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BLACK BOY
(AMERICAN HUNGER)

They meet with davkness in the daytime
And they grope at noonday as in the night . . .
—]JOB



For
ELLEN and JULIA
who live always in my heart



Part One:

SOUTHERN NIGHT

His strength shall be hunger-bitten,
And destruction shall be ready at his side.
—JOB






Chapter 1

NE WINTER MORNING in the long-ago, four-year-old
days of my life I found myself standing before a fire-
place, warming my hands over a mound of glowing coals,
listening to the wind whistle past the house outside. All
morning my mother had been scolding me, telling me to keep
still, warning me that I must make no noise. And I was angry,
fretful, and impatient. In the next room Granny lay ill and
under the day and night care of a doctor and I knew that I
would be punished if I did not obey. I crossed restlessly to
the window and pushed back the long flufty white curtains—
which I had been forbidden to touch—and looked yearningly
out into the empty street. I was dreaming of running and
playing and shouting, but the vivid image of Granny’s old,
white, wrinkled, grim face, framed by a halo of tumbling
black hair, lying upon a huge feather pillow, made me afraid.
The house was quict. Behind me my brother—a year
vounger than I—was playing placidly upon the floor with a
toy. A bird wheeled past the window and I greeted it with a
glad shout.

“You better hush,” my brother said.

“You shut up,” I said.

My mother stepped briskly into the room and closed the
door behind her. She came to me and shook her finger in my
face.

“You stop that yelling, you hear?” she whispered. “You
know Granny’s sick and you better keep quiet!”

I hung my head and sulked. She left and I ached with
boredom.

“I told you so,” my brother gloated.

“You shut up,” I told him again.

I wandered listlessly about the room, trying to think of
something to do, dreading the return of my mother, resentful
of being neglected. The room held nothing of interest except
the fire and finally I stood before the shimmering embers, fas-
cinated by the quivering coals. An idea of a new kind of game
grew and took root in my mind. Why not throw something
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6 BLACK BOY

into the fire and watch it burn? I looked about. There was
only my picture book and my mother would beat me if I
burned that. Then what? I hunted around until I saw the
broom leaning in a closet. That’s it . . . Who would bother
about a few straws if I burned them? I pulled out the broom
and tore out a batch of straws and tossed them into the fire
and watched them smoke, turn black, blaze, and finally be-
come white wisps of ghosts that vanished. Burning straws
was a teasing kind of fun and I took more of them from the
broom and cast them into the fire. My brother came to my
side, his eyes drawn by the blazing straws.

“Don’t do that,” he said.

“How come?” I asked.

“You’ll burn the whole broom,” he said.

“You hush,” I said.

“Pll tell,” he said.

“And I’ll hit you,” I said.

My idea was growing, blooming. Now I was wondering
just how the long fluffy white curtains would look if I lit a
bunch of straws and held it under them. Would I try it? Sure.
I pulled several straws from the broom and held them to the
fire until they blazed; I rushed to the window and brought
the flame in touch with the hems of the curtains. My brother
shook his head.

“Naw,” he said.

He spoke too late. Red circles were eating into the white
cloth; then a flare of flames shot out. Startled, I backed away.
The fire soared to the ceiling and I trembled with fright. Soon
a sheet of yellow lit the room. I was terrified; I wanted to
scream but was afraid. I looked around for my brother; he
was gone. One half of the room was now ablaze. Smoke was
choking me and the fire was licking at my face, making me
gasp.

I made for the kitchen; smoke was surging there too. Soon
my mother would smell that smoke and see the fire and come
and beat me. I had done something wrong, something which
I could not hide or deny. Yes, I would run away and never
come back. I ran out of the kitchen and into the back yard.
Where could I go? Yes, under the house! Nobody would find
me there. I crawled under the house and crept into a dark
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hollow of a brick chimney and balled myself into a tight knot.
My mother must not find me and whip me for what I had
done. Anyway, it was all an accident; I had not really in-
tended to set the house afire. I had just wanted to see how the
curtains would look when they burned. And neither did it
occur to me that I was hiding under a burning house.

Presently footsteps pounded on the floor above me. Then I
heard screams. Later the gongs of fire wagons and the clop-
ping hoofs of horses came from the direction of the street.
Yes, there was really a fire, a fire like the one I had seen one
day burn a house down to the ground, leaving only a chim-
ney standing black. T was stiff with terror. The thunder of
sound above me shook the chimney to which I clung. The
screams came louder. I saw the image of my grandmother
lying helplessly upon her bed and there were yellow flames in
her black hair. Was my mother afire? Would my brother burn?
Perhaps everybody in the house would burn! Why had I not
thought of those things before I fired the curtains? I yearned
to become invisible, to stop living. The commotion above me
increased and I began to cry. It seemed that I had been hiding
for ages, and when the stomping and the screaming died
down T felt lonely, cast forever out of life. Voices sounded
near-by and I shivered.

“Richard!” my mother was calling frantically.

I saw her legs and the hem of her dress moving swiftly
about the back yard. Her wails were full of an agony whose
intensity told me that my punishment would be measured by
its depth. Then I saw her taut face peering under the edge
of the house. She had found me! I held my breath and waited
to hear her command me to come to her. Her face went
away; no, she had not seen me huddled in the dark nook of
the chimney. I tucked my head into my arms and my teeth
chattered.

“Richard!”

The distress I sensed in her voice was as sharp and painful
as the lash of a whip on my flesh.

“Richard! The house is on fire. Oh, find my child!”

Yes, the house was afire, but I was determined not to leave
my place of safety. Finally I saw another face peering under
the edge of the house; it was my father’s. His eyes must have
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become accustomed to the shadows, for he was now pointing
at me.

“There he is!”

“Naw!” I screamed.

“Come here, boy!”

“Naw!”

“The house is on fire!”

“Leave me ’lone!”

He crawled to me and caught hold of one of my legs. I
hugged the edge of the brick chimney with all of my strength.
My father yanked my leg and I clawed at the chimney harder.

“Come outta there, you little fool!”

“Turn me loose!”

I could not withstand the tugging at my leg and my fingers
relaxed. It was over. I would be beaten. I did not care any
more. I knew what was coming. He dragged me into the back
yard and the instant his hand left me I jumped to my feet and
broke into a wild run, trying to elude the people who sur-
rounded me, heading for the street. I was caught before I had
gone ten paces.

From that moment on things became tangled for me. Out
of the weeping and the shouting and the wild talk, I learned
that no one had died in the fire. My brother, it seemed, had
finally overcome enough of his panic to warn my mother,
but not before more than half the house had been destroyed.
Using the mattress as a stretcher, Grandpa and an uncle
had lifted Granny from her bed and had rushed her to the
safety of a neighbor’s house. My long absence and silence had
made everyone think, for a while, that I had perished in the
blaze.

“You almost scared us to death,” my mother murtered as
she stripped the leaves from a tree limb to prepare it for my
back.

I was lashed so hard and long that I lost consciousness. I
was beaten out of my senses and later I found myself in bed,
screaming, determined to run away, tussling with my mother
and father who were trying to keep me still. I was lost in a fog
of fear. A doctor. was called—I was afterwards told—and he
ordered that I be kept abed, that I be kept quiet, that my very
life depended upon it. My body seemed on fire and I could
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not sleep. Packs of ice were put on my forehead to keep down
the fever. Whenever I tried to sleep I would see huge wobbly
white bags, like the full udders of cows, suspended from the
ceiling above me. Later, as I grew worse, I could see the bags
in the daytime with my eyes open and 1 was gripped by the
fear that they were going to fall and drench me with some
horrible liquid. Day and night I begged my mother and father
to take the bags away, pointing to them, shaking with terror
because no one saw them but me. Exhaustion would make me
drift toward sleep and then I would scream until I was wide
awake again; I was afraid to sleep. Time finally bore me away
from the dangerous bags and I got well. But for a long time I
was chastened whenever I remembered that my mother had
come close to killing me.

Each event spoke with a cryptic tongue. And the moments
of living slowly revealed their coded meamings. There was
the wonder I felt when I first saw a brace of mountainlike,
spotted, black-and-white horses clopping down a dusty road
through clouds of powdered clay.

There was the delight I caught in seeing long straight rows
of red and green vegetables stretching away in the sun to the
bright horizon.

There was the faint, cool kiss of sensuality when dew came
on to my cheeks and shins as I ran down the wet green gar-
den paths in the ecarly morning.

There was the vague sense of the infinite as I looked down
upon the yellow, dreaming waters of the Mississippi River
from the verdant bluffs of Natchez.

There were the echoes of nostalgia I heard in the crying
strings of wild geese winging south against a bleak, autumn
sky.
There was the tantalizing melancholy in the tingling scent
of burning hickory wood.

There was the teasing and impossible desire to imitate the
petty pride of sparrows wallowing and flouncing in the red
dust of country roads.

There was the yearning for identification loosed in me by
the sight of a solitary ant carrying a burden upon a mysterious
journey.

There was the disdain thar filled me as I tortured a delicate,
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blue-pink crawfish that huddled fearfully in the mudsill of a
rusty tin can.

There was the aching glory in masses of clouds burning
gold and purple from an invisible sun.

There was the liquid alarm I saw in the blood-red glare of
the sun’s afterglow mirrored in the squared panes of white-
washed frame houses.

There was the languor 1 felt when I heard green leaves rus-
tling with a rainlike sound.

There was the incomprehensible secret embodied in a whit-
ish toadstool hiding in the dark shade of a rotting log.

There was the experience of feeling death without dying
that came from watching a chicken leap about blindly after
its neck had been snapped by a quick twist of my father’s
Wrist.

There was the great joke that I felt God had played on cats
and dogs by making them lap their milk and water with their
tongues.

There was the thirst I had when I watched clear, sweet juice
trickle from sugar cane being crushed.

There was the hot panic that welled up in my throat and
swept through my blood when I first saw the lazy, limp coils
of a blue-skinned snake sleeping in the sun.

There was- the speechless astonishment of seeing a hog
stabbed through the heart, dipped into boiling water,
scraped, split open, gutted, and strung up gaping and bloody.

There was the love I had for the mute regality of tall, moss-
clad oaks.

There was the hint of cosmic cruelty that I felt when I saw
the curved timbers of a wooden shack that had been warped
in the summer sun.

There was the saliva that formed in my mouth whenever 1
stnelt clay dust potted with fresh rain.

There was the cloudy notion of hunger when I breathed
the odor of new-cut, bleeding grass.

And there was the quiet terror that suffused my senses
when vast hazes of gold washed earthward from star-heavy
skies on silent nights . . .

One day my mother told me that we were going to Mem-
phis on a boat, the Kate Adams, and my eagerness thereafter
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made the days seem endless. Each night I went to bed hoping
that the next morning would be the day of departure.

“How big is the boat?” I asked my mother.

“As big as a mountain,” she said.

“Has it got a whistle?”

« ch,::

“Does the whistle blow?”

“ch.”

“W]:lcn?”

“When the captain wants it to blow.”

“Why do they call it the Kate Adams?”

“Because that’s the boat’s name.”

“What color 1s the boat?”

“White.”

“How long will we be on the boat?”

“All day and all night.”

“Will we sleep on the boat?”

“Yes, when we get sleepy, we'll sleep. Now, hush.”

For days I had dreamed about a huge white boat floating
on a vast body of water, but when my mother took me down
to the levee on the day of leaving, I saw a tiny, dirty boat that
was not at all like the boat I had imagined. I was disappointed
and when time came to go on board I cried and my mother
thought that I did not want to go with her to Mempbhis, and I
could not tell her what the trouble was. Solace came when I
wandered about the boat and gazed at Negroes throwing
dice, drinking whisky, playing cards, lolling on boxes, eating,
talking, and singing. My father took me down into the engine
room and the throbbing machines enthralled me for hours.

In Memphis we lived in a one-story brick tenement. The
stone buildings and the concrete pavements looked bleak and
hostile to me. The absence of green, growing things made the
city scem dead. Living space for the four of us—my mother,
my brother, my father, and me—was a kitchen and a bed-
room. In the front and rear were paved arcas in which my
brother and I could play, but for days I was afraid to go into
the strange city streets alone.

It was in this tenement that the personality of my father
first came fully into the orbit of my concern. He worked as
a night porter in a Beale Street drugstore and he became



