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			Introduction

			“It is quite possible,” wrote Ralph Ellison in his introduction to Shadow and Act, “that much potential fiction by Negro Americans fails precisely at this point: through the writers’ refusal (often through provincialism or lack of courage or opportunism) to achieve a vision of life and a resourcefulness of craft commensurate with the complexity of their actual situation. Too often they fear to leave the uneasy sanctuary of race to take their chances in the world of art.”

			How true this may have been for black writers in 1964, when this passage was written, is open to debate. Surely, at the end of World War Two a generation of black writers, led by the monumental example of Ellison’s Invisible Man and the fiction and essays of James Baldwin, tried to redefine black writing, distancing themselves from what they saw as the overtly social protest, Marxist-influenced fiction of Richard Wright, the most highly regarded black writer in America at the time. Led by Baldwin, Ellison, Gwendolyn Brooks, William Demby, and William Gardner Smith, the 1950s gave us black writers who were willing and able to enter the arena of art. Some, like Ellison, Brooks, and Baldwin, received great recognition for it. Naturally, it may seem that Ellison’s allegation begs several questions: Are race and art mutually exclusive? Is there no such thing as a great racial art? Is race, indeed, a sanctuary or is it a province to which black writers, and black artists generally, are consigned by white critics who, in the end, determine whether something is art? These questions have preoccupied many black writers and to some considerable degree they are questions posed by William Melvin Kelley in his 1965 novel, A Drop of Patience.

			The 1950s was the era of the Cold War, a time when many liberal intellectuals repudiated any overt or inescapable connection between politics and literature, repudiating the radical 1930s and the ideal of a proletarian art or the idea that the validity of a writer’s art is as much a product of his political vision as his aesthetic sensibility. This thinking had considerable influence on many black writers. One has only to read Baldwin’s essay on Wright titled “Many Thousands Gone” in Notes of a Native Son or read Ellison’s account of the Communist Party in Invisible Man to know that many black writers of the 1950s were no longer interested in the possibilities of transformational or leftist politics as the doorway to a usable and liberating artistic tradition. Indeed, in this age of pressurized conformity, leftist politics itself no longer held the seductive promise of liberation but rather seemed a prison of formulaic, restrictive, and predictable conventions. Baldwin, for instance, wrote that the impact of the seriously considered black protest novel that grew out of the failed proletarian struggle of the 1930s, “led us all to believe that in Negro life there exists no tradition, no field of manners, no possibility of ritual or intercourse, such as may, for example, sustain the Jew even after he has left his father’s house.” If this sounds a bit Henry Jamesian, a writer who exerted significant influence over Baldwin in the early stages of his career, it seems fitting in an era when the leading literary critic, Lionel Trilling, in his famous book The Liberal Imagination, came to James’s defense over the popular naturalist writer, Theodore Dreiser, the darling of leftist literary critics in the 1930s. (Indeed, Trilling’s dismantling of Dreiser’s literary reputation is very similar to Baldwin’s reappraisal of Wright and was undertaken for some of the same reasons.)

			Baldwin’s concern was shared by many black writers. In the 1950s black writers indeed tried to give us a fuller picture of African-American life and culture, a more complex set of black characters who were not necessarily driven or defined by race or by the condition of their oppression or whose tragedy was not a self-conscious discomfort with their race. It is important, though, to understand that this was no mere reactionary impulse. This movement of the 1950s was not an attempt to return to an earlier age before Wright’s emergence. There was little interest in writing Victorian moralist fiction or the local color protest or accommodationist art of the turn of the century or the self-consciously racial art of the Harlem Renaissance, in which the predominant question was whether blacks should be depicted as primitives or anguished sophisticates. Nor was there much interest in the sort of folkish, dialect-driven novel of black cultural life that was the staple of Zora Neale Hurston. All of this was old-fashioned.

			Whatever fault this new generation of black writers found with Wright, it could not be denied that Wright was clearly a modernist writer of prodigious talent with a truly philosophical as well as sociological turn of mind and one who possessed a profound understanding of the dilemma of modern man in a mass society. Indeed, Wright’s understanding of that dilemma made him an important influence for this post-war generation as the vanguard black existentialist writer. Doubtless, exist­entialism, theories of mass society and modern man, and the spread of psychoanalysis, which had an enormous influence on post-war white writers and critics, also influenced black writers and was clearly reflected in their work.

			The other major influence of this new breed of black writers was jazz. By the 1950s, jazz had evolved into a self-conscious art music, played for listening, not dancing, audiences by small groups, not big bands anymore, in small clubs and concert halls. It was far and away the most seriously regarded art produced by African-Americans, having its legion of connoisseurs, its factions of critics, its amateur historians, its fan publications, its defenders and its detractors. The African-American jazz musician was the most seriously regarded black artist in America and, with the exception of a small number of American film-makers and American writers, was the most seriously regarded of all American artists abroad as well. The evolution of jazz from a dance hall, low-dive music for the marginalized (gussied up with pretentious symphonic flourishes or ethnically faked with jungle growls and driving tom-toms for many bourgeois white devotees) to a mainstream American popular dance music in the 1930s to an intricately performed, musician’s music after the war is a fascinating story of how Americans define and consume art and how race is used as an effective marker and signifier for an art. To be sure, a few black writers like Langston Hughes and Claude McKay, who were major names before the war and were influenced by jazz, prominently featured it in some of their work. But for black writers after the war, jazz was an enviable exemplar of usable tradition, of the successful melding of race and art, of the black artist who could be taken seriously as a craftsman and a visionary. This is not to imply that black writers produced a spate of jazz novels; they have actually written very few. Nor am I suggesting that all black writers were or are jazz fans. I mean only to suggest that the evolution of jazz as a powerful art form that was simultaneously African-American and American was something that black writers hoped would happen for African-American literature. Doubtless, Kelley was drawn to a jazz musician as a protagonist for A Drop of Patience because Ludlow Washington, his blind hero, who was craftsman and visionary, both Tiresias and Vulcan, could be a stand-in for black America but also a compelling archetype for any individual black artist, even for Kelley himself. The brilliant critic Stanley Couch considers A Drop of Patience to be one of the finest novels ever written about a jazz musician. Certainly, this novel would be grouped with works like James Baldwin’s “Sonny’s Blues” and Dorothy Baker’s Young Man With A Horn as one of the classic literary depictions of the jazz artist.

			A Drop of Patience was William Melvin Kelley’s third book. His first novel, A Different Drummer, published in 1962, and most likely partially composed in writing classes he took with John Hawkes and Archibald MacLeish at Harvard—apparently the only kind of classes that interested him there—was generally well received. His second book, a collection of stories titled Dancers on the Shore, was published in 1964 to a more mixed critical reception. Nonetheless, when A Drop of Patience was published a year later, Kelley was considered a name to be reckoned with among young black novelists. And he certainly figured prominently in the group that included John A. Williams, Paule Marshall, Kristin Hunter, Ronald Fair, Margaret Walker, Louise Meriwether, Alice Childress, Julian Mayfield, and John O. Killens.

			A Drop of Patience appeared at a time when black America and black literature were undergoing dramatic convulsions, as indeed the nation and the culture as a whole were. Nineteen sixty-five marked the emergence of the Black Power movement, the death of Malcolm X, King’s triumph and tragedy at Selma, the Voting Rights Act, and the Watts riot. It was also the year of poet and dramatist LeRoi Jones’s departure from Greenwich Village to Harlem and the beginning of the Black Arts Movement, a vehement repudiation of the direction of post-war “integrationist” black writing. (Ellison, Baldwin, and Lorraine Hansberry were bitterly and occasionally viciously criticized during this period.)

			The Black Arts Movement was to dominate black writing for the next half-dozen years, producing a great deal of agitprop and a relatively small amount of first-rate work. It was a movement largely generated to re-engage the black writer as a committed, politically self-conscious artist who would be producing art for explicit political rather than aesthetic goals. It was also a movement that was preoccupied with the theory of black writing: what should it be, whom should it serve, and by what criteria should it be judged? The answers insistently pointed to absolute liberation from white critical and artistic standards and white audiences. Regardless of the quality of the work or the overall philosophical aims, however, the Black Arts Movement was largely preoccupied with performance art, specifically theater and performance-oriented poetry. Names like Nikki Giovanni, Ed Bullens, Larry Neal, Sonia Sanchez, Etheridge Knight, the Last Poets, and Don L. Lee were popular, but none were novelists. It was not a particularly good time for the African-American novel. Kelley’s work appeared, therefore, on the cusp, the end of one era, the beginning of another and represented a distinctly different sensibility and mood than that emerging in black literary circles.

			A Drop of Patience is the story of a blind, black jazz musician, Ludlow Washington, instrument unspecified except that it is a horn of some sort, perhaps a trumpet. His narrative follows the mythical arc of the history of jazz music and simultaneously the mythical arc of African-American history. Born in the Jim Crow south, he is left by his father at a white-operated institution for blind African-American children. It is there that Ludlow learns to play his instrument. At fifteen, he is released to (purchased by) Bud Rodney, a black bandleader, and taken to New Marsails where he plays in a small dive called Boone’s Cafe. In his sexual awakening and maturation, he seduces his landlady’s daughter, marries her largely for sex, becomes a father, then leaves her when he gets a job offer in New York. Eventually, he becomes a leading jazz musician and starts his own band. He then has an affair with a young white woman, Ragan, who leaves him to return to her own milieu after she discovers she is pregnant. As a result of this rejection, he suffers a nervous breakdown on stage and spends several years in and out of mental institutions. He then meets Harriet Lewis, a black college girl with whom he returns to emotional health. He is rediscovered by the jazz cognoscenti but instead of returning to New York he decides to go find a small black church. “A place like that would need a good musician,” reads the last line of the novel.

			There are several thematic features to note about this novel: Ludlow is literally placed into slavery when his father leaves him at the home for blind children. Another inmate claims Ludlow, but when Ludlow asks if his master has a master he is told: “Stupid slave! Of course, I does. We all got masters. You got a master as long as you live.” The opening replicates incompletely the drama of New World slavery, with Ludlow being abandoned, placed in slavery, by his own people. But the scene becomes a more existential statement about the absurdity of human hierarchy, because Ludlow’s master is literally no better off than Ludlow—is just as blind, and is himself trapped in the same institution. Ludlow’s journey from the south to the north replicates the Great Migration. His affair with Ragan, the upper middle-class white woman, mirrors an integrationist phase of black history. (There is a striking irony that Ludlow is blind, therefore Ragan’s color cannot, in and of itself, be any point of attraction for him.) Earlier in the novel, Ludlow tells his landlady how he first learned about race from one of the boys at the Home who told him that black people’s hair was woolly and their noses bigger than those of whites. But Ludlow discovers that one of the blind boys with him in the Home has straight hair and a small nose, yet is black. What the novel suggests is that race is an illusion that blinds people who can see. His decision to return to a black southern church at the novel’s end signifies a return-to-roots phase of black history. But the return to one’s black roots is not a return to Africa but rather a return to the aboriginal black institution in America, a return, indeed, to a small black gathering. For, in truth, black community for Ludlow becomes a succession of small black gatherings, the Home, Boone’s Café, the men on the bandstand, family gatherings with his fellow musician, Hardie (the name an obvious pun on what Kelley considers an enduring, virtuous masculinity as Hardie is both Ludlow’s truest friend and a loyal family man), all versions of the family and home life Ludlow never had.

			The novel loosely suggests jazz history as well. Ludlow learns to play his instrument in a home not unlike the Colored Waifs’ Home where Louis Armstrong learned to play the trumpet. New Marsails, where Ludlow plays at Boone’s Café, stands in for New Orleans; here Ludlow seems to be playing some sort of blues, black southern style jazz. When he is hired by black singer Inez Cunningham and goes to New York, he seems to be playing more in the style of swing. And all the while he seeks Norman Spencer, who represents a Bebop sensibility but also a connection with roots: Spencer’s origins are playing for the rent parties that he enjoyed. In other words, Spencer is the idealized artist, both modern and traditional, the idealized jazz musician, intricately theoretical yet fulfilled by playing for dancers. Ludlow becomes a success playing something like Bebop or modern jazz, acquiring a status on the order of Dizzy Gillespie. His nervous breakdown resembles the emotional collapses of Charlie Parker and Bud Powell. It is, once again, a remarkable irony that Ludlow goes crazy on stage, after Ragan leaves him, by putting on blackface and making insulting racial jokes, suggesting minstrelsy. Jazz as an art form never attracted whites as a minstrel art. Whites saw jazz as an outsider’s music, a music that challenged standard bourgeois values, not as a music through which they could denigrate or degrade blacks. White jazz musicians never wore black face and black jazz musicians of the caliber of Ludlow were artists, not entertainers in any sort of minstrel tradition. Ragan herself represents a variation of the white bitch type one might find in the demimonde of the jazz world. Ludlow’s return to a black church represents jazz music’s attempt to return to its black roots.

			On one level, one might say this is a novel about self-authentication through one’s cultural expression and through one’s history. But it is also about the nature of the art form itself. Should jazz be a listening music? Was it not better, more enjoyable as a dance music? Is the return to the black church meant to place the music not only in a more black milieu but a more truly functional ambience as well, where the music serves a more profound purpose than merely to be listened to for its sheer virtuosity? A Drop of Patience is, and this is unique, a jazz novel that does not deal with the clichéd pathologies of the black jazz musician. Ludlow is not a drug addict or alcoholic. He is not even overly obsessed with art: seeking the perfect note, or looking for the transcendent sound, or trying to write the perfect score. As Whitney Balliet observed about the novel, “[Kelley] refreshingly treats his hero’s music not as a sentimental banner but simply a craft that occupies only a part of his life.” In short, neither jazz nor the jazz musician is romanticized in this novel. In fact, the jazz world as a social milieu is not conjured up with any specific detail. Playing music is Ludlow’s way to make a living, nothing more, nothing less. Moreover, Kelley’s novel does not suggest that jazz is a racial music or an exclusively black music. Indeed, in keeping with the mood of integrationist black writers, Kelley does not see jazz as a politicized art form. In a conversation with Reno, a fellow black musician, Ludlow does not buy the idea of jazz as solely the black man’s art:

			Ludlow snorted. “I met some white boys who doing good things.” 

			“They just copying us, that’s all. We do all the creating. Like you.” 

			Ludlow winced. “Listen, you do the playing and forget all other stuff. When you up there trying to put something together, you ain’t got time to think about all that mess!”

			But not all of Reno’s racial thinking is wrong-headed. Just before Ludlow’s breakdown, when asked what white people want from blacks, Reno replies, “They want us to be what they think we are.” This touches the metaphorical heart of the novel—that blacks are forced to see themselves as others see them or to see themselves through other people’s eyes. That is the true significance of the minstrel scene. It is also the true ironic significance of blindness in this novel, those who are forced to see themselves through the eyes of others are blind to themselves.

			Gerald Early

			St. Louis, Missouri

			15 January 1996
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			Interview . . .

			It didn’t have nothing to do with art—not at all. What do a little kid, five years old, know about art? For that matter, what do I know about art now? I hear these critics talk about art and I say, “That’s nice. But what do it have to do with me?” I can’t figure it. I just play. That’s how I earn my living.

			1

			The house was too quiet. His little sister should have been running, screeching in the hallway; behind the house his brother should have been batting stones with a stick; his mother should have been singing. At least there should have been the short, heavy hiss of her broom. Instead the house was so still that the dripping of the kitchen pump was as loud as rocks dropping into a pond.

			The house had never before been this quiet—and during the past few days it had been more noisy than ever before. His father had been carrying heavy things out of the house, returning with a lighter step, his load left somewhere behind him. Several times his mother had cried. Earlier this morning he had thought they had all been tiptoeing around him, whispering, then leaving the house and going away. He thought perhaps his mother had kissed him. But he was not certain. He could not always tell if he was awake or dreaming.

			But he was sure he was awake now. He felt awake. He lay on his back, his hands moving over the bare mattress, his fingers squeezing the small cotton balls his mother had told him held the bed together. Once he had crawled under the bed, into a dust-filled space, and gripped the cold springs in his hands. He could not understand how such soft cotton balls could hold the bed together.

			Finally he sat up, swung his feet onto the splintered wooden floor and bent from the waist, searching for his coveralls. Finding them, the downside damp from the night, he pulled them on and stood up. Perhaps they were on the porch.

			He felt his way quickly down the hall. The wall was chipped and scarred in several places, his favorite scar shaped like a hand missing one finger. Under the plaster was a frame of wood.

			The tiny wire squares in the screen door were hot. Pushing against the door, he made the spring pop and whine. On the porch his face and his chest, bare except for the bib and straps of his coveralls, began very quickly to blaze. It was late in the morning; the heat was coming from high up. No one was breathing on the porch.

			He stood in the heat for a long while, waiting for someone to come for him. He could not go with his friends (who seemed to be playing in the cool woods behind his house); he did not want to be away when his parents returned. Finally, feeling his way to the edge of the porch with his bare feet, he sat down, dangling his legs over the edge. Tall, tough grass grew near the porch and tickled his swinging feet.

			Someone came when the heat was on top of his head. He had just put his hand to his hair and found the tiny curls and beads burning when, in the road running past the porch, pebbles began to spray. A man was walking fast. He recognized the footsteps, which stopped at the head of the path. “Papa?”

			“Come on, Luddy. Come on, son.” His father approached him, dragging his heavy shoes. Ludlow smelled dust in the air. Then his father’s hand lifted his own and Ludlow hopped to his feet. His father led him to the road. They went to the right. The dirt on the road was so powdery and dry it felt like hot water. Ludlow complained and his father lifted him up, his arm under Ludlow’s thighs like a seat. Ludlow put his arm around his father’s neck. Whiskers pricked his fingertips. He wondered where he was being carried, whether or not his brother, sister, and mother would meet him there. The ground under his father’s feet turned hard; Ludlow felt the shock all the way through his father’s body. They were on pavement now. A car chugged by, blowing warm air against his face. They were on a highway, but it must be different from the one to which his brother had always led him; he and his father had turned the opposite way.

			His father was marching now, his steps regular and heavy. Ludlow bounced on his arm. Small stones crunched beneath his father’s feet. Cars came toward them, bubbling, and blew past.

			They turned off the highway. Not far away, birds whistled and clattered in the trees. There was pavement again, and steps. His father leaned against a heavy door and carried him out of the heat. Ludlow’s bare arms grew cold. Away, in a long, echoing space, children were talking.

			His father put him down, but held his hand. The smooth stone floor sent a shiver through him. A chair skidded and squeaked, and footsteps went away, limping. A moment later, the limping footsteps returned, accompanied by another set.

			Ludlow smelled cigar smoke. “This him?”

			“Yes, Warden. This him. Luddy. Ludlow Washington, sir.” His father squeezed his hand.

			“Looks older’n five.” The cigar smoke jammed into Ludlow’s nose.

			“He five, sir.” His father was frightened, the first time ever. “Honest to God.”

			“Don’t matter.” He paused. “You can write your name, can’t you?”

			His father let go his hand. “Yes, sir.”

			“Well, then tell him to sit down. My assistant’ll look after him. We got papers to sign.” The Warden turned away. “Watch him.” The cigar smoke faded with his father’s footsteps. The Warden’s assistant limped toward him, clutched his arm and snatched him forward. “Sit there and don’t make no squawk.” Ludlow was spun around and pushed back onto a wooden seat. Running his hands over it, he discovered it was a bench, with arms at either end.

			“What you doing there?” The assistant was now some distance away. “I told you not to move!”

			Ludlow sat rigid, his palms flat against the bench. After a few moments the assistant’s chair scraped and the man’s step disappeared behind the far-off sound of the children. Ludlow remained rooted. It could be a trick, the kind his brother sometimes played when he told Ludlow to wait for him because he was going away for a moment. Ludlow would follow his brother’s steps away until he was certain his brother was gone. Then he would move and his brother would yell, close again, having sneaked back. They would laugh at his brother’s trick. But Ludlow knew the Warden’s assistant was not playing.

			He sat quietly, trying to decide where he might be and why he and his father had come. Something in the air of the place stung the inside of his nose. Though it was summer outside, inside it was cool and damp. It must be a big place because of the echo that surrounded everyone’s words. Far away, the children still talked. He knew he had never been there before. He wanted to leave.

			A bit frightened now, he attempted to make himself feel better by sucking his thumb and humming a song his mother had taught him.

			“Who that humming?” The voice was hoarse and wet-sounding, like his brother trying to whisper through a mouthful of water. Before he could answer, two hands skittered over his face, the fingers poking in and out of his nose, eye sockets, and mouth, then around to his ears and the sides of his head. They brushed over his hair, then paused. “I don’t know you.” The watery voice was bewildered. “What you doing here?”

			“I don’t know.” Ludlow too was bewildered. Never before had he met anyone who did the same thing he would have done had he encountered a strange object or person.

			“You don’t know? Well, I guess I do. You got any money?”

			“No.”

			“What’s your name?” The hands moved to his shoulders and down his sides.

			“Ludlow Washington.”

			The hands were searching his pockets now. “How old?”

			He hesitated. “Five.”

			“I’m six.” The hands left him. “You’ll be on my floor, the third. You remember voices good?” Ludlow nodded. “You remember mines because I’m claiming you for my slave. I’m your master.”

			“What?” He did not understand what the boy was talking about.

			The boy’s hand touched his nose, slid across his face, grasped and twisted his ear so it burned. “I said I’m your master.”

			“Master?” Tears tickled Ludlow’s cheeks, but he tried not to make the sounds of crying.

			“I’m your master. That mean I own you and when someone ask you something, you tell them to ask me because I’m your master, and I do your answering. That’s everybody excepting the Warden and Mister Gimpy. All the boys here.”

			Ludlow was certain he would soon be leaving, but he decided he would play along with the boy. “Do you—”

			The boy slapped him across the face. “When you talking to me call me Master.”

			Ludlow sighed. “Master, you got a master too?”

			The boy twisted his ear before he answered. “Stupid slave! Of course I does. We all got masters. You got a master as long as you live.” His hand left Ludlow’s ear. “I’ll talk to you upstairs. Remember I’m your master.”

			“What you doing there?” The Warden’s assistant yelled at them from a great echoing distance. When his shout faded, his limping footsteps were running toward them.

			“Wasn’t doing nothing, sir. Just making friends with the new boy.” The boy was very polite now.

			“Just get away from him.”

			“Yes, sir. I just leaving, sir. Good-bye, Ludlow. Nice to meet you.” The boy’s step was soft and quick.

			“Didn’t I tell you to sit still?” The assistant’s voice was over him now. “After them papers is signed, I’ll teach you to listen better.” Not even his father had ever sounded as angry. He wondered what would happen after the papers were signed.

			The assistant backed away. It was quiet now and Ludlow listened for the children. Their voices were shrill. He began to feel lonely. His stomach was upset. He wished his father would return soon and take him into the heat, outside to the call of birds, to the smell of hot tar and grass.

			The Warden’s voice was coming toward him. “Remember you give up your right to complain. You signed him over to us and we’ll teach him to earn his way. But this ain’t no nursery; it’s a school.”

			“I don’t cause no trouble, sir. I’m just grateful you took him.” His father was happier now.

			Ludlow did not know whether or not to stand up. He remained in his place. The two men stood over him. His father’s voice was higher up, farther away from his ears than the Warden’s. “I’ll tell him if you want me to.”

			“Surely, go on. It’ll save us the trouble.”

			The bench sagged as his father sat beside him. “Luddy, I got to tell you something.” There was a long silence. Ludlow reached out and found his father’s arm; the man was sweating. “You ain’t the same like most kids . . . you special . . . yeah, that’s it, you special. And I got to leave you here to learn special things. . . .”

			He did not really know what else his father said to him. He turned up toward his father’s voice, realizing that the boy and the Warden’s assistant had known all along. He was staying. He even knew he was staying for a long time. He did not know where he was or how far he had come, and could not get home alone. He began to cry.

			Then his father was standing, his hand on Ludlow’s head, making his brittle hair sizzle. “Good luck, Luddy.” The hand was gone.

			The Warden and his cigar were near again. “We can handle it now.” The assistant’s chair strained and in a few seconds, he had grabbed Ludlow’s arms. Ludlow struggled to get free, but could not.

			“You better get out now.” The Warden was angry.

			“Yes, sir.” His father’s voice came at him. “Good luck, Luddy.” Heavy shoes echoed away, meeting the sigh of an opening, closing door. Ludlow started to kick his bare feet at the assistant and received a burning, ringing slap on his ear.

			“Third floor,” the Warden shouted.

			Recovering from the slap, Ludlow began to scream for his father.

			“And for Christ’s sake, get him quiet!”

			Ludlow was lifted into the air, still kicking and yelling. He was carried across the stone floor, above the clicking of the assistant’s limping step, was put down, and, without warning, was slapped across the face more times than he could count. He stopped crying and began to moan. “Is that better now, you little bastard?”

			The Warden’s assistant grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him up three flights of wooden stairs. When they reached the final landing, Ludlow’s hand was numb. A doorknob rattled and he was pushed over a doorsill into a room filled with children. The assistant was behind him, holding his neck tightly. “Hey!” The voices stopped. “This is Ludlow Washington.” His voice went to the right. “You! Four-Eyes! You’re to see his bed gets aired if he pisses in it. If it ain’t aired, you sleep in it.”

			“Yes, sir.” Ludlow did not recognize the voice.

			The assistant let him go and slammed the door. Ludlow stood very still, waiting for the voices to start again. A great many scraping steps circled in on him, whispering. Then they began to paw him. Their hands moved over every part of him, especially his face and head.

			“His ears is like bowls.”

			“He surely got a big head!”

			“Must be a ugly little bastard.”

			“Wait a minute. Let me have a touch.” All hands dropped away except one. “That’s him. I found him first, downstairs. I told you.” It was Ludlow’s master. He was almost happy to recognize even his watery voice. “Ludlow Washington?”

			“Yes.”

			“Yes, master.” His master twisted his ear. He was about to cry, but decided not to bother. He realized it would do no good, and only nodded.

			“Ludlow Washington, you my slave. The rest of you boys hear that? This my slave. Right, slave?” His master’s breath was on his face. “Say it.”

			Ludlow shuddered. “I’m your slave.”

			Just so he would never forget, his master twisted Ludlow’s ear one last time.
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