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what was it?—not sadness—no, not sadness—a something that made you
want to sing. The tune lifted, lifted, the light shone; and it seemed to
Miss Brill that in another moment all of them, all the whole company,
would begin singing. The young ones, the laughing ones who were mov-
ing together, they would begin, and the men’s voices, very resolute and
brave, would join them. And then she too, she too, and the others on the
benches—they would come in with a kind of accompaniment—something
low, that scarcely rose or fell, something so beautiful—moving . . .
And Miss Brill’s eyes filled with tears and she looked smiling at all the
other members of the company. Yes, we understand, we understand, she
thought—though what they understood she didn’t know.

Just at that moment a boy and girl came and sat down where the old
couple had been. They were beautifully dressed; they were in love. The
hero and heroine, of course, just arrived from his father’s yacht. And still
soundlessly singing, still with that trembling smile, Miss Brill prepared
to listen.

“No, not now,” said the girl. “Not here, I can’t.”

“But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the end there?” asked
the boy. “Why does she come here at all—who wants her? Why doesn’t she
keep her silly old mug at home?”

“It’s her fu-fur which is so funny,” giggled the girl. “It’s exactly like
a fried whiting.”

“Ah, be off with you!” said the boy in an angry whisper. Then: “Tell
me, ma petite chere—"

“No, not here,” said the girl. “Not yez.”

On her way home she usually bought a slice of honeycake at the bak-
er’s. It was her Sunday treat. Sometimes there was an almond in her slice,
sometimes not. It made a great difference. If there was an almond it was
like carrying home a tiny present—a surprise—something that might very
well not have been there. She hurried on the almond Sundays and struck
the match for the kettle in quite a dashing way. “

But today she passed the baker’s by, climbed the stairs, went into the
little dark room—her room like a cupboard—and sat down on the red
eiderdown. She sat there for a long time. The box that the fur came out
of was on the bed. She unclasped the necklet quickly; quickly, without
looking, laid it inside. But when she put the lid on she thought she heard:
something crying. A

QUESTIONS !
I. We view the people and events of this story almost entirely through the eyes
and feelings of its protagonist. The author relies on indirect presentation for h '
characterization of Miss Brill. After answering the following questions, write @
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full an account as you can of the nature and temperament of the story's main
character.

2. What natilonal.ity isfMiss Brill? What is the story's setting? Why is it important?
3. How old is Miss Brill? What are her circumstances? Why does she listen in on
conversations?

4. Why does Miss Brill enjoy her Sundays in the park? Why especially this Sunday?
5. Of what importance to the story is the woman in the ermine toque? .
6. What is Miss Brill's mood at the beginning of the story? What is it at the end?

Why?'Is she a static or a developing character? ,

7. What function does Miss Brill's fur serve in the story? What is the meaning of
the final sentence?

8. Does Miss Brill come to a realization (epiphany) about her fife and habits, or
does she manage to suppress the truths that have been presented to her?

JAMES BALDWIN
Sonny’s Blues

I read about it in the paper, in the subway, on my way to work. I read
it,.and I couldn’t believe it, and I read ¢ again. Then perhaps I just stared
atit, a the newsprint spelling out his name, spelling out the story. I stared at
it in the swinging lights of the subway car, and in the faces and bodies of the
people, and in my own face, trapped in the darkness which roared outside.

It was not to be believed and I kept telling myself that, as I walked
from the subway station to the high school. And at the same time [
cou}dn’t doubt it. I was scared, scared for Sonny. He became real to me
again. A great block of ice got settled in my belly and kept melting
therr'e slowly all day long, while I taught my classes algebra. It was a
Special kind of ice, It kept melting, sending trickles of ice water al]
UP and down my veins, but it never got less. Sometimes it hardened
ZZ? seemed to expan.d until I felt my guts were 8oing to come spilling
mon?erntth;thle W;:).S going to clljlok.e or scream. This would always be at a
i 1 was remembering some specific thing Sonny had once

rig::/heg he was about as old as the boys in my classes his face had been

P ba;:) open, there was a lot of copper in it;. and he’d had wonderfully

B lik:n:m?;esé an;l dgrl;:at ger.ltll(eness and privacy. I wonder‘ed what he

. ey do.wnio a feen pic .ed up, the' evenmg. before, in a raid on
wn, for peddling and using heroin.
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I couldn’t believe it: but what I mean by that is that I couldn’t find any
room for it anywhere inside me. I had kept it outside me for a long time.
I hadn’t wanted to know. I had had suspicions, but I didn’t name them,
I kept putting them away. I told myself that Sonny was wild, but he wasn'e
crazy. And he’d always been a good boy, he hadn’t ever turned hard or evil
orldisrespectful, the way kids can, so quick, so quick, especially in Harlem,
I didn’t want to believe that I'd ever see my brother going down, coming to
nothing, all that light in his face gone out, in the condition I'd already seen
so many others. Yet it had happened and here T was talking about algebra
to a lot of boys who might, every one of them for all I knew, be popping
off needles every rime they went to the head. Maybe it did more for them
than algebra could.

I was sure that the first time Sonny had ever had horse,® he couldn’t
have been much older than these boys were now. These boys, now, were
living as we'd been living then, they were growing up with a rush and their
heads bumped abruptly against the low ceiling of their actual possibilities,
They were filled with rage. All they really knew were two darknesses, the
darkness of their lives, which was now closing in on them, and the dark=
ness of the movies, which had blinded them to that other darkness, and in
which they now, vindictively, dreamed, at once more together than they
were at any other time, and more alone. a

When the last bell rang, the last class ended, I let out my breath. It
seemed I'd been holding it for all that time. My clothes were wet—I may
have looked as though I'd been sitting in a steam bath, all dressed up, all
afternoon. I sat alone in the classroom a long time. I listened to the boys
outside, downstairs, shouting and cursing and laughing. Their laugh=
ter struck me for perhaps the first time. It was not the joyous laughter
which—God knows why—one associates with children. It was mocking
and insular, its intent to denigrate. It was disenchanted, and in this, also,
lay the authority of their curses. Perhaps I was listening to them because
I was thinking about my brother and in them I heard my brother. And
myself. s

One boy was whistling a tune, at once very complicated and very
simple, it seemed to be pouring out of him as though he were a bird, and
it sounded very cool and moving through all that harsh, bright air,
just holding its own through all those other sounds. :

I stood up and walked over to the window and looked down into i
courtyard. It was the beginning of the spring and the sap was rising if
the boys. A teacher passed through them every now and again, quickly, &
though he or she couldn’t wait to get out of that courtyard, to get

horse: heroin
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boys out of their sight and off their minds. I starced collecting my stuff.
I thought I'd better get honke and talk to Isabel. : .

Tbe courtyard was almost deserted by the time I got downstairs. I
saw this boy standing in the shadow of a doorway, looking just like Sonr.l
I almost called his name. Then I saw that it wasn't Sonny, but somebody.
we used to know, a boy from around our block. He'd been Sonny’s friendy
He'd never been mine, having been too young for me, and, anywa I’d.
never liked him. And now, even though he was a grown-up ,man hey,still
h|..mg around that block, still spent hours on the street corners wa’s always
high and raggy. I used to run into him from time to time anc,Jl he’d oftgn
work around to asking me for a quarter or fifty cents. He always had some
real good excuse, too, and I always gave it to him, I don’t know why.

But now, abruptly, I hated him. I couldn’t stand the way he lc.)oked
at me, partly like a dog, partly like a cunning child. T wanted to ask him
whatl_;he hell he was doing in the school courtyard. ‘

e sort of shuffled over to m id, “

e cxlovminimitinhs e, and he said, “I see you got the papers.
. “You mean about Sonny? Yes, I already know about it. How come the
didn’t get you?” A

‘ He grinned. It made him repulsive and it also brought to mind what
he d‘looked like as a kid. “I wasn’t there. I stay away from them people.”

‘Good for you.” I offered him a cigarette and I watched him throu;gh
the s:noke. “You come all the way down here just to tell me about Sonny?”

That’s right.” He was sort of shaking his head and his eyes lookéd
strange, as though they were about to cross. The bright sun deadened his
damp dark brown skin and it made his eyes look yellow and showed u
tl?e dirt in his kinked hair. He smelled funky. I moved a lictle away frorﬁ
him and T said, “Well, thanks. But I already know about it and I
get home.” i

“T'll walk you a litcle ways,” he said. We started walking. There were
a.couple of kids still loitering in the courtyard and one of them said good
night to me and looked strangely at the boy beside me. i

:What're you going to do?” he asked me. “I mean, about Sonny?”

1 Loo.k. I'haven’t seen Sonny for over a year, I'm not sure I'm going to
0 aI(](ythmg. Anyway, what the hell czn I do?”

1 That’s right,” he said quickly, “ain’t nothing you can do. Can’t much
elp old Sonny no more, I guess.”

A iit was what I was thinking and so it seemed to me he had no right to

” ‘I'mhsulrprised at Spnny, though,” he went on—he had a funny way of

L ng, he looked straight ahead as though he were talking to himself—*1
ought Sonny was a smart boy, I thought he was too smart to get hung.”
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“I guess he thought so too,” I said sharply, “and that’s how he gog
hung. And how about you? You're pretty goddamn smart, I bet.”

Then he looked directly at me, just for a minute. “I ain’t smart,” he
said. “If I was smart, I'd have reached for a pistol a long time ago.”

“Look. Don't tell me your sad story, if it was up to me, I'd give you
one.” Then I felt guilty—guilty, probably, for never having supposed that
the poor bastard had a story of his own, much less a sad one, and I asked,
quickly, “What's going to happen to him now?”

He didn’t answer this. He was off by himself some place. “Funny
thing,” he said, and from his tone we might have been discussing the
quickest way to get to Brooklyn, “when I saw the papers this morning, the
first thing I asked myself was if I had anything to do with it. I felt sort of
responsible.”

I began to listen more carefully. The subway station was on the corner,
just before us, and I stopped. He stopped, too. We were in front of a bar
and he ducked slightly, peering in, but whoever he was looking for didn’t
seem to be there. The jukebox was blasting away with something black
and bouncy and I half watched the barmaid as she danced her way from the
jukebox to her place behind the bar. And I watched her face as she laugh-
ingly responded to something someone said to her, still keeping time to
the music. When she smiled one saw the little girl, one sensed the doomed,
still-struggling woman beneath the battered face of the semi-whore.

“I never give Sonny nothing,” the boy said finally, “but a long time
ago I come to school high and Sonny asked me how it felt.” He paused, I
couldn’t bear to watch him, I watched the barmaid, and I listened to the
music which seemed to be causing the pavement to shake. “I told him it
felt great.” The music stopped, the barmaid paused and watched the juke-
box until the music began again. “It did.” ‘

All this was carrying me some place I didn’t want to go. I certainly
didn’t want to know how it felt. It filled everything, the people, the houses,

the music, the dark, quicksilver barmaid, with menace; and this menace

was their reality.

“What's going to happen to him now?” I asked again.

“They’ll send him away some place and they’ll try to cure him.” He
shook his head. “Maybe he’ll even think he’s kicked the habit. Then they’ll
let him loose”—he gestured, throwing his cigarette into the gutter. “That’s
all.”

“What do you mean, that’s «//?”

But I knew what he meant.

“Imean, that’s a//.” He turned his head and looked at me, pulling dows .
the corners of his mouth. “Don’t you know what I mean?” he asked, soft%ys‘
“How the hell wonld 1 know what you mean?” I almost whispered its

I don’t know why.

BALDWIN / SONNY’S BLUES 163

“That’s right,” he said to theyair, “how would /e know what I mean?”
He turned toward me again, patient and calm, and yet I somehow felt him
shaking, shaking as though he were going to fall apart. I felt that ice in my
guts again, the dread I'd felt all afternoon; and again I watched the bar-
maid, moving about the bar, washing glasses, and singing. “Listen. They’ll
let him out and then it’ll just start all over again. That’s what I mean.”

“You mean—they’ll let him out. And then he’ll just start working his way
back in again. You mean he’ll never kick the habit. Is that what you mean?”

“That’s right,” he said, cheerfully. “You see what I mean.”

“Tell me,” I said at last, “why does he want to die? He must want to
die, he’s killing himself, why does he want to die?”

He looked at me in surprise. He licked his lips. “He don’t want to die.
He wants to live. Don’t nobody want to die, ever.”

Then I wanted to ask him—too many things. He could not have
answered, or if he had, I could not have borne the answers. I started walk-
ing. “Well, I guess it’s none of my business,” '

“It’s going to be rough on old Sonny,” he said. We reached the subway
station. “This is your station?” he asked. I nodded. I took one step down.
"Damn!” he said, suddenly. I looked up at him. He grinned again. “Damn
it if I didn’t leave all my money home. You ain’t got a dollar on you, have
you? Just for a couple of days, is all.”

All at once something inside gave and threatened to come pouring out
of me. I didn’t hate him anymore. I felt that in another moment I'd start
crying like a child.

“Sure,” I said. “Don’t sweat.” I looked in my wallet and didn’t have a
dollar, I only had a five. “Here,” I said. “That hold you?”

He didn't look at it—he didn’t want to look at it. A terrible closed
look came over his face, as though he were keeping the number on the bill
a secret from him and me. “Thanks,” he said, and now he was dying to see
me go. “Don’t worry about Sonny. Maybe I'll write him or something.”

“Sure,” I said. “You do that. So long.”

“Be seeing you,” he said. I went on down the steps.

And I didn’t write Sonny or send him anything for a long time. When
I finally did, it was just after my liccle girl died, he wrote me back a letter
Wwhich made me feel like a bastard.

Here’s what he said:

Dear brother,

You don’t know how much I needed to hear from you. I wanted
to write you many a time but I dug how much I must have hurt
you and so I didn’t write. But now I feel like a man who's been
trying to climb up out of some deep, real deep and funky hole and
just saw the sun up there, outside. I got to get outside.
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I can’t tell you much about how I got here. I mean I don’t know
how to tell you. I guess I was afraid of something or I was trying
to escape from something and you know I have never been very
strong in the head (smile). I'm glad Mama and Daddy are dead
and can’t see what’s happened to their son and I swear if I'd known
what I was doing I would never have hurt you so, you and a lot
of other fine people who were nice to me and who believed in me.

I don’t want you to think it had anything to do with me being
a musician. It's more than that. Or maybe less than that. I can’t
get anything straight in my head down here and I try not to
think about what’s going to happen to me when I get outside
again. Sometime I think I'm going to flip and never get outside
and sometime I think I'll come straight back. I tell you one thing,

though, I'd rather blow my brains out than go through this again.
But that's what they all say, so they tell me. If I tell you when
I'm coming to New York and if you could meet me, I sure would
appreciate it. Give my love to Isabel and the kids and I was sure
sorty to hear about little Gracie. I wish I could be like Mama and
say the Lord’s will be done, but I don’t know it seems to me that
trouble is the one thing that never does get stopped and I don’t
know what good it does to blame it on the Lord. But maybe it

does some good if you believe it.

Your brother,
Sonny

Then I kept in constant touch with him and I sent him whatever

I could and I went to meet him when he came back to New York. When
I saw him many things I thought I had forgotten came flooding back to
me. This was because I had begun, finally, to wonder about Sonny, about the
life that Sonny lived inside. This life, whatever it was, had made him older
and thinner and it had deepened the distant stillness in which he had always
moved. He looked very unlike my baby brother. Yet, when he smiled, when
we shook hands, the baby brother I'd never known looked out from the

depths of his private life, like an animal waiting to be coaxed into the light.

“How you been keeping?” he asked me.
“All right. And you?”

“Just fine.” He was smiling all over his face. “It’s good to see you

again.”

“It’s good to see you.”

The seven years’ difference in our ages lay between us like a chasm®
I wondered if these years would ever operate between us as a bridge. I was
remembering, and it made it hard to catch my breath, that I had beef

BALDWIN / soNNY’s BLUES 65

I caught him just before he fell
in this world,
“How’s Isabel?”
“Just fine. She’s dy;
] ying to se
And the boys?” i
“Thev’ :
“Ohey re fine, too, They’re anxious to see their uncle.”
" ; com](:.(c)lz. You know they don’t remember me
€ you kidding? Of course the .
Y ; y remember i
He grinned again. We got into a taxi. We had ot
far too much to know how to begin
:}S tlhe t;)ﬂd began to move, I asked, “You sti]] want
¢ laughed. “You stj]] i
-y Ul remember that. Hell, no. T
“It used to belong to them,” [ said
And he laughed aga :
when they got rid of ic.”

alot to say to each other,

to go to Indja?”
his place is Indjan

1. “They damn sure knew what they were doing

I think he sort of looked down on me for thar

“Do you mind,” he asked. ¢
) > ed, “if : .
Park? On the west side—I havenf we have the driver drive alongside the

7 Ohf cour§e noF," I said. T was afraid that [ m;j
Se urn;rmg him, but 1 hoped he wouldn’t take j
0 Wi

= elegalelcerz}/f; alo?g, between the 8reen of the park and the stony, lif
i Chiclt';; s an ;fartment buildings, toward the vivid ]Zi’lf 5
: : ood. These streets hadp’ Gt

- adn't changed, i

Jects jutted up out of them now like rocks in theg emidtdhl:uffh thLfffng
a boiling
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Yet, as the cab moved uptown tlzlrouglhcit\f;ettlsy v:gll;l_l
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out of malice, [ ygq trying to fing Ut something aboy; my brother. [ wgq
dying to hear hjm tell me he yag safe.

Safel” m y father grunted, wheneyey Mama suggested trying to moye

to a neighborhood which might be safer for childr
place safe for kids, nor nobody,”
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But something deep and watchful in the child knows that this is
bound to end, is already ending. In a moment someone will get up and
turn on the light. Then the old folks will remember the children and they
won't talk anymore that day. And when light fills the room, the child is
filled with darkness. He knows that everytime this happens he’s moved just
a lictle closer to that darkness outside. The darkness outside is what the old
folks have been talking about. It’s what they’ve come from. It’s what they
endure. The child knows that they won't talk anymore because if he knows \
too much about what's happened to them, he’ll know too much too soon, v
about what'’s going to happen to him. ﬁ'

The last time I talked to my mother, I remember I was restless,

I wanted to get out and see Isabel. We weren’t married then and we had a |
lot to straighten out between us. v ;
There Mama sat, in black, by the window. She was humming an old
church song, Lord, you brought me from a long ways off. Sonny was out some= |

where. Mama kept watching the streets.

“I'don’t know,” she said, “if I'll ever see you again, after you go off from
here. But I hope you'll remember the things I tried to teach you.”

“Don’t talk like that,” I said, and smiled. “Youlll be here a long
time yet.” .

She smiled, too, but she said nothing. She was quiet for a long time.:
And 1 said, “Mama, don’t you worry about nothing. I'll be writing all the
time, and you be getting the checks. . . .” I

“I want to talk to you about your brother,” she said, suddenly. “If any:
thing happens to me he ain’t going to have nobody to look out for him.’

“Mama,” I said, “ain’t nothing going to happen to you or Sonny.
Sonny’s all right. He’s a good boy and he’s got good sense.” r

“It ain’t a question of his being a good boy,” Mama said, “nor of his
having good sense. It ain’t only the bad ones, nor yet the dumb ones that
gets sucked under.” She stopped, looking at me. “Your Daddy once had 2
brother,” she said, and she smiled in a way that made me feel she was ifi
pain. “You didn’t never know thar, did you?”

“No,” I said, “I never knew that,” and I watched her face.

“Oh, yes,” she said, “your Daddy had a brother.” She looked out of thé
window again. “I know you never saw your Daddy cry. But I did—many @
time, through all these years.”

I asked her, “What happened to his brother? How come nobody’s evel
talked about him?”

This was the first time I ever saw my mother look old.

“His brother got killed,” she said, “when he was just a little younge
than you are now. I knew him. He was a fine boy. He was maybe a li @P‘
full of the devil, but he didn’t mean nobody no harm.” ;

i
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“I e -ama. kepe looking out into the streets,
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outa great whoop and h
was having fun, they jus

| .
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, being drunk, too, and
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nd pulp.”
Tears ing ol
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e - face. There wasn’t anything
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jic you children. Your Daddy was like
3 thy a night thereafter.. He says he never in
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a Crazy man that night and for
his life seen anything as dark
Sd 8one away. Weren't nothing
. addy and his brother and :
( ! and that
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ay he died he w 3
eren’t sure but th :
Mgy | “ at every white m; .
N that killed hjs brother.” % 40 e saw, was the
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Iooked Sfiop dkerchief and dried her eyes and
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“Tain’t telling you all this,” she said, “to make you scared or bitter or
to make you hate nobody. I'm telling you this because you got a brother,
And the world ain’t changed.”

I guess I didn’t want to believe this. I guess she saw this in my face,
She turned away from me, toward the window again, searching those
streets.

“But I praise my Redeemer,” she said at last, “that He called your
Daddy home before me. I ain’t saying it to throw no flowers at myself, but,
I declare, it keeps me from feeling too cast down to know I helped your
father get safely through this world. Your father always acted like he was
the roughest, strongest man on earth. And everybody took him to be like
that. But if he hadn’t had me there—to see his tears!”

She was crying, again. Still, I couldn’t move. I said, “Lord, Lord,
Mama, I didn’t know it was like that.”

“Oh, honey,” she said, “there’s a lot that you don’t know. But you are
going to find it out.” She stood up from the window and came over to me,
“You got to hold on to your brother,” she said, “and don’t let him fall, no
matter what it looks like is happening to him and no matter how evil you
gets with him. You going to be evil with him many a time. But don’t you:
forget what I told you, you hear?” 1

“I won't forget,” I said. “Don’t you worry, I won’t forget. I won't let
nothing happen to Sonny.” i

My mother smiled as though she were amused at something she saw
in my face. Then, “You may not be able to stop nothing from happening.
But you got to let him know you’s there.” E

ik
Two days later I was married, and then I was gone. And I had a lot

of things on my mind and I pretty well forgot my promise to Mama unﬁ'

I got shipped home on a special furlough for her funeral. 7

And, after the funeral, with just Sonny and me alone in the emp /
kitchen, I tried to find out something about him.

“What do you want to do?” I asked him.

“I'm going to be a musician,” he said.

For he had graduated, in the time I had been away, from dancing to co
jukebox to finding out who was playing what, and what they were dolh 8
with it, and he had bought himself a set of drums. b

“You mean, you want to be a drummer?” I somehow had the feeling
that being a drummer might be all right for other people but not for .
brother Sonny. d

“I don’t think,” he said, looking at me very gravely, “that I'll ever be
good drummer. But I think I can play a piano.”

I frowned. I'd never played the role of the older brother quite so SES
ously before, had scarcely ever, in fact, asked Sonny a damn thing. I senS€s
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myself in the presence of something I didn't really know how to handle,
didn’t understand. So I made my frown a little deeper as I asked: “What
kind of musician do you want to be?”

He grinned. “How many kinds do you think there are?”

“Be serions,” 1 said.

He laughed, throwing his head back, and then looked at me. “I um
serious. i

“Well, then, for Christ’s sake, stop kidding around and answer a seri-
ous question, I mean, do you want to be a concert pianist, you want to play
classical music and all that, or—or what?” Long before I finished he was
laughing again. “For Christ’s sake, Sonny!”

He sobered, but with difficulty. “I'm sorry. But you sound so—scared!”
and he was off again. ,

“Well, you may think it’s funny now, baby, but it’s not going
to be so funny when you have to make your living at it, let me rell you
that.” 1 was furious because I knew he was laughing at me and T didn’t
know why.

“No,” he said, very sober now, and afraid, perhaps, that he’d hurt
me, “I don’t want to be a classical pianist. That isn’t what interests me.
I'mean”—he paused, looking hard at me, as though his eyes would help
me to understand, and then gestured helplessly, as though perhaps his
hand would help—“I mean, T'll have a lot of studying to do, and I'll have
to study everything, but, I mean, I want to play with—jazz musicians.” He
stopped. “I want to play jazz,” he said.

Well, the word had never before sounded as heavy, as real, as it
sounded that afternoon in Sonny’s mouth. T just looked at him and T was
probably frowning a real frown by this time. I simply couldn’t see why on
earth he’d want to spend his time hanging around nightclubs, clowning
around on bandstands, while people pushed each other around a dance
floor. Tt seemed—beneath him, somehow. I had never thought about it
b_efore, had never been forced to, but I suppose I had always put jazz musi-
¢ans in a class with what Daddy called “good-time people.”

“Are you serions?”

“Hell, yes I'm serious.”

He looked more helpless than ever, and annoyed, and deeply hurt.

[ suggested, helpfully: “You mean—like Louis Armstrong?”

His face closed as though I'd struck him. “No. I'm not talking about
D0ne of thae old-time, down home crap.”
“Well, look, Sonny, I'm sorry, don’t get mad. I just don’t altogether

gst 1t, that’s all. Name somebody—you know, a jazz musician you
ddmire »

“Bird.”
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There was a long silence. He

“Who?”
“Bird! Charlie Parker!” Don’t they teach you nothing in the goddamn window. “That’s a terrible idea. Your}::c’::v:/j ifrom rhlef lfltChen Belctinohs 14
army?” “Do you have a better idea?” e
I lit a cigarette. I was surprised and then a little amused to discover He just walked up and do
that T was trembling. “I've been out of touch,” I said. “You'll have to be as I was. He had StartI:d to shav:: ;hs‘;l;i;;:f; hf:; i}?ejl; ult.e g o ta%l
patient with me. Now. Who's this Parker character?” know him at all. ) eeling that I didn’t
135 “He’s just one of the greatest jazz musicians alive,” said Sonny, sul- He stopped at the kitchen ; .
lenly, his hands in his pockets, his back to me. “Maybe zhe greatest,” he at me with a kind of mOCking,taaEieu:zj S;l;eﬂd uphmY cigarettes. Looking
added, bitterly, “that’s probably why yox never heard of him.” lips. “You mind?” ¢¢, he pur one between his
“All righte,” T said, “I'm ignorant. I'm sorry. I'll go out and buy all the “You smoking already?”
cat’s records right away, all right?” He lit the cigarette and no. .
“It don’t,” said Sonny, with dignity, “make any difference to me. wanted to see if Ig’d have the cﬁizxgt;f:gﬁ:s ;?;r??g}fl e Sm oke “.I"USt +20
I don’t care what you listen to. Don’t do me no favors.” and blew a great cloud of smoke to the ceiling. “It w o YOI:. He grinned
I was beginning to realize that I'd never seen him so upset before. my face. “Come on, now. I bet you was smokiné o as easy. 11He looked"at
With another part of my mind I was thinking that this would probably [ didn’t say anything but the truth was on m yf:ge, ted thhe truth.
turn out to be one of those things kids go through and that I shouldn’t But now there was something very strained in his liu Cle, aSn e laughed.
make it seem important by pushing it too hard. Still, I didn’t think it that ain’t all you was doing.” 8% iure. And Thet
would do any harm to ask: “Doesn’t all this take a lot of time? Can you He was frightening me a little. “Cut the crap,” I said. “W;
make a living at it?” ‘ decided that you was going to go and live ar Isab 11,3, . said. fie alrt?ady
He turned back to me and half leaned, half sat, on the kitchen table. you all of a sudden?” cts. Now what’s got into
“Bverything takes time,” he said, “and—well, yes sure, I can make a living “You decided it,” he pointed out. ‘I didn’t decid hing.”
at it. But what I don’t seem to be able to make you understand is that it's ‘St0pped in front of me, leaning against the stove ar1 elnm 1mg. i
the only thing I want to do.” , ‘Look, brother. I don’t want to stay in Harlem no m:)re I?S (l)lose y ’fol:ied.
140 “Well, Sonny,” I said, gently, “you know people can’t always do exactly was very earnest. He looked at me, then over toward tl;e lieiich);gov[vli;d i
ow.

what they want to do—" There was something in his e ;
X _ yes I'd never seen beft
“No, I don’t know that,” said Sonny, surprising me. “I think people Ness, some worry all his own. He rubbed t e A B et
ought to do what they want to do, what else are they alive for?” ‘ I was getting out of here,”
“You getting to be a big boy,” I said desperately, “it’s time you started “Where do you want to g0, Sonny?”
thinking about your future.” 8 “I want to join the arm (0) ;
X * y. Or the navy, I d :
“I'm thinking about my future,” said Sonny, grimly. “I think about it €nough, they’ll believe me.” Vee Cotbonan i sal lipnoald. 155
all the time.” ; Then I got mad. It was because I
! / was so i
I gave up. I decided, if he didn’t change his mind, that we coul You goddamn fool, what the hell do you want tsocar:)e(zideOl‘.l thSt k2 CraZX.
always talk abour it later. “In the meantime,” 1 said, “you got to finish “T just told you. To get out of Harlem.” " ISIEIe sl
school.” We had already decided that he’d have to move in with Isa “Sonny, you haven’t even finished scf ; :
| g , =g ) 0o/, And if
and her folks. I knew this wasn’t the ideal arrangement because Isabel Musician, how do you expect to study if }’Ou'ren inlt}i] o feal}{}’ B
folks are inclined to be dicty® and they hadn’t especially wanted Isabel t0 He looked at me, trapped, and in anguish “Theerdymy' :
marry me. But I didn’t know what else to do. “And we have to get you le to work out some kind of deal. Anyway, f’ll haveshwa(};s. I n'nght e
fixed up at Isabel’s.” Come out,” ’ ¢ the G.I Bill when

« %
[ you come out.” We stared at each other, “Sonny,
o4

ab lease.
TN AE— séampnis please. Be reason- 160

8 I i ; far. from perfect. But we got to do the best we can.”
Charlie Parker: Charlie “Bird” Parker (1920-1955), jazz musician, was one of the leading figi amntce learmng nothmg in SChOOl,’y he said. “Even when I go.” He

\ ‘ . urII(Ed
e 2z : aw. -
of the jazz movement in the 1940s. dicty: bossy. r ay from me and opened the window and threw his Cig rette 5
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into the narrow alley. I watched his back. “At least, I ain’t learning nothing =
you'd want me to learn.” He slammed the window so hard I thought the

glass would fly out, and curned back to me. “And I'm sick of the stink of
these garbage cans!”

“Sonny,” I said, “I know how you feel. But if you don’t finish school
now, you're going to be sorry later that you didn’t.” I grabbed him by the
shoulders. “And you only got another year. It ain’t so bad. And I'll come
back and I swear I'll help you do whatever you want to do. Just try to put
up with it till I come back. Will you please do that? For me?” i

He didn’t answer and he wouldn'’t look at me.

“Sonny. You hear me?”

He pulled away. “I hear you. But you never hear anything 1 say:” e
I didn’t know what to say to that. He looked out of the window and

then back at me. “OK,” he said, and sighed. “I'll try.” e
Then I said, trying to cheer him up a little, “They got a piano at

Isabel’s. You can practice on it.”

And as a matter of fact, it did cheer him up for a minute. “Thats
right,” he said to himself. “I forgot that.” His face relaxed a little. But the

10

worry, the thoughtfulness, played on it still, the way shadows play on a faci

which is staring into the fire.

Buc I thought I'd never hear the end of that piano. At first, Isabe

would write me, saying how nice it was that Sonny was so serious abou
his music and how, as soon as he came in from school, or wherever he hac

been when he was supposed to be at school, he went straight to that pian
and stayed there until suppertime. And, after supper, he went back to thi

piano and stayed there until everybody went to bed. He was at the piaf
all day Saturday and all day Sunday. Then he bought a record player af

started playing records. He'd play one record over and over again, all d

long sometimes, and he’d improvise along with it on the piano. Or he

play one section of the record, one chord, one change, one progression, th

he’d do it on the piano. Then back to the record. Then back to the

Well, I really don’t know how they stood it. Isabel finally
that it wasn't like living with a person at all, it was like living with ot
And the sound didn’t make any sense to her, didn’t make any sense t0
of them—naturally. They began, in a way, to be afflicted by this presé
that was living in their home. It was as though Sonny was some sof’
god, or monster. He moved in an atmosphere which wasn't like the
all. They fed him and he ate, he washed himself, he walked in and oV
their door; he certainly wasn't nasty or unpleasant or rude, Sonny isn

of those things; but it was as though he were all wrapped up in some€
some fire, some vision all his own; and there wasn’t any way to reac
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pi.ano because even they dimly sensed. 4
of mgzi all]vza}):, (;hzylt lfonny was at that,pis;:lje[?lze;/(i;lg()fz iﬁsn;iafny b
i : e.
W anc? Itsabﬁelr’l 8o1ing to school. One day a letter came from th
b & :‘ s mother got it—there had, apparently, beenr:)]tftl ;
oot L t}C]n'nlthem up. This day, when Sonny camé in, Isab le’r
POy ¢ letter and asked where he'd been spe <;l e
V- got it out of him that he'd been down inp(}nrelertllg hllf
wic

d a ﬁ ht a y t alld ] dldﬂt see hll]l f()l
he[) we ha g 3 pl'ett awful ﬁgh
’
18. By alld by I looked hl“] u[), Whe[e he was I]Vlng, in a ﬁlrn]shed
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room in the Village, and I tried to make it up. But there were lots of people
in the room and Sonny just lay on his bed, and he wouldn’t come down-
stairs with me, and he treated these other people as though they were hig
family and I weren’t. So I got mad and then he got mad, and then I told
him that he might just as well be dead as live the way he was living. Then
he stood up and he told me not to worry about him anymore in life, thag
he was dead as far as I was concerned. Then he pushed me to the door and
the other people looked on as though nothing were happening, and he
slammed the door behind me. I stood in the hallway, staring at the door,
I heard somebody laugh in the room and then the tears came to my eyes.
I started down the steps, whistling to keep from crying, I kept whistling
to myself, You going to need me, baby, one of these cold, rainy days.

I read about Sonny’s trouble in the spring. Little Grace died in the fall.
She was a beautiful little girl. But she only lived a little over two years. She
died of polio and she suffered. She had a slight fever for a couple of days, bug
it didn’t seem like anything and we just kept her in bed. And we would cer-
tainly have called the doctor, but the fever dropped, she seemed to be all right.
So we thought it had just been a cold. Then, one day, she was up, playing,
Isabel was in the kitchen fixing lunch for the two boys when they’d come in
from school, and she heard Grace fall down in the living room. When you
have a lot of children you don’t always start running when one of them falls,
unless they start screaming or something. And, this time, Grace was quiet
Yet, Isabel says that when she heard that #hump and then that silence, some
thing happened in her to make her afraid. And she ran to the living room
there was little Grace on the floor, all twisted up, and the reason she h:

screamed was that she couldn’t get her breath. And when she did scream
was the worst sound, Isabel says, that she'd ever heard in all her life, and she
still hears it sometimes in her dreams. Isabel will sometimes wake me up with
a low, moaning, strangled sound and I have to be quick to awaken her and

nd

hold her to me and where Isabel is weeping against me seems a mortal wot

I think I may have written Sonny the very day that little Grace
buried. I was sitting in the living room in the dark, by myself, and I ste
denly thought of Sonny. My trouble made his real. 4

One Saturday afternoon, when Sonny had been living with us, @
anyway, been in our house, for nearly two weeks, I found myself wanderis
aimlessly about the living room, drinking from a can of beer, and trying
work up the courage to search Sonny’s room. He was out, he was u
out whenever I was home, and Isabel had taken the children to see the€
grandparents. Suddenly I was standing still in front of the living £09
window, watching Seventh Avenue. The idea of searching Sonny’s 10
made me still. I scarcely dared to admit to myself what I'd be sear
for. I didn’t know what I'd do if I found it. Or if I didn'’t.
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and stood there along with som couple of very tough-

. > alC e older men and a p h
lOOklI’lg women who watched ever thin that ha enedl on the av

: ything pPp enue

as thOUgh they owned 1t, or were maybe owned by it Well, the W ,

YLt 5 y were

watching this, too, The revival w. 1
: y as being i i i
black, and a brother, Al] they had were thée:i Ca”.‘ed L e

[fqmbourme. The brother was testifying an i
sisters stood together, seeming to say,
b

. amen, and th i i
around with the tambourine outstretch ’ e o

ed and a couple of people dropped

. imony ended and i
had been taking up the collection dumped the coinsg intot}lllzrsssfr; th(l)
an

gi)atr;sie;;zd the{E to the pocket of her long black robe. Then she Yalsed
S, striking the tambourine agaj S . e
hand, and she started to s; SANSE LuC aifyatdihen against one
J ng. A ;
I il 8. And the two other sisters and the brother
I
streettr:,as Strangey sudfienly, to watch, though I had been seeing th
e eetings all my life. So, of course, had everybody else dowfth ese
“szT tb;j’/j a; §ed aqd “:atched and listened and I stood still at the windere.
a steady, i : 1110' e 51,165' sang, and the sister with the tambourine kgW.
YV, jangling beat, “i# juays rescued many a thousand!” Not a soul 4 dpt
1 nder

thing wich:
w : i
- ged lthml, the music seemed to soothe a poison out of the
Mmed, near
i ough,the ¥, to fall away from the sullen, belligerent, battered faces, a
: y were fleeing back to thejr first condition while o
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looked furious. Then I saw Sonny, standing on the edge of the crowd. He
was carrying a wide, flat notebook with a green cover, and it made him
look, from where I was standing, almost like a schoolboy. The coppery sun
brought out the copper in his skin, he was very faintly smiling, standing
very still. Then the singing stopped, the tambourine turned into a collec-
tion plate again. The furious man dropped in his coins and vanished, so
did a couple of the women, and Sonny dropped some change in the plate,
looking directly at the woman with a little smile. He started across the
avenue, toward the house. He has a slow, loping walk, something like the
way Harlem hipsters walk, only he’s imposed on this his own half-beat,
I had never really noticed it before.

I stayed at the window, both relieved and apprehensive. As Sonny
disappeared from my sight, they began singing again. And they were still
singing when his key turned in the lock.

“Hey,” he said. f

“Hey, yourself. You want some beer?” :

“No. Well, maybe.” But he came up to the window and stood beside
me, looking out. “What a warm voice,” he said. {

They were singing If I could only hear my mother pray again!

“Yes,” I said, “and she can sure beat that tambourine.”

“But what a terrible song,” he said, and laughed. He dropped his
notebook on the sofa and disappeared into the kitchen. “Where’s Isabel
and the kids?”

“I think they went to see their grandparents. You hungry?” i

“No.” He came back into the living room with his can of beer. “You:
want to come some place with me tonight?” ¢

I sensed, I don’t know how, that I couldn’t possibly say no. “Sure.
Where?” 0

He sat down on the sofa and picked up his notebook and started leafs
ing through it. “I'm going to sit in with some fellows in a joint in the
Village.” :

“You mean, you're going to play, tonight?” 10l

“That’s right.” He took a swallow of his beer and moved back to the
window. He gave me a sidelong look. “If you can stand it.” ral

“I'll try,” I said. kil

He smiled to himself and we both watched as the meeting across €€
way broke up. The three sisters and the brother, heads bowed, were singt!
God be with you till we meet again. The faces around them were very q
Then the song ended. The small crowd dispersed. We watched the thf€
women and the lone man walk slowly up the avenue. it

“When she was singing before,” said Sonny, abruptly, “her ¥
reminded me for a minute of what heroin feels like sometimes—wher

[
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21 2031" veins. Aft cinakes you feel sort of warm and cool at the same time
nd distant. And—and sure.” He sj i i :
, . pped his beer, very deliberatel
190k1ng at‘me. I'watched his face. “It makes you feel—in control Sy o
€mes you've got to have that feeling.” hsaues
Do you?” I sat down slowly in the easy chair.

“Sometimes.” He went to th i i
- 0 the sofa and picked up his notebook again.

“In order,” I asked,
contempt and anger.

“Well"—he looked at me with
: great, troubled eyes, as though. ; f
?e hopefl his eyes would tell me things he could never other;gvis’ i i
they think so. And if they think so—1” i
“And what do you think?” T asked.

He sat on the sofa and put his can of beer on the floor. “I don’t know.”
he STl~d’ z;nd I hcoulﬁ{n't be sure if he were answering my question o pu(:'::
tng his thoughts. His face didn’t tell me. “I¢’ s
imm{ it, to be able to make it at all. Op any lIcEvSeln.’(’)tI-;: flrrcl)l;f: ;0 /7/(‘1’3" IFS i
In order to keep from shaking to pieces.” s

. “But these friends of yours,” I said
pieces pretty goddamn fast.”

“Maybe.” He
I'should curb m

“to play?” And my voice was very ugly, full of

, “they seem to shake themselves to

played with the notebook. And something told me that
e )173 tongfue, that Sonny was doing his best to talk,
vy » Put of course you only know the ones that’ve gon
- / € con'te-oran l?‘ast they haven't yer and that's just about all
Ot us can say.” He paused. “And then there are some who just lj

in hell, and they know it and the ki
on. I don’t know.” He sj

that
e to
any
- i ally,
c¢ what's happening and they go righ
ght
f ghed, dropped the notebook i
i : ook, folded his g
ome guys, you can tell from the way they play, they on something cz?/r rtr;lse

ti i
c;I:reS. An;l you can see t'hat, well, it makes something real for them. But of
¢, he picked up his beer from the floor and sipped it and put the can

dOWn i 3 you ve got to se th

again, they want to, too i

¥ ) y 5 e (& at. Even some of theln
hﬂt say they dOI'l t~—10771€, not all.”

And what about you?” I asked—I
0 you, want to?”

He stood up and walked

couldn’t help it. “What about you?

R . to the window and remained silent for
effretlme. Then he 51gheld. Me," he said. Then: “While I was downstair:
Sudde; Zn my wagr he&e, listening to that woman sing, it struck me all of a
OwW much suffering she must have h i
Y : . ; ve had to go through—¢ i
A 1t's repulsive to think you have to suffer that much.” . s

I Said' “B ‘ \%% y (0] 2=z y
. ut i
theres no ay not t Suffer 1S there, Sonﬂ s )

“I be . »» : 5
o . I'hexj,e :IOt’ he said and smiled, “but that’s never stopped anyone
ying.” He looked at me. “Has it?” I realized, with this mocking
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look, that there stood between us, forever, beyond the power of time or
forgiveness, the fact that I had held silence—so long—when he had needed
human speech to help him. He turned back to the window. “No, there’s no
way not to suffer. But you try all kinds of ways to keep from drowning in
it, to keep on top of it, and to make it seem—well, like yox. Like you did
something, all right, and now you’re suffering for it. You know?” I said
nothing. “Well, you know,” he said, impatiently, “why o people suffer?
Maybe it’s better to do something to give it a reason, #zy reason.”

“But we just agreed,” I said, “that there’s no way not to suffer. Isn't it
better, then, just to—take it?”

“But nobody just takes it,” Sonny cried, “that’s what I'm telling you!
Everybody tries not to. You're just hung up on the way some people try—it’s
not your way!”

The hair on my face began to itch, my face felt wet. “That’s not true,”

[ said, “that’s not true. I don’t give a damn what other people do, I don’t
even care how they suffer. I just care how yox suffer.” And he looked at me.
“Please believe me,” I said, “I don’t want to see you—die—trying not to
suffer.”

“I won’t,” he said, flatly, “die trying not to suffer. At least, not any
faster than anybody else.”

“But there’s no need,” I said, trying to laugh, “is there? in killing
yourself.”

I wanted to say more, but I couldn’t. I wanted to talk about willpower
and how life could be—well, beautiful. I wanted to say that it was all within;

but was it? or, rather, wasn't that exactly the trouble? And I wanted to
promise that I would never fail him again. But it would all have sounded—
empty words and lies. l

So I made the promise to myself and prayed that I would keep it.

“It’s terrible sometimes, inside,” he said, “that’s what’s the trouble.
You walk these streets, black and funky and cold, and there’s not really:
a living ass to talk to, and there’s nothing shaking, and there’s no way of
getting it out—that storm inside. You can'’t talk it and you can’t make
love with it, and when you finally try to get with it and play it, you realize
nobody’s listening. So you've got to listen. You got to find a way to listen.”

And then he walked away from the window and sat on the sofa agaif,
as though all the wind had suddenly been knocked out of him. “Sometimes
you'll do anything to play, even cut your mother’s throat.” He laughed and
looked at me. “Or your brother’s.” Then he sobered. “Or your own.” Then:
“Don’t worry. I'm all right now and I think Tl e all right. But I can'®
forget—where I've been. I don’t mean just the physical place I've beefly
I mean where I've been. And what I've been.”

“What have you been, Sonny?” I asked.
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He. smiled—but sat sideways on the sofa, his elbow resting on the 220
back, his fingers playing with his mouth and chin, not looking at me. “I've
been something I didn’t recognize, didn’t know I could be. Didn’t .know
u[1ybody could be.” He stopped, looking inward, looking helplessly young
looking old. “I'm not talking about it now because I feel guilty or an thiné,
like that—maybe it would be better if I did, I don’t know. Anywa }; G g
really talk about it. Not to you, not to anybody,” and now he tur}r,;ed :Irll;
faFed me. “Sometimes, you know, and it was actually when I was most gz
of the world, I felt that I was in it, that I was with it, really, and I coula
play or I don’t really have to play, it just came out of me ,it was there
And I don’t know how I played, thinking about it now. bu; I know I dici
awful.things, those times, sometimes, to people. Or it, wasn't that I Zid
anythmg to them—it was that they weren’t real.” He picked up the beer
can; 1t was empty; he rolled it between his palms: “And other times—well
I.needed a fix, I needed to find a place to lean, I needed to clear a space t(;
listen—and I couldn’t find it, and I—went crazy, I did terrible thingf to e
I was terrible for me.” He began pressing the beer can between his hands,
I vsfatched the metal begin to give. It glittered, as he played with it, like a’
knife, and I was afraid he would cut himself, but I said nothing “Oi} well
.I can never tell you. I was all by myself at the bottom of someth.ing stink—.
ing and sweating and crying and shaking, and I smelled jt you kné)w’ m
stink, and I thought I'd die if I couldn’t get away from it ;1nd yet all. thi/
same, I knew that everything I was doing was just locking me in ’with it
An§ I didn’t know,” he paused, still flattening the beer can, “I didn’t kno .
I still don’t know, something kept telling me that maybe, it was good :V,
§mell your own stink, but I didn’t think that #hus was what I'd begen tr ?
i)ng to do—an_d—who can stand it?” and he abruptly dropped the ruineyd
eer can, looking at me with a small, still smile, and then rose, walkin
to the window as though it were the lodestone rock. I'watched hi’s face h§

;Vatched the avenue. “I couldn’t tell you when Mama died—but the rea’son
wanted to leave Harlem so bad was to get away from drugs. And then

EZZT\,H I ran away, that’s what I was running from—really. When I camé

B : zziotcliung hz%d cha'nged‘, I'hadn’t changed, I was just—older.” And he

iShSéae : rzminng with his fingers on the windowpane. The sun had van-

R ,lsoon arkness would fa.lll. I'watched his face. “It can come again,” he

Com,j m(.)st”as though speaklhng to himself. Then he turned to me. “It can

¢ again, he repeated. “I just want you to know that.”
HAll ri%h;,’l;l said, at last. “So it can come again. All right.”

¢ smiled, but the smile was sorrowful. “ & i
“Yes,” I said. “I'understand that.” e i i

“You're my brother,” i i ;
er,” he sa e
i y ! id, looking straight at me, and not smiling
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“Yes,” I repeated, “yes. I understand that.”

He turned back to the window, looking out. “All that hatred down
there,” he said, “all that hatred and misery and love. It’s a wonder it doesn’t
blow the avenue apart.” |

We went to the only nightclub on a short, dark street, downtown. We
squeezed through the narrow, chattering, jam-packed bar to the entrance of
the big room, where the bandstand was. And we stood there for a moment,
for the lights were very dim in this room and we couldn’t see. Then, “Hello,
boy,” said a voice and an enormous black man, much older than Sonny or
myself, erupted out of all that atmospheric lighting and put an arm around
Sonny’s shoulder. “I been sitting right here,” he said, “waiting for you.”

He had a big voice, too, and heads in the darkness turned toward us.

Sonny grinned and pulled a little away, and said, “Creole, this is my
brother. I told you about him.”

Creole shook my hand. “I'm glad to meet you, son,” he said, and it was
clear that he was glad to meet me there, for Sonny’s sake. And he smiled,
“You got a real musician in your family,” and he took his arm from Sonny’s
shoulder and slapped him, lightly, affectionately, with the back of his hand,

“Well. Now I've heard it all,” said a voice behind us. This was another
musician, and a friend of Sonny’s, a coal-black, cheerful-looking man, buile
close to the ground. He immediately began confiding to me, at the top of
his lungs, the most terrible things about Sonny, his teeth gleaming like a
lighthouse and his laugh coming up out of him like the beginning of an
earthquake. And it turned out that everyone at the bar knew Sonny, or
almost everyone; some were musicians, working there, or nearby, or not
working, some were simply hangers-on, and some were there to hear Sonny
play. I was introduced to all of them and they were all very polite to me.
Yet, it was clear that, for them, I was only Sonny’s brother. Here, I was in
Sonny’s world. Or, rather: his kingdom. Here, it was not even a question
that his veins bore royal blood.

They were going to play soon and Creole installed me, by myself, at
a table in a dark corner. Then I watched them, Creole, and the little black
man, and Sonny, and the others, while they horsed around, standing just
below the bandstand. The light from the bandstand spilled just a litele
short of them and, watching them laughing and gesturing and moving
about, I had the feeling that they, nevertheless, were being most careful not
to step into that circle of light too suddenly: that if they moved into the
light too suddenly, without thinking, they would perish in flame. Thefs
while I watched, one of them, the small, black man, moved into the light
and crossed the bandstand and started fooling around with his drums:
Then—being funny and being, also, extremely ceremonious—Creole t00K
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Sonny by the arm and led him to the piano. A woman'’s voice called Sonny’s
name and a few hands started clapping. And Sonny, also being funny and
being ceremonious, and so touched, I think, that he could have cried, but
neither hiding it nor showing it, riding it like a man, grinned, and put
both hands to his heart and bowed from the waist.

Creole then went to the bass fiddle and a lean, very bright-skinned
brown man jumpgd up on the bandstand and picked up his horn. So
there they were, and the atmosphere on the bandstand and in the room
began to change and tighten. Someone stepped up to the microphone and
announced them. Then, there were all kinds of murmurs. Some people at
the bar shushed others. The waitress ran around, frantically getting in the
last orders, guys and chicks got closer to each other, and the lights on the
bandstand, on the quartet, turned to a kind of indigo. Then they all looked
different there. Creole looked about him for the last time, as though he
were making certain that all his chickens were in the coop, and then he—
jumped and struck the fiddle. And there they were.

All T know about music is that not many people ever really hear it.
And even then, on the rare occasions when something opens within, and
the music enters, what we mainly hear, or hear corroborated, are personal,
private, vanishing evocations. But the man who creates the music is hear-
ing something else, is dealing with the roar rising from the void and
imposing order on it as it hits the air. What is evoked in him, then, is of
another order, more terrible because it has no words, and triumphant, too,
for that same reason. And his triumph, when he triumphs, is ours. I just
watched Sonny’s face. His face was troubled, he was working hard, but he
wasn’t with it. And I had the feeling that, in a way, everyone on the band-
stand was waiting for him, both waiting for him and pushing him along.
But as I began to watch Creole, I realized that it was Creole who held them

all back. He had them on a short rein. Up there, keeping the beat with his
Whole body, wailing on the fiddle, with his eyes half closed, he was listen-
108 to everything, but he was listening to Sonny. He was having a dialogue
with Sonny. He wanted Sonny to leave the shoreline and strike out for the
deep water. He was Sonny’s witness that deep water and drowning were not
the same thing—he had been there, and he knew. And he wanted Sonny to
fow. He was waiting for Sonny to do the things on the keys which would
let Creole know that Sonny was in the water.

And, while Creole listened, Sonny moved, deep within, exactly like
SOI_heone in torment. I had never before thought of how awful the relation-
ShfP must be between the musician and his instrument. He has to fill it,
this instrument, with the breath of life, his own. He has to make it do what

€ wants it to do. And a piano is just a piano. It’s made out of so much
Wood and wires and little hammers and big ones, and ivory. While there’s
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only so much you can do with it, the only way to find this out is to try; to
try and make it do everything.

And Sonny hadn’t been near a piano for over a year. And he wasn't
on much better terms with his life, not the life that stretched before him
now. He and the piano stammered, started one way, got scared, stopped;
started another way, panicked, marked time, started again; then seemed to
have found a direction, panicked again, got stuck. And the face I saw on
Sonny I'd never seen before. Everything had been burned out of it, and, at
the same time, things usually hidden were being burned in, by the fire and
fury of the battle which was occurring in him up there.

Yet, watching Creole’s face as they neared the end of the first set, I had
the feeling that something had happened, something I hadn’t heard. Then
they finished, there was scattered applause, and then, without an instant’s
warning, Creole started into something else, it was almost sardonic, it was
Am I Blue. And, as though he commanded, Sonny began to play. Something
began to happen. And Creole let out the reins. The dry, low, black man said

something awful, on the drums, Creole answered, and the drums talked
back. Then the horn insisted, sweet and high, slightly detached perhaps,
and Creole listened, commenting now and then, dry, and driving, beautiful
and calm and old. Then they all came together again, and Sonny was part of
the family again. I could tell this from his face. He seemed to have found,
right there beneath his fingers, a damn brand-new piano. It seemed that he:

couldn’t get over it. Then, for a while, just being happy with Sonny, they:

seemed to be agreeing with him that brand new pianos certainly were a gas.
Then Creole stepped forward to remind them that what they wete
playing was the blues. He hit something in all of them, he hit something
in me, myself, and the music tightened and deepened, apprehension began
to beat the air. Creole began to tell us what the blues were all about. They
were not about anything very new. He and his boys up there were keeping
it new, at the risk of ruin, destruction, madness, and death, in order to find
new ways to make us listen. For, while the tale of how we suffer, and how
we are delighted, and how we may triumph is never new, it always mus
be heard. There isn’t any other tale to tell, it’s the only light we've got
all this darkness.
And this tale, according to that face, that body, those strong hands Of
those strings, has another aspect in every country, and a new depth in eve
generation. Listen, Creole seemed to be saying, listen. Now these are Sonfiy
blues. He made the little black man on the drums know it, and the bz
brown man on the horn. Creole wasn't trying any longer to get Sonny o &
water. He was wishing him Godspeed. Then he stepped back, very slo} '
filling the air with the immense suggestion that Sonny speak for hims!
240 Then they all gathered around Sonny and Sonny played. Every now <
again one of them seemed to say, amen. Sonny's fingers filled the air wich 1
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us, longer than the sky.
Then it was over. Creole an
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