Alexis de Tocqueville

Born in Paris to an aristocratic family, Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-
1859) studied law and worked briefly as a substitute judge before
traveling to the United States in 1831 to study the American pcnal
system. On his journey through eighteen states, he became fascinated
with American democracy as a new kind of social order, Returning to
France, he pursued a career in politics and published his observations
of American society in a two-volume work titled Democracy in America,
the first volume of which appeared in 1835. The second volume, from
which this chapter is taken, was published in 1840.
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On the Use Which the Americans Make of Associations in Civil Life

do not propose to speak of those political associations by means of

which men seek to defend themselves against the despotic action of the

majority or the encroachments of royal power. I have treated that subject
elsewhere. It is clear that unless each citizen learned to combine with his
fellows to preserve his freedom at a time when he individually is becoming
weaker and so less able in isolation to defend it, tyranny would be bound to
increase with equality. But here I am only concerned with those associations
in civil life that have no political object.

In the United States, political associations are only one small part of the
immense number of different types of associations found there.

Americans of all ages, all stations in life, and all types of disposition are
forever forming associations. There are not only commercial and industrial
associations in which all take part, but others of a thousand different types—
religious, moral, serious, futile, very general and very limited, immensely large
and very minute. Americans combine to give fetes, found seminaries, build
churches, distribute books, and send missionaries to the antipodes. Hospitals,
prisons, and schools take shape in that way. Finally, if they want to proclaim
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a truth or propagate some feeling by the encouragement of a great example,
they form an association. In every case, at the head of any new undertaking,
where in France you would find the government or in England some tertitorial
magnate, in the United States you are sure to find an association,

I have come across several types of association in America of which, I confess,
I had not previously the slightest conception, and I have often admired the
extreme skill they show in proposing a common object for the exertions of
very many and in inducing them voluntarily to pursue it.

Since that time I have traveled in England, a country from which the
Americans took some of their laws and many of their customs, but it seemed
to me that the principle of association was not nsed nearly so constantly or go
adroitly there.

A single Englishman will often carry through some great undertaking,
whereas Americans form associations for no matter how small 2 matter. Clearly
the former regard association as a powerful means of action, but the latter
seem to think of it as the only one.

Thus the most democratic country in the world now is that in which men
have in our time carried to the highest perfection the art of pursuing in common
the objects of commaon desires and have applied this new technique to e
greatest number of purposes. Is that just an accident, or is there really some
necessary connection between associations and equality?

In aristocratic societies, while there is a multitude of individuals who can
do nothing on their own, there is also a small number of very rich and powerful
men, each of whom can carry out great undertakings on his own.

In aristocratic societies men have no need to unite for action, since they
are held firmly together.

Every rich and powerful citizen is in practice the head of a permanent
and enforced association composed of all those whom he makes help in the
execution of his designs.

But among democratic peoples all the citizens are independent and weak.
They can do hardly anything for themselves, and none of them is in a position
to force his fellows to help him. They would all therefore find themselves
helpless if they did not learn to help each other voluntarily.

If the inhabitants of democratic countries had neither the right nor the
taste for uniting for political objects, their independence would run great risks,
but they could keep both their wealth and their knowledge for a long time. But
if they did not learn some habits of acting together in the affairs of daily life,
civilization itself would be in peril. A people in which individuals had lost the
power of carrying through great enterprises by themselves, without acquiring
the faculty of doing them together, would soon fall back into barbarism.

Unhappily, the same social conditions that render associations so necessary to
democratic nations also make their formation more difficult there than elsewhere.
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When several aristocrats want to form an association, they can easily do
so. As each of them carries great weight in society, a very small number of
associates may be enough. So, being few, it is easy to get to know and understand
one another and agree on rules.

But that is not so easy in democratic nations, where, if the association is to
have any power, the associates must be very numerous.

I know that many of my contemporaries are not the least embarrassed
by this difficulty. They claim that as the citizens become weaker and more
helpless, the government must become proportionately more skillful and
active, so that society should do what is no longer possible for individuals.
They think that answers the whole problem, but I think they are mistaken.

A government could take the place of some of the largest associations
in America, and some particular states of the Union have already attempted
that. But what political power could ever carry on the vast multitude of lesser
undertakings that associations daily enable American citizens to control?

It is easy to see the time coming in which men will be less and less able to
produce, by each alone, the commonest bare necessities of life. The tasks of
government must therefore perpetually increase, and its efforts to cope with
them must spread its net ever wider. The more government takes the place of
associations, the more will individuals lose the idea of forming associations
and need the government to come to their help. That is 2 vicious circle of
cause and effect. Must the public administration cope with every industrial
undertaking beyond the competence of one individual citizen? And if ulti-
mately, as a result of the minute subdivision of landed property, the land itself
is so infinitely parceled out that it can only be cultivated by associations of
laborers, must the head of the government leave the helm of state to guide
the plow?

The morals and intelligence of a democratic people would be in as much
danger as its commerce and industry if ever a government wholly usurped the
place of private associations.

Feelings and ideas are renewed, the heart enlarged, and the understanding
developed only by the reciprocal action of men one upon another.

I have shown how these influences are reduced almost to nothing in
democratic countries; they must therefore be artificially created, and only
associations can do that.

When aristocrats adopt a new idea or conceive a new sentiment, they lend
it something of the conspicuous station they themselves occupy, and so the
mass is bound to take notice of them, and they easily influence the minds and
hearts of all around.

In democratic countries only the governing power is naturally in a
position so to act, but it is easy to see that its action is always inadequate and
often dangerous.
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A government, by itself, is equally incapable of refreshing the circulation of
feelings and ideas among a great people, as it is of controlling every industrial un-
dertaking. Once it leaves the sphere of politics to launch out on this new track, it
ill, even without intending this, exercise an intolerable tyranny. For a government
can only dictate precise rules. It imposes the sentiments and ideas that it favors,
and it is never easy to tell the difference between its advice and its commands.

Things will be even worse if the government supposes that its real interest
is to prevent the circulation of ideas. It will then stand motionless and let the
weight of its deliberate somnolence lie heavy on all.

It is therefore necessary that it should not act alone.

Among democratic peoples associations must take the place of the powerful
private persons whom equality of conditions has eliminated.

As soon as several Americans have conceived a sentiment or an idea that
they want to produce before the world, they seek each other out, and when
found, they unite. Thenceforth they are no longer isolated individuals, but
a power conspicuous from the distance whose actions serve as an example;
when it speaks, men listen.

The first time that [ heard in America that one hundred thousand men
had publicly promised never to drink alcoholic liquor, I thought it more of
a joke than a serious matter and for the moment did not see why these very
abstemious citizens could not content themselves with drinking water by their
own firesides.

In the end I came to understand that these hundred thousand Americans,
frightened by the progress of drunkenness around them, wanted to support
sobriety by their patronage. They were acting in just the same way as some great
territorial magnate who dresses very plainly to encourage a contempt of luxury
among simple citizens. One may fancy that if they had lived in France, each of
these hundred thousand would have made individual representations to the
government asking it to supervise all the public houses throughout the realm.

Nothing, in my view, more deserves attention than the intellectual and
moral associations in America, American political and industrial associations
easily catch our eyes, but the others tend not to be noticed. And even if we do
notice them we tend to misunderstand them, hardly ever having seen anything
similar before. However, we should recognize that the latter are as necessary
as the former to the American people; perhaps more so.

In democratic countries knowledge of how to combine is the mother of all
other forms of knowledge; on its progress depends that of all the others.

Among laws controlling human societies there is one more precise and
clearer, it seems to me, than all the others. If men are to remain civilized or
to become civilized, the art of association must develop and improve among
them at the same speed as equality of conditions spreads.

-
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William Edward Burghardt Du Bois (1868-1963) was born in Great
Barrington, Massachusetts, and became the first African American to
receive a PhD from Harvard University. He was instrumental in founding
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in
1909, and he edited its magazine, Crisis, until 1934, Throughout his
life, Du Bois became increasingly critical of capitalism and the United
Stales, and in 1961, two years before his death, he moved to Ghana
and joined the Communist Party. Du Bois’s most famous book, The
Souls of Black Folk, was published in 1903. Over the next fifty years
he published The Negro, Black Reconstruction in America, Color and
Democracy, and The World and Africa.
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have thus far sought to make clear the physical, economic, and political

relations of the Negroes and whites in the South, as I have conceived

them, including, for the reasons set forth, crime and education. But after
all that has been said on these more tangible matters of human contact, there
still remains a part essential to a proper description of the South that it is
difficult to describe or fix in terms easily understood by strangers. It is, in
fine, the atmosphere of the land, the thought and feeling, the thousand and
one little actions that go to make up life. In any community or nation it is
these little things that are most elusive to the grasp and yet most essential
to any clear conception of the group life taken as a whole, What is thus true
of all communities is peculiarly true of the South, where, outside of written
history and outside of printed law, there has been going on for a generation
as deep a storm and stress of human souls, as intense a ferment of feeling, as
intricate a writhing of spirit, as ever a people experienced. Within and with-
out the somber veil of color vast social forces have been at work—efforts for
human betterment, movements toward disintegration and despair, tragedies
and comedies in social and economic life, and a swaying and lifting and sink-
ing of human hearts that have made this land a land of mingled sorrow and
joy, of change and excitement and unrest.
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The center of this spiritual turmoil has ever been the millions of black
- .edmen and their sons, whose destiny is so fatefully bound up with that of
o : sual observer visiti h sees at first little
the nation. And yet the ce.mm! observer visiting the Sout secs al :
of this. He notes the growing frequency of.dark faces as l?e rides along—but
otherwise the days slip lazily on, the sun shlnes’, 'and this little world scems as
happy and contented as other worlds he has VlSlt‘ed. Indeed, on the question
of questions-—the Negro problem—he hears so little that ther.e alfnosr seems
10 be a conspiracy of silence; the morning papers seldom mention it, and then
usually in a far-fetched academic way, and indeed ‘almost everyone seems to
forget and ignore the darker half of the land, until the ast.ornshe’d visitor is
inclined to-ask-if after all there is any problem here. But I’f he hngc.trs long
enough there comes the awakening: perhaps in a sudden whirl of passion tbat
leaves him gasping at its bitter intensity; more likely in a gradually dawnlgg
sense of things he had not at first noticed. Slowly but surely his eyes begin
to catch the shadows of the color line: here he meets crowds of Negroes and
whites; then he is suddenly aware that he cannot discover a single dark face;
or again at the close of a day’s wandering he may find himself in some strange
assembly, where all faces are tinged brown or black, and where he has the
vague, uncomfortable feeling of the stranger. He realizes at last that silently,
resistlessly, the world about flows by him in two great streams: they ripple on
in the same sunshine, they approach and mingle their waters in seeming care-
lessness—then they divide and flow wide apart. It is done quietly; no mistakes
are made, or if one occurs, the swift arm of the law and of public opinion
swings down for a moment, as when the other day a black man and a white
woman were arrested for talking together on Whitehall Street in Atlanta.
Now if one notices carefully one will see that between these two worlds,
despite much physical contact and daily intermingling, there is almost no
community of intellectual life or point of transference where the thoughts and
feelings of one race can come into direct contact and sympathy with the thoughts
and feelings of the other. Before and directly after the war, when all the best of
the Negroes were domestic servants in the best of the white families, there were
bonds of intimacy, affection, and sometimes blood relationship, between the
races. They lived in the same home, shared in the family life, often attended the
same church, and talked and conversed with one another. But the increasing
civilization of the Negro since then has naturally meant the development of
higher classes: there are increasing numbers of ministers, teachers, physicians,
merchants, mechanics, and independent farmers, who by nature and training
are the aristocracy and leaders of the blacks. Between them, however, and
the best element of the whites, there is little or no intellectual commerce.
They go to separate churches, they live in separate sections, they are strictly
separated in all public gatherings, they travel separately, and they are beginning
to read different papers and books. To most libraries, lectures, concerts, and
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museums, Negroes are either not admitted at all or on terms peculiarly galling
to the pride of the very classes who might otherwise be attracted. The daily
paper chronicles the doings of the black world from afar with no great regard
for accuracy; and so on, throughout the category of means for intellectua]
communication—schools, conferences, efforts for social betterment, and the
like—it is usually true that the very representatives of the two races, who for
mutual benefit and the welfare of the land ought to be in complete under-
standing and sympathy, are so far strangers that one side thinks all whites are
narrow and prejudiced, and the other thinks educated Negroes dangerous
and insolent. Moreover, in a land where the tyranny of public opinion and
the intolerance of criticism is for obvious historical reasons so strong as in
the South, such a situation is extremely difficult to correct. The white man, as
well as the Negroes bound and barred by the color line, and many a scheme
of friendliness and philanthropy, of broad-minded sympathy and generous
fellowship between the two has dropped stillborn because some busybody has
forced the color question to the front and brought the tremendous force of
unwritten law against the innovators.

Itis hardly necessary for me to add very much in regard to the social contact
between the races. Nothing has come to replace that finer sympathy and love
between some masters and house servants that the radical and more uncompro-
mising drawing of the color line in recent years has caused almost completely
to disappear. In a world where it means so much to take a man by the hand
and sit beside him, to look frankly into his eyes and feel his heart beating with
red blood; in a world where a social cigar or a cup of tea together means more
than legislative halls and magazine articles and speeches—one can imagine
the consequences of the almost utter absence of such social amenities between
estranged races, whose separation extends even to parks and streetcars.

Here there can be none of that social going down to the people—the
opening of heart and hand of the best to the worst, in generous acknowledg-
ment of a common humanity and a common destiny. On the other hand, in
matters of simple almsgiving, where there can be no question of social con-
tact, and in the succor of the aged and sick, the South, as if stirred by a feeling
of its unfortunate limitations, is generous to a fault. The black beggar is never
turned away without a good deal more than a crust, and a call for help for the
unfortunate meets quick response. I remember, one cold winter, in Atlanta,
when I refrained from contributing to a public relief fund lest Negroes should
be discriminated against, I afterward inquired of a friend: “Were any black
people receiving aid?” “Why,” said he, they were a/l black.”

And yet this does not touch the kernel of the problem. Human advance-
ment is not a mere question of almsgiving, but rather of sympathy and coop-
eration among classes who would scorn charity. And here is a land where, in
the higher walks of life, in all the higher striving for the good and noble and
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qrue, the color line comes to separate natural friends and (?oworkers; while
at the bottom of the social group, in the saloon, the gambling hell, and the
brothel, that same line wavers and disappears. '

I have sought to paint an average picture of real relations between the
sons of master and man in the South. T have not glossed over matters for
policy’s sake, for I fear we have already gone too far‘ in that sort of t|1.1f1g. Qn
the other hand, T have sincerely sought to let no unfair exaggerations creep in.
I do not doubt that in some Southern communities conditions are better t.h'an
those I have indicated; while I am no less certain that in other communities
they are far worse. o

Nor does the paradox and danger of this situation fail to interest and
perplex the best conscience of the South. Deeply religious and 1nter.1$.ely
democratic as are the mass of the whites, they fcel acutely the false position
in which the Negro problems place them. Such an essentially honest—h'ear.ted
and generous people cannot cite the caste-leveling precepts of ‘Chrlstlan-
ity, or believe in equality of opportunity for all men, withou'F coming to feel
more and more with each generation that the present drawing of the color
line is a flat contradiction to their beliefs and professions. But just as often
as they come to this point, the present social condition of the Negro stands
as a menace and a portent before even the most open-minded: if there were
nothing to charge against the Negro but his blackness or othe‘r physical
peculiarities, they argue, the problem would be comparatively .snnple; but
what can we say to his ignorance, shiftlessness, poverty, and crime? Can A
SELF-RESPECTING GROUP HOLD ANYTHING BUT THE LEAST POSSIBLE FELLOWSHIP
WITH SUCH PERSONS AND SURVIVE? AND SHALI WE LET A MAWKISH SENTIMENT
SWEEP AWAY THE CULTURE OF OUR FATHERS OR THE HOPE OF OUR CHILDREN? The
argument so put is of great strength, but it is not a whit stronger than the
argument of thinking Negroes: granted, they reply, that the condition of our
masses is bad; there is certainly on the one hand adequate historical cause
for this, and unmistakable evidence that no small number have, in spite of
tremendous disadvantages, risen to the level of American civilization. And
when, by proscription and prejudice, these same Negroes are classed with
and treated like the lowest of their people, simply because they are Negroes,
such a policy not only discourages thrift and intelligence among.black.men
but puts a direct premium on the very things you complain of—inefficiency
and crime. Draw lines of crime, of incompetency, of vice, as tightly and
uncompromisingly as you will, for these things must be proscribed; but a
color line not only does not accomplish this purpose but thwarts it.

In the face of two such arguments, the future of the South depends on
the ability of the representatives of these opposing views to see and appreciate
and sympathize with each other’s position—for the Negro to rea}lze more
deeply than he does at present the need of uplifting the masses of his people,
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That mind and soul according well,
May make one music as before,
But vaster.”

Langston Hughes

Born in Joplin, Missouri, Langston Hughes (1902-1967) grew up
in Lawrence, Kansas, and Cleveland, Ohio. By the time he entered
Columbia University in 1921, Hughes had begun to make a name for
himself as a poet. After leaving Columbia to work on ships and his
writing, Hughes graduated from Lincoln University in Pennsylvania. He
became one of the leading figures in the Harlem Renaissance and in
the African American literary tradition more generally, publishing fiction,
drama, journalism, autobiography, translation, and poetry. “Theme for
English B" was first published in 1951,

Theme for English B

The instructor said,

Go home and write

a page tonight.

And let that page come out of you—
Then, it will be true.

T wonder if it’s that simple?

T am twenty-two, colored, born in Winston-Salem.
I went to school there, then Durham, then here

to this college on the hill above Harlem.

T am the only colored student in my class.

The steps from the hill lead down into Harlem,
through a park, then T cross St. Nicholas,

Eighth Avenue, Seventh, and I come to the Y,

the Harlem Branch Y, where I take the elevator

up to my room, sit down, and write this page:
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It’s not easy to know what is true for you or me
at twenty-two, my age. But I guess I'm what

I feel and see and hear, Harlem, T hear you:

hear you, hear me—we two—you, me, talk on this page.

(I'hear New York, too.) Me—who?

Well, Tlike to eat, sleep, drink, and be in love.

[ like to work, read, learn, and understand life.
Ilike a pipe for a Christmas present,

or records—Bessie, bop, or Bach,

I guess being colored doesn’t make me ot like

the same things other folks like who are other races,

So will my page be colored that I write?

Being me, it will not be white,

But it will be

a part of you, instructor,

You are white—

yet a part of me, as I am a part of you.

That’s American,

Sometimes perhaps you don’t want to be a part of me.

Nor do T often want to be a part of you.
But we are, that’s true!

As Tlearn from you,

I guess you learn from me—

although you’re older—and white—

and somewhat more free,

This is my page for English B.

iy

Toni Morrison

Born in Lorain, Ohio, Toni Morrison (b. 1931) is the daughter of working-
class African American parents who migrated from the South. She
graduated from Howard University and received a master's degree
from Cornell University. She has published many widely successful
novels, including The Bluest Eye, Sula, Song of Solomon, Tar Baby,
Beloved, Jazz, and Love. Morrison was awarded the Nobel Prize for
literature in 1993. "Recitatif,” Morrison's only published short story, first
appeared in the anthology Confirmation.

Recitatif

y mother danced all night and Roberta’s was sick. That’s why we

were taken to St. Bonny's. People want to put their arms around

you when you tell them you were in a shelter, but it really wasn’t
bad. No big long room with one hundred beds like Bellevue, There were four
to a room, and when Roberta and me came, there was a shortage of state kids,
so we were the only ones assigned to 406 and could go from bed to bed if
we wanted to. And we wanted to, too. We changed beds every night and for
the whole four months we were there we never picked one out as our own
permanent bed.

It didn’t start out that way. The minute I walked in and the Big Bozo
introduced us, T got sick to my stomach. It was one thing to be taken out of
your own bed early in the morning—it was something else to be stuck in a
strange place with a girl from a whole other race. And Mary, that’s my mother,
she was right. Every now and then she would stop dancing long enough to tell
me something important and one of the things she said was that they never
washed their hair and they smelled funny. Roberta sure did. Smell funny, I
mean. So when the Big Bozo (nobody ever called her Mrs. Itkin, just like
nobody ever said St. Bonaventure)—when she said, “Tiwyla, this is Roberta.
Roberta, this is Twyla. Make each other welcome,” I said, “My mother won’t
like you putting me in here.”

“Good,” said Bozo. “Maybe then she’ll come and take you home.”
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How’s that for mean? If Roberta had laughed I would have killed her, byt
she didn’t. She just walked over to the window and stood with her back to us,

“Turn around,” said the Bozo. “Don’t be rude. Now Twyla. Roberta.
When you hear a loud buzzer, that’s the call for dinner. Come down to the
first floor. Any fights and no movie.” And then, just to make sure we kney
what we would be missing, “The Wizard of Oz.”

Roberta must have thought I meant that my mother would be mad aboyt
my being put in the shelter. Not about rooming with her, because as soon as
Bozo left she came over to me and said, “Is your mother sick t00?”

“No,” I said. “She just likes to dance all night.”

“Oh.” She nodded her head and I liked the way she understood things so
fast. So for the moment it didn’t matter that we looked like salt and pepper
standing there and that’s what the other kids called us sometimes. We were
cight years old and got Fs all the time. Me because I couldn’t remember what
I'read or what the teacher said. And Roberta because she couldn’t read at all
and didn’t even listen to the teacher. She wasn’t good at anything except jacks,
at which she was a killer: POw scoop pow scoop pow scoop.

We didn’t like cach other all that much at first, but nobody else wanted
to play with us because we weren’t real orphans with beautiful dead parents
in the sky. We were dumped. Even the New York City Puerto Ricans and the
upstate Indians ignored us. All kinds of kids were in there, black ones, white
ones, even two Koreans. The food was good, though. At least I thought so.
Roberta hated it and left whole pieces of things on her plate: Spam, Salisbury
steak—even Jell-O with fruit cocktail in it, and she didn’t care if T ate what
she wouldn’t. Mary’s idea of supper was popcorn and a can of Yoo-Hoo. Hot
mashed potatoes and two weenies was like Thanksgiving for me.

It really wasn’t bad, St. Bonny’s. The big girls on the second floor pushed
us around now and then. But that was all. They wore lipstick and eyebrow
pencil and wobbled their knees while they watched TV, Fifteen, sixteen, even,
some of them were. They were put-out girls, scared runaways most of them.
Poor little girls who fought their uncles off but looked tough to us, and mean.
God, did they look mean. The staff tried to keep them separate from the
younger children, but sometimes they caught us watching them in the orchard
where they played radios and danced with each other. They’d light out after
us and pull our hair or twist our arms. We were scared of them, Roberta and
me, but neither of us wanted the other one to know it. So we got a good
list of dirty names we could shout back when we ran from them through
the orchard. I used to dream a Jot and almost always the orchard was there.
Two acres, four maybe, of these little apple trees. Hundreds of them. Empty
and crooked like beggar women when [ first came to St. Bonny’s but fat with
flowers when T left. T don’t know why I dreamt about that orchard so much.

Nothing really happened there. Nothing all that important, T mean. Just the
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big girls dancing and playing the radio. Ro'berta ale me watching. Maggie
feil down there once. The kitchen woman with legs like parentheses. And the
big girls laughed at her. We should have helped her up, | kn(‘:w, but we were
scared of those girls with lipstick and eyebrow pencil. Maggie couldn’t talk,
:]'ht’- kids said she had her tongue cut out, but I think she was just b.orn that
way: mute. She was old and sandy colored and she worked il.'l the kitchen. I
don’t know if she was nice or not. I just remember her legs like parentheses
and how she rocked when she walked. She worked from early in the morning
till two o’clock, and if she was late, if she had too much cleaning and didn’t
get out till two-fifteen or so, she’d cut through the orchard so she woulfJn'E
miss her bus and have to wait another hour, She wore this really stupid little
hat—a kid’s hat with ear flaps—and she wasn’t much taller than we were. A
really awful little hat. Even for a mute, it was dumb—dressing like a kid and
never saying anything at all.

“But what about if somebody tries to kill her?” T used to wonder about that.
“Or what if she wants to cry? Can she cry?”

“Sure,” Roberta said. “But just tears. No sounds come out.”

“She can’t scream?”

“Nope. Nothing.”

“Can she hear?”

“I guess.”

“Let’s call her,” I said. And we did.

“Dummy! Dummy!” She never turned her head.

“Bowlegs! Bowlegs!” Nothing. She just rocked on, the chin straps of her
baby-boy hat swaying from side to side. I think we were wrong. I think she
could hear and didn’t let on. And it shames me even now to think there was
somebady in there after all who heard us call her those names and couldn’t
tell on us.

We got along all right, Roberta and me. Changed beds every night, got Fs
in civics and communication skills and gym. The Bozo was disappointed in us,
she said. Out of 130 of us state cases, 90 were under twelve., Almost all were
real orphans with beautiful dead parents in the sky. We were the only ones
dumped and the only ones with Fs in three classes including gym. So we got
along—what with her leaving whole pieces of things on her plate and being
nice about not asking questions.

[ think it was the day before Maggie fell down that we found out our
mothers were coming to visit us on the same Sunday. We had been at the
shelter twenty-eight days (Roberta twenty-eight and a half) and this was their
first visit with us. Our mothers would come at ten o’clock in time for chapel,
then lunch with us in the teachers’ lounge. I thought if my dancing mother
met her sick mother it might be good for her. And Roberta thought her sick
mother would get a big bang out of a dancing one. We got excited about it and
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curled each other’s hair. After breakfast we sat on the bed watching the roag
from the window. Roberta’s socks were still wet. She washed them the night
before and put them on the radiator to dry. They hadn’t, but she put them
on anyway because their tops were so pretty—scalloped in pink. Each of g
had a purple construction-paper basket that we had made in craft class, Mine
had a yellow crayon rabbit on it. Roberta’s had eggs with wiggly lines of coloy
Inside were cellophane grass and just the jellybeans because I'd eaten the twq
marshmallow eggs they gave us. The Big Bozo came herself o get us. Smiling,
she told us we looked very nice and to come downstairs. We were so surprised
by the smile we’d never seen before, neither of us moved.

“Don’t you want to see your mommies?”

['stood up first and spilled the jellybeans all over the floor. Bozo’s smile
disappeared while we scrambled to get the candy up off the floor and put it
back in the grass.

She escorted us downstairs to the first floor, where the other gitls were lining
up to file into the chapel. A bunch of grown-ups stood to one side. Viewers
mostly. The old biddies who wanted servants and the fags who wanted com-
pany looking for children they might want to adopt. Once in a while a grand-
mother. Almost never anybody young or anybody whose face wouldn’t scare
you in the night. Because if any of the real orphans had young relatives they
wouldn’t be real orphans. T saw Mary right away. She had on those green slacks
I hated and hated even more now because didn’t she know we were going to
chapel? And that fur jacket with the pocket linings so ripped she had to pull
to get her hands out of them. But her face was pretty—like always—and she
smiled and waved like she was the little girl looking for her mother, not me,

I walked slowly, trying not to drop the jelly beans and hoping the paper
handle would hold. I had to use my last Chiclet because by the time I finished
cutting everything out, all the Elmer’s was gone. I am left-handed and the
scissors never worked for me. It didn’t matter, though; I might just as well
have chewed the gum. Mary dropped to her knees and grabbed me, mashing
the basket, the jelly beans, and the grass into her ratty fur jacket.

“Twyla, baby. Twyla, baby!”

I could have killed her. Already T heard the big girls in the orchard the
next time saying, “Twyyyyyla, baby!” But T couldn’t stay mad at Mary while
she was smiling and hugging me and smelling of Lady Esther dusting powder.
I'wanted to stay buried in her fur all day.

To tell the truth I forgot about Roberta, Mary and T got in line for the
traipse into chapel and I was feeling proud because she looked so beauti-
ful even in those ugly green slacks that made her behind stick out. A pretty
mother on earth is better than a beautiful dead one in the sky even if she did
leave you all alone to go dancing,

I felt a tap on my shoulder, turned, and saw Roberta smiling, I smiled
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k, but not too much lest somebody think this visit was the biggest thing
l;ﬂ,tt ;ver happened in my life. Then Roberta said, “Mother, I want you to meet
i’ roommate, Twyla. And that’s Twyla’s mother.”

: [ looked up it seemed for miles. She was big. Bigger than any man and on
her chest was the biggest cross I'd ever seen. T swearlit was six inches long each
way. And in the crook of her arm was the biggest‘ Bible ever made.

Mary, simpleminded as ever, grinned and tried to yank her har}d out of
the pocket with the raggedy lining—to shake hands, I guess.‘Royberta s mther
looked down at me and then looked down at Mary too. She didn’t say anyth%ng,
just grabbed Roberta with her Bible-free hand and stepped ouE of line,
walking quickly to-the rear of it. Mary was still-grinning because she’s not too
swift when it comes to what’s really going on. Then this light bu'lb goes off in
her head and she says “That bitch!” really loud and us almost in the chaplel
now. Organ music whining; the Bonny Angels singing sweetly. Eyerybody in
the world turned around to look. And Mary would have kept it up—kept
calling names if I hadn’t squeezed her hands as hard as I could. That helped
a little, but she still twitched and crossed and uncrossed her legs all through
service. Even groaned a couple of times. Why did I think she would come
there and act right? Slacks. No hat like the grandmothers and viewers, and
groaning all the while. When we stood for hymns she kept her mouth shut.
Wouldn'’t even look at the words on the page. She actually reached in her
purse for a mirror to check her lipstick. All T could think of was that she really
needed to be killed. The sermon lasted a year, and [ knew the real orphans
were looking smug again. :

We were supposed to have lunch in the teachers’ lounge, but Mary dl'dn’t
bring anything, so we picked fur and cellophane grass off the mashed jelly
beans and ate them. I could have killed her. I sneaked a look at Roberta,
Her mother had brought chicken legs and ham sandwiches and oranges and a
whole box of chocolate-covered grahams. Roberta drank milk from a thermos
while her mother read the Bible to her.

Things are not right. The wrong food is always with the wrong people.
Maybe that’s why I got into waitress work later—to match up the right peop'le
with the right food. Roberta just let those chicken legs sit there, but §he did
bring a stack of grahams up to me later when the visit was over, | thmk' she
was sorry that her mother would not shake my mother’s hand. And I liked
that and I liked the fact that she didn’t say a word about Mary groaning all
the way through the service and not bringing any lunch.

Roberta left in May when the apple trees were heavy and white. On her
last day we went to the orchard to watch the big girls smoke and dance by the
radio. [t didn’t matter that they said, “Twyyyyyla, baby.” We sat on the ground
and breathed. Lady Esther. Apple blossoms. I still go soft when I smell one
or the other. Roberta was going home. The big cross and the big Bible was
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coming to get her and she seemed sort of glad and sort of not. I thought |
would die in that room of four beds without her and I knew Bozo had plang
to move some other dumped kid in there with me. Roberta promised to Write
every day, which was really sweet of her because she couldn’t read a lick s,
how could she write anybody? T would have drawn pictures and sent them
to her but she never gave me her address. Little by little she faded. Her wer
socks with the pink scalloped tops and her big serious-looking eyes—that’s all
I conld catch when I tried to bring her to mind.

I was working behind the counter at the Howard Johnson’s on the Thruw.
just before the Kingston exit. Not a bad job. Kind of a long ride from Ne
burgh, but okay once T got there. Mine was the second night shift, eleven
to seven. Very light until a Greyhound checked in for breakfast around six.
thirty. At that hour the sun was all the way clear of the hills behind the res.
taurant. The place looked better at night—more like shelter—but T loved it
when the sun broke in, even if it did show all the cracks in the vinyl and the
speckled floor looked dirty no matter what the mop boy did.

It was August and a bus crowd was just unloading. They would stand
around a long while: going to the john, and looking at gifts and junk-for-sale
machines, reluctant to sit down so soon. Even to eat. T was trying to fill the
coffeepots and get them all situated on the electric burners when I saw her.
She was sitting in 2 booth smoking a cigarette with two guys smothered in
head and facial hair. Her own hair was so big and wild T could hardly see her
face. But the eyes. I would know them anywhere. She had on a powder-blue
halter and shorts outfit and earrings the size of bracelets. Talk about lipstick
and eyebrow pencil, She made the big girls look like nuns. I couldn’t get off
the counter until seven o'clock, but I kept watching the booth in case they
got up to leave before that, My replacement was on time for a change, so I
counted and stacked my receipts as fast as I could and signed off. T walked
over to the booth, smiling and wondering if she would remember me. Or even
if she wanted to remember me, Maybe she didn’t want to be reminded of St.
Bonny’s or to have anybody know she was ever there, know I never talked
about it to anybody.

I put my hands in my apron pockets and leaned against the back of the
booth facing them.

ay
W

“Roberta? Roberta Figkp”
She looked up, “Yeah?”
“TWylaA »

She squinted for a second and then said, “Wow.”
“Remember me?”

“Sure. Hey. Wow.”
“It’s been a while,” I said, and gave a smile to the two hairy guys.
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«Yeah, Wow. You work here?”

«Yeah,” I said. “I live in Newburgh.” '

“Newburgh? No kidding?” She laughed then, a private laugh that included

uys but only the guys, and they laughed with her. What could I do but
e i too and wonder why I was standing there with my knees showing
laugf om under that uniform. Without looking I could see the blue-and-white
m‘i[ rle on my head, my hair shapeless in a net, my ankles thick in white
m?crfds. Nothing could have been less sheer than my stockings. There was this
Ofl(ence that came down right after I laughed. A silence it was her turn to il up.
;(/ith introductions, maybe, to her boyfriends or an invit.ation t9 sit down af]d
have a Coke: Instead she lita cigarette off the one she’d ]ust'ﬁnlshed a'nd”szud,
“We’re on our way to the Coast. He’s got an appointment with Hendrix.” She
gestured casually toward the boy next to her. ' )

“Hendrix? Fantastic,” T said. “Really fantastic. What’s she doing now?

Roberta coughed on her cigarette and the two guys rolled their eyes up
at the ceiling. N

“Hendrix. Jimi Hendrix, asshole. He’s only the biggest—Oh, wow. Forget it.

I was dismissed without anyone saying good-bye, so I thought I would do
i er.
' fOIZ‘Ih{OW’s your mother?” I asked. Her grin cracked her whole face, She
swallowed. “Fine,” she said. “How’s yours?”

“Pretty as a picture,” I said and turned away. The backs of my knees were
damp. Howard Johnson’s really was a dump in the sunlight.

James is as comfortable as a house slipper. He liked my cooking and T liked
his big loud family. They have lived in Newburgh all of their lives and talk
about it the way people do who have always known a home. His grandmother
has a porch swing older than his father and when they talk about strects an.d
avenues and buildings they call them names they no longer have. They still
call the A&P Rico’s because it stands on property, once a mom-and-pop store
owned by Mr. Rico. And they call the new community college Town Hall
because it once was. My mother-in-law puts up jelly and cucumbers and blllys
butter wrapped in cloth from a dairy. James and his father talk about fishing
and baseball and I can see them all together on the Hudson in a raggedy skiff.
Half the population of Newburgh is on welfare now, but to my husba1.1d’s
family it was still some upstate paradise of a time long past. A time of ice-
houses and vegetable wagons, coal furnaces and children weeding gardens.
When our son was born my mother-in-law gave me the crib blanket that had
been hers. .

But the town they remembered had changed. Something quick was in the
air. Magnificent old houses, so ruined they had become shelter for squatters
and rent risks, were bought and renovated. Smart IBM people moved out
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of their suburbs back into the city and put shutters up and herb gardens in
their backyards. A brochure came in the mail announcing the opening of a
Food Emporium. Gourmet food, it said—and listed items the rich IBM crowd
would want. It was located in a new mall at the edge of town and I drove out
to shop there one day—just to see. It was late in June. After the tulips were
gone and the Queen Elizabeth roses were open everywhere. I trailed my cart
along the aisle tossing in smoked oysters and Robert’s sauce and things I knew
would sit in my cupboard for years. Only when I found some Klondike ice
cream bars did I feel less guilty about spending James’s fireman’s salary so
foolishly. My father-in-law ate them with the same gusto little Joseph did.

Waiting in the checkout line T heard a voice say, “Twyla!”

The classical music piped over the aisles had affected me and the woman
leaning toward me was dressed to kill. Diamonds on her hand, a smart white
summer dress. “I'm Mrs. Benson,” I said.

“Ho. Ho. The Big Bozo,” she sang.

For a split second I didn’t know what she was talking about. She had a
bunch of asparagus and two cartons of fancy water.

“Robertal”

“Right.”

“For heaven’s sake. Roberta.”

“You look great,” she said.

“So do you. Where are you? Here? In Newburgh?”

“Yes. Over in Annandale.”

L was opening my mouth to say more when the cashier called my attention
to her empty counter.

“Meet you outside.” Roberta pointed her finger and went into the express
line.

[ placed the groceries and kept myself from glancing around to check
Roberta’s progress. I remembered Howard Johnson’s and looking for a chance
to speak only to be greeted with a stingy “wow.” But she was waiting for
me and her huge hair was sleek now, smooth around a small, nicely shaped
head. Shoes, dress, everything lovely and summery and rich. T was dying to
know what happened to her, how she got from Jimi Hendrix to Annandale, a
neighbothood [ull of doctors and TBM executives. Easy, I thought. Everything
is so easy for them. They think they own the world.

“How long,” T asked her. “How long have you been here?”

“A year. I got martied to a man who lives here. And you, you’re married
too, right? Benson, you said.”

“Yeah. James Benson.”

“And is he nice?”

“Oh, is he nice?”

“Well, is he?” Roberta’s eyes were steady as though she really meant the
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question and wzmtf‘-:d an answer.

“He’s wonderful, Roberta. Wonderful.”

“So you’re happy.”

“Very.”

“That’s good,” she said and nodded her head. “T always hoped you’d be
happy. Any kids? I know you have kids.”

“One. A boy. How about you?”

“Four.”

“Four?”

She laughed. “Stepkids. He’s a widower.”

((Oh. »

“Got a minute? Let’s have a coffee.”

I thought about the Klondikes melting and the inconvenience of going
all the way to my car and putting the bags in the trunk. Served me right for
buying all that stuff I didn’t need. Roberta was ahead of me.

“Put them in my car. It’s right here.”

And then I saw the dark blue limousine.

“You married a Chinaman?”

“No.” She laughed. “He’s the driver.”

“Oh, my. If the Big Bozo could see you now.”

We both giggled. Really giggled. Suddenly, in just a pulse beat, twenty years
disappeared and all of it came rushing back. The big girls (whom we called gar
gitls—Roberta’s misheard word for the evil stone faces described in a civics
class) there dancing in the orchard, the ploppy mashed potatoes, the double
weenies, the Spam with pineapple. We went into the coffee shop holding on
to one another and I tried to think why we were glad to see each other this
time and not before. Once, twelve years ago, we passed like strangers. A black
girl and a white girl meeting in a Howard Johnson’s on the road and having
nothing to say. One in a blue-and-white triangle waitress hat, the other on her
way to see Hendrix. Now we were behaving like sisters separated for much
too long. Those four short months were nothing in time. Maybe it was the
thing itself, just being there, together. Two little gitls who knew what nobody else
in the world knew—how not to ask questions. How to believe what had to be
believed. There was politeness in that reluctance and generosity as well. Is your
mother sick too? No, she dances all night. Oh—and an understanding nod.

We sat in a booth by the window and [ell into recollection like veterans.

“Did you ever learn to read?”

“Watch.” She picked up the menu. “Special of the day. Cream of corn
soup. Entrées. Two dots and a wriggly line. Quiche. Chef salad, scallops. . . .”

I'was laughing and applauding when the waitress came up.

“Remember the Easter baskets?”
“And how we tried to introduce them?”
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“Your mother with that cross like two telephone poles.”

“And yours with those tight slacks.”

We laughed so loudly heads turned and made the laughter hard to suppres,
“What happened to the Jimi Hendrix date?”

Roberta made a blow-out sound with her lips.

“When he died I thought about you.”

“Oh, you heard about him finally?”

“Finally. Come on, I was a small-town country waitress.”

“And I was a small-town country dropout. God, were we wild. I still don’t
know how I got out of there alive.”

“But you did.”

“T'did. Treally did. Now I'm Mrs. Kenneth Norton.”

“Sounds like a mouthful.”

“Itis.”

“Servants and all?”

Roberta held up two fingers.

“Ow! What does he do?”

“Computers and stuff. What do I know?”

‘T don’t remember a hell of a lot from those days, Lut Lord, St. Bonny’s is
as clear as daylight. Remember Maggie? The day she fell down and those gar
girls laughed at her?”

Roberta looked up from her salad and stared at me. “Maggie didn’t fal],”
she said.

“Yes, she did. You remember.”

“No, Twyla. They knocked her down. Those gitls pushed her down and
tore her clothes. In the orchard.”

“I don’t—that’s not what happened.”

“Sure it is. In the orchard. Remember how scared we werep”

“Wait a minute. I don’t remember any of that.”

“And Bozo was fired.”

“You’re crazy. She was there when I left. You left before me.”

“I'went back. You weren’t there when they fired Bozo.”

“What?”

“Twice. Once for a year when I was about ten, another for two months
when I was fourteen. That’s when I ran away,”

“You ran away from St. Bonny’s?”

“T'had to. What do you want? Me dancing in that orchard?”

“Are you sure about Maggie?”

“Of course I'm sure. You've blocked it, Twyla. It happened. Those girls
had behavior problems, you know.”

“Didn’t they, though. But why can’t I remember the Maggie thing?”

“Believe me. It happened. And we were there.”
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«fy/ho did you room with when you went back?” T asked her as if T would
lenow her. The Maggie thing was troubling me.

«Creeps. They tickled themselves in the night.”

My ears were itching and T wanted to go home suddenly. This was all very
well but she couldn’t just comb her hair, wash her face, and pretend everythmg
was hunky-dory. After the Howard Johnson’s snub. And no apology. No.thmg.

“Were you on dope or what that time at Howard Johnson’s?” 1 tried to
make my voice sound friendlier than I felt.

“Maybe, a little. I never did drugs much. Why?”

“I don’t know, you acted sort of like you didn’t want to know me then.”

“Oh; Twyla, you know how it was in those days: black—white. You know
how everything was.”

But I didn’t know. I thought it was just the opposite. Busloads of blacks
and whites came into Howard Johnson’s together. They roamed together then:
students, musicians, lovers, protesters. You got to see everything at Howard
Johnson’s, and blacks were very friendly with whites in those days. But sitting
there with nothing on my plate but two hard tomato wedges wondering about
the melting Klondikes it seemed childish remembering the slight. We went to
her car and, with the help of the driver, got my stuff into my station wagon.

“We'll keep in touch this time,” she said.

“Sure,” I'said, “Sure. Give me a call.”

“I'will,” she said, and then, just as I was sliding behind the wheel, she leaned
into the window. “By the way. Your mother. Did she ever stop dancing?”

I shook my head. “No. Never.”

Roberta nodded.

“And yours? Did she ever get well?”

She smiled a tiny sad smile. “No. She never did. Look, call me, okay?”

“Okay,” 1 said, but I knew I wouldn’t. Roberta had messed up my past
somehow with that business about Maggie. I wouldn’t forget a thing like that.
Would I?

Strife came to us that fall. At least that’s what the paper called it. Strife. Ra-
cial strife. The word made me think of a hird—a hig shrieking bird out of
1,000,000,000 BC. Flapping its wings and cawing, Its eye with no lid always
bearing down on you. All day it screeched and at night it slept on the rooftops.
It woke you in the morning, and from the loday show to the eleven o’clock
news it kept you an awful company. I couldn’t figure it out from one day to the
next. [ knew I was supposed to feel something strong, but I didn’t know what,
and James wasn’t any help. Joseph was on the list of kids to be transferred
from the junior high school to another one at some tar-out-of-the-way place
and I thought it was a good thing until I heard it was a bad thing. T mean
[ didn’t know. All the schools seemed dumps to me, and the fact that one
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was nicer looking didn’t hold much weight. But the papers were full of it anq
then the kids began to get jumpy. In August, mind you. Schools weren’t even
open yet. I thought Joseph might be frightened to go over there, but he didi’;
seem scared so I forgot about it, until I found myself driving along Hudsop,
Street out there by the school they were trying to integrate and saw a line of
women marching. And who do you suppose was in line, big as life, holding
a sign in front of her bigger than her mother’s cross? MOTHERS HAVE RIGHTS
TOO! it suid.

L drove on and then changed my mind. I circled the block, slowed down
and honked my horn. ’

Roberta looked over and when she saw me she waved. I didn’t wave back

but I didn’t move either. She handed her sign to another woman and camé
over to where I was parked.
“Hi.”

“What are you doing?”

“Picketing. What’s it look like?”

“What for?”

“What do you mean, ‘What for?’ They want to take my kids and send
them out of the neighborhood. They don’t want to go.”

“So what if they go to another school? My boy’s being bused too, and T
don’t mind. Why should you?”

“It’s not about us, Twyla. Me and you. It’s about our kids.”

“What’s more s than that?”

“Well, it is a free country.”

“Not yet, but it will be.”

“What the hell does that mean? I'm not doing anything to you.”

“You really think that?”

“I know it.”

“I wonder what made me think you were different.”

“I wonder what made me think you were different.”

“Look at them,” I'said. “Just look. Who do they think they are? Swarming
all over the place like they own it. And now they think they can decide where
my child goes to school. Look at them, Roberta. They’re Bozos.”

Roberta turned around and looked at the women. Almost all of them were
standing still now, waiting. Some were even edging toward us. Roberta looked
at me out of some refrigerator behind her eyes. “No, they’re not. They’re just
mothers.”

“And what am I? Swiss cheese?”

“T'used to cutl your hair.”

“I'hated your hands in my hair.”

The women were moving. Our faces looked mean to them of course and
they looked as though they could not wait to throw themselves in front of a
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olice car or, better yet, into my car and drag me away by my ankles. Now
they surrounded my car and gently, gently began to rock it. T swayed back
and forth like a sideways yo-yo. Automatically I reached for Roberta, like the
old days in the orchard, when they saw us watching them and we had to get
out of there, and if one of us fell the other pulled her up and if one of us was
caught the other stayed to kick and scratch, and neither would leave the other
behind. My arm shot out of the car window but no receiving hand was there.
Roberta was looking at me sway from side to side in the car and her face was
still. My purse slid from the car seat down under the dashboard. The four
policemen who had been drinking Tab in their car finally got the message and
strolled over, forcing their way through the women. Quietly, firmly they spoke.
“Okay, ladies. Back in line or off the streets.”

Some of them went away willingly; others had to be urged away from
the car doors and the hood. Roberta didn’t move. She was looking steadily
at me. I was fumbling to turn on the ignition, which wouldn’t catch because
the gearshift was still in drive. The seats of the car were a mess because the
swaying had thrown my grocery coupons all over and my purse was sprawled
on the floor.

“Maybe I am different now, Twyla. But you’re not. You’re the same little
state kid who kicked a poor old black lady when she was down on the ground.
You kicked a black lady and you have the nerve to call me a bigot.”

The coupons were everywhere and the guts of my purse were bunched
under the dashboard. What was she saying? Black? Maggie wasn’t black.

“She wasn’t black,” T said.

“Like hell she wasn’t, and you kicked her. We both did. You kicked a
black lady who couldn’t even scream.”

“Liar!”

“You're the liar! Why don’t you just go on home and leave us alone, huh?”

She turned away and I skidded away from the curb.

The next morning I went into the garage and cut the side out of the carton
our portable TV had come in. It wasn’t nearly big enough, but after a while
I had a decent sign: red spray-painted letters on a white background—anp
SO DO CHILDREN™***, I meant just to go down to the school and tack it up
somewhere so those cows on the picket line across the street could see it, but
when I got there, some ten or so others had already assembled—protesting
the cows across the street. Police permits and everything. I got in line and we
strutted in time on our side while Roberta’s group strutted on theirs. That first
day we were all dignified, pretending the other side didn’t exist. The second
day there was name calling and finger gestures. But that was about all. People
changed signs from time to time, but Roberta never did and neither did 1.
Actually my sign didn’t make sense without Roberta’s. “And so do children
what?” one of the women on my side asked me. Have rights, I said, as though
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it was obvious.

Roberta didn’t acknowledge my presence in any way, and I got to thinkin
maybe she didn’t know I was there. I began to pace myself in the line, jostling
people one minute and lagging behind the next, so Roberta and I could reach
the end of our respective lines at the same time and there would be a moment
in our turn when we would face each other, Still, T couldn’t tell whether she
saw me and knew my sign was for her. The next day I went early before we
were scheduled to assemble. I waited until she got there before I exposed my
new creation. As soon as she hoisted her MOTHERS HAVE RIGHTS T0O! began
to wave my new one, which said, How wouLD You kNow? T know she saw that
one, but T had gotten addicted now. My signs got crazier each day, and the
women on my side decided that T was a kook. They couldn’t make heads or
tails out of my brilliant screaming posters.

I brought a painted sign in queenly red with huge black letters that said,
IS YOUR MOTHER WELL? Roberta took her lunch break and didn’t come back for
the rest of the day or any day after. Two days later I stopped going too and
couldn’t have been missed because nobody understood my signs anyway,

It was a nasty six weeks. Classes were suspended and Joseph didn’t go to
anybody’s school until October. The children—everybody’s children—soon
got bored with that extended vacation they thought was going to be so great.
They looked at TV until their eyes flattened. spent a couple of mornings
tutoring my son, as the other mothers said we should. Twice I opened a text
from last year that he had never turned in. Twice he yawned in my face. Other
mothers organized living room sessions so the kids would keep up. None of
the kids could concentrate, so they drifted back to The Price Is Right and The
Brady Bunch. When the school finally opened there were fights once ot twice
and some sirens roared through the streets every once in a while. There were a
lot of photographers from Albany. And just when ABC was about to send up
a news crew, the kids settled down like nothing in the world had happened.
Joseph hung my HOW WoULD YoU kNOW? sign in his bedroom. I don’t know
what became of AND SO DO CHILDREN****_ T think my father-in-law cleaned
some fish on it. He was always puttering around in our garage. Each of his five
children lived in Newburgh, and he acted as though he had five extra homes.

I couldn’t help looking for Roberta when Joscph graduated (rom high
school, but I didn’t see her. It didn’t trouble me much what she had said to
me in the car. I mean the kicking part. T know I didn’t do that; T couldn’t do
that. But I was puzzled by her telling me Maggie was black. When I thought
about it I actually couldn’t be certain. She wasn't pitch-black, I knew, or I
would have remembered that. What I remember was the kiddie hat and the
semicircle legs. I tried to reassure myself about the race thing for a long time
until it dawned on me that the truth was already there, and Roberta knew it.
I didn’t kick her; I didn’t join in with the gar girls and kick that lady, but I

Recitatif

sure did want to. We watched and never tried to help her and never called
for help. Maggie was my dancing mother. Deaf, I thought, and dumb. No-
body inside. Nobody who would hear you if you cried in the night. Nobody
who could tell you anything important that you could use. Rocking, dancing,
swaying as she walked. And when the gar gitls pushed her down and started
roughhousing, I knew she wouldn’t scream, couldn’t—just like me—and I was
glad about that.

We decided not to have a tree, because Christmas would be at my mother-in-
Jaw's house, so why have a tree at both places? Joseph was at SUNY New Paltz
and we had to economize, we said. But at the last minute, | changed my mind.
Nothing could be that bad. So I rushed around town looking for a tree, some-
thing small but wide. By the time I found a place, it was snowing and very late.
[ dawdled like it was the most important purchase in the world and the tree
man was fed up with me. Finally T chose one and had it tied onto the trunk of
the car. I drove away slowly because the sand trucks were not out yet and the
streets could be murder at the beginning of a snowfall. Downtown the streets
were wide and rather empty except for a cluster of people coming out of the
Newburgh Hotel. The one hotel in town that wasn’t built out of cardboard
and Plexiglas. A party, probably. The men huddled in the snow were dressed
in tails and the women had on furs. Shiny things glittered from underneath
their coats. It made me tired to look at them. Tired, tired, tired. On the next
corner was a small diner with loops and loops of paper bells in the window.
I'stopped the car and went in. Just for a cup of coffee and twenty minutes of
peace before T went home and tried to finish everything before Christmas Eve.

“Twyla?”

There she was. In a silvery evening gown and dark fur coat, A man and
another woman were with her, the man fumbling for change to put in the
cigarette machine. The woman was humming and tapping on the counter with
her fingernails. They all looked a little bit drunk.

“Well. Tt’s you.”

“How are you?”

I'shrugged. “Pretty good. Frazzled. Christmas and all.”

“Regular?” called the woman from the counter.

“Fine,” Roberta called back and then, “Wait for me in the car.”

She slipped into the booth beside me. “I have to tell you something,
Twyla. I made up my mind if I ever saw you again, I'd tell you.”

“I'd just as soon not hear anything, Roberta. It doesn’t matter now, anyway.”

“No,” she said. “Not about that.”

“Don’t be long,” said the woman. She carried two regulars to go and the
man peeled his cigarette pack as they left.

“It’s about St. Bonny’s and Maggie.”




Toni Morrison

“Oh, please.”

“Listen to me. I really did think she was black. T didn’t make that up. |
really thought so. But now I can’t be sure. I just remember her as old, so old,
And because she couldn’t talk—well, you know, I thought she was crazy. She’d
been brought up in an institution like my mother was and like T thought I would
be too. And you were right. We didn’t kick her. It was the gar girls. Only them
But, well, T wanted to. I really wanted them to hurt her. T said we did it, too.
You and me, but that’s not true. And I don’t want you to carry that around. [t
was just that I wanted to do it so bad that day—wanting to is doing it.”

Her eyes were watery from the drinks she’d had, T guess. [ know it’s that
way with me. One glass of wine and I start bawling over the littlest thing.

“We were kids, Roberta.”

“Yeah. Yeah. I know, just kids.”

“Eight.”

“Eight.”

“And lonely.”

“Scared, too.”

She wiped her cheeks with the heel of her hand and smiled. “Well, that’s
all [ wanted to say.”

I nodded and couldn’t think of any way to fill the silence that went from
the diner past the paper bells on out into the snow. It was heavy now. I thought
I'd better wait for the sand trucks before starting home.

“Thanks, Roberta.”

“Sure.”

“Did I tell you? My mother, she never did stop dancing.”

“Yes. You told me. And mine, she never got well.” Roberta lifted her
hands from the tabletop and covered her face with her palms. When she took
them away she really was crying. “Oh, shit, Twyla. Shit, shit, shit. What the
hell happened to Maggie?”

Roberl Frost

Robert Frost (1874-1963) was born in San Francisco and at age
eleven moved to Massachusetts, where he graduated from high
school.-He attended Dartmouth-and-Harvard but did not earn a degree
from either college. As a young adult, Frost worked as a mill hand,
teacher, reporter, and farmer, writing but seldom publishing poems.
In his early thirties he penned two collections, A Boy's Will and North
of Boston, which earned him international acelaim. During his lifetime,
Frost published nine collections of poetry and won numerous awards
and honors, including four Pulitzer Prizes. Toward the end of his life
he was called upon as a cultural emissary of the United States, and
he recited his work "The Gift Outright” at President John F Kennedy's
inauguration in 1961. "Mending Wall," reprinted here, first appeared in
North of Boston.

Mending Wall

Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it
And spills the upper boulders in the sun,

And make gaps even two can pass abreast.
The work of hunters is another thing;

I have come after them and made repair
Where they have left not one stone on a stone,
But they would have the rabbit out of hiding,
To please the yelping dogs. The gaps I mean,
No one has seen them made or heard them made,
But at spring mending-time we find them there.,
Ilet my neighbor know beyond the hill:

And on a day we meet to walk the line

And set the wall between us once again.
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Robert Frost

We keep the wall between us as we go.

To each the boulders that have fallen to each,
And some are loaves and some so nearly balls
We have to use a spell to make them balance:
“Stay where you are until our backs are turned!”
We wear our fingers rough with handling them.
Oh, just another kind of outdoor game,

One on a side. It comes to little more:

There where it is we do not need the wall:

He is all pine and Tam apple orchard.

My apple trees will never get across

And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him.

He only says, “Good fences make good neighbors.”

Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder

If I could put a notion in his head:

“Why do they make good neighbors? Tsn’t it
Where there are cows? But here there are no cows.
Before I built a wall I'd ask to know

What I was walling in or walling out,

And to whom I was like to give offense.
Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,

That wants it down.” T could say “Elves” to him,
But it’s nor elves exactly, and I'd rather

He said it for himself. I see him there,

Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top

In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.
He moves in darkness as it seems to me,

Not of woods only and the shade of trees.

He will not go behind his father’s saying,

And he likes having thought of it so well

He says again, “Good fences make good neighbors.”

PART Il




