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souldn’t think clearly — so that all of them pressed in against
im, weighed him down.
e pushed his plate away from him. The eggs had cooked
long; much as he liked corn bread, it tasted like sand this
noming — grainy and coarse inside his throat. He couldn’t
help wondering if it scratched the inside of his stomach in the
e way.
Pink was moving around in the bedroom. He cocked his
d on one side, listening to her. He could tell exactly what
as doing, as though he were in there with her. The soft
. sound of her stockinged feet as she walked over to the
sser. The dresser drawer being pulled out. That meant she
s getting a clean slip. Then the thud of her two hundred
ds landing in the rocker by the window. She was sitting
to comb her hair. Untwisting the small braids she’d
the night before. She would unwind them one by one,
ing the hairpins in her mouth as she went along. Now she
s brushing it, for he could hear the creak of the rocker;
was rocking back and forth, humming under her breath
she brushed.
He decided that as soon as she came into the kitchen he
uld go back to the bedroom, get dressed, and go to work.
r his mind was already on the mailbox. He didn’t feel like
dng to Pink. There simply had to be a letter from Sam
foday. There had to be.
He was thinking about it so hard that he didn’t hear Pink
toward the kitchen.
When he looked up she was standing in the doorway. She
s a short, enormously fat woman. The only garment she had
as a bright pink slip that magnified the size of her body.
skin on her arms and shoulders and chest was startlingly
ck against the pink material. In spite of the brisk brushing

WILLIAM JONES TOOK a sip of coffee and then put his cup:
on the kitchen table. It didn't taste right and he was ann
because he always looked forward to eating breakfast. He
ally got out of bed as soon as he woke up and hurried in
kitchen. Then he would take a long time heating the
bread left over from dinner the night before, letting the
brew until it was strong and clear, frying bacon, and s
bling eggs. He would eat very slowly — savoring the eal
morning quiet and the just-rightness of the food he’d fixed.
4 There was no question about early morning being the
part of the day, he thought. But this Saturday morning T
it was too hot in the apartment. There were too many na
worries that kept drifting through his mind. In the heat
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hen she turned the light on in the bathroom, he could see
ock on the dresser. This morning it had been four-thirty

n she came in. Pink, lying beside him, went on peacefully
oring. He was glad that she didn’t wake up easy. It would
worry her to know that Annie May was carrying on like
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she had given her hair, it stood up stiffly all over her }
short wiry lengths, as though she wore a turban of so
dark gray material.
He got up from the table quickly when he saw her
ain’t it?” he said, and patted her arm as he went past her
the bedroom. .
She looked at the food on his plate. “You didn't'w
breakfast?” she asked. o
“Too hot,” he said over his shoulder.
He closed the bedroom door behind him gently. If
the door was shut, she’d know that he was kind of loy
mind this morning and that he didn’t feel like talking.
he moved about with energy — getting a clean work sh
ing his shoes a hasty brushing, hunting for a pair of clea
Then he stood still in the middle of the room, holding
work pants in his hand while he listened to the rush and
water running in the bathtub,
Arnie May was up and taking a bath. And he wonde
that meant she was going to work. Days when she w
work she used a hot comb on ber hair before she ate he
fast, so that before he left the house in the morning it W
with the smell of hot irons sizzling against hair grease.
He frowned. Something had to be done about Annie
Here she was only eighteen years old and staying out
cally all night long. He hadn’t said anything to Pink ab
but Annie May crept into the house at three and four am
in the morning. He would hear her key go in the latch an
the telltale click as the lock drew back. She would sh
door very softly and turn the bolt. She'd stand there ‘3
" waiting to see if they woke up. Then she'd take her sh
and pad down the ball in her #ooW.Emmm feet.

nie May put her hands on her hips and threw her head
and laughed whenever he tried to tell her she had to come
earlier. "The smoky smell of the hot irons started seeping
e bedroom and he finished dressing quickly.
topped in the kitchen on his way out. “Got to get to the
early today,” he explained. He was sure Pink knew he was
ing downstairs to look in the mailbox. But she nodded
eld her face up for his kiss. When he brushed his lips
st her forehead he saw that her face was wet with perspi-
. He thought, With all that weight she must feel the heat
thing awful.
nie May nodded at him without speaking. She was hastily
owing a cup of coffee. Her dark thin hands made a pat-
against the thick white cup she was holding. She had
d her hair out so straight with the hot combs that, he
ght, it was like a shiny skullcap fitted tight to her head. He
surprised to see that her lips were heavily coated with lip-
When she was going to work she didn’t use any, and he
red why she was up so early if she wasn’t working. He
] see the red outline of her mouth on the cup.
hadn’t intended to say anything. It was the sight of the
k on the cup that forced the words out. “You ain’t
" today?”
7 she said lazily. “Think I'll go shopping.” She winked
ink and it infurjated him.
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“How do you expect to keep a job when don’t show:
half the time? ho asked, e
“I can always get another one.” She lifted the coffee cup
her mouth with both hands and her eyes laughed at him o
the rim of the cup. |
“What time did you come home last night? he as
abruptly.
She stared out of the window at the blank brick wall-
faced ﬁ.ﬁ kitchen. “I dunno,” she said finally. “Tt wasn’t la
He didn’t kmow what to say. Probably she was out danc
somewhere. Or maybe she wasn't. He was fairly certain t
%Hm wasn't. Yet he couldn’t let Pink know what he was think
ing. He shifted his feet uneasily and watched Annie May sw
low the coffee. She was drinking it fast. |
“You know you ain’t too big to get your butt whi
said finally. BEEy o ppe
She looked at him out of the corner of her eyes. And he sa
deep smoldering sullenness in her face that startled him.: H
was conscious that Pink was watching both of them with
growing apprehension.
. Then ,P.Eﬂ.m May giggled. “You and who else?” she s
lightly, Pink roared with laughter. And Annie May Hmﬁm.
with her.
He banged the kitchen door hard as he went out. Stridin
down the outside hall, he could still hear them laughing. An
m<mb.m5gmw he knew Pink’s laughter was due to relief vmom.. ;
woﬁbﬁm ﬂ.wwwommmﬁ had happened, he was angry. Lately ev
%EE Annie May looked at him there was open, jeering laughte
in her eyes, as though she dared him to say anything to h
.Wubwo% as though she thought he was a fool for workin :
ard.

‘She had been a nice little girl when she first came to live with
them six years ago. He groped in his mind for words to de-
ribe what he thought Annie May had become. A Jezebel, he
ecided grimly. That was it. ;
And he didn’t want Pink to know what Annie May was really
e. Because Annie May’s mother, Lottie, had been Pink’s
ister. And when Lottie died, Pink took Annie May. Right
way she started finding excuses for anything she did that was
wrong. If he scolded Annie May he had to listen to a sharp
cture from Pink. It always started off the same way: “Don't
are what she done, William. You ain't goin” to lay a finger on
er. She ain’t got no father and mother exceptus . . i
The quick spurt of anger and irritation at Annie May had
ent him hurrying down the first fight of stairs. But he slowed
his pace on the next flight because the hallways were so dark
that he knew if he wasn’t careful he'd walk over a step. As he
trudged down the long flights of stairs he began to think about
ink. And the hot irritation in him disappeared as it usually
did when he thought about her. She was so fat she couldn’t
eep on climbing all these steep stairs. They would have to find
mnother place to live — on a first floor where it would be easier
or her. They'd lived on this top floor for years, and all the time
Pink kept getting heavier and heavier. Every time she went to
the clinic the doctor said the stairs were bad for her. So they'd
tart looking for another apartment and then because the top
floors cost less, why, they stayed where they were. And —
Then he stopped thinking about Pink because he had
teached the first floor. e walked over to the mailboxes and
took a deep breath. Today there'd be a letter. He knew it.
There had to be. It had been too long a time since they had
had 2 letter from Sam. The last ones that came he’d said the

ach
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same thing. Over and over. Like a refrain, “Ma, I can’t stan
this much longer.” And then the letters just mﬂowm.mm. .
As he stood there, looking at the mailbox, half-afraid to oHu.
it for fear there would be no letter, he thought back to the E.wr
Sam graduated from high school. It was a warm June nigh
He and Pink got all dressed up in their best clothes. And h
kept thinking, Me and Pink have got as far as we can go. Bu
m.mmnalupm made up his mind Sam wasn’t going to eam
‘H:\Em with a mop and a broom. He was going to earn it we:
ing a starched white collar and a shine on his shoes and a nwmmmm
in his pants.
After he finished high school Sam got a job redcapping a
Da.mwm Central, He started saving his money because he a«m
m.oEm to go to Lincoln — a college in Pennsylvania. It mmmE.m _
like it was no time at all before he was twenty-one. And in mu
army. Pink cried when he left. Her huge body shook with h
sobbing. He remembered that he had only felt queer and lo
There was this war and all the young men were being drafte
But why Sam — why did he have to go? .
It was always in the back of his mind. Next thing Sam was in
a camp in Georgia. He and Pink never talked about his v@bw
in Georgia. The closest they ever came to it was one Em.
when she said, “I hope he gets used to it quick down ther
Bein’ born right here in New York there’s lots he won’t under-
stand.” E
Then Sam’s letters stopped coming. He'd come home fro
work and say to Pink casually, “Sam write today?” She’d shak
her head without saying anything. 7
The days crawled past. And finally she burst out. “What yo
“keep askin’ for? You think I wouldn’t tell you?” And sh
started crying, :

. He put his arm around her and patted her shoulder. She
leaned hard against him. “Oh, Lord,” she said. “He’s my baby.
What they done to him?”

 Her crying like that tore him in little pieces. His mind kept
going around in circles. Around and around. He couldn’t think
what to do. Finally one night after work he sat down at the
kitchen table and wrote Sam a letter. He had written very few
tters in his life because Pink had always done it for him. And
now standing in front of the mailbox he could even remember
the feel of the pencil in his hand; how the paper looked —
blank and challenging — lying there in front of him; that the
jtchen clock was ticking and it kept getting louder and louder.
t was hot that night, too, and he held the pencil so tight that
the inside of his hand was covered with sweat.

“He had sat and thought a long time. Then he wrote: “Is you
all right? Your Pa.” It was the best he could do. He licked the
envelope and addressed it with the feeling that Sam would un-
erstand.

" He fumbled for his key ring, found the mailbox key and
ypened the box quickly. It was empty. Even though he could
ee it was erpty he felt around inside it. Then he closed the
ox and walked toward the street door.

The brilliant sunlight outside. made him blink after the dark-
ness of the hall. Even now, so early in the morning, it was hot

n the street. And he thought it was going to be a hard day to
get through, what with the heat and its being Saturday and all,
Lately he couldn’t seem to think about anything but Sam.
Even at the drugstore where he worked as a porter, he would
tch himself leaning on the broom or pausing in his mopping
to wonder what had happened to bim.

The man who owned the store would say to him sharply,
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unbearable. After lunch he and Sam went through this block
together — Sam to school and he on his way back to the drug-
store. He'd seen Sam stare at the lounging women in the win-
ows. His face was expressionless, but his eyes were curious.
“I catch you goin’ near one of them women and I'll beat you
p and down the block,” he'd said grimly.
" Sam didn’t answer him. Instead he looked down at him with
strangely adult look, for even at sixteen Sam had been a good
ve inches taller than he. After that when they passed through
e block, Sam looked straight ahead. And William got the un-
omfortable feeling that he had already explored the possibili-
ies that the block offered. Yet he couldn't be sure. And he
ouldn’t bring himself to ask him. Instead he walked along be-
ide him, thinking desperately, We gotta move. 111 talk to Pink.
We gotta move this time for sure.
- That Sunday after Pink came home from church they looked
or a new place. They went in and out of apartment houses
long Seventh Avenue and Eighth Avenue, 135th Street, 145th
Street. Most of the apartments they didn’t even look at. They
ust asked the super how much the rents were.
It was late when they headed for home. He had irritably
greed with Pink that they'd better stay where they were.
Thirty-two dollars a month was all they could afford.

“It ain’t a fit place to live, though,” be said. They were walk-
ng down Seventh Avenue. The street looked wide to him, and
e thought with distaste of their apartment. The rooms weren't
big enough for a man to move around in without bumping into
something. Sometimes he thought that was why Annie May
spent so much time away from home. Even at thirteen she
uldn’t stand being cooped up like that in such a small amount
of space.
And Pink said, “You want to live on Park Avenue? With a
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aw.ouw what the hell’s the matter with you? Can’t you keep yor
Embm on what youre doing?” And he would go on washin
windows, or mopping the floor or sweeping the sidewalk. Bi
his thoughts, somehow, no matter what he was doing Q:%nm
back to Sam. u .
As he walked toward the drugstore he looked at the house
on both sides of the street. He knew this street as he knew th
creases in the old felt hat he wore the year round. No matte
how you looked at it, it wasn’t a good street to live on. It w
long cross-town street. Almost half of it on one side consiste
of the backs of the three theaters on 125th Street—a lon
blank wall of gray brick. There were few trees on the mw.m.
Even these were a source of danger, for at night shad .
vague shapes emerged from the street’s darkness, lurking ne
the trees, dodging behind them. He had never been accosti
by any of those disembodied figures, but the very stealth
their movements revealed a dishonest intent that mnmmr_”mu
him. So when he came home at night he walked an extra blc
or more in order to go through 125th Street and enter the stres
from Eighth Avenue. .
Early in the morning like this, the street slept. Windos
shades were drawn down tight against the morning sun. Th
few people he passed were walking briskly on their 33.\“
work. But in those houses where the people still slept, the w
dow shades would go up about noon, and radios would blas
music all up and down the street. The bold-eyed women wh
lived in these houses would lounge in the open windows a
call to each other back and forth across the street. :
Sometimes when he was on his way home to lunch the
‘would call out to him as he went past, “Come on in, Popp
And he would stare straight ahead and start wallking faster.
When Sam turned sixteen it seemed to him the street w.
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doorman bowin’ you in and out? ‘Good mornin’, Mr, William:
Jones. Does the weather suit you this mormin'® ” Her voice w: _
sharp, like the crack of a whip. |

That was five years ago. And now again they ought to mov
on account of Pink not being able to stand the stairs anymor,
He decided that Monday night after work he’d start looking £ m
a place. &

It was even hotter in the drugstore than it was in the stree
He forced himself to go inside and put on a limp work coa:
Then broom in hand he went to stand in the doorway. H
waved to the superintendent of the building on the ooEmH...

‘That was years ago; yet even now, standing here on Fifth
venue, remembering the way she said it turned his skin
ammy cold in spite of the heat. And of all the places in the
yorld, Sam had to go to Georgia. Sam, who was born right
here in New York, who had finished high school here — they
ad to put him in the army and send him to Georgia.
He tightened his grip on the broom and started sweeping the
dewalk in long, even strokes. Gradually the rhythm of the
motion stilled the agjtation in him. The regular back-and-forth
iotion was so pleasant that be kept on sweeping long after the
Jewalk was clean. When Mr. Yudkin, who owned the store,
10 s . arrived at eight-thirty he was still outside with the broom.
lled them to the curb. Now, that’s the kind of work he didn 'ven now rmm&&ﬁwﬁ much like talking, so he only nodded
in response to the druggist’s brisk “Good morning! Hot today!”
- William followed him into the store and began polishing the
ig mirror in back of the soda fountain. He watched the man
ut of the corner of his eye as he washed his hands in the back
room and exchanged his suit coat for a crisp white laboratory
0at. And he thought maybe when the war was over Sam ought
o study to be a druggist instead of a doctor or 2 lawyer.
~ As the morning wore along, customers came in in a steady
tream. They got Bromo-Selizers, cigarettes, aspirin, cough
medicine, baby bottles. He delivered two prescriptions that
cost five dollars. And the cash register rang so often it almost
played a tune. Listening to it he said to himself, Yes, Sam
ought to be a druggist. It’s clean work and it pays good.
A Jittle after eleven oclock three young girls came in.
“Cokes,” they said, and climbed up on the stools in front of the
fountain. William was placing new stock on the shelves and he
studied them frora the top of the stepladder. As far as he =ould
see, they looked exactly alike. All three of them. And like

searched his mind for the reason. It didn’t pay enough fo
man to live on decently. That was it. He wanted Sam to hay
a job where he could make enough to have good clothes an .
nice home. |
.mmem being in the army wasn’t so bad, he thought. It émm.. i
being in Georgia that was bad. They didn’t treat black w
ple right down there. Everybody knew that. If he cou
figure out some way to get him farther north, Pink would:
w_mﬁw to worry about him so much. .
The very sound of the word Georgia did somethi i
H”bmam. His mother had been born mpmmuum. She had SWMMMMMW
it a lot and painted such vivid pictures of it that he felt he knew
the place — the heat, the smell of the earth, how cotton loo
And something more. The way her mouth had folded togeth,
whenever she had said, “They hate niggers down there. Do
you never none of you children go down there.” |
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Annie May. Too thin. Too much lipstick. Their dresses wer
too short and too tight. Their hair was piled on top of thei
heads in slicked set curls. |

“Aw, I quit that job,” one of them said. “I wouldn't get up
that early in the morming for nothing in the world.” .

That was like Annie May, too. She was always changing
jobs. Because she could never get to work on time. If she was
due at a place at nine, she got there at ten. If at ten, then she
arrived about eleven. He knew, too, that she didn’t mm...E
enough money to pay for all the cheap, bright-colored dresses
she was forever buying.

Her girl friends looked just like her and just like these gir
He'd seen her coming out of the movie houses on 125th Stre
with two or three of them. They were all chewing gum a
they nudged each other and talked too loud and laughed .
loud. They stared hard at every man who went past them.

Mr. Yudkin looked up at him sharply, and he shifted |
glance away from the girls and began putting big bottles of F
ther John's medicine neatly on the shelf in front of him. As
stacked the bottles up he wondered if Annie May would hay
been different if she’d stayed in high school. She had mﬂowwm
going when she was sixteen. He had spoken to Pink about
“She oughtn’t to stop school. She’s tog young,” he’d said.

But because Annie May was Pink’s sister’s child, all Pink h3
done had been to shake her head comfortably. “She’s tired
going to school. Poor little thing. Leave her alone.” :

So he hadn’t said anything more. Pink always took sw_.m :
her. And he and Pink didn’t fuss at each other like some fol
do. He didn’t say anything to Pink about it, but he took th

afternoon off from work to go to see the principal of the schoo
Heé had to wait two hours to see her. And he studied the pi

‘tures on the walls in the outer office, and looked down at his
hoes while he tried to put into words what he’d say —and
_how he wanted to say it.
The principal was a large-bosomed white woman. She lis-
tened to him long enough to learn that he was Annie May’s
ncle. “Ah, yes, Mr. Jones,” she said. “Now in my opinion —"
And he was buried under a flow of words, a mountain of
words, that went on and on. Her voice was high-pitched and
oud, and she kept talking until he lost all sense of what she was
aying. There was one phrase she kept using that sort of
umped at him out of the mass of words — “a slow learner.”
He left her office feeling confused and embarrassed. If he
ould only have found the words he could have explained that
Annie May was bright as a dollar. She wasn't any “slow
earner.” Before he knew it he was out in the street, conscious
only that he’d lost a whole afternoon’s pay and he never had got
o say what he’d come for. And he was boiling mad with him-~
elf. All he’d wanted was to ask the principal to help him per-
uade Annie May to finish school. But he’d never got the words
ogether.
- When he hung up his soiled work coat in the broom closet at
eight o’clock that night he felt as though he’d been sweeping
floors, dusting fixtures, cleaning fountains and running errands
since the beginning of time itself. He looked at himself in the
cracked mirror that hung on the door of the closet. There was
no question about it; he’d grown older-looking since Sam had
gone into the army. His hair was turning a frizzled gray at the
temples. His jawbones showed up sharper. There was a stoop
in his shoulders.
“ “Guess Il get a haircut,” he said softly. He didn’t really
need one, But on a Saturday night the barbershop would be
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crowded. He'd have to wait a long time before Al got arcund
him. Tt would be good to listen to the talk that went on — th
arguments that would get started and never really end. Fo .
little while all the nagging worry about Sam would be HUEHE..
so far back in his mind, he wouldn’t be aware of it. |
The instant he entered the barbershop he could feel _H.Em.m_
begin to relax inside. All the chairs were full. There were m.._o
wm customers waiting. Fe waved a greeting to the barbers
Hot, ain’t it?” he said, and mopped his forehead. .
He stood there a minute, listening to the hum of oomﬁwa.m
tion, before he picked out a place to sit. Some of the talk, ]
knew, would be violent, and he always avoided those discu
sions because he didnt like violence — even when it was o._”
talk. Scraps of talk drifted past him. |
“White folks got us by the balls —”
“Well, I dunno. It ain’t just white folks. There’s poor whi
folks gettin’ their guts squeezed out, too —
”nmﬁm. But they're white. They can stand it better.”
nwmmmmm had two dollars on 546 yesterday and it came. o
and —
n”m.onwm wrong, man. Ain‘t no two ways about it. This cou
try’s set up so that —~ |

before he went on, Most every time he started talking about
the Japs the others listened with deep respect. Because he
knew more about them than the other customers. Pink worked
for some navy people and she told him what they said.

He looked along the line of waiting customers, watching
their reaction to his words. Pretty soon they'd all be listening
to him. And then he stopped talking abruptly. A soldier was
sitting in the far corner of the shop, staring down at his shoes.
Why, that's Scummy, he thought. He’s at the same camp
where Sam is. He forgot what he was about to say. He got up
and walked over to Scummy. He swallowed all the questions
about Sam that trembled on his lips.

“Hiya, son,” he said. “Sure is good to see you.”

As he shook hands with the boy he looked him over carefully.
He’s changed, he thought. He was older. There was some-
thing about his eyes that was different than before. He didn’t
‘seem to want to talk, After that first quick look at William he
kept his eyes down, staring at his shoes.

' Finally William couldn’® hold the question back any longer.
t came out fast. “How’s Sam?”

* Scummy picked up a newspaper from the chair beside him.
He’s all right,” he mumbled. There was a long silence. Then
e raised his head and looked directly at William. “Was the las’
time I seen him.” He put a curious emphasis on the word “las’.”
 William was conscious of a trembling that started in his
tomach. It went all through his body. He was aware that con-
ersation in the barbershop had stopped. It was like being in-
ide a cone of silence in which he could hear the scraping noise
f the razors — a harsh sound, loud in the silence. Al was put-
ting thick oil on a customer’s hair and he turned and looked
with the hair-oil bottle still in his hand, tilted up over the cus-
omer’s head. The men sitting in the tilted-back barber’s chairs

2

and start out new —”

He finally settled himself in one of the chairs in the corner
not too far from the window and right in the middle of a grou
of regular customers who were arguing hotly about the war,
was a good seat. By looking in the long mirror in front of th
barbers he could see the length of the shop.

Almost immediately he joined in the conversation. “Thes
?.mm ain’t got a chance —” he started. And he was feeling goo
He'd come in at just the right time. He took a deep bre: _‘
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away. He thought, I mustn’t tell Pink. She mustn't ever get to
ow. I can go down to the mailbox early in the morning and I
can get somebody else to look in it in the afternoon, so if a no-
tice comes I can tear it up.

The barbers started cutting hair again. There was the
murmur of conversation in the shop. Customers got up out of
e tilted-back chairs. Someone said to him, “You can take my

E
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twisted their necks around — awkwardly, slowly —so -
could look at Scummy.

“What you mean— the las’ time?” William asked sharp
The words beat against his ears. He wished the men in {
barbershop would start talking again, for he kept hearing
own words. “What you mean — the las’ time?” Just as thou
he were saying them over and over again. Something had mo
wrong with his breathing, too. He couldn’t seem to get eno
air in through his nose.

Scummy got up. There was something about him that
liam couldn’t give a name to. It made the trembling in’
stomach worse.

“The las’ time I seen him he was O.K.” Scummy’s voice m
a snarling noise in the barbershop. :

One part of William’s mind said, Yes, that’s it. It’s hate th
makes him look different. It’s hate in his eyes. You can see
It’s in his voice, and you can hear it. He's filled with it.

“Since I seen him las’,” he went on slowly, “he got shot by
white MP. Because he wouldn’t go to the nigger end of a b
He had a bullet put through his guts. He took the MP _
away from him and shot the bastard in the shoulder.” He p
the newspaper down and started toward the door: s&mw ‘
reached it he turned around. “They court-martialed him,”
said softly. “He got twenty years at hard labor. The notice:
posted in the camp the day I left.” Then he walked out o
shop. He didn’t look back.

There was no sound in the barbershop as William watche
him go down the street. Even the razors had stopped. Al
still holding the hair-oil bottle over the head of his custor
" The heavy oil was falling on the face of the man sitting in 1
chair. It was coming down slowly — one drop at a time.

The men in the shop looked at William and then loo

lace.
He nodded and walked over to the empty chair. His legs
ere weak and shaky. He couldnt seem to think at all. His
ind kept dodging away from the thought of Sam in prison.
stead the familiar detail of Sam’s growing up kept creeping
to his thoughts. All the time the boy was in grammar school
- made good marks. Time went so fast it seemed like it was

He made the basketball team in high school. The whole
hool was proud of him, for his picture had been in one of the
hite papers. They got two papers that day. Pink cut the pic-
tures out and stuck one in the mirror of the dresser in their
droom. She gave him one to carry in his wallet.

While Al cut his hair he stared at himself in the mirror until
- felt as though his eyes were crossed. First he thought,
..mﬁum it isn’t true. Maybe Scummy was joking, But a man
ho was joking didn’t look like Scummy looked. He wondered
Scummy was AWOL. That would be bad. He told himself
ernly that he mustn’t think about Sam here in the barbershop
-wait until he got home.

He was suddenly angry with Annie May. She was just plain
n0 good. Why couldn’t something have happened to her? Why
d it have to be Sam? Then he was ashamed. He tried to find
1 excuse for having wanted harm to come to her. It looked
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like all his life he’d wanted a little something for himself a
Pink and then when Sam came along he forgot about thos
things. He wanted Sam to have all the things that he and Pink
couldn’t get. It got to be too late for them to have them. Bu
Sam — again he told himself not to think about him. To wai
until he got home and in bed.
Al took the cloth from around his neck and he got up outo
the chair. Then he was out on the street heading toward hom,
The heat that came from the pavement seeped through th
soles of his shoes. He had forgotten how hot it was. He forc :
himself to wonder what it would be like to live in the coun
Sometimes on hot nights like this, after he got home fror
work, he went to sit in the park. It was always cooler there, I
would probably be cool in the country. But then it might by
cold in winter — even colder than the city. :
The instant he got in the house he took off his shoes and ]
shirt. The heat in the apartment was like a blanket — it mad
his skin itch and crawl in a thousand places. He went into th
living room, where he leaned out of the window, trying to coc
off. Not yet, he told himself. He mustn’t think about it yet.
He leaned farther out of the window, to get away from
innumerable odors that came from the boxlike rooms in back o
him. They cut off his breath, and he focused his mind on them
There was the greasy smell of cabbage and collard greens
smell of old wood and soapsuds and disinfectant, a :ﬂmmmh
smell of gas from the kitchen stove, and over it all Annie Ma
perfume, i
Then he turned his attention to the street. Up and down
far as he could see, folks were sitting on the stoops. Not ta
ing. Just sitting. Somewhere up the street a baby wailed..
woman’s voice rose sharply as she told it to shut up. _
Pink wouldn’t be home until late. The white folks s
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on Eighth Avenue to shop for her Sunday dinner. She never
trusted him to do it. It's a good thing, he thought. 1f she ever
took a look at me tonight she’d lmow there was something
WIOKE. .

A key clicked in the lock and he drew back from the dﬁ.umoé.
He was sitting on the couch when Annie May came in the
TOOIL
' “You're home early, ain’t you?” he asked.

“Oh, T'm going out again,” she said. .
“You shouldn’t stay out so late like you did last might, .ro
said mildly. He hadn’t really meant to say it. But what with
Sam — .
. “What you think I'm going to do? Sit here every night and
‘make small talk with you?” Her voice was defiant. Loud. v
- “No,” he said, and then added, “but nice girls ain’t runnin
“around the streets at four o'clock in the mornin’.” Now that
‘he'd started he couldn’t seem to stop. “Oh, I know what time
ou come home. And it ain’t right. If you don’t stop it, you can
et some other place to stay.” .
“I¥'s O.K. with me,” she said lightly. She chewed the gum in
“her mouth so it made a cracking noise. I don’t know what
Auntie Pink married a little runt like you for, anyhow. It
wouldn’t bother me a bit if I never saw you again.” She walked
oward the hall. “I'm going away for the weekend,” she added
 over her shoulder, “and I'll move out on Monday.”
“What you mean for the weekend? he asked sharply.
“Where you goin'®”
aZoum%Om WOE damn business,” she said, and slammed the
bathroom door hard.
The sharp sound of the door closing hurt his ears so that he
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and rich and slow. Annie May's high-pitched and nervous.
Pink said, “You looks lovely, honey. Now, have a good time.”
¢ The front door closed. This time Annie May didn’t slam it.
He turned over on his back, making the springs creak. In-
stantly Pink came into the bedroom to look at him. He lay still,
with his eyes closed, holding his breath for fear she would
want to talk to him about what he'd said to Annie May and
would wake him up. After she moved away from the door he
‘opened his eyes.

There must be some meaning in back of what had happened
to Sam. Maybe it was some kind of judgment from the Lord, he
hought. Perhaps he shouldn’t have stopped going to church.
is only concession to Sunday was to put on his best suit. He
‘wore it just that one day and Pink pressed the pants late on
aturday night. But in the last few years it got so that every
time he went to church he wanted to stand up and yell, “You
oddamn fools! How much more you goin’ to take?”

He'd get to thinking about the street they lived on, and the
sight of the minister with his clean white collar turned hind
side to and sound of his buttery voice were too much, One
unday he’d actually gotten on his feet, for the minister was
alking about the streets of gold up in heaven; the words were
ight on the tip of his tongue when Pink reached out and
inched his behind sharply. He yelped and sat down. Some-
ne in back of him giggled. In spite of himself a slow smile had
spread over his face. He stayed quiet through the rest of the
ervice but after that, he didn’t go to church at all.

This street where he and Pink lived was like the one where
his mother had lived. It looked like he and Pink cught to have
otten further than his mother had. She had scrubbed floors,
washed and ironed in the white folks’ kitchens. They were

winced, wondering why he had grown so sensitive to sound
the last few hours. What'd she have to say that for, anyway
asked himself. Five feet five wasn’t so short for 2 man. He W%
taller than Pink, anyhow. Yet compared to Sam, he supposed
he was a runt, for Sam had just kept on growing until he was'g
feet tall. At the thought he got up from the chair quickly, un
dressed, and got in bed. He lay there trying to still the trem
bling in his stomach; trying even now not to think about me
because it would be best to wait until Pink was in bed an
sound asleep so that no expression on his face, no least E.m
motion, would betray his agitation, |
When he heard Pink come up the stairs just before midnip
he closed his eyes. All of him was listening to her. He co
hear her panting outside on the landing. There was a lon
pause before she put her key in the door. It took her all tha
time to get her breath back. She’s getting old, he thought.
mustn’t ever let her know about Sam. |
She came into the bedroom and he pretended to be m&m.m...
He made himself breathe slowly. Evenly. Thinking T can |
through tomorrow all right. T won't get up much before sh
goes to church. She'll be so busy getting dressed she won’t no
tice me. 2
She went out of the room and he heard the soft murmur
her voice talking to Annie May. “Don’t you pay no mﬁmwm.o..
honey. He don’t mean a word of it. I know menfolks, The
always tired and out of sorts by the time Saturdays comi
around.” |
“But I'm not going to stay here anymore.”
“Yes, you is. You think I'm goin’ to let my sister’s child’
turned out? You goin’to be right here.” ‘ .
They lowered their voices. There was laughter. Pink’s dee
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rial — big red and black poppies splashed on a cream-colored
background. He wouldn’t let himself look xight into her eyes,
and in order that she wouldn’t notice the evasiveness of his
w_muomu he stared at the dress. It fit snugly over her best corset,
and the corset in turn constricted her thighs and tightly en-
cased the rolls of flesh around her waist. She didn’t move away,
and he couldn’t keep on inspecting the dress, so he shifted wmm
gaze up to the wide cream-colored straw hat she was wearing
far back on her head. Next he noticed that she was easing her
feet by standing on the outer edges of the-high-heeled patent
leather pumps she wore. .
He reached out and patted her arm. “You look nice,” he said,
picking up the comic section of the paper. .

She stood there looking at him while she pulled a pair of
white cotton gloves over her roughened hands. “Is you all
right, honey?” she asked.

“Course,” he said, holding the paper up in front of his face.
“You shouldn’t talk so mean to Annie May,” she said gently.
“Yeah, I know,” he said, and hoped she understood that he
was apologizing. He didn’t dare lower the paper s&mm. she was
standing there looking at him so intently. Why doesn’t she go,
e thought.

- “There’s grits and eggs for breakfast.”

“0.K.” He tried to make his voice sound as though he were
absorbed in what he was reading that be couldn’t give her all of
his attention. She walked toward the door, and he lowered the
paper to watch her, thinking that her legs looked too small for
her body under the vastness of the printed dress, that women-
lks were sure funny — she’s got that great big pocketbook
Wﬁmbmmbm on her arm and hardly anything in it. Sam ﬁm.om o
love to tease her about the size of the handbags she carxied.

doing practically the same thing. That was another reason
stopped going to church. He couldn’t figure out why the
things had to stay the same, and if the Lord didn’t intend it lik
that, why didn’t He chan ge it?
He began thinking about Sam again, so he shifted his att
tion to the sounds Pink was making in the kitchen. She 3
getting the rolls ready for tomorrow. Scrubbing the sweet p
tatoes. Washing the greens. Cutting up the chicken. Then th
thump of the iron. Hot as it was, she was pressing his pan
He resisted the impulse to get up and tell her not to do it.
A little later, when she turned the light on in the bathro
he knew she was getting ready for bed. And he held his e
tightly shut, made his body rigidly still. As long as he co
make her think he was sound asleep she wouldn’t take a 1
good look at him. One real good look and she’d know there wa
something wrong. The bed sagged under her weight as s
knelt down to say her prayers. Then she was lying down besid
him. She sighed under her breath as her head hit the pillow
He must have slept part of the time, but in the morning
seemed to him that he had looked up at the ceiling most of th
night, He couldn’t remember actually going to sleep. :
When he finally got up, Pink was dressed and ready fo
church. He sat down in 2 chair in the living room away fron
the window, so the light wouldnt shine on his face. As h
looked at her he wished that he could find relief from the con:
fusion of his thoughts by taking part in the singing and sho
ing that would go on in church. But he couldnt. And Pink
never said anything about his not going to church. Only som:
times like today, when she was ready to go, she looked at him
- little wistfully.
She had on her Sunday dress. It was made of a printed mai
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When she closed the outside door and started down
stairs, the heat in the little room struck him in the face, -
almost called her back so that he wouldn’t be there by himse
— left alone to brood over Sam. He decided that when she
came home from church he would make love to her. Eve
the heat the softness of her body, the smoothness of her ski
would comfort him.

He pulled his chair up close to the open window. Now
could let himself go. He could begin to figure out moEo.mﬁum"
do about Sam. There’s gotta be something, he thought. But
mind wouldn’t stay put. It kept going back to the time Sa
graduated from high school. Nineteen seventy-five his dark bl
suit had cost. He and Pink had figured and figured and mb..mz
they'd managed it. Sam had looked good in the suit; he was
tall and his shoulders were so broad it looked like a tailor-mai
suit on him. When he got his diploma everybody went wild
he’d played center on the basketball team, and a lot.of fo
recognized him.

The trembling in his stomach got worse as he thought aho
Sam. He was aware that it had never stopped since Scumm
had said those words “the las’ time.” It had gone on all 1as
night until now there was a tautness and a tension in him th
left him feeling as though his eardrums were strained wid
open, listening for sounds. They must be a foot wide owmu.w
thought. Open and pulsing with the strain of wﬁum open. E
his nostrils were stretched open like that. He could feel the
And a weight behind his eyes. R

He went to sleep sitting there in the chair, When he woke
his whole body was wet with sweat. It musta got hotter whil
slept, he thought. He was conscious of an ache in his m.mévow
It’s from holding "em shut so tight. Even his tongue —h

een holding it so still in his mouth it felt Like it was glued

there.

Attracted by the sound of voices, he looked out of the

window. Across the way a man and a woman were arguing.

Their voices rose and fell on the hot, still air. He could look

directly into the room where they were standing, and he saw

that they were half-undressed.

The woman slapped the man across the face. The sound was

like a pistol shot, and for an instant William felt his jaw relax.

t seemed to him that the whole block grew quiet and waited.

He waited with it. ‘The man grabbed his belt and lashed out at
the woman. He watched the belt rise and fall against her
brown skin. The woman screamed with the regularity of clock-
work. The street came alive again. There was the sound of
voices, the rattle of dishes. A baby whined. The woman’s voice
ecame a murmur of pain in the background.

“I gotta get me some beer,” he said aloud. It would cool him
off. It would help him to think. He dressed quickly, telling
himself that Pink wouldn’t be home for hours yet and by that
time the beer smell would be gone from his breath.

* The street outside was full of kids playing tag. They were all
dressed up in their Sunday clothes. Red socks, blue socks,
danced in front of him all the way to the corner. The sight of
them piled up the quivering in his stomach. Sam used to play
in this block on Sunday afternoons. As he walked along,
omen thrust their heads out of the opened windows, calling to
the children. It seemed to him that all the voices were Pink’s
yoice saying, “You, Sammie, stop that runpin’ in your good
clo’es!”

- He was so glad to get away from the sight of the children
that he ignored the heat inside the barroom of the hotel on the
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“Yeah. Or mebbe got himself a stable of women to rent out
on the block -~

He licked the suds from his lips. The man at the table nearby
had stopped stroking the girl's arm. He was Lissing her — fore-
ing her closer and closer to him.

“Yeah,” William jeered at himself. “That coulda been Sam on
a hot Sunday afternoon —~

As he stood there arguing with himself he thought it was get-
ting warmer in the bar. The lights were dimmer. I better go
home, he thought. I gotta live with this thing some time.
Drinking beer in this place ain't going to help any. He looked
out toward the lobby of the hotel, attracted by the sound of
voices. A whife cop was arguing with a frowzy-looking girl
who had obviously had too much to drink.

“I got a right in here. I'm mindin’ my own business,” she said
with one eye on the bar.

“Aw, go chase yourself.” The cop gave her a push toward the
door. She stumbled against a chair.

William watched her in amusement, “Better than a movie,”
he told himself.

She straightened up and tugged at her girdle. “You white
son of a bitch,” she said.

- The cop’s face turned a furious red. He walked toward the
‘woman, waving his nightstick. It was then that William saw
the soldier. Tall Straight. Creases in his kbald pants. An
overseas cap cocked over one eye. Looks like Sam looked that
‘one time he was home on furlough, he thought.

The soldier grabbed the cop’s arm and twisted the nightstick
_out of his hand. He threw it half the length of the small lobby.
‘It rattled along the floor and came to a dead stop under a chair.
“Now what'd he want to do that for?” William said softly.

corner and determinedly edged his way past girls in she
summer dresses and men in loud plaid jackets and tight-leg
cream-colored pants until he finally reached the long bar.

There was such a sense of hot excitement in the place that
turned to look around him. Men with slicked, straightened ha
were staring through half-closed eyes at the girls lined up at th
bar. One man sitting at a table close by kept running his han
up and down the bare arm of the girl leaning against him. )
and down. Down and up. William winced and looked awa
The jukebox was going full blast, filling the room with Fm
raw music that beat about his ears in a quser mixture of
lence and love and hate and terror. He stared at the brillian
colored moving lights on the front of the jukebox as he listene
to it, wishing that he had stayed at home, for the music ma
the room hotter. |

“Make it a beer,” he said to the bartender.

The beer glass was cold. He held it in his hand, savoring t
chill of it, before he raised it to his lips. He drank it down fa:
Immediately he felt the air grow cooler. The smell of beer an
whiskey that hung in the room lifted. ;

“Fill it up again,” he said. He still had that awful tremblin
in his stomach, but he felt as though he were really beginnin:
to think. Really think. He found he was arguing with himse

“Sam mighta been like this. Spendin’ Sunday afternoo
whorin’.” _ .

“But he was part of me and part of Pink. He ha
chance — |

“Yeah. A chance to live in one of them hell-hole flats,
chance to get himself a woman to beat.” :

“He woulda finished college and got a good job. Mebbe beé
a druggist or a doctor or a lawyer —~ ﬂ
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He knew that night after night the cop had to come back to
this hotel. He’s the law, he thought, and he can’t let — Then he
stopped thinking about him, for the cop raised his arm. The
soldier aimed a blow at the cop’s chin. The cop ducked an
reached for his gun. The soldier turned to run.

It's happening too fast, William thought. It's like ome of
those horse race reels they run over fast at the movies. Then h
froze inside. The guivering in his stomach got worse. The $0
dier was heading toward the door. Running. His foot was on
the threshold when the cop fired. The soldier dropped. H
folded up as neatly as the brown-paper bags Pink broug]
home from the store, emptied, and then carefully put in the
kitchen cupboard.

The noise of the shot stayed in his eardrums. He couldn’t m it
it out. “Jesus Christ!” he said. Then again, “Jesus Christ!” Th
beer glass was warm. He put it down on the bar with such
violence some of the beer slopped over on his shirt. He stared
at the wet place, thinking Pink would be mad as hell. Him out
drinking in a bar on Sunday. There was a stillness in which he
was conscious of the stink of the beer, the heat in the room, an
he could still hear the sound of the shot. Somebody dropped
glass, and the tinkle of it hurt his ears.

Then everybody was moving toward the lobby. The doo
between the bar and the lobby slammed shut. High, excite
talk broke out. .

The tall thin black man standing next to him said, “That t
it. It ain’t even safe here where we live. Not no more. I
goin’ to get me a white bastard of a cop and nail his hide to
street sign.”

“Is the soldier dead?” someone asked.

“He wasn’t movin’ none,” came the answer.
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They pushed hard against the doors leading to the lobby.
The doors stayed shut.

He stood still, watching them. The anger that went through
him was so great that he had to hold on to the bar to keep from
falling. He felt as though he were going to burst wide open. It
was like having seen Sam killed before his eyes. Then he heard
- the whine of an ambulance siren. His eardrums seemed to have
been waiting to pick it up.
~ “Come on, what you waitin’ for?” He snarled the words at the

people milling around the lobby doors. “Come on!” he re-
~ peated, running toward the street.
~ The crowd followed him to the 126th Street entrance of the
hotel. He got there in time to see a stretcher bearing a limp
* khaki-clad figure disappear inside the ambulance in front of the
~door. The ambulance pulled away fast, and he stared after it
- stupidly.
~  He hadnt known what he was going to do, but he felt
" cheated. Let down. He noticed that it was beginning to get
-dark. More and more people were coming into the street. He
~ wondered where they'd come from and how they’d heard about
 the shooting so quickly. Every time he looked around there
were more of them. Curious, eager voices kept asking, “What
~happened? What happened?” The answer was always the
- same. Hard, angry. “A white cop shot a soldier.”
. Someone said, “Come on to the hospital. Find out what hap-
- pened to him.”

In front of the hotel he had been in the front of the crowd.
Now there were so many people in back of him and in front of
him that when they started toward the hospital, he moved
* along with them. He hadn’t decided to go— the forward
- movement picked him up and moved him along without any




282 Miss Muriel and Other Stories In Darlmess and Confusion 283

really walking. Just gliding. He was aware that the shuffling
 feet of the crowd made a muffled rhythm on the concrete side-
walk. It was slow, inevitable. An ominous sound, like a funeral
march. With the regularity of a drumbeat. No. It's more like a
pulse beat, he thought. It isnt a loud noise. It just keeps re-
peating over and over. Buf not that regular, because it builds
up to something. It keeps building up.

The mounted cops rode their horses into the crowd. Trying
to break it up into smaller groups. Then the rhythm was
broken. Seconds later it started again. Each time the tempo
- was a little faster. He found he was breathing the same way.
Faster and faster. As though he were running. There were
- more and more cops. All of them white. They had moved the
colored cops out.

“They done that before,” he muttered.

“What?” said the man next to him.

“They moved the black cops out,” he said.

He heard the man repeat it to someone standing beside him.
It became part of the slow shuffling rhythm on the sidewalk.
“They moved the black cops.” He heard it go back and back
through the crowd until it was only a whisper of hate on the
~ still hot air. “They moved the black cops.”

As the crowd shuffled back and forth in front of the hospital,
he caught snatches of conversation. “The soldier was dead
when they put him in the ambulance.” “Always tryin’ to fool
us.” “Christ! Just let me get my hands on one of them cops.”

He was thinking about the hospital and he didn’t take part in
any of the conversations. Even now across the long span of
years he could remember the helpless, awful rage that had sent
him hurrying home from this same hospital. Not saying any-
thing. Getting home by some kind of instinct.

intention on his part. He got the feeling that he had lost hi;
identity as a person with a free will of his own. It frightened
him at first. Then he began to feel powerful. He was sur
rounded by hundreds of people like himself. They were all to:
getber. They could do anything,

As the crowd moved slowly down Eighth Avenue, he saw
that there were cops lined up on both sides of the street
Mounted cops kept coming out of the side streets, mrosmum.
“Break it up! Keep moving. Keep moving.”

The cops were scared of them. He could tell. Their face
were dead white in the semidarkness. He started saying the
words over separately to himself. Dead. White. He laughed
again. Dead. White. The words were funny said separately
like that. He stopped laughing suddenly because a part of his
mind repeated, Twenty years, twenty years.

He licked his lips. It was hot as all hell tonight. He imag
ined what it would be like to be drinking swallow after swallow
of ice-cold beer. His throat worked and he swallowed audibly

The big black man walking beside him turned and looked
down at him. “You all right, brother?” he asked curiously. _

“Yeah,” he nodded. “It’s them soms of bitches of cops
They're scared of us.” He shuddered. The heat was terrible
The tide of hate quivering in his stomach made him hotter
“Wish I had some beer,” he said.

The man seemed to understand not only what he had sai
but all the things he had left unsaid. For he nodded and
smiled. And William thought this was an extraordinary night
Tt was as though, standing so close together, so many of them
like this — as though they knew each other’s thoughts. It was
wonderful thing.

The crowd carried him along. Smoothly. Easily. He wasn’
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WEW had come to this hospital when she had had her last
child. He could hear again the cold contempt in the voice of
the nurse as she listened to Pink’s Ioud grieving. “You people
have too many children anyway,” she said.

It left him speechless. He had his hat in his hand and he
remembered how he wished afterward that he’d put it on in
front of her to show her what he thought of her. As it was, all
the bitter answers that finally surged into his throat mmmﬁmﬂw to
choke him. No words would come out. So he stared at her
lean, spare body. He let his eyes stay a long time on her flat
NMM&Q. White uniform. White shoes. White stockings, White
skin.

Then he mumbled, “It’s too bad in’ i ?
And turned on his heel and walked OMM.E eyes siit white, too

It wasn’t any kind of answer. She probably didn’t even know
éw.pmﬁ he was talking about. The baby dead, and all he could
think of was to tell her her eyes ought to be white. White
shoes, white stockings, white uniform, white skin, and blue
eyes.

Staring at the hospital, he saw with satisfaction that fright-
ened faces were appearing at the windows. Some of the lights

went out. He began to feel that this night was the first time .

he’d ever really been alive. Tonight everything was going to be
~changed. There was a growing, swelling sense of power in him
He felt the same thing in the people around him. .
The cops were aware of it, too, he thought. They were outin.
full force. Mounties, patrolmen, emergency squads. Radio cars
that looked like oversize bugs crawled through the side streets
Waited near the curbs. Their white tops stood out in the mme“
ness. “White folks riding in white cars,” He wasn’t aware that
he had said it aloud until he heard the words go through the
crowd. “White folks in white cars.” The laughter that followed
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the words had a rough, raw rhythm. It repeated the pattern of
the shuffling feet.

Someone said, “They got him at the station house. He ain't
here.” And the crowd started moving toward 123rd Street.

Great God in the morning, William thought, everybody’s out
here. There were girls in thin summer dresses, boys in long
coats and tight-legged pants, old women dragging kids along by
the hand. A man on crutches jerked himself past to the thythm
of the shuffling feet. A blind man tapped his way through the
center of the crowd, and it divided into two separate streams as
it swept by him. At every street corner William noticed some-
one stopped to help the blind man up over the curb.

The street in front of the police station was so packed with
people that he couldn’t get near it. As far as be could see they
weren't doing anything. They were simply standing there.
Waiting for something to happen. He recognized 2 few of
them: the woman with the loose, rolling eyes who sold shop-
ping bags on 125th Street; the lucky-number peddler — the
man with the white parrot on his shoulder; three sisters of the
Heavenly Rest for All movement — barefooted women in loose
white robes.

Then, for no reason that he could discover, everybody moved
toward 125th Street. The motion of the crowd was slower now
because it kept increasing in size as people coming from late
church services were drawn into it. It was easy to identify
them, he thought. The women wore white gloves. The kids

were all slicked up. Despite the more gradual movement he

' was still being carried along effortlessly, easily. When someone

in front of him barred his way, he pushed against the person
irritably, frowning in annoyance because the smooth forward
flow of his progress had been stopped.

Tt was Pink who stood in front of him. He stopped frowning
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when he recognized her. She had a brown-paper bag tucked:
under her arm and he knew she had stopped at the corner store:
to get the big bottle of cream soda she always brought home on.
Sundays. The sight of it made him envious, for it meant that’
this Sunday had been going along in an orderly, normal fashion-
for her while he — She was staring at him so hard he was sud-.
denly horribly conscious of the smell of the beer that had:

spilled on his shirt. He knew she had smelled it, too, by the
tighter grip she took on her pocketbook.

“What you doing out here in this mob? A Sunday m<mEum..

and you drinking beer,” she said grimly. )
For a moment he couldn’t answer her. All he could think of

was Sam. He almost said, “I saw Sam shot this afternoon,” and

he swallowed hard.

“This afternoon I saw a white cop kill a black soldier,” he-
said. “In the bar where I was drinking beer. I saw it. That’s:

why I'm here. The glass of beer I was drinking went on my
clothes. The cop shot him in the back. That's why I'm here.”

He paused for a moment, took a deep breath. This was how
it ought to be, he decided. She had to know sometime and this

was the right place to tell her. In this semidarkness, in this

confusion of noises, with the low, harsh rhythm of the footsteps
sounding against the noise of the horses” hoofs.

His voice thickened. “I saw Scummy vesterday,” he went on.
“He told me Sam’s doing time at hard labor. That’s why we
ain't heard from him. A white MP shot him when he wouldn’t
go to the nigger end of a bus. Sam shot the MP. They gave him
twenty years at hard labor.”

He knew he hadn’t made it clear how to him the soldier in
the bar was Sam; that it was like seeing his own son shot before
his very eyes. 1 don’t even know whether the soldier was dead,
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street like this, anyway? He realized with a sense of shock that

he really didn’t care that he had told her. He felt strong, pow-

erful, aloof. All the time he'd been talking he wouldn’t look

right at her. Now, suddenly, he was looking at her as though
she were a total stranger. He was coldly wondering what she’d
do. He was prepared for anything.

But he wasn’t prepared for the wail that came from her
throat. The sound hung in the hot air. It made the awful quiv-
ering in his stomach worse. It echoed and reechoed the length
of the street. Somewhere in the distance a horse whinnied. A
woman standing way back in the crowd groaned as though the
sorrow and the anguish in that cry were more than she could
bear.

Pink stood there for 2 moment. Silent. Brooding. Then she
lifted the big bottle of soda high in the air. She threw it with
all her might. It made a wide arc and landed in the exact
center of the plate-glass window of a furniture store. The glass
crashed in with a sound like a gunshot.

A sigh went up from the crowd. They surged toward the
broken window. Pink followed close behind. When she
reached the window, all the glass had been broken in. Reach-
ing far inside, she grabbed a small footstool and then turned to
buyl it through the window of the dress shop next door. He
kept close behind her, watching her as she seized a new missile
from each store window that she broke.

Plate-glass windows were being smashed all up and down
125th Street — on both sides of the street. The violent, explo-
sive sound fed the sense of power in him. Pink had started this.
He was proud of her, for she had shown herself to be a fit mate
for 2 man of his type. He stayed as close to her as he could. So
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in spite of the crashing, splintering sounds and the swarming,
violent activity around him, he knew the exact moment when -
she lost her big straw hat; when she took off the high-heeled -
patent leather shoes and flung them away, striding switly .
along in her stockinged feet. That her dress was hanging

crooked on her.

He was right in back of her when she stopped in front of a -

hat store. She carefully appraised all the hats inside the broken

window. Finally she reached out, selected a small hat covered -

with purple violets, and fastened it securely on her head.
“Woman's got good sense,” a man said.

“Man, ob, manl Let me get in there,” said a raw-boned
woman who thrust her way forward through the jam of people -

to seize two hats from the window.

A roar of approval went up from the crowd. From then on
when a window was smashed it was bare of merchandise when

the people streamed past it. White folks owned these stores.
They'd lose and lose and lose, he thought with satisfaction.

The words “twenty years” reechoed in his mind. I'll be an old -
man, he thought. Then: I may be dead before Sam gets out of -

prison.

now grown so acute he could pick up the tiniest sounds: the

quickened breathing and the soft, gloating laughter of the
crowd; even the sound of his own heart beating. He could :
- hear these things under the noise of the breaking glass, under -

the shouts that were coming from both sides of the street. They

The feeling of great power and strength left him. He was so |
confused by its loss that he decided this thing happening in the -
street wasn't real. It was so dark, there were so many people -
shouting and running about, that he almost convinced himself -
he was having a nightmare. He was aware that his hearing had
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forced him to face the fact that this was no dream but a reality
from which he couldn’t escape. The quivering in his stomach
kept increasing as he walked along.

Pink was striding through the crowd just ahead of him. He
studied her to see if she, too, were feeling as he did. But the
outrage that ran through her had made her younger. She was
tireless. Most of the time she was leading the crowd. It was all
he could do to keep up with her, and finally he gave up the
atternpt — it made him too tired.

He stopped to watch a girl who was standing in a store
window, clutching a clothes model tightly around the waist
“What's she want that for?” he said aloud. For the model had
been stripped of clothing by the passing crowd, and he thought
its pinkish torso was faintly obscene in its resemblance to a
female figure.

The girl was young and thin. Her back was turned toward
him, and there was something so ferocious about the way her
dark hands gripped the naked model that he resisted the on-
ward movement of the crowd to stare in fascination. The girl
turned around. Her nervous hands were tight around the
dummy’s waist. It was Annie May.

“Ah_ no!” he said, and let his breath come out with a sigh.

Her hands crept around the throat of the model and she sent
it hurtling through the air above the heads of the crowd. It
landed short of a window across the street. The legs shattered.
The head rolled toward the curb. The waist snapped neatly in
two. Only the torso remained whole and in one piece.

Annie May stood in the empty window and laughed with mwm‘
crowd when someone kicked the torso into the street. He stood
there, staring at her. He felt that now for the first time he un-
derstood her. She had never had anything but badly paying
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jobs — working for young white women who probably de-

spised her. She was like Sam on that bus in Georgia. She didn’t -

want just the nigger end of things, and here in Harlem there

wasn't anything else for her. All along she’d been trying the -
only way she knew how to squeeze out of life a little something

for herself.

He tried to get closer to the window where she was standing.
He had to tell her that he understood. And the crowd, tired of -
the obstruction that he had made by standing still, swept him .
up and carried him past. He stopped thinking and let himself ”..

be carried along on a vast wave of feeling. There was so much

plate glass on the sidewalk that it made a grinding noise under
the feet of the hurrying crowd. It was a dull, harsh sound that

set his teeth on edge and quickened the trembling of his

stomach,
Now all the store windows that he passed were broken. The

people hurrying by him carried tables, lamps, shoeboxes, cloth- -
ing. A woman next to him held a wedding cake in her hands — -
it went up in tiers of white frosting with a small bride and

groom mounted at the top. Her hands were bleeding, and he
began to look closely at the people nearest him. Most of them,

too, had cuts on their hands and legs. Then he saw there was

blood on the sidewalk in front of the windows, blood dripping

down the jagged edges of the broken windows. And he wanted -

desperately to go home.

He was conscious that the thythm of the crowd had changed. -
It was faster, and it had taken on an ugly note. The cops were

using their nightsticks, Police wagons drew up to the curbs.

When they pulled away, they were full of men and women .

" who carried loot from the stores in their hands.
The police cars slipping through the streets were joined by
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other cars with loudspeakers on top. The voices coming
through the loudspeakers were harsh. They added to the noise
and confusion. He tried to listen to what the voices were say-
ing. But the words had no meaning for him. He caught one
phrase over and over: “Good people of Harlem.” 1t made him
feel sick.

He repeated the words “of Harlem.” We don’t belong any-
where, he thought. There aint no room for us anywhere.
There wasn’t no room for Sam in a bus in Georgia. There ain’t
no room for us here in New York. There ain’t no place but top
floors. The top-floor black people. And he laughed and the
sound stuck in his throat.

After that he snatched a suit from the window of & men’s
clothing store. It was a summer suit. The material felt crisp
and cool. He walked away with it under his arm. He'd never
owned a suit like that. He simply sweated out the summer in
the same dark pants he wore in winter. Even while he stroked
the material, a part of his mind sneered — you got summer
pants; Sam’s got twenty years.

He was surprised to find that he was almost at Lenox Ave-
nue, for he hadn’'t remembered crossing Seventh, At the corner
the cops were shoving a group of young boys and girls into a
police wagon. He paused to watch. Annie May was in the
middle of the group. She had a yellow fox jacket dangling from
one hand.

“Annie May!” he shouted. “Annie Mayl” The crowd pushed
him along faster and faster. She hadn’t seen him. He let him-
self be carried forward by the movement of the crowd. He had
to find Pink and tell her that the cops had taken Annie May.

He peered into the dimness of the street ahead of him, look-
ing for her; then he elbowed his way toward the curb so that he
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could see the other side of the street. He forgot about finding
Pink, for directly opposite him was the music store that he
passed every night coming home from work. Young boys and
girls were always lounging on the sidewalk in front of it. They
danced a few steps while they listened to the records being

played inside the shop. All the records sounded the same —a.

terribly magnified woman’s voice bleating out a blues song in a
voice that sounded to him like that of an animal in heat — an
old animal, tired and beaten, but with an insinuating know-how
left in her. The white men who went past the store smiled as
their eyes lingered on the young girls swaying to the music.
“White folks got us comin’ and goin’. Backwards and for-
wards,” he muttered. He fought his way out of the crowd and
walked toward a no-parking sign that stood in front of the store.

He rolled it up over the curb. It was heavy and the effort made

him pant. It took all his strength to send it crashing through
the glass on the door.

Almost immediately an old woman and a young man slipped
inside the narrow shop. He followed them. He watched them

smash the records that lined the shelves. He hadn’t thought of-

actually breaking the records but once he started, he found the
crisp, snapping noise pleasant. The feeling of power began to

return. He didnt like these records, so they had to be

destroyed.

When they left the music store there wasn’t a whole record
left. The old woman came out of the store last. As he huirried
off up the street he could have sworn he smelled the sharp,
acrid smell of smoke. He turned and looked back. He was

right. A thin wisp of smoke was coming through the store door..

The old woman had long since disappeared in the crowd.
Farther up the street he looked back again. The fire in the
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record shop was burning merrily, It was making a glow that lit
up that part of the street. There was a new rhythm now. It was
faster and faster. Even the voices coming from the loudspeak-
ers had taken on the urgency of speed.

Fire trucks roared up the street. He threw his head back and
laughed when he saw them. That’s right, he thought. Burn the
whole damn place down. It was wonderful. Then he frowned.
“Twenty years at hard labor.” The words came back to him.
He was a fool. Fire wouldn’t wipe that out. There wasn't any-
thing that would wipe it out.

He remembered then that he had to find Pink. To tell her
about Annie-May. He overtook her in the next block. She’s got
more stuff, he thought. She had a table lamp in one hand, a
large enamel kettle in the other. The lightweight summer coat
draped across her shoulders was so small it barely covered her
enormous arms. She was watching a group of boys assault the
steel gates in front of a liquor store. She frowned at them so
ferociously he wondered what she was going to do. Hating li-~
quor the way she did, he half expected her to cuff the boys and
send them on their way up the street.

She turned and looked at the crowd in back of her. When
she saw him she beckoned to him. “Hold these,” she said. He
took the lamp, the kettle and the coat she held out to him, and
he saw that her face was wet with perspiration. The print dress
was darkly stained with it.

She fastened the hat with the purple flowers securely on her
head. Then she walked over to the gate. “Git out the way,” she
said to the boys. Bracing herself in front of the gate, she started
tugging at it. The gate resisted. She pulled at it with a sudden
access of such furious strength that he was frightened. Watch-
ing her, he got the feeling that the resistance of the gate had
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transformed it in her mind, It was no longer a gate —it had

become the world that had taken her son, and she was wreaking
vengeance on it.

The gate began to bend and sway under her assault. Then it
was down. She stood there for a moment, staring at her hands
~— big drops of blood cozed slowly over the palms. Then she
turned to the crowd that had stopped to watch..

“Come on, you niggers,” she said. Her eyes were little and
evil and triumphant. “Come on and drink up the white man’s
liquor.” As she strode off up the street, the beflowered hat dan-
gled precaricusly from the back of her head.

When he caught up with her she was moaning, talking to her-
self in husky whispers. She stopped when she saw him and put
her hand on his arm.

“It’s hot, ain’t it?” she said, panting.

In the midst of all this violence, the sheer commonplaceness
of her question startled himn. He locked at her closely. The rage
that had been in her was gone, leaving her completely ex-
hausted. She was breathing too fast in uneven gasps that shook
her body. Rivulets of sweat streamed down her face. It was as
though her triumph over the metal gate had finished her. The
gate won anyway, he thought.

“Let’s go home, Pink,” he said. He had to shout to make his
voice carry over the roar of the crowd, the sound of breaking
glass.

He realized she didn’t have the strength to speak, for she only
nodded in reply to his suggestion. Once we get home shell be
all right, he thought, It was suddenly urgent that they get
‘home, where it was quiet, where he could think, where he
could take something to still the tremors in his stomach. He
tried to get her to walk a little faster, but she kept slowing
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down until, when they entered their own street, it seemed to
him they were barely moving.

In the middle of the block she stood still. “I can’t make it,”
she said. “I'm too tired.”

Even as he put his arm around her she started going down.
He tried to hold her up, but her great weight was too much for
him. She went down slowly, inevitably, like a great ship capsiz-
ing. Until all of her huge body was crumpled on the sidewalk.

* “Pink,” he said. “Pink. You gotta get up,” he said over and
over again.

She didn’t answer. He leaned over and touched her gently.
Almost immediately afterward be straightened up. All his life,
moments of despair and frustration had left him speechless —
strangled by the words that rose in his throat. This time the
words poured out.

He sent his voice raging into the darkness and the awful con-
fusion of noises. “The sons of bitches,” he shouted. “The sons
of bitches.”



