. : . The Sky Is Gray

ERNEST J. GAINES

The Sky Is Gray

1
GO'N be coming in a few minutes. ﬁoamwm round that .Ummn_ down n”rmnm mz.w
speed. And I'm go’n get out my handkerchief and wave it down, and we go
mmm MMmM MM .wowmm:m for it, but Mama don't lock that way no Eom_.w. me M _omﬁmm
down the road where we just come from. It’s a long old road, mum:r mm. : Mn .
can see you don't see nothing but gravel. You got m_Q weeds ou& oth si OM _noém
you got trees on both sides, and fences on both sides, wo. An <o=ow o cows
in the pastures and they standing close Smmﬂr.mﬂ. And when we éws c ! g
here to catch the bus I seen the smoke coming out of the cows 5 .MOWM 5 .
I Hoow at my mama aod [ know what mrm,.m .&BWEW. H v.m.m: W“ ! al na 50
much, just me and her, I know what mrm.m. thinking all the time. mm R:Mm s
home——Auntie and them. She’s %Ewﬂwﬁ if %mwvmow mmmw.mmrﬁ MMMEMRM : ,m.o.n.p
enough there to keep them warm dll we ger back. > inking If it go
i i 'n have to go out in the rain. She's &Eﬁnm. o
Mwmrm%%l_mmﬁm_w MM.M..MMM M“uﬂ. and if .memum Val be able to mm.ﬁ him back in. mrm
always worey like that when she leaves the wou&m. She don't Smmnw Ewrn__www
if she leave me there with the smaller ones, ‘cause mrm. know _H% g0 Lo
afrer them and look after Auntie and everything else. I'm the oldest an
mmm MOMMMMM HMW Wﬁﬁm and I love my mama. She’s wearing that black coat and
that black hat and she’s looking sad. I love my mama and I Smﬁﬂﬂ wﬁ Mﬂurm m“..“.
round her and tell her. But I'm not supposed to do that. She mmw_ rmﬂ ] MM. cakness
and that's crybaby stuff, mnm she m_om.ﬁ M.qm.nﬂ MMH M%Wwvww%”w:mnmmwwm.m o
ither. 'Cause Ty's s f 3 .
MM.“@MMM MMEWM.HMMHMM of the dark, oo, but I make .ﬁm.bn.w Tain't. 1 Emw.mm ﬁmw..uw
I ain’t 'cause I'm the oldest, and [ gotwo seta good sample mo»” %:w nmr .MM N
ever be scared and 1 can’t ever cry. And that’s why I never sal noﬁ_u Mm out
my teeth. It’s been hurting me and hurting me ..m_omm to a month Moua, M [never
said it. I didn’t say it "cause I didn’t want act like a crybaby, m% . Mmum 1 ko
we didn’t have enough money t0 g0 have it mzcmm. But, Lotd, it cen 8 mm
me. And look like it wouldn’t start till at Emg when you was uying Hown_
yourself litile sleep. Then soon s you urcn. your eyes—ummm-ummim, )
look like it go right down to your heartstring.
“Iurting, hanh? Ty'd say. ,
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~I'd shake my head, but—I wouldn’t open my mouth for UOHEPW. You open
your mouth and let that wind in, and it almost kill vou.

I'd just lay there and listen to them snore. Ty there, right 'side me, and Auntie
and Val over by the fireplace. Val younger than me and Ty, and he sleeps with
Auntie. Mama sleeps round the other side with Louis and Walker.

I'd just lay there and listen to them, and listen to that wind out there, and
listen to that fire in the fireplace. Sometimes it'd stop long enough to let me get
little rese. Somerimes it just hurt, hurt, hurt. Loed, have mercy,

2

Auntie knowed it was hurting me. I dida’t tell nobody but Ty, 'causé we
buddies and he 4in’t go’'n tell nobody. But some kind of way Auntie found out.
When she asked me, I wold her no, nothing was wrong. But she knowed it all
the time. She told me to mash up a piece of aspirin and wrap it in some cotton
and jugg it down in that hole. I did it, but it didn’t do no good. It stopped for
a litte while, and started right back again. Auntic wanted to tell Mama, bur |
told her, “Uh-uh.” 'Cause I knowed we didn’t have any money, and it just was
go'n make her mad again.” So Auntie told Monsicur Bayonne, and Mansieur
Bayonne came over to the house and wld me to kneel down “side him on the
fireplace. He pur his finger in his mouth and made the Sign of the Cross on my
jaw. The tip of Monsieur Bayonne's finger is some hard, 'cause he’s always
playing on that guirar. If we sit outside at night we can always hear Monsieur
Bayonne playing on his guitar. Sometimes we leave him out there playing on
the guitar, Co

Monsieur Bayonne made the Sign of the Cross over and over on my jaw, but

that didn’t do no good. Even when he prayed and told me to pray some, too,
that tooth still hurt me.

“How you feeling?” he say.

“Same,” I say.

He kept on praying and making the Sign of the Cross and I kept on praying,
too.

“Stilt hurting?”” he say.

“Yes, sir.”

Monsieur Bayonne mashed harder and harder on my jaw. He mashed so hard
he almost pushed me over on Ty. But then he stopped.

“Whar kind of prayers you praying, boy?” he say.

:m,mm,mwmwv M..;mmw.

“Well, I'tl be—no wonder that tooth stiff killing him. I'm going one way and
he pulling the other. Boy, don't you know any Catholic prayers?”’

“I know "Hail Mary,” " I say.

“Then you better start saying it.”

“Yes, sir.” -

He started mashing on my jaw again, and I could hear him praying at the same
time. And, sure enough, after while it stopped hurting me.

Me and Ty went outside where Monsieur Bayonne's two hounds was and we
started playing with them. “'Let’s go hunting,” Ty say. “All right,”" 1 say; and
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we went on back in the pasture. Soon the hounds got on a trail, and me and
Ty followed them all "cross the pasture and then back in the woods, too. And
then they cornered this lictle old cabbit and killed him, and me and Ty made
them get back, and we picked up the rabbit and started on back home. But my
tooth had started hurting me again. It was hurting me plenty now, but H
| wouldn’t tell Monsieur Bayonne. That night T didn't sleep a bit, and first thing
in the morning Auntie told me 1o go back and let Monsieus Bayonne pray over
me some more. Monsieur Bayonne was in his kitchen making coffee when I got
there. Soon 's he seen me he knowed what was wrong.

Al right, kneel down there side that stove,” he say. “And this time make
sure you pray Carholic. I don’t know nothing 'bout that Baptisr, and [ don’t want
know nothing “bout him.” _ oo T

3

Last night Mama say, “Tomorrow we going to town.”

“It ain't hurting me no more,” 1 say. “I can eat anything on it.”’

“Tomorrow we going to town,” she say.

And after she finished eating, she got up and went to bed. She always go t©
bed easly now. "Fore Daddy went in the Army, she used o stay up late, All of

us sitting out on the gallery or round the fire. But now, look like soon 's she
finish earing she go to bed.

This morning when I woke up, her and Auntie was standing 'fore the fire-
place. She say: “Enough to get there and get back. Dollar and a half to have
it pulled. Twenty-five for me to go, twenty-five for him. Twenty-five for me 10
come back, twenty-five for him. Fifty cents left. Guess [ get little piece of salt
meat with that.” .

“Sure can use it,” Auntie say. “White beans and no salt meat ain’t white
beans.”’

] do the best I can,” Mama say.

They was quiet after that, and 1 made 'tend I was still-asleep.

“James, hit the fioor,” Auntie say. 7

I still made 'tend I was asleep. I didn’t want them to know 1 was listening.

“All right,” Auntie say, shaking me by the shoulder. “Come on. Today's the

day.”

I pushed the cover down to get out, and Ty grabbed it and pulled it back.

“You, w0, Ty,” Aunte say.

I ain't getting no teef pulled,” Ty say.

“Don’t tmean it ain't fime 10 get up,” Auntie say. “Hit it, Ty.”

Ty got up grumbling. . :

“James, you hurry up and get in your clothes and eat your food,” Auntie say.
“Yhat time y’all coming back?” she say to Mama.

“That 'leven o’clock bus,” Mama say. “Got to get back in that field this
evening.” ,

(et a move on you, James,” Auntie say. .

[ went in the kitchen and washed my face, then I ate my breakfast. T was
having bread and syrup. The bread was warm and hard and tasted good. And
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Ty came back there grumbling and mad at me.

:n.won to get up,” he say. “I ain’t having no teefes pulled. What I got to be
getting up for?”

Ty poured some syrup in his pan and got a piece of bread. He didn’t wash
his hands, neither his face, and I could see that white stuff in his eyes.

“You the one getting your teef pulled,” he say. “What I got to get up for.
i bet if T was getting a teef pulled, you wouldn’t be getting up. Shucks; syrup
again. I'm getting tired of this old syrup. Syrup, syrup, syrup. I'm go'n take with
the sugar diabetes. 1 want me some bacon sometime.”

“Go out in the mﬁE and work and you can have your bacon,” Aunte say.
She stood in the middle door looking ar Ty. **You better be glad you got syrup.
Some people ain’t got that—hard’s time is.” .

“Shucks,” Ty say. “How can I be strong.”

1 don’t know too much "bout your strength,”” Auntie say; “‘but [ know where
you go'n Um hot at, you keep that grumbling up. James, get a move on you; your
mama waiting.” )

1 ate my last piece of bread and went in the front room. Mama was standing
fore the fireplace warmirg her hands. I put on my coat and my cap, and we
left the house.

*

4

11look down there again, but it still ain’t coming. [ almost say, "It ain't coming
vet,” but I keep my mouth shut. "Cause that's something else she don’t like. She
don’t like for you 10 say something just for nothing. She can see itain’t coming,
[ ¢an see it ain’t coming, so why say it ain’t coming. I don’t say i, I turn and
look at the river that's back of us. It's so cold the smoke’s just raising up from
the water. I see a bunch of pool-doos not too far out—just on the other side
the lilies. I'm wondering if you can eat pool-doos. [ ain’t too sure, ‘cause Iain’t
never ate none. But I done ate owls and blackbirds, and I done ate redbirds,
too. I dido’t want kill the redbirds, but she made me kill them. They had two
of them back there. One in my trap, one in Ty’s trap. Me and Ty was go'n play
M&M them and let them go, but she made me kill them 'cause we :mmmm&. the
ood.

“] can’t,” I say. "1 can't.”’

“Here,”” she say. “Take it.”

“I can’t,” I say. “'T can’t. I can’t kill hirn, Mama, please.”

“Here,” she say. “Take this fork, James.”

“Please, Mama, I can’t kill him,” I say.

I could tell she was go'n hit me. T jerked back, but [ didn’t jerk back soon
enough.

“Fake it,” she say.

I took it and reached in for him, but he kept on hopping to the back.

“I can’t, Mama,” 1 say. The water just kept on running down my face. 1
can't,” I say.

“Get him out of there,” she say.

I reached in for him and he kept on hopping to the back. Then I reached in
farther, and he pecked me on the hand.
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« *I can't, Mama,"” I say.
She slapped me again. .
I nmmmvwm in again, but he kept on romv_mm. out my way. Hrmnw M.um rwwmmmm@w Mo
oae side and I reached there. The fork got him on the leg an car g

’ him. -
| .1 pulled my hand out "cause I had hurt
vowm?w it here,” she say, and jerked ﬂwm. mol.ﬂ out my hand. 4 the fork go
She reached in and got the litde bird right in the neck. H heard amw ok 80
in w_mm neck, and T heard it go in the ground. She breught him out and helt
; ’ .
ight in front of me. . )
ﬁ mmwm.mwmmnoowm » she say. She shook him off and gived me the fork. ““Get the

m-vm * £
oﬁﬂmp.nmm“m Mama,” I say. ““T'll do anything, but don't make me do that

She went to the corner of the fence and broke the biggest switch over there
she could find. I knelt “side the trap, crylag.
“Get him out of there,” she say.
“1 can't, Mama."”
She siarted hitting me ‘cross the back. I went
“'Get him,” she say. .
“Qcravia?’’ Auntie say. . o
'Cause she had come out of the house and she was standing
looking at us. .
“Get him out of there,” Mama say. . ‘ . i
“QOctavia,” Auntie say, “explain © r:meﬁmmumo him. Just don’t beat him.
Explain to him.” ik 4 hie e
" But she hit me and hit me and hit me. .
H..S still young—TI ain’t no more than eight; but 1 rmwé._.wowsm 1 M_M.M Mﬁm w
. i i h. They was so litde. 1 'me
d io do it. {They was so littde, thoug
UanmM the feathers off them and cleaned them and helt them over the M_.nm. .HMan
Mm all ate them. Ain’t had but a litde bitty piece each, but we all wmwamm m_w ommw MMM
i just looked at me 'canse they was so proud. ) su .
Diece, B o Thacs s it. § se she had to go away like
o away? That's why I had to do it. Suppo
WM&MW Mwmﬂ mﬂ%m%.u Then who was go’n look after us? They had to be somebody

i i i nsieur
left to carry on. T didn’t know it then, but 1 know it now. Auntie ‘and Monsieur

Bayonne talked to me mmm:_im@..m, me see. ,_ IR

down on the ground, crying.

by the tree

e —— e e [
-

b

Time I see it I get out my handkerchief and start waving. It's still .Em% va\m_oén
but I keep waving anyhow. Then it come up and stop m:.m me an mEmm
et on Mama tell me go sit in the back while she pay. 1 n_o :w.m m.wn mmum Mw_
,mmrm wmﬁ.uwwm look at me. When I pass the litde sign that mm.q qurr:m rm: | mom.ﬁ
i j e of them back there, but
ored.’” I start locking for a seat. I just see on ! cre, buc ] don ¢
i, " it down herself. She comes in the ba
take it, 'cause | want my mama 10 sit : o e
i . They got seats in the front, but
sit down, and I lean on the seat ; ; :
sit there, 'cause I have to sit back of the sign. Anyhow, I don't want sit mrn_.m
if my mama go'n sit back here.
They got a lady sitting 'side my m u
bit. I smile back, but I don’t open my mouth, ‘¢

there,

ama and she looks at me and smiles litde
anse the wind'll get in and make

3.

that tooth ache. The lady take out a pack of gum and reach me a slice, but I shake
my head. The lady just can’t underscand why a litde boy'll turn dowsn gum, and
she reach me a slice’again. This time I point o my jaw. The lady understands
and smiles little bit, and I smile little bit, but I don't open my mouth, though.

They goc a girl sitting "cross from me. She got on a red overcoat and her hair’s
plaited in one big plait. First, I make "tend I don’t see her over there, but then
I start looking at her little bit. She make "tend she don’t see me, either, but I
catch her looking that way. She got a cold, and every now and then she h'ist
that litle handkerchief w0 her nose. She cught to blow it, but she don't. Must
think she’s too much a lady or something.

Every time she h'iét thar licde handkerchief, the lady "side her say something
in her ear. She shakes her head and lays her hands in her lap again. Then I catch
her kind of looking where I'm at. I smile at her little bit, Bur think she’ll smile
back? Uh-uh. She just turn up her little old nose and turn her head. Weil, I show
her both of us can turn us head. I trn mine too and look ous at the river,

H:Wminrwmm.m.. gray. The sky is gray. They have pool-doos on the water. The
water Is wavy, and the pool-doos go up and down. The bus go round a turn,
and you got plenty trees hiding the river. Then the bus go round another tugn,
and [ can see the river again.

Tlook toward the front where all the white people sitting. Then 1 look at that
litde old gal again. I don't look right at her, "cause I don’t wane all them people
to know I love her. I just look at her litde bit, like I'm looking out that window
over there. But she knows I'm looking that way, and she kind of look at me,
too. The lady sitting “side her catch her this time, and she leans over and Says
something in her ear.

“I don't love him nothing,” that little old gal says out loud.

Everybody back there hear her mouth, and al! of them look at us and laugh,

“I don’t love you, either,” I say. “'So you don’t have to turn up your nose,
Miss.”

“You the one looking,” she say.

iey

I wasn’t looking at you,” T say. *'T was looking out that window, there.”

“Out that window, my foot,” she say. “I seen you. Bverytime I turned round
you was looking at me.”

“You must of been looking yourself if you seen me all them times,” I say.

““Shucks,” she say, “I got me all kind of boyfriends.”

“I got girlfriends, two,” I say.

“Well, I just don’t want you getting your hopes up,” she say.

I don’t say no more to thar litde old gal "cause I don’t want have to bust her
in the mouth. I lean on the sear where Mama sitting, and [ don’t even look that
way no more. When we get to Bayonne, she jugg her little old tongue out at

me. | make “tend I'm go'n hit her, and she duck down "side her mama. And all
the people laugh at us again.

6

Me and Mama get off and start walking in town. Bayoune is a litde bitty town,
Baton Rouge is a hundred times bigger than Bayonne. I went to Baton Rouge
once—me, Ty, Mama, and Daddy. Bur that was ‘way back yonder, “fore Daddy
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went in the Army. I wonder when we go'n see him again. wonder when. Look
like he ain't ever coming back home. . . - Even the pavement all cracked in
Bayonne. GOt grass shooting right out the sidewalk. Got weeds in the ditch, too;
just like they got at home.

It's some cold in Bayonne. Look like it’s colder than it is home. The wind
blows in my face, and I feel that stuff running down my nose. ] snift. Mama says
use that handkerchief. I blow my nose and put it back. ,

We pass a school and I see them white children playing in the yard. Big old
red school, and them children just running and playing. Then we pass a café,
and I see a bunch of people in there eating. I wish I wasin there "cause I'm cold.
Mama tells me keep my €yes in front where they belong:

We pass stores that's got dummies, and we pass another café, and then we
pass a shoe shop, and that bald-head man in there fixing on a shoe. 1 ook at him
and 1 butt into that white lady, and Mama jerks me in front and tells me stay
there. ‘

We come up to the courthouse, and I see the flag waving there. This flag
ain’t like the one we got at school. This one here ain’t got but a rm.nnﬂ?m of
stars. One at school got 2 big pile of stars—one for every siate. We pass it and
we turn and there it is——the dentist office. Me and Mama go in, and they got

people sitting everywhere you look. They even got 2 litde boy in there .

younger than me. )
Me and Mama sit on that bench, and a white lady come in there and ask me
what my name is. Mama tells her and the white lady goes on back. Then I hear
somebody hollering in there. Soon 's that little boy hear him hollering, he starts
hollering, too. His mama pats him and pats him, trying t© make him bush up,
but he ain’t thinking "bout his mama. .

The man that was hollering in there comes out holding his jaw. He is a big
old man and he’s wearing overalls and a jumper.

“Got it, hanh?”’ another man asks him. .

The man shakes his head—don’t want open his mouth.

“Man, I thought they was killing you in there,” the other man says. “Hollet-
ing like a pig under a gate.” -

The man don't say nothing. He just heads for the door, and the other man
follows him.

“John Lee,” the white lady says. “‘John Lee Williams.”

The litde boy juggs his head down in his mama’s lap and holler more now.
His mama tells him go with the nurse, but he ain’t thinking "bout his mama. His
mama tefls him again, but he don’t even hear her. His mama picks him up and
takes him in there, and even whea the white lady shuts the door I can still hear
little old John Lee. R

“I often wonder why the Lord leta child like that suffer,” a lady says to my
mama. The lady’s sitting right in front of us on another bench. She’s gotona
white dress and a black sweater. She must be a purse or something herself, I
reckon. - ,

¢“Notus to question "\ a man says.

¥

“nmerimes 1 don't know if we shouldn’t,” the lady says.
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“I_know definitely we shouldn’t,” the man says. The man looks like a

—

¢ vwmwnv.aﬂ\nu.mm.m big and fat and he’s got on a black suit. He's got a gold chain,

“tog.

“Why?" the lady says.

“Why anything?”’ the preacher says.

“Yes,” the lady says. ““Why anything?”

“Not us to question,” the preacher says.

mﬁm lady looks at the preacher a litde while and looks at Mama again.

>:..n_ look like it’s the poor who suffers the most,” she says. “1 don't under-
suand it | | |
“Best not to even try,” the preacher says. "'He works in mysterious ways—
wonders to-perform.”

Hﬂ._mrﬁ then little John Lee bust out hollering, and everybody turn they head
to listen.

“He’s not 2 good dentist,” the lady says. “Dr. Robillard is much better. But
more expensive. That's why most of the colored people come here. The white
people go to Dr. Robillard. Y'all from Bayonne?”

Down the river,” my mama says. And that's all she go'n say, "canse she don't

wlk much. But the lady keeps on looking at her, and so she says, ‘Near
Morgan.”

“I see,” the lady says.

7

“That's the trouble with the black people in this country today,” somebody
m_wm. says. This one here’s sitting on the same side me and Mama’s sitting, and
he is kind of sitting in front of that preacher. He looks like a ﬁmmnrmH or
somebody that goes to college. He's got on a suit, and he’s got a book that he’s
been reading. :E@W_H@ammmon is exactly our problem,”” he says. “"We should

questicn and question and question—question everything.”

The .bnmmnrmn just looks at him a long time. He done put a toothpick or
something in J_m mouth, and he just keeps on turning it and wrning it. You can
see he don’t like that boy with that book.

“Maybe you can explain what you mean,” he says.

I said what I meant,”” the boy says. "Question everything. Every stripe,
every star, every word spoken. Everything.”

Hm: pears to me that this young lady and I was talking 'bout God, young
man,” the preacher says.
“Question Him, too,” the boy says.
“Wait,” the preacher says. "Wait now.”

You heard me right,” the boy says. *“His existence as well as everything else.
Everything.” -
The preacher just looks across the room at the boy. You can see he's getting
madder and madder. But mad or no mad, the boy ain’t thinking "bout him. He
looks at that preacher just s hard s the preacher looks at him.

15 this what they coming to?”" the preacher says. “Is this what we educating
them for?”
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~you're not educating me,” the boy says. ““1 wash dishes at night so .ﬁwwﬁ
1 can go to school in the day. So even the words you spoke need question-
Emm..wm preacher just looks at him and shakes his rmma.. )

“When I come in this foom and seen you nvnwm with your _uoo_.n.“ I said 10
myself, “There's an intelligent man.” How wrong a person nE,.. UM. X

“Snow me one reason © believe in the existence of a God,” the boys says.

- heart tells me,”" the preacher says. . .

?wmw heart tells me,” ” the boys says. * ‘My heart tells me. Sure, Zﬁﬂmmﬁ
celis me.” And as long as you listen to what your heart tells you, .mom.p will have
only what the white man gives you and nothing more. Me, I don »M rﬂmm o BM
peart. The purpose of the heart is to pump blood throughout the body, an

nothing else.”
“Who's your paw, boy?” the preacher says.
“Why?”
“Who is he?”
“He's dead.”
“ e .
.W%M &MﬁMhMMQ Hospital with pneumonia. Halif killed herself, working for

pothing. L =
“And "cause he’s dead and she’s sick,(you mad at the world?’”

“1’m not mad at the world. I'm questioning the world. I'm questioning it with

cold logic, sir. What do words like Freedom, Libesty, God, White, Colored
mean? I want to know. That's why you are sending us to school, to read mh.a.
o ask questions. And because we ask these questions, you call us mad. Zm.. sir,

it is not us who are mad.”

“You keep saying ‘us'?”’

«Us.’ Yes—us. I'm not alone.” ~ . .

The preacher just shakes his head. Then he looks at everybody in H.wm nm.oa
—everybody. Some of the people look down at the floor, keep from Moo Emm
at him. I kind of look "way myself, but soon 's know he done turn his head,

I look that way again. . b

“r rv for you,” he says to the DOY. :

w%wmwh M_m UOM says. *Why not be sorry for yourself? dﬁé are you wOV:Enw
beter off thaa I am? Why aren’t you sofry for %mmm.o%mn mmommm. in rmnm.u aS.é
not be sorry for the lady who had to drag her child into the dentist oface? Why
not be sorry for the lady sitting on that bench over ﬁ_umnm..v Wn sorry for them.
Not for me. Some way or the other I'm going to make it

“No, I'm sorry for you,” the preacher says. . ) .
“Of course, of course,” the boy says, nodding his head. “You're s011y for me

because 1 rock that pillar you're _.mpimm.m.?.., . |
"5 ou can't ever rock ihe pillar I'm leaning on, young ma. It's stronger than

anything man can ever do.” o 3
. Nw\o: believe in God because a man iold you to believe in God,” the boy

says. A white man told you to believe in God. And why? To keep you ignorant
so he can keep his feet on your neck.”
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“So now we the ignorant?’’ the preacher. says.

“Yes,” the boy says. ““Yes.”” And he opens his book again.

The preacher just looks at him sitting there. The boy done forgor all about
him. Everybody else make "tend they done forgot the squabble, too.

Then I see that preacher gerting up real slow. Preacher’s a great big old man
and he got to brace himself w0 get up. He comes over where the boy is sitting.
He just stands there a little while looking down at him, but the boy don’t raise
his head. .

“Get up, boy,”" preacher says.

The boy looks up at him, then he shuts his book real slow and stands up.
Preacher just hauls back aad hit him in the face. The boy falis back "gainst the
wall, but he straightens himself up and looks right back at thar preacher.

“You forgot the other cheek,” he says.

The preachier hauls back and hit him again on the other side. But this time
the boy braces himself and don’t fall.

“That hasn’t changed a thing,” he says.

The preacher just looks at the boy. The preacher’s breathing real hard like
he just run up a big hill. The boy sits down and opens his book again.

“I feel sorry for you,” the preacher says. “I never felt so sorry for a man
before.™

The boy makes "tend he don't even hear that preacher. He keeps on reading
his book. The preacher goes back and gets his hat off the chair.

“Excuse me,” he says to us. “T'll come back some other time. Y'all, please
excuse me.” : T mT T

And he looks at the boy and goes out the room. The boy h'ist his hand up
to his mouth one time to wipe "way some blood. All the rest of the time he keeps
on reading. And nobody else in there say a word.

8

Little John Lee and his mama come out the dentist office, and the nurse calls
somebody else in. Then little bit later they come out, and the nurse calls another
name. But fast 's she calls somebody in there, somebody élse comes in the place
where we sitting, and the room stays full.

The people coming in now, all of them wearing big coats. One of them says
something ‘bout sleering, another one says he hope not. Another one says he
think it ain’t nothing but rain. "Cause, he says, rain can get awful cold this time
of year.

All round the room they talking. Some of them talking o people right by
them, some of them talking to people clear "cross the room, some of them
talking to anybody’ll listen. It's a little bitty room, no bigger than us kitchen,
and I can see everybody in there. The little old room’s full of smoke, "cause you
got two old men smoking pipes over by that side door. I think I feel my tooth
thumping me some, and I hold my breath and wait. I wait and wait, but it don’t
thump me no more. Thank God for that.

I feel like going o sleep, and I lean back "gainst the wall. But I'm scared w0
go to sleep. Scared 'cause the nurse might call my name and I won't hear her.
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for me.

want be just like hi
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And Mama might go to sleep, too, and she’ll be mad if neither one of us heard

the nurse.

I look up at Mama. I love my mama. I love my mama. And whep cotton come

I'm go'n get her a new coat. And T ain’t go’n get a black one, either. I think
I'm go'n get her a red one.

“They got some books over there,” I say. “Want read one of them?”

Mama looks at the books, but she don’t answer me.

“You got yourself a lictle man there,” the lady says. .
Mama don’t say nothing to the lady, but she must've smiled, 'cause I seen the

lady smiling back. The lady looks at me a little while, like she's feeling sorry

“You sure got that preacher out here in a hurry,” she says to that boy.
The boy looks up at her and looks in his book again. When I grow up I
o, T want clothes like that and I want keep a book with me,

t00.
“You really don’t believe in God?™" the lady says.

“No,” he says.

“But why?” the lady says. : :

“Because the wind is pink,” he says.

“What?"" the lady says.

The boy don’t answer her no more. He just reads in his book.

“Talking "bout the wind is pink,” that old lady says. She’s sitting on the same
bench with the boy and she’s trying to look in his face. The boy makes 'tend
the old lady ain’t even there. He just keeps on reading. “Wind is pink,” she
says again. “‘Eh, Lord, what children go'n be saying next?”

The lady ’cross from us bust out laughing. :

“That’s a good one,” she says. “The wind is pink. Yes sir, that’s a good one.”

“Don’t you believe the wind is pink?”* the boys says. He keeps his head down
in the book.

“Course I believe it, honey,” the lady says. “Course 1 do.” She looks at us
and winks her eye. “‘And what color is grass, honey?” .

“Grass? Grass is black.”

She bust out laughing again. The boy looks at ber.

“Don’t you believe grass is black?” he says.

The lady quits her laughing and looks at him. Everybody else locking at him,
too. The place quier, quiet.

“Grass is green, honey,” the lady says. "It was green yesterday, it's green
today, and it’s go'n be green tomorrow.” .

“How do you know it’s green?”’

“I know because I know.”

“You don't know it's green,” the boy says. “You believe it's green because
somiéone told you it was green. If someone had told you it was black you'd
believe it was black.” _ .

“It's green,” the lady says. "I know green when I see green.”

“Prove it's green,” the boy says.

“Sure, now,” the lady says. “Don't tell me it's coming to that.”
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“It's coming to just that,” the boy says. ““Words mean nothing. One means
np more than the other.” B )

That’s what it all coming t0?” that old lady says. That old lady got on a
turban and she got on two sweaters. She got a green sweater under a black
mﬂmm:wnn 1 can see the green sweater 'cause some of the buttons on the other
sweater's missing.

..&mm ma’am,” the boy says. ““Words mean nothing. Action is the only thing.
Deing. That's the only thing.” T e T

Other words, you want the Lord to come down here and show Hisself to
you?" she says.

“Bxactly, ma’am,”’ be says.

“You don’t mean that, I'm sure?” she says.

“T do, ma'am,” ke says.

Uo.mm, Jesus,” the old lady says, shaking her head.

I m_nmn t go "long with that preacher at first,”” the other lady says; “'but now
—1 n_ou.. t know. When a person say the grass is black, he’s either a lunatic or
something’s wropng.” |

“Prove to me that it’s green,” the boy says.
“It's green because the people say it’s green.’
..Hro.mm same people say we're citizens of these United States,”” the boy says.

I think I'm a citizen,” the lady says.

Citizens rméw certain rights,” the boy says. “Name me one right that you
have. One right, granted by the Constitution, that you can exercise in
Bayonne.”

,.E.m _m.% n.mon.ﬂ answer him. She just looks at him like she don't know what
he’s talking "bout. I know I don’t
“Things changing,” she says.

H.E:mm.mmm\mwwmmmum because some black men have begun to think with their

brains aid not their hearss,” the boy says. _
TRIRF T e N T )
:ﬂoc trying to say these people don’t believe in God?”

I'm sure some of them do. Maybe most of them do. But they don’t believe
that God is going to touch these white people’s hearts and change things
tomorrow. Things change through action. By no other way.”

. Everybody sit quiet and look at the boy. Nobody says a thing. Then the lady
cross the room from me and Mama just shakes her head.
:hmn. s hope that not all your generation feel the same way you do,” she says.

HH.._EW what you please, it doesn’t matter,” the boy says. “But it will be men
.i._o listen to their heads and not their hearts who will see that your children
have a better chance than you had.”

H.mxm.m_m.mm they m.h.a.ﬂw: like you, though,” the old lady says. “Done forgot
the héart absolutely.” . ,
" g B

Yes ma'am, 1 hope they aren’t all like me,” the boy says. “Unfortunately,

L was U.On: too late to believe in your God. Let’s hope that the ones who come
. after will have your faith—if not in your God, then in something else, something

definitely that they can lean on. I haven't anything. For me, the wind is pink
the grass is black.” w
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9

The nurse comes in the room where we all m.mnmnm mE.“_ ﬁmwﬂim mum\m says M”M
doctor won't take no more patients till one o .nwOnw this evening. My ma
jumps up off the bench and goes up to the .ﬂ._.znm H.m%.. e savs

“Narse, I have to go back in the field this m%nm_mm. she s q...O, ok

«The doctor is treating his last patient aow, the nurse says. One oG
_UF.M.MMMDMMW.F»& speak to the doctor?” my mama asks.

“{'m his nusse,” the lady says.

“My litde boy’s sick,” my mama says.

13

“Right now his toorh almost killing
him. o |

:.,Hmru nurse looks at me. She’s trying ©© make up her mind if to lef me come
in. T look at her real pitiful. The tooth ain’t hurting me at all, but Mamma say it
is, so 1 make ‘tend for her sake. . |

“This evening,” the nurse says, and goes on back E.mum office. 4 e 2

“Don't feel jected, honey,” the lady says to Mama. m._ummu RWEH 1 m_..u._
long time——they take you when they want to. If you was white, that’s somet .Em
else; but we the wrong color.” .

Mama don't say nothing to the lady, and me E,& her go outside and stand
"gainst the wall. It's cold out there. I can feel that wind going through HMM nomm
Some of the other people come out of the room m.nm £0 up mrm mﬁ.mmm.w e an
Mama stand there a little while and we start walking. I don’t know where we
going. When we come to the other street we just stand there.

“you don't have to make water, do you?” Mama says.

“No, ma'am,” 1 say. ,

We go on up the sireet. Walking real slow. I can tell Mama don’t know ﬂwwﬁ
she’s going. When we come 10 & 5tore we stand there and look at the dummies.
[ look at a little boy wearing a brown Overcoat. He's got ont brown mromm. T00.
I lock at my old shoes and look at his'n again. You wait till summer, mmw.w

Me and Mama watk away. We come up 10 another s.ore and we stop and _Mm
at them dummies, wo. Then we go on again. We pass a café where &m d_c ite
people in there eating. Mama tells me keep my eyes in front where they be nﬂwmu
but I can’t help from seeing them people eat. My stomach m.nwna to growhing
cause U'm hungry. When [ see people eating, I get hungry; when [ see a coat,

I get cold. . . .

m> man whistles at my mama when we g0 bya E::m.mﬂmmo:.. mr.m makes Hmww

she don't even see him. I ook back and 1 feel like hitting him in the mouth.
i ;1 1 'd see.
If 1 was bigger, I say; if 1 was bigger, you . .
We keep on going. I'm getting colder and colders, but I don't say nothing.
I feel that stuff running down my nose and 1 sniff.

" ** Mama says.

HMMWMMMNM and wipe Mﬁ% nose. I'm geuing mo.E all over moéwmbu\mmmﬁmm%““
hands, my fees, everything. We pass another litde .mmmm. but nw:m f1 9._ H_ Ma._
people, w00, and we can't go in there, either. So we just walk. H_ Mn .878- M :
I'm "bout ready to say it. If 1 knowed where we was going I wouldn € be S0 COIG,
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but I don't know where we going. We go, we go, we go. We walk clean out
of Bayonne. Then we cross the street and we come back. Same thing 1 seen
when I got off the bus this morning. Same old trees, same old walk, same old
weeds, same old cracked pave-—same old everything.

I sniff again. . ,

“That rag,” Mama says. _

I wipe my nose real fast and jugg that handkerchief back in my pocket 'fore
my hand gets too cold. I raise my head and I can see David’s hardware store.
When we come up to it; we go in. I don't know why, but I'm glad.

It's warm in there. It's so warm in there you don’t ever want to leave. 1 look
for the heater, and I see it over by them barrels. Three white men standing
round the heater talking in Creole. One of them comes over to see what my
mama wast.

“Got any axe handles?” she says.

Me, Mama and the white man start 10 the back, but Mama stops me when we
corae up o the heater. She and the white man go on. I hold my hands over the
heater and lock at them. They go all the way 1o the back, and I see the white
man pointing to the axe handles 'gainst the wall. Mama takes one of them and
shakes it like she’s trying to figure how much it weighs. Then she rubs her hand
over it from one end o the other end. She turns it over and looks at the other
side, then she shakes it again, and shakes her head and puts it back. She gets
another one and she does it just like she did the first one, then she shakes her
head. Then she gets a brown one and do it that; too. But she don’t like this one,
either. Then she gets another one, but "fore she shakes it or anything, she looks
at me. Look like she's trying to say something to me, but I don’t know what it

is. Al T know 15 | done got warm now and I'm feeling right smart better. Mama
shakes this axe handle just like she did the others, and shakes her head and says
something to the white man. The white man just looks at his pile of axe handles,
and when Mama pass him to come to the front, the white man just scratch his
head and follows her. She tells me come on and we go on out and start walking
again,

We walk and walk, and no time at all I'm cold again. Look like I'm colder
now 'cause [ can still remember how good it was back there. My stomach growls
and I suck it in to keep Mama from hearing it. She’s walking right ‘side me, and
it growls so loud you can hear it 2 mile. But Mama don’t say a word.

10

When we come up to the courthouse, [ ook at the dock. It's got quarter o
twelve. Mean we got another hour and a quarter to be out here in the cold. We

go and stand ‘side a building. Something hits my cap and I look np at the sky.

Sleet’s falling,

I look at Mama standing there. I want stand close side her, but she don’t like

that. She say that's crybaby stuff. She say you got to stand for yourself, by

yourself. — 7 T 7
"Let's go back ro thar office,” she says.
We cross the sireet. When we get to the dentist ofhce | try to open the door,
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but I can't. { twist and twist, but I can’t. Mama pushes me 0 the side and she

twist the knob, but she can’t open the door, either. She turns "way from the
door. T look at her, but I don’t move and I don’t say nothing. I done seen het
like this before and I'm scared of her.

“You hungry?” she says. She says it like she’s mad at me, like I'm the cause
of everything. .

“No, ma’am,” [ say.

“You want eat and walk back, or you rather don’t eat and ride?”

“I ain't hungry,” 1 say.

1 ain't just hungry, but I'm cold, too. I'm so hungry and cold I want to cry.
And look like I'm getting colder and colder. My feet done got pumb. T try to
work my toes, but I don't even feel them. Look like I'm go'n die. Look like I'm
go'n stand right here and freeze o death. I think "hout home. I think "bout Val
and Auntie and Ty and Louis and Walker. It's 'bout twelve o'clock and I know
they eating dinner now. I can hear Ty snaking jokes. He done forgot 'bout
getting up early this morning and right now he’s probably making jokes. Always
trying to make somebody laugh. I wish I was right there listening to him. Give
anything in the world if I was home round the fire. -

“Come on,” Mama says.

We start walking again. My feet so numb I can’t hardly feel them. We turn
the corner and go on back up the street. The clock on the courthouse starts
hitting for twelve.

The sleet’s coming down plenty now. They hit the pave and bounce like rice.
Oh, Lord; oh, Lord, I pray. Don't let me die, don’t let me die, don't let me die,
Lord.

11

Now I know where we going. We going back of town where the colored
people eat. I don't care if I don't eat. I been hungry before. I can stand it. But
I can’t stand the cold.

I can see we go'n have a long walk. It's ‘bout 2 mile down there. But I don't
mind. I know when I get there I'm go'n warm myself. I think 1 can hold out.
My hands numb in my pockets and my feet numb, too, but if I keep moving
I can hold out. Just don't stop no more, that’s all. .

The sky’s gray. The sleet keeps on falling. Falling like rain now—plenty,
plenty. You can hear it bitting the pave. You can see it bouncing. Sometimes
it bounces two times ‘fore it settles.

We keep on going. We don't say nothing. We just keep on going, keep on
going. o

I wonder what Mama’s thinking. I hope she ain't mad at me. When summer
come I'm go'n pick plenty cotton and get her a coat. I'm go'n get her a red one.

I hope they'd make it summer all the time. I'd be glad if it was summer all
the time—but it ain’t. We got to have winter, too. Lord, I hate the winter,
guess everybody hate the winter. . _

I don't sniff this time. I ger out my handkerchief and wipe my nose. My
hands’s so cold [ can hardly hold the handkerchief.
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1 think we getting close, but we ain’t there yet. I wonder where everybody
is. Can't see a soul but us. Look like we the only two people moving round
today. Must be too cold for the rest of the people to move found in.

I can hear my teeth. I hope they don't knock together too hard and make that
bad one hurt. Lord, that’s all I need, for that bad one to start off.

I hear a church bell somewhere. But today ain’t Sunday. They must be ringing
for a funeral or something. .

1 wonder what they doing at home. They must be eating. Monsieur Bayonne
might be there with his guitar. One day Ty played with Mounsieur Bayonne’s
guitar and broke one of the strings. Monsieur Bayonne was some mad with Ty.
He say Ty wasn't go'n ever ‘'mount t¢ nothing. Ty can go just like Monsieur
Bayonne when he zin't there. Ty can make everybody laugh when he starts ro
mocking Monsieur Bayonne.

I used to like to be with Mama and Daddy. We used to be happy. But they
took him in the Army. Now, nobody happy no more. . . . | be glad whén Daddy
comes home.

Mensieur Bayonne say it wasn't fair for them to take Daddy and give Mama
nothing and give us nothing. Auatie say, “Shhh, Edenne. Don't let them hear
you talk like that.”” Monsieur Bayonne say, “It’'s God truth. What they giving
his children? They have to walk three and a half miles 1o school hot or cold.
That's anything to give for a paw? She's got to work in the field rain or shine
just to make ends meet. That's anything to give for a husband?”" Auntie say,
“Shhh, Etienne, shhh.” ‘“Yes, you right,” Monsieur Bayonne say. “Best don't
say it in front of them now. But one day they go’'n find out. One day.” “Yes,
I suppose s0,” Auntie say. ““Then what, Rose Mary?” Monsieur Bayonne say.
“I don't know, Etienne,” Auntie say. “All we can do is us job, and leave

everything else in His hand . . .~
e getting closer, now. We getting closer, I can even see the railroad tracks.

We cross the tracks, and now [ see the café. Just to get in there, I say. Just
to get in there. Already I'm starting to feel litte better.

12

We go in. Ahh, it's good. I iook for the heater; there "gainst the wall. Cne
of them little brown ones. I just stand there and hold my hands over it. I can't
open my hands too wide "cause they almost froze.

Mama's standing right 'side me. She done unbutioned her coat. Smoke rises
out of the coat, and the coat smells like 2 wet dog.

] move to the side so Mama can have more room. She opens cut her hands
and rubs them together. I rub mine together, 00, 'cause this keep them from
burting. If you let them warm too fast, they hurt you sure. But if you let them
warm just little bit at a time, and you keep rubbing them, they be all right every
time.

They got just two more people in the café. A lady back of the counter, and
a man on this side the counter. They been waiching us ever since we come in,

Mama gets out the handkerchief and count up the money. Both of us know
how much money she’s got there. Three dollars. No, she ain’t got three dollars,
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*cause she had to pay us way up here. She ain’t got but two dolars and a half
lefr. Dollar and a half to get my tooth pulled, and fifty cents for us 1o go back
on, and fifty cents worth of salt meat. _

She stirs the money round with her finger. Most of the money is change "cause
I can hear it rubbing together. She stirs it and stirs it. Then she looks at thie door.
It's still sleeting. I can hear it hiting 'gainst the wall like rice.

1 ain’t hungry, Mama,” 1 say.

“Gor to pay them something for they hear,” she says.

She takes a quarter out the handkerchief and des the handkerchief up again.
She looks over her shoulder at the people, but she srill don’t move. I hope she
don't spead the money. I don't waat her spending it on me. I'm hungry, I'm
almost starving I'm so hungry, but [ don’t want her spending the money on me.

She flips the quarter over like she’s thinking. She’s must be thinking "bout us
walking back home. Lord, I sure don’t want walk home. If I thought i'd do any
good tw say something, I'd say it. Bur Mama makes up ber own mind "bout

things.

"$hé turns "way from the heater right fast, like she better burry up and spend
the quarier "fore she change her mind. I watch her go toward the counter. The
man and the lady look at her, too. She tells the lady something and the lady
walks away. The man keeps on looking at her. Her back’s wrned to the mag,
and she don't even know he's standing there.

The fady puts some cakes and a glass of milk on the counter. Then she pours
up a cup of coffes and sets it 'side the other smuff. Mama pays hér for the things
and comes on back where I'm standing. She tells me sit down at the table "gainst
the wall. ,

The milk and the cakes's for me; the coffee’s for Mama. I eat slow and I look
at her. She's looking outside at the sleet. She’s looking real sad. I say to myself,
I'm go’n make all this up one day. You see, one day, I'm go'n miake all this up.
I want say it now; I want tell her how I feel right now; but Mama don't like
for us to talk like that.

“Y can't eat all this,” I say.

They ain’t got but just three little old cakes there. I'm so hungry right now,

the Lord knows I can eat a hundred times three, but I want my mama to have
one.

Mama don’t even look my way. She knows I'm hungry, she knows [ want it
[ ier it stay there a lirfle while, then I get it and eat ir. 1 eat just on my front
teeth, though, "cause if cake rouch that back tooth T know what'll happen. Thaak
God it ain't hurt me at all today. i

Afcer 1 finish eating I see the man go to the juke box. He drops 4 nickel in
it, then he just stand there a litle while looking at the record. Mama tells me
keep my eyes in front where they belong. I rn my-head like she say, but then
[ hear the man coming toward us. ,

“Dance, pretty?” be says.

Mama gets up o dance with him. But "fore you know it, she done grabbed
the little man in the collar and done heaved him 'side the wall. He hit the 'wall
so hard he stop the juke box from playing. .
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:mOB.m mumaw.:.nrm mm.n:\ back of the counter says. ““Some pimp.”

. .H.?m.rnmn man _E.EUM_ up off the floor and stafts toward my mama. *Fore you

mmmq it, Mama done sprung open her knife and she's waiting for him

ome on,” she says. “Come on. Tll gut i ,

) . you from your ne

throat. Come on.” : ’ 1ghbo f0 your
[ goup t© the little man to hit him, but Mama makes me come and stand 'side
:m.a.. The rn.ﬂ_m man Hoo,;a at me and Mama and goes on back to the counter.
Some pimp,” the lady back of the counter says. “Some pimp.” She starrts

laughing and pointing at the litde man. “Yes si .
- [ N
sir-ree.” sir, you a pimp, ail right. Yes

i3
“Fasten that coat, let's go,” Mama says.
“You don’t have 1o leave,” the lady says.

. Mama don’t answer the lady, and we righr out in the cold again. I'm warm
right aow—my hands, my ears, my feet—but | know this ain’t go'n last too lon
It done sleet 50 much now you got ice everywhere you look. &

We cross the railroad wacks, and socon’s we do, I get cold. Thar wind goes
through this little old coar like it ain’t even there. I got on a shirt and a mﬁmmmnmn
under the coat, but that wind don’t pay them no mind. I look up and I can see
we .&mon a long way to go. I wonder if we go'n make it "fore I get too cold.
I M.MHMM.M WMMM Mm.am_w on the sidewalk. They got just one sidewalk back here,

After we go just a litile piece, I smell bread cooking. I look, then I see a baker
mrov. @3.9 we get closer, I can smell it more better. I shut my eyes and make
tend Hﬂg m eating. But ] keep them shut too long and I butt up 'gainst a telephone
M“”m EMJMO.MM_UM me mwm see if I'm hurt. I ain’t bleeding or nothing and she

I can feel I'm gerting colder and colder, and I look up to see how far we siill
got to go. ﬁvﬂoﬁ: is "way up yonder. A half mile more, I reckon. I ury to think
m_n something. They say think and you won't get cold. T think of that poem

Annabel Lee.” 1 ain’t been to school in so long—this bad weather=—1 mm.mmmw.
they done ._ummmma “Annabel Lee"” by now. Bur passed it or not, I'm sure Miss
ém_wma go'n make me recite it when I get there. That woman mom.ﬂ never forget
:o&:ﬁ.. I ain’t never seen nobody like that in my life. ¢

I'm still getting cold. “Annabel Lee” or no ““Annabel Lee,” I'm siill getti
cofd. m;wn I can see we getting closer. We Wmﬂmmw.ﬁrmnm ‘mnmmcm:%. e
Tmoow ” M_:w turn the corner, [ see a litde old white lady up in front of us. She’s
w mm_. n_v._w Mm.m y on the street. She’s all in black and she’s got a long black rag aver

“Stop,” she says.

Me and Mama stop and look at her. She must be crazy to be out in all this

bad weather. Ain't gor but a few orher vmow“m out there, and all of them's men

“Y'all done ate?” she says.
“Just finish,” Mama says.
“Y'all must be cold then?” she says.
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“\We headed for the dentist,”” Mama says. “We'll warm up when we get
there.”

“What dentist?”” the old lady says. “"Mr. Bassett?”

“Yes, ma'am,” Mama says. . 3
" “Come on in,” the old lady says. “I'li telephone him and tell him y’all
coming.” . .

Me and Mama follow the old lady in the store. It's a litde bitty store, and it
don’t have much in there. The old lady takes off her head rag and folds it up,

“Helena?” somebody calls from the back.

“Yes, Alnest?” the old lady says.

“Did you see them?”

“They're here. Standing beside me.”

“Good. Now you can stay inside.” .

The old lady looks at Mama. Mama's waiting to hear what she brought us in
here for. I'm waiting for that, t00.

“1 saw y'all each time you went by,” she says. ‘I came out t0 catch you, but
you were gone.”’

«\We went back of town,” Mama says.

“Did you eat?”

“Yes, ma'am.” o .
The old lady looks at Mama a long time, like she’s thinking Mama might be

just saying that. Mama looks right back at her. The old lady _oa.uwm at me 1o see
what I have to say. I don't say nothing. I sure ain't going 'gainst my roama.

“There's food in the kitchen,” she says to Mama. “I've been keeping It
warmm.”

Mama turns right around and starts for the door.

“Tust 2 minute,” the old lady says. Mama stops. “The boy'll have to work for
it. It isn’t free.”

“\We don't take no handout,” Mama says.

“I'm pot handing out anything,” the old lady says. “I need my garbage
moved to the front. Ernest has a bad cold and can’t go out there.”

“James'll move it for you,” Mama says. .

“Not unless you eat,” the old lady says. “'I'm old, but I have my pride, too,

you know.” ,
Mama can see she ain’t go'n beat this old lady down, so she just shakes her

head.
“All right,” the old lady says. “Come into the kitchen.” o
She leads the way with that rag in tier band. The kitchen is a little ?HQ lirdde
old thing, too. The table and the stove just "bout fill it up. They gota jittle room
o the side. Somebody in there laying 'cross the bed—’cause 1 can see one of
his feet. Must be the person she was talking to: Ernest or Alnest—somethiog

like that. ) )
it down,” the old lady says to Mama. “Not you,” she says to me. “You have

10 move the cans.”
“[felena?”’ the man says in the other room.
“Yes, Alnest?” the old lady says.
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*I must show the boy where the garbage is, Alnest,” the old lady says.
“Keep that shawl over your head,” the old man says.
“You don’t have to remind me, Alnest. Come, boy,” the old lady says.
We go out in the yard. Little old back yard ain’t no bigger than the store or
the kitchen. But it can sleet here just like it can sleet in any big back yard. And
fore you know it, I'm Trembling: o ,
“There,” the old lady says, pointing to the cans. I pick up one of the cans and
set it right back down. The can’s so light, I'm go'n see what's inside of it
“Here,” the old lady says. “Leave that can alone.”
I look back at her standing thete in the door. She’s got that black rag wrapped
round her shoulders, and she’s pointing one of her little old fingers at me.
“Pick it up and carry it to the front,” she says. I go by her with the can, and
she's looking at me all the time. I'm sure the can’s empty. I'm sure she could've
carried it herself—-maybe both of them at the same time. “Set it on the sidewalk

by the door and come back for the other one,” she says.

I go and come back, and Mama looks at me when I pass her. I get the other
can and take it to the front. It don't feel a bit heavier than that first one. I tell
myself I ain't go'n be nobody’s fool, and I'm go'n look inside this can to see
just what I been hauling. First, I look up the street, then down the street.
Nobody coming. Then I look over my shoulder toward the door. That litde old
lady done slipped up there quiet s mouse, watching me again. Look like she
knowed what I was go'n do.

“Ehh, Lord,” she says. “'Children, children. Come in here, boy, and go wash
your hands.” ) ’ '

I follow her in the kitchen. She points toward the bathroom, and I go in there
and wash up. Little bitty old bathroom, but it's clean, clean. I don't use any of
her towels; I wipe my hands on my pants legs.

When 1 come back in the kitchen, the old lady done dished up the food. Rice,
gravy, meat—and she even got some lettuce and tomato in a saucer. She even
got a glass of milk and a piece of cake there, t00. It looks 50 good, I almost start
eating “fore I say my blessing.

“Helena?” the old man says.

"Yes, Alnest?”

“Are they eating?”

“Yes,” she says.

“Good,” he says. “Now you'll stay inside.”

The old fady goes in there where he is and I can hear them talking. I look
at Matna. She’s eating slow like she’s thinking. I wonder what's the matter now.
I reckon she’s thinking 'bout home. .

The old lady comes back in the kiichen.

“] talked to Dr. Bassett's nurse,” she says. “Dr. Bassett will take you as soon
as you get there.” ,

“Thank you, ma'am,” Mama says.

“Perfectly all right,” the old lady says. “Which one is it?”

Mama nods toward me. The old lady looks at me real sad. 1 look sad, too.
“You're not afraid, are you?” she says.

"No, ma'am,” | say.
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“That's a2 good boy,” the old lady says. “Nothing to be afraid of. Dr. Bassett
will not hurt you.”

When me and Mama get through eating, we thaok the oid lady again.

““Helena, are they leaving?” the old man says.

“Yes, Alnest.” ‘

““Tell them I say good-bye.”

“They can hear you, Alnest.” -

““(3o0d-bye both mother and son,” the old man says. “And may God be with

—————— I e

2

yOou.

lllll

Me and Mama tell the old man good-bye, and we follow the old lady in the
front room. Mama opens the door o go out, but she stops and comes back in
the store.

“You sell salt meat?” she says.

“Yes.”

“Give me two bits worth.”

“That isn't very much salt meat,” the old lady says.

“That’s all | have,” Mama says. .

The old lady goes back of the counter-and cuts a big piece off the chunk. Then
she wraps it up and puts it in 2 paper bag.

“Two bits,”” she says.

“That looks like awful lot of meat for a quarter,” Mama says.

“Two bits,” the old lady says. “I've been selling salt meat behind this counter
rwenty-five years. I thiok 1 know what I'm doing.”

“You got a scale there,” Mama says.

“What?” the old lady says.

“Weigh it,”" Mama says.

x¢hat?”’ the old lady says. “Are you telling me how to run my business?”

"“Thanks very much for the food,” Mama says.

“Just a minute,” the old lady says.

“James,” Mama says 0 me. I move toward the door.

“Just one minute, I said,” the old lady says.

Me and Mama stop again and look at her. The old lady takes the meat out
of the bag and unwraps itand cuts "bout half of it off. Then she wraps it up agaio
and juggs it back in the bag and gives the bag to Mama. Mama lays the quarter
on the counter.

““Your kindness will never be forgotten,” she says. “James,” she says to me.

We go out, and the old lady comes to the door to look at us. After we go
a litdle piece [ look back, and she's still there watching us.

The sleet’s coming down heavy, heavy now, and I turn up my coat collar o
keep my neck warm. My mama tells me turn it right back down.

“You not a bum,” she says. "You a man.”’

Writing Assignments for .:drm‘..w_s\ Is Gray”

1. Explanatory Paragraph.. Write an informative and well-organized paragragh in



