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dresses. And they

asked. The boss, his son, and the clerk treated the Ne-

paid whatever price the white man

groes with open contempt,

ping them. No matter how o
not get used to it. How ¢
self. T kept on edge,

pushing, kicking, or slap-
ften I witnessed it, I could
an they accept it? I asked my-
: trying to stifle my feelings and
never quite succeeding, a prey to guilt and fear because |
felt that the boss suspected that I resented what I saw.
One morning, while I was polishing brass out front,
the boss and his son drove up in their car. A frightened
black woman sat between them. They got out and half
dragged and half kicked the woman into the store.
White people passed and looked on without expression.
A white policeman watched from the corner, twirling
his night stick; but he made no move. I watched out of
the corner of my eyes, but I never slackened the strokes
of my chamois upon the brass. After a moment or two I
heard shrill screams coming from the rear room of the
store; later the woman stumbled out, bleeding, crying,
holding her stomach, her clothing torn. When she
reached the sidewalk, the policeman met her, grabbed
her, accused her of being drunk, called a patrol wagon
and carted her away. :
When I went to the rear of the store, the boss and his
son were washing their hands at the sink. They looked
at me and laughed uneasily. The floor was bloody,
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with wisps of hair and clothing. My face must

!havc reflected my shock, for the boss slapped me reas-

. ck. R
m?ggl)y (:;:a:h’:vt:;at we do to niggers when they don’t

; bills,” he said. ;
Pa)l,-ltitslcsl;n looked at me artlld gqgncd.
cigarcttc,” e said. : S

m‘:wv;g what to do, I took it. He lit .hls and
held the match for me. This was a gesture of kindness,
indicating that, even if they had beaten the black
:rloman, they would not beat me if I knew enough to
keep my mouth shut.

“Yes, sir,” I said. '

After they had gone, I sat on the edge of a packing
box and stared at the bloody floor until the cigarette
went out. wek

The store owned a bicycle which I used in delivering
purchases. One day, while returning from the suburbs,
my bicycle tire was punctured. I walked along the hot,
dusty road, sweating and leading the bicycle by the han-
dle bars.

A car slowed at my side.
“What’s the matter there, boy?” a white man called.
I told him that my bicycle was broken and that I was

back to town. _

“That’s too bad,” he said. “Hop on the running
board.”

He stopped the car. I clutched hard at my bicycle
with one d and clung to the side of the car with the
other,

“All set?”

“Yes, sir.”

The car started. It was full of young white men. They

Wwere drinking. I watched the flask pass from mouth to




_ ot

214 BLACK BOY

“Wanna drink, boy?” one asked.

The memory of my six-year-old drinking came back
and filled me with caution. But I laughed, the wind
whipping my face.

“Oh, no!” I said.

The words were barely out of my mouth before I felt
something hard and cold smash me between the eyes. It
was an empty whisky bottle. I saw stars, and fell back-
wards from the speeding car into the dust of the road,
my feet becoming entangled in the steel spokes of the

bicycle. The car stopped and the white men piled out
and stood over me.

“Nigger, ain’t you learned no
asked the man who hit me.
to a white man yet?”

Dazed, I pulled to my feet. My elbows and legs were
bleeding. Fists doubled, the white man advanced, kick-
ing the bicycle out of the way.

“Aw, leave the bastard alone. He’s got enough,” said
one.

They stood looking at me. I rubbed my shins, trying
to stop the flow of blood. No doubt they felt a sort of
contemptuous pity, for one asked:

“You wanna ride to town now, nigger? You reckon
you know enough to ride now?”

“I wanna walk,” I said simply.

Maybe I sounded funny. They laughed.

“Well, walk, you black sonofabitch!”

Before they got back into their car, they comforted
me with: )

“Nigger, you sure ought to be glad it was us you
talked to that way. You’re a lucky bastard, cause if you'd
said that to some other white man, you might’ve been a
dead nigger now.”

I was learning rapidly how to watch white people, to

better sense’n that yer?”
“Ain’t you learned to say sir
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observe their every move, every flecting CXPr€§(Silon, how
e S :1” 2 s?iﬁ aIIld :'g: tsfnf:cugcs:filvc.rics in a
one Saturday night I mad :
w}}{::cncighborhoog. I was pedaling my bicycle back i;o
the store as fast as I could when a police car, swerving
toward me, jammed me into the curbing. —
“Get down, nigger, and put up your hands!” they or
red.
dcIcgid. They climbed out of the car, guns drawn, faces
set, and advanced slowly.
“Keep still!” they ordered.
I reached my hands higher. They searched my pockets
and packages. They seemed dissatisfied when they cpuld
find nothing incriminating. Finally, one of them said:

“Boy, tell your boss not to send you out in white
neighborhoods at this time of night.”

“Yes, sir,” 1 said.

I rode off, feeling that they might shoot at me,
that the pavement might disappear. It was like living in
a dream, the reality of which might change at any

feeling

mo-
ment.

Each day in the store T watche
growing hate, yet trying to keep my feelings from regis-

tering in my face. When the boss looked at me I would
avoid his eyes. Finally the boss’s so

d the brutality with

] n cornered me one
morning,

“Say, nigger, look here,” he began.

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s on your mind3”

“Nothing, sir.” T saj i i
i m% d, trying to look amazed, trying

“Why don’t you laugh and talk like the other nig-
gers?” he asked.

ell, sir, there’s nothing much to say or smile

about,” I said, smiling.
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216 BLACK BOY

His face was hard, baffled; I knew that I had not con-
vinced him. He whirled from me and went to the front
of the store; he came back a moment later, his face red.
He tossed a few green bills at me.

“I don’t like your looks, nigger. Now, get!” he
snapped.

I picked up the money and did not count it. I
grabbed my hat and left.

I'held a series of petty jobs for short periods, quitting
some to work elsewhere, being driven off others because
of my attitude, my speech, the look in my eyes. I was no
nearer than ever to my goal of saving enough money to
leave. At times I doubted if I could ever do it.

One jobless morning I went to my old classmate,
Griggs, who worked for a Capitol Street jeweler. He
was washing the windows of the store when I came
upon him.

“Do you know where I can find a job?” I asked.

He looked at me with scorn.

“Yes, I know where you can find a job,” he said,
laughing.

“Where?” )

“But I wonder if you can hold it,” he said.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Where’s the job?”

“Take your time,” he said. “You know, Dick, I know
you. You've been trying to hold a job all summer, and
you can’t. Why? Because you’re impatient. That’s your
big fault.”

gI said nothing, because he was repeating what I had
already heard him say. He lit a cigarette and blew out
smoke leisurely. ‘

“Well,” I said, egging him on to speak.

I wish to hell I could talk to you,” he sani o

“I think I know what you want to tell me,” I said.
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He clapped me on the shoulder; his face was full of
fear, hate, concern for me.

“Do you want to get killed?” he asked me.

“Hell, no!”

“Then, for God’s sake, learn how to live in the
South!”

“What do you mean?” I demanded. “Let white peo-
ple tell me that. Why should you?”

“Sec?” he said triumphantly, pointing his finger at
me. “There it is, now! It’s in your face. You won’t let
people tell you things. You rush too much. Pm trying to
help you and you won’t let me.” He paused and looked
about; the streets were filled with white people. He
spoke to me in a low, full tone. “Dick, look, you’re
black, black, black, see? Can’t you understand that?”

“Sure. I understand it,” I said.

“You don’t act a damn bit like it,” he spat.

He then reeled off an account of my actions on every
job I had held that summer.

“How did you know that?” I asked.

“White people make it their business to watch nig-
gers,” he explained. “And they pass the word around.
Now, my boss is a Yankee and he tells me things. You’re
marked already.”

Could T believe him? Was it true? How could I ever
learn this strange world of white people?

. “Then tell me how must I act®” I asked humbly. “I
just want to make enough money to leave.”

“Wait and Pll tell you,” he said.

At that moment a' woman and two men stepped from
the Jewelry store; I moved to one side to let them pass,

my mind intent upon Griggs’s words. Suddenly Griggs
reached for my arm and jerked me violently, sending me

stumbling three or four feet across the pavement. I
whirled.
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