all the perceptible worlds between them.

         The wind rose with an anguished moan.

         He glanced guiltily at the fire. It’s only a dirty scrap of paper! he argued. But now it’s a part of the flame.

         He looked into the girl’s face, as though to deny the fact that the flame cast a mellow glow upon it.

         You can have ’er, if you want ’er.

         He impulsively stabbed at the hot embers with the blade of his knife. Then without knowing what he did, he withdrew a package of rations from his pocket and gave her a part of its contents. She took it and ate in silence.

         She’s done this many times, he thought as he poured some coffee into his cup and handed it to her, drinking himself from the canteen. When he had finished he slung his rifle over his shoulder and went out to fetch wood for the fire, thinking: Maybe she’ll go away. But when he returned minutes later with a few frozen branches she stood in the corner, as before. He threw some wood on the fire and then squatted before her.

         “Now,” she said.

         He could see her body through her thin rag of a dress that was either blue or green and fastened at the neck with a pin. Her underwear, which might have been a soldier’s olive-drab shorts, could be glimpsed 21through a bursting seam. A pair of army socks crumpled around the tops of her boots.

         “I will love you always!” he heard himself saying, and a cold fear seized him. The wind rose and in its wake a procession of grotesque figures seemed to dance obscenely in the light of her pure gaze. He reeled in the upsurge of dimly perceived events flowing within his visual range with varying degrees of clarity, flaunting every previous notion of himself.

         It shouldn’t have been like this! he thought in despair.

         He tried to remember Cosima’s face. But now he was tempted to look at the woman again, as though he half expected her to be Cosima. Cautiously, he raised his eyes as far as her boots. Then, with a sweeping glance, he took in her body, her face, and then he looked into her eyes.

         “Now?”

         Wait a minute! he cried desperately to himself, for it now appeared to him that the woman’s features were actually changing before his eyes. He stirred the coals in the can. The flame grew brighter.

         “Cosima?”

         A branch fell to the ground with a loud crash. His mouth flew open as the woman’s eyes changed from blue to brown, her hair from blond to soft brown.

         Is it possible? … Yielding to the dazzling sensation splashed in hot spring colors. What if I can’t stop this?

         The woman’s skin grew darker. Her nose broadened at the base and her cheekbones swelled gently under her eyes, which grew larger, the lashes longer, giving them an intense dreamy expression. Her lips became fuller in a face that was radically different from that of the girl who had lain there before.

         It’s no use he mused sadly, but not without a subversive feeling of pleasure, as he relaxed and allowed his mind to be subdued by his fancy. It can’t all be just imagination. But … but how could this be Cosima. His eyes struggled to avoid the flesh under the flimsy bodice of her dress.

         And now he perceived that her body had even diminished in size! There can be no doubt! he thought, passionately abandoning himself to the sight and thought of her. Her lithe body now flitted upon the horizon of his fondest recollections.

         22The spring of ’41. The gym … North High. The setting sun was streaming through the three great windows.

         Music at four. Chester Higgens on drums and Daisy Logan on piano. Faces crowded around the bandstand, listening to Tommy Wright on trumpet from Jay McShann’s band in town.

         Dancing with Cosima! Looking guardedly over her shoulder at the side of her face, at the soft wisp of hair caught in the sunlight: on the turn, at the edge of the crowd.

         To the blues. Shuffling back and forth on ball and toe of nervous feet. Once, while getting ready for the turn his arm tightening around her waist, heel turning on the pivoting point, her body pressed against his, faces forced apart, yet drawn by the magnetism of inexpressible joy!

         Caught, in the swing of the turn, his thigh locked between hers, heel spinning like the axis of the world, her wide skirt billowing like a sail!

         Stunned! Dazed! In the middle of the floor amid the fury of applause, stamping feet and yells of enthusiasm:

         Cosima?

         Lost? Lost! In the wake of the furling yellow skirt, fleeing through the sea of sunlit sound! …

         
             

         

         A bell rang from a tower in the town. Voices in the shell rose to a voluminous whisper:

         Cosima’s not there! Cosima’s not there! Cosima’s not there.…

         A dull pain throbbed in his head.

         Cosima!

         Cosima’s not there!

         “It’s only a thought!” he cried angrily. “It comes from me!” He studied the woman’s face.

         She’s smiling. Why does she smile? How small her mouth is! And then he thought knowingly: She always did look like that when she was … Her nose is—is like mine! He closed his eyes and saw the ripple of animation that broke over her smooth black face whenever she spoke.

         Mom?

         23He opened his eyes and beheld the woman with his face lying on the floor. She had balanced herself upon her elbow and had drawn her left leg toward her chest. He looked beseechingly into her eyes.

         And now he felt the warmth of her flesh tenderly enveloping his naked body. His tiny fists clutched at her breasts. He closed his eyes and sucked with a hungry passion.

         Boom! A deep bass voice boomed in his ears:

         “Such a big boy like you, suckin’ his momma’s tiddy!”

         He looked up and saw the woman’s breast protruding between his eyes and the hairy face of a man. A killing shame smote him.

         “It’s not my fault!” cried Amerigo, enraged by the sight of himself, floundering in a state of infantine helplessness. At the same time his feeling of shame was intensified by an irresistible desire to embrace the woman, to seek refuge between her parted legs. The desire grew into a great longing, like that of an intensely felt homesickness. Meanwhile his body grew smaller and smaller in an attempt to hide from the dangerous face.

         “It is not possible!” he cried, noticing that his voice made a small, round, barely audible sound. “No!” But his body continued to grow smaller. He entered the woman’s body. He allowed his thoughts to sink down into the alluvial blackness, to the rhythms of myriad beating hearts. So loud that he was reduced to a mere amorphous awareness of himself, flowing through ancient worlds of flesh and bone strewn between the canyons of buried mountains and dry seas; a whirling rainbow brightness caught in the vortex of an irresistible force.

         A bell chimed from a long way off.

         He discovered himself staring fixedly into the woman’s eyes. He saw the night. A boy and girl appeared. They climbed secretly to the crest of a great hill covered with wild blue grass and disappeared behind a clump of bushes that shot giant sprays into the air.

         Rain and the feet of many generations had worn deep hollows into the breast of the hill, so that here and there—now hidden by a soft knoll, a bush, a knot of tangled undergrowth—lay the secret place where the thing was done: Boom! The seed plummeted deep into the root-breeding depths of the still cool darkness. The first of the ninth month, in the year ’23, on a starry night in June when the scent of maple and pine, 24wild rose, and lilac filled the air.… He saw the day: Boom!—and the slow rhythmic pain resounded in the girl’s abdomen.…

         The boy’s handsome face filled the woman’s eyes. He ground his teeth and bit into the flesh of his bottom lip until it bled. Dad? His eyes fixed upon his father’s face, Amerigo felt himself drawing nearer to the brink of time, within audible range of the inevitable question. Rutherford wrung his hands and muttered to himself:

         “I didn’ know nothin’ like this was gonna happen! What am I gonna do with a baby? Just a trap! Her word against mine!”

         “Tee! hee! hee!” A strange woman’s voice, but no face appeared.

         “Black thing!” Another woman’s voice. It was familiar, but he couldn’t place it.

         “A tramp!” A man.

         “… You—a father!” The voice of an older woman, which he felt he had heard many times. “Why, boy, you just a baby yourself! Besides, how do you know it’s yourn?”

         
             

         

         Boom!

         A shriek escaped Viola’s lips, followed by a lusty cry. Rutherford studied the features of the small black baby in Viola’s arms, which now appeared in the woman’s eyes. Its eyes shut tight, fat hands doubled into fists, it kicked as though it were falling through space. Amerigo thought it resembled himself.

         “Don’ look nothin’ like me!” said Rutherford reproachfully.

         “He’s too little to tell yet,” said Viola. Her eyes were clear and bright with remembered pain, her lips dry and parched. “Somethin’s finished in me …” she whispered, “… over. Ain’ nothin’ gonna change that. Not just bein’ up there on that hill with my spine pressed against that knoll. That was somethin’, all right. But this is somethin’ else! This I had to earn! Had to suffer, all by myself!” She looked up into Rutherford’s face and read the fear and doubt that were there. Then she turned to Amerigo and whispered bitterly: “Adam’ll have as many brothers as the ocean’s got teeth!”

         “But they always leave you in the end!” The hoarse tubercular voice of a woman who was no longer young, but not old. “They only want you 25to ween ’um. Once they git on they feet, git the craze to see a diamond cut a heart, they gone. The devils!”

         The woman’s face appeared. She spoke as though she were ill or drunk, cursing a man with words of endearment. “Your poppa! Your poppa had eyes that could light up like hell! ’Specially when they’d git to shufflin’ with them dice an’ cards roun’ the gam’lin’ table. Mercy! Rex … Rex! That was my sweet devil’s name. An’ he was dangerous, too! Like sin. Played any-game-a-chance that was ever played. An’ when them run out, he’s up an’ make up his own! Why, he’d bet on the length of the knife that was stabbin’ ’im to death if the one who was stabbin’ ’im would stop stabbin’ long enough to call it!

         “Fordy-two when I first met ’im. Darlin’ Sarah, my pa—Jethro was his name—usta call me. I was just turnin’ seventeen that spring. That was the year I got married to the gam’lin’ table.

         “Between games I had babies. First Oriece. The Lord took him away from me when he wasn’ but one an’ a half. But He made it all up by givin’ me Ruben! An’ then Viola, the baby.

         “When she wasn’ no more than ten it was a long hard winter. They daddy’s luck was just as hard as the winter was cold. One day he hadn’ been home for three days. An’ pretty soon them three days was over three weeks! After that I never saw ’im no more.…”

         “Your gran’ma,” said a new voice, a woman’s. “Your gran’ma cried her eyes out, but it didn’ do no good worryin’ ’bout how she was gonna git through the night or if Rex’s game was good or bad, if he was gonna be mad—or glad—when he finally did come home.”

         “One glad night was worth a thousand mad ones!” Grandma Sarah exclaimed.

         “Yeah, darlin’, but one day he came no more.”

         “No more …” Grandma Sarah whispered. “Come ’ere, the devil said. I hear it an’ hear it always like he said it the first time.”

         “That’s just whiskey talkin’, Sarah. If you ain’ careful it’s gonna talk you to death. An’ if that don’ do it, honey, T. B. will! Did,” the woman added sadly. “An’ after that Ruben supported the family. Vi was eleven. He had his momma’s face—little an’ roun’—with a little sharp chin. Had a way of cockin’ his head on the side when he was in earnest, just like her.”

         26A young man’s face appeared that looked a lot like his mother’s face and a lot like his face.

         “Of course,” the woman continued, “his hair was crimpy, too, but not as good as Sarah’s. Nappy! she usta say when she wanted to tease ’im. He’d smile an’ then look just like his daddy. An’ then Sarah’d be through for the night!”

         “Viola was j-e-a-l-o-u-s!” cried Rutherford.

         “Yeah, I admit it!” Viola exclaimed, “but I never held it against him! I loved him, too! It wasn’t my fault that my father died when I was too little.”

         “Died?”

         “Went away.”

         A low animated murmur rose from the shell, as several unidentified voices began to speak at once:

         “That Ruben had a million-dollar smile!”

         “Cute, too!”

         “An’ dance!”

         “The only trouble with that good-lookin’ black boy is he was born too early!”

         “Your Uncle Ruben was a dancer, boy!” he heard his mother saying above the other voices, and he wondered how many times he had heard her say that, especially when he couldn’t do that break-step she was always trying to teach him!

         “My daddy,” she would say, “had hands like a devil, Momma always said. My brother had feet like a angel, an’ you—you got feet like knees!”

         Her face broke up with laughter, while Uncle Ruben illustrated the break-step again. Then he tried it with his mother, and she exclaimed, “No—no, that ain’ it!”

         “Even your daddy could forget,” said the woman’s voice that had been speaking to Grandma Sarah, “that you look more like your momma than you do him to praise Ruben’s dancin’!”

         
             

         

         “M-a-n, he sure was somethin’!” Rutherford exclaimed. “An’ I don’ mean just tata ta-ta-ta! I mean that joker could really git up an’ go! I remember that night, Jack, that night at the Black an’ Tan? Never forget it as l-o-n-g 27as I live. Where the Black Angel usta be, ’cross from the Italian bakery on the corner of Independence an’ Charlotte.

         “Ruben was workin’ at the hotel an’-an’ had to work late that Saturday. He fell in about twelve. I mean the joint was jumpin’! Them jokers was strugglin’. Layin’ ’um, Jack. Drinkin’ sneaky-petes from flasks that you had to hide in your pocket, or stash under the table. Them jokers was payin’ three an’ a quarter a half-a-half-a pint, an’ six bits for the ice!

         “Bus Morton was playin’, an’ man! I mean he was really hittin’ ’um! Them jokers was rough! Bus was on piana, an’—what was that li’l short joker’s name that played the cornet, Babe?” turning to Viola.

         “Knuckles.”

         “Yeah, that’s right. They called that cat Knuckles, Amerigo, ’cause his hands was so b-i-g! How he could play that cornet with hands like that, I’ll never know. But that joker could blow! An’ all them jokers was rough. An’ lookin’ nice, Amerigo, in fine togs, with they moss all layin’. Them cats had c-l-a-s-s, Jackson!

         “Your momma had on the toughest dress she e-v-e-r had. Silver, with a long low neck. Fell straight from the shoulder an’ hit just at the knees, with fine fringes hangin’ down. An’ those rhinestone shoes she keeps in the closet. Boy, when that black woman brought that dress home I coulda killed ’er! She’s a-l-l-ways been like that, though, even when she was a li’l girl. Always had to have the best! It took us both six months, workin’ day an’ night—I ain’ kiddin’, am I, Babe?—to pay for it.

         “But she sure looked nice! Didn’ nobody look no better. Your momma was a dresser!”

         Rutherford’s voice grew thoughtful.

         “I was standin’ pat in ma gray bo-back, Jack!” Grinning with pleasure: “It was really hittin’ me! I don’ remember what I paid for that suit. Wait a minute! Sexton bought it for me. Yeah. He a-l-l-ways had a big roll a bills. Big enough to choke a hoss! It was my first tailor-made suit. Formfittin’, Jack! With white Florsheim shoes and a dark blue tie. Silk! With a hard knot layin’ right in the heart a that collar. Tab. An’ then, on top a that, I had Sexton’s diamond stickpin, layin’ right up under that knot. So bright it’d blind the sun!”

         28He paused, as he always did, to fully enjoy its brilliance.

         “Me an’ your momma was layin’ down a Camel Walk while you was home ’sleep!”

         “You always went to sleep right away,” said Viola, “an’ slept the whole night through!”

         “Ruben fell in about twelve,” said Rutherford. “Lookin’ like one of those big-time cats out of Chicago or New York or somethin’ with a winnin’ smile that killed ’um all! What you say! Some niggah yelled, an’ a-l-l the people started lookin’. ‘It’s Ruben!’ they all said. Didn’ they, Babe?”

         Viola grinned proudly.

         “He couldn’ hardly git over to our table, for smilin’ an’ shakin’ hands! Like he was the president or somethin’! Rachel was a-hangin’ on his arm, puttin’ on airs, like a fool!”

         “Rachel!” exclaimed Viola with contempt.

         “But she looked nice, though!”

         “Aw!” retorted Viola.

         “Rachel was no good, Amerigo,” said Rutherford, “she was a bad woman. Lazy an’ triflin’. Spent Ruben’s money faster’n he could make it. An’ d-r-i-n-k! Drink more than a man. An’ she was eeeeevul! Nobody liked ’er.”

         Uncle Ruben did, thought Amerigo.

         “But she was a pretty woman, Amerigo, one of the prettiest women—black or white—I ever seen! Ain’ that right, Babe?”

         “Rachel!” Viola spat out the word in the same tone in which she might have said whore.

         That’s what she really means, Amerigo thought. But she can’t say it because of me.

         “Anyway,” Rutherford continued, “he held the chair for her an’ ever’thin’. Ruben was a gen’leman! An’ before he could set down the jokers started yellin’ Dance! Dance, Ruben! Do a Buck-an’-Wing! Break ’um down with a soft-shoe! Eagle-Rock, baby!

         “An’ then that joker on the drums started a soft roll on the snares. It got louder an’ cracked up all golden-like when that cat hit the cymbals! An’ then he rattled off a finger roll. Light as a feather! All the cats got quiet, waitin’ to see what Ruben was gonna do.

         29“Then Ruben, your uncle—it’s a pity you never knowed him, he sure liked you, didn’ he, Babe? Well, your uncle Ruben stepped up on the stage in front of a-l-l them jokers! Modest, Jack! That’s what I always liked about Ruben. Cool! Like-a-a-aristocrat! An’ he didn’ let it swell his head the way Rachel did. Well, he stepped up on the stage. An’ the Baby Love—the baddest drummer that ever was!—started to hittin’ at Ruben on the cymbals!

         “Ruben glided into a soft-shoe, with a easy rhythm that was g-r-a-c-e-f-u-l! Man! Wasn’ it, Babe?” looking at Viola for confirmation. “Like he was dancin’ on air!

         “An’ then Baby Love let loose on the snares, watchin’ Ruben’s feet, the bass ridin’ easy: a-boom-boom-boom-boom.

         “Ruben answered the niggah, an’ went ’im one better. An’ then he changed the beat on ’im before he could get set. But Baby Love was on ’im, Jack! Like white on rice! That Baby Love was m-e-a-n! You heah me? The joint was so quiet you could hear a rat piss on cotton.”

         “Rutherford Jones!” cried Viola.

         “An’ then what happened, Dad?”

         “Then!” exclaimed Rutherford, looking at him in surprise, as though he pitied him for not having been there. “Then? Boy, Ruben closed his eyes. Like this.” Rutherford closed his eyes like Uncle Ruben, and the long silk lashes fringing the lids lay upon his dark, reddish brown skin.

         The best-looking man in the whole world, Amerigo thought.

         “Like this,” he was saying, “an’ then he let his arms fall to ’is sides. Relaxed, Jack! An’ then he danced. Danced! For a solid hour! An’ he never did the same step twice!

         “Baby Love put his drumsticks down an’ just watched Ruben! An’ the rest of the jokers in the band laid their instrument ’cross their knees. Every foot was tappin’ while old Ruben was dancin’. Yes, sir, like God was callin’ the steps! An’ all you could heah was: Whoom! Whoom! Whoom! To-to-to Whoom! Whoom! Whoom! An’ in between the ‘Whoom! ’ Ruben was dancin’ every step that ever was. An’ when them run out, he started makin’ up his own!”

         Like Bill Bojangles Robinson, Amerigo thought. Must a been something like that.

         30“Then Rachel started playin’ the fool,” said Viola sadly.

         “Yeah,” said Rutherford in a tremulous voice, “she started messin’ ’round with some niggah from the south side. A one-eyed niggah. She encouraged ’im ’cause he had a wad of bills. He started feelin’ all over her, an’ when she tried to get away from the niggah it was too late.

         “Ruben looked up just in time to see ’im kissin’ her. The joint got quiet, and the people started movin’ back. Ruben leaped at the niggah—from the stage! G-r-a-c-e-f-u-l!

         “Some woman yelled out ‘Look out, Ruben, the niggah’s got a knife!’ But he didn’ have no knife, he had a gun! A twenty-two automatic. Shot Ruben in the chest—two feet away. Then he made a dash for the door, flashin’ his gun. Little John emptied his forty-five at him, but he was gone.

         “The hole in Ruben’s chest was too small. It closed up and he couldn’ bleed. By the time old Doc Bradbury got there Ruben was dead. “They never did catch the niggah that done it.”

         “They never tried!” Viola protested bitterly.

         “Why should they? Just one niggah killin’ another niggah.”

         In the thoughtful silence that followed Amerigo was smitten by a profound regret that his cousin Rachel’s green eyes and soft golden skin had made a hole in Uncle Ruben’s chest that was too small, and that “they,” who were supposed to deal with such people, didn’t care at all.

         “He was born too early,” said Rutherford. “If that dancin’ black man had been white!” He paused abruptly, speechless before the enormity of his speculation. “Yeah … an’ your momma was a good dancer, too, Amerigo. Won every Charleston contest in town. An’ she could do a mean Black-bottom, an’ a Eagle-Rock that was better’n most, an’ she could Buck an’ tap an’ toe.…”

         “All I know is what Ruben taught me,” said Viola. “I usta like to dance with your daddy ’cause he could do the Camel Walk so well, with those long legs of his! An’ when he got a little tight he could do a real mean Shimmy, too!”

         
             

         

         As his mother’s voice faded away, his father’s expression became grave. Amerigo felt vaguely uneasy, but he was not surprised or mystified by 31it because he gradually remembered the source of the feeling and was finally able to isolate it. He strained to catch the whisperings of the wind.

         Rutherford, his five sisters, and a brother lived down on Fourth Street behind the old Field House opposite Garrison Square where the old Garrison School used to be. Opposite the schoolhouse stood Clairmount Hill.

         It stood proud as a mountain, looking down upon the grand Missouri River and the huge dingy factories strewn along its banks. And upon the railroad machine shops with their sprawling yards stained with burned oil and soot, cluttered with odd wheels and dismantled engines and piles of worn-out brake shoes and all manner of wire bales, and bells and drums and bolts and rings and elbows and joints of iron and steel eaten up with rust; shops guarded by rough-hewn men in black leather jackets, closed in by strong rusty iron fences that had stood long in the rain.

         Clairmount Hill was a stormy hill in spring when lightning lashed the trunks of the tall trees, raising welts of fire as the wind buffeted their splendid boughs.

         The hill caught in storm raged in the reclining woman’s eyes.

         Then a familiar voice rose above the wind: They ain’ no better’n you! It sounded like his mother’s voice, and then again like his grandmother’s, Darlin’ Sarah. He thought he knew the voice, and was agitated because the face did not appear.

         “Rutherford,” it continued, “grew up in that old shack down at the foot of Clairmount Hill. Every time it rained the mud washed down its sides an’ flooded the street. Ran right up to the foot of the house like a volcano blowin’ up with mud! The one on the corner where the street ended, a frame house with three rooms. His momma, Veronica, his sisters: Ruby, Jessy, Nadine, Edna, an’ Helen—an’ him—all crowded together like Cracker Jacks in a Cracker Jack box. A course, the high an’ mighty Sexton didn’ live with the rest of ’um, he lived up on the avenue. The oldest—if he’d a lived long enough.”

         “A man like him don’ come out of every belly!” Another familiar voice, a woman’s. It resembled his father’s voice. The face would not appear.

         “She sure loved Sexton!” said Rutherford bitterly.

         “Tall, an’ straight! Like his father,” said the woman. “Hair like a soft bunch of feathers! Auburn. Wouldn’ be no exaggeration to say he had a b-e-a-u-t-i-f-u-l 32face for a man: straight nose, straight as a arrow! Distinguished lookin’. Humph! No wonder the girls loved him so! I ain’ ashambed to admit it. Just like his father!

         “Do you know how your father got me? He stole me! Took me off the plantation by night! Almost killed his hoss ’cause he wouldn’ stop before he crossed three borders!” 

         “Off a what plantation did Poppa steal you, Momma?” asked a strange spectral voice. A man’s. Like somebody who was dead.

         “Never you mind that!” answered the woman with deep emotion.

         “You scaired to tell?”

         “Yes, son, I’m scaired to tell. You, Sexton, my firstborn—you was born in Saint Louie. An’ your sisters, Nadine an’ Jessica—twins. An’ then we came west here. Your grandpa was a wand’rin’ man. Here’s where the rest of you, Ruby, Helen, and Rutherford, was born. An’ they wasn’ no space in between. My man was a half-breed!” 

         Amerigo gradually perceived the new face that now appeared in the reclining woman’s eyes, that of his grandma Veronica. Her skin was light, almost like a white woman’s, and her hair was long, dark brown, and straight. It seemed that a shadow of a smile lingered upon her face.

         “Momma didn’ smile very much,” said Rutherford, and the gravity of his expression was softened by resignation, “except when you got her to talkin’ about Will. Then she just couldn’ hold back what was inside ’er. She didn’ love n-o-b-o-d-y else! Unless it was Sexton. She’d follow Will anywhere he led ’er. An’ I mean without complainin’!”

         “He sure was a Indian, all right!” Grandma Veronica exclaimed, “but he had hair like a white man. An’ blue eyes! Even wore a handlebar mus-tache. Like Buffalo Bill. Didn’ drink, didn’ smoke, didn’ gam’le!”

         “He had seven of us, Momma!” cried Rutherford. “I think that’s enough!”

         Grandma Veronica’s face turned a ripe peach color. As she laughed through her closed mouth, her cheeks swelled up under her hazel eyes and a fine spray of spittle escaped her lips, while the bluish green vein that divided her forehead into two equal parts broke up the stern effect caused by her thin nose and set chin. Her yellow skin was smooth, like Cosima’s, and her long silky hair was parted in the middle, with the halves swept back and wound into a soft ball.

         “An’ Momma never did talk about herself much,” Rutherford continued distractedly. “In fact, she didn’ talk ’bout nothin’ much! More Indian 33than anythin’ else. Crow, she says. But how she got to be Crow when her momma, her name was Anna, was a slave ain’ never been clear. What happened before Poppa was supposed to a come along on his hoss is as plain to you as it is to me. But he was her weakness!”

         “Made his livin’ doin’ odd jobs, mostly outdoors,” said Grandma Veronica. “That’s one man sure liked to be outdoors. Will looked ridiculous pent up in a house! Had a natural way with the sick.”

         “Old Will was a medicine man!” shouted Rutherford. “Hot dog!”

         Amerigo tried to catch a glimpse of his grandfather, but all that came to mind was Buffalo Bill.

         “No matter what you had,” said Grandma Veronica, “he’d go trailin’ off in the woods an’ turn up a couple a hours later with a little deerskin sack he usta carry around full a roots an’ herbs. He’d take off to the kitchen by hisself an’ cook ’um. Make a polstice or a stew. An’-an’—no matter what you had, if you was normal you got well! An’ whistle! Like a bird. Predict the weather just lookin’ at the sky. Fish? Hunt? Humph!”

         “Her lips,” said Viola, “would always tremble in the end, and she’d start crying, like Momma. Even though she was blind! Funny how blind eyes can cry. An’ especially hers, because she always seemed to be such a self-willed woman. I’ll never forget how when we got married she …”

         “She did have a strong will!” Rutherford broke in angrily. “How do you think we lived when Sexton wasn’ nothin’ but nine an’ I was a baby—still crawlin’—with five girls in between. An’-an’ Buffalo Bill walked off! Into the woods somewhere, an’ never did come back!”

         “Just couldn’ stand sleepin’ in a bed!” exclaimed Grandma Veronica.

         Rutherford’s expression grew bitter; his eyes narrowed and his voice quavered.

         “We usta have to keep in bed a-l-l day, just to keep warm, while Momma was out workin’ for the white folks. Five dollars a week for cookin’ an’ cleanin’ an’ washin’ an’ ironin’. I sold papers on the streets when I was five, an’ had to give every penny to Momma.

         “An’ rough! That evil woman was terrible! Huh! She’d say, do it! An’ if you didn’—an’ I mean right now—boom! You’d be busted upside the head. An’ no cryin’. Better not cry!”

         34Rutherford looked at Viola for sympathy, but her expression was hard, insistent. Say it! it seemed to say.

         “My brother Sexton was a pimp, Amerigo.…”

         “What’s a pimp?” he asked.

         “He kept women. You know …”

         “Aw …”

         “They said I wasn’ good enough for your daddy,” said Viola, “’cause I was black an’ my hair was nappy.”

         “Aw, Babe!”

         “But my brother wasn’ no pimp! They found they previous yellahbaby sister Ruby, who was too good to come to our weddin’, dead in a whorehouse! She was lousy! With T. B. to boot! ’Scuse me, Amerigo, but it’s the truth! Ask your daddy! She had to be buried in my dress ’cause her own sisters wouldn’ give ’er none!

         “My brother this an’ my brother that they say, but they don’ never do nothin’ for ’im, ’cept beg ’im out a every dime they can git. An’ where does he have to git it from? From me! I work just as hard as he does. Every scrap of furniture that’s in this house, every crust of bread we eat, I help to pay for it! An’ him, like a fool—too weak to say no! They been diggin’ our grave ever since we been together! It just kills ’um to see us turnin’ out so good! An’ when your gran’ma went blind. She had three daughters, but she had to come and live with us ’cause they wouldn’ take ’er. We had to shame ’um! Ask your daddy!”

         All the faces disappeared except those of Amerigo and his mother.

         “I will love you always,” he said.

         “Will you?”

         “You’ll see! I’ll do somethin’ big! An’ be famous, an’ you’ll be proud. I’ll buy you a big house an’ pay for ever’thin’!”

         No sooner than he had uttered these words than the face of his father appeared next to his. He whispered plaintively in one ear while his mother whispered plaintively in the other. Strains of an unbearably sad music filled the air. He shut his eyes but he could not shut out the sound.

         If they say just one more word, he thought, I’ll die!

         “You gotta give Momma credit for one thing, Babe.”

         35“What’s that?”

         “She always did love our son. More’n she loved me, even!”

         “That’s true,” said Viola, “because he always loved her.”

         The sad music died away, and with a feeling of relief, he once again saw Grandma Veronica’s face. It appeared as it was most familiar to him: stern, placid, with hazel eyes.

         “I’ll love you always!” he whispered.

         “Amerigo’s a dreamer,” she said, “just like my Will. I had big hopes for Sexton, but the women killed him.”

         “It was cancer, Momma!” said Rutherford.

         “You kin call it cancer if you want to. Call it anythin’. He’s dead. Ruby, my baby’s dead. She was the prettiest of them all. I guess she never got much of a chance. A pretty girl likes pretty things.

         “An’ then Nadine went an’ married old John Simpson!”

         “Yeah, Momma, but ever’body—white folks, too!—called him Mister John!” said Rutherford admiringly. “Yes, sir! That’s a man!”

         “A one-handed, bald-headed old man!” said Grandma Veronica. “Lost it in a sawmill, they say, just as he was turnin’ nineteen. Married my girl when he was forty-five! An’ her nothin’ but eighteen. Trashman!”

         “Collected things,” said Rutherford. “He had a ol’ horse an’ wagon, Amerigo, that he usta drive up and down back alleys, pickin’ up newspapers an’ rags, an’ copper an’ all kinds a lead an’ aluminum pots an’ pans—anythin’, no kiddin’! Plumbin’ fixtures, old furniture, books, bolts, screws, wire! Anythin’ he could bundle up and sell at the junkyard. An’ s-m-a-r-t! Read a-l-l the time!”

         “Smart enough to collect my daughter!”

         “Yeah,” Rutherford retorted, “an’ a little later he bought ’im a new horse, too. An’ now he’s got a truck!”

         “An’ three kids!”

         “He ain’ got but one hand, Momma!”

         “Amerigo’s the best of the lot of you. He’s got two hands, an’ he ain’ forty-five. An’ he can see, thank God! Dreams wide awake, even if he don’ look like no Jones!”

         “That always was a mystery to Momma,” said Viola, “how somebody can have any sense an’ not look like a Jones! If you ain’ high-yellah, with 36a little Indian-red, a little stray-brown mixed in, accidental-like, you ain’ nothin’! An’ even when the Joneses was a little dusky, like Nadine, they just had to have good or passin’-good hair!”

         “No nappy heads in my family!” said Grandma Veronica. “An’ the faces are reg’ler!”

         
             

         

         “Everybody does when the wagon comes!” said a familiar voice. Amerigo stirred attentively.

         “Ain’ it the truth!” Viola exclaimed.

         A woman’s face appeared and gradually merged into Viola’s face, at which Amerigo experienced a feeling of deep, almost reverent love. Aunt Rose?

         Aunt Rose! That was her voice talking to Grandma Sarah! That’s her, all right! But different, younger.

         Her forehead was exceedingly high. Domed and smooth. Bad hair! Smiling warmly at the part in her coarse black hair. It gave her a girlish air. Needs a pink bow-ribbon.

         “She began to dye it when she was about forty,” said Viola, “when the first white streaks began to show. It’s a secret.”

         Aunt Rose is no beauty, Amerigo reflected, but she has a beautiful mouth. Sort of like Mom’s. But it makes her head look smaller than it really is. Still it’s small enough. Like a little Gothic tower!

         He allowed his fancy to play freely upon the features of her face. Her brows hovered nervously above her eyes like the wings of a bird silhouetted against the sky, while the eyes themselves were animated by a nervous energy that seemed to register every emotion that rose to the surface of her consciousness. They were hungry, curious, saddened by what they saw—when they weren’t too busy laughing. And they were laughing most of the time.

         “She’s fat!” snapped the resentful voice of a young woman.

         “Ain’t you heard, honey?” Aunt Rose retorted, “fat meat’s greasy!

         “Lordy!” she sang, “Lordy look down, look down, that lonesome road, before you travel on!”

         A gust of wind broke through the forest and shattered into many fragments of sound that spoke of Aunt Rose. He listened in an attitude of discovery.

         37“If Aunt Rose ever lost her tongue,” said Viola, “she could talk more ’n most people just with ’er eyes!”

         “Yeah,” said Rutherford, “she sure kin! She kin praise you with humor.”

         “Blame you!”

         Ardella! thought Amerigo.

         “I’d sure hate to be her enemy!” An unidentified voice.

         “Just like Ruben,” said Rutherford, “born too soon. If that black woman had a been white!”

         “That sure is the truth!” said Viola. “An’ she didn’ git no further than the third grade neither. But if you could see her handwritin’, you’d think she went to college, instead of Ardella!”

         “She’s a fool!” said Ardella.

         “They say,” Viola replied, “blood’s thicker than water, but she’s been just like a momma to me! I don’ know what we’d a done without her. Especially when we was just married, without a dime to our name an’ no place to go after Momma died!”

         “A course, she had her weaknesses, just like ever’body else,” said Rutherford. “Old Billy was her downfall! With that guitar of his. He could tell ’er that the moon was made of John the Conquer Root an’ she’d believe it!”

         “Aw, she didn’ believe it,” said Viola, “she just didn’ care no more.”

         “Ain’ that funny, Babe, how she could love a niggah like that?”

         And suddenly Amerigo was sitting in a room filled with women, facing a little stage where an old black woman stood, hovering over a silver ball. She wore a black turban and a cape that fell to the floor. One of its edges was thrown back over her shoulder, exposing its red lining and a long white dress underneath. She wore large crescent-shaped earrings, and when she raised her eyes and hands to the ceiling many rings with big pretty stones of different colors glittered on her fingers. The room grew dark and the silver ball lit up like a moon. The whites of her eyes and the silhouette of her thin fingers were visible against the light. She stood motionless. After several minutes she moved toward Aunt Rose and looked deeply in her eyes for a long while. Then she folded her arms upon her chest and said, in a still voice that was hardly above a whisper: “Sister, you coulda been a great woman if you hadn’ a-married the man you married!”

         38“Lord knows I’ve made mistakes!” said Aunt Rose with a heavy sigh, as the room faded away and her face reappeared. “I done the best I could. I got a mirror an’ I look at it all the time. But a mirror don’ show what’s inside a person, an’ people just don’ never seem to have the time to look. I’ve had to scuffle all my life for somebody else!: for Momma, till she died; for Poppa when he went blind; for the white folks. An’ then there was Billy. He was a soldier, an’ you know what soldiers are! Cavalry! It was the army that made a tramp out a him. Oh, I know! I know a-l-l about him. He’s a weak, shiftless, good-for-nothin’ who never gave me nothin’ in my whole life ’cept Ardella an’ a helluva lot a trouble! But he was kind an’ good-natured, an’ he had a good heart. An’ in the dark wasn’ nobody but just me an’ him. Now that’s how my corset fits!”

         “My pappy!” exclaimed Uncle Billy’s jocular voice, “was a soldierin’ man!” The handsome smiling face of a bald-headed man appeared beside that of Aunt Rose. His skin was the color of burned saddle leather, and a blue stubble of perhaps two days’ growth covered his face. His eyes twinkled and his teeth shone white and strong. “Wounded twice! Seventy-nine. An’ I’m a soldierin’ man. Got mine in the left shoulder in ’seventeen. Under fire twenty-one days! Hot damn! … But I want you to know somethin’.” His smile deepened, dimples welling on either side of his beautiful mouth. “I had my black fun! Yes, sir! You ever see a French gal do what they call the Can-can? M-a-n they sho’ kin Can-can! Good Godamighty! Usta hit the meat houses e-a-r-l-y in the mornin’! Before they had time to pee! Ha! Ha! Ci-vil-ians civilians a-l-l-ways squawkin’ about war, but a real soldier—I mean a reg’ler, not one a these cake eaters—don’ like nothin’ else but!”

         “Hush, Billy,” said Aunt Rose.

         “Hush! Woman, I was a warrin’ sonofa—”

         “What’s war, Uncle Billy?” asked the child.

         “War? W-a-r!” Uncle Billy’s mouth flew open. He stared into space, as though he were looking there for the answer.

         “Boy, you’ll find out soon enough. You think ol’ Jerry knows fat meat’s greasy? One a these days, boy, one a these days. I won’ live to see it, but you will. One a these days you’ll hear a b-i-g sound, an’ that’ll be war!”

         39A volley of wind crashed against the side of the hut and ricocheted against the walls of the shell.… Unconsciously his mind quickened to the melody of an old song that he had heard many times: “Joshua!” he muttered, “an’ the walls come tumblin’ down!”

         “Men!” said Aunt Rose contemptuously. “I been soldierin’ a-l-l m’life without a uniform an’ all that rigamarole. Try bringin’ up a daughter in a good-time house through the depression, an’ Prohibition, an’ see if that ain’ hell! I bet General Sherman ain’ never tried that!”

         “But it was fun, though,” said Uncle Billy. “’Course, it wasn’ nothin’ like the good ol’ days oversea!”

         “Rose was a good mixer!” said a husky male voice. “An’ a damned good cook! Bis-cuits just melt in your mouth! When a man sets down to Rose’s table he kin leave his teeth at home! Not only that, she was a woman a man could talk to an’ know she’d understand what he was talkin’ about!”

         “Usta break ’um down e-v-e-r-y Sad’dy night!” Another male voice. A whiskey voice. “Porters an’ waiters’d hit town, pockets jinglin’, just dyin’ to spend it!”

         “Fried chicken an’ collard greens!”

         “Hush!”

         “Black-eyed peas! Red beans an’ rice! Pig feet—ears, snoots, tails. Wasn’ nothin’ she didn’ know ’bout no hog! An’ plenty a good corn liquor an’ gin an’ ice-cold beer to warsh it down. Now what I say!”

         “An’ man, them broads that usta come down to Rose’s place sho’ was hot! Sheeeeeiiiit!”

         “That li’l Georgie May, that was ’er name—yeah, Georgie May!—had a twis’ that’d break a sand hog’s back!”

         “She sure could make you holler, all right. But Baby Sister wasn’ no drag neither. That li’l bowlegged gal could git up an’ go! An’ I ain’ got no cause to lie!”

         “Big-leg woman, keep yo’ dresses down! You got somethin’ make a bulldog hug a houn’. Big-leg woman, eh!, keep yo’ dresses down! Ah! ha! ha! ha!”

         “Tee! hee! hee! Eh … uhm … An’ you know one thing?”

         “Naw, what?”

         “Rose was makin’ pots a money!”

         “Wish I had a nickel for every dollar I spent!”

         “She had a business head, all right.”

         40“Pick the gold out a your teeth, if she ketch you nappin’!”

         “If you ketch a fool,” said Aunt Rose, “bump his head! You couldn’ never keep a dime in your pocket no way. But let me ask you somethin’: You ever been hungry when I wouldn’ feed you? Did you ever ask me for a drink when I wouldn’ give you one? Ever had to sleep in the cold as long as I had a roof over my head? Huh? Answer that! You whinin’ niggahs make me sick! None a you no damned good! I been takin’ in stray dogs ever since I can remember—an’ what thanks do I git?”

         “That’s true,” said a woman’s voice. “She took all kinds a crap from those niggahs just so’s she could give Ardella a decent life.”

         “A chance I never had!” said Aunt Rose. “Only the Lord knows what I been through.”

         “I hope,” said Ardella, “I hope the Lord hasn’t got a one-track mind, Momma, ’cause I’m my mother’s daughter.”

         Her face appeared between those of Aunt Rose and Uncle Billy. “It wasn’t no choice of mine to look like Momma. She’s fat and I’m tall and skinny, but my ankles and feet are swollen just like hers. And like Momma I’ve never had any luck with men.”

         “Actually, Ardella’s got a good heart,” said Viola earnestly. “An’ she’s smart, too, just like Aunt Rose. But smartness don’ get you nowhere if you can’t get along with folks. Or yourself, for that matter!”

         “Two years in college couldn’t make no saint out of me!” retorted Ardella. “I grew up in Momma’s good-time house, pouring out drinks! When I wasn’t doing that I was keeping an eye out for the police. And helping Momma clip the niggahs of those dirty one-dollar bills! When I went up to bed I could hear Georgie May, Baby Sister, and Queenie Johnson giggling with the porters and waiters in the rooms next to mine. And I heard everything, for years! And then we moved to the city, to a bigger house!”

         He remembered the house.

         “On the corner of Fifth and Beadle Street, across from the old courthouse. Looked out over the trafficway …”

         The sounds of an endless stream of cars flowing down the broad thoroughfare, and the clang and rumble of the Fifth Street trolley filled his mind. He saw Aunt Rose’s big two-story redbrick house with its 41rambling porch extending the length of the front. It was perched on a rather high hill that rose abruptly from the street. Looks like a grotesque nest! he reflected, recognizing the tangled undergrowth that sprang up around its foundation, his eyes sweeping down the hill that gave onto a wall of solid rock that dropped fifty feet to the street. And there was Mr. Antonini’s fruit stand at the corner. The stairs! His attention was drawn now to the winding wooden stairs that he had often climbed to the upper reaches of Aunt Rose’s stronghold. It squeezed its way upward between the high rock wall that supported the base of her house and the wall of the adjoining building, a nightclub, “Dante’s Inferno!”

         “What does in-fer-no mean, Aunt Rose?” Amerigo asked.

         “Hell, son.”

         The red house flared up like a great flame before his eyes; it fired the rose and raspberry bushes and ran down the sheer wall to the street where it inflamed the streetcar tracks, which picked up the burning light and fled west down Fifth Street. With a quickening sense of recognition he now smelled the pungent aroma of massive quantities of fruit and vegetables mixed with the odor of live poultry—white and fluttering in wire cases strewn with feces and dried corn; or dangling heads-down in bunches with outspread wings—of butchered meat, fish, cheeses, spices. Sawdust and gasoline and burned oil; horse manure, human sweat, and summer heat ground into busy fragments of sound: the cling and bang of cash registers, the roar of truck motors, and the whinny of horses amid the clang of trolley cars and the swarm of flies, the barking of dogs, and the energetic cries of children and farmers. Now he saw the four square blocks of fruit and vegetable stalls surrounded by the knot of banks and the sprawling mass of hot dingy office buildings with signs on their windows in raised porcelain letters.

         The old city market! Fifth and Main, you have to go north to get to Admiral Boulevard. His eye followed its broad concrete bed into the gaping mouth of the long, steel-ribbed viaduct that spanned the industrial area along the north and south shores of the great Missouri River. No-man’s-land! He felt rather than saw the spectral forms of odd Italians, Mexicans, Irishmen, Negroes, occasional Indians, and those anonymous, raceless men who slept in dirt houses dug into the banks of the river.

         42A strange breed. They filtered in and out of the innumerable factories, warehouses, and mammoth packing plants that filled the area known as the Bottoms.

         He could hear the low of stalled cattle drifting up from the stockyards, the bleat of sheep, the squealing of hogs.

         “But the smell of blood,” a voice whispered. “The sound of death is the loudest. So loud that you can see it! Floating overhead like a wad of blood-soaked cotton, at sunset, when the wind shifts and the stench takes your breath away. The bottoms! A dangerous place if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

         “They ride aroun’,” began another voice, “in big black armor-plated seedans! My old lady’s doin’ Little John’s warshin’. Knows his momma an’ all of ’um down there. Tourin’ see-dans with bulletproof windows.”

         “Yeah,” exclaimed another voice, “an’ ifya git crossed up with one of ’um they take you for a buggy ride! Just like that! An’ then yo’ number’s up—you hear what I say? I’m tellin’ you what I know! Not just what I heard, what I know! Or else you wind up in the river with a belly full a lead an’ a rock aroun’ your neck—or under one a them vi-dock piers with your eyes poppin’ out a your head! An’ ain’ no use askin’ who done it! Who’d be fool enough to tell even if they knowed?”

         “Yeah! That was my battleground!” said Aunt Rose bitterly. “An’ they wasn’ no bugles blowin’, an’ no fancy metals! The Lord works in mysterious ways. Seems to me that sometimes the quickest way to heaven is down! In them days I could whisper loud enough for the right ear to hear it. But I ain’ proud of it. I’m just tellin’ it like it is.”

         “Aunt Rose was a talker, Amerigo!” Rutherford in a voice that revealed awe and pride. “I seen ’er! I seen that woman stand up on a platform at election time, in front of a crowd so big it covered the w-h-o-l-e street! Ain’ that right, Babe? An’ talk to ’um, Jack! An’ I mean lay-it-on-the-line! With all them high-powered political words an’ things. She kin really put it down when she wants to. An’ when she got through, the votes poured in, an’ the breaks came her way. She could git you a job on the city. She could git you on relief durin’ the depression, on the WPA. Yeah! She could git you a pension if you was cripple or blind or anythin’ like that. She helped Momma, Amerigo. Don’t you never tell this to nobody, but she could even git you out a jail—even if you killed somebody!—providin’ 43it was a Negro an’ you had some cash stashed away. What they care? Just as long as it wasn’ no white man.

         “Ha!” Rutherford laughed, “ol’ Billy retired from the army and laid up there and spent it as fast as she’d let ’im!”

         “An’ what he didn’ run through she spent on Ardella,” said Viola, “on fancy clothes an’ sendin’ ’er to college. But that gal just wouldn’ do right. What wouldn’ I’a done if I’d a had a momma who’d a given me the opportunity to make somethin’ out a myself?”

         “I done all I could for that gal,” said Aunt Rose, “but she don’ appreciate nothin’.”

         “You waited too late, Momma!” said Ardella in anguish. “How do you think I felt when my nice friends would ask what my mother’s profession was? When the nice young men would say, I was at your momma’s joint last night, and click their teeth at me. They call me Black Mariah!”

         “The blacker the berry the sweeter the juice.”

         “Momma, you got to pick it before you can find out! Besides, I’m not so sweet, I’ve been on the vine too long.”

         “You had it too easy,” said Aunt Rose. “You got no gumption. You coulda tried to stick it out. If not for me, then for yourself! You let ’um run you away! You’re an ungrateful child. Marryin’ a niggah like Jessy just ’cause he’s yellah! An ugly good-for-nothin’ yellah niggah that ain’ got a dime to ’is name nor a brain in his nappy head! You’re a thorn in my heart. But I done had my say. I done cried enough tears over you. I’m through … through.”

         “Momma, you haven’t got a heart!”

         “After Ardella got married,” said Rutherford, “Aunt Rose started readin’ the Bible. Never knowed nobody to read the Bible like she did—except maybe Mister Simpson. Man, she could recite chapter an’ verse out a her head whenever she had a mind to. An’ she’d always drive her point home. Sund’y mornin’ when she’d drop a roll in the collection plate big enough to choke a mule, you ought to a seen them jokers buckin’ they eyes!”

         “But she wasn’ no happy woman,” said Viola sadly. “After Billy died an’ Ardella got married, her heart started botherin’ ’er and she thought she was gonna die. Ol’ Jessy and Ardella was standin’ pat—waitin’.”

         44“You, too! Ah ha ha ha!” Rutherford laughed mischievously.

         “Why, Rutherford! How-on-earth could you say such a thing like that! After a-l-l she’s done for me!”

         “Many a mornin’,” said Aunt Rose, “I’d wake up e-a-r-l-y in the mornin’ an’ ask myself what I done to deserve the life I’ve had! Lord, why do You break my heart! My own child, my own flesh and blood! You know I done it all for her! Times was h-a-r-d! If only Billy coulda helped me a little. Woulda …”

         He saw Aunt Rose in a semidarkened room, stretched out on a blue bed, a blue light filtering through the window; lying in an attitude of listening. She began to gasp for breath. Her heart pounded violently and she began to cough, and then to laugh at the same time, a terrifying laughter, which, interspersed with coughing, burst in volleys of explosive sound upon the still air. Then she lay still. Silent.

         “Aunt Rose?” Amerigo whispered.

         Her lips parted and said:

         “I could talk to Darlin’ Sarah when I couldn’ talk to nobody else but the Lord!”

         “At the bottom of every poor woman’s heart,” said Darlin’ Sarah, “is a man. Rex ain’ never comin’ back, an’ my baby, Ruben, ain’ neither. Why?”

         “The Lord knows, but He won’ tell me! I carried Ardella in my womb nine long months; even married Billy to keep ’er. Now he’s gone, an’ she’s gone—an’ in the dark ain’ nobody but me! But at least Ruben was a credit to you. Ruben was a golden child!”

         “I wish I hadn’ a been such a burden to ’im.”

         Grandma Sarah’s voice trailed away into a silence that lasted for several minutes. Viola’s face appeared beside that of Aunt Rose.

         “With Darlin’ Sarah gone, Viola, honey, you all by yourself. But you young an’ strong, an’ you got a lot a courage. An’ now you even got a baby. Lord! An’ a husband! When I look at you I can’t help thinkin’ about when I was your age, just startin’ out! I got myself a man, too. An’ I watched ’im sap up all my strength with his lust an’ triflin’ ways. ’Course, you an’ me an’ your momma ain’ the only ones. It’s many a black woman that’s had to go the same way. What good’s a man to a woman who ain’ no man! When you come right down to it color don’ 45matter. An’ it ain’ just bein’ poor. Now it ain’ no harm in your gittin’ married, even if you ain’ nothin’ but a baby. You done good! But you started it, for better or for worse! An’ you gotta stick it through, else you just ain’ nobody! You understand me?”

         “Yes’m.”

         “There’s a lot a wonderful things ain’ never gonna happen to you an’ Rutherford, ’cause it’s gonna take all your strength just to survive, git ol’, an’ buy a decent funeral. Times is changed! Like I told Ardella, you gotta have book-learnin’ nowadays. Gotta git somethin’ in your head ’sides foolishness if you wanna keep up with the white folks. Yeah! They gonna try to keep you back, but you gotta learn what they learn just the same! Learn it better! An’ work hard, harder ’n they do, kin, or even will, just to git half as far!

         “The baby’s got a chance. He’s the beginnin’ of somethin’ that ain’ got no end. You just listen to what I tell you! I promised the Lord I’d make it up to Him if He’d just give me another chance!”

         Amerigo’s face appeared between his mother’s face and the face of Aunt Rose.

         “Amerigo,” said Aunt Rose, “the Good Book says, love thy father an’ mother that thy days may be long, ’specially your momma, ’cause she’ll be with you a-l-l-ways!”

         “Through thick and thin,” said Viola earnestly. “I know! My father left me when I wasn’ nothin’ but a baby!”

         “Life’ll bring it home to you one day,” added Aunt Rose, “when you big enough to understand.”

         “There’s things I’ve had to put up with I ain’ never told nobody,” said Viola. “I hope the Lord strikes me dead if I’m lyin’. I took it, an’ kept on goin’. Just for you!”

         Amerigo watched his child’s face torn with pity.

         “When I git big,” he muttered tearfully, “an’ git to be a man, I’m gonna be somebody real big! An’ you’ll be proud an’ …”

         “Momma!” cried Ardella, “if you could have been to me what you are to them, it could have been so different, you and me.”

         “You ain’ never been no real daughter to me. Kin you give me a grandchild to love? Naw! ’Cause it ain’ no child’s love in you. You 46done growed hard inside. Like a tree turned to stone. Why, Ardella? Why?”

         “You’re blind, Momma!”

         
             

         

         Ardella’s words were drowned by a sudden upsurge of wind that stormed Clairmount Hill and shook the branches of the trees until the leaves floated down. Boom! Boom! Boom!—They flew helter-skelter over the planes of his mother’s eyes like faces. “Grandma, Veronica, Uncle Billy, Ardella,” he called after them. “Darlin’ Sarah! Aunt Ruby! Uncle Ruben! Rex! Will! …”

         Boom! Boom! resounded the falling leaves (Boom!), growing into a rolling swell of sound that forced him through a series of dimly perceived rooms filled with smells that prodded his sensibility with the reclining woman’s question:

         “Now?”

         “Ah yes! I remember!” But then he was forced to pause before the enormity of the word I. I? Making a terrific mental effort to bring the swirling morass of sounds, smells, and colors into harmony with his deeply rooted need to answer the question:

         The first thing I remember?

         Unconsciously he slipped back through intervals of time, back to the state in which he had been suspended within an aura permeated by brilliant points of light; from which he had finally emerged into a state of mind that was strange and yet familiar, that of a baby with a face anticipating his own, within the deep wells of the woman’s eyes.

         Sitting upon a floor of clean planks whose worn, polished nail heads reflected the sunlight that filled the room; light shining through a green shade behind a white curtain, the burning points of sunlight like stars. A great volume of sunlight flooded through the door, beyond which a little dirt yard gave onto an alley paved with cobblestones. Across the alley was a one-story redbrick house with a yard shut off by a sun-blistered gate. A clock ticking.

         A clock ticking on a table in front of the window where a boulder of sunlight crashed under the partly lowered shade and came to rest upon the blazing white tablecloth where the clock stood, ticking, its large black hands indicating four o’clock.

         47Now and then it broke the slumbers of the old black woman in the denim dress, creaking in the rocking chair by the big black coal stove.

         Miss Corina! Tommy’s grandmother! She used to keep me when Mom and Dad were at work. When I was one? One and a half? Two? Dead!

         The woman with an immaculate white cloth tied around her head now and then looked at him. The polished glass shade of the coal oil lamp reflected the coarse strands of silver hair that shone against her black skin and the luminous blue of her dress. It mirrored the contours of the room, elongating her blue-bodied figure until it stretched to the center of the floor where he sat, rooted within the vortex of the black cracks between the planks, listening to the tick of the clock, striking the membranes of his infant ears with a loud, explosive Boom!

         Finally the noise was absorbed by the gauze-gray shady back room of a low redbrick house. Then, a wedge of sunlight severed the bare legs of a stout young woman just below the knees. Her coarse black hair was uncombed, the neck and armpits of her loose-fitting dress were stained with sweat; fine beads of perspiration glistened on her forehead, on the tip of her nose, and on the smooth black skin of her arms.

         A plain table stained with water rings, from dripping glasses filled with ice water, was strewn with dirty dishes and flies that had settled upon the drying scraps of bread and grains of spilled sugar. With an expression of misery upon her not unattractive face, she struck out at the flies as she ate. Now and then she took some of the chewed food from her puffed jaws with the tips of her fingers and stuffed it into the mouth of the tiny brown baby she held in her arms.

         Miss Lena! Tommy’s mother. Dead. That must be Lem in her arms. Watching the boy that was himself gazing at her in silence from where he sat upon the ground in the yard near the door, he was shaded from the sun by a big black thing.

         Big Tom’s old Model T Ford! Hell! we used to climb all over it and sit in it. It would rock like a baby buggy when we pushed it when the brakes were on. And roar like a lion when Big Tom got in and pushed the pedals down and wiggled the skinny sticks that stuck out from under the steering wheel. Smoke shot out of its rear end as it shook and rattled down the alley: Boom! Boom! Boom! Hot dog!

         48The boy sat in the sun. The sun scorched the gray dunes of dirt that he preened with his fat fingers, as a wet sticky feeling crept between his legs. And suddenly the canals he dug were miraculously filled with dirty bubbling water emptied from a tin can by a pair of wild mud-caked faces with glistening hands and arms high above his head. Tommy and Turner! They were dancing around the canals, laughing excitedly, as cities, nations, worlds arose from the gray dust only to be squashed, quite suddenly, by the great silver bubbles that now fell from the sky, splaying the earth with a constellation of stars.

         He tried to pick them up, to handle them before the muddy puddles swallowed them and they burst into cool streams flowing in rushing cascades under the wide wooden gate and into the alley, over the cobblestones and down into the sewers where they whirred with a strange music. He stared at the bubbles as they fled under the gate, through the gate, across the alley and the facade of a one-story redbrick house with a screen door, and a black dirt yard beyond.

         Pondering the mystery, laughter mingled with the wet of falling rain, a blunt-nosed little boy picked him up and set him in the door of the house facing the yard. Then the rain turned to hail, bombarding the earth with explosive volleys of white sound.

         Boom! Boom! Boom! cried the boy: Boom! as the neighboring house, barely visible now, faded out of mind.

         
             

         

         How long after that? A month? A year? He questioned a sky of burning blue that illuminated a long silver lane bordered by stretches of blue-green grass sprinkled with yellow, white, and purple flowers. They swelled into gentle mounds of flowering bush and tree and crowded the broad, shaded porches and the spacious windows of white wooden and brick houses. Down the lane the sky finally sloped into the mouth of a smooth asphalt street on the corner of which stood an old unpainted house with a large garden with many fruit trees.

         A few crumbling cement steps led to a little grassy terrace filled with flowers springing up without plan or ceremony through a heap of old tires and inner tubes, between rusty buckets of paint, a hardened bag of cement and a pile of sand, a little pile of gravel, rusted toys, a naked 49one-armed doll, marbles spilling out of a cigar box, a tricycle seat, a keg of nails. Rambling roses amid a pile of new bricks. Irises caught in the crook of the arm of a half-buried Victrola whose disengaged speaker nosed the grass.

         “He collected things,” Rutherford said, as Amerigo took in the porch.

         At the far end a swing suspended by two beads of rusty chain. Motionless. But he could feel it sweeping out over the garden, unconsciously drawing up his legs in case they got caught on the forward swing! Gradually he got used to its phantom movement amid the blooming vines and potted plants. Beside the door (advancing and receding) was a tall rubber plant, a small palm tree, and a huge fern.

         The swing stopped. A short young black woman with a sad but handsome face stood in the frame of the front door. Aunt Nadine! And Uncle John! A brown-skinned man with a perfect bald head and laughing, intelligent eyes that perched out from a beautifully sculptured forehead now stood beside her. His gloved left hand rested on the shoulder of a small handsome boy with black satin hair. Martin! Next to him was a smaller boy whose skin was like the man’s but whose hair was coarse. Edwin is good looking like Uncle John …—and Hortense! A handsome girl in braids appeared, the tallest of the three, standing beside the man.

         “He only had one hand, Momma!” he heard Rutherford exclaim, as his aunt and uncle and three cousins smiled a greeting to Rutherford and Viola (who carried him in her arms).

         It must have been summer, shortly after one and a half—or was it two? Viola and Rutherford were leaving, leaving him in the woman’s arms. Just then a speckled rooster followed by a red hen and a brood of chicks darted from behind the house. Frightened, he reached for his mother, but she was gone!

         Then the sky flushed silver-cold and the windows grew frosty, and the belly of the big iron stove in the dining room glowed cherry-red. A green tree as tall as the woman appeared in the parlor, aflame with bright colored lights, and from the tip of its topmost branch a star! It shone until the sky flashed bright with streaks of lightning followed by thunder and rain, after which the frost ran down the windowpanes and the white color ran out of the green that surrounded all the houses in 50swirls of muddy water that overran the shallow puddles and seeped through the cracks, until later they were dried by the sun and the earth under the grasses and trees grew firm.

         Then Viola and Rutherford appeared on the porch steps, and the images of Aunt Nadine and Uncle John, surrounded by Martin, Edwin, and Hortense, the chickens, ducks, pigeons, and turkeys, and two Scotch terriers, the old and new thawed-out things, receded in the distance, until they were out of focus, and his eyes gradually grew accustomed to the dull red glare of burnished cobblestones, and his legs had grown just strong enough to lever his bottom high enough to let it fall with a Boom! upon the taut skin of a little red drum: Boom!

         “Did you see that, Babe?” Rutherford exclaimed.

         A room with a window, the curtains billowing against the screen on a hot afternoon. Must have been Sunday. A brass bed covered with a patched quilt stood against a wall. In another corner a rusty little coal stove with a broken leg balanced upon three half bricks. A small table was opposite the bed and a washstand in another corner with its bowl and pitcher. He sat, fat, naked upon the drum, looking up at his father who was saying:

         “Did you see that, Babe?”

         Viola stood in the door with a bath towel wrapped around her head, kneading the towel with her hands in order to dry her hair.

         “If that little niggah kin raise his big behind high enough to set on that drum, by God he kin walk!”

         “Now, Rutherford!”

         “Don’ now Rutherford me! That boy’s two and a half years old. Shoulda been walkin’ years ago! Well, I’m sick a this mess! Boy!” The corners of Amerigo’s mouth turned down. “Git-up-off-a-that-drum an’ walk! You hear me?” Viola moved nervously toward him. “Stand back, woman. This little niggah’s gonna walk—now! Amerigo, come here!” Big tears swam in his eyes. “You’d better not cry a drop. Walk!”

         Slowly his lips straightened out. The tears that stood upon the rims of his eyes quivered there. His fat round hands gripped the edge of the drum and dimples appeared in his knees. He slowly raised his bottom and stood up straight on his short fat feet.

         51“Looka there!” Rutherford exclaimed. “I told you that boy could walk! Come here, son. Come here, Amerigo.” He took another step, another, and another, and then wobbled and fell. Rutherford gathered him into his arms and pressed his face against his, while Viola looked at them with an expression of wonder.

         “Boom! Boom! Boom!” went the drum, and volley after volley of hilarious laughter rolled up from the pit of his stomach and gurgled in his throat. Tears filled his eyes and streamed down his face, mixing with the slobbers that bubbled from the corners of his mouth and hung in shimmering droplets upon the edge of his fat dimpled chin.

         “Boom!” the drum resounded.

         “That boy’ll laugh himself to death with that drum!” Viola exclaimed with a smile that was undermined by a tremor of grave concern.

         Rutherford watched her pick him up from the floor, wipe his mouth, and press his head against her bosom. A dark shadow clouded his eyes.

         “You a father? Why, boy, you’re just a baby yourself! Besides, how do you know it’s yourn?”

         Grandma Veronica’s voice trailed away into silence in the void of which the Boom resounded again, dissolving the image of the Sunday room with the billowing curtain and the brass bed with the patched quilt.

         
             

         

         And now he sat, looking down upon his father from the tremendous height of three years from the rump of Mr. Clark, the old horse of the ragman, Mr. Andrews. The sun burned hotly overhead. Mr. Clark struck his iron shoes against the cobblestones in front of Big Tom’s house until sparks flew. A squadron of beautiful blue-green horseflies swarmed over the sores in his running eyes and nose, and crawled along the iron ring attached to the foam-flecked bit, in order to reach his hairy lips. They swarmed over his rump, also sprinkled with sores, which Mr. Andrews had smeared with a yellowish green salve. They crawled under his tail and between his trembling legs. Smarting with pain, Mr. Clark jerked his head over his shoulders and snapped his yellow teeth at them and rolled his bloodshot eyes and frantically swished his tail.

         Meanwhile Amerigo clung fearfully to the crags of shifting bone, struggling to keep his balance at the insistence of Mr. Andrews.

         52“Set up there, A-mer-reego, an’ let ol’ Mister Clark see how it feels to have a m-a-n on his back!” he cried, grinning a toothless grin amid the little crowd of black, brown, and beige faces, which also grinned. Viola looked at him with an expression of joy and wonder, subsumed by a nervous flow of love streaming from eyes that were the twins of his own.

         “Do you think he’ll be all right, Rutherford?”

         “You let ’um put ’im up there. Now let ’im set on his hoss!” Rutherford shook his head in feigned annoyance, shading his eyes from the sun, which stood directly behind his son’s head.

         Suddenly a fly darted up Mr. Clark’s nostril. He snorted violently and dipped his head forward in a wild way, falling to one knee as he did so, and then flung his head up into the air, raring as high as his trappings would allow. Amerigo let out a soulful scream and bounded heavily to earth. Terrified, he felt the heavy mass of bony flesh churning under his small body.

         But before the tears could swell from his eyes and the muscles of his face fully express the fear and rage that contracted them, a voice rang out, sharp and clear, over all the upturned heads and outstretched arms and hands with fingers extended in emergency gesticulations, cutting the hot humid air like a knife:

         “That boy’s got a head like a preacher! Open your mouth, boy, and give us the word!”

         Old Jake slowly advanced from the rear of the crowd, his clear blue-gray eyes fixed upon him. Mr. Clark stood still, as though in a trance, hypnotized by the intensity of Old Jake’s gaze. The flies suddenly droned away and settled on the manure heap that lay cooling in the elliptical shade cast by Mr. Clark’s belly.

         The old man was smiling, but it was not the kind of a smile that one dared to take lightly. His skin looked tough and a blue-white stubble covered his sharp protruding chin, and he had a pointed nose with widely distended nostrils. He wore an old battered hat stained with sweat and a faded blue denim shirt under a worn dirt-brown overcoat. His huge right hand grasped the sagging neck of the sack, while the other held a staff whittled from the branch of an ash tree. A serpent entwined itself around it. It looked as though it had grown in his hand.

         53The little crowd looked at Old Jake and then at him, waiting attentively, as though they were expecting something apocalyptic to happen.

         “Speak, boy! Tell us what you see!”

         Ah yes! I remember, Amerigo whispered. But then he was forced to pause before the enormity of the word I—I? I? Making a terrific effort to bring the pulsating, swirling morass of sounds, smells, and colors into harmony with some vague, deeply rooted determination within himself to be.

         The first thing I remember, he thought, unconsciously slipping back through vast intervals of time, to a state in which he was suspended within an aura permeated by brilliant patches of light, from which he finally emerged, in an attitude that was strange and yet familiar to him.

         Just then a black crow screamed from the branch of a persimmon tree and swooped down in front of Mr. Clark’s eyes. Mr. Clark lunged forward, and he tumbled off his back and would have been trampled to death had not Old Jake been quicker than Rutherford, who had moved just an instant too late to catch him in his arms and hand him to his mother.

         “The Lord’s sure got His arms around you!” she cried, at which Rutherford looked into the darkened sky.

         “Boom!” A shimmering, opaque pellet of rain hissed downward and splashed upon the hot cobblestones: Boom! Boom! Another, and another, leaden, crowding the earth and sky with coolness, scratching cat’s paws in the dust, upon the roofs of houses and porches and in the streets, running, gushing in rivulets down gutter pipes into sewers, causing the crowd to scurry away, emitting shrieks of surprise, giving utterance to their bewilderment as to the mysterious ways of God. All except for Old Jake; he stood the storm unflinchingly.

         “Boom!” resounded the thunder, preceded by flash of fire, illuminating the spot where the old man stood.

         “Ever since I kin remember, or anybody else,” said Rutherford, “you could see that old man walkin’ up an’ down the alleys, or sometimes w-a-y down by the river! Once we saw him on top of Clairmount Hill—you remember, Babe?—all by hisself, at night! Talkin’ to hisself. They say he’s crazy. I don’ know. But whatever that old man is, he’s got a look that’ll strike the fear of God in the average joker, you heah me!”

         54And the aftertones of Old Jake’s “prophecy” spread far and wide, dissolved in the falling rain and washed down the banks of the great river whose replenishing waters heralded the blossom of cherry, apple, and peach tree! And busy-bee, fly-droning summer days that waned with a sun pregnant with five o’clock.

         
             

         

         Five years deep within the gauze-gray of still another room Viola was searching for something under the cover of the kitchen table.

         “What could I have done with it?” she asked herself aloud, looking next in her purse and then under the flowered paper covering the pantry shelves. Rutherford entered the kitchen, tired and hot and serious.

         “Supper ready?” throwing his cap on the laundry hamper behind the door and rolling up his sleeves in order to wash his hands at the kitchen sink.

         “Rutherford, did you take some money from the table?”

         “Naw, how much is missin’?”

         “A dime. I need it to buy bread to go with the meat.”

         “Did you look good?”

         “I looked everywhere.”

         “Aw, Amerigo probably took it, he’s gittin’ to that age. I remember the time I stole a whole quarter from Momma an’ bought a quarter’s worth a candy—wineballs an’ jellybeans! That ol’ woman give me a beatin’ I ain’ got over yet!” His lips tightened. “Ah that strap!” He dried his hands. “I’ll have to teach that little niggah a lesson! Us workin’ like damned dogs to feed ’im, an’ ’im stealin’ the bread out a our mouth to buy candy!

         “Boy!” Amerigo dropped the neighbor’s cat and ran in from the back porch. “Did you take that dime off the table?”

         “No, sir.”

         “Yes, you did. Didn’ you? You took it—an’ bought wineballs an’ jellybeans at Goldberg’s. Stick out your tongue.” He stuck out his tongue. “You took it! Admit it!”

         “I didn’ take it, Dad.”

         “Don’t you lie to me, damnit!”

         “I didn’ take it!” he shouted, trembling with indignation.

         55“W-h-a-t did you say?”

         “I said I didn’ take it! W-h-y do you keep sayin’ I did it when I say I didn’!”

         “Who in the hell do you think you are—to-to be accused. Ever’body’s accused!”

         “I’m Amerigo Jones!”

         “Git me that strap! We gonna see who you are, mister!”

         He went to the kitchen and got the razor strap from the nail in the toilet door and handed it to his father.

         Rutherford struck several heavy blows upon his bare arms and legs.

         He doubled up his fists and drew his lips in stubborn defiance.

         “You doublin’ up your fists at me?” Rutherford struck again. He did not move, and did not cry.

         “Usually,” Rutherford had said later, “when I’d punish him, he’d cry an’ jump around tryin’ not to git hit. I didn’ actually hit ’im much, no way. Just make the strap make a loud noise against the wall, or the back of the chair. He’d think he was gittin’ killed. But this time he didn’ move. Just stood there, stubborn-like. I’d never seen ’im like that before!”

         Viola looked on with tears in her eyes. Rutherford raised his strap again.

         “If you hit him again I’ll leave you!” she screamed.

         “Maybe he didn’ take it, but I’m still the man in this house—an’-an’-he’s gotta respect me or I’ll see ’im in his grave! An’ don’t you threaten me, neither!”

         He struck again.

         A welt rose upon the child’s arm.

         Viola rushed forward to protect him.

         “Stand back! I mean it!”

         He struck again.

         She broke past Rutherford and threw her arms around him.

         “Beat me!”

         “D-i-d you take the money?”

         “No, sir!”

         Rutherford dropped to one knee before the child and his mother. The strap fell from his hand.

         56“I believe you. I’ll always believe you, as long as I live. If anybody—anybody!—ever says you did something you said you didn’ do, I’ll believe you. Excuse me.”

         He extended his hand. The child threw his arms around his father’s neck and wept. Viola wept, too.

         Through their sobs he heard the refrain of the duet that Aunt Rose and Viola often sang:

         “… Love thy father and mother that thy days may be long. Especially your momma, ’cause.…”

         It struck his ears with a new dissonance that modified the melody that subsumed the vibrant tremor of life that flowed through him. It grew with a roaring swell that exploded with a loud Boom! which now articulated a deep and persistent impulse that hardened the blue in the sky over Post No. 9 with a warlike yellow. Poised upon tingling calves, back flattened against the wall of the hut, he peered into the eyes of the reclining woman and saw the world he lived in as a child spring alive. The murmuring wind within the shell was saying:

         “In the city of your birth men said that times would not get better.”

         “They gonna git a lot worse!”

         “A helluva lot worse!”

         “Work’s already as scarce as hen’s teeth!”

         “A woman usta cost two dollars. Now you kin git all you want for a piece a bread!”

         “It’s the Republicans that’s ruinin’ ever’thin’!”

         “Well, Abe Lincoln was a Republican, an’ I’m a Republican, an’ I’m gonna stay a Republican!”

         “Humph! Republicans freed you, but they sure ain’ feedin’ you. Fool!” 

         “What did they do, Dad?”

         “They made the depression, son.”

         “What’s the depression?”

         “The depression!”

         Amerigo, his mother, and his father sat at the supper table on a hot summer evening as an amber ray of sunlight shone upon the threshold of the kitchen door. Rutherford had just scooped up a big spoonful of navy beans from his plate and was raising it to his mouth.

         57“What’s the depression.” His mouth flew open with astonishment, he dropped the spoon, and bean juice spattered against the front of his shirt. Viola was grinning.

         “Depression!” Rutherford said, looking incredibly at Viola.

         “Depression is: is beans an’ fatback instead a T-bone steak an’ red gravy! It’s workin’ seven days a week an’ gittin’ half your pay—or nothin’—on payday an’ bein’ glad to git that ’cause almost ever’body you know ain’ even got no job an’ have to be on relief!”

         “But beans an’ fatback’s good!”

         Rutherford regarded him with a look of stupefaction. A hot wave of fear shot through him and he felt the mass of bony flesh churning beneath him as Mr. Clark clawed the hot cobblestones. A truck rattled down the alley, echoing his words, growing fainter as it reached the mouth of the alley where it paused before spreading the news to Independence Avenue.

         
             

         

         “Mom, kin I go down on the front porch?”

         “Yeah, I guess so.”

         He went down to the front porch and sat on the top step and gazed into the alley, watching the blue smoke from wood fires curling up from the chimneys. The smell of coal oil; corn bread and pork fat sizzling in frying pans; and fried cabbage and salt pork penetrated the air.

         “Good evenin’. Mrs. Derby, Mister Derby.” Viola descended the steps all dressed up. Mr. and Mrs. Derby were just coming out onto the porch, and Aunt Lily had just struck her head out the door.

         “Evenin’, Mrs. Jones!” Mrs. Derby answered. Mr. Derby nodded.

         “Hi, Aunt Lily!” Viola smiled. Aunt Lily smiled back.

         “Hi, honey! My, you sure look nice!”

         “Thank you, ma’am!”

         As she passed him, she gently laid her hand on his head and whispered: “Now you go up to bed soon, you hear? Don’ want your daddy to have to tell you. Bye, hon …” and kissed him on the cheek.

         “She’s goin’ to the show.” He followed her brisk movements up the alley while the neighbor’s comments titillated his ears.

         “Sure is a f-i-n-e lookin’ woman! Strut, girl!” cried Mrs. Derby.

         58“She sure dresses nice, all right!” said Aunt Lily. “Oughtta make you proud, son. If you don’ remember nothin’ else, remember to love your momma. Nobody in the w-o-r-l-d’s gonna love you like she will. I know all about that!”

         “She sure ain’ tellin’ no lie!” said Mrs. Derby.

         “Yes’m,” he replied respectfully, a deep feeling of tenderness for his mother rising to his throat. And then he thought of his father and felt profoundly embarrassed. After that the feelings were overwhelmed by the memory of the sheer happiness he had felt when she had touched him. He had smelled her fresh sweet body and watched her walk up the alley through the early blue light of evening perforated by points, squares, rectangles, triangles, and arcs of soft, cheese-colored light from coal oil lamps; the hard naked brightness of electric bulbs burned through veined window shades and poured out from the edges of lowered shades and window ledges into the falling darkness.

         From somewhere down the alley came the soulful sound of the blues picked out on a steel guitar. From the top of the alley came the low constant whiz of the dangerous stream of traffic along the great Admiral Boulevard. At the bottom of the alley was a parallel plane of glittering light from Goldberg’s windows, and the red, blue, and white neon light from the signs in the windows on the taverns on both corners at the mouth of the alley—The Blue Moon and The Saw-Dust Trail—were like laughing mouths filled with shiny teeth!

         Now three rowdy dogs scrambled madly from a neighboring yard in hot pursuit of a dog-eared cat that ran for his life and won it while Sammy, Policeman Jackson’s mongrel hound, lay regally upon the lower step of his master’s porch—feared, respected, the acknowledged ruler of all the dogs and cats in the alley—withdrawn from the anxieties of the chase.

         The streetlights came on and were greeted by a buzzing throng of flies, moths, gnats, and june bugs that huddled up under the white galvanized shades for warmth. One lamppost stood opposite the porch. Its glare gave the cobblestones a dusky earthen color and caused the tiny fragments of broken glass strewn among them to shine like stars, which caused him to look up and be surprised by a host of cool blue points of light twinkling in the heavens.

         59Star light, star bright.

         However, a secret wish forced him to contemplate the circle of light thrown by the shade of the street lamp, to peer beyond it, where the cobblestones shone shadow-black. Suddenly he was surprised by his recollection of the daytime, of the fact that the cobblestones ran to the top and to the bottom of the alley, that they led everywhere he knew how to go, even though he could not see that far from where he sat now.

         “My name is Amerigo Jones an’ I live at six-eighteen Cosy Lane an’ my father’s name is Rutherford E. Jones an’ my mother’s name is Viola E. Jones an’ my telephone number is Harrison three-three-eight-seven,” he muttered softly, but with determination. Trembling slightly, he peered into the darkness, looking a bit anxiously toward the entrance and exit from the alley, the conduits through which the Republicans bearing the dreaded depression might attack at any moment!

         
             

         

         “That’s right!” he heard Rutherford saying, “if you ever git lost …”

         Boom! The imminent possibility of getting lost loomed ominously in his mind. Blazing sunlight crashed through a window just beneath a green shade that was cracked and veined like a leaf, letting in points of light that shone like stars. An old black woman dozed in a rocking chair, while a baby sat in the middle of a scrubbed floor and stared at the big silver clock.

         He looked down the alley and found the house, its windows now filled with darkness. He heard the squeaking of the rocking chair, stilled now by the rumor of death, the clock ticking four o’clock. Shortly before seven o’clock, four years later, the alley sprang alive and made him feel as long and as wide as the space between the great Admiral Boulevard and Independence Avenue: filled with many rooms, crowded with faces of many colors whose expressions were enlivened by the multicolored voices that were an indispensable part of him. It was as though he were a complex congealing of air held in this peculiar shape by these parallel rows of dingy redbrick houses, covered by this particular sky, scented by a profusion of pungent odors—of vagrant dogs and cats, steaming urine of man and animals that stained walls, poles, and porch banisters; of rainwater and sewage water filtering through the crevices between 60cobblestones strewn with ashes, rusty cans, occasional piles of damp horse manure, blood, rotting carcasses of rats and cats run down by speeding vehicles, dripping oil from leaky carburetors, melting ice and falling coal, splinters of chopped wood, watermelon rinds, and rinds of cantaloupe and honeydew, dew, rain, hail, soot, spewed tobacco juice, sawdust, sand, onion skins, cabbage leaves, rusty nails, screws, hot melting running tar, spit-out wads of chewing gum and gin-soaked balls of asafetida. Rising and falling with the seasons like waves of sea.

         “That’s right,” Rutherford was saying, “if you ever git lost, Amerigo, just walk up to a policeman—even if he is white—an’ tell ’im that, an’ he’ll show you how to git home.”

         “Boom!” A carburetor exploded on a neighboring street.

         “Did you ever see them French gals do a dance called the Can-can? M-a-n—they sure kin Can-can!”

         He tried to peer through the mystery that was war.

         Just then Sammy cocked his right ear and growled at a rustling noise issuing from a heap of rusty cans in the empty house next door. The siren of a police car whined down the avenue. Heads popped out of windows up and down the alley. The sound passed. Heads popped in again. Seconds later a car crept into the alley without lights and stopped noiselessly in front of the empty house. Two white men got out and rushed to the back of the car and opened the trunk. Sammy growled menacingly.

         “Hush, Sammy!” whispered one of the men. Sammy hushed, while they hastily carried two twenty-gallon whiskey jugs into the dark shoot between the two houses. A minute later the men returned and quietly got into the car. As it rolled into the alley, the man who was driving leaned out the window and tossed up a quarter that missed the step where he sat by an inch. The coin tinkled down the steps and onto the cobblestones, where it rolled for a short distance and fell.

         “Let it go!” said Aunt Lily quietly. “An’ if anybody ask you if you seen this or that, you ain’ seen nothin’! An’ don’ take nobody’s money for nothin’!”

         “She’s tellin’ you right, son,” said Mrs. Derby.

         “You wanna go with me, daddy?” said a teasing alto voice down the alley, and he shivered in the descending darkness, suddenly frightened by the enormity of himself, with so many rooms filled with faces, 61voices, and smells, throwing shadows beyond the aura of light where the French girls did the Can-can and the Republicans were armed with the depression!

         And now he lay in bed in the front room in the dark, looking out at the cool blue stars that shone just above the shade of the lamppost just beneath his window, trying to stretch out his body to the farthest limits of himself, up to the brilliant points of light in the sky. He was suddenly astounded by a great secret feeling that he had had earlier in the evening, a feeling he had never spoken of to anyone, nor even articulated to himself—in his whole life: I’ve been up there, up there with the stars, before! A deep excitement stirred within him, as he tossed nervously, unable to sleep, straining to remember every nook and cranny he had ever squeezed his small frame into, trying hard now to glean from the host of talkative words that strayed through his mind some reference to the occasion of that visit.

         But sleep dragged him down into the glaring circle of light that radiated from the lamppost, and his mind was besieged by a profusion of shadowy movement and sound teeming within the boundaries of a world partly perceived by his eyes and partly conceived by his imagination. The words and sounds slowly crystallized into a feeling that was his city, the city of K——, the area known as the north side. Under the darkened skies of his shut eyelids he emerged with his city from the south shore of the Missouri River. “The longest river in the world,” Rutherford said. From the river he expanded southward, engulfed Clairmount Hill, and swept down again, westward, until he came to the summit of a great bushy hill where Aunt Rose’s big red house stood—and away! Along the streetcar tracks that whisked him to the old city market, which he circled twice. Then he raced on shadowy wings up Main Street, south to Independence Avenue, so swiftly that he had to run its full length several times before he managed to slither into his alley and float through the globules of circled light, and toward the known but seldom-seen frontiers of the great Admiral Boulevard. North, for half a block east, and then north again, up Campbell Street to Ninth Street and down Ninth Street to Harrison Street, where a great burst of song rose upon the air and filled the myriad ears of his being.

         62He flowed toward the sound, followed it through the great oak doors and into the huge vaulted auditorium. It was divided into three sections, a great middle section marked off by tall pillars with wings on either side. Its long wooden benches were covered with wine-red cushions.

         He moved down the center aisle into the great assembly of men, women, and children of all ages and took a seat among them, his face numbering one among the many that were black, various shades of brown, almost white. Each of the faces had two eyes that contained more colors than the rainbow, and each face had a nose that was flat, or thick; long, thin, pointed, hooked, or skinny. Noses! Each face, according to the light in his eyes, had a mouth with lips that were shaped as variously as the noses, and as the ears, and that their heads were covered with hair like his, like the wool of sheep. Like grass, like horse’s hair—Mr. Clark’s! Like Crow-feathers, like Grandpa Will’s, like corn silk on the cob, like tar with finger waves the way Mom does it!

         And all the heads from whose throats the song issued were turned toward the pulpit. It was covered with a red carpet, and five large imposing equally distanced chairs with high backs and seats upholstered with red velvet spanned its width. Their sturdy arms were decorated with carved figures of lion’s heads in roaring attitudes, lambs in attitudes of piety, and flowers surrounded with foliage.

         In the chairs sat four serious, conservatively but richly dressed men, in immaculate white shirts, perfectly tailored summer suits, with jeweled fingers and diamond stickpins. Each wore a pair of long, infinitely long, black sparkling shoes.

         Then suddenly the reverend emerged from behind the podium and stood over the huge gold-edged Bible illuminated by a little silver lamp that rested upon its slanted top. His gaze rested upon the Bible for an instant. Then he took a sip of water from the silver decanter upon the little table next to the podium.

         In a faultlessly tailored frock coat and gambol-striped trousers, he squared his shoulders and looked at his flock with an air of grave concern. His black silk tie (the pearl stickpin lying modestly within the vortex of the white cord embellishing the collar of his vest) gave him an official air, while the rounded lapels that fell away from his coat gave his vest 63the appearance of the great door of a shrine upon whose altar lay the bloodred heart that had been bathed in the blood of Christ.

         Gradually his face took on an expression of fiery exaltation, his eyes loomed large behind rimless glasses, which, reflecting the light of the great candelabrum hanging from the dome by a golden chord, glowed like suns. He raised his palms toward the heavens. All eyes looked upward. An expectant silence filled the room.

         Amerigo beheld the dome with its great oak beams and small round windows of colored glass, similar to the long narrow panes of the tall windows that graced the walls upon which were depicted in amber, ocher, maroon, and grass-green scenes from the life of Christ.

         His gaze descended and was surprised by a host of faces in a great half circle along the balcony. He followed the chain of faces around until it gave onto the three choirs filling the choir stands immediately behind and a little above the pulpit.

         There were men, women, and children in three great bodies, four rows deep, in robes of blue and black with stoles of gold, orange, and silver.

         Every eye was lifted toward the heavens, as though the reverend were supporting it with his upraised palms.

         And now there came the full terrifying blast of the great golden organ. The building and everyone in it trembled as it echoed the words that issued from the reverend’s mouth:

         “My heart is bathed in the blood of Christ!”

         “A-men!”

         “Yes, yes!”

         “Good to be heah!”

         “Open your mouth an’ tell us what you see!”

         He twisted and turned in his seat. Beads of sweat rose up on his forehead. The dome, the candelabrum, and the dazzling array of faces whirled before his eyes. Fear seized him. The reverend began to sing.

         “A—maz—ing Gr—race!”

         “A-men!”

         “How sweet the sound!”

         “Oh, Lord!”

         “that saved—a wretch—like me!”

         64“Yeah!”

         “I once—was lost, but now—”

         “Now?”

         “na-ow, oh now,”

         “Tell what you see!”

         “I’m found! Was blind, but now—I see!”

         “Ooooooh!” the shrill soprano voice of a small black woman wearing a silver stole that almost matched her hair. “Oooooh!” hands clutching her chest, eyes closed, the pearling, soaring note filling the great dome and invested the earth-shaking vibrato of the organ with a body of feminine sound: “—a—ma—zi—ing grace!”

         “How sweet the sound!” answered the reverend, in a deep baritone that seemed to swell up from the alluvial depths of the sea and engulf him in the powerful desire to surrender, to breathe deeply and sink to the bottom of the profound blackness that was its primeval source.

         “that saved a wretch—like me”

         Together the soaring soprano and the earth-rooted baritone:

         “I once was—lo—ost, but na-ow”

         “Now?”

         “I’m fou-ound, wa—as blind, but na-ow I see!”

         “My heart!” cried the reverend, “—is bathed—in the blood—of Jesus! I say, my heart—is bathed—in the blood! Help me, Lord! of Jesus! An’-an’ I’m askin’ you to open up your heart to Him! For who among you here, sittin’ in God’s house taday, has never sinned!—Listen while I open up my heart to you!—I say who among you here, taday, hasn’ got some secret locked up tight in your heart that makes you look the other way when you see your neighbor comin’ down the street; that turns sleepless nights into weary days, that stands between you an’ God! Jesus knows!”

         How does He know? He squeezed himself down into his seat in an effort to grow smaller and drown within the sudden flurry of movement, for now the congregation was rising to its feet, flushing a great bevy of bright colors into the beams of light streaming through the windows, accompanied by a rustle, a cracking, and a popping of two thousand heads bowing in prayer. Quiet hissing intonations of reverence fluttered in the air like the soft wings of birds.

         65Amerigo stole quietly down the aisle and stepped out through the great doors, just as a new burst of song filled the great room. It pursued him as he fled in terror out into the street.

         “Twelfth and Vine!” said a voice, and he turned east along the shining tracks.

         “The main drag!” said still another voice.

         “We usta break ’um down till the times got better!”

         But now a streetcar filled with yellow light overtook him. Its trolley hummed along the electric cable overhead and drew sparks of fire at intersecting streets. In every window was a black, brown, or yellow face, singing, accompanied by a great clapping of hands, with great exaltation:

         “Let us have a little talk with Jesus! Tell ’Im all about our troubles!”

         Tell ’Im what, he cried desperately, cringing beneath the obtruding breast that lowered overhead like a dark inverted cloud.

         Another streetcar whizzed by, in the opposite direction, the throng singing the song backward, rhythms reversed! And no sooner than it had roared out of sight than two streetcars heading east and west blasted his sensibility at the same time, the converse and reverse strains of the song clacking within the vacuums of swiftly shuttling squares of light reflecting in one horizontal plane the sweaty sheens of distorted faces that were attenuated into a spectrum of burning movement.

         Wearily he made his way down the dangerous street. The song gradually submerged into the larger, general sound shot through with the flickering light of cars speeding in all directions, firing the fringes of a cool grassy island laced in a bright border of blooming flowers that lay voluptuously in the midst of a broad boulevard.

         “The Paseo’s a pretty place in summer!” said Rutherford, “an’ ’em niggahs keep it lookin’ nice, too! …”

         He stood before two small cannons facing the street with their nozzles aimed at the high stone wall with broad stone staircases on each end that led to the upper reaches of the park.

         “Commemoratin’ the first world war!” Rutherford remarked sarcastically, as a streetcar nudged its way through the traffic that swarmed around the staircases. He was swept into the thickening crowd of black folks where the song throbbed beneath the brutal clash of a cymbal, 66against the sobbing of an alto saxophone, quickening to the pulse of a bass fiddle, or the pertinent click of hickory sticks upon taut snares, or an Englished cue banking an eight-ball in a corner pocket for a quarter.

         “Let us have a little talk with Je-sus!” sang the blind man on the corner, to the accompaniment of his guitar. He stared dumbly into the man’s face, struck by the fact that he looked just like—Dad!

         “Wanna go with me, daddy?” said a young honey-colored woman in a tight dress.

         Mom?

         “I got the dime, baby, if you got the time!” a man replied, smiling like Rutherford.

         Dad! Mom! The man’s and the woman’s faces blended into the shifting mass of faces that all looked like Rutherford and Viola. He followed them down the street and around a corner where the street grew darker and the crowd got thinner, where the din faded as though he were hearing it from a distance.

         Nearing Eighteenth Street the sound of milling black folks grew louder. Soon he was among them. They all looked like Rutherford and Viola. Streetcars filled with them rumbled through the field of flickering light. They clapped their hands to the beat of the song with great jubilation.

         By the time he reached Woodland Avenue he heard the song only in sporadic bursts, through a suddenly opened door, issuing from the darkened interior of a taxi turning down Nineteenth Street.

         He continued up the hill, crossed the overpass under which sped the east- and westbound trains that stopped at the great Union Station to discharge and take on passengers before continuing the two-thousand-mile trek over mountains, plains, and deserts to the sprawling West Coast of the United States of America.

         He moved cautiously beyond the summit of the hill. A feeling of uneasiness stole upon him, as the song, barely audible now, diffused itself among the shadows of strange streets with cultivated trees whose branches swayed noiselessly in the night air. Cozy houses rested quietly in faultless lawns surrounded by shrubs and blooming flowers frequented by coiffured dogs with collars and registered pedigrees. Only occasionally 67now did he see the flickering lights of a passing auto, the sound of which caused him to quicken his pace.

         Fainter still the song. A white woman entering a house. “Mom?” Two black women passed under a lamppost and disappeared beyond its circled light, beyond the pale of song, walking carefully, with restrained step, speaking in hushed indignant voices of the floors they had scrubbed, the clothes they had ironed, and the children they had loved who were not their own.

         Silence.

         As he slowly drew himself up into a tight little ball, he felt his body contracting through the maze of crowded streets and avenues filled with the faces of Viola and Rutherford, weaving in and out of traffic, moving under globules of lamplight, accompanied by the song and the frenzied clapping of hands. Returning home.

         
             

         

         Suddenly he had opened his eyes and was staring at the light filtering through the window. Listening to the clock ticking in the middle room. What time is it? Peering into the darkened room where his parents’ bed loomed up in a big bulky shadow.

         He closed his eyes once again. The springs of the big bed whined. She isn’t home yet! He was startled by the pop and flash of a match head grating the thumbnail of Rutherford’s right hand. He followed the trace of its yellow flare to the tip of his cigarette. Rutherford’s face shone like a yellow mask in the darkness and disappeared, while the crimson glow at the end of the cigarette grew brighter, and then fainter, in a nervous pulsing rhythm, as he drew the clouds of hot smoke into his lungs and spewed them out into the dark.

         The bed lamp flashed on. “Twelve-thirty!” Rutherford muttered angrily.

         Where could she be? Amerigo wondered.

         “Show’s out at the latest,” said Rutherford, “twenty minutes with the streetcar, an’ three-quarters of an hour on foot. But that gal ain’ gonna do no whole lot a walkin’—not at this hour.”

         Father and son tossed nervously, measuring the questionable distances from the periphery to the center of the circled light.

         The clock ticked one o’clock, one-one, one-two, one-three,

         68The crimson tip of Rutherford’s cigarette grew brighter and then fainter:

         “You a father! Besides—how do you know it’s yourn?”

         The cigarette flared like a danger signal, “like the stoplight at the top of the alley.”

         One-four, five, six

         “Love thy father and mother that thy days may be long,”

         “Especially your mother,” Aunt Rose insisted, “’cause your mother’ll be with you a-l-l-ways!”

         “Through thick an’ thin!” said Viola.

         A car zoomed down the alley, slowed up at the foot, and turned into the avenue.

         One-seven-one-eight …

         “Want somethin’ to go with that pint a whiskey, daddy?”

         “Hell, naw!”

         A burst of secret laughter between a man and a woman.

         Rutherford ground the top of his cigarette in the ashtray on the table beside the bed and squirmed under the covers.

         Silence for three minutes.

         He pulled the chain on the bed light, leaped out of bed, and tiptoed barefoot through the front room to the front window and looked out. The son stared at the father’s back silhouetted against the window. The alley was quiet, except for the bugs that buzzed around the hot globe of the streetlight. A man staggered into its bright circle, and urinated against the shed opposite the house, and then staggered into the shadows.

         Rutherford went into the kitchen and turned on the faucet and let the water run until it got cold. Then he filled the battered old aluminum cup that Uncle Sexton had brought back from the war and drank until it was empty. Then he went to the toilet. After that he returned to the middle room and sat on the edge of the bed, lit another cigarette, got in bed, and turned off the light.

         Night light filtered through the window.

         One-thirteen. One-thirty-seven-and-a-half. Thirty-eight.

         Rutherford sighed deeply and arranged his pillow. He turned on his side and stared out over the roof of the empty house next door. Whiskey 69fumes rose from the still on the first floor. A door opened and threw a long oblique beam of light across the roof and the twang of a guitar stirred the night air.

         “Black gal!” sang a man with a voice as high as a woman’s: sad, plaintive. “Black gal! Woman what makes yo’ head so hard?”

         The door closed. Darkness and silence for two, three, four minutes.

         A car turned discreetly into the alley, rolled down past the house, and stopped. The door opened and shut, followed by the click of iron-plated heels on the cobblestones, and then the soft thud of toes tiptoeing up the stair. A momentary silence broken by nervous fingers fumbling for a key, and then the jingle of several keys before one stabbed the lock. The front door swung quietly open, and then a cool rush of night air.

         Viola undressed hurriedly, quietly. Rutherford lay dangerously still. The clock ticked unbearably loud.

         “Boy!” cried Uncle Billy, “you’ll look up one a these days an’ it’ll be war! …”

         Rutherford stirred as though her movements had awakened him. He turned on the lamp and the room flushed rose. Viola, caught in her underskirt, was hastily slipping off her stockings. The naked glow of the bulb shone directly upon his angry face. It drew deep hard shadows under his eyes.

         “Do you know what time it is?” He picked up the clock and looked at it. “Well?” He rose threateningly upon one elbow.

         Why don’ she say somethin’? he implored.

         “Yes. I-know-what-time-it-is.”

         “This crap’s gotta stop! This is the second time this week. You’re a married woman! Out gallyvantin’ till-till almost two o’clock in the mornin’. What you take me for, a damned fool? Sick an’ tired a this shit! Workin’ like a damned dog—an’ for what?”

         “What you startin’ all that rigamarole for?” Viola retorted. “I went to the show. An’ then I met Susie an’ Mabel on Eighteenth Street. She was with Bill. An’ they asked me to have a drink with ’um at Elk’s Rest an’ I went with ’um. We got to talkin’, an’ it got late. That’s all!”

         “’Em lies gonna trip you up one a these days an’ I’m gonna break your damned neck!”

         70“If I was big,” the child muttered to himself, “if I was big I’d kill ’im—talkin’ to her like that. To my momma!”

         Tears rolled down his face. He stirred angrily in his bed in protest.

         “Go to sleep, boy!” Rutherford commanded.

         Viola got into bed, and the lights went out.

         “Anyway, she’s home,” he whispered to himself. “She’s home!”

         Viola and Rutherford tossed angrily for a while and finally pushed themselves to the opposite sides of the bed. In the silence there was only the sound of their troubled breathing, of wild hurting thoughts flitting through the dark like hungry mosquitoes.

         Where was she? Don’ she love us? He tried to sleep. Will he really break her neck? What will happen to me? What will happen if he goes away? Go away! Is Dad goin’ away?

         “Open up your heart to Jesus!” said the reverend. The great choir began to sing. The great throngs milling under the globules of lamplight took up the song.

         Mom? Dad? The faces and the light and the song grew fainter, as his eyelids grew heavy, until he became aware of only the quiet darkness interrupted by the fiery twinkle of starlight falling between his eyelids. And then they fell shut.

         A heavier, fluid, more transient darkness descended upon him. He sank to the depths of a great forest that was blacker than night. He was going somewhere, but he had lost his way. He couldn’t find the path. He was afraid. Something, someone was after him. He had to get away, to hide. He ran, stumbled as he ran, faster and faster! A long black hand with claws tried to catch him by the neck, to break it! Faster and faster he ran. He grew tired. He grew weary. He was afraid to stop, couldn’t stop because the hand was getting closer and closer. Boom! He stumbled over something big and hard. He fell down, down, down, down, through an endless sky full of dazzling stars! He screamed a loud piercing scream, but his voice made no sound.

         Suddenly he was sitting upright in bed, his body covered with sweat. He was no longer falling. He looked anxiously into the middle room to see if his mother and father were still there. He listened to their quiet breathing. Then he fell back upon his pillow and sank into a deep oblivious sleep. 71

         
             

         

         The sparrows were twittering in the eaves of the empty house next door. He lay awake at the foot of the bed, naked, having torn off his pajamas during the night. The bedcovers lay crumpled on the floor. The streetlight was still burning.

         It’s night.

         But then he noticed a faint blue color that crept into the sky. He sat up in bed with an air of incredulity. The streetlight went out.

         He surveyed from memory the faded flowers on the papered walls, the plump outline of the sofa that opened out into the bed on which he slept.

         He discovered the grape-blue leaves designed upon its velvet surface. It stood against the north wall. A big overstuffed chair stood in the northwest corner, its color and design matching that of the sofa. He remembered the evening when Rutherford had come home and found it there—a whole brand-new living room suite!

         “Don’ you know there’s a depression, woman?” he had said. “The whole damned country’s starvin’ an’ you buyin’ furniture—on credit!”

         “This place looks like a pigpen!” Viola had protested. “Maybe we gotta be poor, but we ain’ gotta give up livin’! Besides, I’m gonna be in debt, too. I work just the same as you do. I’ll make enough on the side sewin’ an’ doin’ hair to make a big part of the payments!”

         During the days that followed Rutherford had grumbled. But after that he was proud! Even invited T. C. and Mr. Zoo and Mr. Elmer and Miss Vera over to see it. They had a party and danced.

         A fresh burst of twittering from the birds distracted him and caused him to look suddenly at the bird-of-paradise that strutted proudly through a garden of exotic flowers on the shade of the tall floor lamp. It had silk fringes on the border that swayed when there was a breeze, or when someone moved the lamp. The fringes stirred now, ever so gently. He looked questioningly at the magazine rack between the lamp and the chair, but it remained merely a dumb shadowy form engulfed in a faint, almost misty aura of blue, cluttered with detective-story magazines, last week’s copy of the Voice and yesterday’s copies of the Times and the Star. Their pages appeared uncommonly white, fusing into the blueness pouring into the room. It created a ghostly impression.

         72He was looking at the east wall, at the door that opened on to the middle room where his mother and father lay sleeping. He relived a sudden painful curiosity undermined by fear, which caused him to shift his glance to the left of the door and examine the straight-backed upholstered chair that stood against the wall. He tried to separate the blue-black mass resting upon its arms into three grape-blue cushions that converted the folded bed into a sofa. And then he was surprised by the discovery of a long thin thread of light that hung vertically suspended in the air less than a foot from the chair. It gradually revealed itself to be the stem of the floor lamp with the pink pleated shade that Viola had made. It was a dusky blue-gray color now.

         It was getting lighter. His eyes fixed upon the chromium ashtray near the sofa. Now there was even a dull metallic sheen of light upon its black enamel base. He tried to see himself in the mirror that hung next to the window: a soft ghostlike image rendered animate by two large eyes set wide apart, with neither hair, ears, nor a nose. He looked away, down, at the top of the humidor that was partly reflected in the lower right-hand corner of the mirror. A lace doily covered its square top, upon which rested a cut-glass vase containing artificial roses whose blossoms almost touched the mirror, causing them to appear double. His eyes traveled up the edge of the mirror, and suddenly he caught the reflection of the little gas stove in the upper right-hand corner, standing in the opposite corner of the room behind him; it was partially hidden by the overstuffed chair, which had been turned toward the door because it was summer. The lacquered floor in front of the stove reflected the crisscross patterns of light from the fire-brick columns dancing upon the shallow crests of the blue flames at the base of the burners. It was like a miniature stage.

         Will Dad go away? He studied the fine and suddenly perceptible layer of soot that stained the wall behind the gas stove. He looked questioningly at the dark skies of the large velvet landscape that hung on the south wall of the room. Will he? Unconsciously he entered into the scene: a silver velvet moon shining upon an old velvet mill, a velvet moonlit stream turning the velvet waterwheel shaded by a row of soft green velvet poplars, while silver-feathered birds winged the blue-black velvet sky beyond the rolling banks of the silver clouds.

         73What’ll happen to me! he asked the gaily festooned plaster-of-paris staring at him from the opposite wall. The bird did not say a word. When Viola had bought it at the five-and-ten-cent store it was white. She got paint in little tubes like toothpaste and painted it. Dad watched until he got sleepy and went to bed and then we finished it together. Last winter … we ate a whole bowl of popcorn!

         The Spanish lady came after that. He shifted his gaze a little to the right of the parrot. She wore a wide silver hooped skirt and a white satin bolero blouse, a little black vest, and a big red wide-brimmed hat, like a cowboy’s … Buffalo Bill, Grandpa Will. She stood proudly upon a silver balcony leaning against a silver balustrade amid bushes of poinsettias, palms, and ferns. She looked out into the black night studded with silver stars, gazing at them while eating a big red apple with a little green leaf attached to the stem. He remembered with deep emotion how his mother had stayed up half the night filling in the outlines of the thinly sketched forms, which she finally framed in glass.

         Somewhat relieved of his anxiety by the things he could only partially see, but which he knew were there, even though the light was out, he got out of bed, pulled on his pants, and tiptoed through the middle room where his mother and father lay sleeping in the big bed that occupied more than half the space. Viola lay on her side on the edge of the bed facing the window; Rutherford lay on his side facing the interior of the room. He paused for a moment in the little space between the bed and the vanity dresser. Its drawers were filled with cosmetics and miscellaneous odds and ends, and in the bottom drawer on the right-hand side beneath Rutherford’s underwear and socks and handkerchiefs was a little twenty-two-caliber revolver like the one that killed Uncle Ruben. The top of the dresser was crowded with an assortment of perfume bottles of various shapes, sizes, and colors, with and without sprayers, with tassels and tops of silver and brass and stems of crystal.

         He glanced at the mirror that composed the upper half of the dresser, extending from its top to a distance the height of a short man’s head. He saw Viola seated upon the low wicker stool in front of the mirror (matching the wicker-bottomed rocking chair in the corner opposite the dresser, between which was a narrow closet crammed mostly with 74her clothes), surrounded by comb and brush and a large hand mirror, patiently performing the miracle that never failed to dazzle the eyes of father and son.

         What with the large four-poster bed and the vanity dresser there was hardly enough room for the chest of drawers, squeezed into the corner between the bed and the wall. It was filled with slips and panties (snuggies), purses, ribbons, scraps and cuttings of dress patterns, and knitted caps and belts and bunches of artificial flowers—paper violets, roses, and cherry blossoms Viola had made. And on the floor protruding from under the edge of the chest of drawers was a line of shoes, Rutherford’s, Viola’s, and his: house and street.

         The ashtray on the end table was filled with cold dirty-gray ashes strewn with crumpled cigarette butts with black grotesquely splayed ends. Meanwhile a beautiful Indian maiden smiled sweetly upon the scene from the calendar on the wall above the table. Her black hair was decorated with beads, her long graceful legs supported a proud straight body that stood under the sweeping boughs of a willow tree beside a birch-bark canoe that nosed a quiet little cove nibbled into the shore by the smooth waters of a blue-green lake, which in turn sprawled out over the numbered days of September written in large Gothic letters.

         A shiver ran up his spine when he looked at Jesus sitting at the Last Supper table in the picture that hung over his parents’ heads. He cast a knowing glance at his companions, as if to say:

         Who among you here in God’s house—today!—ain’ got some secret locked up in his heart!

         He fled to the kitchen, a moderately sized room with a linoleum floor with a flowered pattern of various shades of apple-green, and a breakfast set with apple-green flowers that Viola had painted. And a gas range. A r-o-p-e-r—Roper! Rope, dope, swope, park.

         He opened the screen door and stepped out onto the back porch. The sky was brighter and the air was cool, sweet, and fresh with the scent of wet grass. He looked down into the backyard. Wild grass, weeds, the tall stalky sunflowers in the lot behind the empty house next door, and the vegetables in Mrs. Crippa’s garden glistened with dew. The squarish concrete yard between his house and Mrs. Crippa’s house opposite was 75wet in the cracks, as though it might have been rained on during the night. No flies buzzed around the big trash box standing with its back against the wooden fence on the south side of the yard jammed against the upper half of the outer wall of the narrow shed on the porch below.

         He studied his yard with a curious fascination and with a vague feeling of dread. The yard itself formed a little plateau that began on the second-floor level of the back of the house, which was built into the hill that swelled up from the alley. A wooden staircase led up from the ground floor—necessarily a dark damp musty place because the sheer dirt wall that supported the yard afforded neither sunlight nor fresh air—up through the porch below and from there up to the third floor where he now stood.

         There was a drain as round and as deep as the half of a scooped-out watermelon in the middle of the narrow concrete shelf below where the neighbors poured dirty dishwater and water from the big tin tubs they took baths in every Saturday night. The cloudy stream souring in the crevice leading to the drain was as yet unvisited by flies, nor did they swarm merrily around the garbage can where the smell of rotting food rose with the sun.

         Now the sky was fragrant with the smell of blue air washed with dew; of growing vegetables, the pungent scent of two tall elm trees over three stories high in Mr. Fox’s and Miss Ada’s backyard; of white and red wine, which rose from huge vats in Mr. Crippa’s cellar; and of corn whiskey from the still below.

         He looked through the shoot into the alley. It was still asleep except for the crickets chirping in the grass and the incessant twittering of the sparrows. One suddenly swooped down upon the banister near his hand and then darted through one of the paneless windows of the empty house.

         The voice of the choir sang softly in his ears and gradually filled the morning with song:

         I sing—be-cause I’m hap-py!—I sing—be-cause—I’m free—ee! He’s got His eyes aw—on t-h-e spar-row, an’ I know He—ee wa—ah—ches me!

         A robin stepped from behind a sunflower stalk with a worm in its beak—and took his breath away!

         “I hope it never changes!” he murmured with a rush of deep emotion.

         76I—I kno—o—ow He—ee—ee—wa-ches—me! whispered the choir, and he was stricken by a feeling of uneasiness.

         How does He know?

         He sat down opposite the kitchen door on an orange crate and tried to cope with the fragments of his dream, which now rushed helterskelter through his mind. He closed his eyes and shut out the stars, and fell down, and was afraid, and ran and ran in order to escape the hand that was trying to break his neck. And then he awoke. He opened his eyes. Objects in the increasingly bright morning light came more sharply into focus and he heaved a sigh of relief for having escaped the fatal hand.

         But then he remembered the sound of bedsprings, his father tossing in his bed, waiting for his mother to come home. Then suddenly the flash of the match and the tip of the cigarette glowing in the darkness, and his father’s masklike face silhouetted against the sky full of stars.

         “Up long, son?” said a voice.

         He looked through the kitchen screen at the shadowy apparition of his father looking down upon him as though he were reading his thoughts:

         “Up long, son?”

         “No, sir,” his eyes vacantly staring at the worn boards of the porch floor.

         Rutherford turned into the kitchen and Amerigo watched him brush his teeth and wash his face in the sink and throw the dirty water into the toilet, next to the door, that they shared with the neighbors. Then he went into the front part of the house.

         Minutes later Rutherford reappeared in the kitchen dressed, with the Times rolled and bent like a boomerang. He unbent the paper, unrolled and glanced at it with a heavy sigh, laying the paper on the table while he began to prepare his breakfast.

         Amerigo thought: Black coffee two cups, two strips of bacon, two pieces of toast—with plum preserves!

         He read the paper as he ate. And when he had finished eating he fixed his lunch … beans left over from supper.… He poured them into a little grayish white enamel bucket that he would warm at twelve on the little gas stove in the basement at the hotel where he had worked ever since the child was born … hoppin’ bells!

         77Amerigo watched him put on his cap and his suede jacket. Mom bought him these for Christmas.…

         “So long,” said Rutherford, “an’ don’ forget to stay in the yard an’ play.”

         “Yessir.”

         Rutherford disappeared into the interior of the house. He waited until he had heard the click of the Yale lock on the front door and then he ran through the house and down onto the front porch. He sat on the top step and watched his father walk up the alley with long rhythmic strides, falling back on his slender legs as he climbed the hill.

         That’s my father! he thought aloud, looking around for someone to tell, but as there was no one, he watched the tall young man fade out of sight in silence.

         No sooner than he had turned into the great Admiral Boulevard than an old Model T Ford came zooming down the alley, its radiator boiling like a train. Bra Mo coming from the icehouse! The truck was loaded with frosty cakes of ice covered with gunnysacks and a big tarpaulin to keep the ice from melting. Brother Moore put on the brakes and climbed down from the driver’s seat and went around to the back of the truck and pulled the chain through the tailgate with a loud rattle, causing the gate to bang against the truck’s iron bed. Then he started removing the sacks and the tarpaulin from the ice.

         He slipped down from the porch and ran up the hill to Brother Moore’s truck to watch.

         “Mawnin’, ’Mer’go!” looking down at his bare feet. “Boy! Yo’ momma’s gonna kill you, traipsin’ through this alley wid no shoes on!”

         “Yessir,” smiling broadly because Brother Moore smiled broadly, his small black face breaking up into an expression of tenderness.

         “Mawnin’, folks!” He heard his friendly voice drifting down through his memory from a year’s distance. Brother Moore had just moved into the alley, into the house next to the empty house where Aunt Nancy and Erwin, her feebleminded nephew, lived.

         “Mawnin’, folks! Me an’ ma wife jus’ moved up from Nawth Car’lina. Durham. Gonna settle down up heah. Ice an’ coal an’ kin’lin’ wood. Sho would like to serve you folks!”

         78He suddenly burst into a smile, for now he saw Mrs. Derby’s image. She and her husband lived on the second floor, north. A short, strongly built black woman with kinky hair and a pleasant, pockmarked face. Her left eye was blue and her right was brown and her husband was a hunter like an Indian, quiet. Mrs. Derby talked all the time, and dipped snuff! You could see it bulging under her tongue under her bottom lip. Ugh! Whenever she wanted ice she used to come out onto the porch and yell: “Bra Mo! Aw, Bra Mo!” and all the kids and grown-ups would laugh. It wasn’t until he joined St. John’s that the child found out that Bra Mo was a diminutive of Brother Moore!

         Now Brother Moore grabbed the tongs from his shoulder and clawed one of the cakes on the end and pulled it away from the others with practiced ease. He slid it onto his shoulder and shifted his weight until the balance was right and carried it down to the far end of the basement to the icebox and eased it off his shoulder.

         “Whew!” turning to the child who had followed him, “I sho’ hope you don’ nevah hafta work like this!” He returned to the truck and brought in another cake, and another, and soon the truck was half empty.

         Meanwhile the sun was advancing rapidly down the alley. It sprawled lazily upon the rooftops. Soon now the raw freshness of the morning would have to give way to the hot sultry air of the summer’s day.

         “Betta run ’long, son, yo’ momma’s gonna be worried when she wake up an’ you ain’ theah.”

         “Yessir. S’long, Bra Mo.”

         “S’long, ’Mer’go!”

         He ran swiftly back to the porch. He tiptoed halfway up the hall stairs and listened to see if his mother was awake. Satisfied that she was still asleep, he quietly descended the stairs again and feasted his eyes on his alley, knowing that the alarm clock would ring any minute now and she would wake up—she always slept until the last minute—and spring suddenly out of bed and descend upon him like a fresh sparkling little whirlwind! She would whir down the alley—run!—all the way to the laundry more than eight blocks away and arrive just before the whistle blew. Then she would begin her long hard day on the mangle in the steamy basement of Jefferson’s laundry until twelve o’clock when the 79whistle blew. And then she would run the eight blocks home in her white apron with a white hand towel wrapped around her neck to keep the sweat from irritating the rash that came because of the intense heat. Just to fix his lunch, and eat with him, with a smile on her face and her mouth set for a laugh! When she laughed her eyes and her pearly teeth would sparkle, and he would forgive her for making him suffer the humiliation of not being able to protect her when his father shouted at her and swore because she came home late. He understood a little why Rutherford might not go away, as he always feared he might, if not today then tomorrow, because Viola flowed like a bright stream of light through their lives, like the sun advancing down the alley.

         He thought of noon already. How long it would be until then! Until then he would have to be alone in the backyard.

         “But she ain’ woke yet!” he declared happily, deciding that he would remain on the porch as long as possible. The blue sky was now streaked with blazoning rays of golden light. Almost like it was evening. Only now the blue was harder, pregnant with a light composed of many bright hues. It feels funny, he thought, whirling within the dizzying swirl of brightness.

         Magically the subtle shades of blue lifted like veils, revealing a world washed in clean morning air, transforming the dirty-gray earthen colors of the worm-eaten porches that leaned against, clung to, the dull redbrick facades of the houses. Taut green blades of grass pushed up between the cobblestones and rusty cans and piles of ashes and clinkers in the foundation of the empty house. Strong rays of yellow light converted little knots of trees into church windows and made the cobblestones look orange.

         They’d never been as red as that! Except, perhaps, at sunset. In late September, or October when the moon rose early. As red as a pomegranate!

         The lights within the houses had long since flickered on here and there and had already begun to grow pale in the face of the advancing sun. Smoke from chimneys spiraled into the sky. Doors opened and raw-eyed men and women left their houses and headed up and down the alley for work. Suddenly the alley was caught in the crossfire of traffic from the boulevard and the avenue. The alarm clock rang upstairs.

         80He crept quietly up the steps and stole into his mother’s bed and snuggled in her arms and pressed his face against her breast and squeezed her tight.

         “Be still, Amerigo,” she whined sleepily.

         He struggled to keep still but his heart pounded with love, and his thoughts flitted around the speculation as to what would happen to him if his father didn’t come back. The Republicans would get us, or the depression! Jerry’d come and we’d have a war one day when I looked up and—Boom! He kicked at the covers.

         “If you don’ keep still!” said Viola.

         A ray of sunlight crept in the window. Suddenly feeling the full intensity of its heat upon her face, Viola leaped out of the bed with a shriek and ran into the kitchen. The splash of cold water, the sound of teeth being brushed. Seconds later she shot into the middle room, dressed, and dashed clackedy-clack down the front steps, the child at her heels, and down the alley.

         “Jus’ like a fiah enjine! God damned!” shouted Mr. Daniels, a tall thin yellow man with a long nose. He smiled, baring tobacco-stained teeth, swinging his pegleg in one direction and his crutch in the other, mimicking her as she yelled back over her shoulder:

         “You be good, an’ don’t you set a foot out a that yard! ’Cause if you do, I’ll know it, an’ your daddy’ll know it, too! An’ you know what that means!”

         “Yes’m!”

         “Yo’ maw’s tellin’ you right, ’Mer’go!” cried Mr. Daniels. “A-l-l-ways do what your maw says. If I’d a done what my maw said I’d be walkin’ on two legs taday ’stead a three! Ah-ha! ha!”

         “Told me you had four legs last night, you old devil!” declared a woman’s voice from the screened interior of the house next door.

         Miss Maggie.

         “Hush yo’ filthy mouth, hussy!” cried Mr. Daniels.

         “Sixty-six, eighty-nine, an’ twenty-four on the big book,” said Miss Maggie, “an’ seven, six, nine on the little ’un. I had a dream. An’ if you bring me some money, you kin show me all the legs you got!”

         Mr. Daniels plucked a long yellow pencil from behind his right ear and whipped out a thin narrow book from his vest pocket and quickly 81wrote the numbers down. Then he detached the carbon copy and stuck it under the screen.

         “Lord knows I could use a little luck!” said Miss Maggie as her sickly yellow hand took the proffered ticket. Mr. Daniels nodded, and hobbled up the alley, his shoulders appearing grotesquely powerful under the crescent-shaped shoulder rest of his long yellow crutch.

         
             

         

         “Hi! You li-li-lit-little schhharp-mouthed thing!”

         “Hi, Unc!” Amerigo smiled broadly at the little brown-skinned, bald-headed, sharp-mouthed man who stepped out of the apartment on the south side with quick nervous movements. He wrinkled his nose mischievously and thumped him gently on the head with his thumb and forefinger as he passed him on the stair.

         “Dead,” said a voice.

         “That little niggah usta be a big shot!” Rutherford’s voice declared. “I mean a big-time gam’ler. Had a different suit for every day of the week an’ carried a wad that’d choke a elephant! An’-an’, Amerigo, he had a Rolls-Royce. Red! I remember hearin’ Sexton talkin’ ’bout Mister Dewey! An’ then, all of a sudden his luck run out. Lost a-l-l his money. Then he started hustlin’ an’ sellin’ policy. Usta be married to a high-powered broad—a lady. She must a been a looker. I think she died, or left ’im. Somethin’ like that.”

         “I wonder how he ever met Aunt Lily?” Viola asked.

         “Yeah. I wonder what ever made ’im do a thing like that?”

         “Maybe he loves ’er!”

         “Yeah, but a cripple woman!”

         “Can’t a cripple woman have feelin’s just the same as anybody else?”

         “How’d she git cripple?” Amerigo asked.

         “A horse kicked ’er when she was a little girl,” said Viola in a tremulous voice, “no bigger’n you, an’ ’er hip went stiff, an’ she ain’ never been able to walk straight since.”

         “What’s them black spots on ’er face?”

         “Them’s warts,” Rutherford replied. “If a frog splashes slimy water on you, you git ’um.”

         82“Well, I can say this for ’er,” said Viola, “I ain’ never heard ’er say nothin’ nasty or mean about nobody, an’ nobody else ain’ neither! I don’ think she could tell a lie if she tried!”

         “Hot damn!” Rutherford exclaimed, “a-l-l them stray dogs an’cats! I ain’ kiddin’, a-l-l the stray dogs an’ cats, an’ birds love ’er!”

         “She’s got a son,” said Viola, “a tall black good-lookin’ number.”

         “Yeah! He just up an’ left home when he was sixteen I heard, an’ never did come back. An’ didn’ even write unless he wanted somethin’. An’ no matter how broke she is, she always finds a few pennies somewhere to send him! Old Unc’s got a good thing. Don’ have to work much, if he don’ want to. Just lay in there, Jack, an’ let ’er take care of ’im.”

         Rutherford’s voice died away, and conflicting passions besieged Amerigo’s mind: deep feelings of anger, love, and revulsion, so that now when he heard Aunt Lily’s greeting he did not quite know what to do.

         “Hi, honey! How’s my baby?”

         He looked into her smiling face, a longish horselike face, with a slightly crooked nose and a large mouth filled with big perfect yellow teeth. Her lower jaw protruded to the extent that she couldn’t completely close her mouth. Her long hair was thick, coarse, and very black, while her eyes were large and spaced rather far apart, the irises flecked with rust-colored spots and the pupils brown. Though she smiled her expression was sad.

         He tried not to mind that she was crippled, or that her teeth were yellow. He threw his arms around her waist. She bent down for him to kiss her, but when he saw the tiny warts on her face he just couldn’t, in spite of the expression of calm understanding that now crept into her face in the wake of violent nuances of subtle pain that animated her eyes. She pressed his head to her breast, and then tried to gently disengage him.

         He tightened his grip on her waist.

         “I gotta go, son! You know I can’t keep white folks waitin’.”

         He released her, and watched her twisted movements down the steps. He tried not to look at her, and distracted himself with the thought: She works at the Golden Laundry, remembering that he had passed by it one day with Viola and that she had pointed to the big steaming building and said: “There’s where Aunt Lily works. She’s one a the oldest girls there.”

         
             

         

         83“Did you stay in the yard today?” said Rutherford, and on his way up the front stairs he tried to grapple with the mystery of the strange power that his father had over him: to be able to draw the secret from his eyes, no matter what it was—even before it happened!

         How does he know? he thought, pausing for breath on the top stair. At that moment a man ran heavily up the steps and almost knocked him down in his hurry to enter the opposite apartment. He wore a white sweat-stained cap, a pair of smudgy gray trousers, and rusty black run-over shoes that showed his naked grimy heels. His unshaven face was dirty and there was sleep in his eyes. His cheeks were drawn; large beads of sweat rolled down his face. His teeth chattered as he continued to beat on the door as if to break it down. During the anxious little pauses in which he listened for signs of life within the apartment, he continually rubbed his arms.

         “Boom! Boom! Boom!” He banged again, and finally the door opened. The man mumbled something through the crack that he couldn’t quite hear. Then the door opened wider and he rushed in, knocking over a chair as he did so. The door banged, but it didn’t shut because it had been banged too hard. Miss Sadie was standing by the little table next to the bed where Mr. Nickles lay sleeping on his side, with his back to them. Miss Sadie, a medium-sized yellow woman with sleepy eyes and a pockmarked but not unattractive face, stood as though she were in a daze, her silk negligee falling apart, revealing her naked body. He started at the patch of reddish brown hair between her legs, until his attention was distracted by the sudden violent movement of the trembling man who had grabbed her by the shoulders and was shaking her roughly. Mr. Nickles, without turning over, ran his hand under the pillow and withdrew a big blue gun and said: “Make the niggah show his money!”

         The man fumbled nervously in his pockets and withdrew some dirty crumpled bills and threw them on the bed. Mr. Nickles turned over and counted it. “All right,” he said, and turned back over and went to sleep.

         Miss Sadie took a little bottle from the table drawer and stuck a needle attached to a syringe in it and drew a clear liquid into the syringe. Then she stuck it into the man’s outstretched arm. Seconds later he sighed 84profoundly, an ecstatic smile took possession of his face, and he stepped into the corridor as though in a dream.

         Miss Sadie noticed him as she was about to shut the door: “Hi, honey,” self-consciously pulling her negligee together. “Want some candy? Wait a minute.” Half walking, half stumbling into the middle room of the apartment she returned seconds later with a peppermint stick. “Here, baby!”

         “No’m, thank you, my momma told me not to take nothin’ from nobody.”

         “Aw, it’s just a little piece!” Her negligee fell open again, as she lifted him into her arms and rocked him back and forth, as though she would lull him to sleep. Her bosom was hot and she smelled like sweat and perfume, talcum powder, cigarettes, burned Vaseline, and sleep. She kissed him on the cheek and pressed his head against hers. Her lips were moist. Mr. Nickles stirred in bed and she immediately put him down, making a sign for him to be quiet, and pushed the peppermint stick into his pocket. Then she gently eased him out the door.

         She’s pretty, he thought. Not as pretty as Mom, though. A deep sad feeling welled within him and made him want to cry. He stared at his front door until the sadness gave way to a blind passion that filled him with nervous excitement, and before he quite knew that he had done so, he had violently pushed the door open and banged it shut.…

         
             

         

         He moved desultorily toward the table model radio and turned the knob. It cracked and hissed and popped. “Slap it!” said Rutherford. He slapped its rounded shoulder with the palm of his hand and sweet oily voice spewed out into the air:

         “And now, ladies, the sitting-up exercises for slim figures and happy futures!”

         He straightened the covers on his bed, folded it up into a couch, and put the three big cushions in place.

         “One! Two! Three! That’s right! Again! A-one!”

         He moved the coffee table with the glass top in front of the sofa, folded the papers neatly, and placed them in the magazine rack.

         85“Ummm! Doesn’t that feel g-o-o-d. Lift up those legs! High now! One! Two! Three! That’s all, that’s all, ladies, un-til tomorrow morning at the same time when McClimmerick’s Salted Crackers presents.…”

         “In this matchbox of a house,” he heard Viola saying, “if you don’ hang up ever’thin’ just as soon as you get through with it, it looks like a pigpen!”

         His eyes flashed with the sudden brightness of remembering: peanuts, and chewing gum maybe, and maybe some peanut brittle! He began searching all the suspicious corners for something good to eat.

         Soft piano music flowed from the speaker, sad, majestic, quite unlike the music Viola and Rutherford and all the people he knew always listened to, but beautiful just the same. It made him think about the alley in the evening just before nightfall, about Miss Sadie, about Aunt Lily whose son had left her. He hummed the melody.

         “What’s the name a that?” he had once asked Viola.

         “That’s classical music.”

         “Aw.”

         “Ivy Flakes presents: Mary Marvin! The story of a beautiful woman who tries to find happiness after thirty-five!”

         “That sure is old!” He was full of sympathy for poor Miss Marvin.

         “And now for our sensational announcement! We of Pocter and Kantrell are proud to present the newest and most extraordinary addition to our distinguished family of luxury soaps: Ivy Flakes Debutante! The newest.…”

         He resumed his search for goodies, looking in the purses in the chest of drawers for chewing gum. Instead of gum he found half a roll of Life Savers, and stuffed the whole half roll in his mouth.

         Soft piano music. He paused and let it sweep his thoughts way out, beyond the circled light, beyond the southernmost limits of the polished floors and boiling clothes and fondled babies who did not belong to the black hands that caressed them.

         And then she spoke, in a dulcet voice. The prettiest voice in the w-h-o-l-e world next to Mom’s! And then old Mary sighed a heavy sigh, over a letter, a love letter, in a garden reeking with the scent of roses, the announcer said. He said that a bird sat in a nearby tree and 86sang his heart out—Tweet! tweet!—mad with intoxication at the mere sight of her, suffering from unbearable pangs of jealousy, while she wondered why Geoffrey, the young, handsome, marriageable millionaire and heir to the Winthrop fortune, hesitated to ask her for that which she had already given to him a hundred times over—her hand, her heart, her soul!

         Geoffrey ought to have his ass kicked! Shit! Amerigo stalked into the middle room. Mad, he made up the big bed, puzzling long and hard over the wine-red stain on Viola’s side of the bed. He tried to break ’er neck! The sheet trembled in his hands. When he had finished making up the bed, he hung the clothes up in the clothes closet and dusted the powder off the vanity dresser and emptied the ashtray, carefully laying the cigarettes aside against the day when his father might not have fifteen cents for a new package.

         An organ flourish. He looked up with surprise, disappointed that he had not heard what had happened to Mary Marvin:

         “Palm Oil presents! The story of the little suburban community of Five Points and Doctor Sweetridge, the parish priest, in his daily struggle to come to grips with the problems in a modern suburban community.” Then Amerigo and Dr. Sweetridge said:

         “There is a destiny that makes us brothers,

         “For none goes his way alone:

         “An’ all that we send into the lives of others

         “Comes back into our own.”

         Organ flourish:

         “And now, ladies, have you been wondering …”

         He entered the kitchen and started to prepare his breakfast.

         “When last seen, Kitty was talking to the notorious gangster known as the Hawk, trying to discover a clue that would lead her to Terry, who has been missing ever since he received the mysterious phone call from the unknown woman from the red house.…”

         He ate his cornflakes and condensed milk diluted with water, and sugar, and bread and butter sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon, and plum preserves.

         “Boom! Boom! Boom! Terry!”

         87He carried his cornflakes out onto the porch and sat down on the orange crate within the bright wedge of sunlight that fell across the outer corner of the porch. He surveyed his alley, the shoot and empty house next door, the backyards of the adjoining houses up and down the alley and those of Campbell Street.

         Suddenly there was a burst of excitement streaming through the windows and the door of the Crippa kitchen. He was fascinated by the torrent of strange passionate words. “Momma! momma!” cried Tina, interrupting her mother. She was thirteen. Pretty brown hair. Sure mad about somethin’. Her teary speech was now partially drowned out by the sound of music.

         “Midmorning Interlude!” the announcer was saying.

         Meanwhile Tina spoke vigorously against the music. Then Carl, the youngest brother, joined in. He has a balloon-tire bicycle! His broken falsetto tones of rage tumbled into the midmorning sunshine, mingling now with:

         “Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue, played by Paul Whiteman and his orchestra!”

         Then suddenly the loud bang of a fist crashing upon the top of a table. Glasses and dishes rattled, spoons tinkled in cups. “Goddama! Basta! Baaaa—sta!” Silence, filled by the low wailing tones of a mournful clarinet. Mr. Crippa appeared at the back door with a huge white towel in his hands, with which he dried his smooth massive face. A big, iron-gray mustache filled the space between his well-shaped nose and upper lip, which was almost completely hidden. Now he curled the tapered ends with his thumb and forefinger and rubbed with his giant hand the broad sweeping avenue of scalp that had once been adorned with rich, curly, chestnut-brown hair.

         He talks so loud! Amerigo thought, looking at him out of the corner of his eye. Must take a g-r-e-a-t big pot of beans and fatback to fill him up from his feet to his head! A million dollars’ worth! He gazed with fascination upon the thicket of iron-gray hair that forced its way through the collar of his snow-white shirt.

         Meanwhile Mr. Crippa looked with satisfaction out over his chest upon the yard and the house that he had rented to Rutherford and Viola, 88Aunt Lily and Unc, Miss Sadie and Mr. Nickles, Mr. and Mrs. Derby, to the bootleggers and Miss Anna and Monroe Benton on the first floor. He spied Amerigo looking at him with wide eyes.

         “HALLO, TONY!”

         The earth seemed to tremble. He felt himself being lifted out of his mother’s arms by two huge hairy hands that grasped him under the armpits, while he stared excitedly into a pair of eyes in a big pink mustached head that became two attenuated lines of feathers fanning a pair of ballooning red cheeks that swelled up under the eyes causing the lips to expand in a broad fleshy smile. This apparition grew suddenly smaller, as he felt himself soaring through the air, his feet flying back—and up over his head—until his frightened eyes stared directly down upon the waxen scalp of Mr. Crippa’s head, his volcanic voice booming all the while:

         “WHOA UP! WEETHA SUCHA BEEGA HED ANNA SUCHA BEEGA EYEES YOU SHOULDA BEA, WE GONNA CALLA YOU TONY. EH! YOU LEEDLE DAGO EENYWAY EH? A-MEREEGO VESPUCCI—EH! YOU DEESCOVER AH-MER-RI-KA—AYE, TONY!”

         “He usta be a general!” said Rutherford’s voice. “At least, that’s what Shorty says.”

         “What Shorty?” asked Viola.

         “Shorty! Aw, you know that li’l niggah, Babe!”

         “I can’t place ’im.”

         “A little buck-eyed niggah with his pants hangin’ down under his belly that usta flunky for Bernard when he had that gam’lin’ joint down on Fourth Street. Usta be sweet on Pretty Girl.…”

         “Him? I thought he was Lucy’s ol’ man!”

         “Maybe he was, I don’ know. But anyway, that’s him.”

         “How does he know?”

         “He’s flunkyin’ for the dagos, runnin’ hootch for ’um. He heard ’um talkin’. He says that the ol’ man was a general in the war. An’ after that he made a pile a dough off a black-market sugar to set ’im up in the States.” Mr. Crippa turned into the kitchen and Mrs. Crippa opened the screen door and stepped out onto the porch dressed in black. A quieter, 89calmer flow of conversation followed her. Mr. Crippa who reappeared in the door looked down upon her and replied now and then to her animated gesticulations with a low sympathetic growl. Her eyes twinkled and the finely wrinkled skin around her eyes and mouth expanded and contracted as she spoke. Gradually the talk and the faces faded out of mind, except that now Mrs. Crippa was approaching him.

         “Eh, Tony! Here! You wanna banana, eh? I geeva youa banana!” pressing a dark brown almost black banana into his hand.

         “Throwitaway!” he heard his mother’s voice whispering angrily. “Take it down an’ put it in the garbage can, an’ if she says anythin’ to you, you tell ’er I told you to do it!” “Last week,” she had said to Rutherford, “she come givin’ ’im a box of cornflakes that the mice had messed in!”

         Mrs. Crippa entered the house and all was quiet, except for the unfamiliar music from the radio; it sounded like march music.

         I wonder what they were talking about? he asked himself. Nobody got killed, so I guess they weren’t really mad. Maybe they talk like that because they eat a lot of tomatoes and drink wine all the time instead of water! He turned over in his mind the image of Mr. and Mrs. Crippa going every evening and sometimes during the day down to the basement with a large glass pitcher to get wine from one of the four huge vats. He remembered the tall stacks of red and white grapes that came every year. She always gives me big handfuls, and last year we stole a w-h-o-l-e lot, and ran around in the shoot and ate them, and squeezed them until the insides squirted out. He thrilled to the memory of the delicious sensation, and to the fear that had smitten him when he had faced Viola with his face and trousers all stained from the grapes:

         “Boy! Where-in-the-w-o-r-l-d have you been?”

         “Nowhere.”

         “Did Mrs. Crippa give you those grapes?”

         “Yes’m! You kin go an’ ask ’er!”

         Now he smiled a faintly guilt-ridden smile of triumph as his mother’s voice faded out of hearing. His eyes swept down upon the yard next to Mrs. Crippa’s where the vegetable garden was. Rose Marie, her daughter, lived there. Just got married to a fireman! A Irishman! Patrick Kelly! Pat, 90with a r-e-a-l pretty vegetable garden and a pretty new house that cost f-o-u-r-t-h-o-u-s-a-n’ d-o-l-l-a-r-s!

         “Must be true,” he heard Rutherford say, “Shorty can’t be lyin’ about that! This is the depression. Who else can afford to buy a house like that in times like these?”

         “The Farmer’s Bulletin!” said the announcer. “What are your problems, farmers? The weather? Predictions of …”

         His glance took in the backyards that staggered in tiers down to the vacant lot just behind the row of buildings facing the avenue from which he now heard the rumble of a trolley and the large vague hum of traffic interspersed with the concerted sound of many voices. He was surprised to hear the birds still twittering in the trees. Resting his elbow upon the banister he watched the sun shining through the branches of the elm trees into the lot of the empty house. Then he thought: It’s about time for them to be going through the shoot to go to school.

         
             

         

         “That’s the way you’ll be goin’, too, pretty soon!” said Viola. “Then you won’ have to stay in the backyard all day by yourself no more while we’re at work. That’s the same way we went: through the avenue to Troost, an’ down Troost till you git to Belvedere Holla, an’ then through the holla to Fores’, an’ then straight down Fores’ till you come to the Field House.”

         “Like when you go swimin’!” said Rutherford. And the hot sunny way opened up before his mind. He followed the burning path through the lot, past neat rows of foreign-looking redbrick and stone houses facing clean paved streets, cleaner than the alley, past the bars and cafés of “dago town” with benches outside filled with old men smoking little black cigars, wearing bushy mustaches like Mr. Crippa, and caps, and who like Mr. Crippa always talked excitedly, waving their hands in the air and speaking volleys of words he couldn’t understand. He saw the men sitting under maple and cottonwood trees, and others hovering excitedly around little wooden balls that they rolled along the hard-packed earth. Just like kids playing marbles! He saw along the way the neat little gardens like Rose Marie’s and Mrs. Crippa’s in the front yard of the houses with shallow flights of concrete steps that were covered—almost every one—with a white or green trellis decked with grapevines.

         91In the early autumn the grapes would swell on the vines and fill the air with a pleasant musky scent, they’d fall and squash upon the cement steps and in between the rows of fat round vegetables growing in the gardens.

         The smell of grapes and autumn mixed with the smell of pureeing tomatoes spread out upon a large white breadboard in the sun. A world of fresh cold, crisp, ripe fruit passed before his mind and its aromas lingered in his nostrils. And then suddenly, miraculously, they became mixed up with all the impressions he had derived from his experience of the word dago.

         “What’s a d-a-g-o, Dad?” he heard himself asking.

         “An I-talian, you mean?”

         “If they I-talians, why do they call ’um dagos?”

         “For the same reason we’re Negroes and they call us niggahs!”

         “How come?”

         “’Cause we’re different.”

         Two bumblebees shot into the bright beam of sunlight that blazed the path to Garrison School.

         “Yes, sir!” said Rutherford, “after Labor Day you’ll be going to the kinny-garden! Ha! ha! Aw, m-a-n!”

         “Under Miss Vi-o-la Chapman!” Viola added.

         He followed the bees’ darting movements as their words registered upon his memory, and he began to imagine that it was they who spoke:

         “Time sure flies, don’ it?”

         “Yeah!” said Rutherford, “just think, me an’ your momma both went to Miss Chapman, an’ now you’ll be goin’ to ’er, too! An’ ol’ lady Moore! Ha, haa! That is a mean woman! Ooooooo-whee! What’s two times four she’d ask you, an’ you’d better know the answer! When you didn’ know it, after she done explained it to you, she’d hit you ’cross the knuckles with that ruler. It had a rubber edge on it an’ h-u-r-t! An’ don’ cry! Better not cry! Ain’ I tellin ’ im, Babe?”

         “She was rough, all right.”

         “Looked just like a white woman with long straight, coal-black hair. Kept it wound ’round the top of ’er head in a big coil like a thick black snake! Fastened with a big pretty comb made out a ivory …”

         92“Looked like a wig, Amerigo.”

         “That wasn’ no wig, Babe!”

         “Sure looked like one.”

         “Anyhow, when you left that ol’ woman, an’ you wasn’ dead, you knowed somethin’, Jackson, let me tell you. Didn’ you, Babe?”

         The little bee that looked like Viola nodded in the affirmative.

         “She was just like Momma,” said Rutherford. “Hard but fair. An’ let me tell you somethin’ else …”

         He could visualize his father’s face clearly now, and deep currents of emotion rose up from the depths of his awareness, rose and fell with the intonations of his voice. Rutherford’s sincerity moved him.

         The bees suddenly darted into the shade, and the events of last night rushed through his mind in a strange way. He trembled to a pleasant defiant sensation that caused him to articulate the following thought so clearly that it almost seemed as though he had spoken out loud:

         Her no more than him!

         He looked fearfully, guiltily, this way and that, as though he suspected that his mother and father might have heard his thoughts.

         “An’ let me tell you somethin’ else,” he was saying, “that Negro woman had c-l-a-s-s! I mean dignified, like a queen!”

         He tried to imagine going to school. A fragmentary image of Miss Chapman passed before his mind and he tried to imagine what she looked like. What someone looked like whom one had never seen but to whom one would have to go when one went to the kindergarten. A passionate feeling of love and devotion swelled in his breast as he exhumed the word: Viola!

         Maybe she’s my momma, too! Her no more than him. And then he thought of Miss Moore. What’s a queen like? Something big, I bet. Like Grandma. He saw her riding through the night on Grandpa Will’s horse. Queen of hearts, diamonds, spades. The smooth face of Grandpa Rex came to mind, his fingers shuffling the queens on the playing cards that Rutherford kept in the drawer of the vanity dresser.

         “How come,” he heard his voice interrupting his father’s speech. “How come Bra Mo and Miss Moore got the same name, an’-an’ she’s white, an’ he’s black?”

         93“Names ain’ got no colors,” said Rutherford. “Your gran’ma don’ look like no hundred percent Negro neither!”

         “But if you got one-sixteenth Negro blood in your veins, you’re a Negro just the same!” said Viola.

         “How much is that?”

         “Enough!” she said bitterly. “Now hush up your questions. You make my brains tired!”

         “Let him ask!” Rutherford exclaimed, “askin’ don’ do no harm. If you don’ know, an’ you don’ never ask, how you ever gonna find out?”

         “Miss Moore sure was crazy about your daddy!” said Viola. “He was a funny-lookin’ thing! You ought to a seen ’im, Amerigo!”

         “Me funny?” Rutherford exclaimed. “The one you shoulda seen was your momma! Boy, your momma was a reg’ler little soldier! Walked straight as a stick! Shoulders all throwed back, hair shinin’ an’ fulla things, you know: ribbons an’ pins an’ stuff like that. An’ a-l-lways late! I mean every day! E-v-e-r-y mornin’ that gal’d come to school five, ten, sometimes a hour late! I ain’ kiddin’! She even came at re-cess! Ah-ha! ha!”

         “Aw, Rutherford!” buzzed the little Viola-bee.

         “I ain’ exaggeratin’, Amerigo, that gal came to school at n-o-o-n even! You’d hear that nine o’clock whistle blow, an’ ever’body’d take they seat all quiet an’ nice-like, waitin’ for school to start, an’ then you’d hear a rush a wind like a storm blowin’ up!”

         “R-u-t-h-e-r-f-o-r-d J-o-n-e-s-! How you expect to git to heaven lyin’ like that!” cried Viola.

         “Amerigo, I hope the Lord strikes me down dead, right heah where I’m sittin’, if I’m lyin’. You know, you’d hear a … hear a … thunderin’ sound, like a herd a stampedin’ hosses! Haw! Haw! Tearin’ down Fifth Street. The whole buildin’d start to shakin’! That was your momma burnin’ a path to school. An’ don’ you git in ’er way! Better not git in ’er way! Git trampled to death! An’ then, Amerigo, she’d git right up to the door an’ stop an’ git all quiet an’ then come tiptoeing in, Jack! Just like nothin’ had happened!

         “An’ ol’ lady Moore’d be sittin’ there, Jack, cool as a cucumber, ready for her. Ol’ Vi’d e-a-s-e the door open an’ come sneakin’ in, an’ Miss 94Moore’d say: ‘V-i-o-l-a!’ ‘Yes’m?’ she’d say, ’er eyes all wide an’ innocent-like, like she thought she was on time or somethin’.

         “‘What happened this time?’ An’ the ol’ lady’d level those eyes on ’er.

         “Viola’d look at the ceilin’, set her mouth, an’ start lyin’ up a breeze! That gal could really go you hear me? She’d start to lyin’ an’ the little niggahs’d git to laughin’, ol’ T. C. louder’n all the rest! That joker was as big as he is now, Amerigo! He’d let out a horse-laugh. Miss Moore’d say, ‘Thomas!’ she called that niggah Thomas, ‘you may go out in the hall and finish laughing. When you’re through, you may remain after class.’

         “But wait! talkin’ about horses!”

         “Aaaaaaaaw,” cried Viola, don’ you start that lie again! You done told it at least a thousand times, and e-v-e-r-y time it’s different!”

         “Aw, but wait, Amerigo, T. C. played hooky from school more’n your momma! She was just late all the time, but T. C. played hooky ever’ day! An’ Pr’fessor Bowles, J. J. Bowles, the principal—”

         “A wonderful man, Amerigo,” said Viola.

         “She’s tellin’ the truth!”

         “A race man!”

         “I mean a real educator! Well, Principal Bowles almost had to dynamite that niggah out a elementary school! Ha! ha! Ah-ha! ha! ha!”

         “Amerigo!” said Viola, her voice trembling with laughter, “he was in the seventh grade, fixin’ to graduate, an’ didn’ even know his ABCs!”

         “Pr’fessor Bowles shamed him before the whole class!” Rutherford said. “Look at Rutherford an’ Eddie an’ Viola, here, they’re at the head of the class. Your momma an’ me was the best! I was the president, Jack! An’ ol’ Vi was the class secretary!”

         “Ol’ T. sure was dumb! Tee! hee!” Amerigo giggled.

         “Naw, he wasn’, Amerigo!” Rutherford replied. “Naw, he wasn’, that niggah was smart! He knew all about fishin’ an’ huntin’, an’ hosses. An’ he knew e-v-e-r’-b-o-d-y’s first, middle, an’ last name, an’ they brothers’ and sisters’ names, an’ when was they birthday an’ when they was sick an’ what they had—an’ not only this year, but last year—an’ the year before that, too! He knew what you liked an’ what you didn’ like, an’ he would give it to you, too, if he could. If you could catch him in one place long enough. T. C. had a heart a gold! A-l-l the gals was crazy about 95that niggah! Nice girls, too! An’-an’ a-l-l the teachers, an’ even Pr’fessor Bowles. He never did nobody no harm, except maybe hisself, but then he had so much fun doin’ whatever he did that it didn’ make you feel bad, even if it was against hisself. Naw-naw, that joker wasn’ dumb, Amerigo, that cat was lazy!”

         “I don’ even think he was lazy,” said Viola tenderly. A feeling of shame rose to Amerigo’s throat.

         “Naw. That’s right, Babe,” said Rutherford thoughtfully. “He was just bigger than the rest of us, tall an’ powerfully built for his age. He just flunked out all the time ’cause he never came to school, ’cause he was ashamed to have to sit with all us little kids. So he’d just goof off.”

         “An’ even then,” said Viola, “he couldn’ stay away from the playground. At recess he’d come ridin’ up on that big old white horse. Whose horse was that, Rutherford?”

         “Ol’ man Benson’s, I think. Anyway, Amerigo, that horse was so ol’ that he didn’ have no teeth.”

         “Aw, Rutherford!” exclaimed Viola.

         “Well, he didn’ have many!”

         “That’s true.”

         “That old nag’s beard was so long he almost tripped over it every time he’d start to run!”

         … Huge drops of rain splashed upon Amerigo’s face as the crowd dispersed and old Mr. Clark galloped wildly down the alley dragging the wagon bearing Mr. Andrews in its wake.…

         “T. C.,” his father was saying, “T. C.’d come ridin’ up on that old horse like Tom Mix a-grinnin’ and a-showin’ off, lettin’ ever’body ride. The bell rung for ’um to go back in but didn’ nobody hear it ’cause those little jokers was havin’ so much fun. When all of a sudden, before anybody knowed what was happenin’, there was Mister Bowles, standin’ in the midst of them little niggahs. E-v-e-r-y-body got as quiet as a mouse. T. C. tried to make that old horse stand still, but he got all nervous and started to rarin’ up!

         “‘Thomas Corning Belcher!’ Mr. Bowles cried out, an’ all the little niggahs started howlin’. ‘Corning,’ they hollered. ‘Man! Where’d you git a name like that?’ Old T. C. looked down all shamed and ever’thin’.

         96“‘If you ever bring that beast, Beast! Ha! Ha!—beast on school property again, I’ll have you expelled from school. Now take that thing away and be in my office in the next thirty minutes. As for the rest of you, you have three minutes to be in your seats. Once more, the whole school will remain after the last bell for one hour!’ An’ I mean he laid it down in good English, Jack, just like I said it. M-a-n—you ought to a seen those jokers scramble!

         “Yessir,” Rutherford continued dreamily, “ol’ T. C. was a lot a fun, Amerigo. An’ nobody better not bother me an’ Viola! He’d run them li’l niggahs wild! An’ they was some tough jokers, too, Amerigo, m-e-a-n li’l niggahs, with knives, an’ they’d use ’um, too!

         “Me an’ a whole gang a niggahs usta go snake huntin’ ever’ Sad’dy on Clairmount Hill an’ all up in them woods ’roun’ Cliff Drive an’ down by the railroad tracks. An’ don’ let us come ’cross no cats! M-a-n, we was rough on cats! We’d throw ’um up in the air by the tail an’ chunk rocks at ’um!”

         “Rutherford, you oughtta be ashamed of yourself, teachin’ that boy things like that!” said Viola. “Amerigo, don’ listen. That’s mean!”

         “I usta just look at a cat an’ git m-a-d! They kin look at you so mean an’ evil-like. Besides, we was just havin’ fun, Babe. Anyhow, we never killed no cat more’n once or twice!”

         “What foolishness you talkin’ now, Rutherford?”

         “Well, they got nine lives, ain’ they? Ha! ha! ha! Anyhow, anyhow, no sooner’n ol’ T. C. got out a elementary school, he up an’ run off with a carnival. Some cat named Tex talked ’im into boxin’! One day the carnival came to town an’ there was ol’ T. C. prancin’ in the ring! An’ that cat looked keen, too, Amerigo: tall an’ heavy built, broad shoulders an’ all. Hey-hey! the jokers all cried. Look at ol’ T. C. We got our tickets an’ ever’thin’. Battlin’ T. C. B.! he called hisself. Ha! ha! You ought to a seen ’im, Amerigo. ‘Battlin’ T. C. B. takes on all challengers!’ that niggah Tex yelled out. An’ then a skinny wiry little joker, quiet, looked like he couldn’ whip a fly. What was that joker’s name, Babe?”

         “I think it was Baby Li’l John, or somethin’ like that.”

         “Yeah, that’s it. Baby Li’l John! Well, Baby Li’l John stepped in the ring an’ all the cats started agitatin’: Throw that worm back! No fight! 97No fight! T. C.’ll kill that joker! An’all the time Baby Li’l John was quiet. Didn’ say nothin’. Didn’ even look at the niggahs! Then the bell rang an’ m-a-n! He liked to killed T. C. We had to goose ol’ T. back in the ring a couple a times! Hot damn! An’ that wrapped that boxin’ jive up.

         “After that he got a job at the station, swingin’ one a them big seven-foot mops! Naw, that ain’ right. First he was cleanin’ out the trains, the coaches, an’ after that he started janitorin’. An’ Amerigo, he knew e-v-e-r’-b-o-d-y in the whole Union Station! Every porter, brakeman, all the conductors. He coulda had a good job, an’ not just no janitor, ’cause the station master was crazy ’bout ’im! But he just-couldn’-do-right-to-save-his-name! No sooner’n he’d get paid Sad’dy he’d start drinkin’ with those low-lifers on Twelfth Street an’ that’d wrap it up! Four hours after he’d get paid he’d be broke. He’d turn up missin’ from work for days! An’ they’d always take ’im back. But they couldn’ give ’im no job with no responsibility. It’s a cryin’ shame! Why, why, with that niggah’s personality he coulda been president! I ain’ kiddin’! Amerigo, you ain’ seen ’im dressed up. But you git ’im dressed up in a blue serge suit with a white shirt an’ a tie, ain’ nobody, white or black, handsomer than that black man! Looks like a Philadelphia lawyer! An’ then he went an’ married old Fenny. Old enough to be his momma. That ol’ woman was so ugly an’ ol’ that he was ashamed to let people see ’im on the street with ’er!”

         Rutherford’s voice droned on and the welter of familiar names and voices of half-remembered, invisible men and women, some dead, flitted in and out of the broadening rays of sunlight and flickered like mirrored reflections upon the windows of the autos whizzing in horizontal planes at the head and the foot of the alley. Singular images now and then darted within the range of a tangible perception: thus the tall handsome figure of Uncle T. C. stood out clearly and filled the brilliant air between the lot behind the empty house and the burning sky that rose beyond the crest of the rise at the top of the alley. His face was smiling and his perfect white teeth flashed a greeting!:

         “Hiya, ’Mer’go! Looka there, Rutherford, look how that boy’s growed! He’s gonna be bigger’n me pretty soon! An’ strong as Jack Johnson! Let old T. feel yo’ muscle!” He flexed the muscle of his skinny little arm into a proud little knot and heard T. C. exclaim admiringly:

         98“Wow! Feel that li’l joker’s arm!” T. C. lifted him into his own powerful arms and pressed his face against his shaven face that nevertheless felt like the bark of a tree!

         
             

         

         Then the images and voices gradually faded. He slowly discovered that school loomed large in his mind: the place where something was going to happen to him that had happened to his mother and father and T. C. Something big and long and strange that he could do nothing about. A stubborn resentment crept into his confused feelings and stirred him with an uneasiness that made him wish that twelve o’clock would come, and then five o’clock, night, and then sleep—very many times, and very quickly, until, at last, it would be time to go to school, and do all the things he had to do, and get it over with, so that he could get back up there (he scanned the sky for sign of a star) where it’s really real—really real!

         But twelve o’clock did not come quickly. Seven-thirty came. And eight o’clock and five minutes after that: minute by minute, second by second, as though only things were moving and time were standing still, like the people on the radio, interspersed between the movements of cleaning up, from the front room to the kitchen.

         He was just about to enter the house when he caught sight of Old Jake walking slowly up the alley.

         “That ol’ man’s crazy!” said a voice.

         “He ain’ crazy!” said Rutherford, “He’s deep. That man sees things that just any joker can’t see!”

         What’s crazy? he wondered aloud, just as Old Jake turned into the shoot on the far side of the empty house and suddenly appeared in the lot. He peered into one of its paneless windows as though he were looking for something. He poked his staff into the rubble heap that rose from the caved-in floor.

         And then he looked up into the child’s eyes. He tried to look away but he could not. Old Jake walked to the gate and stopped.

         “Mornin’, Mister Jake,” he said nervously.

         “Mornin’, ’Mer’go.” He let his sack slide carefully from his back and leaned his staff against the gate. Then he fumbled in the sack and 99finally brought out a bright object, which he held up in the air so that he could see it.

         “What you got, Mister Jake?” He ran down into the yard.

         “With them big eyes a yourn you oughtta be tellin’ me!”

         “Looks like a star made out a glass!”

         “By Gawd, that’s what it is! Found it down by the dump. I saved it for you!”

         “Thanks, Mister Jake.” He took the star and held it up in the air as the old man had done so that the sunlight shone through it, reflecting brilliant points of red, green, yellow, and blue light from its beveled edges, just like the rainbow!

         He turned to thank Old Jake again, but he was gone! He didn’t see him anywhere. Seized by a sense of mystery, he gazed warily at the empty house, as though it had swallowed Old Jake up. He had the sudden desire to look there himself, to look in ordinary places and find extraordinary things, like Old Jake. He ain’ crazy, he’s deep! That’s why he could find a star when nobody else could. It’s made out of glass. He put it in his pocket and kept his hand upon it. I wonder if it can shine in the pocket, like real stars shine in the sky. He returned to the porch, moving carefully so as not to break the star.

         Again he started to enter the house, when he caught sight of a little knot of children cutting through the shoot: three big ones and three little ones. Tommy Johnson, Turner an’ Carl Grey—big. Willie Joe an’ Blanche an’ Cornelie—little. In patched pants and dresses, odd jackets and sweaters and can-scarred, rock-scarred, marble-scuffed shoes, with pigtails with and without ribbons, with big red Indian Chief tablets and pen-and-pencil boxes and lunches wrapped in brown paper sacks and newspaper. They kicked at cans and rocks and laughed and yelled, looked this way and that as they passed under the elm trees where they came to a halt, looked up on the porch, and discovered him.

         “Look at that li’l niggah up there with that peanut head! Hee! hee! hee! Wow! What a head! An them eyes! With eyes like them, that niggah oughtta see the whole world with one look!”

         “Turner.”

         “Dead,” whispered a voice.

         100“Aw come on, man. Let the boy alone. Hi, ’Mer’go.”

         “Hi, Tommy.” Miss Corina’s front room … The brightly scrubbed floor and the clock ticking four o’clock … His grandma, she’s dead. And Miss Leona, his momma, dead, too.

         The girls giggled and straggled behind the boys at the permitted distance. He followed their laughter through the shoot until the sound was gone, had mingled with the distant hum of traffic and with the farm news reporter’s final prediction of shifting southerly clouds and probable rain.

         Just then Bra Mo came out of his cellar and put up the tailgate of his empty truck and climbed into the driver’s seat and released the hand brake and the truck creaked a short distance until the motor caught and then rattled down the alley in convulsive jerks, Bra Mo bobbling up and down on the springs of the driver’s seat like a cork on a choppy sea.

         
             

         

         “Toodle-lum! Aw, Toodle-lum!” croaked the hoarse voice of an old woman.

         Mrs. Shields. By straining over the banister he could just see her as she stuck her head out the window, a big yellow white-headed woman with a large wart on her cheek and big dark injured eyes underlined with deep purple rings.

         “Her mouth looks like it’s always about to say somethin’ nasty,” he heard Viola say, seeing now his mother and father sitting with Aunt Lily on the front porch one evening when Mrs. Shields came out on her front porch and sat facing them.

         “She is!” said Rutherford with a mischievous laugh.

         “Now, children,” said Aunt Lily in a discreet tone, “Margret Shields usta be young an’ pretty an’ as sweet a child as you’d ever wanna see. An’ then her momma died, an’ she had to take care of a mess a brothers an’ sisters. An’ then she had to git married, an’ had a mess a kids of ’er own. An’ you see how they turned out. An’ what with hard times an’ all, she suffered a lot. Poor child’s got the blues an’ can’t git rid of ’um. The blues makes some people able to laugh a little, an’ other folks they just git bitter an’ spiteful. But she don’ mean no harm.”

         101“Sh-sh-shee’s jus’, jus’ mmm-mad ’c-c-ccause she’s a-a-a-niggah!” stammered Unc Dewey. “Th-th-th-that darkie’s mad, mad at the whole world. Sh-sh-shee’d llllike to gggive it a kkick in—the ass!”

         “They just ruinin’ poor Toodle-lum!” Rutherford said. “Toodle-lum! What a name to torture a child with!”

         “Yes, hon,” said Aunt Lily sweetly, “but you’re forgettin’ somethin’. He’s all she’s got! You lucky. The Lord’s been good to you an’ Viola. Amerigo’s a good boy, an’ one day, just like Old Jake said, he’s gonna be a blessin’ to you. He is already. I ain’ heard from that young ’un a mine in ten years! If you was like her an’ you had a grandson you’d hope that at least he could turn out to be somethin’. Only thing is that she don’ know that you kin love somebody too much!”

         “Toodle-lum! Aw, Toodle-lum!”

         “Yes’m, Big Gran’ma, Big Gran’ma.” A thin frightened little voice, followed by a burst of laughter from a bunch of little kids whose voices he knew as well as his own: Annie, William and Lem, Victor and Helen-Francis and Sammy and Frank.

         “You come in that yard where I kin see you or I’m gonna tan your hide!” shrieked Mrs. Shields.

         “Oh, ho! ho! ho!”

         “Hee! hee! hee!”

         “Yoo—hoo!”

         “C-o-m-e Toodie-woodie,” cried the children.

         “Little devils!” cried Mrs. Shields. “If ’n you was mine, I’d kick the holy shit out a the whole damned lot of you!”

         “Sho’ glad I ain’ her’n!” giggled a muffled voice.

         “What you say, li’l niggah?”

         “Nothin’.”

         “Toodle-lum, if you don’ stay ’way from them little dirty nappy-headed niggahs I’ll kill you!”

         Charles! That’s his real name. Charles Baxter.

         The delicate little boy went up on his front porch and sat on the top step and looked at his companions in the alley with an apologetic expression. Meanwhile the children ran barefoot back and forth in front of the porch, dancing and prancing and poking fun at him. They stuck out their 102tongues, stuck their fingers in their behinds, and pulled off monkeyshines until they made him laugh through the tears that rolled down his face. He’s pretty.

         He thought of Toodle-lum’s brown eyes with the extraordinarily long lashes, like Mr. Crippa’s. Thin nose, big mouth. When he laughed or smiled his lips—like Mom’s an’ Aunt Rose’s, with the ridge coming to a point just beneath the base of the nose—suddenly expanded the full length of his small face and made his peach-colored cheeks swell into rosy mounds under his eyes so that one could hardly see them. His big curly head was balanced upon a long skinny neck just like a baby bird!

         Skinnier than a telegraph wire! Pigeon-toed. Can’t fight, can’t go out of the yard. Shoots marbles good, though.

         A wave of pity for Toodle-lum swept over him. He’s crazy! Watching him laugh and cry at the same time, wondering how it was possible—with just a flicker of his lashes or a flash of fire that he coaxed into his eyes. Just like a girl!

         And now he felt shame mixed with jealousy at the memory of how Toodle-lum always shied away when Amerigo hit him because he was mad because he had won his marbles. Amerigo cried until he gave them back, and then wanted to do something wonderful for him like giving him his wineballs, or lending him the jackknife that he got for Christmas to play mumble-peg with or something like that.

         His mother’s name was Hazel and she was Mrs. Shields’s youngest daughter. And then there was Margret who was twenty-eight but pretended to be twenty-four. And then Jimmy, the oldest next to Maggie. Old lady Shields couldn’t bully her, she worked for her living. Lived down on the first floor next to Mr. Dan. Jimmy was a porter in a hotel out south, and George didn’t do anything but drink, until the old lady started to giving him hell, then he would get a job for a few days until she quieted down.

         Miss Margret’s pretty! He saw her thick black hair and dark daring eyes and followed the line of her lips from memory. They were always smiling at the men who passed by. He wished he were a man.

         He remembered sitting on the back steps of her house one Saturday morning when she was bending over a tub full of dirty clothes. A thin trickle of sweat rolled down her neck and between her breasts, which 103were exposed by the sagging lapels of the bathrobe she’d clumsily fastened with a safety pin. She looked up just in time to catch him looking down her bosom.

         “What! What-you-lookin’ at you little black rascal!” she exclaimed. “Why you—he’s—ha! Are you lookin’ down my bosom, boy? Already! Why, you filthy li’l bastard! Git out a my sight! An’ go tell that ugly biggidy momma a yourn that if I ever catch you—or hear tell a you—lookin’ at what ain’ none a your black business agin I’m gonna slap the piss out a you! Now git!”

         He looked like his mother. She was sick all the time and her eyes were always red. She cried a lot and laughed a lot. But not the way T. C. laughed, or like Mom and Dad’s, or Bra Mo’s or anybody’s.

         “Them’s hustlin’ women, Amerigo,” Rutherford was saying. “You stay away from that house. You let Toodle-lum come over here if you just gotta play with ’im.”

         “Yeah,” said Viola testily, “or maybe your daddy could go over an’ play in his yard if he can’t come over here. That Margret don’ do nothin’ but swish ’round on that porch half naked an’ make eyes at ’im, no way!”

         “Aw, Babe, what I want with a tramp like that?”

         “The other evening,” Viola interrupted with narrow eyelids, “she was over there just a singin’ to beat the band—‘I kin git more men than a passenger train kin haul!’—in that loud twang a hers when Hazel, ’er own sister, yelled upstairs: ‘You can’t git none of ’um to marry you!’ an’ laughed—you know the way she does? Heeee—all high like she was wheezin’. The folks up an’ down the alley sure had a laugh on her!”

         The Shieldses’ house loomed up in an ominous shadow in the falling darkness, its bulky mass perforated by the soft yellow light of coal oil lamps that filled the windows. Silent figures of white and black men slipped in through the back from the Charlotte Street side. The blues spewed out in the sticky air, shadows danced upon the walls, a carelessly closed door idled open: Margret sitting on a white man’s lap, holding out a glass into which Mrs. Shields poured whiskey, while the white man ran his hand up under her dress between her legs. “You quit that now!” she giggled, just before Mrs. Shields prudently shut the door.

         104The image faded away and blended into the expansive feeling of a Saturday morning when Viola let him go out and play in the alley because it was a holiday and she didn’t have to work. He slipped over to play marbles with Toodle-lum. Toodle-lum won, and then they sat on Mr. Everett’s windowsill. Mr. Everett, a bald-headed old man with the face of a devil, heard them arguing about the marbles, which Toodlelum had won, and poured a can of ice water through the screen onto the sill and wet their bottoms. Then they went up on Toodle-lum’s back porch to sit in the sun and dry themselves. Presently they heard a sound like that of someone struggling in the bedroom. A bar of shade falling across the screen of the bedroom door enabled them to look in. Miss Hazel was lying on the bed and a man was lying on top of her. She was scratching him and whining and he was kissing her and squeezing her titties. The noises they made sounded funny. The man started to tear at her dress.

         At this point Mrs. Shields came out of the kitchen downstairs and called: “Toodle-lum! Aw-Toodle-lum!”

         “Yes’m! Yes’m!” answered Toodle-lum. Amerigo hit him hard in the ribs but it was too late. Miss Hazel, hearing voices just outside the door, jumped up from the bed, ran to the door, and looked out. Her dress, which buttoned down the front, was open. The children stared at her naked body. Her hair was all in her face and her red eyes flashed angrily.

         “Git away from here, you li’l black muthah-fuggah!”

         Meanwhile Mrs. Shields came grunting up the steps as fast as she could, slowly enough, she being a fat old woman, to allow them to rush past her, but not before she could swat them twice with the broom.

         “Little sons a bitches!” she exclaimed. Amerigo ran home as fast as he could. From his front porch he heard the old woman screaming. “Toodle-lum, you git in this house! I’m gonna warm your little behind!”

         “Yes’m, yes’m.” His frightened voice hung—stuck—in the air, and Amerigo felt a heavy depressive loneliness steal upon him.

         
             

         

         The sun was burning its way through eleven o’clock, diffusing its hard blatant light through the alley, raising blisters upon the ancient porch banisters and drying the cracks in the cement yard.

         105The cool, dank bouquet of vatted wine rose from Mrs. Crippa’s cellar and mixed with the smell of parmesan cheese hanging in mold-encrusted loaves from the ceiling while blue-green flies buzzed happily around the half-shut garbage can in the yard at the foot of the porch steps. The putrid odor of rotting food permeated the air.

         He descended the steps and lifted the lid of the can and gazed at its contents with an expression signifying both curiosity and revulsion. Swarming in the midst of a bile-green mass of decaying food—which in turn rested within the center of a dull, brick-red substance that appeared to have once been chili-beans—was a heap of tallow-white maggots! The smell was revolting, but he was fascinated by the colors, for now he discovered the volatile yellow hues of several lemon rinds strewn among the green, and that the outer edge of the mass of chili-beans were of a lighter shade of reddish brown, having dried more quickly in the sun. He narrowed his eyelids and discovered that the colors blended in a remarkable way, the whiteness of the maggots causing the lemon rinds to appear of a more saturated yellow, almost white, and at the same time adding a richness to the deep brown, almost black, watermelon seeds.

         Then something moving on Aunt Lily’s porch attracted his attention. He turned his head and peered between the banister railings into the shadows of the porch. At that instant the sharp putrid odor from the garbage can stung his nostrils with the intensity of some volatile poison. Ugh! he cried aloud, and clamped the top down over the can and hammered it more firmly with the heel of his bare foot.

         The odor safely sealed in the can, he returned his attention to the porch. A small kitten emerged from the hidden corner formed by the concrete wall and the shed. It was about six months old. It advanced with some difficulty up the three concrete steps into the yard. It approached Amerigo and paused a few feet from where he stood. He picked it up and stroked its soft blue-gray fur. He looked down into its yellow eyes and they regarded him with a savage tenderness. He felt its delicate spine tremble in his hands, reverberate with a gentle purring murmur.

         “Me,” said Rutherford’s voice, “an’ a gang a niggahs usta go snake huntin’ ever’ Sad’dy on Clairmount Hill an’ all up in them woods ’roun’ Cliff Drive an’ down 106by the railroad tracks. An’ don’ let us come ’cross no cats! M-a-n, we was rough on a cat. We’d throw ’um up in the air by the tail! An’ chunk rocks at ’um.”

         He saw his father’s mischievous smile as he spoke, he heard his mother’s reproach and his father’s reply: “They got nine lives, ain’ they?”

         He trembled with a deep sense of mystery, fear, and curiosity. He stroked the cat gently. Again. It purred and fanned its tail with a gentle show of satisfaction. Gradually, unaware that he did so, he gripped the kitten tightly in his hands and moved breathlessly up the steps. He stood over the banister and rested his elbows upon the rail, but he did not feel the heat of the sun upon it, nor did he hear the distant hum of traffic that rose from the boulevard and from the avenue. He did not see that the elm trees in Miss Ada’s yard swayed gently and that their branches cast cool transparent shadows against the back wall of the empty house. The kitten wriggled in the free air beyond the railing. His arms, then his hands grew gradually numb. He looked at the soft fur of the kitten’s head until it blurred out of focus. And suddenly his hands were empty. His eyes followed it down …

         “Boom!” he whispered softly, almost in an attitude of prayer.

         On her feet! he cried excitedly, stealing frenziedly down the steps as if in a dream. When he reached the yard he seized the trembling kitten, clutched it to his breast, and again ascended the steps, and let it fall.

         Boom!

         Not hard enough.

         This time he ran down the steps and grabbed the kitten by the nape of the neck, and when he had gained the porch he took her by the tail and flung her high in the air. She screamed, arched her back, and stretched her four legs wide apart—as she sailed through the air and down with a wild static freedom Boom!

         She stood trembling, dazed, where she landed.

         Why doesn’t she run away? Beads of sweat gathered on his forehead. He breathed in short hectic gasps and his heart pounded in his ears. Go away, cat! But she didn’t go away. She trembled where she stood. All right then, I’ll show you!

         He snatched her up and scrambled to the porch and blindly flung her over.

         107Boom!

         Boom!

         How many lives did Dad say? Four to go! Four!

         Boom! 

         Boom! 

         Boom!

         Weary in his soul, sick with shame and mortally afraid he approached the kitten again. Each step he took with dread, but he couldn’t stop.

         “Stop!” cried a voice, and he looked about him and tried to ferret out the witnessing eyes of the hot sultry morning. He studied all the windows and all the doors of all the houses carefully. Not a soul in sight. He listened. No sound save the sound of his heart pulsing in his throat against the background of the sound that came from far away, from the top of the alley, from the avenue, a large cruel indifferent sound that was suddenly drowned out by the voice that shouted in his ears:

         Why don’t you die, cat?

         At that instant a cloud drenched the yard in shade. A cool breeze blew over his face, chilling the sweat upon his brow.

         “Run away! Shoo!”

         She stood trembling at the foot of the steps. He stooped down to pick her up and she looked at him. He took up his heavy burden and flung it down once more. He followed her descent out of the corner of his eye.

         Boom!

         He stood before her, his whole body aching with fear. Just as he reached down to pick her up another cloud passed over the sun. Her eyes flashed demonically in the light. He sprang away from her, jamming his knee against the stone at the foot of the steps. A sharp pain shot through his knee and the bruise started to bleed. He grabbed her by the tail and, burning with a sort of terror, carried her up to the porch. He swung her forward, then backward, in order to get enough momentum to swing her as far as he could. But on the backward swing a sharp pain seared the back of his hand. His knuckle was torn and blood flowed from the skin around the bone.

         He put the kitten down and looked at her. She trembled at his feet. He bent down and stroked her fur. Then he went into the kitchen and 108filled a bowl with cornflakes and milk and spread a spoonful of plum preserves upon it. He took it out to the porch and placed it before her. But she did not eat. She trembled where she stood.

         Presently a trickle of blood oozed out of the corner of her mouth. She began to cough violently. He ran to the farthest corner of the porch and looked at her. Gradually she ceased coughing. She half fell, half lay down before the bowl of cornflakes. Her eyes shone with a dull glare. They were looking at him! The blood continued to flow from her mouth, but she did not move again.

         The twelve o’clock whistle blew.

         He dashed into the front room and got an old copy of the Voice and wrapped the cat up in it. Then he slipped quickly down the steps and into the lot of the empty house and threw it into the hole filled with trash where the floor had caved in. Then he ran back up onto the porch and into the kitchen and found the scrub rag in a pail by the sink. He filled the pail with water and got the broom and carried them out onto the porch as quickly as he could.

         Bra Mo’s truck rattled down the alley. Big Tom zoomed up the alley in a red truck and stopped in front of his house. And now he heard voices in the alley, people were coming home to lunch!

         He hastily splashed the water on the bloodstains and swished the broom over the spot where the cat had laid its head, drying it thoroughly with the rag. When he had finished he took the rag, pail, and broom back in the kitchen and put them away. Then he went into the toilet and vomited. After that he washed his face with cold water and waited for his mother to come.

         “Did you stay in the yard like I told you, babe?” Viola asked, filling his plate with warmed-over beans from last night.

         “Yes’m.”

         She fished out a piece of fat meat and put it on his plate. Then she chopped up part of a Spanish onion and strewed it over the beans and poured out a glass of cold buttermilk from the bottle she’d brought with her.

         “Ain’t you hungry?” noticing that he wasn’t eating. She took a pan of corn bread out of the oven, sliced a wedge, and put it on his plate.

         “No’m.”

         109“What’s the matter with you? You look a little ashy in the face.” She noticed his hand and his knee. “What happened to your hand an’ your knee?”

         Jesus knows! replied a voice.

         I killed the cat nine—ten times! … he thought, but no sound escaped his mouth. His heart pounded and the sick feeling rose once more to his throat.

         “What happened to your hand an’ your knee? …” Viola was asking.

         “I hurt it.”

         “Where?” examining the wound more closely.

         “On the step in the yard.”

         “You got a nasty gash there.” She led him into the middle room and sat him down on the vanity stool. She rummaged in the middle drawer for bandages. Then she washed and dressed the cuts on knee and hand. “There, is that better?”

         “Yes’m.”

         She took him in her arms.

         “No wonder you look so peaked. Come on, now, baby, an’ eat your lunch. You’ll feel a lot better with some hot food in your stomach.”

         The one o’clock whistle blew. Viola had dashed out of the house a little before twelve-thirty promising to bring him something nice if he would be a good boy and not go out of the yard.

         He sat on the orange crate waiting for five o’clock. He looked at the spot where the cat had died. It had dried and was cleaner than the rest of the porch. “Like there never was a cat!” His heart gladdened to the idea.

         Jesus knows! said a voice. It sounded as though it had come from the hole into which he had thrown her. He glanced nervously at the empty house.

         Who among you here in God’s house today ain’ got some secret locked up in his heart! 

         This time the voice came from behind him. He turned around and saw Mrs. Crippa’s lips moving as she stepped onto her porch. He held his breath in fear that she would come over and accuse him. Instead she descended to the cellar carrying a glass water pitcher. A few minutes later she returned with the pitcher filled with wine. Looks like blood!

         One o’clock slipped into two o’clock. He went down into the yard and leaned over the fence. He stared at the empty house for a long time. 110He peered into the hole where the cat lay. Then after a while he went down to the shed on Aunt Lily’s porch and took out an old hammer, some old rusty nails, and a saw, and some scraps of lumber Rutherford had brought home. I’ll make a jig.

         “A three-wheeled wagon shaped like a triangle,” he heard Rutherford say. “With a long axle supportin’ the back wheels an’ a short one—an iron rod—in front.”

         He worked lifelessly at his task in the far corner of the yard near the gate separating it from the shoot that led to Campbell Street. It was shady there because of the great oblique shadow thrown by Miss Ada’s house.

         Suddenly a lean hungry-looking tiger cat jumped up on the fence and walked along its edge. Its shadow fell upon the yard. He froze with terror. The cat! He turned to see if it really was really her. The strange cat jumped onto the shed and sniffed and then jumped down onto Aunt Lily’s porch and stood for a moment within the shadows where he had discovered her. Suddenly its head appeared over the edge of the concrete wall. It was ascending the steps. It was in the yard. It sat on the stone step at the foot of the staircase where he had hurt his knee. It sniffed at the dried blood. He lowered his eyes and stared at the cracks in the yard. He felt the cat looking at him! He lifted his eyes and the cat stared at him for several seconds. The sun shone fully upon its face, upon its eyes.

         “Git away, cat!” He raised his hammer threateningly. A chilling breeze wafted his body. The shade seemed darker, though the sun shone brightly.

         “Scat!” again raising the hammer. The cat retreated, but paused on the middle step halfway up the stair, and continued to stare at him.

         “Go away, cat!” The cat ran up to the porch. It sniffed at the clean spot. Then it sat on and stared at him, as before.

         How does he know? He threw the hammer at the cat, but missed and tore a hole in the bottom of the screen. The cat leaped in three bounds from the porch onto the shed and into the lot of the empty house and disappeared into the hole into which he had thrown her!

         “What your momma a-gonna say abouta that, Tony, ey?”

         Mrs. Crippa stood on her porch looking at him.

         She knows! She’ll tell! “About what?” he exclaimed desperately.

         111“That hole in the door!” waving her forefinger at him, her face wrinkling into a smile. “Ah, Tony, you a bad boy, but I gonna geeva you somatheeng just the same!”

         He went over to her porch and she handed him two over-ripe peaches.

         “Thank you, ma’am.”

         She went back into the kitchen and he threw the peaches over the fence. Just then a swarm of flies swooped down upon the lid of the garbage can.

         Two o’clock slipped into three o’clock. But not before many leaves had fallen from the elm trees, and Bra Mo had made several trips to the neighboring houses burdened with heavy cakes of ice, not before many sparrows had scavenged crumbs from the porch banisters and windowsills and pigeons had made love on the hot roofs. From the alley came the smell of burning tar, which meant that Mr. Harrison was repairing the roof of Aunt Nancy’s house. Shorty had made several sorties up from the ground floor and had finally disappeared within the shadows of the neighboring back porch. Unc Dewey had come to the back door and looked out and then returned to the middle room where he lay across the bed and cooled himself with a palm-leaf fan. Now Miss Sadie appeared on the back porch in her slip.

         “Kin you go to the store for me, honey?”

         “No’m, Mom told me not to go out a the yard.”

         “I’ll give you a nickel, baby.”

         “I can’t.”

         “That’s right, honey, you do what your momma tell you. Bless your li’l heart!” She stepped back into the house. Then Mrs. Derby came out on her porch.

         “My, my! What a good little boy you is, ’Mer’go! Just a-playin’ all by yourself, just like a li’l man, so quiet an’ peaceful. Your momma gonna be proud a you one a these days. Heah, baby, I got a piece a choc’lit cake I been savin’ for you.” She started into her kitchen.

         “I can’t!”

         “What? You can’t eat no choc’lit cake? Your momma won’ eat you if ’n you take a little piece. Just a teeny-weeny li’l piece!”

         He took the cake.

         112Policeman Jackson’s dog, Sammy, a mongrel hound with a long body, short legs, and a half-chewed-off right ear, trotted casually through the shoot from the Campbell Street side, paused at the gate, and stuck his head through the space at the bottom. Then he cut through the yard of the empty house, hoisted his right leg, and emitted a stream of urine against the door frame and then sniffed into the hole. He growled menacingly, baring his teeth, snorted, and backed away. After he had disappeared around the side of the house he heard familiar voices:

         “Aw, man, how do you know!”

         “You don’ know neither!”

         “Don’ none a you niggahs know?”

         The voices grew louder, accompanied now by the sound of scuffling feet and a stick scraping against the bricks of Mrs. Crippa’s house.

         “Man, I done s-e-e-n it!” exclaimed the first voice, as four boys and a girl finally issued from the shoot.

         “Turner Grey an’ Carl, his brother, an’ Tommy, Sammy Hilton—an’ Etta, his sister!”

         Carl’s dead, said a voice.

         “What you say, ’Mer’go?” Carl said with a friendly smile.

         He’s blacker than I am, he thought, looking at his coarse black shiny hair. Better than Turner’s—he glanced quickly at Turner’s hair—and mine. It shines like r-e-a-l black feathers. He followed with his eyes the glistening arches of hair above Carl’s eyes and the silken brushes of hair that issued from the lids. There was a line of soft fuzz over his upper lip. He wanted to touch it, the smooth skin of his face.

         “What you say, ’Mer’go,” he was saying, as though his tongue were made out of butter.

         “What you say, m-a-n?” said Turner with an amused sneer.

         Turner must have been about seven because Carl was only in the kindergarten while Turner was in the second grade. A long skinny rawboned boy with tobacco-brown skin and kinky hair. He smiled at Amerigo with a sly knowing expression that made him fidget uneasily. Now Amerigo’s eyes darted among the faces of the others. Measuring their reactions, as though he were peering through a web of schemes and plans behind their eyes while concealing his own.

         113“Hi,” he said, greeting Sammy Hilton obliquely because he was the oldest and the meanest. Eight, with a thick crop of hair that he slicked down already. He glanced at the girl. She’s mean, too. Six.

         “Them’s tough little jokers, Amerigo,” he heard Rutherford saying. “You stay away from ’um, you heah? You git to fightin’ with one of ’um—an’ you have to fight ’um both! They momma was like that, too. An’ still is! Tougher’n a bunch a rattlesnakes! Li’l black skinny gal!”

         “You’d never think it to look at ’er now,” said Viola, “she’s fat an’ squat as a mushroom!”

         “An’ fight!” said Rutherford, “Why, you’d have to kill ’er to stop ’er! The whole family—the whole kit an’ kaboodle—black, ugly, an’ mean!”

         “Hi, ’Mer’go,” said Tommy.

         “Hi,” looking at his hands to prevent their five pairs of eyes from discovering his thoughts.

         “You cats comin’ or ain’t you?” Sammy scowled impatiently. His brow wrinkled in three vertical lines between his eyebrows. He shrugged his little square shoulders, as though to reinforce his plea.

         “Where?” he asked.

         “What you care, niggah?” cried Sammy, sticking his thumb in the shoulder strap of his dirty overalls. “We don’ want no little eggheaded niggah like you followin’ us around!”

         “Tee! hee!” giggled Etta showing her big white rabbit’s teeth, with her nappy hair standing all over her head.

         She looks like something between a cat and a bird, he thought, observing her small face: sharp eyes, sharp nose, wide thin-lipped mouth—like Toodle-lum’s—and a sharp tongue.

         “Aw, let ’im come!” said Carl soulfully.

         “Yeah, let the li’l niggah come,” Turner encouraged. “Your momma won’ care if you come out a the yard just a little while, will she, buddy?” He smiled a devilish smile, eyes twinkling.

         “Where?”

         “Tell ’im, smarty!” said Tommy.

         “Yeah! Yeah, I’ll tell ’im!” Sammy replied. All eyes were immediately fixed upon his face. His little round eyes grew so bright that all of the meanness seemed to have burned out of them. Slowly, majestically, he 114raised his skinny little arms and lifted his head beyond the tops of the tall trees, as though he beheld a great vision in the sky.

         My heart is bathed in the blood of Christ! declared the reverend.

         “Yeah, I’ll tell ’im!” Sammy was saying: “I know a place! A r-e-a-l pretty place! Where you kin git a-l-l you want to eat! Anything you want! All you have to do is ask for it!”

         “But beans an’ fatback’s good!”

         “Aw, you crazy!” Tommy said.

         “Crazy nothin’! I’m tellin’ you, you kin have—have—fried chicken, if you want it!”

         “What you mean, if you want it?” Etta exclaimed. “Huh?”

         “An’-an’”: Sammy stammered, “ice cream! An’ cake, man!”

         “Hot dog!” Carl said, licking his lips.

         “Yeah!” Sammy continued, “an’ chili, an’ ice-cold watermelon! An’ dill pickles an’ wineballs—”

         “Let’s go!” he declared.

         “Yeah! Let’s go!” Etta cried.

         “Shucks!” Tommy declared, “you niggahs is crazy!”

         “Don’ go then!” Sammy yelled angrily. “Come on, gang!”

         “Where is it?” he asked, moving anxiously, timidly through the gate, surveying the forbidden world outside with fear and wonder.

         “I’ll show you, man!” said Sammy.

         They walked through the lot behind the empty house. The sun burned hotly on the grass. Grasshoppers crawled along the fuzzy stems of the tall sunflowers and settled on the leaves. Flies buzzed in and out of the cool cellar, which had a musky rotting smell from garbage thrown into the caved-in lower floor. His eyes sought out the hole where he had thrown the cat. He saw the edge of the paper. It had a bright pink bloodstain on it. Flies swarmed around the paper.

         They trooped down the alley, and he looked left and right in wonderment, regarding it with the reckless and yet wary abandon of a prisoner just escaped from prison. His eyes ravished the houses and faces of the lower half of the alley, which he had only seen until now under quite peculiar circumstances: when he went to the store or to the movies or for a walk with Viola and Rutherford, or when he went to pay Aunt Rose 115a Sunday visit. From the standpoint of adults he had seen it, from the vortex of the lower end of a triangle, or looking down from the unstable height determined by the length of a pair of masculine or feminine legs. Fleetingly he had seen it, from the front porch in the evening after supper, once from the floorboards of a little one-story house to the ticking of a silver clock blazing in the sun.

         Down the alley he moved, toward the avenue end, a cobblestoned corridor bordered by squatting half-pint houses with little two chair porches and four or five or seven steps leading to the alley.

         They passed Old Jake’s house, a condemned one-story house with windows of cardboard. And Old Lady’s house, a two-story house with a huge sprawling roofless porch that ran the building’s full length.

         Th-th-th that o-o-ol’ wu-wu woman’s at least at least a hundred an’ tw-twtwenty! he heard Unc Dewey declare.

         “Aw, Unc!” Viola had exclaimed, “you oughtta be ashamed of yourself for tellin’ ’um like that!”

         “Th-th-th-think I-I’m lyin’ huh? Huh? Well, le-le-let me tell you one thing, bbbbaby, when mmmmy momma was ssstilla a a li li little girl, th-th-th-that ol’ woman was was st-still a ol’ woman! She had gr-gr-gray hair an’-an’-an gran’-gran’-children!”

         “She is pretty old, Babe!” said Rutherford. “They say she was a slave, even, an’ I heard Mr. Simpson say he knew her when he was a boy! An’ he ain’ no spring chicken! I don’ think she knows how old she is herself. But she kin tell about things can’t nobody else remember. Git to drinkin’ that catnip an’ she’ll tell you ’bout the time she saw Lincoln!”

         “I sure wish I had a nickel for every lie you told, boy! I’d be settin’ pretty for the rest of my life!”

         “No stuff, Babe! That old woman kin drink more’n me! Yes, sir! She just sets there in that old rockin’ chair—for centuries, Jack!—just a rockin’ an’ swattin’ flies. An’ every now an’ then you see ’er duck down under that old apron an’ come up with a jug an’ take a li’l nip! Wipe ’er mouth with the back of ’er hand. Ahhha—hey! Hey! As far back as I kin remember eeeeever’body called ’er Old Lady!”

         “Well,” said Viola, “I ain’ gonna tell no lie. I don’ know how ol’ that ol’ woman is, but she’s the oldest human bein’ I’ve ever seen!”

         116He was directly in front of the house now. He looked up at the old woman with awe. Her thin white hair was braided in little braids. Patches of scalp shone through the thin matting of hair and the skin on her face was saddle-leather brown and smooth, tightly drawn into the hollows of her cheekbones, which stood out strong and severe and puckered around her mouth.

         Looks like a baby. He grinned, but then checked himself when her gaze fell fully upon his face. One large brown eye and one clouded snot-green eye froze him with terror.

         She knows! Staring her image out of focus, her face took on a sinister air. He saw her ancient figure shrouded in a faded blue dress as though underwater. The waves washed her back and forth in her rocking chair. It creaked against the floorboards of the porch, which seemed to sway as though it might collapse under her weight at any moment. He stared into the cool reaches of the porch beneath her and waited for her to fall.

         Under the porch on the ground floor were two apartments. Mrs. Farnum lived in one and Mrs. Clark lived in the other. Miss Milly Clark was a big yellow woman with a sad plain face and a wide pink bruised-looking mouth. She wrote numbers and had three daughters. Annie was the smallest, four maybe. Cornelia, six, and Blanche, the oldest, about ten or eleven: eyes didn’t match, feet didn’t match, a big kindhearted, loudmouthed buxom girl. And Willie Joe. Willie Joe, the only boy. Four, or three. Little! Fudge-colored, snotty-nosed, barefoot, and dirty. He had big, sad, wet eyes.

         They ran out onto the cement porch and looked up over the concrete wall that gave onto the floor of the alley, four pairs of eyes, and said in unison:

         “Hi, ’Mer’go, Sammy, Etta, Carl, an’ Turner, an’ Tommy!”

         “Girls!” cried the boys in disgust.

         “Girls!” shrieked Etta louder than all the rest.

         “Et-ta’s a tom-boy!”

         “Et-ta’s a tom-boy!”

         “Et-ta’s a tom-boy!”

         Whereupon Etta and the boys started throwing rocks at them. Willie 117Joe managed to escape while his sisters’ attention was being absorbed by the barrage, and followed the boys down the alley.

         “Willie Joe!” cried Blanche, “you come back here, boy! I’m gonna tell! I’m gonna tell Momma on you, just as soon as she comes home! You just wait an’ see if I don’!”

         A stray rock cracked against the window of the house next door. A tall lean iron-gray-haired woman appeared in the door with a small white naked baby in her arms. His hair was a mass of fibrous golden waves and his eyes were blue. Little Delbert! And Mrs. Farnum’s his grandmother.

         “I seen you throw that rock, Sammy!” she was yelling in a trembling voice that was too weak to give vent to her anger, as though she had been sick and was still weak. “You li’l demon!” shaking her forefinger at him.

         “Look at ol’ Delbert!” exclaimed the child, excited by the strange-looking baby.

         “Shame on you, Tony!” cried Mrs. Farnum, “I’m sure surprised at you! Your momma an’ daddy tryin’ to bring you up decent, an’ you runnin’ the streets with them bad li’l hoodlums!”

         His gaze fell nervously upon the cobblestones. He was suddenly shaken by a sense of fatality that smote him in the pit of his stomach. It made him dizzy and caused his heart to beat violently and his lips to quiver.

         “I’m gonna tell your momma on you!” Mrs. Farnum was saying, “this evenin’ when she comes home! Just you wait and see!”

         He grinned foolishly in a reflex of fear that was very near panic.

         “What?” cried Mrs. Farnum, “You laughin’ at me, young man? Well, you just wait till your momma come home!”

         With that she banged the screen door shut and hooked it: Boom! He felt the sting of his father’s razor strap on his arms and legs: Did you take the money?

         “You comin’ or ain’t you!” Carl yelled, and he realized that the others were already at the foot of the alley. He hesitated for a minute and then started after them. He stumbled on a brick, which threw him off his balance and made him tear his pants on a nail sticking out of the telephone post that stood a few feet from Mrs. Farnum’s house. He felt a throbbing pain in his knee. He had reopened the bruise. A fine trickle of blood ran through the bandage. He wanted to cry.

         118“Come on, man,” said Carl, helping him up by the arm. When he tried to walk he discovered that he had stubbed his toe. The brick had torn a thin sheaf of skin from his big toe just under the nail. Even the air that rushed against it when he hobbled along was painful.

         The gang entered the avenue. The pavement was hot and burned his feet so badly that he could only make progress by seeking out the shaded spots. Men in overalls stood in front of The Blue Moon and dummies with clothes on stood in front of a store that had three big golden balls hanging over the door. That’s the pawnshop he heard Rutherford say, as he limped past Jew Mary’s dry-goods store where there were a lot of clothes and shoes in the window. There’s where Katie works. Old Lady’s ’er gran’ma.

         The other side of the street was lined with stores: Wineberg’s ice cream parlor, Magedy’s grocery store, Goldman’s grocery store, the Green Leaf restaurant. John Henry was sitting outside Magedy’s beside his bicycle. He delivered the groceries.

         “Hi, John Henry!” he shouted.

         John Henry, a strong, black, bright-eyed boy of fourteen with a big handsome smile, looked condescendingly in his direction. He grinned mischievously, bearing his large white perfect teeth: “Aaaaaw, I’m gonna tell your momma you out a the yard!”

         He laughed a little frantic laugh and ran on, with Carl’s help, after the others. The moist raw flesh on his toe was drying fast. There was already a thin coating of dirt on it. Although it throbbed every time he took a step, he was getting used to the pain. His feet were gradually toughening to the pavement and a sort of hysterical exhilaration drowned out the pain from his knee.

         They came to a large storefront. The bottom of its big plate-glass window was painted black and the upper half was painted tan. They peered through the cracks scratched in the surface of the glass with a penknife.

         “What’s this?” he asked, able to see only a few empty tables and the long legs of a woman whose dress was raised well above her knees sitting near a piano.

         “What’s this!” cried Turner. “You don’ know nothin’, man! This is a fine broad!”

         119“Aw, I don’ mean that, I mean this place!”

         “The Black an’ Tan—a nightclub,” said Tommy patiently.

         An’ Ruben fell in about twelve! said Rutherford. He saw his uncle Ruben:

         With his eyes closed like this, his arms at his sides, dancin’ every step that was ever known! An’ then, when all the known steps run out …

         “Come on, you cats!” Sammy urged.

         The rumble of chair legs and table legs and the excited shuffle of feet from the path of danger.

         “Look out, Ruben, he’s got a knife!”

         Boom! went the gun, blowing a hole in Uncle Ruben’s chest, which, by the time Doc Bradbury came, had closed, sealed up the life of Uncle Ruben, while the man who wielded the gun that shot him got away because the people who should find the people who did things like that didn’t care.

         They came to the corner of Independence and Charlotte and stopped before the polished window of Pete’s candy store to admire the black and red wax pistols with their barrels loaded with syrup, and licorice and peppermint sticks, and rock candy, orange grains of candy corn, teeming in tall cylindrical jars with crystal tops.

         They pressed their palms and the tips of their noses against the pane and sighed with unstinted longing, ejaculating unrestrainable exclamations, such as:

         “Unnnnnnnh-unh! That sho’ looks good!”

         “Bet you I could eat eeeeever’thin’ in that window!”

         “Bet you couldn’!”

         “I bet you I kin!”

         “Huh! I kin git all that what’s in there—an’ more where we goin’!” Sammy declared.

         “Solid, man!” said Turner.

         Now they noticed that the window of the Italian bakery opposite the candy store was mirrored in the candy store window. It was filled with chromium trays on glass and marble shelves laden with cupcakes and creampuffs and cinnamon buns and jelly rolls sprinkled with powdered sugar. In one corner by itself stood a huge tray piled with golden-brown doughnuts.

         “Looka there!” Amerigo cried, and they all stared at, were transfixed by the double image that was suddenly broken by the swerving movement 120of a black touring sedan traveling south up Cherry Street toward the corner where they stood. A curly-headed white man in a blazing white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows hopped onto the running board. There was a shot:

         “Boom!” And another: “Boom!”

         Louder than a cherry firecracker! he thought, watching the man in the white shirt fall off the running board and hit the hot asphalt pavement with a hard slapping sound and roll over one, two, three times before his head crashed against the curbstone a few inches from the fireplug with a dull thud that sounded like the hammer that squashed a big piece of ice wrapped in a gunnysack when Viola made ice cream.

         They stared at the man. His shirt was stained with dirt and a shiny sticky red color seeped through the dirty white. Blood! He was getting sick in his stomach, watching it gush in heavy spurts from the gaping hole in the man’s neck, while his eyes walled in his head and the irises formed a dull blue ellipsis floating in two bulging spheres of white.

         In a matter of seconds the children were surrounded by a mottled crowd of black and white people who looked curiously at the dying man and whispered queries in anxious voices. A gray-headed old white lady who looked like Mrs. Crippa brought a pan of water and tried to wash the bleeding wound. But the blood only flowed faster, gushing in rhythmic spurts, bright red now like strawberry soda-pop. It ran into the street, cutting a path through a thick layer of dust that gathered at the corner and ran down the drain in front of the fireplug.

         “A neeger done eet!” said the old woman, still bent over the man. Amerigo looked about curiously, as if to identify the “neeger” who could have done such a terrible thing. All the eyes were looking down at him. He felt a faint tug on his arm, and turned around in time to see Carl, Turner, Tommy, and the others seeping through the crowd.

         A siren whined down the avenue. Seconds later a big white car with big red headlights swerved into Cherry Street. Two white men dressed in white got out, ran around to the back of the car, and pulled out a stretcher. The crowd gathered around the men. Amerigo, having reached the edge of the crowd, turned on his heels and ran as fast as he could. But he could not run very fast because he hit his knee again when he 121brushed past the window of the candy store. With every step the pain shot through his whole body, while the coolness of the air against his stubbed toe caused it to throb with a private, separate pain that was very intense. And the pavement still burned his feet. He looked down the avenue after the others, but there was not a soul in sight. He began to cry. Unable to run anymore, he slowed down to a walk. He hobbled along, blinded by the pain and the fear, no longer seeing or caring where he went.

         Suddenly he heard the siren whining threateningly behind him. They know! They’re after me! He forced himself to run. His bleeding toe left a thin trail of blood upon the dusty sidewalk. Just as he was crossing the alley where the meat market was, a voice whispered to him:

         “In here!”

         It was Carl. He darted into the alley. The ambulance screamed past, followed by a police car. They ran to the other end of the alley and cut through a yard, climbed a fence, and turned once more into the avenue six streets away.

         “Here’s them cats!” Etta yelled. They approached the little gang who stood waiting on the corner in front of a large building whose little windows were covered with wire grating looking up onto the street from the basement below. The boys peeped down into a large room full of women. They were of all ages. Some were black, and some were yellow. They wore white aprons with white rags or handkerchiefs around their heads. Strong jets of steam spouted from a big machine that filled the room with a rumbling noise, while the acrid odor of strong soap and wet clothes agitated by an unbearable heat hung heavily in the air. The women shouted loudly and laughed as they went about their work. Some removed the steamy clothes from the machines, while others silently, resignedly ironed the collars of shirts, and still others untied the bundles of dirty clothes, which they sorted and counted.

         One woman attracted his attention. He could hardly see her because of the steam. She stood over in the far corner of the room, all to herself. She wore a white apron like the rest and a white towel around her head. Fine beads of sweat stood out on her forehead. Her lips moved, as though she were talking to herself as she worked. His gaze, however, was fixed upon the white hand towel around her neck.

         122That’s because of the heat bumps, he explained to himself unconsciously, noticing also that she handled the bundles carefully: to keep her nails from breaking off.

         Suddenly the woman looked up through the steamy air and wiped the sweat from her forehead. She looked at the window, directly into his eyes, fixed him with her gaze. He held his breath. She started to move toward the window, a distance of some fifty feet, but then seemed to change her mind, and returned to her station. She grabbed a fresh bundle of dirty clothes and started counting again.

         Meanwhile he knelt before the window, frozen to the spot, his heart throbbing as though it would burst the hollow of his chest.

         “Come on, ’Mer’go,” said Carl quietly, touching his shoulder, and he hobbled after his companions.

         They turned into a broad street. There was a steady stream of cars whose bodies and chromium parts glistened in the sun. They ran down toward Fifth Street. He kept up as well as he could.

         Nearing Fifth Street he saw a big red house on a hill, nestling in a thicket of flowering bushes. A man sat on the porch sunning himself. Uncle Billy! He looked for signs of Aunt Rose. Stealthily he crossed over to the north side of the street, hovering close to the stone wall in order to avoid being seen. He passed by the nightclub with the neon sign that read: dante’s inferno.

         “That means hell!” he said out loud.

         “Aaaaw, you said a bad word!” said Willie Joe.

         “What means hell?” asked Carl. Etta sniggered mockingly.

         “In-fer-no!” he replied, pointing to the sign.

         “How do you know!” asked Sammy, “when you can’t even read?”

         “Aaaaaw, yes, I kin!” he declared, glancing back up through the bushes, quickening his pace now, almost running ahead of the others His toe was again caked with dirt, and the blood on the bandage around his knee had dried into a crust that stuck fast.

         They stopped at the corner of Fifth and Main and gazed at the old city market and then turned up Main Street until they reached Sixth Street.

         “This way!” cried Tommy, and they turned down Sixth Street and proceeded for a block and a half east.

         123“You see! I told you!” cried Sammy, pointing to a dingy old four-story building on the north side of the street. The upper floors appeared to be filled with offices. Signs were printed on some of the windows with white paint, while on others they were printed with raised white porcelain letters. The ground floor of the building was a big storefront separated by a large screened double door. Big words were printed on these windows, too, but with white stuff that rubbed off when you touched it, like the words on the window of Magedy’s store.

         Through the window he could make out two long counters, behind which were five Negro men dressed in white jackets and tall stiff white hats and handkerchiefs or towels around their necks like Viola and the other women at the laundry. The handkerchiefs and towels were wet with sweat and beads of sweat rolled down their faces and glistened on the backs of their hands as they dipped into the huge steamy pots with long dippers. He had to imagine the plates because he could not see very well from between the hips and legs of the crowd of men who gathered around the window.

         “You’ll have to go to the rear of the line and wait your turn, son,” said a voice. He looked up into the kind blue eyes of a tall thin white man dressed in neat blue summer pants, spotlessly white shoes, and an equally white polo shirt. The fine golden hair on his arm shimmered in the sunlight as he pointed to the end of the line. Carl and the others who were peeping in the window on the opposite side were also directed by the handsome man to go to the end of the line, but by the time they got there he was already ahead of them.

         The line curved from the door in a wide arc that trailed down Sixth Street. It moved slowly through the screen door on the right, while another stream passed out through the door on the left, causing him to imagine that they were both a part of the same line.

         A skinny one in and a fat one out! he thought with a smile, momentarily forgetting his toe until he jammed it against the heel of the man in front of him. The pain that throbbed through his body reminded him that he was sorry he had come. An awareness of his uneasiness of the previous night swept over him and he was sorry about what had happened to his mother and father. He thought about the morning and he 124was sorry about the cat, about the man with the bullet hole in his neck, and about the nigger who did it. The quiet peaceful yard that he had forsaken seemed more remote than ever. He tried to remember all the streets he had come through, but he got lost in the alley where the meat market was.

         What time is it? he wondered with a sudden feeling of desperation. I have to get back in time!

         “I’m gonna tell your momma on you, you just wait an’ see if I don’!” cried Mrs. Farnum.

         I don’t care, he thought defiantly, feeling quite beside himself. He gazed at his bizarre companions in the line: silent, unshaven men with sunken faces and dumb eyes that stared at the ground. Some, however, looked with candid impatience toward the door, while others shyly tried to avoid the eyes of their companions and to hide themselves from the view of passersby, maneuvering themselves behind others.

         The sun slanted over their right shoulders, deepening the red tones in their faces, while their shadows cut a black chain of slowly moving figures into the amber light that fell upon the dirty concrete wall.

         Looks like a fence, he thought.

         Jesus knows! A tiger cat walked across the fence of heads.

         He tried to press forward, to make the others hurry.

         “Take it easy, sonny,” said a short thin white man who stood in front of him. His eyes were brown and watery and there were flecks of dried blood around his mouth, as though he had gotten the worst of a not-too-serious fight. “I reckon there’ll be enough fer you.”

         He glanced down the fence of shadowy forms and then up the line of living faces. He noticed that their expressions were different when they left the room behind the plate-glass windows. Some of them smiled, others smirked and walked jerkily, gingerly away with a show of arrogance. He tried to think of the ice cream and cake and wineballs and fried chicken that he was going to get.

         The line moved slowly forward. Now there were as many men behind him as there were in front of him, a long line of hip pockets and baggy knees attached to an odd assortment of run-over shoes and dirty socks—when there were socks—the holes of which exposed grimy heels, tired 125feet with corns and bunions. Amid cigarette butts, scraps of paper, and freshly spat spit, the air was saturated with the odor of the sultry heat of the late afternoon mixed with the sweat of unbathed bodies, burned shoe leather, and tobacco. The more volatile odors of wine, whiskey, and beer spewed into the air through the numerous mouths and noses and through the pores of sweltering flesh.

         “Over there!” said the man with the kind eyes who had directed him to the end of the line almost an hour ago. His white shirt was now fired by a tinge of red.

         It’s getting late!

         “Over there,” he was saying, arm extended, forefinger pointing to the shaded interior of the room. He followed the finger into the full glare of the sun, which now split the double door into a triangle; one half was light, the other half dark. He was moving into the room, astonished by the slowness—and at the same time by the swiftness—of time. The screen door banged behind him, and he went toward the empty stool indicated by another white man. He squeezed in between two men who ate eagerly and stared at the big white bowl on the cleanly scrubbed counter. He looked on either side of him and saw that the counter was lined with bowls like his and that beside each bowl was a big spoon and a big white cup very much like the cup from which Rutherford drank his morning coffee. Here and there was a huge plate piled high with slices of bread and at every third or fourth place stood a salt-and-pepper shaker. Turner sat three places farther down on his right and Carl sat next to the end. Then the men started to ladle food into the bowls.

         One of the cooks was a tall black man with a long skinny nose and fleshy lips. He recognized him because the skin of his bottom lip was very purple.

         “Mister Jenks!” he cried. Mr. Jenks who had been looking down—from the pot to the bowls—had until then taken no cognizance of the faces of the men before him, but now he suddenly looked up:

         “What the hell!” he exclaimed, dropping the ladle in the pot. Confounded by the sight of the child, and overwhelmed with a powerful emotion not unmixed with embarrassment and pity, he nodded sadly at him, and passed on to the next plate, mumbling: “Well, I’ll be damned!”

         126He looked into his bowl; it contained a thick milky liquid with flecks of a dull orange color. Carrots. Thinking of the lemon rinds within the mass of bile-green in the garbage can just before he had clamped the top down, he unconsciously scooped up a spoonful. Ugh! He spat it back into the bowl. He felt sick. A man tugged at his arm:

         “Give it to me if you don’ want it, kid!”

         He looked into the face of a tall white man who stood behind him. The rims of his eyes were raw and his lips twitched. He stared at the soup, and his Adam’s apple shuttled up and down the skinny column of his neck several times. He timidly nodded consent and slid down from the stool and sneaked quietly outside and waited for the others to take him home.

         The sun was lower in the sky. His toe quietly throbbed now that he stood on his feet, but he noticed it less than before because of the deepening red of the sun. He watched the door anxiously. After several minutes Turner came out followed by Etta, then Sammy and Tommy, and lastly Carl and Willie Joe.

         They started down Sixth Street. They walked quietly, guiltily, not looking at each other. They gathered at the corner to wait for the light to change. The heavy stream of evening traffic ground dangerously by.

         “If any a you niggahs tell on me, I’m gonna beat your head!” cried Sammy suddenly, looking suspiciously at him. Etta thumped him on the head and said, “He means you, niggah!” The light flashed green and they ran across the street.

         The sun shone redder on the strange long street, flooding his face with fiery amber light, flicking in blinding flashes from the windshields of speeding autos. The constant stream of cars whizzing up and down the boulevard made him feel that he was moving at a snail’s pace.

         It’s too late! he thought, seeing his mother and father already sitting at the supper table waiting for him to come. Where you been? he heard Rutherford asking, and a heavy sense of dread added to the misery in his feet with each step he took.…

         After a long while he recognized the island covered with bushes that separated the boulevard into two great thoroughfares. His heart gladdened, though anchored by the weight of a great fear.

         127Minutes later he was hobbling through the shoot. He paused wearily at the gate and glanced absentmindedly at his house. The lot of the empty house was completely cast in shade and the hole in the caved-in floor was silent, except for the buzz of flies.

         He unhooked the gate and entered the yard. The shade of the houses and of the trees had cooled the concrete floor. He shot a glance upon the back porch. I forgot to lock the back door! Did I forget it? They’re home! He listened breathlessly. All was still.

         Now he noticed the scraps of lumber, the nails, the saw, scattered about the yard. He quickly gathered them together, put them into the shed, and locked it. A stench rose from the sewer in front of Aunt Lily’s porch and flies swarmed around the thin stream of cloudy water that stood around its rim.

         He stole quietly onto the porch. He spied the clean spot where the cat had died.

         She isn’t home yet! Not yet!—looking at the sunlight falling across the screen to check the time. Not five o’clock yet! Unwilling to believe that the oblique ray of sunlight had not yet reached the hearthstone of the kitchen door.

         Past the troublesome spot, he grasped the knob of the screen door and discovered—because he grazed his toe on the hammer—the hole in the screen! It was torn in the shape of an L and much larger than he had realized.

         Maybe I can fix it. A slight wave of fearful resourcefulness caused him to pick up the hammer and hide it behind the orange crate. But then, as though the act of hiding the hammer had exhausted all that remained of his will to resist, he reflected that it was too late, and entered the kitchen.

         The dirty dishes were on the table from lunch. He lethargically gathered them together and placed them on the drainboard, rinsing the wet dishcloth that lay in the sink where Viola had hastily thrown it. He wiped the corn bread crumbs and the few drops of dried bean juice from the table and then took the broom and swept the fallen crumbs on the floor under the sink between the bottles of beer that Rutherford and Viola made every year.

         128Gradually a familiar cracking, popping sound came to his ears. He stood still and listened for a second, and perceived that it came from the front of the house. He hobbled into the front room. The pilot light on the radio was burning. He touched the radio; it was hot. Just as he turned it off the sound of the key in the lock of the front door. His heart pounded wildly.

         Already! He was surprised that he had not heard her foot on the stair. Viola entered the room. She wore a clean white apron. She looked exactly as she had looked at noon, except that now a bright fire danced in her eyes.

         Why don’ she say somethin’?

         She looked him fully in the face. Fear, guilt, and confusion harried his expression and turned down the corners of his mouth and filled the huge orbits of his eyes with tears.

         Her eyes swept up and down his dirty little body. “You’re as filthy as a pig!” Tears rolled down his face, washing two paths through the dirt on either side of his face. “Come here!”

         He hobbled toward her, but stopped just beyond the range of her arms.

         “I ain’ gonna hit you! You don’ have to be scaired a me! Look at me!” He looked into her eyes. “Miss Farnum said she saw you in the alley—bare-footed!—with Sammy Hilton. She said you threw a rock at her window, an’ when she chastised you, you laughed at ’er, an’ ran down on the avenue. Where’d you go? Can’t you talk! I’ll tell you where you went. You want me to tell you where you went? You was smack dab in the middle of them I-talians when that man got shot!”

         How does she know?

         He looked incredibly at his mother.

         Her lips trembled and now she began to cry.

         “You didn’ know it was dangerous, did you! You just wanted to see a man gittin’ shot to death! An’ then, an’ then you wanted to have a look at the laundry where I work. Just-just curiosity, that’s all!”

         She squeezed the brown paper sack she held in her arms to her breast. The paper turned dark brown where her arms pressed against it.

         “That was all, wasn’ it?”

         129The bag burst. A thin trickle of tomato juice dotted with bright yellow seeds oozed down the front of her apron.

         “An’, Amerigo? Whatever possessed you to go to the soup line? Well, this is one day you gonna remember for the rest of your life!” She trembled all over now. The sack slipped from her arms. Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. “Git in the kitchen!”

         He hobbled into the kitchen, Viola following him. Blindly she took the strap from the toilet door and began to lash out at him, not seeing where she struck. Tears rained from her eyes. “You, you coulda been killed!” Whap!—“In the avenue! With all them cars, all the way downtown! Lookin’ like a tramp!” Whap! “What’ll people think!” Stinging blows landed upon his arms, upon his legs. He jumped up and down with pain, hobbling about the kitchen as well as he could to avoid the blows. She noticed his bruised foot. It bled freely, a thin trail of blood glistening on the floor.

         “Ah! Your foot! Baby!” Whap! A stinging blow upon his rear, unable to stay the impulse that was already in motion before she noticed the blood. “You gotta promise me you won’ go away like that again! Me workin’ all day in that steamin’ basement to buy you clothes, shoes, an’ you—like a fool—goin’ bare-footed!” She stared at the bleeding foot.
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