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DAYS OF NEVER-ENDING WORK

Mary Jane turned in her sleep as she lay on her
hard bed. This bed was the only one she had, for
she was a black child. Soft beds were for white
people. _

She waited for her sister to call her.

“Arise, -child! It is morning.”

~ Five o’clock in the morning was rising time every
day. On a cotton farm the work was never finished.
Not a minute of the day could be lost.

Mary jumped from her bed, put on a dress, and
ran to the kitchen, the room everyone loved. There
she found her mother preparing food.

“Go and wash, child,” her mother said.

“Can we eat soon?”

“As soon as you wash and do your work.”

Mary ran out to the place where all of her broth-
ers and sisters were washing. Mary had to wait

until all of the older children had finished.
1
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“Hurryl”

“Be quiet!”

“Do not talk so much and do your work.”

The house had to be cleaned and the animals fed
before the children were allowed to eat. When this
was done, Mary came running to the kitchen. She
fonnd the older members of the family already eat-
ing. Again the youngest had to wait. The table
was not big enough for everyone to eat at the same
time.

When the last dish was washed, the whole fam-=,
ily—Sam and Patsy McLeod and their children—
left their little house and went to the cotton fields.

It was time to plant the cotton, and the ground
had to be prepared for the seed. The McLeods
worked hard because the land was their own. They
were free. Sam and Patsy had been slaves. They
had been made to work from early morning to
night on land that belonged to someone else and
they had received no pay. Then came the Civil
War and Abrabam Lincoln’s Emancipation Proc-
lamation, the law that made Negio slaves in the
South free people. Mary Jane and her younger
sisters had been born free.

At noon Patsy returned to the house to prepare
food for her family. A call from the house told
them that the food was ready. The little group of
all ages and sizes came in from the fields. Sam
McLeod was a tall, strong tan—much taller than

“the others in the family. He looked at his childrer
lovingly and called to the one who was walking
‘slowly behind the others.
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“Come, Mary Jane. Why are you walking so
slowly?”

“I am thinking.”

“What about?”

“About God.”

“But aren’t you hungry?”

Yes, she was very hungry and began to run fast.
She arrived at the door before the others.

Her father laughed and thought how different
Mary Jane was from the other children.

Again she had to wait to wash.

After eating, the family went back to work in
the field until night. Finally, against the soft light
of the setting sun, the McLeods went slowly home
to rest.

After dinner there were still more jobs to be
done in the house before the family met to pray.

In front of the fireplace that Sam McLeod had
built long ago sat the one member of the family
who had not gone to work in the fields—Sam’s
mother, whom they called Grandmother Sophia.
She had spent her whole life in slavery, but now
that she was old she no longer had to work. Grand-
mother Sophia talked continually in a low voice
either to her family or to God.

“Dear God, I am so happy to be living in this
loving family.”

Mary finished her work and ran to her grand-
mother. This was the part of the evening when
she was the happiest, the time when they all sang
and prayed together. She sat down near her grand-
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mother. She knew many things the others did not
know.

“We used to belong to the Wilsons and to the
McLeods,” she explained.

“Can we ever become slaves again?”

“No, child, no! We are free.”

Maiy Jane usually asked her grandmother many
questions. She did this so that she would tell her
many stories,

Patsy McLeod came near the fire to sit down.
Samuel came, too, and also the other children. He
sang the first song. After the singing, they all
prayed quietly. Nobody had a prayer book be-
cause none of them could read.

Mary held her grandmother’s hand while they
prayed. She always loved those family prayers.

Soon it was time to go to bed. Mary fell on her
hard bed and soon was asleep. Praying always
made her sleep well.

The seasons passed, and work day followed
work day. The fields had to be planted. And then
the McLeods waited for the first small green
leaves to appear above the ground.

Then the family had to work many hours in
the hot sun, destroying all the other plants that
‘would kill the young cotton. The young cotton
plants grew slowly for the next three months.
They grew until they were as tall as Mary’s head.
She walked up and down the rows. caring for the
young plants and looking for the first beginnings
of a flower.
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Work, work. . .. The sun grew hotter and -
burned deeper into her skin. But she could not
leave the cotton fields.

“Dear God,” Mary said softly. “Why does cot-
ton take so long to grow?”

She watched the plants carefully because she
wanted to be the first to see a flower. Her broth-
ers and sisters did the same. There was honor in
finding the first flower.

“Let me be the first,” Mary prayed.

At that moment, as if in direct answer to her
prayer, she saw the first small flower. She stopped
to be sure. Then she shouted,

“Here it is! Here it is!”

All the McLeods left their work and hurried to
see the first flower. Now they knew how much
longer it.would be before they could sell the first
cotton. In three weeks the fields would be all red
with the color of the flowers. In six more weeks
the fields would be completely white with the
new cotton.

It was this way every year. And each year the
McLeods were. thankful. They loved theis cotton
as much as. they loved one another.

In the evening after dinner they prayed for the
cotton. And then they all sat outside to talk about
the new cotton. Other Negro families did the
same. Mary loved these summer nights when she
could look at the stars in the clear sky and just
think.

“It is time to go to bed, children,” said her moth-
er and the youngest had to go in and go to sleep.’
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Patsy went into the house, too. She had to press
the clothes with a hot iron before she could go
to bed. After working in the fields all day, she
washed and ironed clothes for the white people
to earn more .money for the family.

‘As Mary closed her eyes she knew that tomor-
row morning her mother would have to take the
basket of clean clothes to the owners before going
to the fields. She hoped her mother would allow
her to go too.

In the morning soon after eating, her mother
picked up the heavy basket of clean clothes, put
it on her head, and began to walk along the dusty
road. Mary followed behind ber.

She was happy and began to sing,

“Come, Mary,” called her motner, turning her
head slowly and holding the basket with one hand.
~ They continued walking along the road until
finally they saw the big white house. This house
belonged to Ben Wilson, the man who had been
Patsy McLeod’s owner. It was much larger than
the McLeod’s house and fewer people lived there.
~ The front entrance was not for. black people,
so they went to the back door.

The door opened,-and Patsy went in the house.
Mary remained outside.

A short distance away Mary saw the playhouse
of the Wilson children. White children had a spe-
cial house of their own, just to play in,

She looked through the open door and saw two
golden-haired girls of her own age. They were the
children of Ben Wilson’s son.



