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Introduction

This story, told in the words of a 12-year-old boy,
gives us a glimpse of what life is like for millions of black
Americans living in the slums of an American city. We
see the terrible housing condition, the garbage-strewn
streets, the over-crowded, dilapidated, ill-equipped schools.
Life here for parents is a constant battle to bring their
children up decently and to get them a good education.
Some people, like Larry’s mother, give up the struggle in
despair and sink into the lumpen-proletariat. The dual
nature of the lumpen-proletariat is well portrayed in the
character of Larry. On the one hand he is acutely clan
-conscious—he sees the ppression his clan is subjected to, and
hates and fears the cops — the agents of repression., On
the other hand he admires the power of those very same
cops — and of the newspaper reporters and TV men, too.
This is shown well in SecfionV[ during the demonstration
outside the school. We can see that Larry could deveiop
in either of two ways. He could become a militant revo-
lutionary or he could easily become a fascist tool.

Jimmy is faced with a great dilemma. He wants to
get a good education and equip himself for a good job
and a worthwhile life. But he hates to desert his friends
— to take advantage of the chance of a good education
at a “white” school, while Larry and his other friends re-
main at the dead end school.
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Other characters are sketched well: J immy’s hard-work-
ing mother who brings her children up strictly —— a hard
job in such difficult condition; Jimmy’s grandmother who
escapes from the harshness of. life to the “comforts” of
religion; the white teacher at the dead end school who
cannot cope with the enormous problems fgcing her, so
drifts along waiting for the day when she can retire; the
head teacher at the white school who rather patronizingly
welcomes the poor black children, and so on.

All in all this book gives us some understanding of
one aspect of the society in the USA today.




I

My name is James, same as my father’s. My mother
calls me Jimmy!. My father was Jim and I can’t forget
how things were when he was alive. It was better? — he
was there, big and always pushing at us to get up and
start the day. And he called me Jim.

My father worked as a plumber’s helper® and, after
work, he took care of buildings for extra money. It meant
that he was almost never home, except to eat and sleep,
and maybe late in the evenings and on Sundays, when we
- went to church. But my mother was always saying how
lucky we were, to have the dollars coming in and good
food and bikes and everything. Shc used to say that if
things kept going the way they were, we could move out
of the city and find a place of our own.t

But it never happened. Instead, one day last winter,
a boiler Dad was working on exploded or something®. He
was taken immediately to the hospital and that was the
end. Now when my mother talks about him, it’s usually
when she wants us to do something for her or study.

“Your father took care of us, and what would he

1. Jimmy: WTF—40d Jim 2 James f9%B%, 2. it was better:
(BBED) 0472, XEMEAR it ]{KFM. 3. plumber’s ['plamboz] hel-
per: HFTLTARBIE, 4. find a place of our own: HOEX—KBET (&
BREABEREHNBARERR). 5. exploded [iks'ploudid] or some-
thing: FEBRET,ERHTHHHLERK,



think if he saw you loafing around,® doing nothing? If

you're going to be lazy you’ll never succeed in anything.
-Your father never wasted a minute. He finished school,
and he learned a trade.2 He read books and found out
what was going on in the world. He spoke good English
and his bosses told him he was one of the smartest men
around.?. And he was dependable, which is not like some
of his children,”*

I can’t answer her when she talks like that. There
are seven of us, so we take our turns listening and she
never keeps it up for long. I'm the next to oldest and I
get it the worst.® She ends by telling wus® that we do bet-
ter than a lot of people, and we have to keep it that way.

That’s my mother’s biggest idea, to keep us moving
ahead’. Even when we're not doing so well, she says, we
can turn it into something good. When she had to go on
welfare,® she said the monthly money would give her time
to help us read and study. The only trouble was that the
money wasn’t enough, and something had to happen, or®
we’d be thrown on the street for not paying the rent. So,
that summer we decided to move.

Mary, my older sister, said; “You watch. Ma will

1. loafing [loufin] around: PHFE4FIR, %, 2. he learned a trade:
B T—I1FZ. 3. one of the smartest ['sma:tist] men around: JFH
APEBBEHETHH—4, 4. he was dependable, which is not like some
of his children: {BREBEN, BH—EHTFA—E, 3, 1 get it the
worst: BREBEFE(RBEERBBBEL), 6. she ends by telling us .. .2
WHREBEEREMBRIIN---, 7. That’s my mother’s biggest idea,
to keep us moving ahead: RELEMBARLERNTL#, . to goon

welfare: P #iF4, 9. something had to happen, or ...: {EHHEAN
ik, BRI -
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tell us to be glad, and that it’s about time we moved.1”

Well, Ma said it, in almost the same words. We hated
to leave, but she kept on saying it would be the best thing
in the world. We would be near Grandma, who could take
care of us, while Ma got some work. We’d have more
money, and eat better. And we’d be going to a new school,
so that might be a real improvement.

“You wait and see,” she said the day the movers?
came. “You’'ll go over to that Saunders School and like it
fine,> a whole lot moret* than you’ve ever liked school
before.” o '

I asked why, and she said she just knew. My brother
Billy said that we could be on a sinking ship ‘with no one
around to save us, and Ma would be telling us how lucky
we were — we’d learn all about the ocean, and what it
was like at the bottom and all that.’

Anyway, we moved.

“Are you kidding®?” I said to my mother when I saw
the new place. It has four rooms. As you walk through,
each room is Smaller than the last until you get to the
kitchen, where you’re just able to breathe.

( She exploded. “Am 1 kidding? You'll see whether I'm
kidding if you don’t shut your mouth and get down to
work unpacking?, I'm tired of you and your lazy-rich ideas..

1. You watch. Ma will tell us ... we nioved: {REEFHMNS, SRS
MIBLZM L, BNEREZEWK T, (XBH we moved BFHUER, FRTH
Ro) 2. mover: MWK SKWEMW LA, 3. like it fine = like it
very much. 4. a whole lot more = much more. 5. and all that = and
other things like that. 6. “Are you kidding?” = “You are not serious,
are you?” “fREFIcREIE:” 7. You'll see whether ... get down to work
unpacking: RERANH LW, D LURATE LR, REIUERR FREE,



This place is our home from now on, and when I'm
through it will be a home,! We'll make it one by  sweat,
not complaining.2 Do you hear?”

I heard. She made so much noise it was hard not to
hear. She had each one of us doing something, except my
two little brothers and they’re babies.

The rooms were a dirty mess. But Mary and I helped
clean them. We got the curtains up, and some pictures my
mother cut out of magaziries a long time ago, one of some
grass and a river, and one of a man with a dog going
hunting somewhere, We moved the tables, chairs and beds
all around, too, and finally decided where to put everything.

There were some holes in the wall, and my mother
got some pieces of wood and made me nail them up.® She
wasn’t going to let any rats come in.

It took three days to fix up that kitchen.* My mother
wouldn’t even cook in it at first. The stove didn’t work,
and it was very dirty, and the lights were burned out.’"
Grandma brought over food or we went across the street
and ate in her house, .

In a few days we were settled. I missed the old place,
but we had the same beds and chairs and eveérything. The
big trouble was that almost all of us had to sleep in one
room, my three brothers and me, and my older sister Mary,

1. This place is our home ... it will be a home: 115, XBARIIG
. FRE-DEHRTT, EREAKIKT. X 2 when I'm through =
when I've finished putting everything in order. 2. We’ll make it one by
sweat, not complaining. RMTWAIFALXMELTEHRENK, MAZR
RAE, 3. nail them up: BHFE AR T, 4. It took three days
to fix up that kitchen: #£T=RKA WA F BHinsF, 5. the lights were
burned out: {T{RIEEHRT, . )
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too. She was really madi, having to sleep with us. My
mother sleeps in the other bedroom with the two babies.
Mary keeps saying she’s going to move out and sleept in
the kitchen, and we tell her to go ahead but she doesn’t.
I don’t know why she’s complaining. My three brothers
are all younger than me, and we all have to sleep in one
big bed, Mary has her own bed.

It was August and very hot. The new place was awful,
It was cooler on the street, but I didn’t feel at ease there.
I tried making friends, but had no luck. All I found was
little children. I asked one of them where everyone was.

“They’re someplace talking, or playing games Or they
hide out someplace?.”

So I went to a store and the man told me to get out.
- I saw an empty store and could hear voices and they didn’t
sound grown-up. I was afraid but I put my hands in my
pockets and tried to look cool’. The door was open, and
I kicked it wider open and walked in. There were about
ten boys' there, mostly standing around, and a few sitting
playing cards,

“Hey, you, what do yéu want?”

-“I'm new here. We just moved in, and I'm trying to
find something to do.”

“Well, look somewhere else. Hear?”

“You mean ...” -

“Yeah,* we mean get out — and fast.”

I must have waited a second, and a guy started mov-
ing toward me. The next thing I was in the street, running.

1. mad = angry. 2. somejlace = somewhere. 3. to look cool =

“to look bold, BHIRKAEMETF, 4. yeah = yes.



I tried a few other places, and there’d be a few guys
of my age, but they let me know right away'- that they
didn’t like strangers?,

Things got so bad that I almost liked staying at home.
I did a lot of odd jobs® around the house because they
were something to do. My mother and I, we did a lot of
talking about my dad, and why we moved, and what it
was going to be like later, when maybe we’d have more
money, and I would bé older, and in college, she said.
And there was always my grandma around, talking about
God and telling one story after another. k

II

From the middle of August, when we moved, to when
we started getting ready to go back to school was the
longest, slowest time I’ve ever had.

When the first day of school finally came, I woke up
glad to be going -~ gladder than ever before, I'll tell you.
I forgot about everything, the moving, and Dad, and how
bot it was in our rooms. I kept on thinking there would
be a lot of boys there at school, and it might be a real
good place, like my mother said%, and I could make some
friends. So I got into my clothes fast and sang at break-
fast. Mary said I-was a poor singer, but I didn’t mind.

My mother made pancakes for me, the food I iike
best. Grandma came over, and helped mother cook. So we

1. right away = at once. 2. they didn’t like strangers: {B{i1H &k
BEd A, 3. cdd jobs: ®Ri%E, 4. like my mother said = as my mother
said. (XH like F{RERA.) '
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had everything on time and none of us could complain.
Grandmother said one of her long prayers!, with her hands
up in the air, like she does every year when we start school.
My mother was making sure our clothes were clean and
tidy, Mary and Billy and me, so we’d look good to the
teachers, and my grandmother was saying a prayer for
each of us. She walked over to Mary and told her she
was going to be the best girl in school, and everyone was
going to like her. Then she added. “Please God.” And she
told Billy and me she wanted us to be good like our dad
was.

Meanwhile Ma kept saying “yes” to what Grandma
told us, but she was more interested in seeing that we
were all “new and shiny?” — that’s what she said. I was
afraid I was too new and shiny, with my new shirt and
tie®, but I didn’t say anything. I thought to myself I could
always take the tie off and put it in my pocket.

It was then, after I said goodbye and was on my way
to school, that 1 met Larcy. I was thinking I'd soon be
near the corner, and then I’d have to turn right. I turned
the corner, and there he was.

“Hey, man*, where you going?” he said softly.

I wasn’t sure he meant me, so I looked around, and
nobody else was there.

“I mean you. You going to school?”

“Yes. And you?”

“Me too. My mother just threw me out and said il

1. prayer [preol: 45, 2. “new and shiny”: “feEEsE” GxA£& Fim
PRER TG, Rib st ). 3. tie [tail na &, 4. man: FER(A
APBBAMBBZREHOKRE),



I didn’t show up at school, I'd better not come home.”

“Did she mean it?”

“She never means what she says.”

T didn’t say anything. I just kept walking. And then
bhe took me by the arm.

“You going to Saunders School?”

“Yes.”

%But you're taking the long way there, man!”

4T thought this was the best way to get there.”

“If yoix want to waste half your life getting there,
it is.”

“How do you go?”

“Well, I’ll tell you. It’s a big secret, but I'll let you
in on it — if you can keep your mouth shut.?”

He still held on to my arm and I was doing like he
said. I kept quiet. He pointed to an alley between two
buildings, and I had to follow him.

What a shortcut!® When he let go of me I didn’t
know what to do — there was so much glass and garbage*
and other dirty things that it was difficult to make my
way through. .Besides, he gave me a look when he saw
what I was doing, trying to step over things, or around

them.® He didn’t say anything, and I didn’t. It seemed as

if making no noise was part of going through the alley.®
Every minute or so he stopped to look at something;

1. “Did she mean it?”: “BRXERLHHHG” 2. Il let you in

on it — if you can keep your mouth shut: FERIRTFABEM %, RTLID

CXEHERR,. 3. What a shortcut! XZfAHMEEN (BETHE
W B, XEEXR,) 4. glass and garbage ['gazbidsl: B8 fsr &,

5. step over things, or around them: }§;i ket IR AP, 6. as if mak-

ing no noise was...the alley: SIREFAHMLRETXKIENBEREFZ—,
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an old shoe, or a broken box, or some playing cards. One
of them was an ace of diamonds,! and he showed it to

" me, and then put it in his pocket. He kicked a loose piece

of wood in one fence.? Then he showed me how the bricks
in a building were loose, so you could pull them out. 1
almost fell over a broken bottle, and just as I thought I
was getting used to the place, I saw some rats eating
garbage and they didn’t even turn when we walked by.

I felt bad in my stomach.® I thought I was going to
throw up the whole breakfast I had just eaten. I tried not
to show him how I felt. I remember 1 kept walking. And
from the corner of my eye I could see the rats, fat, brown,
bigger than cats,

I was glad when we left the alley to walk through the
hall* of a building. I felt much better being inside again.

“It’s only a couple of minutes after the next yard.’
We go thorugh a back street and it leads us almost right
to the school. It’s much faster this way, and there’s no
one bothering you.” :

“Do you go this way every day?”

“Mostly. I know another shortcut, but it’s longer. I
like to go any way that gets me away from the trafiic
lights.® They’re stupid. No cars are coming, but the light
is green and you're supposed to wait.” Then a lot of cars
show up, and it’s red, so they have to stop and wait,

1. an ace [eis] of diamonds ['diomondz]: £ FkA, 2. a
ioose piece of wood in cne femce: il b—Hir By A, 3.1 felt
bad in my stomach. RBIFELEW, 4. hall: sRM:EEN. L8, S
it’s only a couple of minutes ‘after the next yard: ek --thllE B
LR AT, 6. traffic lights: BT, 7. you're supposed
to walt: {RELA %, (be supposed to FIULFTH T, L& MApa,)



even if there’s no one around who wants to walk across.

-Stupid. A lot of things are stupid, and all they do in school
is give you more stupid rules.”

And then we were on the street. Just to the right of
us was the school, like I saw it a week before .with my
mother. Only now there were people all around, and I
was glad I had a frlend. I must have smiled at him or
something, because he smiled at me.

‘I’m Larry. What’s your name?”

“Jim.”

“0. K., Jim. You want to try the alley again going

home?”

“Sure.”

“What grade are you in?”

“Sixth.”

“Think you’ll ever finish it?”

“l hope so.”

“I’m starting sixth, too, and it’s going to be a waste
of time, the biggest waste anyone ever dreamed up.! Just
wait.” :
Like before, I didn’t know what to say back, but we
were inside the building, so I just said something about
having to go to the office to find out what to do.

“You'll be there all day, man. But who knows, we
may meet in the cafeteria?. If you want to stand right out-
side the door we came in, I'll pick you up when school’s
over.”

1. dreamed up: Rdﬁ?&ﬁﬁtﬂﬂer@o 2. cafeteria [ kefi'tiorio]: 5
FHRERHRE,
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The next thing I knew he was gome.! I thought to
myself that he might even know a shortcut to his room.

I moved in the direction Larry showed me, but I
didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. The school was much
bigger than I remembered. When Ma and I had walked
over to look at it I told her it looked just like the old
one, the same broken windows and writing all over the
walls and everything else. Even the fence around it was
coming down. But my mother said no, it’s what’s inside
that’s important. “That will be different.” Well, it was.
The halls were longer, and there were even more children
than before, so many I couldn’t see how there was enough
air for everyone to breathe.

The halls went on, and turned corners, and 1 had to
ask someone about the principal’s office.2 1 saw a teacher
and asked her.

“End of the hall, last door to the left. And hurry up.
It’s late.”

So I did what she said and there was the door with
the sign: OFFICE..WALK IN.® I pushed the door just as
the bells all rang: The halls were suddenly empty. I waited
for a second before pushing the door open. Then I was

. afraid someone might come down the hall and see me

standing there with my hand on the door, so I went inside.

1. The next ﬂ\lng I knew he was gone: —#:RBE2ET, 2. the
principal’s office: Hi4cFpstE., 3. Walk In = Don't bother to knock,
just open the d_oor and come in.
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It was the biggest office I had ever seen. almost like
a hall or something, and there were three women in it.
They didn’t even look up' when I came in, and I stood
there, not knowing what to say or do. I thought to myself
I could be a robber and they wouldn’t: know it,2 or I
could steal some pencils and paper and a lamb on the desk
near the door and just walk out, and it wouldn’t make
any difference to them.®
I was thinking of doing something to make them look
up and see me. But then one woman dropped a pencil and
couldn’t reach it from her chair, so she got up to look
for it, and that’s how she noticed me.

“The principal is a very busy man,” the secretary told

me before I could say anything.

I told her my name and that I was transferring from
the Lawrence Simpson School.

“You’ll have to wait your turn,” she said, and went
back to look for that pencil.

It was O.K. at first, just sitting there on the stool and
hearing her talk on the phone. Once she turned to me and
told me there were twice as many children in the building
as there oixght to be. 1 didn’t say anything. I didn’t know
if 1 was supposed to or not.4

1. They didn’t even look up: #{i1E LkBFHE—TF, 2. I could be

a robber and they wouldn’t know it: REIfER—A Bk, WIIBALSREA,
3. and it wouldn’t make any difference to them: >t abfi18id¥, iR,

4. T didn’t know if 1 was supposed to or not: BRAMERIZFIKRR.
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