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| Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

“What you looking at me for?
I didn’t come to stay ...

I HADN’T so much forgot as I couldn’t bring myself to remember,
Other things were more important.

“What you looking at me for?
I didn’t come to stay . ..”

Whether I could remember the rest of the poem or not was immate-
rial. The truth of the statement was like a wadded-up handkerchief,
sopping wet in my fists, and the sooner they accepted it the quicker I
could let my hands open and the air would cool my palms.

“What you looking at me for...?”

The children’s section of the Colored Methodist Episcopal Church of
Stamps, Arkansas, was wiggling and giggling over my well-known for-
getfulness.

The dress I wore was lavender taffeta, and each time I breathed it rus-
tled, and now that I was sucking in air to breathe out shame it sounded
like crepe paper on the back of hearses.

As I'd watched Momma put ruffles on the hem and cute little tucks
around the waist, I knew that once I put it on I’d look like a movie star.
(It was silk and that made up for the awful color.) T was going to look
like one of the sweet little white girls who were everybody’s dream of
what was right with the world. Hanging softly over the black Singer

Published under this title in * Harper’s Magazine in February 1970, the essay was adapted
from the opening sections of Angelou’s 1969 book, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.
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i i machine, it looked like magic, and whep
i " they Were going to run up to me and say,
i . ‘dear Marguerite’], forgive us, please,

wa
weres and I would answer generously, «

of course | forgive y01.1.”' ,
ust thinking about it made me go around with angel’s dust sprinkled
over my face fo.r days. But Easter’s early morning sun had shown the
dress to be a plain ugly cut-down from a white woman’s once-was-pur-
ple throwaway. It was old-lady-long too, but it didn’t hide my skinny
. Jegs, which had been greased with Blue Seal Vaseline and powdered
. ith the Arkansas red clay. The age-faded color made my skin look
. dirtylike mud, and ) in church was looking at my skinny legs.
Wouldn’t they be surprised when one day I woke out of my- black
ugly dream, and my real hair, which was long and blond, would take the
place of the kinky mass that Momma wouldn’t let me straighten? My
* light-blue eyes were going to hypnotize them, after all the things they
*  said about “my daddy must of been a Chinaman” (I thought they
- meant made out of china, like a cup) because my eyes were so small and
~ squinty. Then they would understand why I had never picked up a
é' - Southern accent, or spoken the common slang, and why I had to be
forced to eat pigs’ tails and snouts. Because I was really white and be-
. cause a cruel fairy stepmother, who was understandably jealous of my
beauty, had turned me into a too-big Negro girl, with nappy black hair,
broad feet, and a space between her teeth that would hold a number-
two pencil. ' ,

“What you looking . . > The minister’s wife leaned toward me, her
long yellow face full of sorry. She whispered, “I just come to tell you, it’s
Easter Day.” I repeated, jamming the words together, “Ijustcor.ne'.co-

- tellyouit’sEasterDay;” as low as possible. The giggles hung in the air like
melting clouds that were waiting to rain on me. I held up two ﬁ.ngers,
close to my chest, which meant that I had to go to the toilet, and tiptoed
toward the rear of the church. Dimly, somewhere over my head, I heard
ladies saying, “Lord bless the child” and, “Praise. God.” My head was up
- ad my eyes were open, but I didn’t see anything. Halfway down the
aisle, the church exploded with, “Were you there when t.hey c’ruc1ﬁeci
- MyLord?” and I tripped over a foot stuck out from the children's pew.

_ Stumbled and started to say something, or maybe to scream, but a green
- Persimmon, or it could have been a lemon, caught me l?ereen.the legs

- ™nd squeezed, T tasted the sour on my tongue and’
Ty mouth, Then before I reached the door, the sting w

. people saw me wearing
Marguerite [sometimes jt
we didn’t know who you
No, you couldn’t have known.
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my legs and into my Sunday socks. I tried to hold, to squeeze it back, to
keep it from speeding, but when I reached the church porch I knew I’d
have to let it go, or it would probably run right back up to my head ang
my poor head would burst like a dropped watermelon, and alj the
brains and spit and tongue and eyes would roll all over the place. Sq |
ran down into the yard and let it go. I ran, peeing and crying, not to-
ward the toilet out back but to our house. I’d get a whipping for it, to be
sure, and the nasty children would have something new to tease me
about. I laughed anyway, partially for the sweet release; still, the greater
Joy came not from being liberated from the silly church but from the
knowledge that I wouldn’t die from a busted head.

If growing up is painful for the Southern Black girl, being aware of
her displacement is the rust on the razor that threatens the throat. It is
an unnecessary insult.

|

My brother Bailey and I had come to the musty little town of Stamps
when I was three and he four. We had arrived wearing tags on our
wrists which instructed — “To Whom It May Concern” — that we were
Marguerite and Bailey Johnson, Jr., from Long Beach, California, en
route to Stamps, Arkansas, c/o Mrs. Annie Henderson.

Our parents had decided to put an end to their calamitous marriage,
and Father shipped us home to his mother. A porter had been charged
with our welfare — he got off the train the next day in Arizona — and
our tickets were pinned to my brother’s inside coat pocket.

I don’t remember much of the trip, but after we reached the segre-
gated Southern part of the journey, things must have looked up. Negro
passengers, who always traveled with loaded lunch boxes, felt sorry
for “the poor little motherless darlings” and plied us with cold fried
chicken and potato salad. Years later I discovered that the United States
had been crossed thousands of times by frightened Black children trav-
eling alone to their newly affluent parents in Northern cities, or back to
grandmothers in Southern towns when the urban North reneged on its
economic promises.

The town reacted to us as its inhabitants had reacted to all things new
before our coming. It regarded us awhile without curiosity but with
caution, and after we were seen to be harmless (and children) it closed
in around us, as a real mother embraces a stranger’s child. Warmly, but
not too familiarly,

B b
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ed with our grandmother and uncle in the rear of the Store (it
n of with a capital s), which she had owned some
_five years. Early in the century, Momma (we soon stopped call-
ing her Grandmother) sold lunches to the sawmen in the lumberyard
(e Stampﬁ) and the seedmen at the cotton gin (west Stamps). Her
risp meat pies and cool lemonade, w.hen joined to her miraculous abil-
iy to be in two plac'es at the same time, assured her business success.
from having 2 mob}le lunch counter, she set up a stand between the
«wo points of fiscal interest and supplied the workers’ needs for a few
years. Then she had the Store built in the heart of the Negro area. Over
the years it became the lay center of activities in town. On Saturdays,
parbers sat their customers in the shade on the porch of the Store, and
troubadours on their ceaseless crawlings through the South leaned
Jcross its benches and sang their sad songs of The Brazos while they
played juice harps and cigar-box guitars.

The formal name of the Store was the Wm. Johnson General Mer-
chandise Store. Customers could find food staples, a good variety of
colored thread, mash for hogs, corn for chickens, coal oil for lamps,
light bulbs for the wealthy, shoestrings, hair dressing, balloons, and
fower seeds. Anything not visible had only to be ordered. Until we be-
came familiar enough to belong to the Store and it to us, we were locked
up in a Fun House of Things where the attendant had gone home for

life.
Each year I watched the field

green, then gradually frosty whit
before the big wagons would pu
cotton pickers at daybreak to carry the

plantations.
During the picking season my grandmother would get out of bed at
) and creak down to her

four o’clock (she never used an alarm clock
knees and chant in a sleep—ﬁlled voice, “Our Father, thank you for let-

ting me see this New Day. Thank you that you didn’t allow the bed Ilay
on last to be my cooling board, nor my blanket my winding sheet.
Guide my feet this day along the straight and narrow, and help me to
Put a bridle on my tongue. Bless this house, and everybody in it. Thax'lk
You, in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ, Amen.” Before she had quite
arisen, she called our names and issued orders, and pushed her large
feet into home slippers and across the bare lye-washed wooden floor to

light the coal-oil lamp. .
The lamplight in the Store gave 2 soft make-believe feeling to our

] Kno

Wwe liv
25 always spoke

twentY

across from the Store turn caterpillar
e. I knew exactly how long it would be
1l into the front yard and load on the
m to the remains of slavery’s



world which made me want to whisper and walk about op t;
odors of onions and oranges and kerosene had been mixin
and wouldr’t be disturbed until the wooded slat was remove
door and the early morning air forced its. way in with the bo
ple who had walked miles to reach the pickup place.

«gister, I’ll have two cans of sardines.”

“Im gonna work so fast today I'm gonna make you look [ike you
standing still.”

“Lemme have a hunk uh cheese and some sody crackers?”

“Just gimme a coupla them fat peanut paddies.” That would be from
a picker who was taking his lunch. The greasy brown-paper sack was
stuck behind the bib of his overalls. He’d use the candy as a snack be-
fore the noon sun called the workers to rest.

In those tender mornings the Store was full of laughing, joking,
boasting, and bragging. One man was going to pick two hundred
pounds of cotton, and another three hundred. Even the children were
promising to bring home fo’ bits and six bits. The champion picker of
the day before was the hero of the dawn. If he prophesied that the cot-
ton in today’s field was going to be sparse and stick to the bolls like glue,
every listener would grunt a hearty agreement. The sound of the empty
cotton sacks dragging over the floor and the murmurs of waking people
were sliced by the cash register as we rang up the five-cent sales.

If the morning sounds and smells were touched with the supernatu-
ral, the late afternoon had all the features of the normal Arkansas life. In
the dying sunlight the people dragged, rather than their empty cotton
sacks. Brought back to the Store, the pickers would step out of the backs
of trucks and fold down, dirt-disappointed, to the ground. No matter
how much they had picked, it wasn’t enough. Their wages wouldn’t
even get them out of debt to my grandmother, not to mention the stag-
gering bill that waited on them at the white commissary downtown.

The sounds of the new morning had been replaced with grumbles
about cheating houses, weighted scales, snakes, skimpy cotton, and
dusty rows. In later years I was to confront the stereotyped picture of
§ay song-singing cotton pickers with such inordinate rage that I was
;‘;13 s?;ntﬁy EQHOW Blacks that my paranoia was embarrassing. But I

€ lingers cut by the mean little cotton bolls, and I had wit

nessed the backs and shoulders and arms and legs resisting any further
demands.

Some of the workers wo
up the following mornin

Ptoe. The
g all Night
d frOm the
dies of Peo-

uld leave their sacks at the Store to be piclfﬁd
8 but a few had to take them home for repairs
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JKn0
winced O picture them sewing the coarse material under a coal-oil

with fingers stiffening fro.m the day’s work. In too few hours they
4 I; 4 have to walk back to Sister Henderson’s Store, get vittles, and
woa1 again, ONtO the trucks. Then they would face another day of trying
loaea’rn enough for the whole year with the heavy knowledge that they
::ere going t0 end the season as'they started it. Without the money or
redit necessary to sustain a family for three months. In cotton-picking
;ime the late afternoons .revealed the harshness of Black Southern life,
which in the early morning had been softened by nature’s blessing of

grogginess, forgetfulness, and the soft lamplight.

2
When Bailey was six and I a year younger, we used to rattle off the times
tables with the speed I was later to see Chinese children in San Fran-
dsco employ on their abacuses. Our summer-gray potbellied stove
bloomed rosy red during winter, and became a severe disciplinarian
treat if we were so foolish as to indulge in making mistakes.

Uncle Willie used to sit, like a giant black Z (he had been crippled as
a child), and hear us testify to the Lafayette County Training School’s
abilities. His face pulled down on the left side, as if a pulley had been at-
tached to his lower teeth, and his left hand was only a mite bigger than
Bailey’s, but on the second mistake or on the third hesitation his big
overgrown right hand would catch one of us behind the collar, and in
the same moment would thrust the culprit toward the dull red heater,
which throbbed like a devil’s toothache. We were never burned, al-
though once I might have been when I was so terrified I tried to jump
onto the stove to remove the possibility of its remaining a threat. Like
most children, I thought if I could face the worst danger voluntarily,
and’triumph, I would forever have power over it. But in my case of
;acnﬁcial effort I was thwarted. Uncle Willie held tight to my dress and
le:;ﬂngOt leSe enough to smell the clean dry scent of hot iron. We
simnle bthe times tables without understanding their grand principle,

TI})I Z’ ecause we had the capacity and no alternative.

arrasstr;g-edy of lameness seems so unfair to children that they are em-
B lfat l}l: 1ts presence. And they, most r-ecently off nature.’s mold,
telief tht ey have only narrowly missed being another of her jokes. In

€ narrow escape, they vent their emotions in impatience and

Critic
Colirln of the unlucky cripple.
ma related times without end, and without any show of emo-
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tion, how Uncle Willie had been dropped when he was three years old
by a woman who was minding him. She seemed to hold no rancor
against the baby-sitter, nor for her just God who allowed the accident.
She felt it necessary to explain over and over again to those who knew
the story by heart that he wasn’t “born that way.”

In our society, where two-legged, two-armed strong Black men were
able at best to eke out only the necessities of life, Uncle Willie, with his
starched shirts, shined shoes, and shelves full of food, was the whipping
boy and butt of jokes of the underemployed and underpaid. Fate not
only disabled him but laid a double-tiered barrier in his path. He was
also proud and sensitive. Therefore he couldn’t pretend that he wasn’t
crippled, nor could he deceive himself that people were not repelled by
his defect.

Only once in all the years of trying not to watch him, I saw him pre-
tend to himself and others that he wasn’t lame. Coming home from
school one day, I saw a dark car in our front yard. I rushed in to find a
strange man and woman (Uncle Willie said later they were schoolteach-
ers from Little Rock) drinking Dr. Peppers in the cool of the Store. I
sensed a wrongness around me, like an alarm clock that had gone off
without being set.

I knew it couldn’t be the strangers. Not frequently, but often enough,
travelers pulled off the main road to buy tobacco or soft drinks in the
only Negro store in Stamps. When I looked at Uncle Willie, I knew what
was pulling my mind’s coattails. He was standing erect behind the
counter, not leaning forward or resting on the small shelf that had been
built for him. Erect. His eyes seemed to hold me with a mixture of
threat and appeal.

I dutifully greeted the strangers and roamed my eyes around for his
walking stick. It was nowhere to be seen. He said, “Uh . . . this this . . .
this . . . uh, my niece. She’s . . . uh . . . just come from school” Then to
the couple — “You know . . . how, uh, children are . . . th-th-these days
. . . they play all d-d-day at school and c-c-can’t wait to get home and
pl-play some more.”

The people smiled, very friendly.

He added, “Go on out and pl-play, Sister.”

The lady laughed in a soft Arkansas voice and said, “Well, you know,
Mr. Johnson, they say, You're only a child once. Have you children of
your own?” o 4

Uncle Willie looked at me with an impatience I hadn’t seen in his
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face even wheI:Ihe t(;(il}il thlr}?’ minutes tq loop the Jaces over his high
ed shoes. 1... ought I told you to y gh-
tOIg)efore [ left I saw him lean by =0 - 80 outside ang play”

k on the shel
prince Albert, and Spark Plug chewing tobacco, ves of Garret Snyff

“Noma'am. ... no ch-children and nq wife” He tried a Jaygp, “Th
an old m-m-mother and my brother’ t-two children to l-loogk e.1fter’flve
The couple left after a few minutes, and from the back of the hou;se I
watched the red car scare chickens, rajse dust, and disappear toward
Magnolia.
Uncle Willie was making his way

down the long shadowed aisle be-
tween the shelves and the counter —

hand over hand, like a man climb-

d watched him lurch f;
bumping to the other, until he reached the coal-

oil tank. He put his
hand behind that dark recess and took hjs cane i

: n the strong fist and
shifted his weight on the wooden Support. He thought he had pulled
it off.

om one side,

I'll never know why it was important to him that the couple (he said
later that he'd never seen them before) would take a picture of a whole
Mr. Johnson back to Little Rock. He must have tired of being crippled,
as prisoners tire of penitentiary bars and the guilty tire of blame. The
high-topped shoes and the cane, his uncontrollable muscles and thick
tongue, and the looks he suffered of either contempt or pity had simply
worn him out, and for one afternoon, one part of an afternoon, he
wanted no part of them.

T'understood and felt closer to him at the moment than ever before
or since,

During these years in Stamps, I met and fell in love with William Shake-
Speare. He was my first white love. Although I enjoyed and respected
Kipling, Poe, Butler, Thackeray, and Henley, I saved my young and loyal
Passion for Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Langston Hughes, James Weldon
Johnson, and W.E.B. Du Bois’s “Litany at Atlanta” But it was Shake-
*Peare who said, “When in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes.” It was
4State with which I felt myself most familiar. I pacified myself about hl,S
Whitenegs by saying that after all he had been dead so long it couldn’t
Matter tg anyone anymore.

 Bailey and [ decided to memorize a scene from The Merchant of Ven-
< but we realized that Momma would question us about the au-
thor and that we’d have to tell her that Shakespeare was white, and it



wouldrn’t matter to her whether he was dead or not. So we chose “The
Creation” by James Weldon Johnson instead.

3

Until T was thirteen and left Arkansas for good, the Store was my favor-
ite place to be. Alone and empty in the.mor nings, it looked like an up-
opened present from a stranger. Opening the front doors was pulling
the ribbon off the unexpected gift. The light would come in softly (we
faced north), easing itself over the shelves of mackerel, salmon, tobacco,
thread. It fell flat on the big vat of lard and by noontime during the
summer the grease had softened to a thick soup. Whenever I walked
:nto the Store in the afternoon, I sensed that it was tired. I alone could
hear the slow pulse of its job half done. But just before bedtime, after
numerous people had walked in and out, had argued over their bills, or
joked about their neighbors, or just dropped in “to give Sister Hender-
son a ‘Hi y’all,” the promise of magic mornings returned to the Store
and spread itself over the family in washed life waves.

Momma opened boxes of crispy crackers and we sat around the meat
block at the rear of the Store. I sliced onions, and Bailey opened two or
even three cans of sardines and allowed their juice of oil and fishing
boats to ooze down and around the sides. That was supper. In the eve-
ning, when we were alone like that, Uncle Willie didn’t stutter or shake
or give any indication that he had an “affliction.” It seemed that the
peace of a day’s ending was an assurance that the covenant God made
with children, Negroes, and the crippled was still in effect.

Throwing scoops of corn to the chickens and mixing sour dry mash
with leftover food and oily dishwater for the hogs were among our eve-
ning chores. Bailey and I sloshed down twilight trails to the pigpens,
and standing on the first fence rungs we poured down the unappealing
concoctions to our grateful hogs. They mashed their tender pink snouts
down into the slop, and rooted and grunted their satisfaction. We al-
ways grunted a reply only half in jest. We were also grateful that we had
concluded the dirtiest of chores and had only gotten the evil-smelling
swill on our shoes, stockings, feet, and hands.

Late one day, as we were attending to the pigs, I heard a horse in the
front yard (it really should have been called a driveway, except that
tl.le.re was nothing to drive into it), and ran to find out who had come
riding up on a Thursday evening. The used-to-be sheriff sat rakishly
astraddle his horse. His nonchalance was meant to convey his authority
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and power over even dumb animals. How much more
pe with NegrQCS, 1tdwfenthwilt)h0ut saying,

His twang jogged 1n the brittle air. From the s; -
and I heard him say to Momma, “Annie, tell V\jiflliiehzfl:;iesrt&re’l e
night. A crazy nigger messed with a white lady today. Som); (:g :}?
boys'll be coming over here later.” Even after the slow drag of years, I e
member the sense of fear which filled my mouth with hot d)r, air’ re(;
made my body light. i e

The “boys”? Those cement faces and eyes of hate that burned the
clothes off you if they happened to see you lounging on the main street
downtown on Saturday. Boys? It seemed that youth had never hap-
pened to them. Boys? No, rather men who were covered with graves’
dust and age without beauty or learning. The ugliness and rottenness of
old abominations.

If on Judgment Day I were summoned by St. Peter to give testimony
to the used-to-be sheriff’s act of kindness, I would be unable to say any-
thing in his behalf. His confidence that my uncle and every other Black
man who heard of the Klan’s coming ride would scurry under their
houses to hide in chicken droppings was too humiliating to hear. With-
out waiting for Momma’s thanks, he rode out of the yard, sure that
things were as they should be and that he was a gentle squire, saving
those deserving serfs from the laws of the land, which he condoned.

Immediately, while his horse’s hoofs were still loudly thudding the
ground, Momma blew out the coal-oil lamps. She had a quiet, hard talk
with Uncle Willie and called Bailey and me into the Store.

We were told to take the potatoes and onions out of their bins and
knock out the dividing walls that kept them apart. Then with a tedious
and fearful slowness Uncle Willie gave me his rubber-tipped cane and
bent down to get into the now-enlarged empty bin. It took forever be-

fore he lay down flat, and then we covered him with potatoes and on-
role. Grandmother knelt praying in

capable he would

ions, layer upon layer, like a casse

the darkened Store. . .
It was fortunate that the “boys” didn’t ride into our yard that evening

and insist that Momma open the Store. They would have surely found
Uncle Willie and just as surely lynched him. He moaned the whole

night through as if he had, in fact, been guilty of ;c;mel:( heil;ous ctriérlle.
Th . way up out of the blanket of vegeta les
cheavy sounds pushed (A0 he right side and his saliva

and I pictured his mouth pulling down on the .
flowing into the eyes of new potatoes and waiting there like dewdrops

for the warmth of morning.
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4
Bailey was the greatest person in my world'. And the fact that he was my
brother, my only brother, and I had no SlSteI:S to share him with, was
such good fortune that it made me want to %we a Christian life just to
show God that I was grateful. Where I was big, elbowy, and grating, he
was small, graceful, and smooth. When 1 was'described by our play-
mates as being shit color, he was lauded for his velvet-black skin. His

hair fell down in black curls, and my head was covered with black steel
wool. And vet he loved me.

When our elders said unkind things about my features (my family
was handsome to a point of pain for me), Bailey would wink at me
from across the room, and I knew that it was a matter of time before he
would take revenge. He would allow the old ladies to finish wondering
how on earth I came about, then he would ask, in a voice like cooling
bacon grease, “Oh Mizeriz Coleman, how is your son? I saw him the
other day, and he looked sick enough to die.”

Aghast, the ladies would ask, “Die? From what? He ain’t sick”

And in a voice oilier than the one before, he’d answer with a straight
face, “From the Uglies.”

I would hold my laugh, bite my tongue, grit my teeth, and very seri-
ously erase even the touch of a smile from my face. Later, behind the
house by the black-walnut tree, we’d laugh and laugh and howl. Bailey
could count on very few punishments for his consistently outrageous
behavior, for he was the pride of the Henderson/Johnson family.

His movements, as he was later to describe those of an acquaintance,
were activated with oiled precision. He was also able to find more hours
in the day than I thought existed. He finished chores, homework, read
more books than I, and played the group games on the side of the hill
with the best of them. He could even pray out loud in church, and was
apt at stealing pickles from the barrel that sat under the fruit counter
and Uncle Willie’s nose.

After our early chores were done, while Uncle Willie or Momma
minded the Store, we were free to play the children’s games, as long as
we stayed within yelling distance. Playing hide-and-seek, his voice was
easily identified, singing, “Last night, night before, twenty-four robbers
at my door. Who all is hid? Ask me to let them in, hit ’em in the head

with a rolling pin. Who all is hid?” In follow-the-leader, naturally he
was the one who created the most daring and interesting things to
do. And when he was on the tail of the pop-the-whip, he would twirl
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nd like a top, spinning, falling, laughj ing j
heart beat its last, and then he gvalsnﬁ;?kn?rlll};}izogpf;]f Jsltlisﬁ

|l the needs (there are none imaginary) a lonely chi

: : ld
must be sat1sﬁec.l, if there is going to be hopeyacnc; a l}izs’eﬂ:)ef
is the unshaking need for an unshakable God. My I?retty

OlenGSS;
n Kingdom Come.

plack prother was my

s the segregation was so complete that most Black children
Iy, absolutely know what whites looked like. Other than that
different, to be dreaded, and in that dread was included the
f the povyerless against the powerful, the poor against the
r against the worked-for, and the ragged against the well-
ber never believing that whites were really real.
ho worked in their kitchens traded at our Store, and
when they carried their finished laundry back to town they often set the
big baskets down on our front porch to pull a singular piece from the
starched collection and show either how graceful was their ironing
hand or how rich and opulent was the property of their employers.
[looked at the items that weren’t on display. I knew, for instance, that
white men wore shorts, as Uncle Willie did, and that they had an open-
ing for taking out their “things” and peeing, and that white women’s
breasts weren’t built into their dresses, as people said, because I saw
their brassieres in the baskets. But [ couldn’t force myself to think of
them as people. People were Mrs. LaGrone, Mrs. Hendricks, Momma,
Reverend Sneed, Lillie B, and Louise and Rex. Whitefolks couldn’t be
people because their feet were too small, their skin too white and see-
throughy, and they didn't walk on the balls of their feet the way people
did — they walked on their heels like horses.
People were those who lived on my side of town. I didn’t like them
all, or, in fact, any of them very much, but they were people. These oth-
ers, the strange pale creatures that lived in their alien unlife, weren't

considered folks. They were whitefolks.

In Stamp
didn’t real
they were
hostility ©
rich, the worke
dressed.  remem

Many women w

5

SSo}in e families of powhitetrash Jived on Mom !
hool. Sometimes a gaggle of them came tO the Store, filling the whole

r ; .
(;lon% chasing out the air, and even changing the well-known scents.
e children crawled over the shelves and into the potato and onion

ma’s farmland behind the
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bins, twanging all the time in their sharp voices like c1ga1.'—box guitars,
They took liberties in my Store that I would never dare. Since Momma
told us that the less you say to whitefolks (or even powhitetrash) the
better, Bailey and I would stand, solemn, quiet, in the displaced ajr.

But if one of the playful apparitions got close tq us’, I piI'IChe.d 1t Partly
out of angry frustration and partly because I didn’t believe in its flegh

rea’i‘l}tl);y called my uncle by his first name and o¥dere‘:d bim.arou.nd
the Store. He, to my crying shame, obeyed them in his 'hmplng dip-
straight-dip fashion. My grandmother, too, followed the-lr' orders, ex-
cept that she didn’t seem to be servile because she anticipated their

needs. . NE
“Here’s sugar, Miz Potter, and here’s baking powder. You didn’t buy

soda last month, you'll probably be needing some.”
Momma always directed her statements to the adults, but sometimes,

oh painful sometimes, the grimy, snotty-nosed girls would answer her.
“Naw, Annie . . .’ — to Momma? Who owned the land they lived on?
Who forgot more than they would ever learn? If there was any justice in
the world, God should strike them dumb at once! — “Just give us some
extry sody crackers, and some more mackerel.”

At least they never looked in her face, or I never caught them doing
so. Nobody with a smidgen of training, not even the worst roustabout,
would look right in a grown person’s face. It meant the person was try-
ing to take the words out before they were formed. The dirty little chil-
dren didn’t do that, but they threw their orders around the Store like
lashes from a cat-0’-nine-tails.

When I was around ten years old, those scruffy children caused me
the most painful and confusing experience I had ever had with my
grandmother. One summer morning, after I had swept the dirt yard of
leaves, spearmint-gum wrappers, and Vienna-sausage labels, I raked the
yellow-red dirt, and made half-moons carefully, so that the design
stood out clearly and masklike. I put the rake behind the Store and
came through the back of the house to find Grandmother on the front
porch in her big, wide white apron. The apron was so stiff by virtue of
the starch that it could have stood alone. Momma was admiring the
yard, so I joined her. It truly looked like a flat redhead that had been
raked with a big-toothed comb. Momma didn’t say anything but I knew
she liked it. She looked around, hoping one of the community pillars
would see the design before the day’s business wiped it out. Then she
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oked upward toward the school, My | ,
!gst about the same time we saw aYter:; hgl;i tsl;«vung with hers, 5o at
ine over the hill and d - ¢ powhitetrash kids

marching own by the side of the school

[ looked to Momma for direction. She did an excel] K

waist down, but f : ellent job of sagging
from her > rom the waist up she seemed to be pullj
for the top of the oak tree across the road. Then she began to Iﬁﬁamg
hymn. Maybe not to moan, but the tune was so slow and the meternss
strange that she could have been moaning. She didn’t look at '
When the children reached halfway down the h; ot o
A siiet e hill, halfway to the Store,
she said without turning, “Sister, go on inside.”

[ wanted to beg her, “Momma, don’t wait for them. Come on inside
with me. If they come in the Store, you go to the bedroom and let me
wait on them. They only frighten me if you’re around. Alone I know
how to handle them,” but of course I couldn’t say anything, so I went in
and stood behind the screen door.

Before the girls got to the porch I heard their laughter crackling and
popping like pine logs in a cooking stove. I suppose my lifelong para-
noia was born in those cold, molasses-slow minutes. They came finally
to stand on the ground in front of Momma. At first they pretended seri-
ousness. Then one of them wrapped her right arm in the crook of
her left, pushed out her mouth, and started to hum. I realized that she
was aping my grandmother. Another said, “Naw, Helen, you ain’t stand-

ing like her. This here’s it” Then she lifted her chest, folded her arms,
and mocked that strange carriage that was Annie Henderson. Another
laughed. “Naw, you can’t do it. Your mouth ain’t pooched out enough.
It’s like this.”

I thought about the rifle behind the door, but I knew I'd never be
able to hold it straight, and the .410, our sawed-off shotgun, which
stayed loaded and was fired every New Year’s night, was locked in the
trunk and Uncle Willie had the key on his chain. Through the fly-
specked screen door, I could see that the arms of Momma’s apron jig-
gled from the vibrations of her humming. But her knees seemed to have
locked as if they would never bend again.
: She sang on. No louder than before, but no softer either. No slower or

aster,

The dirt of the girls’ cotton dresses conti :
arms, and faces to make them all of a piece. Their greasy uncolored hair
hung down, uncombed, with a grim finality. I knelt to see them better,
to remember them for all time. The tears that had slipped down my

nued on their legs, feet,
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dress left unsurprising dark spots, and made the front yard blurry and
even more unreal. The world had taken a deep breath and was having
doubts about continuing to revolve.

The girls had tired of mocking Momma and turned to other means
of agitation. One crossed her eyes, stuck her thumbs in both sides of her
mouth, and said, “Look here, Annie.” Grandmother hummed on and
the apron strings trembled. I wanted to throw a handful of black pepper
in their faces, to throw lye on them, to scream that they were dirty,
scummy peckerwoods, but I knew I was as clearly imprisoned behind
the scene as the actors outside were confined to their roles.

One of the smaller girls did a kind of puppet dance while her fellow
clowns laughed at her. But the tall one, who was almost a woman, said
something very quietly, which I couldn’t hear. They all moved backward
from the porch, still watching Momma. For an awful second I thought
they were going to throw a rock at Momma, who seemed (except for the
apron strings) to have turned into stone herself. But the big girl turned
her back, bent down, and put her hands flat on the ground — she didn’t
pick up anything. She simply shifted her weight and did a handstand.

Her dirty bare feet and long legs went straight for the sky. Her dress
fell down around her shoulders, and she had on no drawers. The slick
pubic hair made a brown triangle where her legs came together. She
hung in the vacuum of that lifeless morning for only a few seconds,
then wavered and tumbled. The other girls clapped her on the back and
slapped their hands.

Momma changed her song to “Bread of Heaven, bread of Heaven,
feed me till I want no more.”

I found that I was praying too. How long could Momma hold out?
What new indignity would they think of to subject her to? Would I be
able to stay out of it? What would Momma really like me to do?

Then they were moving out of the yard, on their way to town. They
bobbed their heads and shook their slack behinds and turned, one at a
time:

“’Bye, Annie.”

Bye, Annie.”

“Bye, Annie.”

Momma never turned her head or unfolded her arms, but she
stopped singing and said, “’Bye, Miz Helen, ’bye, Miz Ruth, ’bye, Miz
Eloise.”

I burst. A firecracker July-the-Fourth burst. How could Momma call
them Miz? The mean nasty things. Why couldn’t she have come inside
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old Stor€ when we saw them breasting the hill? What did she
hen if they were dirty, mean, and impudent, why did
call them Miz?
she stood another whole song .thl‘Ough and then opened the screen
Joor t0 Jook down on me Crying in rage. She looked until I looked up.
fer face was a brown moon that shone on me. She was beautiful.
d happened out there, which I couldn’t completely un-

ing ha
but I could see that she was happy. Then she bent down and

hers of the church “lay hands on the sick and

Veety C

the SY
ove? And t

ma have t0

derstand,
touched me as mot

Jfflicted” and I quieted.

«Go wash your face, Sister.” And she went behind the candy counter

and hummed, “Glory; glory, hallelujah, when 1 lay my burden down.”I
threw the well water on my face and used the weekday handkerchief
to blow my nOSe. Whatever the contest had been out front, I knew

Momma had won.

I took the rake back to the front yard. The smudged footprints were

se. ] worked for a long time on my new design and laid the
d the wash pot. When I came back in the Store, I took
and we both walked outside to look at the pattern.
with lots of hearts growing smaller inside, and
de rim to the smallest heart was an arrow.
ht pretty.” Then she turned back to the
y hallelujah, when I lay my burden

easy to era
rake behin
Momma’s hand

It was a large heart
piercing from the outsi
Momma said, “Sister, that’s rig
Store and resumed, “Glory, glor

down.”



