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NATTVE SON

With an introductory cssay, ‘How
Bigger was Born’, by the author
Richard Wright's story of a Negro youth
from the Chicago slums wsa. sch:sues
through murder the sense of pupose and
identity denied him by white socicty has
become a classic. It was written m the
*thirties, long before the existence of any
powerful Civil Rights movements or serious
legislation, yet 1n its concept of self-realization
through violence, 1t brilliantly prophesies
the militancy of Black Power

Bigger Thomas, living in one rat-infested
room with his family, refuses to accept like
his mother or his woman Bessic, the panaceas
of religion or whisky. Transported suddenly
into the liberal prosperity of the Dalton
household, bewildered hy his first encounter
with the politics of equality, Bigger commits
accidental murder in a moment of panic, Tn
a hostile world white with snow he hecomes
a fugitive, commiiting rape and another,
more brutal murder. Yet through these acts
of violence and the ensuing recriminations
of an enraged white mob, Bigger enjoys for
the first time a sense of freedom in the
possibility of choice. At his trial, throughout
his lawyer’s passionate defence speech and
the long hours as he waits for sentence,
Bigger gropes towards an understanding of
himself and the life force that found strange |
liberation in death.

Natwe Son is one of the great books in the
literature of oppression. Few writers have so
vividly and unforgettably portrayed the
experience of being black under white
supremacy.




Native Son

Ricrarn WRIGHT was born on a plantation |
near Natchez, Missisuippi, in 1908 As a 1
ychild he lived in Memphis, Tennessee, then
in an orphanage, and with various relatives
At the age of fifteen he left home and
returned to Memphis for two years to work |
‘Accidentally’, said Wright, ‘I came across |
H. L Mencken’s Book of Prefaces which
served ag a literary Bible for me for some
years. Becanse I was not prepared to be
anything else, I decided to become a writer.’
In 1934 he went to Chicago, and in 1935 !
began to work on the Federal Writers’
Project (WPA). He won his first success with
Ungle Tom's Children in 1938 and the
{ollowing year was awarded a Guggenhemm
Fellowship. The publication in 1940 of Native
Son, a bestseller in America, established him
as onc ol the counlry’s most distinclive
writers. Rosamond Lehmann wrote in the
Spectator, “The scope and passionate sincerity
of this book give it a grandeur, a motal
importance at least as great as that of An
American Tragedy. His acclaimed autobiography
Black Boy appeared in 1945 and The Outsider
in 1953 After the last war, Richard Wright
went to live in Paris with his wife and
daughters, remaining there until his death

in 1g60.
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To My Mother

who, when I was a child at her knee,

taught me to revere the fanciful and the
imaginative






Introduction

HOW “BIGGER” WAS BORN
By RICHARD WRIGHT

I am not so pretentious as to imagine that it is possible for
me to account completely for my own book, Native Son. But
I am going to try to account for as much of it as I can, the
sources of it, the material that went into it, and my own years’
long changing attitude toward that material.

In a fundamental sense, an imaginative novel represents the
merging of two extremes; it 1s an intensely intimate expression
on the part of a conscliousness couched 1 terms of the most
objéctive and commonly known events. It is at once some-
thing private and public by its very nature and texture. Con-
founding the author who is trying to lay his cards on the table
is the dogging knowledge that his imagination is a kind of
community medium of exchange: what he has read, felt,
thought, seen, and remembered is translated into extensions as
impersonal as a worn dollar bill.

The more closely the author thinks of why he wrote, the
more he comes to regard his imagination as a kind of self-
generating cement which glued his facts together, and his emo-
tions as a kind of dark and obscure designer of those facts.
Always there is something that is just beyond the tip of the
tongue that could explain it all. Usually, he ends up by dis-
cussing something far afield, an act which incites skepticism

»
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and suspicion in those anxious for a straight-out explanation.

Yet the author is eager to explam, But the moment he
makes the attempt his words falter, for he is confronted and
defied by the inexplicable array of his own emotions. Emo-
tions are subjective and he can communicate them only when
he clothes them in objective guise; and how can he ever be so
arrogant as to know when he is dressing up the right emotion
in the right Sunday suit? He is always left with the uneasy
notion that maybe any objective drapery is as good as any
other for any emotion.

And the moment he does dress up an emotion, his mind is
confronted with the riddle of that “dressed up” emotion, and
he is left peering with eager dismay back into the dim reaches
of his own incommunicable life. Reluctantly, he comes to the
conclusion that to account for his book is to account for his
life, and he knows that that is impossible, Yet, some curious,
wayward motive urges him to supply the answer, for there is
the feeling that his dignity as a living being is challenged by
something within him that is not understood.

So, at the outset, I say frankly that there are phases of
Native Son which 1 shall make no attempt to account for.
There are meanings in my book of which 1 was not aware
until they literally spilled out upon the paper, I shall sketch
the outline of how I consciously came Into possession of the
materials that went into Native Son, but there will be many
things I shall omit, not because I want to, but simply because
I don’t know them.

The birth of Bigger Thomas goes back to my childhood,
and there was not just one Bigger, but many of them, more
than I could count and morc than you suspect. But let me
start with the first Bigger, whom I shall call Bigger No. 1.

When I was a bareheaded, barefoot kid in Jackson, Mis-
sissippi, there was a boy who terrorized me and all of the
boys I played with. If we were playing games, he would
saunter up and snatch from us our balls, bats, spinning tops,
and marbles. We would stand around pouting, sniffling, try-
ing to keep back our tears, begging for our playthings. But
Bigger would refuse, We never demanded that he give them
back; we were afraid, and Bigger was bad, We had seen him
clout boys when he was angry and we did not want to run that
risk. We never recovered our toys unless we flattered him and
made him feel that he was superior to us. Then, perhaps, if
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he felt like it, he condescended, threw them at us and then
gave each of us a swift kick in the bargain, just to make us
feel his utter contempt.

That was the way Bigger No. 1 lived. His life was a con-
tinuous challenge to others. At all times he rook his way,
right or wrong, and those who contradicted bim had him to
fight. And never was he happier than when he had someone
cornered and at his mercy; it seemed that the deepest mean-
ing of his squalid life was in him at such times.

I don’t know what the fate of Bigger No. 1 was, His swag-
gering personality is swallowed up somewhere in the amnesia
of my childhood. But I suspect that his end was violent, Any-
way, he left a marked impression upon me; maybe it was
because I longed secretly to be like him and was afraid. I
don’t know.

If T bad known only one Bigger I would not have written
Native Son. Let me call the next one Bigger No. 2; he was
about seventeen and tougher than the first Bigger. Simce I,
too, had grown older, I was a little less afraid of him. And
the hardness of this Bigger No. 2 was not directed toward
me or the other Negroes, but toward the whites who ruled
the South, He bought clothes and food on credit and would
not pay for them. He lived in the dingy shacks of the white
landlords and refused to pay rent, Of course, he had no
money, but peither did we. We did without the necessities of
life and starved ourselves, but he never would. When we
asked him why he acted as he did, he would tell us (as
though we were little children in a kindergarten) that the
white folks had everything and he had nothing. Further, he
would tell us that we were fools not to get what we wanted
while we were alive in this world. We would listen and si-
lently agree. We longed to believe and act as he did, but we
were afraid. We were Southern Negroes and we were hungry
and we wanted to live, but we were more willing to tighten”
our belts than risk confiict. Bigger No. 2 wanted to live and
he did; he was in prison the last time I heard from him.

There was Bigger No. 3, whom -the white folks called a
“bad nigger.” He carried his life in his hands in a literal
fashion. I once worked as a ticket-taker in a Negro movie
house (all movie houses in Dixie are Jim Crow; there are
movies for whites and movies for blacks), and many times
Bigger No. 3 came to the door and gave my arm a hard pinch
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and walked into the theater. Resentfully and silently, I'd nurse
my bruised arm. Presently, the proprietor would come over
and ask how things were going. I'd point into the darkened
theater and say: “Bigger’s in there.” “Did he pay?” the pro-
prietor would ask. “No, sir,” I'd answer. The proprietor
would pull down the comers of his lips and speak through his
teeth: “We'll kill that goddamn nigger one of these days.”
And the episode would end right there. But later on Bigger
No, 3 was killed during the days of Prohibition: while de-
livering liquor to a customer he was shot through the back
by a white cop.

And then there was Bigger No. 4, whose only law was
death. The Jim Crow laws of the South were not for him.
But as he laughed and cursed and broke them, he knew that
some day he'd have to pay for his freedom, His rebellious
spirit made him violate all the taboos and consequently he
always oscillated between moods of intense elation and de-
pression. He was never happier than when he had outwitted
some foolish custom, and he was never more melancholy than
when brooding over the impossibility of his ever being free.
He had no job, for he regarded digging ditches for fifty cents
a day as slavery, “I can't live on that,” he would say. Ofttimes
T'd find him reading a book; he would stop and in a joking,
wistful, and cynical manner ape the antics of the white folks.
Generally, he'd end his mimicry in a depressed state and say:
“The white folks won’t let us do nothing.” Bigger No. 4 was
sent to the asylum for the insane.

Then there was Bigger No. 5, who always rode the Jim
Crow streetcars without paying and sat wherever he pleased.
I remember one morning his getting into a streetcar (all
streetcars in Dixie are divided into two sections: one section
is for whites and is labeled—FOR WHITES; the other sec-
tion is for Negroes and is labeled—FOR COLORED) and
sitting in the white section. The conductor went to him and
said: “Come on, nigger. Move over where you belong, Can't
you read?” Bigger answered: “Naw, I can’t read.” The con-
ductor flared up: “Get out of that seat!” Bigger took out his
knife, opened 1it, held it nonchalantly in his hand, and re-
plied: “Make me,” The conductor turned red, blinked,
clenched his fists, and walked away, stammering: “The god-
damn scum of the earth!” A small angry conference of white
men took place i the front of the car and the Negroes sit-
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ting in the Jim Crow section overheard: “That's that Bigger
Thomas nigger and you'd better leave ’im alone.” The Ne-
groes experienced an intense flash of pride and the streetcar
moved on its journey without incident. I don't know what
happened to Bigger No. S. But I can guess.

The Bigger Thomases were the only Negroes I know of
who consistently violated the Jim Crow laws of the South
and got away with it, at least for a sweet brief spell, Even-
tually, the whites who restricted their lives made them pay a
terrible price. They were shot, hanged, maimed, lynched, and
generally hounded untyl they were either dead or their spirits
broken.

There were many variations to this behavioristic pattern.
Later on I encountered other Bigger Thomases who did not
react to the locked-in Black Belts with this same extremity
and violence. But before I use Bigger Thomas as a spring-
board for the examination of milder types, I'd better indicate
more precisely the nature of the environment that produced
these men, or the reader will be left with the impresston that
they were essentially and organically bad.

In Dixie there are two worlds, the white world and the
black world, and they are physically separated. There are
white schools and black schools, white churches and black
churches, white businesses and black businesses, white grave-
yards and black graveyards, and, for all I know, a white God
and a black God. . . .

This separation was accomplished after the Civil War by
the terror of the Ku Klux Klan, which swept the newly freed
Negro through arson, pillage, and death out of the United
States Senate, the House of Representatives, the many state
legislatures, and out of the public, social, and economic life
of the South. The motive for this assault was simple and
urgent, The imperialistic tug of history had torn the Negro
from his African home and had placed him ironically upon
the most fertile plantation areas of the South; and, when the
Negro was freed, he outnumbered the whites in many of
these fertile areas. Hence, a fierce and bitter struggle took
place to keep the ballot from the Negro, for had he had a
chance to vote, he would have automatically controlled the
richest lands of the South and with them the social, political,
and economic destiny of a third of the Republic. Though the
South is politically a part of America, the problem that faced
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her was peculiar and the struggle between the whites and the
blacks after the Civil War was in essence a struggle for power,
ranging over thirteen states and involving the lives of tens of
millions of people.

But keeping the ballot from the Negro wasg not enough to
hold him in check; disfranchisement had to be supplemented
by a whole panoply of rules, taboos, and penalties designed
not only to insure peace (complete submission), but to guar-
antee that no real threat would ever arise. Had the Negro
lived upon a common territory, separate from the bulk of the
white population, this program of oppression might not have
assumed such a brutal and violent form, But this war took
place between people who were neighbors, whose homes ad-
joined, whose farms had common boundaries. Guns and dis-
franchisement, therefore, were not enough to make the black
neighbor keep his distance. The white neighbor decided to
limit the amount of education his black neighbor could re-
ceive; decided to keep him off the police force and out of
the local national guards; to segregate him residentially; to
Jim Crow him in public places; to restrict his participation in
the professions and jobs; and to build up a vast, dense ide-~
ology of racial superiority that would justify any act of vio-
lence taken against him to defend white dominance; and
further, to condition him to hope for little and to receive that
little without rebelling.

But, because the blacks were so close to the very civiliza-
tion which sought to keep them out, because they could not
help but react in some way to its incentives and prizes, and
because the very tissue of their consciousness received its
tone and timbre from the strivings of that dominant civiliza-
tion, oppression spawned among them a myriad variety of
reactions, reaching from outright blind rebellion to a sweet,
other-worldly submissiveness,

In the main, this delicately balanced state of affairs has not
greatly altered since the Civil War, save in those parts of the
South which have been industrialized or urbanized. So vola-
tile and tense are these relations that if a Negro rebels against
rule and taboo, he is lynched and the reason ror the lynching
is usually called “rape,” that catchword which has garnered
such vile connotations that it can raise a mob anywhere in
the South pretty quickly, even today.

Now for the variations in the Bigger Thomas pattern. Some
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of the Negroes living under these conditions got religion, felt
that Jesus would redeem the void of living, felt that the more
bitter life was in the present the happier it would be in the
hereafter. Others, clinging still to that brief glimpse of post-
Civil War freedom, employed a thousand ruses and strata-
gems of struggle to win their rights. Still others projected their
hurts and longings into more naive and mundane forms—
blues, jazz, swing—and, without intellectual guidance, tried
to build up a compensatory nourishment for themselves,
Many labored under hot suns and then killed the restless ache
with alcohol. Then there were those who strove for an educa-
tion, and when they got it, enjoyed the financial fruits of it
in the style of their bourgeois oppressors. Usually they went
hand in hand with the powerfull whites and helped to keep
their groaning brothers in line, for that was the safest course
of action. Those who did this called themselves “leaders.” To
give you an idea of how completely these “leaders” worked
with those who oppressed, I can tell you that I lived the first
seventeen years of my life in the South without so much as
hearing of or seeing one act of rebellion fiom any Negro,
save the Bigger Thomases,

But why did Bigger revolt? No explanation based upon a
hard and fast rule of conduct can be given. But there were
always two factors psychologically dominant in his person-
ality. First, through some quirk of circumstance, he had be-
come estranged from the religion and the folk culture of his
race. Second, he was trying to react to and answer the call
of the dominant civilization whose glitter came to him
through the newspapers, magazines, radios, movies, and the
mere imposing sight and sound of daily American life, In
many respects his emergence as a distinct type was inevitable.

As I grew older, I became familiar with the Bigger Thomas
conditioning and its numerous shadings no matter where 1
saw 1t in Negro life. It was not, as I have already said, as
blatant or extreme as in the originals; but it was there, never-
theless, like an undeveloped negative.

Sometimes, in areas far removed from Mississippi, I'd hear
a Negro say: “I wish I didn't have to live this way. I feel like
I want to burst.” Then the anger would pass; he would go
back to his job and try to eke out a few pennies to support
his wife and children

Sometimes I'd hear a Negro say: “God, I wish I had a flag
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and a country of my own." But that mood would soon vonish
and he would go his way placidly enough.

Sometimes I'd hear a Negro ex-soldier say: “What in hell
did I fight in the war for? They segregated me even when I was
offering my life for my country.” But he, too, like the others,
would soon forget, would become caught up in the tense grind
of struggling for bread,

I've even heard Negroes, in moments of anger and bitter-
ness, praise what Japan is doing in China, not because they
believed in oppression (being objects of oppression them-
selves), but because they would suddenly sense how empty
their lives were when looking at the dark faces of Japanese
generals in the rotogravure supplements of the Sunday news-
papers. They would dream of what it would be like to live
in a country where they could forget their color and play a
responsible role in the vital processes of the nation’s life.

I've even heard Negroes say that maybe Hitler and Musso-
lini are all right; that maybe Stalin is all right. They did not
say this out of any intellectual comprebension of the forces
at work in the world, but because they felt that these men
“did thi~gs,” a phrase which is charged with more meaning
than the mere words imply. There was in the back of their
minds, when they said this, a wild and intense longing (wild
and intense because it was suppressed!) to belong, to be iden-
tified, to feel that they were alive as other pcople were, to be
caught up forgetfully and exultingly in the swing of events,
to feel the clean, deep, organic satisfaction of doing a job in
common with others.

It was not until I went to live in Chicago that T first thought
seriously of writing of Bigger Thomas. Two items of my ex-
perience combined to make me aware of Bigger as a mean-
ingful and prophetic symbol. First, being free of the daily
pressure of the Dixie environment, I was able to come into
possession of my own feelings. Second, my contact with the
labor movement and its ideology made me see Bigger clearly
and feel what he meant.

I made the discovery that Bigger Thomas was not black
all the time; he was white, too, and there were literally mil-
lions of him, everywhere. The extension of my sense of the
personality of Bigger was the pivot of my life; it altered the
complexion of my existence. I became conscious, at first
dimly, and then later on with increasmng clarity and convic-
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tion, of a vast, muddied pool of human life in America. It
was as though I had put on a pair of spectacles whose power
was that of an x-ray enabling me to see deeper into the lives
of men. Whenever I picked up a newspaper, I'd no longer
feel that T was reading of the doings of whites alone (Negroes
are rarely mentioned in the press unless they've committed
some crime!), but of a complex struggle for life going on in
my country, a struggle in which I was involved. 1 sensed, too,
that the Southern scheme of oppression was but an appendage
of a far vaster and in many respects more ruthless and im-
personal commaodity-profit machine.

Trade-union struggles and issues began to grow meaningful
to me. The flow of goods across the seas, buoying and de-
pressmg the wages of men, held a fascination. The pro-
nouncements of foreign governments, their policies, plans, and
acts were calculated and weighed in relation to the lives of
people about me. I was literally overwhelmed when, in read-
ing the works of Russian revolutionists, I came across descrip-
tions of the “holiday energies of the masses,” “the locomotives
of history,” “the conditions prerequsite for revolution,” and
so forth. I approached all of these new revelations in the light
of Bigger Thomas, his hopes, fears, and despairs; and I be-
gan to feel far-flung kinships, and sense, with fright and
abashment, the possibilities of alliances between the Ameri-
can Negro and other people possessing a kindred conscious-
ness.

As my mind extended in this general and abstract manner,
it was fed with even more vivid and concrete examples of
the lives of Bigger Thomas. The urban environment of Chi-
cago, affording a more stimulating hife, made the Negro Big-
ger Thomases react more violently than even in the South.
More than ever I began to see and understand the environ-
mental factors which made for this extreme conduct. It was
not that Chicago segregated Negroes more than the South,
but that Chicago had more to offer, that Chicago’s physical
aspect—noisy, crowded, filled with the sense of power and
fuifillment—did so much more to dazzle the mind with a
taunting sense of possible achievement that the segregation it
did impose brought forth from Bigger a reaction more ob-
streperous than in the South.

. So the concrete picture and the abstract linkages of rela-
tionships fed each other, each making the other more mean-
ingful and affording my emotions an opportunity to react to
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them with success and understanding. The process was like
a swinging pendulum, each to and fro motion throwing up
its tiny bit of meaning and significance, each stroke helping
to develop the dim negative which had been implanted in my
mind in the South.

During this period the shadings and nuances which were
filling in Bigger’s picture came, not so much from Negro life,
as from the lives of whites I met and grew to know, I began
to sense that they had their own kind of Bigger Thomas be-
havioristic pattern which grew out of a more subtle and
broader frustration. The waves of recurring crime, the silly
fads and crazes, the quicksilver changes in public taste, the
hysteria and fears—all of these had long been muysteries to
me. But now I looked back of them and felt the pinch and
pressure of the environment that gave them their pitch and
peculiar kind of being, I began to feel with my mind the inner
tensions of the people I met. I don’t mean to say that I think
that environment makes consciousness (I suppose God makes
that, if there is a God), but I do say that I felt and still feel
that the environment supplies the instrumentalities through
which the organism expresses itself, and if that environment
is warped or tranquil, the mode and manner of behavior will
be affected toward deadlocking tensions or orderly fulfillment
and satisfaction.

Let me give examples of how I began to develop the dim
negative of Bigger. I met white writers who talked of their
responses, who told me how whites reacted to this lurid
American scene. And, as they talked, I'd translate what they
said in terms of Bigger’s life. But what was more important
still, I read their novels. Here, for the first time, I found ways
and techniques of gauging meaningfully the effects of Ameri-
can civilization upon the personalities of people. I took these
techniques, these ways of seeing and feeling, and twisted
them, bent them, adapted them, until they became my ways
of apprehending the locked-in hfe of the Black Belt areas.
This association with white writers was the life preserver of
my hope to depict Negro life in fiction, for my race pos-
sessed no fictional works dealing with such problems, had no
background in such sharp and critical testing of experience,
no novels that went with a deep and fearless will down to the
dark roots of life.
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Here are examples of how I culled information relating
to Bigger from my reading:

There is in me a memory of reading an interesting pam-
phiet tellng of the friendship of Gorky and Lenin in exile.
The booklet told of how Lenin and Gorky were walking down
a London strect. Lenin tumed to Gorky and, pointing, said:
“Here 18 their Big Ben.” “There is their Westminster Abbey.”
*“There is their hbrary,” And at once, while reading that pas-
sage, my mind stopped, teased, challenged with the effort to
remember, to associate widely disparate but meaningful ex-
periences in my life. For a moment nothing would come, but
I remained convinced that I had heard the meaning of those
words sometime, somewhere before. Then, with a sudden
glow of satisfaction of having gained a little more knowledge
about the world mn which I lived, I'd end up by saying:
“That’s Bigger. That’s the Bigger Thomas reaction.”

In both instances the deep sense of exclusion was identical.
The feeling of looking at things with a painful and unwar-
rantable nakedness was an experience, I learned, that tran-
scended pational and racial boundaries. It was this intolerable
sense of feeling and understanding so much, and yet living
on a plane of social reality where the look of a world which
one did not make or own struck one with a blinding objec-
tivity and tangibility, that made me grasp the revolutionary
impulse in my life and the lives of those about me and far
away.

I remember reading a passage in a book dealing with old
Russia which said: “We must be ready to make endless sacri-
fices if we are to be able to overthrow the Czar.,” And again
I'd say to myself: “I've heard that somewhere, sometime be-
fore.” And again I'd hear Bigger Thomas, far away and long
ago, telling some white man who was trying to impose upon
him: “I'll kill you and go to hell and pay for it.” While living
in America I heard from far away Russia the bitter accents
of tragic calculation of how much human life and suffering it
would cost a man to live as a man in a world that denied him
the right to live with dignity. Actions and feelings of men
ten thousand miles from home helped me to understand the
moods and impulses of those walking the streets of Chicago
and Dixie.

1 am not saying that I heard any talk of revolution in the
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South when I was a kid there, But I did hear the lispings, the
whispers, the mutters which some day, under one stimulus
or another, will surely grow into open revolt unless the con-
ditions which produce Bigger Thomases are changed.

In 1932 another source of information was dramatically
opened up to me and I saw data of a surprising nature that
helped to clarify the personality of Bigger. From the moment
that Hitler took power in Germany and began to oppress the
Jews, I tried to keep track of what was happening. And on
mnumerable occasions I was startled to detect, either from
the side of the Fascists or from the side of the oppressed, re-
actions, moods, phrases, attitudes that reminded me strongly
of Bigger, that helped to bring out more clearly the shadowy
outhnes of the negative that lay in the back of my mind.

I read every account of the Fascist movement in Germany
I could lay my hands on, and from page to page 1 encoun-
tered and recognized familiar emotional patterns. What struck
me with particular force was the Nazi preoccupation with
the construction of a society in which there would exist
among all people (German people, of coursel) one solidarity
of ideals, one continuous circulation of fundamental beliefs,
notions, and assumptions. I am not now speaking of the
popular idea of regimenting people’s thought; I'm speaking
of the implicit, almost unconscious, or pre-conscious, assump-
tions and ideals upon which whole nations and races act and
live. And while reading these Nazi pages I'd be reminded of
the Negro preacher in the South telling of a life beyond this
world, a life in which the color of men’s skins would not
matter, a life in which each man would know what was deep
down in the hearts of his fellow man. And I could hear Bigger
Thomas standing on a street comer in America expressing his
agonizing doubts and chronic suspicions, thus: “I ain’t going
to trust nobody. Everything is a racket and everybody is out
to get what he can for himself, Maybe if we had a true leader,
we could do something.” And I'd know that I was still on
the track of learning about Bigger, still in the midst of the
modern struggle for solidarity among men.

When the Nazis spoke of the necessity of a highly ritual-
ized and symbolized life, I could hear Bigger Thomas on
Chicago’s South Side saying: “Man, what we need is a leader
like Marcus Garvey. We need a nation, a flag, an army of
our own. We colored folks ought to organize into groups and



HOW “BIGGER” WAS BORN

have generals, captains, licutenants, and so forth, We ought
to take Africa and have a national home.” I'd know, while
Listening to these childish words, that a white man would
smile dersively at them. But I could not smile, for I knew
the truth of those simple words from the facts of my own life.
The deep hunger in those childish ideas was like a flash of
lightning illuminating the whole dark inner landscape of
Bigger's mind Those words told me that the civilization
which had given birth to Bigger contained no spiritual sus-
tenance, had created no culture which could hold and claim
his allegiance and faith, had sensitized him and had left him
stranded, a free agent to roam the streets of our cities, a hot
and whirling vortex of undisciplned and unchannelized im-
pulses. The results of these observations made me feel more
than ever estranged from the civilization in which I lived, and
more than ever resotved toward the task of creating with
words a scheme of images and symbols whose direction could
enlist the sympathies, loyalties, and yearnings of the millions
of Bigger Thomases in every land and race. . . .

But more than anything else, as a writer, I was fascinated
by the similarity of the emotional tensions of Bigger m
America and Bigger in Nazi Germany and Bigger in old
Russia. All Bigger Thomases, white and black, felt tense,
afraid, nervous, hysterical, and restless. From far away Nazi
Germany and old Russia had come to me items of knowledge
that told mae that certain modern experiences were creating
types of personalitics whose existence ignored racial and na-
tional lines of demarcation, that these personalities carried
with them a more universal drzma-element than anything
I’'d ever encountered before; that these personalities were
mainly imposed upon men and women living in a world whose
fundamental assumptions could no longer be taken for
granted: a world ridden with national and class strife; a
world whose metaphysical meanings had vanished; a world
in which God no longer existed as a daily focal point of men’s
lives; a world mn which men could no longer retain their faith
in an ultimate heveafter. It was a highly geared world whose
nature was conflict and action, a world whose limited area
and vision impeniously urged men to satisfy their organisms,
a world that existed on a plane of animal sensation alone.

It was a world in which millions of men lived and behaved
like drunkards, taking a stiff drink of hard life to lift them
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up for a thrilling moment, to give them a quivering sense of
wild exultation and fulfillment that soon faded and let them
down. Eagerly they took another drink, wanting to avoid the
dull, flat look of things, then still another, this time stronger,
and then they felt that their lives had meaning. Speaking fig-
uratively, they were soon chronic alcoholics, men who lived
by violence, through extreme action and sensation, through
drowning daily in a perpetual nervous agitation,

From these items I drew my first political conclusions
about Bigger: 1 felt that Bigger, an American product, a
native son of this land, carried within him the potentialities
of either Communism or Fascism. I don’t mean to say that
the Negro boy I depicted in Native Son is either a Communist
or a Fascist. He is not either. But he is product of a dis-
located society; he is a dispossessed and disinherited man; he
is all of this, and he lives amid the greatest possible plenty on
earth and he is looking and feeling for a way out, Whether
he'll follow some gaudy, hysterical leader who'll promise
rashly to fill the void in him, or whether he’ll come to an
understanding with the millions of his kindred fellow workers
under trade-union or revolutionary guidance depends upon
the future drift of events in America. But, granting the emo-
tional state, the tensity, the fear, the hate, the impatience,
the sense of exclusion, the ache for violent action, the emo-
tional and cultural hunger, Bigger Thomas, conditioned as
his organism is, will not become an ardent, or even a luke-
warm, supporter of the status quo.

The difference between Bigger’s tensity and the German
variety is that Bigger’s, due to America’s educational restric-
tions on the bulk of her Negro population, is in a nascent
state, not yet articulate. And the difference between Bigger's
longing for self-identification and the Russian principle of
self-determination is that Bigger’s, due to the effects of
American oppression, which has not allowed for the forming
of deep ideas of solidarity among Negroes, is still in a state
of individual anger and hatred. Here, I felt, was drama! Who
will be the first to touch off these Bigger Thomases in Amer-
ica, white and black?

For a long time I toyed with the idea of writing a novel in
which a Negro Bigger Thomas would loom as a symbolic
figure of American life, a figure who would hold within him
the prophecy of our future. I felt strongly that he held within
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him, in a measure which perhaps no other contemporary type
did, the outhmnes of action and feeling which we would en-
coupter on a vast scale in the days to come. Just as one sees
when one walks into a medical research laboratory jars of
alcohol containing abnormally large or distorted portions of
the human body, just so did I see and feel that the conditions
of hife under which Negroes are forced to live in America
contain the embryonic emotional prefigurations of how a
large part of the body politic would react under stress,

So, with this much knowledge of myself and the world
gained and known, why should I not try to work out on paper
the problem of what will happen to Bigger? Why should I
not, like a scientist in a laboratory, use my imagination and
invent test-tube situations, place Bigger in them, and, follow-
ing the guidance of my own hopes and fears, what 1 had
learned and remembered, work out m fictional form an emo-
tional statement and resolution of this problem?

But several things militated against my starting to work.
Like Bigger himself, I felt a mental censor—product of the
fears which a Negro feels from living in America—standing
over me, draped in white, warning me not to write. This
censor’'s wainings were translated into my own thought proc-
esses thus: “What will white people think if I draw the pic-
ture of such a Negro boy? Will they not at once say: ‘See,
didn’t we tell you all along that niggers are like that? Now,
look, one of their own kind has come along and drawn the
picture for us!'” I felt that if I drew the picture of Bigger
truthfully, there would be many reactionary whites who
would try to make of him something I did not intend. And
yet, and this was what made it difficult, I knew that I could
not write of Bigger convincingly if I did not depict him as he
was: that is, resentful toward whites, sullen, angry, ignorant,
emotionally unstable, depressed and unaccountably elated at
times, and unable even, because of his own lack of inner or-
gapization which American oppression has fostered in him,
to unite with the members of his own race. And would not
whites misread Bigger and, doubting his authenticity, say:
“This man is preaching hate against the whole white race”?

The more I thought of it the more I became convinced that
if I did not write of Bigger as I saw and felt him, if I did not
try to make him a living personality and at the same time a
symbol of all the larger things I felt and saw in him, I'd be
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reacting as Bigger himself reacted: that is, I'd be aciing out
of fear if 1 let what I thought whites would say constrict and
paralyze me.

As T contemplated Bigger and what he meant, I snid to
myself: “I must write this novel, not only for others to read,
but to free myseif of this sense of shame and fear.” In fact,
the novel, as time passed, grew upon me to the extent that it
became a necessity to write it; the writing of it turned into
a way of living for me.

Another thought kept me from writing. What would my
own white and black comrades in the Communist party say?
This thought was the most bewildering of all. Politics is a
hard and narrow game; its policies represent the aggregate
desires and aspirations of millions of people. Its goals are
rigid and simply drawn, and the minds of the majority of
politicians are set, congealed in terms of daily tactical maneu-
vers. How could I create such complex and wide schemes of
associational thought and feeling, such filigreed webs of
dreams and politics, without being mistaken for a “smuggler
of reaction,” “an ideological confusionist,” or “an individu-
alistic and dangerous element”? Though my heart is with the
collectivist and proletarian ideal, 1 solved this problem by
assuring myself that honmest politics and honest feeling in
imaginative representation ought to be able to meet on com-
mon healthy ground without fear, suspicion, and quarreling.
Further, and more importantly, I steeled myself by coming
to the conclusion that whether politicians accepted or rejected
Bigger did not really matter; my task, as I felt it, was to free
myself of this burden of impressions and feelings, recast
them into the image of Bigger and make him true. Lastly, 1
felt that a right more immediately deeper than that of poli-
tics or race was at stake; that is, a human right, the right of
a man to think and feel honestly. And especially did this
personal and human right bear hard upon me, for tempera-
mentally I am inclined to satisfy the claims of my own ideals
rather than the expectations of others. It was this obscure
need that had pulled me into the labor movement in the be-
ginning and by exercising it I was but fulfilling what I felt to
be the laws of my own growth.

There was another constricting thought that kept me from
work. It deals with my own race. I asked myself; “What will
Negro doctors, lawyers, dentists, bankers, school teachers,



HOW “BIGGER” WAS BORN

social workers and business men, think of me if I draw such
a picture of Bigger?” I knew from long and painful experi-
ence that the Negro middle and professional classes were the
people of my own race who were more than others ashamed
of Bigger and what he meant Having narrowly escaped the
Bigger Thomas reaction pattern themselves—indeed, still re-
tamnmg traces of it within the confines of thewr own timid
personalities—they would not relish being publicly reminded
of the lowly, shameful depths of life above which they en-
joyed their bourgeois lives. Never did they want people,
espectally white people, to think that their lives were so much
touched by anything so dark and brutal as Bigger.

Their attitude toward life and art can be summed up in a
single paragraph: “But, Mr. Wright, there are so many of
us who are not like Bigger. Why don’t you portray in your
fiction the best traits of our race, something that will show
the white people what we have done in spite of oppression?
Don’t represent anger and bitterness. Smile when a white per-
son comes to you. Never let him feel that you are so small
that what he has done to crush you has made you hate him!
Oh, above all, save your pride!”

But Bigger won over all these claims; he won because I felt
that I was hunting on the trail of more exciting and thrilling
game, What Bigger meant had claimed me because I felt with
all of my being that he was more important than what any
person, white or black, would say or try to make of him,
more important than any political analysis designed to explain
or deny him, more important, even, than my own sense of
fear, shame, and diffidence,

But Bigger was still not down upon paper. For a long time
I had been writing of him in my mind, but I had yet to put
him into an image, a breathing symbol draped out in the
guise of the only form of hife my native land had allowed me
to know mtimately, that is, the ghetto life of the American
Negro. But the basic reason for my hesitancy was that an-
other and far more complex problem had risen to plague me.
Bigger, as I saw and felt him, was a snarl of many realities;
he had in him many levels of life.

Furst, there was his personal and private life, that intimate
existence that is so difficult to snare and nail down in fiction,
that elusive core of being, that individual data of conscious-
ness which in every man and woman is like that in no other.
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I had to deal with Bigger's dreams, his fleeting, momentary
sensations, his yearning, visions, his decp emotional responses,

Then I was confronted with that part of him that was dual
in aspect, dim, wavering, that part of him which is so much
a part of alf Negroes and all whites that  realized that I could
put it down upon paper only by feeling out its meaning first
within the confines of my own hfe. Bigger was attracted and
repelled by the American scene. He was an American, be-
cause he was a native son; but he was also a Negro nationalist
in a vague sense because he was not altlowed to live as an
American, Such was his way of hfe and mine; neither Bigger
nor I resided fully n either camp.

Of this dual aspect of Bigger's social consciousness, I
placed the nationalistic side first, not because I agreed with
Bigger's wild and intense hatred of white people, but because
his hate had placed him, like a wild animal at bay, in a posi-
tion where he was most symbolic and cxplainable. In other
words, his nationalist complex was for me a concept through
which 1 could grasp more of the total meaning of his life
than I could in any other way. I tried to approach Bigger's
snarled and confused nationalist feelings with conscious and
Informed ones of my own. Yet, Bigger was not natiopalist
enough to feel the need of religion or the folk culture of his
own people. What made Bigger's social consciousness most
complex was the fact that he was hovering unwanted between
two worlds—between powerful America and his own stunted
place in life—and I took upon myself the task of trying to
make the reader feel this No Man’s Land. The most that I
could say of Bigger was that he felt the need for a whole life
and acted out of that need; that was all.

Above and beyond all this, there was that American part
of Bigger which is the heritage of us all, that part of him
which we get from our seeing and hearing, from school, from
the hopes and dreams of our friends; that part of him which
the common people of America never talk of but take for
granted. Among millions of people the deepest convictions of
life are never discussed openly; they are felt, implied, hinted
at tacitly and obliquely in their hopes and fears. We live by
an idealism that makes us believe that the Constitution is a
good document of government, that the Bill of Rights is a
good legal and humane principle to safeguard our civil lib-
erties, that every man and woman should have the oppor-
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tunity to realize himself, to seek his own individual fate and
goal, his own peculiar and untranslatable destiny. I don’t say
that Bigger knew this in the terms in which I'm speaking of
it; I don’t say that any such thought ever entered his head.
His emotional and intellectual life was never that articulate.
But he knew it emotionally, intuitively, for his emotions and
his desires were developed, and he caught it, as most of us
do, from the mental and emotional climate of our time, Big-
ger had all of this in him, dammed up, buried, implied, and
I had to develop 1t in fictional form.

There was still another level of Bigger's life that 1 felt
bound to account for and render, a level as elusive to discuss
as it was to grasp in writing, Here again, I bad to fall back
upon my own feelings as a guide, for Bigger did not offer in
his life any articulate verbal explanations, There seems to
hover somewhere in that dark part of all our lives, in some
more than in others, an objectless, timeless, spaceless element
of primal fear and dread, stemming, perhaps, from our birth
(depending upon whether one’s outlook upon personality is
Freudian or non-Freudian!), a fear and dread which exercises
an impelling influence upon our lives all out of proportion to
its obscurity. And, accompanying this first fear, is, for the want
of a better name, a reflex urge toward ecstasy, complete sub-
mission, and trust. The springs of religion are here, and also
the origins of rebellion. And in a boy like Bigger, young, un-
schooled, whose subjecttve life was clothed in the tattered
rags of American “culture,” this primitive fear and ecstasy
were naked, exposed, unprotected by religion or a framework
of government or a scheme of society whose final faiths would
gain his love and trust; unprotected by trade or profession,
faith or belief; opened to every trivial blast of daily or hourly
circumstance.

There was yet another level of reality in Bigger's life: the
impliedly political. I've already mentioned that Bigger had in
him impulses which I had felt were present in the vast up-
heavals of Russia and Germany. Well, somehow, I had to
make these political impulses felt by the reader in terms of
Bigger's daily actions, keeping in mind as I did so the prob-
able danger of my being branded as a propagandist by those
who would not like the subject matter.

Then there was Bigger's relationship with white America,
both North and South, which I had to depict, which I had to
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make known once again, alas; a relationship whose effects
are carried by every Negro, like scars, somewhere in his body
and mmd.

I had also to show what oppression had done to Bigger's
relationships with his own people, how it had split him off
from them, how 1t had baffled him; how oppression seems to
hinder and stifie m the victim those very qualities of charac-
ter which are so essential for an effective struggle against the
Oppressor.

Then there was the fabulous city in which Bigger lived, an
indescribable city, huge, roaring, dirty, noisy, raw, stark,
brutal; a city of extremes: torrid summers and sub-zero win-
ters, white people and black pleople, the English language
and strange tongues, foreign born and native born, scabby
poverty and gaudy luxury, high idealism and hard cynicism!
A city so young that, in thinking of its short history, onc’s
mind, as it travels backward in time, is stopped abruptly by
the barren stretches of wind-swept prairie! But a city old
enough to have caught within the homes of its long, straight
streets the symbols and images of man's ape-old destiny, of
truths as old as the mountains and seas, of dramas as abiding
as the soul of man itself! A city which has become the pivot
of the Bastern, Western, Northern, and Southern poles of the
nation. But a city whose black smoke clouds shut out the
sunshine for seven months of the year; a city in which, on a
fine balmy May morning, one can sniff the stench of the
stockyards; a city where people have grown so used to gangs
and murders and graft that they have honestly forgotten that
government can have a pretense of decency!

With all of this thought out, Bigger was still unwritten.
Two events, however, came into my life and accelerated the
process, made me sit down and actuvally start work on the
typewriter, and just stop the writing of Bigger in my mind as
I walked the streets.

The first event was my getting a job in the South Side Boys'
Club, an institution which tried to reclaim the thousands of
Negro Bigger Thomases from the dives and the alleys of the
Black Belt. Here, on a vast scale, I had an opportunity to ob-
serve Bigger in all of his moods, actions, haunts. Here I felt
for the first time that the rich folk who were paying my wages
did not really give a good goddamn about Bigger, that their
kindness was prompted at bottom by a selfish motive, They
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were paying me to distract Bigger with ping-pong, checkers,
swimming, marbles, and baseball in order that he might not
roam the streets and harm the valuable white property which
adjoined the Black Belt. I am not condemning boys’ clubs
and ping-pong as such; but these little stopgaps were utterly
inadequate to fill up the centuries-long chasm of emptiness
which American civilization had created in these Biggers, I
felt that I was doing a kind of dressed-up police work, and
I hated it.

I would work hard with these Biggers, and when it would
come time for me to go home I'd say to myself, under my
breath so that no one could hear: “Go to it, boys! Prove to
the bastards that gave you these games that life is stronger
than pmg-pong. . . . Show them that full-blooded life is
harder and hotter than they suspect, even though that life
is draped in a black skin which at heart they despise. . . .”

They did. The police blotters of Chicago are testimony to
how much they did. That was the only way I could contain
myself for doing a job I hated; for a moment I'd allow myself,
vicariously, to feel as Bigger felt—not much, just a little, just
a little-—but, still, there it was.

The second event that spurred me to write of Bigger was
more personal and subtle, 1 had written a book of short
stories which was published under the title of Uncle Tom’s
Children. When the reviews of that book began to appear, I
realized that I had made an awfully naive mistake. I found
that I had written a book which even bankers’ daughters
could read and weep over and feel good about, I swore to
myself that if I ever wrote another book, no one would
weep over it; that 1t would be so hard and deep that they
would have to face it without the consolation of tears. It
was this that made me get to work in dead earnest.

Now, until this moment I did not stop to think very much
about the plot of Native Son. The reason I did not is because
I was not for one moment ever worried about it. 1 had
spent years learning about Bigger, what had made him, what
he meant; so, when the time came for writing, what had made
him and what he meant constituted my plot. But the far-
flung items of his Itfe had to be couched in imaginative terms,
terms known and acceptable to a common body of readers,
terms which would, in the course of the story, manipulate
the deepest held notions and convictions of their lives. That
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came easy. The moment I began to write, the plot fell out, so
to speak. I'm not ttying to oversimplify or make the process
seem oversubtle. At bottom, what happened is very easy to
explain.

Any Negro who has lived in the North or the South knows
that times without number he has heard of some Negro boy
being picked up on the strcets and carted off to jail and
charged with “rape.” This thing happens so often that to my
mind it had become a representative symbol of the Negro's
uncertain position in America. Never for a second was I in
doubt as to what kind of social reality or dramatic situation
I'd put Bigger in, what kind of test-tube hife I'd set up to
evoke his deepest reactions. Life had made the plot over and
over again, to the extent that I knew it by heart. So frequently
do these acts recur that when I was halfway through the first
draft of Native Son a case paralleling Bigger's flared forth in
the newspapers of Chicago. (Many of the newspaper items
and some of the incidents in Native Son are but fictionalized
versions of the Robert Nixon case and rewrites of news
stories from the Chicago Tribune.) Indeed, scarcely was
Native Son off the press before Supreme Court Justice Hugo
L. Black gave the nation a long and vivid account of the
American police methods of handling Negro boys.

Let me describe this stereotyped situation: A crime wave
is sweeping a city and citizens are clamoring for police action.
Squad cars cruise the Biack Belt and grab the first Negro boy
who seems to be unattached and homeless. He is held for
perhaps a week without charge or bail, without the privilege
of communicating with anyone, including his own relatives.
After a few days this boy “confesses” anything that he is
asked to confess, any crime that handily happens to be un-
solved and on the calendar. Why does he confess? After the
boy has been grilled night and day, hanged up by his thumbs,
dangled by his feet out of twenty-story windows, and beaten
(in places that leave no scars—cops have found a way to do
that), he signs the papers before him, papers which are
usually accompanied by a verbal promise to the boy that he
will not go to the electric chair. Of course, he ends up by
being executed or sentenced for life. If you think I'm telling
tall tales, get chummy with some white cop who works in a
Black Belt district and ask him for the lowdown.

When a black boy is carted off to jail in such a fashion, it
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is almost impossible to do anything for him. Even well-disposed
Negro lawyers find it difficult to defend him, for the boy will
plead guilty one day and then not guilty the next, according
to the degree of pressure and persuasion that is brought to bear
upon his frightened personality from one side or the other.
BEven the boy's own family is scared to death; sometimes fear
of police intimidation makes them hesitate to acknowledge
that the boy is a blood relation of theirs.

Such has been America’s attifude toward these boys that
if one is picked up and confronted in a police cell with ten
white cops, he is intimidated almost to the point of confessing
anything., So far removed are these practices from what the
average American citizen encounters in his daily life that it
takes a huge act of his imagination to believe that it is true;
yet, this same average citizen, with his kindness, his American
sportsmanship and good will, would probably act with the mob
if a self-respecting Negro family moved into his apartment
building to escape the Black Belt and its terrors and limita-
tions. . . .

Now, after all of this, when I sat down to the typewriter,
1 could not work; I could not think of a good opening scene
for the book. I had definitely in mind the kind of emotion I
wanted to evoke in the reader in that first scene, but I could
not think of the type of concrete event that would convey the
motif of the entire scheme of the book, that would sound, in
varied form, the note that was to be resounded throughout its
length, that would introduce to the reader just what kind of
an organism Bigger’s was and the environment that was bearing
hourly upon it, Twenty or thirty times I tried and failed; then
I argued that if I could not write the opening scene, I'd start
with the scene that followed. X did, The actual writing of the
book began with the scene in the pool room.

Now, for the writing. During the years in which I had
met all of those Bigger Thomases, those varieties of Bigger
Thomases, I had not consciously gathered material to write of
them; I had not kept a notebook record of their sayings and
doings. Their actions had simply made impressions upon my
sensibilities as I lived from day to day, impressions which
crystallized and coagulated into clusters and configurations
of memory, attitudes, moods, ideas. And these subjective
states, in turn, were automatically stored away somewhere in
me. I was not even aware of the process, But, excited over the
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book which I had set myself to write, under the stress of emo-
tion, these things came surging up, tangled, fused, knotted,
entertaining me by the sheer variety and potency of their
meaning and suggestiveness.

With the whole theme m mind, in an attitude almost akin
to prayer, I gave myself up to the story. In an effort to capture
some phase of Bigger's life that would not come to me readily,
I'd jot down as much of it as I could. Then I'd read it over
and over, adding each time a word, a phrase, a sentence until
I felt that I had caught all the shadings of reality I felt dimly
were there. With each of these rereadings and rewritings it
seemed that I'd gather in facts and facets that tried to run
away. It was an act of concentration, of trying to hold within
one’s center of attention all of that bewildering array of facts
which science, politics, experience, memory, and imagination
were urging upon me. And then, while writing, 2 new and
thrilling relationship would spring up under the drive of emo-
tion, coalescing and telescoping alien facts into a known and
felt truth, That was the deep fun of the job: to feel within my
body that I was pushing out to new areas of feeling, strange
landmarks of emotion, tramping upon foreign soil, compound-
ing new relationships of perceptions, making new and—until
that very split second of timel—unheard-of and unfelt effects
with words, It bad a buoying and tonic impact upon me; my
senses would strain and seek for more and more of such re~
lationships; my temperature would rise as I worked. That is
writing as I feel it, a kind of significant living.

The first draft of the novel was written in four months,
straight through, and ran to some 576 pages, Just as a man
rises in the mornings to dig ditches for his bread, so I'd work
daily. I'd think of some abstract principle of Bigger’s condugct
and at once my mind would turn it into some act I'd seen
Bigger perform, some act which I hoped would be familiar
enough to the American reader to gain his credence. But in
the writing of scene after scene I was guided by but one
criterion: to tell the trmh as I saw 1t and felt it. That is, to
objectify in words some insight derived from my living in the
form of action, scene, and dialogue. If a scene seemed im-
probable to me, I'd not tear it up, but ask myself: “Does it
reveal enough of what I feel to stand in spite of its unreality?”
If I felt it did, it stood, If T felt that it did not, I ripped it out.
The degree of morality in my writing depended upon the de-
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gree of felt life and truth I could put down upon the printed
page. For example, there is a scene in Native Son where
Bigger stands in a cell with a Negro preacher, Jan, Max, the
State’s Attorney, Mr. Dalton, Mrs. Dalton, Bigger’s mother,
his brother, his sister, Al, Gus, and Jack. While writing that
scene, I knew that 1t was unlikely that so many people would
ever be allowed to come into a murderer's cell. But I wanted
those people in that cell to elicit a certain important emotional
response from Bigger, And so the scene stood, I felt that what
I wanted that scene to say to the reader was more important
than its surface reality or plausibility.

Always, as I wrote, I was both reader and writer, both the
conceiver of the action and the appreciator of it. I tried to
wnte so that, in the same instant of time, the objective and
subjective aspects of Bigger's life would be caught in a focus
of prose. And always I tried to render, depict, not merely to
tell the story, If a thing was cold, 1 tried to make the reader
feel cold, and not just tell about it. In writing in this fashion,
sometimes I'd find it necessary to use a stream of consciousness
technique, then rise to an interior monologue, descend to a
direct rendering of a dream state, then to a matter-of-fact
depiction of what Bigger was saying, doing, and feeling. Then
I'd find it impossible to say what I wanted to say without
stepping in and speaking outright on my own; but when doing
this I always made an effort to retain the mood of the story,
explaining everything only in terms of Bigger's life and, if
possible, in the rhythms of Bigger’s thought (even though the
words would be mine). Again, at other times, in the guise of
the lawyer’s speech and the newspaper items, or in terms of
what Bigger would overhear or see from afar, I'd give what
others were saying and thinking of him. But always, from the
start to the finish, it was Bigger's story, Bigger's fear, Bigger's
flight, and Bigger’s fate that I tried to depict. I wrote with the
conviction in mind (I don’t know if this is right or wrong; I
only know that I'm temperamentally mclined to feel this way)
that the main burden of all serious fiction consists almost
wholly of character-destiny and the items, social, political, and
personal, of that character-destiny. .

As I wrote I followed, almost unconsciously, many prin-
ciples of the novel which my reading of the novels of other
writers had made me feel were necessary for the building of a
well-constructed book. For the most part the novel is rendered
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in the present; I wanted the reader to feel that Bigger's story
was happening now, like a play upon the stage or a movie
unfolding upon the screen, Action follows action, as in a prize
fight. Wherever possible, I told of Bigger's life in close-up,
slow-motion, giving the feel of the grain in the passing of time.
I had long had the feeling that this was the best way to
“enclose” the reader’s mind in a new world, to blot out all
reality except that which I was giving him.

Then again, as much as I could, I restricted the novel to
what Bigger saw and felt, to the limits of his feeling and
thoughts, even when I was conveying rmore then that to the
reader. I had the notion that such a manner of rendering made
for a sharper effect, a more pointed sense of the character,
hus peculiar type of being and consciousness, Throughout there
is but one point of view: Bigger’s. This, too, I felt, made for
a nicher illusion of reality.

I kept out of the story as much as possible, for I wanted the
reader to feel that there was nothing between him and Bigger;
that the story was a special premiére given in his own private
theater.

I kept the scenes long, made as much happen within a
short space of time as possible; all of which, I felt, made for
greater density and richness of effect,

In a like manner I tried to keep a unified sense of back-
ground throughout the story; the background would change,
of course, but I tried to keep before the eyes of the reader at
all times the forces and elements against which Bigger was
striving,

And, because I had limited myself to rendering only what
Bigger saw and felt, I gave no more reality to the other char-
acters than that which Bigger himself saw.

This, honestly, is all I can account for in the book. If I
attempted to account for scenes and characters, to tell why
certain scenes were written in certain ways, I'd be stretching
facts in order to be pleasantly intelligible. All else in the book
came from my feelings reacting upon the material, and any
honest reader knows as much about the rest of what is in the
book as I do; that is, if, as he reads, he is willing to let his
emotions and imagination become as influenced by the ma-
terials as Y did. As I wrote, for some reason or other, one
image, symbol, character, scene, mood, feeling evoked its
opposite, its parallel, its complementary, and its ironic counter-
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part, Why? I don’t know. My emotions and imagination just
like to work that way, One can account for just so much of
life, and then no more. At least, not yet.

With the fixst draft down, I found that T could not end the
book satisfactorily. In the first draft I had Bigger going smack
to the electric chair; but I felt that two murders were enough
for one novel. I cut the final scene and went back to worry
about the beginning. I had no luck, The book was one-half
finished, with the opening and closing scenes unwritten, Then,
one night, in desperation~—~I hope that I'm not disclosing the
hidden secrets of my craft!-—I sneaked out and got a bottle,
With the help of it, I began to remember many things which
I could not remember before, One of them was that Chicago
was overrun with rats. I recalled that I'd seen many rats on
the streets, that I'd heard and read of Negro children being
bitten by rats in their beds. At first I rejected the idea of
Bigger battling a rat in his room; I was afraid that the rat
would ‘hog” the scene. But the rat would not leave me; he
presented himself in many attractive guises. So, cautioning
myself to allow the rat scene to disclose only Bigger, his
family, their little room, and their relationships, I let the rat
walk in, and he did his stuff,

Many of the scenes were torn out as I reworked the book.
The mere rereading of what I'd written made me think of the
possibility of developing themes which had been only hinted at
in the first draft, For example, the entire guilt theme that runs
through Native Son was woven in after the first draft was
written,

At last I found out how to end the book; I ended it just as
1 had begun it, showing Bigger living dangerously, taking his
life into his hands, accepting what life had made him, The
lawyer, Max, was placed in Bigger’s cell at the end of the
novel to register the moral—or what J felt was the moral—

[ horror of Negro life in the United States.

The writing of Native Son was to me an exciting, enthralling,
and even a romantic experience. With what I've learned in the
writing of this book, with all of its blemishes, imperfections,
with all of its unrealized potentialities, I am launching out
upon another novel, this time about the status of women m
modern American society. This book, too, goes back to my
childhood just as Bigger went, for, while I was storing away
impressions of Bigger, I was storing away impressions of many
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other things that made me think and wonder. Some experience
will ignite somewhere deep down in me the smoldering embers
of new fires and I'll be off again to write yet another novel.
It is good to live when one feels that such as that will happen
to one. Life becomes’sufficient unto life; the rewards of living
are found in living.

I don't know if Native Son is a good book or a bad book.
And I don’t know if the book I'm working on now will be a
good book or a bad book. And I really don't care. The mere
wrting of it will be more fun and a deeper satisfaction than
any praise or blame from anybody.

I feel that I'm lucky to be alive to write novels today, when
the whole world is caught in the pangs of war and change.
Early American writers, Henry James and Nathaniel Haw-
thorpe, complained bitterly about the bleakness and flatness
of the American scene, But I think that if they were alive,
they’d feel at home in modern America, True, we have po
great church in America; our national traditions are still of
such a sort that we are not wont to brag of them; and we have
no army that’s above the level of mercenary ﬁghters, we have
no group acceptable to the whole of our country upholding
certain humane values; we have no rich symbols, no colorful
rituals. We have only a money-grubbing, industiial civiliza-
tion. But we do have in the Negro the embodiment of a past
tragic enough to appease the spiritual hunger of even a James;
and we have in the oppression of the Negro a shadow athwart
our national life dense and heavy enough to satisfy even the
gloomy broodings of a Hawthorne. And if Poe were alive, he
would not have to invent horror; horror would invent him.

New York, March 7, 1940.
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Even today is my complaint rebellious,
My stroke is heavier than my groaning.
—Job






Book One
FEAR

B rrrrrrritiliiitititiiitifinng!

An alarm clock clanged in the dark and silent room. A
bed spring creaked. A woman's voice sang out impatiently:

“Bigger, shut that thing off1”

A surly grunt sounded above the tinny ring of metal
Naked feet swished dryly across the planks in the wooden
floor and the clang ceased abruptly.

“Turn on the light, Bigger.”

“Awright,” came a sleepy mumble.

Light flooded the room and revealed a black boy standing
in a narrow space between two iron beds, rubbing his eyes
with the backs of his hands. From a bed to his right the
woman spoke again:

“Buddy, get up from therel 1 got a big washing on my hands
today and I want you-all out of here.”

Another black boy rolled from bed and stood up. The
woman also rose and stood in her nightgown.

“Turn your heads so I can dress,” she said.

The {wo boys averted their eyes and gazed into a far
corner 4f the room, The woman rushed out of her night-
gown :.d put on a pair of step-ins. She turned to the bed
from which she had risen and called:

7
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“Veral Get up from there!”

“What time 1s it, Ma?" asked a muffled, adolescent voice
from beneath a quilt.

“Get up from there, I say!”

“0.K., Ma.”

A brown-skinned girl in a cotton gown got up and
stretched her arms above her head and yawned. Sleepily,
she sat on a chair and fumbled with her stockings. The two
boys kept their faces averted while their mother and sister
put on enough clothes to keep them from feeling ashamed;
and the mother and sister did the same while the boys
dressed. Abruptly, they all paused, holding their clothes in
their hands, their attention caught by a light tapping in the
thinly plastered walls of the room. They forgot their con-
spiracy agamnst shame and their eyes strayed apprehensively
over the floor.

“There he is again, Bigger!"” the woman screamed, and the
tiny one-room apartment galvanized into violent action, A chair
toppled as the woman, half-dressed and in her stocking feet,
scrambled breathlessly upon the bed. Her two sons, barefoot,
stood tense and motionless, their eyes searching anxiously
under the bed and chairs. The girl ran into a corner, half-
stooped and gathered the hem of her slip into both of her
hands and held it tightly over her knees.

“Oh! Oh!"” she wailed.

“There he goes!”

The wornan pointed a shaking finger. Her eyes were round
with fascinated horror.

“Where?”

“I don't see "im!”

“Bigger, he's behind the trunk!™ the girl whimpered.

“Veral!” the woman screamed. “Get up here on the bed!
Don’t let that thing bite youl”

Frantically, Vera climbed upon the bed and the woman
caught hold of her. With their arms entwined about each
other, the black mother and the brown daughter gazed open-
mouthed at the trunk in the corner.

Bigger looked round the room wildly, then darted to a
curtain and swept it aside and grabbed two heavy iron skil-
lets from a wall above a gas stove. He whirled and called

softly to his brother, his eyes glued to the trunk.
“Buddy!”
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ltYeah?"

“Here; take this skillet,”

ICO.K.”

“Now, get over by the door!”

“0.K.”

Buddy crouched by the door and held the iron skillet by
its handle, his arm flexed and poised, Save for the quick, deep
breathing of the four people, the room was quet, Bigger
crept on tiptoe toward the trunk with the skillet clutched
stifly in his hand, his eyes dancing and watching every
inch of the wooden floor in front of him. He paused and,
without moving an eye or muscle, called:

“Buddy!”

llHunh?“

“Put that box in front of the hole so he can't get out!”

(IO.K."

Buddy ran to a wooden box and shoved it quickly in
front of a gaping hole in the molding and then backed again
to the door, holding the skillet ready. Bigger eased to the
trunk and peered behind it cautiously. He saw nothing. Care-
fully, he stuck out his bare foot and pushed the trunk a
few inches.

“There he is!” the mother screamed again.

A huge black rat squealed and leaped at Bigger’s trousers
leg and snagged it in his teeth, hanging on.

“Goddamn!” Bigger whispered fiercely, whirling and kick-
ing out his leg with all the strength of his body. The force
of his movement shook the rat loose and it salled through
the air and struck a wall, Instantly, it rolled over and leaped
again, Bigger dodged and the rat landed against a table
leg With clenched teeth, Bigger held the skillet; he was
afraid to hurl it, fearing that he might miss. The rat
squeaked and turned and ran in a narrow circle, looking for
a place to hide; it leaped again past Bigger and scurried on
dry rasping feet to one side of the box and then to the other,
searching for the hole. Then it turned and reared upon its
hind legs.

“Hit 'im, Bigger!” Buddy shouted.

“Kill "im!” the woman screamed.

The rat’s belly pulsed with fear. Bigger advanced a step
and the rat emitted a long thin song of defiance, its black
beady eyes glittering, its tiny forefeet pawing the air rest-
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lessly. Bigger swung the skillet; it skidded over the floor,
missing the rat, and clattered to a stop against a wall,

“Goddamn!” -

The rat leaped. Bigger sprang to one side. The rat stopped
under a chair and let out a furious screak. Bigger moved
slowly backward toward the door.

“Gimme that skillet, Buddy,” he asked guietly, not taking
his eyes from the rat.

Buddy extended his hand. Bigger caught the skillet and
lifted it high in the air. The rat scuttled across the floor
and stopped again at the box and searched quickly for the
hole; then it reared once more and bared long yellow fangs,
piping shrilly, belly quivering.

Bigger aimed and let the skillet fly with a heavy grunt.
There was a shattering of wood as the box caved in, The
woman screamed and hid her face in her hands, Bigger tip-
toed forward and peered.

“] got ’im,” he muttered, his clenched teeth bared in a
smile, “By God, I got "im.”

He kicked the splintered box out of the way and the flat
black body of the rat lay exposed, its two long yellow tusks
showing distinctly. Bigger took a shoe and pounded the
rat’s head, crushing it, cursing hysterically:

“You sonofabitch!”

The woman on the bed sank to her knees and buried her
face in the quilts and sobbed:

“Lord, Lord, have mercy . ..”

“Aw, Mama,” Vera whimpered, bending to her. “Don't
cry. It’s dead now.”

The two brothers stood over the dead rat and spoke in
tones of awed admiration.

“Gee, but he’s a big bastard.”

“That sonofabitch could cut your throat.”

“He’s over a foot long.”

“How in hell do they get so big?”

“Eating garbage and anything else they can get.”

“Look, Bigger, there’s a three-nch rip in your pant-leg,”

“Yeah; he was after me, all right.”

“Please, Bigger, take 'im out,” Vera begged,

“Aw, don't be so scary,” Buddy said.

The woman on the bed continued to sob, Bigger took a
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piece of newspaper and gingerly lifted the rat by its tail and
held it out at arm’s length.

“Bigger, take 'im out,” Vera begged again.

Bigger laughed and approached the bed with the dangling
rat, swinging it to and fro like a pendulum, emjoying his
sister’s fear.

“Bigger!” Vera gasped convulsively; she screamed and
swayed and closed her eyes and fell headlong across her
mother and rolled himply from the bed to the floor.

“Bigger, for God's sake!” the mother sobbed, nsing and
bending over Vera. “Don’t do that! Throw that rat outl”

He laid the rat down and started to dress.

“Bigger, help me lift Vera to the bed,” the mother said,

He paused and turned round.

“What's the matter?” he asked, feigning ignorance,

“Do what I asked you, will you, boy?”

He went to the bed and helped his mother lift Vera, Vera’s
eyes were closed, He turned away and finished dressing, He
wrapped the rat in a newspaper and went out of the door
and down the stairs and put it into a garbage can at the
corner of an alley. When he returned to the room his mother
was still bent over Vera, placing a wet towel upon her head,
She straightened and faced him, her cheeks and eyes wet
with tears and her lips tight with anger.

“Boy, sometimes 1 wonder what makes you act like you
do.”

“What I do now?”’ he demanded belligerently.

“Sometimes you act the biggest fool 1 ever saw.”

“What you talking about?”

“You scared your sister with that rat and she fainted!
Ain"t you got no sense at all?”

“Aw, I didn’t know she was that scary,”

“Buddy!” the mother called.

“Yessum."”

“Take a newspaper and spread it over that spot.”

“Yessum.”

Buddy opened out a newspaper and covered the smear of
blood on the floor where the rat had been crushed. Bigger
went to the window and stood looking out abstractedly into
the street. His mother glared at his back.

“Bigger, sometimes I wonder why 1 birthed you,” she said
bitterly.
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Bigger looked at her and turned away.

“Maybe you oughtn’t've, Maybe you ought to left me where
1 was.”

“You shut your sassy mouth!”

“Aw, for chrissakes!” Bigger said, lighting a cigarette,

“Buddy, pick up them skillets and put 'em in the sink,” the
mother said.

“Yessum.”

Bigger walked across the' floor and sat on the bed. His
mother’s eyes followed him,

“We wouldn't have to lhive in this garbage dump if you had
any manhood in you,” she said.

“Aw, don’t start that again.”

“How you feel, Vera?' the mother asked.

Vera raised her head and looked about the room as though
expecting to see another rat.

“Oh, Mamal”

“You poor thing!”

“T couldn't help it. Bigger scared me.”

“Did you hurt yourself?”

“I bumped my head.”

“Here; take it easy. You'll be all right.”

“How come' Bigger acts that way?” Vera asked, crying
agan.

“He’s just crazy,” the mother said. “Just plain dumb black
crazy,”

“Ill be late for my sewing class at the Y.W.C.A.,” Vera
said,

“Here; stretch out on the bed, You'll feel better in a little
while,” the mother said.

She left Vera on the bed and turped a pair of cold eyes
upon Bigger.

“Suppose you wake up some morning and find your sister
dead? What would you think then?” she asked. “Suppose
those rats cut our veins at night when we sleep? Naw! Noth-
ing like that ever bothers you' All you care about is your
own pleasure! Even when the relief offers you a job you
won't take it till they threaten to cut off your food and
starve you! Bigger, honest, you the most no-countest man I
ever seen in all my life!”

“You done told me that a thousand times,” he said, not
looking round.
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“Well, m telling you agin! And mark my word, some of
these days you going to set down and cry. Some of these
days you going to wish you had made something out of your-
self, instead of just a tramp. But it’ll be too late then.”

“Stop prophesying about me,” he said.

“T prophesy much as I please! And if you don’t like it, you
can get out. We can get along without you. We can live in one
room just like we living now, even with you gone,” she
said.

“Aw, for chrissakes!” he said, his voice filled with nervous
irritation,

“You'll regret how you living some day,” she went on,
“If you don't stop running with that gang of yours and do
right you'll end up where you never thought you would. You
think I don't know what you boys is doing, but I do. And the
gallows is at the end of the road you traveling, boy. Just
remember that.” She turned and looked at Buddy. “Throw
that box outside, Buddy.”

ll'Y‘essum.”

There was silence. Buddy took the box out. The mother
went behind the curtain to the gas stove. Vera sat up in bed
and swung her feet to the floor.

“Lay back down, Vera,” the mother said.

“I feel all right now, Ma. I got to go to my sewing class.”

“Well, if you feel like it, set the table,” the mother said,
going behind the curtain again. “Lord, I get so tired of this
I don’t know what to do,” her voice floated plaintively from
behind the curtain. “All I ever do is try to make a home for
you children and you don’t care.”

“Aw, Ma,” Vera protested. “Don’t say that.”

“Vera sometimes I just want to lay down and quit.”

“Ma, please don't say that.”

“I can’t last many more years, living like this.”

“I’ll be old enough to work soon, Ma.”

“I reckon I'll be dead then. I reckon God'll call me home.”

Vera went behind the curtain and Bigger heard her trying
to comfort his mother. He shut their voices out of his mind.
He hated his family because he knew that they were suffering
and that he was powerless to help them, He knew that the
moment he allowed himself to feel to its fullness how they
lived, the shame and misery of their lives, he would be swept
out of himself with fear and despair. So he held toward
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them an attitude of iron reserve; he lived with them, but
behind a wall, a curtain And toward himself he was even
more exacting. He knew that the moment he allowed what
his ife meant to enter fully into his consciousness, he would
either kill himself or someone else. So he denied himself
and acted tough.

He got up and crushed his cizarette upon the window sill.
Vera came 1nto the room and placed knives and forks upon
the table,

“Get ready to eat, you-all,” the mother called.

He sat at the table The odor of frying bacon and boiling
coffee drifted to him from behind the curtain. His mother’s
voice floated to him 1n song.

Life is like a mountain railroad
With an enginecr that's brave

We must make the run successful
From the cradle to the grave. . . .

The song irked him and he was glad when she stopped and
came into the room with a pot of coffee and a plate of
crinkled bacon. Vera brought the bread in and they sat
down, His mother closed her eyes and lowered her head and
mumbled,

“Lord, we thank Thee for the food You done placed before
us for the nourishment of our bodies. Amen.” She lifted
her eyes and without changing her tone of voice, said, “You
going to have to learn to get up earlier than this, Bigger, to
hold a job.”

He did not answer or look up.

“You want me to pour you some coffee?” Vera asked.

“Yeah.”

“You going to take the job, ain't you, Bigger?” his mother
asked,

He laid down his fork and stared at her.

“I told you last might I was going to take it. How many
times you want to ask me?”

“Well, don’t bite her head off,” Vera said, “She only
asked you a question ”

“Pass the bread and stop being smart.”

“You know you have to see Mr. Dalton at five-thirty,” his
mother said.
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“You done said that ten times.”

“I don’t want you to forget, son,”

“And you know how you can forget,” Vera said.

“Aw, lay off Bigger,” Buddy said “He told you he was
going to take the job.”

“Don’t tell 'em nothing,” Bigger said.

“You shut your mouth, Buddy, or get up from this table,”
the mother said. “I'm not going to take any stinking sass
from you. One fool in the famuly’s enough.”

“Lay off, Ma,” Buddy said.

“Bigger’s setting here like he ain't glad to get a job,” she
said.

“What you want me to do? Shout?” Bigger asked.

“Oh, Bigger!™ his sister said.

“I wish you'd keep your big mouth out of this!” he told
his sister.

“If you get that job,” his mother said in a low, kind tone
of voice, busy slicing a loaf of bread, “I can fix up a nice
place for you children. You could be comfortable and not
have to live like pigs.”

“Bigger ain’t decent enough to think of nothing like that,”
Vera said.

“God, I wish you-all would let me eat,” Bigger said.

His mother talked on as though she had not heard him
and he stopped listening.

“Ma’s talking to you, Bigger,” Vera said.

“So what?”

“Don’t be that way, Bigger!”

He laid down his fork and his strong black fingers gripped
the edge of the table; there was silence save for the tinkling
of his brother's fork against a plate. He kept staring at his
sister till her eyes fell.

“Y wish you’d let me eat,” he said again.

As he ate he felt that they were thinking of the job he
was to get that evening and it made him angry; he felt that
they had tricked him into a cheap surrender.

“I need some carfare,” he said.

“Here’s all I got,” his mother said, pushing a quarter to the
side of his plate,

He put the quarter in his pocket and drained his cup of
coffee in one long swallow, He got his coat and cap and
went to the door.
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“You know, Bigger,” his mother said, “if you don’t take
that job the relief’ll cut us off. We won't have any food.”

“I told you I'd take it!” he shouted and slammed the door.

He went down the steps into the vestibule and stood look-
ing out into the street through the plate glass of the front
door. Now and then a street car rattled past over steel
tracks He was sick of his life at home. Day in and day out
there was nothing but shouts and bickering. But what could
he do? Bach time he asked himself that question his mind hit
a blank wall and he stopped thinking. Across the street di-
rectly in front of him, he saw a truck pull to a stop at the
curb and two white men in overalls got out with pails and
brushes. Yes, he could take the job at Dalton’s and be
miserable, or he could refuse it and starve, It maddened him
to think that he did not have a wider choice of action, Well,
he could not stand here all day like this, What was he to do
with himself? He tried to decide if he wanted to buy a
ten-cent magazine, or go to a movie, or go to the poolroom
and talk with the gang, or just loaf around With his hands
deep i his pockets, another cigarette slanting across his
chin, he brooded and watched the men at work across the
street. They were pasting a huge colored poster to a sign-
board. The poster showed a white face.

“That's Buckley!” He spoke softly to himself, “He’s run-
ning for State’s Attorney again.” The men were slapping the
poster with wet brushes. He looked at the round florid face
and wagged his head. “I bet that sonofabitch rakes off a
million bucks in graft a year. Boy, if I was in his shoes for
just one day I’d never have to worry again.”

When the men were through they gathered up their pails
and brushes and got into the truck and drove off. He looked
at the poster: the white face was fieshy but stern; one hand
was uplifted and its index finger pointed straight out into
the street at each passer-by, The poster showed one of those
faces that looked straight at you when you looked at it and
all the while you were walking and turning your head to look
at it it kept looking unblinkingly back at you until you got
so far from it you had to take your eyes away, and then it
stopped, like a movie blackout, Above the top of the poster
were tall red letters: IF YOU BREAK THE LAW, YOU
CAN'T WIN!

He snuffed his cigarette and laughed silently. “You crook,”
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he mumbled, shaking his head. “You let whoever pays
you off win!" He opened the door and met the morning air.
He went along the sidewalk with his head down, fingering the
quarter in his pocket. He stopped and searched all of his
pockets; in his vest pocket he found a lone copper cent. That
made a total of twenty-six cents, fourteen cents of which
would have to be saved for carfare to Mr. Dalton’s; that is,
if he decided to take the job In order to buy a magazine
and go to the movies he would have to have at least twenty
cents more “Goddammit, I'm always broke!” he mumbled.

He stood on the corner in the sunshine, watching cars and
people pass. He needed more money; if he did not get more
than he had now he would not know what to do with him-
self for the rest of the day. He wanted to see a movie, his
senses hungered for it. In a movie he could dream without
effort; all he had to do was lean back in a seat and keep his
eyes open,

He thought of Gus and G.H. and Jack, Should he go to
the poolroom and talk with them? But there was no use 1n his
going unless they were ready to do what they had been
long planning to do. If they could, it would mean some sure
and quick money. From three o’clock to four o'clock in the
afternoon there was no policeman on duty in the block where
Blum’s Delicatessen was and it would be safe. One of them
could hold a gun on Blum and keep him from yelling; one
could watch the front door; one could watch the back; and
one could get the money from the box under the counter.
Then all four of them could lock Blum in the store and run
out through the back and duck down the alley and meet an
hour later, either at Doc’s poolroom or at the South Side
Boy’s Club, and split the money.

Holding up Blum ought not take more than two minutes,
at the most. And it would be their last job. But it would be
the toughest one that they had ever pulled All the other times
they had raided newsstands, fruit stands, and apartments.
And, too, they had never held up a white man before. They
had always robbed Negroes. They felt that it was much
easter and safer to rob their own people, for they knew that
white policemen never really searched diligently for Negroes
who committed crimes against other Negroes For months
they had talked of robbing Blum's, but had not been able to
bring themselves to do it. They had the feelhng that the
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robbing of Blum’s would be a violation of ultimate taboo; it
would be a trespassing into territory where the full wrath of
an alien white world would be turned loose upon them: in
short, 1t would be a symbolic challenge of the white world’s
rule over them, a challenge which they yearned to make, but
were afraid to. Yes; if they could rob Blum’s, it would be a
real hold-up, in more senses than one, In comparison, all of
their other jobs had been play.

“Good-bye, Bigger.”

He looked up and saw Vera passing with a sewing kit dan~
gling from her arm. She paused at the corner and came back
to him.

“Now, what you want?”

“Bigger, please. . . . You're getting a good job now.
Why don’t you stay away from Jack and Gus and G.H, and
keep out of trouble?”

“You keep your big mouth out of my business!”

“But, Bigger!”

“Go on to school, will you!”

She turned abruptly and walked on. He knew that his
mother had been talking to Vera and Buddy about him, tell~
ing them that 1f he got into any more trouble he would be
sent to prison and not just to the reform school, where they
sent him last time, He did not mind what his mother said to
Buddy about him. Buddy was all right. Tough, plenty, But
Vera was a sappy girl; she did not have any more sense than
to believe everything she was told.

He walked toward the poolroom. When he got to the door
he saw Gus half a block away, coming toward him. He
stopped and waited. It was Gus who had first thought of
Tobbing Blum's.

“Hi, Bigger!”

“What you saying, Gus?"

“Nothing. Seen G.H. or Jack yet?”

“Naw You?”

“Naw Say, got a cigarette?”

“Yeah.”

Bigger took out his pack and gave Gus a cigarette; he lit
his and held the match for Gus, They leaned thewr backs
against the red-brick wall of a building, smoking, their
cigarettes slanting white across their black chins To the east
Bigger saw the sun burning a. dazzling yellow, In the sky
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above him a few big white clouds drifted. He puffed silently,
relaxed, his mind pleasantly vacant of purpose. Every slight
movement in the street evoked a casual curiosity in him. Auto-
matically, his eyes followed each car as it whirred over the
smooth black asphalt. A woman came by and he watched the
gentle sway of her body until she disappeared into g door-
way. He sighed, scraiched his chin and mumbled,

“Kinda warm today.”

“Yeah,"” Gus said.

“You get more heat from this sun than from them old
radiators at home.”

“Yeah; them old white landlords sure don’t give much
heat.”

“And they always knocking at your door for money.”

“I'll be glad when summer comes.”

“Me too,” Bigger said.

He stretched his arms above his head and yawned; his
eyes moistened. The sharp precision of the world of steel
and stone dissolved into blurred waves. He blinked and the
world grew hard again, mechanical, distinct. A weaving mo-
tion in the sky made him turn his eyes upward; he saw a slen-
der streak of bulowing white blooming against the deep
blue. A plane was writing high up 1n the air.

“Look!” Bigger said.

“What?”

“That plane writing up there,” Bigger said, pointing.

“Oh!”

They squinted at a tiny ribbon of unfolding vapor that
spelled out the word: USE . . . The plane was so far away
that at times the strong glare of the sun blanked it from
sight.

“You can hardly see it,” Gus said.

“Looks like a little bird,” Bigger breathed with childlike
wonder,

“Them white boys sure can fly,” Gus said.

“Yeah,” Bigger said, wistfully. “They get a chance to do
everything.”

Noiselessly, the tiny plane looped and veered, vanishing
and appearing, leaving behind it a long trail of white plu-
mage, like coils of fluffy paste being squeezed from a tube; a
plume-coil that grew and swelled and slowly began to fade
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into the air at the edges. The plane wrote another word:
SPEED . ..

“How high you reckon he is?” Bigger asked.

“1 don't know. Maybe a hundred miles; maybe a thousand.”

“] could fly one of them things if I had a chance,” Bigger
mumbled reflectively, as though talking to himself.

Gus pulled down the corners of his lips, stepped out from
the wall, squared his shoulders, doffed his cap, bowed low
and spoke with mock deference:

“Yessuh.”

“You go to hell,” Bigger said, smiling.

“Yessuh,” Gus said again.

“T could fly a plane if I had a chance,” Bigger said.

“If you wasn't black and if you had some money and if
they’d let you go to that aviation school, you could fly a
plane,” Gus said.

For a moment Bigger contemplated all the “ifs” that Gus
had mentioned. Then both boys broke into hard laughter,
looking at each other through squmted eyes. When their
laughter subsided, Bigger said in a voice that was half-question
and half-statement:

“It's funny how the white folks treat us, ain’t it?”

“It better be funny,” Gus said,

“Maybe they right in not wanting vs to fly,” Bigger said.
“*Cause it I took a plane up I'd take a couple of bombs along
and drop 'em as sure as hell , . ..”

They laughed again, still looking upward. The plane sailed
and dipped and spread another word against the sky: GASO-
LINE. ...

“Use Speed Gasoline,” Bigger mused, rolling the words
slowly from his lips. “God, I'd like to fly up there in that

“Godl let you fly when He gives you your wings up in
heaven,” Gus said.

They laughed again, reclining against the wall, smoking,
the lids of their eyes drooped softly against the sun. Cars
whizzed past on rubber tires. Bigger's face was metallically
black in the strong sunlight. There was in his eyes a pensive,
brooding amusement, as of a man who bad been long con-
fronted and tantalized by a riddle whose answer seemed al-
ways just on the verge of escaping him, but prodding him ijr-
resistibly on to seek its solution. The silence irked Bigger; he
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was anxious to do something to evade looking so squately at
this problem.

“Let’s play ‘white,’” Bigger said, referring to a game of
play-acting 1 which he and his friends imitated the ways and
manners of white folks,

“Y don’t feel like 1t,” Gus said.

“General!” Bigger pronounced in a sonorous tone, looking
at Gus expectantly.

“Aw, hell! I don’t want to play,” Gus whined.

“You'll be court-martialed,” Bigger said, snapping out his
words with military precision.

“Nigger, you nuts!” Gus laughed.

“General!” Bigger tried again, determinedly.

Gus looked wearily at Bigger, then straightened, saluted
and answered:

“Yessuh.”

“Send your men over the river at dawn and attack the
enemy’s left flank,” Bigger ordered.

“Yessuh.”

“Send the Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Regiments,” Bigger
said, frowning. “And attack with tanks, gas, planes, and in-
fantry.”

*Yessuh!” Gus said again, saluting and clicking his heels.

For a moment they were silent, facing each other, their
shoulders thrown back, their lips compressed to hold down
the mounting impulse to laugh. Then they guffawed, partly

at themselves and partly at the vast white world that sprawled
and towered in the sun before them.

“Say, what'’s a ‘left flank’?” Gus asked.

“I don't know,” Bigger said. “I heard it in the movies.”

They laughed again. After a bit they relaxed and leaned
against the wall, smoking. Bigger saw Gus cup his left hand
1o his ear, as though holding a telephone receiver; and cup
bis right hand to his mouth, as though talking into a trans-
mitter.

“Hello,” Gus said.

“Hello,” Bigger said. “Who's this?”

“This is Mr. J. P. Morgan speaking,” Gus said.

“Yessuh, Mr. Morgan,” Bigger said; his eyes filled with
mock adulation and respect.

“I want you to sell twenty thousand shares of U, S.
Steel 1n the market this morning,” Gus said.
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“At what price, suh?” Bigger asked.

“Aw, just dump ’em at any price,” Gus said with casual
irritation. “We're holding too much.”

“Yessuh,” Bigger said.

“And call me at my club at two this afternoon and tell me
if the President telephoned,” Gus said.

“Yessuh, Mr. Morgan,” Bigger said.

Both of them made gestures signifying that they were hang-
ing up telephone recervers; then they bent double, laughing,

“] bet that’s just the way they talk,” Gus said,

“] wouldn't be surprised,” Bigger said.

They were silent again. Presently, Bigger cupped his hand
to his mouth and spoke through an imaginary telephone
transmitter,

“Hello.”

“Hello,” Gus answered. “Who's this?”

“This is the President of the United States speaking,” Big-
ger said.

*Oh, yessuh, Mr. President,” Gus said,

“I'm calling a cabinet meeting this afternoon at four
o'clock and you, as Secretary of State, must be there.”

“Well, now, Mr. President,” Gus said, “I'm pretty busy.
They raising sand over there in Germany and I got to send
*em a note. .. ."”

“But this is important,” Bigger said.

“What you going to take up at this cabinet meeting?” Gus
asked.

“Well, you see, the niggers is raising sand all over the
country,” Bigger said, struggling to keep back his laughter.
“We've got to do something with these black folks. . . ."

“Oh, if it’s about the niggers, I'll be right there, Mr. Presi-
dent,” Gus said.

They hung up imaginary receivers and leaned against the

wall and laughed. A street car rattled by. Bigger sighed and
swore,

“Goddammit!”
“What's the matter?”

“They don't let us do nothing.”
“Who?”

“The white folks.”

::You talk llk_e you just now finding that out,” Gus said.
Naw. But I just can’t get used to it,” Bigger said, “I swear
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to God I can't. I know 1 oughtn’t think about it, but T can't
help it. Every time I think about it 1 feel like somebody's
poking a red-hot iron down my throat. Goddammit, look!
We live here and they hive there. We black and they white.
They got things and we ain’t. They do things and we can't.
It’s just like living 1n jail. Half the time I feel like I'm on the
outside of the world peeping in through a knot-hole in the
fence....”

“Aw, ain’t no use feeling that way about it. It don’t help
none,” Gus said.

“You know one thing?” Bigger said.

“What?”

“Sometimes I feel like something awful’s going to happen
to me,” Bigger spoke with a tinge of bitter pride in his voice.

“What you mean?’ Gus asked, looking at him quickly.
There was fear in Gus’s eyes.

“T don’t know. I just feel that way. Every time I get to think-
ing about me being black and they being white, me being here
and they being there, I feel like something awful’s going to
happen to me. ., .”

“Aw, for chrissakes! There ain't nothing you can do about
it. How come you want to worry yourself? You black and
they make the laws. . ..”

“Why they make us live in one corner of the city? Why
don’t they let us fly planes and run ships. . . .)”

Gus hunched Bigger with his elbow and mumbled good-
naturedly, “Aw, nigger, quit thinking about it. Youwll go
nuts.”

The plane was gone from the sky and the white plumes of
floating smoke were thinly spread, vanishing. Because he was
restless and had time on his hands, Bigger yawned again and
hoisted his arms high above his head.

“Nothing ever happens,” he complained.

“What you want to happen?”

“Anything,” Bigger said with a wide sweep of his dingy
palm, a sweep that included all the possible activities of the
world.

Then their eyes were riveted; a slate-colored pigeon swooped
down to the middle of the steel car tracks and began strutting
to and fro with ruffled feathers, its fat neck bobbing with
regal pride. A street car rumbled forward and the pigeon rose
swiftly through the air on wings stretched so taut and sheer
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that Bigger could see the gold of the sun through their trans-
lucent tips. He tilted his head and watched the slate-colored
bird flap and wheel out of sight over the edge of a high roof.

“Now, if I could only do that,” Bigger sad.

Gus laughed.

“Nigger, you nuts.”

“] reckon we the only things in this city that can’t go where
we want to go and do what we want to do.”

“Don’t think about it,” Gus said.

“T can’t help it.”

“That's why you feeling like something awful's going to
happen to you,” Gus said “You think too much.”

“What in hell can a man do?” Bigger asked, turning to
Gus.

“Get drunk and sleep it off.”

“T can't. U'm broke ”

Bigger crushed his cigarette and took out another one and
offered the package to Gus, They continued smoking. A huge
truck swept past, lifting scraps of white paper into the sun-
shine; the bits settled down slowly.

“Gus?”’

“Hunh?"

“You know where the white folks live?”

“Yeah,” Gus said, pointing eastward, “Over across the ‘line’;
over there on Cottage Grove Avenue.”

“Naw; they don't,” Bigger said.

“What you mean?” Gus asked, puzzled. *Then, where do
they live?”

Bigger doubled his fist and struck his solar plexus.

“Right down here in my stomach,” he said.

Gus looked at Bigger searchingly, then away, as though
ashamed.

“Yeah; I know what you mean,” he whispered.

“Every time 1 think of 'em, I feel 'em,” Bigger said.

“Yeah; and in your chest and throat, too,” Gus said.

“It's like fire.”

“And sometimes you can't hardly breathe, , ..”

Bigger's eyes were wide and placid, gazing into space.

“That's when 1 feel like something awful’s going to happen
to me. . . .” Bigger paused, narrowed his eyes. “Naw; 1t ain’t

like something going to happen to me. It’s . . . It’s like I was
going to do something I can’t help. . . .”
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“Yeah!” Gus said with uneasy eagerness. His eyes were
full of a look compounded of fear and admiration for Bigger.
“Yeah; I know what you mean. It's Itke you going to fall and
don’'t know where you going to land, . . .”

Gus’s voice trailed off. The sun shd behind a big white
cloud and the street was plunged n cool shadow; quickly
the sun edged forth agamn and 1t was bright and warm once
more. A long sleek black car, its fenders glinting like glass in
the sun, shot past them at high speed and turned a corner a
few blocks away. Bigger pursed his lips and sang:

“Zoooooooooom!”

“They got everything,” Gus said.

“They own the world,” Bigger said.

“Aw, what the hell,” Gus said. “Let’s go in the poolroom.”

“O.K."

They walked toward the door of the poolroom.

“Say, you taking that job you told us about?” Gus asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You talk like you don’t want it”

“Oh, hell, yes! I want the job,” Bigger said.

They looked at each other and laughed. They went inside.
The poolroom was empty, save for a fat, black man who held
a half-smoked, unlit cigar in his mouth and leaned on the
front counter. To the rear burned a single green-shaded bulb.

**Hi, Doc,” Bigger said,

“You boys kinda early this morning,” Doc said.

“Jack or G.H. around yet?” Bigger asked.

“Naw,” Doc¢ said.

“Let’s shoot a game,” Gus said.

“I'm broke,” Bigger said.

“I got some money.”

“Switch on the light, The balls are racked,” Doc said.

Bigger turned on the light. They lagged for first shot. Bigger
won They started playing Bigger's shots were poor; he was
thinking of Blum’s, fascinated with the idea of the robbery,
and a little afraid of it.

“Remember what we talked about so much?” Bigger asked
in a flat, neutral tone.

“Naw.”

“0Old Blum.”

“Oh,” Gus said. “We ain’t talked about that for a month,
How come you think of it all of a sudden?”
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“Let’s clean the place out.”

“I don’t know."”

“It was your plan from the start,” Bigger said.

Gus straightened and stared at Bigger, then at Doc who was
looking out of the front window.

“You going to tell Doc? Can’t you never learn to talk low?”

“Aw, I was just asking you, do you want to try it?”

“Naw "

“How come? You scared 'cause he’s a white man?”

“Naw. But Blum keeps a gun. Suppose he beats us to it?”

“Aw, you scared; that’s all. He's a white man and you
scared.”

“The hell I'm scared,” Gus, hurt and stung, defended him-
self.

Bigger went to Gus and placed an arm about his shoulders.

“Listen, you won't have to go in. You just stand at the door
and keep watch, see? Me and Jack and G.H.ll go 1n If any~
body comes along, you whistle and we’ll go out the back way.
That’s all.”

The front door opened; they stopped talking and turned
their heads,

“Here comes Jack and G.H. now,” Bigger said.

Jack and G.H. walked to the rear of the poolroom,

“What you guys doing?”’ Jack asked.

“Shooting a game. Wanna play?” Bigger asked,

“You asking 'em to play and I'm paying for the game,” Gus
said.

They all laughed and Bigger laughed with them but stopped
quickly. He felt that the joke was on him and he took a
seat alongside the wall and propped his feet upon the rungs
of a chair, as though he had nat heard. Gus and G.H. kept on
laughing.

*“You niggers is crazy,” Bigger said. “You laugh like mon-
keys and you ain’t got nerve enough to do nothing but talk.”

“What you mean?”’ G.H. asked.

T got a haul all figured out,” Bigger said.

“What hanl?”

“Qld Blum's.”

There was silence, Jack lit a cigarette. Gus looked away,
avoiding the conversation.

“If old Bium was 2 black man, you-all would be itching to
go. 'Cause he’s white, everybody’'s scared.”
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“T ain’t scared,” Jack said. “I'm with you.”

“You say you got 1t all figured out?” G H. asked.

Bigger took a deep breath and looked from face to face, It
seemed to him that he should not have to explain.

“Look, it'll be easy. There ain't nothing to be scared of. Be-
tween three and four ain’t nobody i the store but the old
man, The cop is way down at the other end of the block, One
of us’ll stay outside and watch, Three of us’ll go in, see? One
of us’ll throw a gun on old Blum; one of us’'ll make for the
cash box under the counter, one of us’ll make for the back
door and have it open so we can make a quick get-away
down the back alley. ... That’s all. It won’t take three min-
utes.”

“I thought we said we wasn’t never going to use a gun,”
G.H. said. “And we ain’t bothered no white folks before.”

“Can't you see? This is something big,” Bigger said.

He waited for more objections. When none were forth-
coming, he talked again.

“We can do it, if you niggers ain’t scared.”

Save for the sound of Doc’s whistling up front, there was
silence, Bigger watched Jack closely; he knew that the sit-
uation was one 1n which Jack’s word would be decisive. Bigger
was afraid of Gus, because he knew that Gus would not
hold out if Jack said yes. Gus stood at the table, toying with
a cue stick, his eyes straying lazily over the billiard balls
scattered about the table in the array of an unfinished game.
Bigger rose and sent the balls whirling with a sweep of his
hand, then looked straight at Gus as the gleaming balls kissed
and rebounded from the rubber cushions, zig-zagging across
the table's green cloth. Even though Bigger had asked Gus
to be with him in the robbery, the fear that Gus would really
go made the muscles of Bigger's stomach tighten; he was hot
all over. He felt as if he wanted to sneeze and could not; only
it was more nervous than wanting to sneeze. He grew hotter,
tighter; lis nerves were taut and his teeth were on edge, He
felt that something would soon snap within hum.

“Goddammut! Say something, somebody!”

“I'm in,” Jack said again.

“T'll go if the rest goes,” G.H. said.

Gus stood without speaking and Bigger felt a curious
sensation—half-sensual, half-thoughtful. He was divided and
pulled against himself. He bhad handled things just right so
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far; all but Gus had consented. The way things stood now
there were three against Gus, and that was just as he had
wanted 1t to be. Bigger was afraid of robbing a white man and
he knew that Gus was afraid, too. Blum’s store was small and
Blum was alone, but Bigger could not think of robbing him
without being flanked by his three pals. But even with his pals
bhe was afraid. He had argued all of his pals but one into
consenting to the robbery, and toward the lone man who held
out he felt a hot hate and fear; he had transferred his fear
of the whites to Gus. He hated Gus because he knew that
Gus was afraid, as even he was; and he feared Gus because
he felt that Gus would consent and then he would be com-
pelled to go through with the robbery. Like a man about to
shoot himself and dreading to shoot and yet knowing that he
has to shoot and feeling it all at once and powerfully, he
watched Gus and waited for him to say yes. But Gus did not
speak. Bigger’s teeth clamped so tight that his jaws ached. He
edged toward Gus, not looking at Gus, but feeling the pres-
ence of Gus over all his body, through him, in and out of
bim, and hating himself and Gus because he felt it. Then he
could not stand it any longer. The hysterical tensity of his
nerves urged him to speak, to free himself, He faced Gus,
his eyes red with anger and fear, his fists clenched and held
stiffly to his sides.

“You black sonofabitch,” he said in a voice that did not
vary in tone. “You scared ‘cause he’s a white man.”

“Don’t cuss me, Bigger,” Gus said quietly.

“I am cussing you!”

“You don’t have to cuss me,” Gus said.

“Then why don’t you use that black tongue of yours?”
Bigger asked. “Why don’t you say what you going to do?”

“I don’t have to use my tongue unless I want tol”

“You bastard! You scared bastard!”

“You ain’t my boss,” Gus said.

“You yellow!” Bigger said. ““You scared to rob a white
man.”

“Aw, Bigger. Don’t say that,” G.H, said, “Leave ’im alone.”

“He’s yellow,” Bigger said “He won’t go with us.”

“I didn’t say I wouldn'’t go,” Gus said.

“Then, for chrissakes, say what you going to do,” Bigger
said.

Gus leaned on his cue stick and gazed at Bigger and Bigger’s
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stomach tightened as though he were expecting a blow and
were getting ready for it. His fists clenched harder In a split
second he felt how his fist and arm and body would feel if
he hit Gus squarely in the mouth, drawing blood; Gus would
fall and he would walk out and the whole thing would be
over and the robbery would not take place. And his thinking
and feeling in this way made the choking tightness rising
from the pit of his stomach to his throat slacken a little.

“You see, Bigger,” began Gus in a tone that was a com-
promise between kindness and pride. “You see, Bigger, you
the tause of all the trouble we ever have, It’s your hot temper.
Now, how come you want to cuss me? Ain't 1 got a right to
make up my mind? Naw; that ain’t your way. You start cuss-
ing. You say I'm scared. It's you who’s scared. You scared
I'm going to say yes and yow'll have to go through with the
job....”

“Say that again! Say that again and I'll take one of these
balls and sink it in your goddamn mouth,” Bigger said, his
pride wounded to the quick.

“Aw, for chrissakes,” Jack said.

“You see how he is,” Gus said,

“Why don’t you say what you going to do?” Bigger de-
manded.

“Aw, I'm going with you-all,” Gus said in a nervous tone
that sought to hide itself; a tone that hurried on to other
things. “I'm going, but Bigger don't have to act like that. He
don'’t have to cuss me.”

“Why didn’t you say that at first?” Bigger asked; his anger
amounted almost to frenzy. “You make a man want to sock
you!”

“. .. Tl help on the haul,” Gus continued, as though Big-
ger had not spoken. “I'll help just like I always help. But
Il be goddamn if I'm taking orders from you, Bigger! You
just a scared coward! You calling me scared so nobody’ll
see how scared you is!”

Bigger leaped at him, but Jack ran between them. G.H.
caught Gus’s arm and led him aside.

“Who’s asking you to take orders?” Bigger said. “I never
want to give orders to a piss-sop like you!”

“You boys cut out that racket back there!” Doc called.

They stood silently about the pool table. Bigger's eyes fol-
lowed Gus as Gus put his cue stick in the rack and brushed
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chalk dust from his trousers and walked a little distance
away. Bigger’s stomach burned and a hazy black cloud
hovered a moment before his eyes, and left, Mixed images
of violence ran like sand through his mind, dry and fast,
vanishing, He could stab Gus with his knife; he could slap
him; he could kick him; he could trip him up and send him
sprawling on his face. He could do a lot of things to Gus
for making him feel this way.

“Come on, G H.,” Gus said.

“Where we going?”

“Let’s walk.”

l‘O'K-"

“What we gonna do?” Jack asked. “Meet here at three?”

“Sure,” Bigger said. “Didn’t we just decide?”

“I'll be here,” Gus said, with his back turnped.

When Gus and G.H. had gone Bigger sat down and felt
cold sweat on his skin, It was planned now and he would
have to go through with it. His teeth gritted and the last
image he had seen of Gus going through the door lingered
in his mind. He could have taken one of the cue sticks and
gripped it hard and swung it at the back of Gus's head, feel-
ing the impact of the hard wood cracking against the bottom
of the skull. The tight feeling was still in him and he knew
that it would remain until they were actually doing the job,
until they were in the store taking the money.

“You and Gus sure don't get along none,” Jack said, shak=
ing his head.

Bigger turned and looked at Jack; he had forgotten that
Jack was still there,

“Aw, that yellow black bastard,” Bigger said.

“He's all right,” Jack said.

“He’s scared,” Bigger said. “To make him ready for a job,
you have to make him scared two ways, You have to make
him more scared of what'll happen to him if he don’t do the
job than of what’ll happen to him if he pulls the job.”

“If we going to Blum's today, we oughtn't fuss like this,”
Jack said, “We got a job on our hands, a real job.”

“Sure, Sure, I know,” Bigger said. .

Bigger felt an urgent need to hide his growing and deepen-
ing feeling of hysteria; he had to get rid of it or else he would
succumb to it. He longed for a stimulus powerful enough to
focus his attention and drain off his energies. He wanted to
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run. Or listen to some swing music Or laugh or joke, Or read
a Real Detective Story Magazine. Or go to a movie. Or visit
Begsie. All that morning he had lurked behind his curtain
of indifference and looked at things, snapping and glaring at
whatever had tried to make him come out into the open. But
now he was out; the thought of the job at Blum's and the
tilt he had had with Gus had snared him into things and his
self-trust was gone. Confidence could only come again now
through action so violent that it would make mm forget.
These were the rhythms of his life: indifference and violence;
periods of abstract broeding and periods of intense desire;
moments of silence and moments of anger—Ilike water ebbing
and flowing from the tug of a far-away, invisible force.
Being this way was a need of his as deep as eating. He was
like a strange plant blooming in the day and wilting at might;
but the sun that made it bloom and the cold darkness that
made it wilt were never seen It was his own sun and
darkness, a private and personal sun and darkness., He was
bitterly proud of his swiftly changing moods and boasted
when he had to suffer the results of them. It was the way he
was, he would say; he could not help 1it, he would say, and
his head would wag. And it was his sullen stare and the
violent action that followed that made Gus and Jack and
G.H. hate and fear him as much as he hated and feared him-
self.

“Where you want to go?” Jack asked. “I’m tired of setting.”

“Let’'s walk,” Bigger said.

They went to the front door. Bigger paused and looked
round the poolroom with a2 wild and exasperated expression,
his lips tightening with resolution

“Goin'?” Doc asked, not moving his head.

“Yeah,” Bigger,said.

“See you later,” Jack said.

They walked along the street in the morning sunshine.
They waited leisurely at corners for cars to pass; it was not
that they feared cars, but they had plenty of time. They
reached South Parkway smoking freshly lit cigarettes.

“I’d like to see a movie,” Bigger said,

“Trader Horn’s running again at the Regal. They're bring-
ing a lot of old pictures back.”

“How much is it?”

“Twenty cents.”
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“O.K Let's see it."”

Bigger strode silently beside Jack for six blocks. It was
noon when they reached Forty-seventh Street and South
Parkway. The Regal was just opening. Bigger lingered in
the lobby and looked at the colored posters while Jack bought
the tickets. Two features were advertised: one, The Gay
Woman, was pictured on the posters in 1images of white men
and white women lolling on beaches, swimming, and dancing
in night clubs; the other, Trader Horn, was shown on the
posters 1 terms of black men and black women dancing
against a wild background of barbaric jungle Bigger looked
up and saw Jack standing at his side.

“Come on. Let’s go n,” Jack said,

“O.K."

He followed Jack into the darkened movie, The shadows
were soothing to his eyes after the glare of the sun, The
picture had not started and he slouched far down in a seat
and listened to a pipe organ shudder in waves of nostalgic
tone, like a voice humming hauntingly within him. He
moved restlessly, looking round as though expecting to see
someone sneaking upon him. The organ sang forth full, then
dropped almost to silence.

“You reckon we'll do all right at Blum’'s?” he asked in a
drawling voice tinged with uneasiness.

“Aw, sure,” Jack said; but his voice, too, was uneasy.

“You know, I'd just as soon go to jail as take that damn
relief job,” Bigger said.

“Don’t say that' Byerything'll be all right.”

“You reckon it will?”

“Sure.”

“I don't give a damn.”

“Let's think about how we'll do it, not about how well get
caught.”

“Scared?”

“Naw, You?”

“Hell, naw!”

They were silent, listening to the organ. It sounded for
a long momenpt on a trembling note, then died away Then it

stole forth again in whispering tones that could scarcely be
heard.

“We better take our guns along this time,” Bigger said.
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“0.K. But we gotta be careful. We don’t wanna kill no-
body.”

“Yeah, But I'll feel safer with a gun this time.”

“Gee, I wished 1t was three o’clock now. I wished it was
over.”

“Me too.”

The organ sighed into silence and the screen flashed with
the rhythm of moving shadows. There was a short newsreel
which Bigger watched without much interest Then came
The Gay Woman in which, amid scenes of cocktail drinking,
dancing, golfing, swumming, and spinning roulette wheels,
a rich young white woman kept clandestine appointments
with her lover while her millionaire husband was busy in the
offices of a vast paper miil. Several times Bigger nudged Jack
in the ribs with his elbow as the giddy young woman duped
her husband and kept from him the knowledge of what she
was doing,.

“She sure got her old man fooled,” Bigger said.

“Looks like it. He's so busy making money he don’t know
what's going on,” Jack said. “Them rich chicks’'ll do any-
thing."

“Yeah. And she's a hot looking number, all right,”” Bigger
said. “'Say, maybe I'll be working for folks like that if I take
that relief job, Maybe T'll be driving ’em around, . .., "

“Sure,” Jack said. “Man, you ought to take that job, You
dor’t know what you might run into, My ma used to work
for rich white folks and you ought to hear the tales she used
totell. ...”

“What she say?” Bigger asked eagerly.

“Ah, man, them rich white women'll go to bed with any-
body, from a poodle on up. Shucks, they even have their
chauffeurs. Say, if you run into anything on that new job
that’s too much for you to handle, let me know. . ..”

They laughed. The play ran on and Bigger saw a night club
fioor thronged with whirling couples and heard a swing band
playing music. The rich young woman was dancing and
laughing with her lover.

“I'd like to be invited to a place like that just to find out
what it feels hike,” Bigger mused.

“Man, if them folks saw you they’'d run,” Jack said, “They'd
think a gorilla broke loose from the zoo and put on a tuxedo.”

They bent over low in their seats and giggled without re-
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straint. When Bigger sat up again he saw the picture flashing
on. A tall waiter was serving two slender glasses of drinks to
the rich young woman and her lover.

“I bet their mattresses 1s stuffed with paper dollars,” Bigger
said.

“Man, them folks don’t even have to turn over in their sleep,”
Jack said. “A butler stands by their beds at night, and when
he hears ’em sigh, he gently rolls 'em over . . .”

They laughed again, then fell silent abruptly. The music
accompanying the picture dropped to a low, rumbling note
and the rich young woman turned and looked toward the
front door of the might club from which a chorus of shouts
and screams was heard.

“] bet it's her husband,” Jack said.

“Yeah,” Bigger said.

Bigger saw a sweating, wild-eyed young man fight his way
past a group of waiters and whirling dancers.

“He looks like a crazy man,” Jack said.

“What you reckon he wants?” Bigger asked, as though he
himself was outraged at the sight of the frenzied intruder.

“Damn if I know,” Jack muttered preoccupiedly.

Bigger watched the wild young man elude the waiters and
run in the direction of the rich woman’s table. The music of
the swing band stopped and men and women scurried franti~
cally into corners and doorways. There were shouts: Stop 'im!
Grab 'im! The wild man halted a few feet from the rich
woman and teached inside of his coat and drew forth a
black object. There were more screams: He's got a bomb!
Stop ’'im! Bigger saw the woman’s lover leap to the center
of the floor, fling his hands high into the air and catch the
bomb just as the wild man threw it. As the rich woman
fainted, her lover hurled the bomb out of a window, shat-
tering a pane. Bigger saw a white flash light up the night
outside as the bomb exploded deafeningly. Then he was
looking at the wild man who was now pinned to the floor by

a dozen hands, He heard a woman scream: He's a Com-
munist!

“Say, Jack?”

“Hunh?”

“What's 2 Communist?"

“A Communist 15 a red, ain't he?”
“Yeah; but what’s a red?”
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“Damn if I know, It's a race of folks who live in Russia,
ain't it?"

“They must be wild.”

“Looks like it. That guy was trying to kill somebody.”

The scenes showed the wild man weeping on his knees
and cursing through his tears. I wanted to kill 'im, he sobbed,
Bigger now understood that the wild bomb-thrower was a
Communist who had mistaken the rich woman's lover for her
husband and had tried to kill him.

“Reds must don’t like rich folks,” Jack said.

“They sure must don’t,” Bigger said. “Every time you
hear about one, he’s trying to kill somebody or tear things
uP.’!

The picture continued and showed the rich young woman
in a fit of remorse, telling her lover that she thanked him
for saving her life, but that what had happened had taught
her that her husband needed her. Suppose it had been he?
she whimpered.

“She’s going back to her old man,” Bigger said.

“Oh, yeah,” Jack said, “They got to kiss in the end.”

Bigger saw the rich young woman rush home to her mil~
lionaire husband. There were long embraces and kisses as
the rich woman and the rich man vowed never to leave each
other and to forgive each other,

“You reckon folks really act like that?” Bigger asked, full
of the sense of a life he had never seen.

“Sure, man. They rich,” Jack said.

“I wonder if this guy I'm going to work for is a rich man
like that?” Bigger asked.

“Maybe so,” Jack said. :

“Shucks. I got a great mind to take that job,” Bigger said.

“Sure. You don't know what you might see.”

They laughed. Bigger turned his eyes to the screem, but
he did not look, He was filled with a sense of excitement
about his new job, Was what he had heard about rich white
people really true? Was he going to work for people like you
saw in the movies? If he were, then he'd see a lot of things
from the inside; he’d get the dope, the low-down. He looked
at Trader Horn unfold and saw pictures of naked black men
and women whirling in wild dances and heard drums beating
and then gradually the African scene changed and was re-
placed by images in his own mind of white men and women
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dressed in black and white clothes, laughing, talking, drinking
and dancing. Those were smart pcople: they knew how to get
hold of money, millions of 1t. Maybe if he were working for
them something would happen and he would get some of
it. He would see just how they did 1t Sure, it was all a
game and white people knew how to play it. And rich white
people were not so hard on Negroes' it was the poor whites
who hated Negroes. They hated Negrocs because they didn't
have their share of the money. His mother had always told
him that rich white people liked Negroes better than they
did poor whites, He felt that if he were a poor white and
did not get his share of the money, then he would deserve to
be kicked. Poor white people were stupid. It was the rich
white people who were smart and knew how to treat people.
He remembered hearing somebody tell a story of a Negro
chauffeur who had married a rich white girl and the gurl’s
family had shipped the couple out of the country and had
supplied them with money.

Yes, his going to work for the Daltons was something big.
Maybe Mr. Dalton was a millionnire Maybhe he had a
daughter who was a hot kind of girl; maybe she spent lots
of money; maybe she’d like to come to the South Side and
see the sights sometimes Or maybe she had a secret sweet-
heart and only he would know about it because he would
have to dnive her around; maybe she would give him money
not to tell,

He was a fool for wanting to rob Blum's just when he was
about to get a good job Why hadn't he thought of that
before? Why take a fool's chance when other things, big
things, could happen? If something slipped up this afternoon
he would be out of a job and 1n jail. maybe. And he wasn’t
80 hot about robbing Blum's, anyway. He frowned in the
darkened movie, hearing the roll of tom-toms and the
screams of black men and women dancing free and wild,
men and women who were adjusted to their soil and at home
in their world, secure from fear and hysteria.

“Come on, Bigger,” Jack said. “We gotta go.”

“Hunh?”’

“It’s twenty to three.”

He rose and walked down the dark aisle over the soft, in-
visible carpet. He had seen practically nothing of the picture,
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but he did not care. As he walked into the lobby his insides
ughtened again with the thought of Gus and Blum’s.

“Swell, wasn't 1t?”

“Yeah, 1t was a killer,” Bigger said.

He walked alongside Jack briskly until they came to Thirty-
ninth Street.

“We better get our guns,” Bigger said.

“Yeall."

“We got about fifteen minutes.”

“0Q.K."

“So long.”
He walked home with a mounting feeling of fear. When he

reached his doorway, he hesitated about going up. He didn’t
want to rob Blum’s; he was scared. But he had to go through
with it now. Noiselessly, he went up the steps and inserted
his key in the lock; the door swung in silestly and he heard
his mother singing behind the curtain,

Lord, I want to be a Christian,
In my heart, in my heart,

Lord, I want to be a Christian,
In my heart, in my heart. . . .

He tiptoed into the room and lifted the top mattress of his
bed and pulled forth the gun and slipped it inside of lus
shirt, Just as he was about to open the door his mother
paused 1n her stnging.

“That you, Bigger?”

He stepped quickly into the outer hallway and slammed
the door and bounded headiong down the stairs. He went to
the vestibule and swung through the door into the street,
feeling that ball of hot tightness growing larger and heavier
in his stomach and chest. He opened lus mouth to breaths
He headed for Doc’s and came to the door and looked inside.
Jack and G.H. were shooting pool at a rear table. Gus was
not there. He felt a slight lessening of nervous tension and
swallowed. He looked up and down the street, very few
people were out and the cop was not in sight. A clock in a
window across the street told him that it was twelve minutes
to three. Well, this was it; he had to go in. He lifted his
left hand and wiped sweat from his forehead in a long slow
gesture. He hesitated a moment longer at the door, then
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went in, walking with firm steps to the rear table, He did
not speak to Jack or G H . nor they to him. He lit a cigarette
with shaking fingers and watched the spinning tilliard balls
roll and gleam and clack over the green stretch of cloth,
dropping into holes after bounding to and fro from the
rubber cushions He felt impelled to say somcthing to ease
the swelling in hts chest Hurriedly, he flicked his cigarette
into a spittoon and, with twin eddies of blue smoke jutting
from his black nostrils. shouted hoarsely,

“Jack, I betcha two bits you can't make it!"

Jack did not answer; the ball shot straight across the table
and vanished 1nto a side pocket.

“You would've lost,” Jack said,

“Too late now,” Bigger said, “You wouldn’t bet, so you
lost.” .

He spoke without looking. His entire body hungered for
keen sensation, something exciting and violent to relieve the
tautness. It was now ten minutes to three and Gus had not
come. If Gus stayed away much longer, 1t would be too late,
And Gus knew that. If they were going to do anything, it
certainly ought to be done before folks started coming into
the streets to buy their food for supper, and while the cop
was down at the other end of the block.

“That bastard!” Bigger said. **I knew it!"

“Oh, he'll be along,” Jack said,

“Sometimes I'd like to cut his yellow heart out,” Bigger
seid, fingering the knife in his pocket.

“Maybe he's hanging around some meat,” G,H. said,

“He’s just scared,” Bigger said. “Scared to rob a white
man,”

The billiard balls clacked. Jack chalked his cue stick and
the metallic noise made Bigger gnt his teeth until they
ached. He didn’t like that nowise; it made him feel like
cutting something with his knife.

“If he makes us miss this job, I'll fix 'im, so help me,”
Bigger said. “He oughtn't be late, Every time somebody’s
late, things go wrong. Look at the big guys. You don't ever
hear of them being late, do you? Naw! They work like
clocks!”

“Ain't none of us got more guts'n Gus,” G.H. said. “He's
been with us every time.”

“Aw, shut your trap,” Bigger said,
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“There you go again, Bigger,” G.H. said. “Gus was just
talking about how you act this morning. You get too nervous
when something’s coming off. . . .”

“Don't tell me I'm nervous,” Bigger said.

“If we don’t do 1t today, we can do it tomorrow,” Jack
said.

“Tomorrow’s Sunday, fool!”

“Bigger, for chrissakes! Don’t holler!" Jack said tensely.

Bigger looked at Jack hard and long, then turned away
with a grimace.

“Don’t tell the world what we're trying to do,” Jack whis-
pered it a mollifying tone.

Bigger walked to the front of the store and stood looking
out of the plate glass window. Then, suddenly, he felt sick.
He saw Gus comung along the street. And his muscles
stiffened. He was going to do something to Gus, just what, he
did not know. As Gus neared he heard him whistling: “The
Merry-Go-Round Broke Down. . ..” The door swung in,

“Hi, Bigger,” Gus said.

Bigger did not answer. Gus passed him and started toward
the rear tables, Bigger whirled and kicked him hard. Gus
flopped on his face with a single movement of his body.
With a look that showed that he was looking at Gus on the
floor and at Jack and G.H, at the rear table and at Doc—
looking at them all at once in a kind of smiling, roving,
turning-slowly glance—Bigger laughed, softly at first, then
harder, louder, hysterically; feeling something like hot water
bubbling inside of him and trying to come out, Gus got up
and stood, quiet, his mouth open and his eyes dead-black
with hate.

“Take it easy, boys,” Doc said, looking up from behind
his counter, and then bending over again.

“What you kick me for?”” Gus asked.

“*Cause I wanted to,” Bigger said.

Gus looked at Bigger with lowered eyes, G.H. and Jack
leaned on their cue sticks and watched silently.

“I'm going to fix you one of these days,” Gus threatened.

“Say that again,” Bigger said.

Doc laughed, straightening and looking at Bigger.

“Lay off the boy, Bigger.”

Gus turned and walked toward the rear tables, Bigger, with
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an amazing bound, grabbed him in the back of his collar.

] asked you to say that agan!”

“Quit, Bigger!” Gus spluttered, choking, sinking to his
knees. .

“Don't tell me to quit!”

The muscies of s body gave a tightening lunge and he
saw his fist come down on the side of Gus's head; he had
struck him really before he was conscious of doing so,

“Don’t hurt 'im,” Jack said,

“I'll kill 'im,” Bigger said through shut teeth, tightening his
hold on Gus’s collar, choking him harder.

“T-turn m-m-m-me I-loose " Gus gurgled, struggling.

“Make me!” Bigger said. drawing his fingers tighter.

Gus was very still, resting on his knees. Then, like a taut
bow finding release, he sprang to his feet. shaking loose from
Bigger and turning to get away. Bigger staggered back against
the wall, breathless for a moment. Bigzer's hand moved so
swiftly that nobody saw it; a gleaming blade flashed, He made
a long step, as graceful as an animal leaping. threw out his
left foot and tripped Gus to the floor. Gus turned over to rise,
but Bigger was on top of him, with the knife open and ready.

“Get up! Get up and I'll slice your tonsils!”

Gus lay still.

“That’s all right, Bigger,” Gus said in surrender. “Lemme
up.”

“You trying to make a fool out of me, ain’t you?”

“Naw,” Gus said, his lips scarccly moving.

*You goddamn right you ain’t.” Bigger said.

His face softened a bit and the hard ghnt in his bloodshot
eves died, But he still knelt with the open Lnife, Then he
stood.

“Get up!” he said.

“Please, Bigger!”

“You want me to slice you?”

He stooped again and placed the knife at Gus's throat. Gus
did not move and his large black eyes looked pleadingly.
Bigger was not satisfied. he felt his muscles tightening again.

“Get up! I ain’t going to ask you no more!”

Slowly, Gus stood. Bigger held the open blade an inch
from Gus's lips. ,

“Lick it,” Bigger said, his body tingling with elation.

Gus’s eyes filled with tears.
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“Lick it, I said! You think I'm playing?”

Gus looked round the room without moving his head, just
rolling his eyes in a mute appeal for help But no one moved.
Bigger's left fist was slowly lifting to strike, Gus’s hips moved
toward the knife; he stuck out his tongue and touched the
blade Gus’s lips quivered and tears streamed down his
cheeks.

“Hahahaha!” Doc laughed.

“Aw, leave 'im alone,” Jack called.

Bigger watched Gus with lips twisted in a crooked smile.

“Say, Bigger, ain’t you scared um enotigh?” Doc asked.

Bigger did not answer. His eyes gleamed hard agam, preg-
nant with another idea.

“Put your hands up, way up!” he saud,

Gus swallowed and stretched his hands high along the wall.

“Leave 'tm alone, Bigger,” G.H. called weakly.

“I'm doing this,” B.gger sad.

He put the tip of the blade into Gus’s shirt and then made
an arc with his arm, as though cutting a circle,

“How would you like me to cut your belly button out?”

Gus did not answer. Sweat trickled down his temples. His
lips hung wide, loose.

“Shut them liver lips of yours!”

Gus did not move a muscle, Bigger pushed the knife
harder into Gus’s stomach.

“Bigger!” Gus said mn a tense whisper.

“Shut your mouth!”

Gus shut his mouth, Doc laughed Jack and G.H laughed.
Then Bigger stepped back and looked at Gus with a smile.

“You clown,” he said “Put your hands down and set on
that chair,” He watched Gus sit. “That ought to teach you not
to be late next time, see?”

“We ain't late, Bigger. We still got time. ., .”

“Shut up! It is latel” Bigger insisted commandingly.

Bigger turned aside; then, hearing a sharp scrape on the
floor, stiffened Gus sprang from the chair and grabbed a bil-
liard ball from the table and threw it with a half-sob and
haif-curse. Bigger flung his hands upward to shield his face
and the impact of the ball struck his wrist, He had shut his
eyes when he had glimpsed the ball sailing through the air
toward him and when he opened his eyes Gus was flying
through the rear door and at the same time he heard the ball
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hit the floor and roll away A hard pain throbbed in his hand,
He sprang forward, cursing,.

“You sonofabitch!”

He shipped on a cue stick lying in the middle of the floor
and tumbled forward.

“That’s enough now, Bigger,” Doc said, laughing.

Jack and G.H also laughed. B.guoer rosc and taced them,
holding his hurt hand. His eyes were red and he stared with
speechless hate.

“Just keep laughing,” he said.

“Behave yourself, boy.” Doc said.

“Just keep laughing,” Bigger said again, taking out his
knife.

“Watch what you're doing now.” Doc cautioned.

“Aw, Bigger,” Jack said, backing away toward the rear
door.

“You done spoiled things now,” G.H. said. “I reckon that
was what you wanted. ...”

“You go to helll” Bigger shouted, drowning out G.H.'s
voice.

Doc bent down behind the counter and when he stood up
he had something in his hand which he did not show. He
stood there laughing. White snittle showed at the corners of
Bigger’s lips. He walked to the billiard table, his eyes on Doc.
Then he began to cut the green cloth on the table with long
sweeping strokes of his arm, He never took his eyes from
Doc’s face.

“Why, you sonofabitch{” Doc said. “I ought to shoot you,
80 help me God! Get out, before I call a cop!”

Bigger walked slowly past Doc, looking at him, not hurry-
ing, and holding the open knife tn his hand. He paused in the
doorway and looked back. Jack and G.H. were gone.

“Get out of here!” Doc said, showing a gun,

“Don’t you like it?” Bigaer asked.

“Get out before I shoot you!” Doc said. “And don't you
ever set your black feet inside here again!”

Doc was angry and Bigger was afraid. He shut the knife
and slipped it in his pocket and swung through the door to the
street. He blinked his eyes from the bright sunshine; his
nerves were so taut that he had difficulty in breathing. Halfway
down the block he passed Blum’s store; he looked out of the
corners of his eyes through the plate glass window and saw
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that Blum was alone and the store was empty of customers.
Yes; they would have had time to rob the store; i fact, they
still had time He had lied to Gus and G H. and Jack. He
walked on; there was not a policeman in sight. Yes; they
could have robbed the store and could have gotten away.
He hoped the fight he had had with Gus covered up what he
was trying to hide. At least the fight made him feel the equal
of them. And he felt the equal of Doe, too; had he not slashed
his table and dared him to use his gun?

He had an overwhelming desire to be alone; he walked to
the middle of the next block and turned into an alley. He
began to laugh, softly, tensely; he stopped still in his tracks
and felt something warm roll down his cheek and he brushed
it away, “Jesus,” he breathed “I laughed so hard I cried.”
Carefully, he dried his face on his coat sleeve, then stood
for two whole minutes staring at the shadow of a telephone
pole on the alley pavement, Suddenly he straightened and
walked on with a single expulsion of breath, “What the helll”
He stumbled violently over a tiny crack in the pavement.
“Goddamn!” he said. When he reached the end of the alley,
he turned into a street, walking slowly in the sunshine, his
hands jammed deep into his pockets, his head down, de-
pressed.

He went home and sat in a chair by the window, looking
out dreamily.

“That you, Bigger?” his mother called from behind the
curtain.

“Yeah,” he said.

“What you run in here and run out for, a little while ago?”’

“Nothing "

“Don’t you go and get into no trouble, now, boy.”

“Aw, Ma! Leave me alone ”

He listened awhile to her rubbing clothes on the metal
washboard, then he gazed abstractedly into the street, thinking
of how he had felt when he fought Gus in Doc¢’s poolroom.
He was relieved and glad that in an hour he was going to see
about that job at the Dalton place. He was disgusted with
the gang; he knew that what had happened today put an end
to his being with them in any more jobs. Like a man staring re-
gretfully but hopelessly at the stump of a cut-off arm or leg,
he knew that the fear of robbing a white man had had hold of
himm when he started that fight with Gus; but he knew it n a
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way that kept it from coming to his mind in the form of a
hard and sharp idea. His confused emotions had made him
feel instinctively that it would be better to fight Gus and
spoil the plan of the robbery than to confront a white man
with a gun, But he kept this knowledge of his fear thrust
firmly down in him; his courage to live depended upon how
successfully his fear was hidden from his consciousness, He
had fought Gus because Gus was late; that was the reason
his emotions accepted and he did not try to justify himself in
his own eyes, or in the eyes of the gang. He did not think
enough of them to feel that he had to; he did not consider
himself as being responsible to them for what he did, even
though they had been involved as deeply as he in the planned
robbery, He felt that same way toward everyone. As long as
he could remember, he had never been responsible to anyone,
The moment a situation became so that it exacted some-
thing of him, he rebelled. That was the way he lived; he
passed his days trying to defeat or gratify powerful impulses
in a world he feared.

- . . . . .

Outside his window he saw the sun dying over the roof-
tops in the western sky and watched the first shade of dusk
fall. Now and then a street car ran past. The rusty radiator
hissed at the far end of the room. All day long it had been
springlike; but now dark clouds were slowly swallowing the
sun, All at once the street lamps came on and the sky was
black and close to the house-fops.

Inside his shirt he felt the cold metal of the gun resting
against his naked skin; he ought to put it back between the
mattresses, No! He would keep it. He would take it with him
to the Dalton place. He felt that he would be safer if he took
it. He was not planning to use it and there was nothing in
particular that he was afraid of, but there was in him an
uneasiness and distrust that made him feel that he ought
to have it along, He was going among white people, so he
would take his knife and his gun; it would make him feel that
ke was the equal of them, give him a sense of completeness.
Then he thought of a good reason why he should take it; in
order to get to the Dalton place, he had to go through a
white neighborhood. He had not heard of any Negroes being
molested recently, but he felt that it was always possible.
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Far away a clock boomed five times. He sighed and got
up and yawned and stretched his arms high above his head
to loosen the muscles of his body. He got his overcoat, for it
was growing cold outdoors, then got his cap. He tiptoed to
the door, wanting to slip out without his mother hearing him.
Just as he was about to open it, she called,

“Bigger!”

He stopped and frowned.

“Yeah, Ma.”

“You going to see about that job?”

“Yeah.”

“Ain't you going to eat?”

“T ain't got time now.”

She came to the door, wiping her soapy hands upon an
apron.

“Here; take this quarter and buy you something.”

“O K."

“And be careful, son.”

He went out and walked south to Forty-sixth Street, then
eastward, Well, he would see in a few moments if the Daltons
for whom he was to work were like the peopie he had seen and
heard in the movie But while walking through this quiet and
spacious white neighborhood, he did not feel the pull and
mystery of the thing as strongly as he had in the movie. The
houses he passed were huge: lights glowed softly in windows.
The streets were empty, save for an occasional car that
zoomed past on swift rubber tires. This was a cold and dis-
tant world; a world of white secrets carefully guarded. He
could feel a pride, a certainty, and a confidence in these
streets and houses. He came to Drexel Boulevard and began
to look for 4605. When he came to it, he stopped and stood
before a high, black, iron picket fence, feeling constricted in-
side. All he had felt in the movie was gone; only fear and
emptiness filled him now.

Would they expect him to come in the front way or back?
Tt was queer that he had not thought of that. Goddamn! He
walked the length of the picket fence in front of the house,
seeking for a walk leading to the rear. But there was none.
Other than the front gate, there was only a driveway, the
entrance to which was securely locked. Suppose a policeman
saw him wandering in a white neighborhood like this? It
would be thought that he was trying to rob or rape some-
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body. He grew angry. Why had he come to take this goddamn
job? He could have stayed among his own people and escaped
feeling this fear and hate. This was not his world; he had
been foolish in thinking that he would have liked it. He
stood in the middle of the sidewalk with his jaws clamped
tight; he wanted to strike something with his fist. Well | , ,
Goddamn! There was nothing to do but go in the front way,
If he were doing wrong, they could not kill him, at least; all
they could do was to tell him that he could not get the job.

Timidly, he lifted the latch on the gate and walked to the
steps. He paused, waiting for someone to challenge him.
Nothing happened. Maybe nobody was home? He went to the
door and saw a dim light burning in a shaded niche above a
doorbell He pushed it and was startled to hear a soft gong
sound within. Maybe he had pushed it too hard? Aw, what
the helll He bad to do better than this, he relaxed his taut
muscles and stood at ease, waiting. The doorknob turned.
The door opened. He saw a white face. It was a woman.

“Hello!”

“Yessum,” he said,

“You waant to see somebody?”

“Br ... Er...I want to see Mr, Dalton.”

“Are you the Thomas boy?”

“Yessum.,”

“Come in.”

He edged through the door slowly, then stopped halfway.
The woman was so close to him that he could see a tiny
mole at the corner of her mouth. He held his breath. It
seemed that there was not room enough for him to pass with-
out actually touching her.

“Come on in,” the wornan said.

“Yessum,” he whispered.

He squeezed through and stood uncertainly in a softly
lighted hallway.

“Follow me,” she said.

With cap in hand and shoulders sloped, he followed, walk-
ing over a rug so soft and deep that 1t seemed he was going
to fall at each step he took. He went into a dimly lit room.

“Take a seat,” she said. “I'll tell Mr. Dalton that you're here
and he’ll be out in a moment.”

“Yessum.”

He sat and looked up at the woman; she was staring at
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him and he looked away in confusion, He was glad when she
left. That old bastard! What’s so damn funny about me? I'm
just like she is, . . . He felt that the position in which he was
sitting was too awkward and found that he was on the very
edge of the chair. He rose slightly to sit farther back; but when
he sat he sank down so suddenly and deeply that he thought
the chair had collapsed under him. He bounded halfway up,
in fear; then, realizing what had happened, he sank distrust-
fully down again He looked round the room; it was lit by
dim lights glowing from a hidden source, He tried to find
them by roving his eyes, but could not. He had not expected
anything like this; he had not thought that this world would
be so utterly different from his own that it would intimidate
him. On the smooth walls were several paintings whose nature
he tried to make out, but failed. He would bave liked to
examine them, but dared not. Then he listened; a faint sound
of piano music floated to him from somewhere. He was
sitting in a white home; dim lights burned round him;
strange objects challenged him; and he was feeling angry and
uncomfortable.

“All right. Come this way.,” !

He started at the sound of a man’s voice.

“S.llh?"

“Come this way.”

Misjudging how far back he was sitting in the chair, his
first attempt to rse failed and he slipped back, resting on
his side. Grabbing the arms of the chair, he pulled himself up-
right and found a tall, lean, white-haired man holding a
piece of paper in his hand The man was gazing at him with
an amused smile that made him conscious of every square
inch of skin on his black body.

“Thomas?” the man asked. “Bigger Thomas?”

“Yessuh,” he whispered; not speaking, really; but hearing
his words issue involuntarily from his lips, as of a force of
their own.

“Come this way.”

“Yessuh.”

He followed the man out of the room and down a hall.
The man stopped abruptly, Bigger paused, bewildered, then he
saw coming slowly toward him a tall, thin, white woman,
walking silently, her hands Dfted delicately in the air and
touching the walls to either side of her. Bigger stepped back



48 NATIVE SON

to let her pass. Her face and hair were completely white; she
seemed to him like a ghost. The man took her arm gently and
held her for a moment. Bigger saw that she was old and her
gray eyes looked stony.

“Are you all right?” the man asked.

“Yes,” she answered.

“Where's Peggy?”’

“She's preparing dinner. I'm quite all right, Henry.”

“You shouldn’t be alone this way. When is Mrs, Patterson
cormng back?” the man asked.

“She'll be back Monday, But Mary’s here. I'm all right;
don’t worry about me. Is someone with you?”

“Oh, yes. This is the boy the relief sent.”

“The relief people were very anxious for you to work for
us,” the woman said; she did not move her body or face as
she talked, but she spoke in a tone of voice that indicated that
she was speaking to Bigger. *I hope you'll like it here.”

“Yessum,” Bigger whispered faintly, wondering as he did
so if he ought to say anything at all.

“How far did you go in school?”

“To the eighth grade, mam.”

“Don’t you think it would be a wise procedure to in-
ject him into his new environment at once, so he could get
the feel of things?” the woman asked, addressing herself by
the tone of her voice to the man now.

“Well, tomorrow’ll be time enough,” the man said hesitantly.

“T think it's important emotionally that he feels free to
trust his environment,” the woman said. “Using the analysis
contained in the case record the relief sent us, I think we
should evoke an immediate feeling of confidence . . .”

“But that’s too abrupt,” the man said.

Bigger listened, blinking and bewildered. The long strange
words they used made no sense to him; it was another
language. He felt from the tone of their voices that they were
having a difference of opinion about him, but he cduld not
determine what it was about. It made him uneasy, tense, as
though there were influences and presences about him which
he could feel but not see. He felt strangely blind.

“Well, let’s try it,” the woman said.

“Oh, all right. We’ll see. We'll see,” the man said.

The man let go of the woman and she walked on slowly, the
long white fingers of her hands just barely touching the walls.
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Behind the woman, following at the hem of her dress, was
a big white cat, pacing without sound. She's blind! Bigger
thought in amazement.

“Come on; this way,” the man said.

“Yessuh.”

He wondered if the man had seen him staring at the
woman, He would have to be careful here, There were so
many strange things. He followed the man into a room.

“Sit down.”

“Yessuh,” he said, sitting.

“That was Mrs, Dalton,” the man said. “She's blind.”

“Yessuh,”

“She has a very deep interest in colored people.”

“Yessuh,” Bigger whispered. He was conscious of the effort
to breathe, he licked his lips and fumbled nervously with his
cap.

“Well, I'm Mr. Dalton.”

“Yessuh,”

“Do you think you'd like driving a car?”

“Oh, yessuh.”

“Did you bring the paper?”

“Suh?”

“Didn't the relief give you a note to me?”

“Oh, yessuh!”

He had completely forgotten about the paper. He stood to
reach into his vest pocket and, in doing so, dropped hi:
cap. For a moment his impulses were deadlocked; he did not
know if he should pick up his cap and then find the paper, or
find the paper and then pick up his cap. He decided to pick
up his cap.

“Put your cap here,” said Mr, Dalton, indicating a place
on his desk,

“Yessuh,”

Then he was stone-still; the white cat bounded past him
and leaped upon the desk, 1t sat looking at him with large
placid eyes and mewed plaintively.

“What's the matter, Kate?' Mr. Dalton asked, stroking
the cat's fur and smiling. Mr. Dalton turned back to Bigger.
“Did you find it?”

"Nawsuh, But I got it here, somewhere.”

He hated himself at that moment. Why was he acting and
feeling this way? He wanted to wave his hand anu vloy out

\
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the white man who was making him feel like this. If not
that, he wanted to blot himself out. He had not raised his
eyes to the level of Mr. Dalton’s face once since be had been in
the house. He stood with his knees slightly bent, his lips
partly open, his shoulders stooped; and his eyes held a look
that went only to the surface of things. There was an organic
conviction in him that this was the way white folks wanted
him to be when in their presence; none had ever told him
that in so many words, but their manner had made him feel
that they did. He laid the cap down, noticing that Mr. Dalton
was watching him closely. Maybe he was not acting right?
Goddamn! Clumsily, he searched for the paper. He could
not find it at first and bhe felt called upon to say something
for taking so long.

“T had it right here in my vest pocket,” he mumbled,

“Take your time.”

“Oh, here it is.”

He drew the paper forth. It was crumpled and soiled.
Nervously, he straightened it out and handed it to Mr, Dalton,
holding it by its very tip end.

“All right, now,” said Mr. Dalton. *Let’s see what you’ve got
here. You live at 3721 Indiana Avenue?”

“Yessuh,”

Mr. Dalton paused, frowned, and looked up at the ceiling.

“What kind of a building is that over there?”

“You mean where I live, suh?”

“Y‘es.”

“Oh, if’s just an old building.”

“Where do you pay rent?”

“Down on Thirty-first Street.”

“To the South Side Real Estate Company?”

“Yessuh.”

Bigger wondered what all these questions could mean; he
had heard that Mr. Dalton owned the South Side Real Estate
Company, but he was not sure.

“How much rent do you pay?”’

“Eight dollars a week,”

“For how many rooms?”

“We just got one, suh.”

“I see. . . . Now, Bigger, tell me, how old are you?”’
“‘I'm twenty, suh.”

“Married?”
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“Nawsuh.”

“Sit down. You needn’t stand, And I won't be long.”

“Yessuh.”

He sat. The white cat still contemplated lhum with large,
moist eyes.

“Now, you have a mother, a brother, and a sister?”

“Yessuh.”

“There are four of you?"*

“Yessuh, there’s four of us,” he stammered, trying to show
that he was not as stupid as he might appear. He felt a
need to speak more, for he felt that maybe Mr, Dalton ex-
pected it. And he suddenly remembered the many times his
mother had told him not to look at the floor when talking with
white folks or asking for a job. He lifted his eyes and saw
Mr. Dalton watching him closely, He dropped his eyes again.

“They call you Bigger?”

“Yessuh.”

“Now, Bigger, I'd like to talk with you a little. , . .,”

Yes, goddammit! He knew what was coming, He would be
asked about that time he had been accused of stealing auto
tires and had been sent to the reform school. He felt guilty,
condemned. He should not have come here.

“The relief people said some funny things about yon, I'd
like to talk to you about them. Now, you needn’t feel ashamed
with me,” said Mr. Dalton, smiling. “I was a boy myself once
and I thunk I know how things are. So just be yourself, . . .”
Mr Dalton pulled out a package of cigarettes. “Here; have
one.”

“Nawsuh; thank you, suh.”

“You don’t smoke?”

“Yessuh. But I just don’t want one now.”

“Now, Bigger, the relief people said you were a very good
worker when you were interested in what you were doing. Is
that true?”

“Well, I do my work, suh.”

“But they said you were always in trouble. How do you
explain that?”

“I don’t know, suh.”

“Why did they send you to the reform school?”

His eyes glared at the fioor.

“They said I was stealing!” he blurted defensively. “But I
wasn't.”
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“Are you sure?”

“Yessuh.”

“Well, how did you get mixed up in it?”

“] was with some boys and the police picked us up.”

Mr. Dalton said nothing. Bigger heard a clock ticking some-
where behind him and he had a foolish impulse to look at it.
But he restrained himself.

“Well, Bigger, how do you feel about it now?”

“Suh? 'Bout what?”

“If you had a job, would you steal now?”

“Oh, nawsuh. I don't steal.”

“Well,” said Mr. Dalton, “they say you can drive a car
and I'm going to give you a job.”

He said nothing.

“You think you can handle it?”

“Oh, yessuh.”

“The pay calls for $20 a week, but I'm going to give you
$25. The extra $5 is for yourself, for you to spend as you like.
You will get the clothes you need and your meals. You're to
sleep in the back room, above the kitchen. You can give the
$20 to your mother to keep your brother and sister in school.
How does that sound?”

“It sounds all right. Yessuh.”

“I think we'll get along.”

“Yessuh,”

“I don’t think we’ll have any trouble.”

“Nawsuh.”

“Now, Bigger,” said Mr. Dalton, “since that's settled, let's
see what you'll have to do every day. I leave every morning
for my office at nine. It's a twenty-minute drive. You are to
be back at ten and take Miss Dalton to school. At twelve, you
call for Miss Dalton at the University. From then until night
you are more or less free, If either Miss Dalton or I go out
at night, of course, you do the driving. You work every day,
but we don't get up till noon on Sundays. So you will have
Sunday mornings to yourself, unless something unexpected
happens. You get one full day off every two weeks.”

“Yessuh.”

“You think you can handle that?”

“Oh, yessuh.”

“And any time you're bothered about anything, come and
see me, Let’s talk it over.”
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“Yessuh.”
“Oh, Father!” a girl's voice sang out,
“Yes, Mary,” said Mr. Dalton.

Bigger turned and saw a white girl walk into the room. She
was very slender.

“Oh, I didn’t know you were busy.”

“That’s all right, Mary. What 1s it?”

Bigger saw that the girl was looking at him,

“Is this the new chauffeur, Father?”

“What do you want, Mary?”

“Will you get the tickets for the Thursday concert?”

“At Orchestra Hall?”

“Yes."

“Yes, I'll get them.”

“Is this the new chauffeur?”

“Yes,” said Mr, Dalton. “This is Bigger Thomas.”

“Hello, Bigger,” the girl said.

Bigger swallowed. He looked at Mr. Dalton, then felt that
he should not have looked.

“Good evening, mam ”

The girl came close to him and stopped just opposite his
chair,

“Bigger, do you belong to a union?” she asked.

“Now, Mary!” said Mr. Dalton, frowning.

“Well, Father, he should,” the girl said, turning to him,
then back to Bigger. “Do you?”

“Mary. . . ."” said Mr. Dalton.

“I'm just asking him a question, Father!”

Bigger hesitated, He hated the girl then. Why did she have
to do this when he was trymng to get a job?

“No'm,” he mumbled, his head down and his eyes glowering.

“And why not?” the girl asked.

Bigger heard Mr. Dalton mumble something. He wished Mr.
Dalton would speak and end this thing, He looked up and
saw Mr, Dalton staring at the girl. She’s making me lose my
job! he thought. Goddamn! He knew nothing about unions,
except that they were considered bad. And what did she mean
by talking to him this way m front of Mr. Dalton, who,
surely, didn't like untons?

“We can settle about the union later, Mary,” said Mr.
Dalton.
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“But you wouldn't mind belonging to a union, would you?”
the girl asked.

“1 don’t know, mam,” Bigger said.

“Now, Mary, you can see that the boy is new,” said Mr.
Dalton. “Leave him alone.”

The girl turned and poked out a red tongue at him.

“All right, Mr. Capitalist!” She turned agamn to Bigger.
“Isn't he a capitalist, Bigger?”

Bigger looked at the floor and did not answer. He did not
know what a capitalist was.

The girl started to leave, but stopped.

“Oh, Father, if he hasn't anything else to do, let him drive
me to my lecture at the University tonight.”

“I'm talking to him now, Mary. He'll be through in a mo-
ment.”

The girl picked up the cat and walked from the room. There
was a short interval of silence. Bigger wished the girl had not
said anything about unions. Maybe he would not be hired
now. Or, if hired, maybe he would be fired soon if she
kept acting like that. He had never seen anyone like her before.
She was not a bit the way he had imagined she would be,

“Oh, Mary!” Mr. Dalton called.

“Yes, Father,” Bigger heard her answer from the hallway.

Mr, Dalton rose and left the room. He sat still, listening.
Once or twice he thought he heard the girl laugh, but he was
pot sure. The best thing he could do was to leave that crazy
girl alone, He had heard about unions; in his mind unions and
Communists were linked, He relaxed a little, then stiffened
when he heard Mr. Dalton walk back into the room. Word-
lessly, the white man sat behind the desk and picked up the
paper and looked at it in a long silence. Bigger watched him
with lowered eyes; he knew that Mr. Dalton was thinking of
something other than that paper, In his heart he cursed the
crazy girl. Maybe Mr, Dalton was deciding not to hire him.
Goddamn! Maybe he would not get the extra five dollars
a week now. Goddamn that woman! She spoiled everything!
Maybe Mr, Dalton would feel that he could not trust him.

“Oh, Bigger,” said Mr. Dalton.

“Yessuh ”

“I want you to know why I'm hiring you.”

“Yessuh.”

“You see, Bigger, I'm a supporter of the National As-
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sociation for the Advancement of Colored People. Did you
ever hear of that organization?”

“Nawsuh.”

“Well, 1t doesn’t matter,” said Mr Dalton. “Have you had
your dinner?”

“Nawsuh.”

“Well, I think you’ll do.”

Mr Dalton pushed a button, There was silence. The
woman who had answered the front door came in.

“Yes, Mr. Dalton.”

“Peggy, this 1s Bigger. He's going to drive for us. Give him
something to eat, and show him where he's to sleep and where
the car1s.”

“Yes, Mr. Dalton.”

“And, Bigger, at eight-thirty, drive Miss Dalton out to the
University and wait for her,” said Mr. Dalton.

“Yessuh.”

“That’s all now.”

“Yessuh.”

“Come with me,” Peggy said

Bigger rose and got his cap and followed the woman
through the house to the kitchen. The air was full of the scent
of food cooking and pots bubbled on the stove.

“Sit here,” Peggy said, clearing a place for him at a white-
topped table. He sat and rested his cap on his knees He felt
a little better now that he was out of the front part of the
house, but still not quite comfortable

“Dinner isn't quite ready yet,” Peggy said. “You like bacon
and eggs?”

“Yessum.”

“Coffee?”

“Yessum,”

He sat looking at the white walls of the kitchen and heard
the woman stir about behind him.

“Did Mr. Dalton tell you about the furnace?”

“No'm.”

“Well, he must have forgotten 1t. You're supposed to attend
to that, too. I'll show you where it is before you go.”

“You mean I got to keep the fire going, mam?”

“Yes But 1t’s easy. Did you ever fire before?”

“No’'m.”

“You can learn. There's nothing to it"”
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“Yessum.”

Peggy seemed kind enough, but maybe she was being kind
in order to shove her part of the work on hum. Well, he would
wait and see. If she got nasty, he would talk to Mr, Dalton
about her. He smelt the odor of frying bacon and realized
that he was very hungry. He had forgotten to buy a sandwich
with the quarter his mother had given him, and he had not
eaten since morning. Peggy placed a plate, knife, fork, spoon,
sugar, cream, and bread before him; then she dished up the
bacon and eggs.

“You can get more if you want it.”

The food was good. This was not going to be a bad job.
The only thing bad so far was that crazy girl. He chewed his
bacon and eggs while some remote part of his mind considered
in amazement how different this rich girl was from the one he
had seen in the movies. This woman he had watched on the
screen had not seemed dangerous and his mund had been
able to do with her as it liked, but this rich girl walked over
everything, put herself in the way and, what was strange
beyond understanding, talked and acted so simply and di-
rectly that she confounded him. He had quite forgotten that
Peggy was in the kitchen and when his plate was empty he took
a soft piece of bread and began to sop it clean, carrying the
bread to his mouth in huge chunks,

“You want some more?”

He stopped chewing and laid the bread aside. He had not
wanted to let her see him do that; he did that only at home,.

“No'm,” he said. “I got a plenty.”

“You reckon you'll like it here?" Peggy asked.

“Yessum. I hope so.”

“This is a swell place,” Peggy said. “About as good as you'll
find anywhere. The last colored man who worked for us stayed
ten years.”

Bigger wondered why she said “vs.”” She must stand in with
the old man and old woman pretty good, he thought.

“Ten years?” he said.

“Yes; ten years. His name was Green. He was a good man,
too.fl

“How come he to leave?”

“Oh, he was smart, that Green was. He took a job with
the government. Mrs. Dalton made him go to night school.
Mrs. Dalton’s always trying to help somebody.”
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Yes; Bigger knew that. But he was not going to any night
school. He looked at Peggy; she was bent over the sink, wash-
ing dishes. Her words had challenged him and he felt he had
to say something.

“Yessum, he was smart,” he said. “And ten years is a long
time.”

“Oh, it wasn’t so long,” Peggy said. “I've been here twenty
years myself I always was one for sticking to a job. I always
say when you get a good place, then stick there. A rolling
stone gathers no moss, and it's true.”

Bigger said nothing.

“Bverything’s simple and nice around here,” Peggy said.
“They've got mullions, but they live like human beings. They
don't put on airs and strut. Mrs. Dalton believes that people
should be that way.”

“Yessum.”

“They’re Christian people and believe in everybody work-
ing hard, and living a clean life. Some people think we ought
to have more servants than we do, but we get along, It's just
like one big famuly.”

“Yessum.”

“Mr. Dalton’s a fine man,” Peggy said.

“Oh, yessum. He is.”

“You know, he does a lot for your people.”

“My people?” asked Bigger, puzzled.

“Yes, the colored people. He gave over five million dollars
to colored schools.”

“Ohl"

“But Mrs, Dalton’s the one who's really nice. If it wasn't
for her, he would not be doing what he does. S’ e made him
rich She had millions when he married her Of course, he
made a lot of money himself afterwards out of real estate.
But most of the money’s hers, She’s blind, poor thing, She
lost her sight ten years ago. Did you see her yet?”

“Yessum.”

“Was she alone?”

“Yessum.”

“Poor thing] Mrs. Patterson, who takes care of her, is
away for the week-end and she’s all alone. Isn't 1t too bad,
about her?”

“Oh, yessum,” he said, trying to get into his voice some
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of the pity for Mrs, Dalton that he thought Peggy expected
him to feel.

“It's really more than a job you've got here,” Peggy went
on. “It’s just like home. I'm always telling Mrs. Dalton that
this is the only home I'll ever know I wasn't in this country
but two years before I started working here, . . ."

“Oh,” said Bigger, looking at her,

“Im Insh, you know,” she said “My folks in the old
country feel about England like the colored folks feel
about this country. So 1 know something about colored peo-
ple Oh, these are fine people, fine as suk. Even the girl. Dud
you meet her yet?”’

“Yessum "

“Tonight?”

“Yessum.”

Peggy turned and looked at him sharply.

“She’s a sweet thing, she is,” she said “I've known her since
she was two years old. To me she's still a baby and will al-
ways be one. But she's kind of wild, she is, Always in
hot water. Keeps her folks worried to dcath, she does, She
runs around with a wild and crazy bunch of reds.

“Reds!” Bigger exclaimed.

“Yes, But she don't mean nothing by it,” Peggy said, “Like
her mother and father, she feels sorry for people and she
thinks the redsll do somecthing for 'em, The Lord only
knows where she got her wild ways, but she'’s got 'em. If you
stay around here, you'll get to know her. But don’t you pay
no attention to her red friends, They just keep up a lot of
fuss.”

Bigger wanted to ask her to tell him more about the girl,
but thought that he had better not do that now,

“If you're through, I'll show you the furnace and the car,
and where your room 1s,” she said and turned the fire low
under the pots on the stove.

“Yessum ”

He rose and followed her out of the kitchen, down a
narrow stairway at the end of which was the basement It
was dark: Bigger heard a sharp click and the light came on.

“This way. . . . What did you say your name was?”

“Bigger, mam.”

“What?”

“Bigger.”

”
> A
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He smelt the scent of coal and ashes and heard fire roar-
ing. He saw a red bed of embers glowing in the furnace,

“Thus is the furnace,"” she said.

“Yessum.”

“Every morning you'll find the garbage here; you burn it
and put the bucket on the dumb-waiter.”

“Yessum.”

“You never have to use a shovel for coal. It's a self-feeder.
Look, see?”

Peggy pulled a lever and there came a loud rattle of fine
lumps of coal sliding down a metal chute. Bigger stooped and
saw, through the cracks of the furnace, the coal spreading
out fanwise over the red bed of fire.

“That’s fine,” he mumbled in admiration.

“And you don't have to worry about water, either. It fills
itself.”

Bigger liked that; it was easy; it would be fun, almost.

“Your biggest trouble will be taking out the ashes and
sweeping. And keep track of how the coal runs; when it's
low, tell me or Mr., Dalton and we'll order some more,”

“Yessum. I can handle it.”

“Now, to get to your room all you have to do is go up
these back stairs, Come on "

He followed up a stretch of stairs. She opened a door and
switched on a light and Bigger saw a large room whose
walls were covered with pictures of girls’ faces and prize
fighters.

“This was Green’s room. He was always one for pictures.
But he kept things neat and nice. It's plenty warm here.
Oh, yes; before I forget. Here are the keys to the room and
the garage and the car. Now, I'll show you the garage. You
have to get to it from the outside.”

He followed her down the steps and outside into the
driveway. It was much warmer.

“Looks like snow,” Peggy said.

“Yessum."”

“This is the garage,” she said, unlocking and pushing open
a door which, as it swung in, made lights come on auto-
matically, “You always bring the car out and wait at the
side door for the folks, Let's see. You say you're driving
Miss Dalton tonight?”

“YeSSU.m.”
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“Well, she leaves at eight-thurty. So you're free until then.
You can look over your room 1if you want to.”

“Yessum I reckon I will,”

Bigger went behind Peggy down the stairs and back into
the basement. She went to the kitchen and he went to his
room He stood in the middle of the floor, looking at the
walls. There were pictures of Jack Johnson, Joe Lows, Jack
Dempsey, and Henry Armstrong; there were others of
Ginger Rogers, Jean Harlow, and Janct Gaynor The room
was large and had two radiators. He felt the bed; it was
soft Gee! He would bring Bessie here some night WNot
right at once; he would wait until he had learned the
ropes of the place A room all to himself! He could bring a
punt of liquor up here and drink 1t in peace. He would not
have to slip around any more. He would not have to sleep
with Buddy and stand Buddy’s kicking all mght long He lit
a cigarette and stretched himself full length upon the bed.
Ohhhh, . .. This was not going to be bad at all. He looked
at his dollar watch; it was seven, In a little while he would
go down and examune the car, And he would buy himself
another watch, too. A doltar watch was not gond enough for
a job like this; he would buy a gold one. There were a lot of
new things he could get. Oh, boy! This would be an easy life.
Bverything was all right, except that girl. She worried him,
She might cause hum to lose his job if she kept talking about
unions She was a funny girl, all right. Never in his life had
he met anyone like her She puzzled him, She was rich, but
she didn’t act like she was rich. She acted like , . . Well, he
didn’t know exactly what she did act like. In all of the white
women he had met, mostly on jobs and at relief stations,
there was always a certain coldness and reserve; they stood
therr distance and spoke to him from afar. But this girl waded
right in and hit him between the eyes with her words and
ways. Aw, helll What good was there n thinking about her
like this? Maybe she was all ight Maybe he would just have
to get used to her; that was all, I bet she spends a plenty of
dough, he thought. And the old man had aiven five million
dollars to colored people. If a man could give five million
dollars away, the mullions must be as common to him as
nickels. He rose up and sat on the edge of the bed.

What make of car was he to drive? He had not thought
to look when Peggy had opened the garage door He hoped
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it would be a Packard, or a Lincoln, or a Rolls Royce. Boy!
Would he drive! Just wait! Of course. he would be careful
when he was driving Miss or Mr Dalton But when he was
alone he would burn up the pavement; he would make those
tires smoke!

He licked his lips; he was thirsty. He looked at his
watch; it was ten past eight He would go to the Xitchen and
get a drink of water and then drive the car out of the garage.
He went down the steps. through the basement to the stairs
leading to the kitchen door Though he did not know it, he
walked on tiptoe He eased the door open and peeped in,
What he saw made him suck his breath in; Mrs, Dalton
in flowing white clothes was standing stonestill 1n the middle
of the kitchen floor. There was silence, save for the slow
ticking of a large clock on a white wall For a moment he
did not know if he should go in or go back down the steps;
his thirst was gone. Mrs. Dalton’s face was held in an at-
titude of intense listening and her hands were hanging
loosely at her sides. To Bigrer her face seemed to be capable
of hearing in every pore of the skin and listening always to
some low voice speaking, Sitting quietly on the floor beside
her was the white cat, 1ts large black eyes fastened upon
him, It made him uneasy just to look at her and that
white cat; he was about to close the door and tiptoe softly
back down the stairs when she spoke.

*“Are you the new boy?”

“Yessum.”

“Did you want something?”

“I didn’t mean to disturb you, mam., I—I . . . I just
wanted a drink of water.”

“Well, come on in. 1 think you'll find a glass somewhere "

He went to the sink, watching her as he walked, feeling
that she could see him even though he knew that she was
blind. His skin tingled. He took a glass from a narrow shelf
and filled it from a faucet. As he drank he stole a glance at
her over the rim of the glass Her face was still, tilted, wait-
ing. It reminded him of a dead man's face he had once seen.
Then he realized that Mrs, Dalton had turned and listened
to the sound of his feet as he had walked. She knows exactly
where I'm standing, he thought.

“You like your room?” she asked; and as she spoke he
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realized that she had been standing there waiting to hear the
sound of his glass as 1t had chinked on the sink.

“0Oh, yessum ”

“I hope you're a careful driver.”

“Oh, yessum I'll be careful.”

“Did you ever drive before?”

“Yessum. But 1t was a grocery truck.”

He had the feeling that talking to a blind person was
like talking to someone whom he himself could scarcely see.

“How far did you say you went in school, Bigger?”

“To the eighth grade, mam.”

“Did you ever think of going back?”

“Well, I gotta work now, mam,

“Suppose you had the chance to go back?”

“Well, I don’t know, mam.”

“The last man who worked here went to mght school and
got an education.”

“Yessum.”

“What would you want to be if you had an education?’

“I don't know, mam

“Did you ever think about it?”

“No’'m.”

“You would rather work?”

“I reckon I would, mam.”

“Well, we'll talk about that some other time. I think
you'd better get the car for Miss Dalton now.,”

“Yessum."”

He left her standing in the middle of the kitchen floor,
exactly as he had found her, He did not know just how to
take her; she made him feel that she would judge all he did
harshly but kindly. He had a feeling toward her that was
akin to that which he held toward his mother. The difference
in his feelings toward Mrs. Dalton and his mother was that
he felt that his mother wanted him to do the things she
wanted him to do, and he felt that Mrs, Dalton wanted him
to do the things she felt that he should have wanted to do.
But he did not want to go to mght school Night school was
all right, but he had other plans, Well, he didn’t know just
what they were right now, but he was working them out.

The night air had grown warmer A wind had risen. He
lit a cigarette and unlocked the garage; the door swung in
and again he was surprised and pleased to see the lLights

\
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spring on automatically. These people’s got everything, he
mused. He examined the car, it was a dark blue Buick, with
steel spoke wheels and of a new make. He stepped back from
it and looked it over; then he opened the door and looked at
the dashboard He was a little disappointed that the car was
not so expensive as he had hoped, but what it lacked in price
was more than made up for in color and style. “It's all night,"
he said half-aloud. He got 1n and backed it into the drive-
way and turned 1t round and pulled it up to the side door,

“Is that you, Bigger?”

The girl stood on the steps.

“Yessum.”

He got out and held the rear door open for her.

“Thank you "

He touched his cap and wondered if it were the right thing
to do.

“Is it that university-school out there on the Midway,
mam?”

Through the rear mirror above him he saw her hesitate
before answering.

*Yes; that’s the one.”

He pulled the car into the street and headed south, driv-
ing about thirty-five miles an hour. He handled the car ex-
pertly, picking up speed at the beginning of each block and
slowing slightly as he approached each street intersection.

“You drive well,” she said.

“Yessum,” he said proudly.

He watched her through the rear mirror as he drove; she
was kind of pretty, but very little She looked like a doll
in a show window: black eyes, white face, red lips. And
she was not acting at all now as she had acted when he first
saw her In fact, she had a remote look 1n her eyes. He
stopped the car at Forty-seventh Street for a red light; he
did not have to stop again until he reached Fifty-first Street
where a long line of cars formed in front of him and a long
line 1n back He held the steering wheel lightly, waiting for
the line to move forward. He had a keen sense of power
when driving; the feel of a car added something to him He
loved to press his foot against a pedal and sail along,
watching others stand still, seeing the asphalt road unwind
under him The lights flashed from red to green and he
nosed the car forward.
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“Biggerl”

“Yessum.”

“Turn at this corner and pull up on a side strect.”

“Here, mam?”’

“Yes; here.”

Mow, what on earth did this mean? He pulled the car off
Cottage Grove Avenue and drew to a curb He turned to
look at her and was startled to see that she was sitting on
the sheer edge of the back seat, her face some six inches
from his.

“] scare you?" she asked softly, smiling.

“Oh, no’m,” he mumbled, bewildered.

He watched her through the mirror. Her tiny white hands
dangled over the back of the front seat and her eyes looked
out vacantly.

“1 don’t know how to say what I'm going to say,” she said.

He said nothing. There was a long silence. What in all
hefll did this girl want? A street car rumbled by. Behind
him, reflected in the rear mirror, he saw the traffic lights
flash from green to red, and back again, Well, whatever she
was going to say, he wished she would say it and get it
over, This girl was strange She did the unexpected every
minute, He waited for her to speak She took her hands from
the back of the front seat and fumbled in her purse,

“Gotta match?”

“YeSSum.)’

He dug a match from his vest pocket.

“Strike it,” she said,

He blinked, He struck the match and held the flame for
her, She smoked awhile in silence.

*“You’re not a tattletale, are you?’ she asked with a smile.

He opened his mouth to reply, but no words came. What
she had asked and the tone of voice in which she had asked
it made him feel that he ought to have answered in some way;
but what?

“I'm not going to the University,” she said at last. “But you
can forget that. I want you to drive me to the Loop But if
anyone should ask you, then I went to the University, see,
Bigger?”

“Yessum, it’s all right with me,” he mumbled.

*I think I can trust you.”

“YESSUID."
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“After all, I'm on your side.”

Now, what did thar mean? She was on his side. What
side was he on? Did she mean that she liked colored people?
Well, he had heard that about her whole family. Was she
really crazy? How much did her folks know of how she
acted? But if she were really crazy, why did Mr, Dalton let
him drive her out?

“I'm going to meet a friend of mine who's also a friend of
yours,” she said.

“Friend of mine!" he could not help exclaiming.

“Oh, you don't know him yet,” she said, laughing.

“On.”

“Go to the Outer Drive and then to 16 Lake Street.”

“Yessum.”

Maybe she was talking about the reds? That was it! But
none of his friends were reds. What was all this? If Mr. Dal-
ton should ask him if he had taken her to the University, he
would have to say yes and depend upon her to back him up.
But suppose Mr Dalton had someone watching, someone
who would tell where he had really taken her? He had heard
that many rich people had detectives working for them. If
only he knew what this was all about he would feel much
better, And she had said that she was going to meet someone
who was a friend of his He didn't want to meet any Com
munists. They didn’t have any money. He felt that it was
all right for a man to go to jail for robbery, but to go to
jatl for fooling around with reds was bunk. Well, he would
drive her; that was what he had been hired for. But he was
going to watch his step in this business. The only thing he
hoped was that she would not make him lose his job. He
pulled the car off the Quter Drive at Seventh Street, drove
north on Michigan Boulevard to Lake Street, then headed
west for two blocks, looking tor number 16.

“It's nght here, Bigger.”

“Yessum.”

He pulled to a stop in front of a dark building.

“Wait,” she said. getting out of the car

He saw her smiling broadly at him, almost laughing. He
felt that she knew every feehng and thought he had at
that moment and he turned his head away in confusion.
Goddamn that woman!

“I won't be long,” she said.
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She started off, then turned back.

“Take it easy, Bigger. You'll understand it better bye
and bye.”

“Yessum,” he said, trying to smile; but couldn't.

“Isn't there a song like that, a song your people sing?”

“] jke what, mam?”

“We'll understand it better bye and bye?”

“Oh, yessum.”

She was an odd girl, all right. He felt something in her
over and above the fear she inspired in him She responded
to him as if he were human, as if he lived in the same
world as she. And he had never felt that before in a white
person. But why? Was this some kind of game? The guarded
feeling of freedom he had while listening to her was tangled
with the hard fact that she was white and rich, a part of the
world of people who told him what he could and could not
do.

He looked at the building into which she had gone; it was
old and unpainted; there were no lights in the windows or
doorway. Maybe she was meeting her sweetheart? If that
was all, then things would straighten out. But if she had
gone to meet those Communists? And what were Communists
like, anyway? Was she one? What made people Communists?
He remembered seeing many cartoons of Communists in
newspapers and always they had flaming torches in their
hands and wore beards and were trying to commit murder or
get things on fire. People who acted that way were crazy. All
he could recall having heard about Communists was as-
soclated in his mind with darkness, old houses, people speak-
ing in whispers, and trade umions on strike. And this was
something like it. '

He stiffened; the door into which she had gone opened.
She came out, followed by a young white man, They walked
to the car; but, instead of getting into the back seat, they
came to the side of the car and stood, facing him.

“Oh, Bigger, this is Jan. And Jan, this is Bigger Thomas.”

Jan smiled broadly, then extended an open palm toward
him. Bigger's entire body tightened with suspense and dread.

“How are you, Bigger?”

Bigger's right hand gripped the steering wheel and he

wondered if he ought to shake hands with this white man.
“I'm fine,” he mumbled.
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Jan’s hand was still extended. Bigger’s right hand raised itself
about three inches, then stopped in mud-air.

“Come on and shake,” Jan said.

Bigger extended a limp palm, his mouth open in astonish-
ment. He felt Jan’s fingers tighten about his own, He tried to
pull his hand away, ever so gently, but Jan held on, firmly,
smuling.

“We may as well get to know each other,” Jan said. “I'm
a friend of Mary's.”

“Yessuh,” he mumbled.

“First of all,” Jan continued, putting his foot upon the
running-board, “don’t say sir to me. I'll call you Bigger and
you'll call me Jan. That’s the way it'll be between us. How’s
that?”

Bigger did not answer. Mary was smiling. Jan still
gripped his hand and Bigger held his head at an oblique
angle, so that he could, by merely shifting his eyes, look at
Jan and then out into the street whenever he did not wish to
meet Jan’s gaze. He heard Mary laughing softly.

“It's all right, Bigger,” she said. “Jan means it.”

He flushed warm with anger. Goddam her soul to hell!
Was she laughing at him? Were they making fun of him?
What was it that they wanted? Why didn’t they leave him
alone? He was not bothering them. Yes, anything could hap-
pen with people like these. His entire mind and body were
painfully concentrated into a single sharp point of attention.
He was trying desperately to understand. He felt foolish sit-
ting behind the steering wheel like this and letting a white
man hold his hand. What would people passing along the
street think? He was very conscious of his black skin and
there was in hum a prodding conviction that Jan and men
like him had made it so that he would be conscious of that
black skin, Did not white people despise a black skin? Then
why was Jan doing this? Why was Mary standing there so
eagerly, with shining eyes? What could they get out of this?
Maybe they did not despise him? But they made him feel
his black skin by just standing there looking at him, one
holding huis hand and the other smiling. He felt he had no
physical existence at all right then; he was something he
hated, the badge of shame which he knew was attached to
a black skin. It was a shadowy regioun, 2 No Man's Land,
the ground that separated the white world from the black
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that he stood upon. He felt naked, transparent; he felt that
this white man, having helped to put him down, having
helped to deform him, held him up now to look at him and be
amused. At that moment he felt toward Mary and Jan a
dumb, cold, and inarticulate hate.

“Let me dnive awhile,” Jan said, letting go of his hand and
opening the door.

Bigger looked at Mary, She came forward and touched
his arm.

“It's all right, Bigger,” she said.

He turned 1n the seat to get out, but Jan stopped him,

“No; stay 1 and move over.”

He slid over and Jan took his place at the wheel. He
was still feeling his hand strangely; 1t seemed that the
pressure of Jan's fingers had left an indelible imprint. Mary
was getting into the front seat, too,

“Move over, Bigger,” she said.

He moved closer to Jan, Mary pushed herself in, wedging
tightly between him and the outer door of the car. There
were white people to either side of him; he was sitting
between two vast white looming walls, Never in his life had
he been so close to a white woman. He smelt the odor of her
hair and felt the soft pressure of her thigh against his own.
Jan headed the car back to the Quter Drive, weaving in and
out of the line of traffic. Soon they were speeding along the
lake front, past a huge flat sheet of dully gleaming water.
The sky was heavy with snow clouds: and the wind was
blowing strong.

“Isn't it glorous tonight?” she asked.

“God, yes!"” Jan said,

Bigger listened to the tone of their voices, to their strange
accents, to the exuberant phrases that flowed so freely from
their lips.

“That sky!”

“And that water!”

“It's so beautiful it makes you ache just to look at it,”
said Mary.

“This is a beautiful world, Bigger,"” Jan said, turning to him.
“Look at that skyline!”

Bigger looked without turning his head; he just rolled his
eyes. Stretching to one side of him was a vast sweep of tall
buildings flecked with tiny squares of yellow light.
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“We'll own ali that some day, Bigger,” Jan said with a wave
of his hand. “After the revolution it'll be ours But we'll have
to fight for it. What a world to win, Bigger! And when that
day comes, things’ll be different, There’ll be no white and
no black; there'll be no rich and no poor.”

Bigger said nothing. The car whirred along.

“We seem strange to you, don’t we, Bigger?” Mary asked.

“Oh, no’'m,” he breathed softly, knowing that she did not
believe him, but finding it impossible to answer her in any
other way.

His arms and legs were aching from being cramped into
so small a space, but he dared not move. He knew that they
would not have cared if he had made himself more comfort-
able, but his moving would have called attention to himself
and his black body And he did not want that. These people
made him feel things he did not want to feel. If he were
white, if he were like them, it would have been different. But
he was black So he sat still, his arms and legs aching.

“Say, Bigger,” asked Jan, “where can we get a good meal
on the South Side?”

“Well,” Bigger said, reflectively.

“We want to go to a real place,” Mary said, turning to
him gayly.

“You want to go to a night club?’ Bigger asked in a tone
that indicated that he was simply mentioning names and not
recommending places to go.

“No; we want to eat.”

“Look, Bigger. We want one of those places where colored
people eat, not one of those show places.”

What did these people want? When he answered his voice
was neutral and toneless.

“Well, there’s Ernie's Kitchen Shack. .. ."”

“That sounds good!”

“Let’s go there, Jan,” Mary said.

“0.K,” Jan said. “Where is it?”

“It's at Forty-seventh Street and Indiana,” Bigger told them.

Jan swung the car off the Outer Drive at Thirty-first
Street and drove westward to Indiana Avenue, Bigger wanted
Jan to drive faster, so that they could reach Ernie’s Kitchen
Shack in the shortest possible time That would allow tum a
chance to sit in the car and stretch out his cramped and
aching legs while they ate. Jan turned onto Indiana Avenue
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and headed south. Bigger wondered what Jack and Gus
and G. H, would say if they saw him sitting between two white
people n a car like this. They would tease him about such
a thing as long as they could remember it. He felt Mary turn
in her seat She placed her hand on his arm.

“You know, Bigger, I've long wanted to go into those
houses,” she said, pointing to the tall, dark apartment build-
ings looming to either side of them, “and just see how your
people live. You know what I mean? I've been to England,
France and Mexico, but 1 don't know how people live ten
blocks from me. We know so lirtle about each other. I just
want to see. I want to know these people. Never in my life
have I been inside of a Negro home. Yet they must live like
we live. They're human. . . . There are twelve million of
them. . . . They live in our country. . . . In the same city
with us, , . .” her voice trailed off wistfully.

There was silence. The car sped through the Black Belt,
past tall buildings holding black life. Bigger knew that they
were thinking of his life and the life of his people. Suddenly
he wanted to seize some heavy object in his hand and grip it
with all the strength of his body and in some strange way
rise up and stand in naked space above the speeding car
and with one fina] blow blot it out—with himself and them in
it. His heart was beating fast and he struggled to control his
breath. This thing was getting the better of him; he felt
that he should not give way to his feelings like this. But
he could not help it. Why didn't they leave him alone?
What had he done to them? What good could they get out
of sitting here making him feel so miserable?

“Tell me where 1t 15, Bigger,” Jan said,

“Yessuh."”

Bigger looked out and saw that they were at Forty-sixth
Street,

“It's at the end of the next block, suh.”

“Can I park along here somewhere?”

“Oh; yessuh.”

“Bigger, please! Don’t say sir to me. . . . I don't like it.
You're 2 man just like I am; I'm no better than you., Maybe
other white men like 1t. But I don’t Look, Bigger. . . .”

“Yes. . . .” Bigger paused, swallowed, and looked down at
his black hands. “O.K.,” he mumbled, hopmng that they did
not hear the choke in his voice.
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“You see, Bigger. .. ."” Jan began.

Mary reached her hand round back of Bigger and touched
Jan’s shoulder.

“Let’s get out,” she said hurriedly.

Jan pulled the car to the curb and opened the door and
stepped out. Bigger slipped behind the steering wheel again,
glad to have room at last for s arms and legs. Mary got
out of the other door. Now, he could get some rest. So in-
tensely taken up was he with his own immediate sensations,
that he did not look up until he felt something strange in the
long sience. When he did look he saw, in a split second
of time, Mary turm her eyes away from his face. She was
looking at Jan and Jan was looking at her. There was no
nustaking the meaning of the look in their eyes. To Bigger
it was plainly a bewildered and questioning look, a look
that asked: What on earth is wrong with him? Bigger's
teeth clamped tight and he stared straight before him.

“Aren’'t you coming with us, Bigger?” Mary asked in a
sweet tone that made him want to leap at her.

The people in Ernie’s Kitchen Shack knew him and he did
not want them to see him with thuse white people. He knew
that if he went in they would ask one another: Who're them
white folks Bigger's hanging around with?

“I—I . .. I don't want to go in. . . .” he whispered
breathlessly.

“Aren't you hungry?’ Jan asked.

“Naw; I ain’t hungry,”

Jan and Mary came close to the car.

“Come and sit with us anyhow,” Jan said.

“T...I..."” Bigger stammered.

“It'll be all right,” Mary said. .

“I can stay here. Somebody has to watch the car,” he said,

“Oh, to hell with the car!” Mary sid, “Come on mn.”

“I don't want to eat,” Bigger said stubbornly,

“Well,” Jan sighed. “If that’s the way you feel about it, we
won'’t go in.”

Bigger felt trapped. Oh, goddamn! He saw in a flash that he
could have made all of this very easy if he had simply acted
from the beginning as if they were doing nothing unusual.
But he did not understand them; he distrusted them, really
hated them. He was puzzled as to why they were treating
him this way. But, after all, this was hus job and it was just
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as painful to sit here and let them stare at him as it was to
go in.

“0.K.,” he mumbled angrily.

He got out and slammed the door Mary came close to him
and caught his arm. He stared at her 1n a long sience;
it was the first time he had ever looked directly at her, and
he was able to do so only because he was angry.

“Bigger,” she said, “you don’t have to come in unless you
really want to. Please, don’t think .. Oh, Bigger . . . We're
pot trying to make you feel badly. ..."

Her voice stopped. In the dim light of the street lamp
Bigger saw her eyes cloud and her lips tremble. She swayed
against the car. He stepped backward, as though she were
contaminated with an invisible contagion. Jan shipped his
arm about her waist, supporting her. Bigger heard her sob
softly. Good God! He had a wild impulse to turn around and
walk away. He felt ensnared in a tangle of deep shadows,
shadows as black as the night that stretched above his head.
The way he had acted had made her cry, and yet the way
she had acted had made him feel that he had to act as he had
toward her. In his relations with her he felt that he was rid-
ing a seesaw; never were they on a common level; either he or
she was up in the air. Mary dried her eyes and Jan whispered
something to her. Bigger wondered what he could say to his
mother, or the relief, or Mr, Dalton, if he left them. They
would be sure to ask why he had walked off his job, and
he would not be able to tell.

“I'm all right, now, Jan,” he heard Mary say. “I'm sorry.
'm just a fool, I suppose. . . . I acted a ninny.” She lifted
her eyes to Bigger. “Don’t mind me, Bigger. I'm just silly,
Iguess....”

He said nothing.

“Come on, Bigger,” Jan said in a voice that sought to cover
up everything. ‘“Let's eat.”

Jan caught his arm and tried to pull him forward, but
Bigger hung back, Jan and Mary walked toward the en-
trance of the café and Bigger followed, confused and re-
sentful. Jan went to a small table near a wall.

“Sit down, Bigger.”

Bigger sat. Jan and Mary sat in front of him.

“You like fried chicken?” Jan asked.

“Yessuh,” he whispered.
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He scratched his head How on earth could he learn not
to say yessuh and yessum to white people in one night when
he had been saying it all his hfe long? He looked before
him in such a way that his eyes would not meet thewrs. The
waitress came and Jan ordered three beers and three por-
tions of fried chicken.

“Hi, Bigger!”

He turned and saw Jack waving at him, but staring at
Jan and Mary. He waved a stuff palm in return. Goddamn!
Jack walked away hurriedly Cautiously, Bigger looked
round; the waitresses and several people at other tables were
staring at him. They all knew him and he knew that they
were wondering as he would have wondered if he had been
in thewr places. Mary touched his arm.

“Have you ever been here before, Bigger?”

He groped for neutral words, words that would convey in-
formation but not indicate any shade of his own feelings.

“A few times.”

“It’s very nice,” Mary said.

Somebody put a nickel in an automatic phonograph and
they listened to the music. Then Bigger felt a hand grab his
shoulder.

“Hi, Bigger! Where you been?”

He looked up and saw Bessie laughing in his face.

“Hi,” he said gruffly.

“Oh, ’scuse me. I didn’t know you had company,” she
said, walking away with her eyes upon Jan and Mary.

“Tell her to come over, Bigger,” Mary said.

Bessie had gone to a far table and was sitting with anoth-
er girl,

“She's over there now,” Bigger said.

The waitress brought the beer and chicken,

“This is simply grand!” Mary exclaimed

“You got something there,” Jan said, looking at Bigger.
“Did 1 say that right, Bigger?”

Bigger hesitated.

“That’s the way they say it,” he spoke flatly.

Jan and Mary were eating. Bigger picked up a piece of chick-
en and bit it. When he tried to chew he found his mouth
dry. 1t seemed that the very organic functions of his body
had altered; and when he realized why, when he understood
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the cause, he could not chew the food. After two or three
bites, he stopped and sipped his beer.

“gat your chicken,” Mary said. “It’s good!”

1 ain’t hungry,” he mumbled.

“Want some more beer?’ Jan asked after a long silence.

Maybe if he got a little drunk it would help him.

“I don’t mind,” he said.

Jan ordered another round.

“Do they keep anything stronger than beer here?” Jan
asked.

“They got anything you want,” Bigger said.

Jan ordered a fifth of rum and poured a round. Bigger
felt the liguor warming him. After a second drink Jan began
to talk.

“Where were you born, Bigger?”

“In the South.”

“Whereabouts?”

“Mississippi.”

“How far did you go in school?”

“To the eighth grade.”

“Why did you stop?"

“No money."”

“nd you go to school in the North or South?”

“Mostly in the South, I went two years up bere,”

“How long have you been in Chicago?”

“Oh, about five years,”

“You like it here?”

“It'lt do.”

“You live with your people?”

“My mother, brother, and sister.”

“Where's your father?”

I(Dead.'|

“How long ago was that?"

“He got killed in a riot when I was a kid—in the South.”

There was silence. The rum was helping Bigger.

“And what was done about it?” ¥an asked.

“Nothing, far as I know.”

“How do you feel about it?*

“Y don't know,”

“Listen, Bigger, that's what we want to stop. That’s what
we Communists are fighting. We want to stop people from
treating others that way. I'm a member of the Party, Mary
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sympathizes. Don't you think if we got together we could
stop things like that?”

“I don't know,” Bigger said; he was feeling the rum rising
to his head. “There’s a lot of white people in the world.”

“You've read about the Scottsboro boys?”

“I heard about ’em "

“Don’t you think we did a good job in helping to keep
*em from killing those boys?”

“It was all right.”

“You know, Bigger,” said Mary, “we'd like to be friends
of yours.”

He said nothing, He drained his glass and Jan poured an-
other round. He was getting drunk enough to look straight
at them now. Mary was smiling at hum.

“You'll get used to us,” she said.

Jan stoppered the bottle of rum,

“We'd better go,” he said.

“Yes,” Mary said “Oh, Bigger, I'm going to Detroit at
pine 1n the morning and I want you to take my small trunk
down to the station, Tell Father and hell let you make up
your time, You better come for the trunk at eight-thirty.”

“T'll take 1t down.”

Jan paid the bill and they went back to the car, Bigger
got behind the steertng wheel He was feeling good. Jan and
Mary got into the back seat. As Bigger drove he saw her
resting in Jan’s arms

“Drive around in the park awhile, will you, Bigger?”

“OK.”

He turned into Washington Park and pulled the car slowly
round and round the long gradual curves, Now and then
he watched Jan kiss Mary in the reflection of the rear mir-
ror above his head.

*“You got a girl, Bigger?” Mary asked,

“I got a girl,” he said

“I’d like to meet her some time.”

He did not answer Mary’s eyes stared dreamily before her,
as if she were planning future things to do. Then she turned
to Jan and laid her hand tenderly upon his arm.

“How was the demonstration?”

“Pretty good. But the cops arrested three comrades,”

“Who were they?”’



76 NATIVE SON

“A Y. C. L-er and two Negro women, Oh, by the way,
Mary We need money for bail badly.”

“How much?”

“Three thousand.”

“T'll mail you a check.”

“Swell.”

“Did yov work hard today?”

“Yeah, I was at a meeting until three this morning. Max
and I've been trying to raise bail money all day today,”

“Max is a darling, 1sn’t he?”

“He’s one of the best lawyers we've got.”

Bigger hstened; he knew that they were talking commu-
nism and he tried to understand, But he couldn't,

“Jan.”

“Yes, honey,”

“I'm coming out of school this spring and I'm going to
join the Party.”

“Gee, you're a brick!”

“But I'll have to be careful.”

“Say, how’s about your working with me, in the office?”

“No, 1 want to work among Negrocs, That's wherc pcople
are needed, It seems as though they’'ve been pushed out of
everything.”

“That's true.”

“When I see what they've done to those people, it makes
me so mad. . ..”

“Yes, 1t’s awful.”

“And I feel so helpless and useless. I want to do some-
thing,”

“I knew all along you'd come through”

“Say, Jan, do you know many Negroes? I want to meet
some.”

“I don’t know any very well. But youll meet them when
you're in the Party.”

“They have so much emotion! What a people! If we could
ever get them going, . ,.”

“We cant have a revolution without ’em,” Jan said.
*“They’ve got to be organized. They've got spirit, They’ll give
the Party something 1t needs.”

“And their songs—the spirituals! Aren’t they marvelous?”
Bigger saw her turn to him, “Say, Bigger, can you sing?”

“ can't sing,” he said.
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“Aw, Bigger,” she said, pouting, She tilted her head, closed
her eyes and opened her mouth.

“Swing low, sweet chariot,
Coming fer to carry me home, .. .”

Jan joined in and Bigger smiled derisively, Hell, that aint
the tune, he thought.

“Come on, Bigger, and help us sing it,” Jan said.

“] can't sing,” he said again

They were silent. The car purred along Then he heard
Jan speaking in low tones.

“Where's the bottle?”

“Right here.”

“I want a sip.”

“I’ll take one, too, honey "

“Going heavy tonight, ain’t you?”

“About as heavy as you.”

They laughed Bigger drove in silence. He heard the faint,
musical gurgle of liquor.

“Jan!"

“What?”

“That was a big sip!”

“Here; you get even.”

Through the rear mirror he saw her tilt the bottle and
drink.

“Maybe Bigger wants another one, Jan, Ask him.”

“Oh, say, Bigger! Here; take a swig!”

He slowed the car and reached back for the bottle; he tilt-
ed it twice, taking two huge swallows.

“Woooow!” Mary laughed.

“You took a swig, all right,” Jan said

Bigger wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and
continued driving slowly through the dark park, Now and
then he heard the half-empty bottle of rum gurgling, They
getting plastered, he thought, feeling the effect of the rum
creeping outward to his fingers and upward to his lips. Pres-
ently, he heard Mary giggle Hell, she’s plastered already!
The car rolled slowly round and round the sloping curves,
The rum’s soft heat was spreading fanwise out from his
stomach, engulfing his whole body. He was not driving: he
was simply sitting and floating along smoothly through dark-
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ness, His hands rested lightly on the steering wheel and his
body slouched lazily down in the seat, He looked at the mir-
ror; they were drinking again They plastered, all right, he
thought, He pulled the car softly round the curves, looking
at the road before him one second and up at the mirror the
next. He heard Jan whispering; then he heard them both
sigh. His lips were numb. I'm almost drunk, he thought. His
sense of the city and park fell away; he was floating 1 the
car and Jan and Mary were in back, kissing. A long tume
passed.

“It’s one o'clock, honey,” Mary said. “I better go in.”

“O K. But let’s drive a little more. It's great here.”

“Father says I'm a bad girl.”

“I'm sorry, darling.”

“I'll call you in the morning before I go.”

“Sure. What time?”

“About erght-thirty.”

“Gee, but I hate to see you go to Detroit.”

“T hate to go too. But I got to. You see, honey, I got to
make up for being bad with you down in Florida. I got to
do what Mother and Father say for awhile.”

“] hate to see you go just the same.”

“I'll be back in a couple of days.”

“A couple of days is a long time.”

“You're silly, but you're sweet,” she said, laughing and
kissing him,

“You better drive on, Bigger,” Jan called.

Bigger drove out of the park onto Cottage Grove Avenue
and headed north. The city streets were empty and quiet
and dark and the tires of the car hummed over the asphalt.
When he reached Forty-sixth Street, a block from the Dal-
ton home, he heard a street car rumbling faintly behind
him, far down the avenue.

“Here comes my car,” Jan said, turning to peer through
the rear window.

“Oh, gee, honey!” Mary said. “You've got such a long
way to go. If I had the time, I'd ride you home, But I've
been out so late as it 1s that Mama’s going to be suspicious.”

“Don’t worry. I'll be all right.”

“*Oh, say! Let Bigger drive you home.”

“Nonsense! Why should he drive me all that distance
this time of morning?”’
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“Then you'd better take this car, honey.”

“No. I'll see you home first

“But, honey, the cars run only every half hour when it's
late like this,” Mary said. “You'll get ill, waiting out here
in the cold. Look, you take this car. I'll get home all right.
It's only a block....”

“Are you sure you'll be all right?”

“Of course. I'm in sight of home now, There; see. . .

Through the rear murror Bigger saw her pointing to the
Dalton home.

“0.K.,” Jan said. “You'd better stop here and let me off,
Bigger.”

He stopped the car. Bigger heard them speak in whispers,

“Good-bye, Jan.”

“Good-bye, honey.”

“T'll call you tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

Jan stood at the front door of the car and held out his
palm. Bigger shook timdly.

“It's been great meeting you, Bigger,” Jan said.

*0.K.,” Bigger mumbled.

“I'm damn glad I know you. Look Have another drink.”

Bigger took a big swallow.

“You better give me one, too, Jan. It'll make me sleep,”
Mary said.

*“You're sure you haven’t had enough?”

“Aw, come on, honey.”

She got out of the car and stood on the curb. Jan gave her
the bottle and she tilted 1t.

“Whoa!” Jan said,

“What's the matter?”

“I don’t want you to pass out.”

“I can hold it.”

Jan tilted the bottle and emptied it, then laid it in the gut-
ter. He fumbled clumsily m his pockets for something. He
swayed; he was drunk,

“You lose something, honey?” Mary lisped, she, too, was
drunk,

*“Naw; I got some stuff here I want Bigger to read. Listen,
Bigger, I got some pamphlets here. I want you to read 'em,
see?”

”
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Bigger held out his hand and received a small batch of
booklets.

Ho K."

“I really want you to read 'em, now. We'll have a talk
bout 'em in a coupla days. .. .” His speech was thick.

“I'l read ’em,” Bigger said, stifling a yawn and stuffing
the booklets into his pocket.

“I'll see that he reads ’em,” Mary said.

Jan kussed her again. Bigger heard the Loop-bound car rum-
bling forward.

“Well, good-bye,” he said.

“Goo’-bye, honey,” Mary said. “I'm gonna ride up front
with Bigger.”

She got into the front seat, The street car clanged to a
stop. Jan swung onto it and 1t started north. Bigger drove to-
ward Drexel Boulevard, Mary slumped down i the seat and
sighed, Her legs sprawled wide apart. The car rolled along.
Bigger’s head was spinning.

“You're very nice, Bigger,” she said.

He looked at her, Her face was pasty white. Her eyes were
glassy. She was very drunk.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“My! But you say the funniest things,” she giggled.

“Maybe,” he said.

She leaned her head on his shoulder.

“You don’t mind, do you?”

“I don’t mind.”

“You know, for three hours you haven't said yes or no.”

She doubled up with laughter, He tightened with hate.
Again she was looking inside of him and he did not like it.
She sat up and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief, He
kept hus eyes straight in front of him and swung the car
into the driveway and brought it to a stop. He got out and
opened the door. She did not move, Her eyes were closed.

“We’re here,” he said.

She tried to get up aud slipped back into the seat.

“Aw, shucks!”

Shes drunk, really drunk, Bigger thought. She stretched
out her hand.

“Here; gimme a lift. I'm wobbly. ., .”

She was resting on the small of her back and her dress
was pulled up so far that he could see where her stockings
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ended on her thighs. He stood looking at her for a moment;
she raised her eyes and looked at him. She laughed.

‘“Help me, Bigger. I'm stuck.”

He helped her and his hands felt the softness of her body
as she stepped to the ground. Her dark eyes looked at him
feverishly from deep sockets. Her hair was in his face, filling
him with its scent. He gritted his teeth, feeling a Ittle dizzy.

“Where's my hat? I dropped it shomewhere, ., ”

She swayed as she spoke and he tightened his arms about
her, holding her up. He looked around; her hat was lving
on the running board.

“Here 1t 1s,” he said.

As he picked it up he wondered what a white man would
think seeing him here with her like this, Suppose old man
Dalton saw him now? Apprehensively, he looked up at the
big house. It was dark and silent.

“Well,” Mary sighed. “I suppose I better go to bed. .. .”

He turmed her loose, but had to catch her again to keep
her off the pavement. He led her to the steps.

“Can you make it?”

She looked at him as though she had been challenged.

“Sure. Turn me loose. . ..”

He took his arm from her and she mounted the steps
firmly and then stumbled loudly on the wooden porch. Big-
ger made a move toward her, but stopped, his hands out-
stretched, frozen with fear. Good God, she’ll wake up every-
body! She was half-bent over, resting on one knee and one
hand, looking back at him in amused astonishment. That
girl’s crazy! She pulled up and walked slowly back down the
steps, holding onto the railing. She swayed before him, smil-
Ing

“I sure am drunk. ...”

He watched her with a mingled feeling of helplessness,
admiration, and hate, If her father saw him here with her
now, his job would be over. But she was beautiful, slender,
with an air that made him feel that she did not hate him
with the hate of other white people. But, for all of that, she
was white and he hated her. She closed her eyes slowly, then
opened them; she was trying desperately to take hold of
herself Since she was not able to get to her room alone,
ought he to call Mr. Dalton or Peggy? Naw. . . ., That would
betray her. And, too, 1n spite of hus hate for her, he was ex-
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cited standing here watching her like this. Her eyes closed
again and she swayed toward him. He caught her.

“I'd better help you,” he said.

“Let’s go the back way, Bigger. I'll stumble sure as hell
... and wake up everybody . . . if we go up the front, ...”

Her feet dragged on the concrete as he led her to the base-
ment. He switched on the light, supporting her with his free
hand,

“] didn't know I was sho drunk,” she mumbled.

He led her slowly up the narrow stairs to the kitchen door,
his hand circling her waist and the tips of his fingers feeling
the soft swelling of her breasts, Each second she was lean-
ing more heavily against him.

“Try to stand up,” he whispered fiercely as they reached
the kitchen door.

He was thinking that perhaps Mrs. Dalton was standing
in flowing white and staring with stony blind eyes in the mid-
dle of the floor, as she had been when he had come for the
glass of water. He eased the door back and looked, The
kitchen was empty and dark, save for a faint blue hazy light
that seeped through a window from the winter sky.

“Come on.”

She pulled heavily on him, her arm about his neck, He
pushed the door in and took a step inside and stopped, wait-
ing, listening, He felt her hair brush his lips, His skin glowed
warm and his muscles flexed; he looked at her face in the
dim light, his senses drunk with the odor of her hair and
skin, He stood for a moment, then whispered in excitement
and fear:

“Come on; you got to get to your room.”

He led her out of the kitchen into the hallway; he had to
walk her a step at a time. The hall was empty and dark;
slowly he half-walked and half-dragged her to the back
stairs. Again he hated her; he shook her.

“Come on; wake up!”

She did not move or open her eyes; finally she mumbled
something and swayed limply, His fingers felt the soft curves
of her body and he was still, looking at her, enveloped in a
sense of physical elation. This little bitch! he thought. Her
face was touching his, He turned her round and began to
mount the steps, one by one, He heard a slight creaking and
stopped. He looked, straining his eyes in the gloom. But



FEAR 83

there was no one. When he got to the top of the steps she
was completely limp and was still trying to mumble some-
thing. Goddamn! He could move her only by lifting her bod-
ily. He caught her in his arms and carmied her down the
hall, then paused. Which was her door? Goddamn|

“Where's your room?” he whispered

She did not answer. Was she completely out? He could
not leave her here; if he took his hands from her she would
sink to the floor and lie there all night, He shook her hard,
speaking as loudly as he *~red.

“Where's your room?”

Momentanly, she roused herself and looked at him with
blank eyes.

“Where’s your room?” he asked again.

She rolled her eyes toward a door He got her as far as
the door and stopped. Was this really her room? Was she
too drunk to know? Suppose he opened the door to Mr. and
Mrs. Dalton’s room? Well, all they could do was fire him.
It wasn’t his fault that she was drunk. He felt strange, pos-
sessed, or as if he were acting upon a stage in front of a
crowd of people, Carefully, he freed one hand and turned the
knob of the door. He waited; nothing happened He pushed
the door in quietly; the room was dark and silent, He felt
zlong the wall with his fingers for the electric switch and
could not find it. He stood, holding her in his arms, fearful,
in doubt. His eyes were growing used to the darkness and &
little light seeped into the room from the winter sky through
a window. At the far end of the room he made out the shad-
owy form of a white bed. He hfted her and brought her
into the room and closed the door softly.

“Here; wake up, now.”

He tried to stand her on her feet and found her weak as
jelly. He held her in his arms again, listening in the darkness.
His senses reeled from the scent of her hair and skin. She
was much smaller than Bessie, his girl, but much softer, Her
face was buried in his shoulder; his arms tightened about her.
Her face turned slowly and he held his face still, waiting for
her face to come round, in front of his. Then her head leaned
backward, slowly, gently; it was as though she had given up.
Her hLips, famntly moist in the hazy blue light, were parted
and he saw the furtive glints of her white teeth. Her eyes
were closed. He stared at her dim face, the forehead capped
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with curly black hair. He eased his hand, the fingers spread
wide, up the center of her back and her face came toward
him and her lips touched his, like something he had imagned.
He stood her on her feet and she swayed against him.

He lifted her and laid her on the bed Something urged
him to leave at once, but he leaned over her, excited, looking
at her face in the dim light, not wanting to take his hands
from her breasts. She tossed and mumbled sleepily, He
tightened his fingers on her breasts, kissing her again, feeling
her move toward him. He was aware only of her body now;
his lips trembled. Then he stiffened. The door behind him
had creaked.

He turned and a hysterical terror seized him, as though he
were falling from a great height in a dream A white blur
was standing by the door, silent, ghosthke, It filled his eyes
and gripped his body It was Mrs Dalton He wanted to knock
her out of his way and bolt from the room.

“Mary!” she spoke softly, questioningly.

Bigger held his breath Mary mumbled again; he bent over
her, his fists clenched in fear. He knew that Mrs. Dalton could
not see him; but he knew that if Mary spoke she would come
to the side of the bed and discover him, touch him. He
waited tensely, afraid to move for fear of bumping into
something in the dark and betraying his presence,

"Maryl"

He felt Mary trying to rise and guickly he pushed her head
back to the pillow,

“She must be asleep,” Mrs. Dalton mumbled.

He wanted to move from the bed, but was afraid he would
stumble over something and Mrs Dalton would hear him,
would know that someone besitdes Mary was in the room.
Frenzy dominated him. He held his hand over her mouth and
his head was cocked at an angle that enabled him to see
Mary and Mrs. Dalton by merely shifting his eyes. Mary mum-
bled and tried to rise again Frantically. he caught a corner
of the pillow and brought it to her lips He had to stop her
from mumbling, or he would be caught, Mrs Dalton was mov-
ing slowly toward him and he grew tight and full, as though
about to explode. Mary’s fingernails tore at his hands and he
caught the pillow and covered her entire face with it
firmly. Mary’s body surged upward and he pushed downward
upon the pillow with all of his weight, determined that
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she must not move or make any sound that would betray
him His eyes were filled with the white blur moving toward
him in the shadows of the room. Again Mary's body heaved
and he beld the pillow m a grip that took all of his strength.
For a long time he felt the sharp pain of her finge nads
biting into his wrists The white blur was stull.

“Mary? Is that you?”

He clenched his teeth and held his breath, intimidated to
the core by the awesome white blur floating toward him. His
muscles flexed taut as steel and he pressed the pillow, feeling
the bed give slowly, evenly, but silently, Then suddenly her
fingernails did not bite into hus wrists, Mary's fingers loosened,
He did not feel her surging and heaving agamnst hum. Her
body was stiil.

“Mary! Is that you?”

He could see Mrs. Dalton plainly now. As he took his hands
from the pillow he heard a long slow sigh go up from the
bed into the air of the darkened room, a sigh which after-
wards, when he remembered it, seemed final, irrevocable.

“Mary! Are you ili?”

He stood up. With each of her movements toward the bed
his body made a movement to match hers, away from her,
his feet not lifting themselves from the floor, but sliding
softly and silently over the smooth deep rug, his muscles
flexed so taut they ached. Mrs, Dalton now stood over the
bed. Her hands reached out and touched Mary.

“Mary! Are you asleep? I heard you moving about. . . .”

Mrs. Dalton straightened suddenly and took a quick step
back.

“You're dead drunk! You stink with whiskey!”

She stood silently in the hazy blue light, then she knelt at
the side of the bed. Bigger heard her whispering. She’s
praying, he thought in amazement and the words echoed in
his mind as though someone had spoken them aloud. Finally,
Mrs. Dalton stood up and her face tilted to that upward angle
at which she always held it. He waited, his teeth clamped, his
fists clenched She moved slowly toward the door; he could
scarcely see her now. The door creaked; then silence.

He relaxed and sank to the floor, his breath going in a
long gasp, He was weak and wet with sweat. He stayed
crouched and bent, hearing the sound of his breathing fill-
ing the darkness. Gradually, the intensity of his sensations
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subsided and he was aware of the room. He felt that he had
been in the grip of a weirrd spell and was now free. The
fingertips of his right hand were pressed deeply into the soft
fibers of the rug and his whole body vibrated from the wild
pounding of his heart He had to get out of the room, and
quickly Suppose that had been Mr. Dalton? His escape had
been narrow enough, as it was.

He stood and listened Mrs, Dalton might be out there in
the hallway. How could he get out of the room? He all but
shuddered with the intensity of his loathing for this house
and all it had made him feel since he had first come into it.
He reached his hand behind him and touched the wall; he
was glad to have something solid at lus back. He looked at
the shadowy bed and remembered Mary as some person he
bad not seen in a long time. She was still there Had he hurt
her? He went to the bed and stood over her; her face lay
sideways on the pilow. His hand moved toward her, but
stopped in mid-air, He blinked his eyes and stared at Mary's
face; 1t was darker than when he had first bent over her. Her
mouth was open and her eyes bulged glassily. Her bosom, her
bosom, her—her bosom was not moving! He could not hear
her breath coming and going now as he had when he had
first brought her into the room! He bent and moved her head
with his hand and found that she was relaxed and limp. He
snatched his hand away. Thought and feeling were balked in
him; there was something he was trying to tell himself des-
perately, but could not. Then, convulisively, he sucked his
breath in and huge words formed slowly, ringing in his ears:
She’s dead. . . .

The reality of the room fell from him; the vast city of
white people that sprawled outside took its place, She was
dead and he had killed her. He was a murderer, a Negro
murderer, a black murderer. He had killed a white woman.
He had to get away from here. Mrs. Dalton had been 1n the
room while he was there, but she had not known it. But,
had she? No! Yes!| Maybe she had gone for help? No.
If she had known she would have screamed. She didn’t know.
He had to slip out of the house. Yes. He could go home to
bed and tomorrow he could tell them that he had driven
Mary home and had left her at the side door.

In the darkness his fear made ive 1n him an element which
he reckoned with as “them.” He had to construct a case for
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“them.” But, Jan! Oh ... Jan would give him away, When it
was found that she was dead Jan would say that he had left
them together in the car at Forty-sixth Street and Cottage
Grove Avenue, But he would tell them that that was not
true, And, after all, was not Jan a red? Was not his word as
good as Jan's? He would say that Jan had come home
with them. No one must know that he was the last person who
had been with her.

Fingerprints! He had read about them in magazines. His
fingerprints would give him away, surely! They could prove
that he had been inside of her room! But suppose he told
them that he had come to get the trunk? That was it! The
trunk! His fingerprints had a right to be there. He looked
round and saw her trunk on the other side of the bed, open,
the top standing up. He could take the trunk to the base-
ment and put the car into the garage and then go home. No!
There was a better way. He would not put the car into the
garage! He would say that Jan had come to the house and
he had left Jan outside in the car. But there was still a better
way! Make them think that Jan did it. Reds'd do anything.
Didrn’t the papers say so? He would tell them that he had
brought Jan and Mary home in the car and Mary had asked
him to go with her to her room to get the trunk—and Jan
was with theml—and he had got the trunk and had taken it
to the basement and when he had gone he had left Mary and
Jan—who had come back down—sitting in the car, kissing.
... That's it!

He heard a clock ticking and searched for it with his eyes;
it was at the head of Mary’s bed, its white dial glowing in the
blue darkness. It was five minutes past three. Jan had left
them at Forty-sixth Street and Cottage Grove, Jan didn't
leave ar Forty-sixth Sireet, he rode with us. . ..

He went to the trunk and eased the top down and dragged
it over the rug to the middle of the floor, He lifted the top
and felt inside; it was half-empty.

Then he was still, barely breathing, filled with another
idea. Hadn't Mr. Dalton said that they did not get up early
on Sunday mornings? Hadn’t Mary said that she was going to
Detroit? If Mary were missing when they got up, would they
not think that she had already gone to Detroit? He . . , Yes/
He could, he could put her in the trunk! She was small. Yes;
put her 1n the trunk, She had said that she would be gone for.
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three days For three days, then. maybe no one would know,
He would have three days of time. She was a crazy girl
anyhow. She was always running around with reds, wasn't
she? Anything could happen to her. People would think that
she was up to some of her crazy ways when they missed her.
Yes, reds'd do anything, Didn't the papers say so?

He went to the bed; he would have to lift her into the
trunk, He did not want to touch her, but he knew he had to,
He bent over, His hands were outstretched, trembling in
mid-air. He had to touch her and lift her and put her in the
trunk. He tried to move his hands and could not. It was as
though he expected her to scream when he touched her.
Goddamn! It all seemed foolish! He wanted to laugh. It was
unreal, Like a nightmare. He had to lift a dead woman and
was afraid He felt that he had been dreaming of something
like this for a long time, and then, suddenly, it was true.
He heard the clock ticking Time was passing, It would soon
be morning. He had to act. He could not stand here all night
like this; he might go to the electric chair He shuddered and
something cold crawled over his skin. Goddamn!

He pushed his hand gently under her body and lifted it. He
stood with her 1n his arms; she was limp. He took her to
the trunk and involuntarily jerked his head round and saw a
white blur standing at the door and his body was instantly
wrapped in a sheet of blazing terror and a hard ache seized
his head and then the white blur went away, I thought thai
was her. . . . His heart pounded.

He stood with her body in his arms in the silent room and
cold facts battered him like waves sweeping in from
the sea: she was dead, she was white; she was a woman;
he hed killed her; he was black, he might be caught; he did
not want to be caught, if he were they would kill him.

He stooped to put her in the trunk. Could he get her in?
He looked again toward the door, expecting to see the white
blur; but nothing was there, He turned her on her side in
his arms, he was breathing hard and his body trembled. He
eased her down, listening to the soft rustle of her clothes,
He pushed her head into a corner, but her legs were too long
and would not go in.

He thought he heard a noise and straightened; it seemed to
him that his breathing was as loud as wind in a storm. He
listened and heard nothing. He had to get her legs in' Bend
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her legs at the knees, he thought. Yes, almost. A little mare
. . . He bent them some more. Sweat dripped from his chin
onto his hands. He doubled her knees and pushed her com-
pletely into the trunk. That much was done. He eased the top
down and fumbled in the darkness for the latch and heard
it click loudly.

He stood up and caught hold of one of the handles of the
trunk and pulled. The trunk would not move. He was weak
and lis hands were slippery with sweat. He gnitted his teeth
and caught the trunk with both hands and pulled it to the
door. He opened the door and looked into the hall: it was
empty and silent, He stood the trunk on end and carred his
right hand over his left shoulder and stooped and caught
the strap and lifted the trunk to his back Now, he would
have to stand up, He strained; the muscles of his shoulders and
legs quivered with effort. He rose, swaying, biting his lips.

Putting one foot carefully before the other, he went down
the hall, down the stairs, then through another hall to the
kitchen and paused, His back ached and the strap cut into his
palm like fire. The trunk seemed to weigh a ton. He expected
the white blur to step before lim at any moment and hold
out its hand and touch the trunk and demand to know what
was in it. He wanted to put the trunk down and rest; but
he was afraid that he would not be able to Lft it again.
He walked across the kitchen floor, down the steps, leaving
the kitchen door open behind him, He stood in the darkened
basement with the trunk upon his back and listened to the
roaring draft of the furnace and saw the coals burning red
through the cracks, He stooped, waiting to hear the bottom of
the trunk touch the concrete floor, He bent more and rested
on one knee, Goddamn! His hand, seared with fire, slipped
from the strap and the trunk hit the floor with a loud clatter.
He bent forward and squeezed his right hand in his left to
still the fiery pain.

He stared at the furnace. He trembled with another idea.
He—he could, he—he could put her, he could put her in
the furnace. He would burn her! That was the safest thing of
all to do. He went to the furnace and opened the door. A
huge red bed of coals blazed and quivered with molten fury,

He opened the trunk. She was as he had put her: her head
buried in one corner and her knees bent and doubled toward
her stomach. He would have to lift her agam, He stooped
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and caught her shoulders and lifted her in his arms. He went
to the door of the furnace and paused The fire seethed.
Ought he to put her 1n head or feet first? Because he was
tired and scared, and because her feet were nearer, he pushed
her in, feet first The heat blasted his hands.

He had all but her shoulders in He looked into the furnace;
her clothes were ablaze and smoke was filling the interior so
that he could scarcely see The draft roared upward, droning
in his ears He gripped her shoulders and pushed hard, but
the body would not go any farther. He tried again, but her
head still remained out. Now. . . . Goddamn! He wanted to
strike something with his fist. What could he do? He stepped
back and looked.

A noise made him whirl; two green burning pools—pools
of accusation and guilt—stared at him from a white blur
that sat perched upon the edge of the trunk His mouth
opened in a silent scream and his body became hotly para-
lyzed. It was the white cat and its round green eyes gazed
past him at the white face hanging limply from the fiery
furnace door. God!/ He closed his mouth and swallowed.
Should he catch the cat and kill it and put it in the furnace,
too? He made a move. The cat stood up; its white fur
bristled; its back arched, He tried to grab it and it bounded
past him with a long wail of fear and scampered up the
steps and through the door and out of sight. Oh! He had
left the kitchen door opea. That was it. He closed the door
and stood again before the furnace, thinking, Cats can't
talk. ... |

He got tus knife from his pocket and opened it and stood
by the furnace, looking at Mary’s white throat, Could he
do it? He had to. Would there be blood? Oh, Lord! He
looked round with a haunted and pleading look in his eyes.
He saw a pile of old newspapers stacked carefully in a corner,
He got a thick wad of them and held them under the head.
He touched the sharp blade to the throat, just touched it, as
if expecting the knife to cut the white flesh of itself, as if he
did not have to put pressure behind it. Wistfully, he gazed at
the edge of the blade resting on the white skin; the gleaming
metal reflected the tremulous fury of the coals. Yes; he had
to. Gently, he sawed the blade into the flesh and struck a
bone. He gritted his teeth and cut harder. As yet there was no
blood anywhere but on the knife. But the bone made it
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difficult. Sweat crawled down his back. Then blood crept
outward 1in widening circles of pink on the newspapers,
spreading quickly now. He whacked at the bone with the
knife, The head hung limply on the newspapers, the curly
black hair dragging about in blood He whacked harder, but
the head would not come off.

He paused, hysterical. He wanted to run from the base-
ment and go as far as possible from the sight of this bloody
throat, But he could not. He must not. He had to burn thus
girl. With eyes glazed, with nerves tingling with excitement,
he looked about the basement. He saw a hatchet. Yes! That
would do it He spread a neat layer of newspapers beneath
the head, so that the blood would not drip on the floor He got
the hatchet, held the head at a slanting angle with his left
hand and, after pausing in an attitude of prayer, sent the
blade of the hatchet into the bone of the throat with ail
the strength of his body. The head rolled off.

He was not crying, but his lips were trembling and his chest
was heaving He wanted to lie down upon the floor and
sleep off the horror of this thing, But he had to get out of
here Quickly, he wrapped the head in the newspapers and
vsed the wad to push the bloody trunk of the body deeper
into the furnace, Then he shoved the head in. The hatchet
went next.

Would there be coal enough to burn the body? No one
would come down here before ten o'clock in the morning,
maybe, He looked at his watch. It was four o'clock. He got
another piece of paper and wiped his kmfe with it, He put
the paper into the furnace and the knife into his pocket He
pulled the lever and coal rattled against the sides of the
tin chute and he saw the whole furnace blaze and the draft
roared still louder. When the body was covered with coal,
he pushed the lever back., Now!

Then, abruptly, he stepped back from the furnace and
looked at it, his mouth open. Hell! Folks’d smell 1t! There
would be an odor and someone would look in the furnace.
Aumlessly, his eyes searched the basement, There! That ought
to do 1t! He saw the smutty blades of an electric exhaust fan
high up in the wall of the basement, back of the furnace He
found the switch and threw it, There was a quick whir, then
a hum. Things would be all right now; the exhaust fan would
suck the air out of the basement and there would be no scent.
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He shut the trunk and pushed it into a corner. In the
morning he would take it to the station. He looked around
to see if he had left anything that would betray him; he
saw nothing.

He went out of the back door; a few fine flakes of snow
were floating down, It had grown colder. The car was stull in
the driveway. Yes; he would leave it there.

Jan and Mary were sitting n the car, kissing. They said,
Good night, Bigger. . . . And he said, Good night. . . . And
he touched his hand to his cap. . ..

As he passed the car he saw the door was still open. Mary’s
purse was on the floor. He took it and closed the door, Naw!
Leave it open; he opened it and went on down the driveway.

The streets were empty and silent. The wind chilled his
wet body He tucked the purse under his arm and walked.
What would happen now? Ought he to run away? He stopped
at a street corner and looked into the purse., There was a
thick roll of bills; tens and twenties. . . . Good! He would
wait until morning to decide what to do. He was tired and
sleepy,

He hurried home and ran up the steps and went on tiptoe
into the room. His mother and brother and sister breathed
regularly in sleep. He began to undress, thinking, I'll tell 'em 1
left her with Jan in the car after I took the trunk down in the
basement. In the morning I'll take the trunk to the station,
hike she told me. . . .

He felt something heavy sagging in his shirt; it was the
gun. He took it out; it was warm and wet. He shoved it under
the pillow. They can’t say I did it. If they do, they can'i
prove it,

He eased the covers of the bed back and slipped beneath
them and stretched out beside Buddy; in five minutes he
was sound asleep.



Book Two
FLIGHT

It seemed to Bigger that no sooner had he closed his eyes
than he was wide awake again, suddenly and violently, as
though someone had grabbed his shoulders and had shaken
him He lay on his back, in bed, hearing and seemng nothing.
Then, like an electric switch being clicked on, he was aware
that the room was filled with pale daylight Somewhere
deep in him a thought formed- It’s morning. Sunday morning.
He lifted himself on his elbows and cocked his head n an
attitude of listening. He heard his mother and brother and
sister breathing softly, in deep sleep He saw the room and
saw snow falling past the window; but his mind formed no
image of any of these. They simply existed, unrelated to
each other; the snow and the daylight and the soft sound of
breathing cast a strange spell upon him, a spell that waited
for the wand of fear to touch it and endow it with reality
and meaning He lay in bed, only a few seconds from deep
sleep, caught in a deadlock of unpulses, unable to rise to the
land of the living.

Then, in answer to a foreboding call from a dark part of
his muind, he leaped from bed and landed on his bare feet in
the middle of the room His heart raced; his lips parted;
his legs trembled. He struggled to come fully awake He
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relaxed his taut muscles, feeling fear, remembering that he
had killed Mary, had smothered her, had cut her head off
and put her body in the fiery furnace.

This was Sunday mormng and he had to take the trunk to
the station He glanced about and saw Mary's shiny black
purse lying atop his trousers on a chair. Good God! Though
the air of the room was cold, beads of sweat broke onto his
forehead and his breath stopped. Quickly, he looked round;
his mother and sister were still sleeping. Buddy slept in the
bed from which he had just arisen. Throw that purse away!
Maybe he had forgotten other things? He searched the
pockets of s trousers with nervous fingers and found the
knife. He snapped it open and tiptoed to the window. Dried
ridges of black blood were on the blade! He had to get md
of these at once. He put the knife into the purse and dressed
hurriedly and sidently. Throw the knife and purse into a
garbage can, That’s it! He put on his coat and found stuffed
in a pocket the pamphlets Jan had given him, Throw these
away, too! Oh, but . , . Naw! He paused and gripped the
pamphlets in his black fingers as his mind filled with a cun-
ning idea Jan had given him these pamphlets and he would
keep them and show them to the police if he were ever ques-
tioned That's 1t! He would take them to his room at Dalton’s
and put them in a dresser drawer. He would say that he had
not even opened them and had not wanted to. He would
say that he had taken them only because Jan had insisted.
He shuffled the pamphlets softly, so that the paper would
not rustle, and read the titles: Race Prejudice on Trial, The
Negro Question in the United States, Black and White Unite
and Fight. But that did not seem so dangerous. He looked at
the bottom of a pamphlet and saw a black and white picture
of a hammer and a curving knife. Below it he read a line
that said: Issued by the Communist Party of the United States.
Now, that did seem dangerous. He looked further and saw a
pen-and-ink drawing of a white hand clasping a black hand
1n solidarity and remembered the moment when Jan had
stood on the running board of the car and had shaken hands
with him. That had been an awful moment of hate and
shame. Yes, he would tell them that he was afraid of reds,
that he had not wanted to sit 1n the car with Jan and Mary,
that he had not wanted to eat with them He would say that
he had done so only because it had been his job. He would
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tell them that it was the first time he had ever sat at a
table with white people.

He stuffed the pamphlets into his coat pocket and looked at
bis watch. It was ten minutes until seven. He had to hurry
and pack his clothes. He had to take that trunk to the sta-
tion at eight-thirty,

Then fear rendered his legs like water. Suppose Mary had
not burned? Suppose she was still there, exposed to view? He
wanted to drop everything and rush back and see. But maybe
even something worse had happened; maybe they had dis-
covered that she was dead and maybe the police were look-
ing for him? Should he not leave town right now? Gripped
by the same impelling excitement that had had hold of him
when he was carrying Mary up the stairs, he stood in the
middle of the room No; he would stay. Things were with him;
no one suspected that she was dead He would carry through
and blame the thing upon Jan, He got his gun from beneath
the pillow and put it in his shart,

He tiptoed from the room, looking over his shoulder at
his mother and sister and brother sleeping He went down
the steps to the vesttbule and into the street. It was white and
cold Snow was falling and an icy wind blew. The streets
were empty. Tucking the purse under his arm, he walked to
an alley where a garbage can stood covered with snow Was
it safe to leave it here? The men on the garbage trucks
would empty the can early in the morning and no one would be
prying round on a day like this, with all the snow and its
being Sunday. He lifted the top of the can and pushed the
purse deep into a frozen pile of orange peels and mildewed
bread. He replaced the top and looked round; no one was in
sight.

He went back’to the room and got his suitcase from under
the side of the bed. His folks were still sleeping. In order to
pack his clothes, he had to get to the dresser on the other
side of the room But how could he get there, with the bed
on which his mother and sister slept standing squarely in
the way? Goddamn! He wanted to wave his hand and blot
them out. They were always too close to him, so close that he
could never have any way of his own. He eased to the bed and
stepped over it. His mother stirred slightly, then was still,
He pulled open a dresser drawer and took out his clothes
and piled them 1n the suitcase. While he worked there hov-
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ered before his eyes an image of Mary’s head lying on the
wet newspapers, the curly black ringlets soaked with blood.

“Bigger!”

He sucked his breath in and whirled about, his eyes glaring.
His mother was leaning on her elbow in bed. He knew at
once that he should not have acted frightened.

“What's the matter, boy?”’ she asked in a whisper.

“Nothing,” he answered, whispering too.

“You jumped like something bit you.”

“Aw, leave me alone I got to pack.”

He knew that his mother was waiting for him to give an
account of himself, and he bated her for that. Why couldn't
she wait until he told her of his own accord? And yet he knew
that if she waited, he would never tell her.

“You get the job?”

“Yeah"'

“What they paying you?”

“Twenty.”

“You started already?”

“Yeah.”

“When?”

“Last night,”

“I wondered what made you so late.”

“I had to work,” he drawled with impatience.

“You didn’t get in until after fous.”

He turned and looked at her.

“I got in at two.,”

“It was after four, Bigger,” she said, turhing and straining
her eyes to look at an alarm clock above her head. “I tried
to wait up for you, but I couldn't. When I heard you come in,
I looked up at the clock and it was after four.”

“I know when I got in, Ma.”

“But, Bigger, it was after four.”

“Tt was just g little after two.”

“Oh, Lord! If you want it two, then let it be two, for all
I care. You act like you scared of something.”

“Now, what you want to start a fuss for?”

“A fuss? Boyl”

“Before I get out of bed, you pick on me.”

“Bigger, I'm not picking on you, honey. I'm glad you
got the job.”

“You don’t talk like it.”
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He felt that his acting in this manner was a mistake. If
he kept on talking about the time he had gotten in last
night, he would so impress it upon her that she would remem-
ber it and perhaps say something later on that would hurt
him. He turned away and continued packing, He had to do
better than this; he had to control himself,

“You want to eat?"

“Yeah."

“I'll fix you something.”

“0.K.”

“You going to stay on the place?”

“Yeah.”

He heard her getting out of bed; he did not dare look round
now. He had to keep his head turned while she dressed.

“How you like the people, Bigger?”

“They all right.”

“You don't act like you glad.”

“QOh, Ma! For chrissakes! You want me to cry!”

“Bigger, sometimes I wonder what makes you act like you
do.”

He had spoken in the wrong tone of voice; he had to be
careful. He fought down the anger rising in him. He was in
trouble enough without getting into a fuss with his mother,

“You got a good job, now,” his mother said “You ought
to work hard and keep it and try to make a man out of your-
self. Some day you’ll want to get married and have a home
of your own. You got your chance now. You always said
you never had a chance, Now, you got one.”

He heard her move about and he knew that she was
dressed enough for him to turn round. He strapped the suit-
case and set 1t by the door: then he stood at the window,
looking wistfully out at the feathery flakes of falling snow.

“Bigger, what’s wrong with you?”

He whirled.

“Nothing,” he said, wondering what change she saw in
him “Nothing You just worry me, that’s all,” he concluded,
feeling that even if he did say something wrong he had to fight
her off him now. He wondered just how s words really did
sound. Was the tone of his voice this morning different
from other mornings? Was there something unusual in his
voice since he had killed Mary? Could people tell he had done
something wrong by the way he acted? He saw his mother
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shake her head and go behind the curtain to prepare
breakfast. He heard a yawn; he looked and saw that Vera
was leaning on her elbow, smiling at him.

“You get the job?”’

“Yeah."

“How much you making?”

“Aw, Vera, Ask Ma I done told her everything.”

“Goody! Bigger got a jobl” sang Vera.

“Aw, shut up,” he said.

“Leave him alone, Vera,” the mother said.

“What’s the matter?”

“What’s the matter with ‘im all the time?” asked the
mother.

“Oh, Bigger,” said Vera, tenderly and plaintively.

“That boy just ain't got no sense, that’s all,” the mother said.
“He won’t even speak a decent word to you.”

“Turn your head so I can dress,” Vera said.

Bigger looked out of the window. He heard someone say,
“Aw!"” and he knew that Buddy was awake.

“Turn your head, Buddy,” Vera said.

llo K'ﬂ

Bigger heard his sister rushing into her clothes,

“You can look now,” Vera said,

He saw Buddy sitting up in bed, rubbing his eyes. Vera was
sitting on the edge of a chair, with her right foot hoisted
upon another chair, buckling her shoes. Bigger stared
vacantly in her direction, He wished that he could rise up
through the ceiling and float away from this room, forever.

“I wish you wouldn't look at me,” Vera said.

“Hunh?” said Bigger, looking in surprise at her pouting
lips. Then he noticed what she meant and poked out his
lips at her. Quickly, she jumped up and threw one of her shoes
at him. It sailed past his head and landed against the win-
dow, rattling the panes,

“I told you not to look at mel” Vera screamed.

Bigger stood up, his eyes red with anger.

“I just wish you had hit me,” he said,

“You, Vera!” the mother called,

“Ma, make 'im stop looking at me,” Vera wailed,

“Wasn't nobody looking at her,” Bigger said.

“You looked under my dress when I was buttoning my
shoes!”



FLIGHT 99

“I just wish you had hit me,” Bigger said again.

“I am'’t no dog!™ Vera said,

“Come on 1n the kitchen and dress, Vera,” the mother said.

“He makes me feel like a dog,” Vera sobbed with her face
buried in her hands, going behind the curtain.

“Boy,” said Buddy, “I tried to keep awake till you got in
last night, but I couldn’t I had to go to bed at three. I was
80 sleepy I could hardly keep my eyes open.”

“I was here before then,” Bigger said.

“Aw, naw! [ was up....”

“I know when I got inl”

They looked at each other in silence.

“0.K.,” Buddy said.

‘Bigger was uneasy., He felt that he was not handling him-
self right.

“You get ths job?” Buddy asked,

*“Yeah."”

“Driving?”

“Yeah.”

“What kind of a car i8 it?”

“A Buick.”

“Can I ride with you some time?”

“Sure; soon as I get settled.”

Buddy’s questions made him feel a little more at ease; he
always liked the adoration Buddy showed him.

“Gee! That’s the kind of job I want,” Buddy said.

“It’s easy.”

“Will you see if you can find me one?”

“Sure Give me time.”

“Got a cigarette?”

“Yeah.”

They were silent, smoking. Bigger was thinking of the
furnace. Had Mary burned? He looked at hus watch; it was
seven o'clock, Ought he go over right now, without waiting
for breakfast? Maybe he had left something lying round that
would let them know Mary was dead But if they slept late on
Sunday mornings, as Mr. Dalton had said, they would have
no reason to be looking round down there.

‘‘Bessie was by last mght,” Buddy said.

“Yeah?”

“She said she saw you in Ernie's Kiichen Shack with
some white folks.”



c

100 NATIVE SON

“Yeah. I was driving 'em last night.”

“She was talking about you and her getting married.”

“Humph!”

“How come gals that way, Bigger? Soon's a guy get a
good job. they want to marry?”

“Damn 1f I know "

“You got a good job now. You can get a better gal than
Bessie,” Buddy said.

Although he agreed with Buddy, he said nothing.

“I'm going to tell Bessie!” Vera called.

“If you do. I'll break vour neck.” Bigger said.

“Hush that kind of talk in here.” the mother said.

“Oh, yeah,” Buddy said. “I met Jack last night. He said
you almost murdered old Gus.”

“I ain't having nothing to do with that gang no more,”
Bigger said emphatically.

“But Jack's all right,” Buddy said.

“Well, Jack. but none of the rest.”

Gus and G H. and Jack seemed far away to Bigger now,
in another life, and all because he had bheen in Dalton’s
home for a few hours and had killed a white girl. He looked
round the room, seeing it for the first time. There was no
rug on the floor and the plastering on the walls and ceiling
hung loose in many places There were two worn iron
beds, four chairs, an old dresser, and a drop-leaf table on
which they ate This was much different from Dalton's home.
Here all slept in one room; there he would have a room for
himself alone He smelt food cooking and remembered that
one could not smell food cooking in Dalton’s home; pots
could not be heard ratthing all over the house. Each person
lived in one room and had a little world of his own. He hated
this room and all the people in it, including hlmself.§ﬁhy did
he and his folks have to live like this? What had they
ever done? Perhaps they had not done anything Maybe they
had to live this way precisely because none of them in all

thexr lives haq ever done anything, right or wrong, that
mattered much.

“Fix the tabl

“Yessum.”

Bigger sat at the table and waited for food Maybe this
would be the last time he would eat here He felt it keenly and
it helped him to have patience. Maybe some day he would be

, Vera, Breakfast's ready,” the mother called.
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eating in jail. Here he was sitting with them and they did not
know that he had murdered a white girl and cut her head off
and burnt her body. The thought of what he had done, the
awful horror of it, the daring associated with such actions,
formed for hun for the first time in his fear-tidden life a
barrier of protection between him and a world he fearedgHe
had murdered and had created a new life for himself.” It
was something that was all his own, and it was the first
time in his life he had had anything that others could not
take from hxm)Yes; he could sit here calmly and eat and not
be concerned about what his famuly thought or did. He had
a natural wall from behind which he could look at them His
crime was an anchor weighing him safely in time; it added
to him a certain confidence which his gun and knife did
not He was outside of his family now, over and beyond
them; they were ipcapable of even thinking that he had
done such a deed{ And he had done something which even
he had not thought posmb]e.\fg

Though he had killed by ‘accident, not once did he feel the
need to tell himself that it had been an accident. He was black
and he had been alone in a room where a white girl had
been killed; therefore he had killed her. That was what
everybody would say anyhow, no matter what he said.
And in a certain sense he knew that the gurl’s death had pot
been accidental. He had killed many times before, only on
those other times there had been no handy wictim or cir-
cumstance to make wvisible or dramatic his will to kill. His
crime seemed natural, he felt that all of his hfe had been
leading to something like this It was no longer a matter
of dumb wonder as to what would happen to him and his black
skin; he knew now. The hidden meamng of his life—a mean-
ing which others did not see and which he had always
tried to hude—had spilled out. No, it was no accident, and he
would never say that it was. There was 1n him a kind of
terrified pride in feeling and thinking that some day he would
be able to say publicly that he had done it. It was as
though he had an obscure but deep debt to fulfill to humself
in accepting the deed.

Now that the ice was broken, could he not do other things?
What was there to stop him? While sitting there at the table
waiting for his breakfast, he felt that he was arnving at some-
thing which had long eluded him. Things were becoming
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clear; he would know how to act from now on The thing to
do was to act just like others acted, hve like they lived,
and while they were not looking, do what you wanted,
They would never know. He felt in the quiet presence of his
mother, brother, and sister a force, inarticulate and uncon-
scious, making for hving without thinking, making for peace
and habit, making for a hope that blinded. He felt that they
wanted and yearned to see life m a certain way; they needed
a certamn picture of the world, there was one way of living
they preferred above all others; and they were blind to what
did not fit. They did not want to see what others were
domng if that doing did not feed their own desires All one had
to do was be bold, do something nobody thought of. The
whole thing came to him in the form of a powerful and simple
feeling; there was 1n everyone a great hunger to believe that
made him blind, and 1if he could see while others were blind,
then he could get what he wanted and never be caught at 1it,
Now, who on earth would think that he, a black timid Negro
boy, would murder and burn a rich white girl and would sit
and wait for his breakfast like this? Elation filled him.

He sat at the table watching the snow fall past the window
and many things became plain No, he did not have to hide
behind a wall or a curtain now; he had a safer way of
being safe, an easier way. What he had done last night had
proved that Jan was blind Mary had been blind Mr, Dalton
was blind. And Mrs. Dalton was blind; yes, blind in more
ways than one. Bigger smiled slightly. Mrs Dalton had not
known that Mary was dead while she had stood over the
bed in that room last night. She had thought that Mary was
drunk, because she was used to Mary’s coming home drunk,
And Mrs. Dalton had not known that he was in the room
with her, it would have been the last thing she would have
thought of. He was black and would not have figured in her
thoughts on such an occasion. Bigger felt that a lot of peo-
ple were like Mrs. Dalton, blind. . ..

“Here you are, Bigger,” his mother said, setting a plate of
grits on the table,

He began to eat, feeling much better after thinking out
what had happened to him last night. He felt he could control
himself now.

“Ain't you-all eating?’ he asked, looking around.
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“You go on and eat. You got to go. We'll eat later,” his
mother said.

He did not need any money, for he had the money he had
gotten from Mary’s purse; but he wanted to cover his tracks
carefully.

“You got any money, Ma?”

“Just a little, Bigger.”

“T need some.”

“Here's a half. That leaves me exactly one dollar to last
till Wednesday.”

He put the half-dollar in his pocket. Buddy had fin-
ished dressing and was sitting on the edge of the bed Sud-
denly, he saw Buddy, saw him in the light of Jan. Buddy
was soft and vague; his eyes were defenseless and their
glance went only to the surface of things It was strange that
he had not noticed that before. Buddy, too, was blind.
Buddy was sitting there longing for a job like his, Buddy, too,
went round and round in a groove and did not see things.
Buddy's clothes hung loosely compared with the way Jan's
hung Buddy seemed aimless, lost, with no sharp or hard
edges, like a chubby puppy. Looking at Buddy and thinking
of Jan and Mr, Dalton, he saw in Buddy a certain stillness, an
isolation, meaninglessness.

“How come you looking at me that way, Bigger?”

“Hunh?”

“You looking at me so funny ”

“I chdn’t know it. I was thinking.”

Hwhat?"

“Nothing.”

His mother came into the room with more plates of food
and he saw how soft and shapeless she was Her eyes were
tired and sunken and darkly ringed from a long lack of
rest She moved about slowly, touching objects with her
fingers as she passed them, using them for support. Her feet
drageged over the wooden floor and her face held an ex-
pression of tense effort. Whenever she wanted to look at
anything, even though it was near her, she turned her entire
head and body to see it and did not shift her eyes. There
was in her heart, it seemed, a heavy and delicately balanced
burden whose weight she did not want to assume by disturb-
1ng 1t one whit She saw him looking at her.

“Eat your breakfast, Bigger.”
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“I'm eating.”

Vera brought her plate and sat opposite him. Bigger felt
that even though her face was smaller and smoother than his
mother's, the beginning of the same tiredness was already
there. How different Vera was from Mary! He could see
it in the very way Vera moved her hand when she carried
the fork to her mouth; she seemed to be shrinking from life
in every gesture she made. The very manner in which she sat
showed a fear so deep as to be an organic part of het' she
carried the food to her mouth in tiny bits, as if dread-
ing its choking her, or fearing that it would give out too
quickly.

“Bigger!” Vera waied.

“Hunh?”

“You stop now,” Vera said, laying aside her fork and slap-
ping her hand through the air at him.

“What?"

“Stop looking at me, Bigger!”

“Aw, shut up and eat your breakfast!”

“Ma, make "1m stop looking at mel!”

“T ain’t looking at her, Mal”

“You is!” Vera said.

“Eat your breakfast, Vera, and hush,” said the mother.

“He just keeps watching me, Mal!”

“Gal, you crazy!” said Bigger.

“I ain't no crazy’n you!”

“Now, both of you hush,” said the mother.

“] ain't going to eat with him watching me,” Vera said,
getting up and sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Go on and eat your grub!” Bigger said, leaping to his feet
and grabbing his cap. “I'm getting out of here ”

“What's wrong with you, Vera?’ Buddy asked.

“Tend to your business!” Vera said, tears welling to her
eyes.

“Will you children please hush,” the mother wailed.

“Ma, you oughtn't let 1m treat me that way,” Vera said.

Bigger picked up his smitcase. Vera came back to the table,
drying her eyes.

“When will T see you again, Bigger?” the mother asked.

“T don’t know ” he said, slamming the door.

He was halfway down the steps when he heard his name
called.
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“Say, Bigger!"

He stopped and looked back. Buddy was running down
the steps. He waited, wondering what was wrong.

“What you want?”

Buddy stood before him, diffident, smiling.

“I—L..."

“What's the matter?”

“Shucks, I just thought .. .”

Bigger stiffened with fright,

“Say, what you so excited about?”

“Aw, I reckon it ain’t nothing. I just thought maybe you was
in trouble. . . .”

Bigger mounted the steps and stood close to Buddy.

“Trouble? What you mean?”’ he asked mm a frightened
whisper.

“I—I just thought you was kind of nervous. I wanted to
help you, that's all I—T just thought . ,.”

“How come you think that?”

Buddy held out a roll of bills in his hand.

“You dropped it on the floor,” he said.

Bigger stepped back, thunder-struck. He felt in his pocket
for the money; it was not there. He took the money from
Buddy and stuffed it hurriedly in his pocket.

“Did Ma see 1t?”

“Naw.”

He gazed at Buddy in a long silence. He knew that Buddy
was yearning to be with him, aching to share his confidence;
but that could not happen now. He caught Buddy's arm 1n
a tight grip.

“Listen, don’t tell nobody, see? Here,” he said, taking
out the roll and peeling off a bill. “Here; take this and buy
something But don't tell nobody.”

“Gee! Thanks. I—I won't tell. But can I help you?”

“Naw; naw ,..”

Buddy started back up the steps.

“Wait,” Bigger said.

Buddy came back and stood facing him, his eyes eager,
shining. Bigger looked at him, his body as taut as th t of
an animal about to leap But his brother would not betray
him. He could trust Buddy. He caught Buddy’s arm again and
squeezed it until Buddy flinched with pain.

“Don’t you tell nobody, hear?”



106 NATIVE SON

“Naw; naw. ... I won't....”

“Go on back, now.”

Buddy ran up the steps, out of sight Bigger stood brood-
ing 10 the shadows of the starway He thrust the feeling
from him, not with shame, but with impatience. He had felt
toward Buddy for an instant as he had felt toward Mary
when she lay upon the bed with the white blur moving toward
him in the hazy blue light of the room. But he won't tell, he
thought.

He went down the steps and it: o the street. The air was
cold and the snow had stopped Overhead the sky was clear-
ing a little, As he neared the corner drug store, which stayed
open all night, he wondered 1if any of the gang was around.
Maybe Jack or G H. was hangir; out and had not gone
home, as they sometimes did. Though he felt he was cut off
from them forever, he had a strange hankering for their
presence. He wanted to know how he would feel if he saw
them again. Like a man reborn, he wanted to test and taste
each thing now to see how 1t went; like a man risen up well
from a long illness, he felt deep and wayward whims.

He peered through the frosted glass, yes, GH was there,
He opened the door and went in G H. sat at the fountain,
talking to the soda-jerker. Bigger sat next to him They did
not speak. Bigger bought two packages of cigarettes and
shoved one of them to G H., who looked at him 1n surprise.

“This for me?” G.H asked.

Bigger waved his palm and pulled down the corners of his
lips.

“Sure.”

G.H. opened the pack.

“Jesus, I sure needed one. Say, you working now?”

“Yeah.”

“How you like it?”"

“Aw, swell,” Bigger said, crossing his fingers. He was
trembling with excitement; sweat was on his forchead. He
was excited and something was impelling him to become
more excited. It was like a thirst springing from his biood.
The door oepned and Jack came in,

“Say, how |s it, Bigger?”

Bigger wagged his head.

“Honky dory,” he said. “Here; gimme another pack of
cigarettes,” he told the clerk. “This is for you, Jack.”
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“Jesus, you in clover, sure 'nough,” Jack said, glimpsing
the thick roll of bills

“Where's Gus?" Bigger asked.

“He'll be along 1n a munute. We been hanging out at Clara’s
all night.”

The door opened again; Bigger turned and saw Gus step
inside. Gus paused.

“Now, you-all don't fight,” Jack said.

Bigger bought another package of cigarettes and tossed
it toward Gus. Gus caught i1t and stood, bewildered.

“Aw, come on, Gus Forget it,” Bigger said

Gus came forward slowly, he opened the package and lit
one.

“Bigger, you sure is crazy,” Gus said with a shy smile.

Bigger knew that Gus was glad that the fight was
over. Bigger was not afraid of them now; he sat wath his
feet propped upon his switcase, looking from one to the other
with a quiet smile,

“Lemume have a dollar,” Jack said.

Bigger peeled off a dollar bill for each of them,

“Don’t say I never give you nothing,” he said, laughing.

“Bigger, you sure 18 one more crazy nigger,” Gus said
again, laughing with joy.

But he had to go: he could not stay here talking with
them. He ordered three bottles of beer and picked up his
suitcase.

“Ain’t you going to drink one, too?” G.H. asked.

“Naw, I gotto go”

“We'll be seeing you!"”

“So long!”

He waved at them and swung through the door He walked
over the snow, feeling giddy and elated. His mouth was
open and his eyes shone, It was the first time he had ever been
in their presence without feeling fearful. He was following a
strange path into a strange land and his nerves were hungry
to see where it led He lugged his suitcase to the end of the
block, and stood waiting for a street car. He slipped his fingers
mto his vest pocket and felt the crisp roll of bills Instead
of going to Dalton’s, he could take a street car to a railway
station and leave town But what would happen 1if he left? If he
ran away now 1t would be thought at once that he knew some-
thing about Mary, as soon as she was mussed. No; it would
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be far better to stick it out and see what happened. It might be
a long time before anyone would think that Mary was killed
and a still longer time before anyone would think that he had
done it. And when Mary was mussed, would they not think
of the reds first?

The street car rumbled up and he got on and rode to Forty-
seventh Street, where he transferred to an eastbound car,
He looked anxiously at the dim reflection of his black face
mn the sweaty windowpane. Would any of the white faces all
about him think that he had killed a rich white girl? No! They
might think he would steal a dime, rape a woman, get drunk,
or cut somebody; but to kill a millionajre’s daughter and
burn her body? He smuled a little, feeling a tinghing sensa-
tion enveloping all his body. He saw 1t all very sharply and
simply: act like other people thought you ought to act, yet
do what you wanted. In a certain sense he had been doing just
that 1 a loud and rough manner all his life, but it was only
last night when he had smothered Mary in her room while
her blind mother had stood with outstretched arms that he
had seen how clearly 1t could be done. Although he was
trembling a little, he was not really afraid. He was eager,
tremendously excited. I can take care of them, he thought,
thinking of Mr. and Mrs Dalton.

There was only ope thing that worried him; he had to get
that lingering image of Mary's bloody head lying on those
newspapers from before his eyes. If that were done, then he
would be all right. Gee, what a fool she was, he thought,
remembering how Mary had acted. Carrying on that wayl
Hell, she made me do it! 1 couldn’t help it! She should've
known better! She should’ve left me alone, goddammit! He
did not feel sorry for Mary; she was not real to him, not
a human being; he had not known her long or well enough for
that. He felt that his murder of her was more than amply justi-
fied by the fear and shame she had made him feel, It seemed
that her actions had evoked fear and shame ;m him But when
he thought hard about 1t it seemed impossible that they
could have, He really did not know just where that fear and
shame had come from; it had just been there, that was all.
Each tume he had come in contact with her it had risen hot
and hard.

It was not Mary he was reacting to when he felt that fear
and shame. Mary had served to set oll s emouons, emo-



FLIGHT 109

tions conditioned by many Marys And now that he had
killed Mary he felt a lessening of tension in his muscles; he
had shed an invisible burden he had long carried

As the car lurched over the snow he lifted his eyes and
saw black people upon the snow-covered sidewalks Those
people had feelings of fear and shame lhike his, Many a time
he had stood on street corners with them and talked of white
people as long sleek cars zoomed past{To Bigger and his
kind white people were not really people,“they were a sort of
great natural force, like a stormy sky looming overhead, or
like a degep swirling river stretching suddenly at one's feet in
the dar&As long as he and his black folks did not go be-
yond certamn limits, there was no need to fear that white
force. But whether they feared 1t or not, each and every day
of their lives they lived with 1t; even when words did not
sound its name, they acknowledged its reality, As long as
they lived here in this prescribed corner of the city, they

ald mute tribute to it.

There were rare moments when a feeling and longing for
solidarity with other black people would take hold of him.
He would dream of making a stand against that white force,
but that dream would fade when he looked at the other black
people near him Even though black like them, he felt there

. was too much-~difference between him and them -to allow for
a %)@Mnmmww Only when threat-
enéd with death could that happen, only in fear and shame,
with their backs against a wall, could that happen. But never
could they sink. their differences in hope.

he rode{looking at the black people on the sidewalks,

he felt that one way to end fear and shame was to make all
those black people act together, rule them, tell them what to
do, and make them do it )Dimly, he felt that there should
be one direction in which He and all other black people could
go whole-heartedly; that there should be a way in which
gnawing hunger and restless aspiration could be fused; that
there should be a manner of acting that caught the mind
and body in certainty and faith, But he felt that such
would never happen to hum and his black people, and he
ated them and wanted to wave his hand and blot them out.
é’eth late he had liked to hear
ell of men who could rule others) for in actions such as these
he felt that there was a way to eScape from this tght morass
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of fear_and shame that sapped at the base of his life. (He
liked to hear of how Japan was conquering “Chifdd; of how
Hitler was running the Jews to the ground; of how Musso-
hini was 1mswmncemed with whether
these acts were righ ong, they sumply appealed to himr
as possible avenues of escape{Fe fel at some “day there
would be a black man who would whip the black people into
a tight band and together they would act and énd fear and-
sham e never thought of this In precise menta) images, he
felt 1t] he wi feel j a while and then f t-bope
was always waiting somewhere deep down 1n him,

It was fear that had made him fight Gus i the poolroom.
If he had felt certain of himself and of Gus, he would not
have fought. But he knew Gus, as he knew himself, and he
knew that one of them might fail through fear at the de-
cisive moment, How could he thmk of going to rob Blum’s
that way? He distrusted and feared Gus and he knew that
Gus distrusted and feared him; and the moment he tried to
band himself and Gus together to do somethmg, he would
hate Gus and humself Ultimately, though, his hate and hope
turned outward from himself and Gus: his hope toward a
vague benevolent something that would help and lead him,
and his hate toward the whites; for he felt that they ruled
him, even when they were far away and not thinking of
him, ruled him by condiioning hum in his relations to his
own people.

The street car crawled through the snow, Drexel Boule-
vard was the next stop. He lifted the suitcase and stood at
the door, In a few munutes he would know if Mary had
burned, The car stopped; he swung off and walked through
snow as deep as his ankles, heading for Dalton’s.

When he got to the driveway he saw that the car was stand-
ing just as he had left it, but all covered with a soft crust
of snow. The house loomed white and silent He unlatched
the gate and went past the car, seeing before his eyes an
image of Mary, her bloody neck just wnside the furnace and
her head with its curly black hair lying upon the soggy news-
papers. He paused, He could turn round now and go back.
He could get into the car and be miles from here before any-
body knew 1t. But why run away unless there was good rea-
son? He had some money to make a run for it when the
time came. And he had his gun. His ﬁngers trembled so that
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he_had difficulty in_unlocking the door; but they were not
trembling from fear. It was a Kind of eagerness he felt, 5
confidence, a fulness, a_freedom; his whole life was caught
up in a supreme and meamngful act He pushed the door
in, then was stone-still, sucking his breath i softly In the
red glare of the furnace stood a shadowy figure. Is that Mrs.
Dalton? But it was taller and stouter than Mrs Dalton, Oh,
it_was Peggy! She stood with her back to him, a little bent.
She seemed to B€ peering hard info the furnace She didn’t
h&ar e come in, he thought Maybe I ought to gof But
before he_could move Peggy turned around.

“Oh, good morning, Bigger.” ~—

He did not answer,

“I'm glad you came. I was just about to put more coal into
the fire ™

“T'll fix it, mam.”

He came forward, straining his eyes to see if any traces of
Mary were 1n the furnace, When he reached Peggy’s side he
saw that she was staring through the cracks of the door at
the red bed of livid coals. B

“The fire was very hot last night,” Peggy said. “But this
morning it got low.”

“I'll fix 1t,” Bigger said, standing and not daring to open
the door of the furnace while she stood there beside him in
the red darkness.

He heard the dull roar of the draft going upwards and
wondered if she suspected anything, He knew that he should
have turned on the light, but what if he did and the light re-
vealed parts of Mary in the furnace?

“L'll fix 1t, mam,” he said again.

Quickly, he wgndered if he would have to kill her to keep
her from telling if she turned on the light and saw some-
thing that made her think that Mary was dead? Without
turmng his head he saw an iron shovel resting in a near-by
corner. His hands clenched Peggy moved from his side to-
ward a light that swung from the ceiling at the far end of
the room near the stairs

“I'll give you some light,” she said.

He moved sitlently and quickly toward the shovel and
waited to see what would happen. The light came on, blind-
ingly bright; he blinked Peggy stood near the steps holding
her right hand tightly over her breast. She had on a kimono
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and was trying to hold it closely about her, Bigger under-
stood at once. She was not even thinking of the furnace;
she was just a Iittle ashamed of having been seen 1n the
basement 1n her kimono.

“Has Miss Dalton come down vyet?” she asked over her
shoulder as she went up the steps.

“No'm. L haven't seen her.”

“You just come?”

“Yessum ”

She stopped and looked back at him,

“But the car, it’s in the driveway.”

“Yessum,” he said simply, not volunteering any informa-
tion.

“Then it stayed out all night?”

“T don't know, mam.”

“Didn’t you put 1t in the garage?”

“No'm Miss Dalton told me to leave it out.”

“Oh! Then it did stay out all night. That’s why it's cov«
ered with snow,”

“I reckon so, mam ”

Peggy shook her head and sighed,

“Well, I suppose she’ll be ready for you to take her to the
station in a few munutes.”

“Yessum,”

“I see you brought the trunk down,”

“Yessum. She told me to bring it down last night.”

“Don’t forget 1t,” she said, going through the kitchen door.

For a long time after she had gone he did not move from
his tracks Then, slowly, he looked round the basement, turn-
ing his head like an animal with eyes and ears alert, search-
ing to see if anything was amiss. The room was exactly as
he had left it last’ mght. He walked about, looking closer.
All at once he stopped, his eyes widening. Directly in front
of him he saw a small piece of blood-stained newspaper
lying in the livid reflection cast by the cracks in the door of
the furnace, Had Peggy seen that? He ran to the Light and
turned 1t out and ran back and looked at the piece of paper.
He could barely see 1t That meant that Peggy had not seen
it How about Mary? Had she burned? He turned the light
back on and picked up the piece of paper. He glanced to
the left and right to see if any one was watching, then
opened the furnace door and peered in, his eyes filled with
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the vision of Mary and her bloody throat. The inside of the
furnace breathed and quivered in the grip of fiery coals. But
there was no sign of the body, even though the body’s 1mage
hovered before his eyes, between his eyes and the bed of
coals burning hotly, Like the oblong mound of fresh clay
of a newly made grave, the red coals revealed the bent out-
line of Mary’s body. He had the feeling that if he simply
touched that red oblong mound with his finger 1t would cave
in and Mary’s body would come into full view, unburnt. The
coals had the appearance of having burnt the body beneath,
leaving the glowing embers formed into a shell of red hot-
ness with a hollowed space in the center, keeping still in the
embrace of the quivering coals the huddled shape of Mary’s
body. He blinked his eyes and became aware that he still
held the piece of paper in his hand, He Iifted it to the level
of the door and the draft sucked it from his fingers; he
watched it fly into the red trembling heat, smoke, turn black,
blaze, then vanish, He shut off the fan; there was no dan-
ger of scent now.

He shut the door and pulled the lever for more coal. The
rattling of the tiny lumps against the tin sides of the chute
came loudly to his ears as the oblong mound of red fire
turned gradually black and blazed from the fanwise spread-
ing of coal whirling into the furnace. He shut off the lever
and stood up; things were all right so far. As long as no
one poked round in that fire, things would be all right. He
himself did not want to poke in 1t, for fear that some part
of Mary was still there. If things could go on like this until
afternoon, Mary would be burned enough to make him safe.
He turned and looked at the trunk again. Oh! He must not
forget! He had to put those Commumst pamphlets i his
room right away. He ran back of the furnace, up the steps to
his room and placed the pamphlets smoothly and neatly in
a corner of his dresser drawer Yes, they would have to be
stacked neatly, No one must think that he had read them.

He went back to the basement and stood uncertainly in
front of the furnace. He felt that he had left something un-
done, something that would betray him. Maybe he ought to
shake the ashes down? Yes. The fire must not become so
clogged with cinders that it would not burn, At the moment
he stooped to grasp the protruding handle of the lower bin
to shake it to and fro, a vivid image of Mary’s face as he
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had seen it upon the bed in the blue light of the room
gleamed at him from the smoldering embers and he rose ab-
ruptly, giddy and hysterical with guilt and fear. His hands
twitched; he could not shake the ashes now. He had to get
out into the air, away from this basement whose very walls
scemed to loom closer about him each second, making it
difficult for him to breathe.

He went to the trunk, grasped its handle and dragged it to
the door, lifted it to his back, carried 1t to the car and fas-
tened it to the runmng board, He looked at his watch; it was
eight-twenty, Now, he would have to wait for Mary to come
out, He took his seat at the steering wheel and waited for
five mmutes He would ring the bell for her, He looked at
the steps leading up to the side door of the house, remem-
bering how Mary had stumbled last night and how he had
held her up. Then, mvoluntarily, he started in fright as a
full blast of intense sunshine fell from the sky, making the
snow leap and glhtter and sparkle about him in a world of
magic whiteness without sound. It’s getting late! He would
have to go in and ask for Miss Dalton, If he stayed here too
long it would seem that he was not expecting her to come
down. He got out of the car and walked up the steps to the
side door, He looked through the glass, no one was in sight,
He tried to open the door and found it locked. He pushed
the bell, hearing the gong sound softly within. He waited a
moment, then saw Peggy hurrying down the hall. She opened
the door.

“Hasn’t she come out yet?”

“No'm. And it’s getting late.”

“Wait. I'll call her.”

Peggy, still dressed in the kimono, ran up the stairs, the
same stairs up which he had half-dragged Mary and the
same stairs down which he had stumbled with the trunk last
night. Then he saw Peggy coming back down the stairs,
much slower than she had gone up. She came to the door.

“She ain’t here. Maybe she’s gone What did she tell you?”

“She said to drive her to the station and to take her trunk,
mam.”

“Well, she ain't in her room and she ain’t in Mrs. Dalton’s
room. And Mr Dalton's asleep. Did she tell you she was go-
ing this morning?”

“That’s what she told me last night, mam.”
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“She told you to bring the trunk down last night?”

“Yessum.”

Peggy thought a moment, looking past him at the snow-
covered car,

“Well, you better take the trunk on, Maybe she didn't stay
here last mght.”

“Yessum.”

He turned and started down the steps.

“Bigger!”

“Yessum.”

“You say she told you to leave the car out, all nighs?”

“Yessum.”

“Did she say she was going to use it again?”’

“No'm. You see,” Bigger said, feeling his way, “he was in
it....”

“Who?”

“The gentleman.”

“Oh; yes. Take the trunk on. I suppose Mary was up to
some of her pranks ”

He got into the car and pulled it down the driveway to the
street, then headed northward over the snow. He wanted to
look back and see if Peggy was watching him, but dared rot.
That would make her think that he thought that something
was wrong, and he did not want to give that impression now.
Well, at least he had one person thinking it as he wanted it
thought.

He reached the La Salle Street Station, pulled the car to a
platform, backed into a narrow space between other cars,
hoisted the trunk up, and waited for a man to give huim a
ticket for the trunk, He wondered what would happen 1f no
one called for it Maybe they would notify Mr Dalton. Well,
he would wait and see. He had done his part. Miss Dalton had
asked him to take the trunk to the station and he had done it

He drove as hurniedly back to the Daltons’ as the snow-
covered streets would allow hum, He wanted to be back on
the spot to see what would happen, to be there with his fin-
gers on the pulse of time. He reached the driveway and nosed
the car into the garage, locked it, and then stood wondering
if he ought to go to his room or to the kitchen. It would be
better to go straight to the kitchen as though nothing bad
happened, He had not as yet eaten his breakfast as far as
Peggy was concerned, and his coming wnto the kitchen would
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be thought natural. He went through the basement, pausing
to look at the roaring furnace. and then went to the kitchen
door and stepped in softly. Peggy stood at the gas stove with
her back to him. She turned and gave him a brnef glance,

“You make it ail nght?”

“Yessum.”

“You see her down there?”

“No'm.”

“Hungry?”

“A hitle, mam.”

“A httle?’ Peggy laughed *“You'll get used to how this
house is run on Sundays Nobody gets up early and when
they do they’re almost famished.”

“I'm all right, mam.”

“That was the only kick Green had while he was working
here,” Peggy said. “He swore we starved him on Sundays "

Bigger forced a smile and looked down at the black and
white linoleumm on the floor. What would she think if she
knew? He felt very kindly toward Peggy just then; he felt he
had something of value which she could never take from him
even if she despised him. He heard a phone ring in the hall-
way. Peggy straightened and looked at him as she wiped her
hands on her apron.

“Who on earth’s calling here this early on a Sunday morn-
ing?” she mumbled.

She went out and he sat, waiting, Maybe that was Jan ask-
ing about Mary He remembered that Mary had promised
to call him. He wondered how long it took to go to Detroit.
Five or six hours? It was not far Marv's tramn had already
gone. About four o'clock she would be due in Detroit. Maybe
someone had planned to meet her? If she was not on the
train, would they call or wire about 1t? Peggy came back,
went to the stove and continued cooking.

“Things’ll be ready in a munute,” she said.

“Yessum.”

Then she turned to him.

“Who was the gentleman with Miss Dalton last night?”

“I don’t know, mam, 1 think she called him Jan, or some-
thing like that.” !

“Jan? He just called,” Peggy said. She tossed her head\and
her lips tightened, “He’s a no-good one, if there ever was
one. One of them anarchists who's agin the government.”
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Bigger listened and said nothing.

“What on earth a good girl ltke Mary wants to hang around
with that crazy bunch for, God only knows. Nothing good’ll
come of 1it, just you mark my word. If it wasn’t for that
Mary and her wild ways, this household would run lke a
clock 1It's such a pity, too. Her mother’s the very sou] of
goodness And there never was a finer man than Mr. Dalton.

But later on Mary'll settle down They all do. They think
they're missing something wunless they kick up their heels
when they're young and foolish. . . .”

She brought a bowl of hot oatmeal and milk to him and
he began to eat He had difficulty in swallowing, for he had no
appetite, But he forced the food down Peggy talked on and
he wondered what he should say to her; he found that he
could say nothing Maybe she was not expecting him to say
anything Maybe she was talking to him because she had no
one else to talk to, hke his mother did sometimes Yes: he
would.see about that fire again when he got to the basement.
He would fill that furnace as full of coal as it would get and
make sure that Mary burned in a hurry., The hot cereal was
making him sleepy and he suppressed a yawn, ¢

“What all I got to do today, mam?”

“Just wait on call, Sunday’s a dull day. Maybe Mr. or Mrs.
Dalton’ll go out.”

“Yessum.”

He finished the oatmeal.

“You want me to do anything now?”

“No. But you're not through eating. You want some ham
and eggs?”

“No’m. I got a plenty.”

“Well, 1t’s right here for you. Don't be afraid to ask for it.”

“I reckon I'll see about the fire now.”

“All right, Bigger Just you listen for the bell about two
o’clock. Till then I don’t think there’ll be anything.”

He went to the basement, The fire was blazing, The em-
bers glowed red and the draft droned upward. It did not
need any coal Again he looked round the basement, into
every nook and corner, to see if he had left any trace of
what had happened last might. There was none.

He went to his room and lay on the bed, Well; here he
was now What would happen? The room was quiet. Nol He
heard something! He cocked his head, listenung. He caught
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faint sounds of pots and pans ratthng in the kitchen below.
He got up and walked to the far end of the room; the sounds
came louder, He heard the soft but firm tread of Peggy as
she walked across the kitchen floor, She’s right under me, he
thought. He stood still, listening, He heard Mrs Dalton’s
voice, then Peggv's He stooped and put his ear to the floor.
Were they talking about Mary? He could not make out what
they were saymg. He stood up and looked round A foot
from him was the door of the clothes closet, He opened it, the
voices came clearly He went into the closet and the planks
squeaked, he stopped. Had they heard him? Would they think
he was snooping? Oh! He had an idea! He got his suitcase
and opened 1t and took out an armful of clothes If anyone
came into the room it would seem that he was putting his
clothes away He went into the closet and listened.

“, ... you mean the car stayed out all night in the drive-
way?”’

“Yes; he said she told him to leave it there.”

“What time was that?”

“I don’t know, Mrs, Dalton. I didn’t ask him,”

“I don't understand this at all,”

“Oh, she's all right I don’t think you need worry.”

“But she didn't even leave a note, Peggy. That's not like
Mary Even when she ran away to New York that time she at
least left a note.”

“Maybe she hasn’t gone, Maybe something came up and
she stayed out all night, Mrs, Dalton.”

“But why would she leave the car out?”

“I don’t know.”

“And he said a man was with her?”’

“It was that Jan, I think, Mrs. Dalton,”

“Jan?”

“Yes; the one who was with her in Florida ”

“She just won't leave those awful people alone.”

“He called here this morning, asking for her.”

“Called here?”’

“Yes."

“And what did he say?”

“He seemed sort of peeved when I told him she was gone.”

“What can that poor child be up to? She told me she was
not seerng him any more.”

“Maybe she had him to call, Mrs. Dalton, . . .”
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“What do you mean?”’

“Well, mam, I was kind of thinking that maybe she’s with
him again, like that time she was in Florida And maybe
she had him to call to see if we knew she was gone. .

“Oh, Peggy!”

“Oh, I'm sorry, mam. . . . Maybe she stayed with some
friends of hers?”

“But she was in her room at two o'clock this morning,
Peggy. Whose house would she go to at that hour?”

“Mrs. Dalton, I noticed something when I went to her
room this morning.”

“What?"

“Well, mam, it looks like her bed wasn’t slept in at all.
The cover wasn’t even pulled back, Looks like somebody had
just stretched out awhide and then got up. ...”

“Ohl”

Bigger listened intently, but there was silence. They knew
that something was wrong now. He heard Mrs. Dalton’s voice
again, quavering with doubt and fear.

“Then she didn’t sleep here last night?”’

“Looks [ike she didn’t.”

“Did that boy say Jan was in the car?”

“Yes, I thought something was strange about the car being
left out in the snow all night, and so I asked him. He said
she told him to leave the car there and he said Jan was in it.”

“Listen, Peggy. .. ."”

“Yes, Mrs. Dalton.”

“Mary was drunk last night. I hope nothing's happened to
her.”

“Oh, what a pity!”

“I went to her room just after she came in. . . . She was
too drunk to talk, She was drunk, I tell you. I never thought
she’d come home in that condition.”

“She’ll be all right, Mrs. Dalton. 1 know she will.”

There was another long silence. Bigger wondered if Mrs.
Dalton was on her way to his room. He went back to the
bed and lay down, listening. There were no sounds, He lay a
long time, hearing nothing; then he heard footsteps 1n the
kitchen again, He hurried into the closet,

‘(PeggleI

“Yes, Mrs. Dalton.”

“Lasten, 1 just felt around in Mary's room. Something's
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wrong. She didn’t finish packing her trunk, At least half of her
things are still there. She said she was planning to go to some
dances in Detroit and she didn’t take the new things she
bought.”

“Maybe she didn’t go to Detroit.”

“But where is she?”

Bigger stopped listening, feeling fear for the first time. He
had not thought that the trunk was not fully packed. How
could he explain that she had told him to take a half-packed
trunk to the station? Oh, shucks! The girl was drunk. That
was it, Mary was so drunk that she didn't know what she
was doing. He would say that she had told him to take it and
he had just taken it; that's all. If someone asked him why he
had taken a half-packed trunk to the station, he would tell
them that that was no different from all the other foolish
things that Mary had told him to do that night. Had not
people seen him eating with her and Jan in Ernie’s Kitchen
Shack? He would say that both of them were drunk and that
he had done what they told him because it was his job. He
listened again to the voices.

“, .. and after a while send that boy to me. I want to talk
to him.”

“Yes, Mrs. Dalton.”

Again he lay on the bed. He would have to go over his
story and make it foolproof. Maybe he had done wrong in
taking that trunk? Maybe 1t would have been better to have
carried Mary down in his arms and burnt her? But he had
put her i the trunk because of the fear of someone's seeing
bher in his arms. That was the only way he could have
gotten her down out of the room. Oh, hell, what had hap-
pened had happened and he would stick to his story He
went over the story again, fastening every detail firmly 1n
his mind. He would say that she had been drunk, sloppy
drunk. He lay on the soft bed in the warm room listening to
the steam hiss in the radiator and thinking drowsily and
lazily of how drunk she had been and of how he had lugged
her up the steps and of how he had pushed the ptllow over
her face and of how he had put her 1n the trunk and of how
he had struggled with the trunk on the dark stairs and of
how his fingers had burned while he had stumbled down the
stairs with the heavy trunk going bump-bump-bump so loud
that surely all the world must have heard it, . . .
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He jumped awake, hearing a knock at the door. His heart
raced. He sat up and stared sleepily around the room. Had
someone knocked? He looked at his watch, it was three
o'clock., Gee! He must have slept through the beil that was
to ring at two, The knock came again.

“O K.!I” he mumbled.

“This is Mrs. Dalton!”

“Yessum. Just a minute.”

He reached the door in two long steps, then stood a mo-
ment trying to collect humself He blinked his eyes and
wet his hips, He opened the door and saw Mrs Dalton smuling
before him, dressed in white, her pale face held as it had
been when she was standing in the darkness while he had
smothered Mary on the bed.

“Y-y-yes, mam,” he stammered. “I—1I was asleep. . . ."”

*You didn’t get much sleep last night, did you?”

“No'm,” he drawled, afraid of what she might mean.

“Peggy rang for you three times, and you didn’t answer.”

“I'm sorry, mam. . ,.”

“That's all right, I wanted to ask 'you about last night. , ..
Oh, you took the trunk to the station, didn't you?” she
asked.

“Yessum, This morning,” he said, detecting hesitancy and
confusion in her voice.

“] see,” saad Mrs, Dalton, She stood with her face tilted
upward in the semi-darkness of the hallway. He had his
hand on the doorknob, waiting, his muscles taut. He had to
be careful with his answers now. And yet he knew he had a
certain protection; he knew that a certamn element of shame
would keep Mrs. Dalton from asking him toe much and letting
him know that she was worried. He was a boy and she ‘was
an old woman. He was the hired and she was the hirer. And
there was a certain distance to be kept between them.

“You left the car in the driveway last night, didn't you?”

“Yessum. I was about to put it up,” he said, indicating that
his only concern was with keeping lus job and doing his
duties. “But she told me to leave it.”

“And was someone with her?”

“Yessum. A gentleman.”

“That must have been pretty late, wasn't it?”

“Yessum, A little before two, mam.”

“And you took the trunk down a little before two?”
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“Yessum, She told me to.”

“She took you to her room?”

He did not want her to think that he had been alone in
the room with Mary. Quickly, he recast the story in his mind,

“Yessum They went up...,.”

“Oh, he was with her?”

“Yessum.”

“Isee... "

“Anything wrong, mam?”

“Oh, no! I—I—-I . . . No; there’s nothing wrong.”

She stood n the doorway and he looked at her light-gray
blind eyes, eyes almost as white as her face and hair and
dress. He knew that she was really worried and wanted to
ask hum more questions, But he knew that she would not
want to hear him tell of how drunk her daughter had
been. After all, he was black and she was white. He was poor
and she was rich, She would be ashamed to let him think
that something was so wrong in her family that she had to
ask hum, a black servant, about it. He felt confident.

“Will there be anything right now, mam?”

“No. In fact, you may take the rest of the day off, if you
like. Mr. Dalton 1s not feeling well and we’re not going out.”

“Thank you, mam.”

She turned away and he shut the door; he stood listening
to the soft whisper of her shoes die away down the hall, then
on the stairs He pictured her groping her way, her hands
touchimg the walls. She must know this house like a book, he
thought, He trembled with excitement She was white and he
was black; she was rnich and he was poor; she was old and
he was young, she was the boss and he was the worker. He
was safe; yes. When he heard the kitchen door open and shut
he went to the closet and listened again, But there were no
sounds

Well, he would go out. To go out now would be the answer
to the feeling of strain that had come over him while talking
to Mrs, Dalton. He would go and see Besste. That was it! He
got his cap and coat and went to the basement, The suction
of air through the furnace moaned and the fire was white-
hot; there was enough coal to last until he came back.

He went to Forty-seventh Street and stood on the corner
to wait for a car. Yes, Bessie was the one he wanted to see
now. Funny, he had not thought of her much during the






