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5. How does the narrator’s description of what she sees in the outside world reflect
her inner state?

6. Who is Jennie? What is her function in the story?
7. The narrator both accepts her husband's control over her and disobeys him by

secretly continuing to write. What effect does writing have on her? Is her husband co

rect in his judgment that writing will hinder her recovery?
8. What evidence does the story provide to explain the narrator’s present state?
9. In what ways does the wallpaper embody the theme of the story?

MAKING ARGUMENTS

Can it be argued that, on some level, the narrator refuses to recover? Explain the logic

of your argument and state the evidence you would use. What would it mean for the
story that she refused to recover?

WRITING TOPICS

1. Analyze the way irony is used in this story.

2. Write an essay in which you imaginatively reconstruct the early life of the narrator,’

including her marriage, to explain her illness.

3. Write an essay describing the aptness of wallpaper as a symbol for the life of the
narrator.

4. Ina paragraph, explain why we never learn the narrator’s name.

MAKING CONNECTIONS

1. Compare the marriage relationship in this story with the marriage in Ibsen's play

A Doll’s House (p. 213).

2. Compareind contrast the narrator in this story with Emily Grierson in William

Faulkner’s story “A Rose for Emily” (p. 623) as examples of women wounded by a
patriarchal society.

3. Compare the wallpaper in this story with the birdcage in Susan Glaspell’s play
Trifles (p. 1073) as symbols. [n what ways are they similar? In what ways different?
Which do you find more effective? Explain.

4. Considered as a horror story, in what ways is Gilman'’s narrative similar to Edgar
Allan Poe’s “The Cask of Amentillado” (p. 1126)? In what ways is it different?

JAMES BALDWIN  (1924-1987)

m...o7_2<um BLUES ies7

—Rmm about it in the paper, in the subway, on my way to work. I read it,
1 couldn’t believe it, and I read it again. Then perhaps I just stared at it
the newsprint spelling out his name, spelling out the story. I stared at it in
winging lights of the subway car, and in the faces and bodies of the peo;
‘and in my own face, trapped in the darkness which roared outside.

It was not to be believed and I kept telling myself that, as I walked from
ubway station to the high school. And at the same time I couldn’t doubt |
was scared, scared for Sonny. He became real to me again. A great block of
ot settled in my belly and kept melting there slowly all day long, while I tau
niy classes algebra. It was a special kind of ice. It kept melting, sending tricl
ice water all up and down my veins, but it never got less. Sometimes it ha
ned and seemed to expand until I felt my guts were going to come spill
ot or that I was going to choke or scream. This would always be at a mom
when I was remembering some specific thing Sonny had once said or done
 When he was about as old as the boys in my classes his face had been bri
nd open, there was a lot of copper in it; and hed had wonderfully direct bre
¢yes, and great gentleness and privacy. I wondered what he looked like n
-He had been picked up, the evening before, in a raid on an apartment dos
own, for peddling and using heroin.

‘1 couldn’t believe it: but what I mean by that is that I couldn’t find any ro
or it anywhere inside me. I had kept it outside me for a long time. I ha
wanted to know. I had had suspicions, but I didn’t name them, I kept putt
hem away. I told myself that Sonny was wild, but he wasn't crazy. And |
always been a good boy, he hadn't ever turned hard or evil or disrespectful,
way kids can, so quick, so quick, especially in Harlem. I dide’t want to beli
' that I'd ever see my brother going down, coming to nothing, all that light in
ace gone out, in the condition I'd already seen so many others. Yet it had h
pened and here [ was, talking about algebra to a lot of boys who might, ev
one of them for all I knew, be popping off needles every time they went to
head. Maybe it did more for them than algebra could.

1 was sure that the first time Sonny had ever had horse,' he couldn’t b
‘been much older than these boys were now. These boys, now, were lix
as wed been living then, they were growing up with a rush and their he
burnped abruptly against the low ceiling of their actual possibilities. T
were filled with rage. All they really knew were two darknesses, the darkr

! Heroin.
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of their lives, which was now closing in on them, and the darkness of the mo
ies, which had blinded them to that other darkness, and in which they now,
vindictively, dreamed, at once more together than they were at any other time;
and more alone.

When the last bell rang, the last class ended, I let out my breath. It seemed
Id been holding it for all that time. My clothes were wet—I may have looked
as though I'd been sitting in a steam bath, all dressed up, all afternoon. I sat’
alone in the classroom a long time. I listened to the boys outside, downstairs,
shouting and cursing and laughing. Their laughter struck me for perhaps the
first time. It was not the joyous laughter which---God knows why—one associ-
ates with children. It was mocking and insular, its intent to denigrate. It was
disenchanted, and in this, also, lay the authority of their curses. Perhaps I was
listening to them because I was thinking about my brother and in them I heard
my brother. And myself.

One boy was whistling a tune, at once very complicated and very simple, it
seemed to be pouring out of him as though he were a bird, and it sounded very
cool and moving through all that harsh, bright air, only just holding its own
through all those other sounds.

I stood up and walked over to the window and looked down into the court-
yard. It was the beginning of the spring and the sap was rising in the boys. A
teacher passed through them every now and again, quickly, as though he or
she couldn’t wait to get out of that courtyard, to get those boys out of their
sight and off their minds. I started collecting my stuff. I thought I'd better get
home and talk to Isabel.

The courtyard was almost deserted by the time I got downstairs. I saw this
boy standing in the shadow of a doorway, looking just like Sonny. T almost
called his name. Then I saw that it wasn’t Sonny, but somebody we used to
know, a boy from around our block. Hed been Sonny's friend. Hed never been
mine, having been too young for me, and, anyway, Id never liked him. And
now, even though he was a grown-up man, he still hung around that block, sti
spent hours on the street corners, was always high and raggy. I used to run intc
him from time to time and hed often work around to asking me for a quarter
or fifty cents. He always had some real good excuse, too, and I always gave it to
him. I don't know why. .

But now, abruptly, I hated him. I couldn’t stand the way he looked at me,
partly like a dog, partly like a cunning child. I wanted to ask him what the hell
he was doing in the school courtyard.

He sort of shuffled over to me, and he said, “I see you got the papers. So you.
already know about it”

“You mean about Sonny? Yes, I already know about it. How come they didn’t
get you?”

He grinned. It made him repulsive and it also brought to mind what hed’
looked like as a kid. “I wasn't there. I stay away from them people”” :

“Good for you” I offered him a cigarette and I watched him through the
smoke. “You come all the way down here just to tell me about Sonny?”

“That’s right” He was sort of shaking his head and his eyes looked strange,
15 though they were about to cross. The bright sun deadened his damp dark
brown skin and it made his eyes look yellow and showed up the dirt in his
‘Kinked hair. He smelled funky. I moved a little away from him and I said,
‘Well, thanks. But I already know about it and I got to get home”

“T'll walk you a little ways,” he said. We started walking. There were a couple
- of kids still loitering in the courtyard and one of them said goodnight to me
and looked strangely at the boy beside me.

““What’re you going to do?” he asked me. “I mean, about Sonny?”

“Look. T haven't seen Sonny for over a year, I'm not sure I'm going to do any-
thing. Anyway, what the hell can I do?”

- “That’s right” he said quickly, “ain’t nothing you can do. Can’t much help old
“Sonny no more, I guess”

it was what [ was thinking and so it seemed to me he had no right to say it.
“I'm surprised at Sonny, though,” he went on--he had a funny way of talk-
ng, he looked straight ahead as though he were talking to himself—"I thought
Jonny was a smart boy, I thought he was too smart+to get hung”

“I guess he thought so too,” I said sharply, “and that’s how he got hung. And
‘how about you? You're pretty goddamn smart, I bet”

*'Then he looked directly at me, just for a minute. “I ain’t smart,” he said. “If I
was smart, [d have reached for a pistol a long time ago.”

- “Look. Don't tell e your sad story, if it was up to me, Id give you one” Then
felt guilty—guilty, probably, for never having supposed that the poor bastard
had a story of his own, much less a sad one, and I asked, quickly, “What's going
‘to happen to him now?”

- He didn’t answer this. He was off by himself some place.

**Punny thing,” he said, and from his tone we might have been discussing
the quickest way to get to Brooklyn, “when 1 saw the papers this morning,

1 began to listen more carefully. The subway station was on the corner, just
before us, and I stopped. He stopped, too. We were in front of a bar and he
ducked slightly, peering in, but whoever he was looking for didn't seem to.be
there. The juke box was blasting away with something black and bouncy and I
half watched the barmaid as she danced her way from the juke box to her place
behind the bar. And I watched her face as she laughingly responded to some-
hing someone said to her, still keeping time to the music. When she smiled
one saw the little girl, one sensed the doomed, still-struggling woman beneath
he battered face of the semi-whore.

“I never give Sonny nothing,” the boy said finally, “but a long time ago I
- come to school high and Sonny asked me how it felt” He paused, I couldn’t
-bear to watch him, I watched the barmaid, and I listened to the music which
seemed to be causing the pavement to shake. “T told him it felt great” The
music stopped, the barmaid paused and watched the juke box until the music
began again. “It did”

15
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All this was carrying me some place I didn’t want to go. I certainly didn
want to know how it felt. It filled everything, the people, the houses, the musi
the dark, quicksilver barmaid, with menace; and this menace was their R&_Q

“What's going to happen to him now?” I asked again.

“They’ll send him away some place and they’ll try to cure him?” He shoo
his head. “Maybe he'll even think he's kicked the habit. Then they’ll let E
loose”—he gestured, throwing his cigarette into the gutter. “That’s all”

“What do you mean, that’s alf?”
But I knew what he meant.
“I mean, that’s all” He turned his head and looked at me, pulling down E
corners of his mouth. “Don’t you know what I mean?” he asked, softly.
“How the hell would I know what you mean?” I almost whispered it, I don’
know why. :

“That’s right,” he said to the air, “how would ke know what I mean?” He
turned toward me again, patient and calm, and yet I somehow felt him shak
ing, shaking as though he were going to fall apart. I felt that ice in my guts
again, the dread I'd felt all afternoon; and again I watched the barmaid, moving
about the bar, washing glasses, and singing. “Listen. They’ll let him out an
then it’ll just start all over again. That’s what I mean.”

“You mean—they’ll let him out. And then he’ll just start working his wa
back in again. You mean he’ll never kick the habit. Is that s&mﬁ you mean?”

“That’s Emg " he said, nWmoEqu\ “You see what I mean.”

“Tell me,” I said at last, “why does he want to die? He must want to die, Wm
killing himself, why does he want to die?”

He looked at me in surprise. He licked his lips.
wants to live. Don't nobody want to die, ever”

Then I wanted to ask him—too many things. He could not have answere
ot if hé'had, T could not have borne the answers. I started walking. “Well;
guess it's none of my business.”

“It’s going to be rough on old Sonny,” he said. We reached the mcwém% wnmmo.
“This is your station?” he asked. I nodded. I took one step down. “Damn!” h
said, suddenly. I looked up at him. He grinned again. “Damn it if [ didn’t leave
all my money home. You ain't got a dollar on you, have you? Just for a couple o
days, is all”

All at once something inside gave and threatened to come pouring out of
me. I didn’t hate him any more. I felt that in another moment I'd start crying.
like a child. :

“Sure;” I said. “Don’t sweat” I looked in my wallet and didn’t have a dollar,
only had a five. “Here,” I said. “That hold you?”

He didn't look at it—he didn’t want to look at it. A terrible, closed look came 5
over his face, as though he were keeping the number on the bill a secret fro
him and me. “Thanks,” he said, and now he was dying to see me go. :Uon
worry about Sonny. Maybe I'll write him or something”

“Sure;” I said. “You do that. So long”

“Be seeing vou,” he said. I went on down the steps.

And T didn’t write Sonny or send him anything for a long time. Whe
finally did, it was just after my little girl died, and he wrote me back a le
which made me feel like a bastard.

.Emﬁmw what he said:

. Dear brother,
- You don’t know how much I needed to hear from you. I wanted to w
“you many a time but I dug how much [ must have hurt you and so I di
write. But now I feel like a man who’s been trying to climb up out of sc
deep, real deep and funky hole and just saw the sun up there, outside. I go
get outside.

I can't tell you much about how I got here. I mean I don't know how to
woa I guess I was afraid of something or I was trying to escape from sometl
and you know I have never been very strong in the head (smile). 'm glad Mz
and Daddy are dead and can’t see what’s happened to their son and I swear i
known what I was doing I would never have hurt you so, you and a lot of of
fine people who were nice to me and who believed in me.
~- | don’t want you to think it had anything to do with me being a musician
more than that. Or maybe less than that. [ can’t get anything straight in my h
down here and I try not to think about what’s going to happen to me wh.
get outside again. Sometime I think I'm going to flip and never get outside -
sometime I think T'll come straight back. I tell you one thing, though, I'd ra
blow my brains out than go through this again. But that’s what they all say
they tell me. If I tell you when I'm coming to New York and if you could o
me, | sure would appreciate it. Give my love to Isabel and the kids and T was s
s0rry 10 hear about little Gracie. I wish I could be like Mama and say the Lo
will be done, but I don’t know it seems to me that trouble is the one thing |
never does get stopped and I don’t know what good it does to blame it on
Lord. But maybe it does some good if you believe it.

o«

He don’t want to die. He.

Your brot
So

Then I'kept in constant touch with him and I sent him whatever I could :
[ went to meet him when he came back to New York. When I saw him m
things I thought I had forgotten came flooding back to me. This was beca
I'had begun, finally, to wonder about Sonny, about the life that Sonny li
side. This life, whatever it was, had made him older and thinner and it |
epened the distant stillness in which he had always moved. He looked v
nlike my baby brother. Yet, when he smiled, when we shook hands, the b
brother I'd never known looked out from the depths of his private life, like
animal waiting to be coaxed into the light.

“How you been keeping?” he asked me.

“All right. And you?”

“Just fine” He was mm:b:m all over his face. “It’s good to see you again.”
“It’s good to see you”
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Tcovertly studied Sonny’s face, it came to me that what we both were seeking
through our separate cab windows was that part of ourselves which had been
eft behind. s always at the hour of trouble and confrontation that the miss-
ing member aches.

We hit 110th Street and started rolling up Lenox Avenue. And Id known
this avenue all my life, but it seemned to me again, as it had seemed on the day
Td first heard about Sonny’s trotble, filled with a hidden menace which was its
ety breath of life.

“We almost there,” said Sonny.

““Almost” We were both too nervous to say anything more.

We live in a housing project. It hasn’t been up long. A few days after it was
up it seemed uninhabitably new, now, of course, it’s already rundown. It
looks like a parody of the good, clean, faceless life—God knows the people
ho live in it do their best to make it a parody. The beat-looking grass lying
around is’t enough to make their lives green, the hedges will never hold out
the streets, and they know it. The big windows fool no one, they aren’t big
nough to make space out of no space. They don't bother with the windows,
hey watch the TV screen instead. The playground is most popular with the
hildren who don’t play at jacks, or skip rope, or roller skate, or swing, and
they can be found in it after dark. We moved in partly because it’s not too far
“from where I teach, and partly for the kids; but it’s really just like the houses
in which Sonny and I grew up. The same things happen, they’ll have the same
things to remember. The moment Sonny and I started into the house I had
thie feeling that I was simply bringing him back into the danger he had almost
died trying to escape.

' Sonny has never been talkative. So I don’t know why I was sure hed be dying
“to talk to me when supper was over the first night. Everything went fine, the
oldest boy remembered him, and the youngest boy liked him, and Sonny had
- remembered to bring something for each of them; and Isabel, who is really
much nicer than I am, more open and giving, had gone to a lot of trouble about
inner and was genuinely glad to see him. And she’s always been able to tease
Sonny in a way that I haven't. It was nice to see her face so vivid again and
to hear her laugh and watch her make Sonny laugh. She wasn't, or, anyway,
she didr’t seem to be, at all uneasy or embarrassed. She chatted as though
‘there were no subject which had to be avoided and she got Sonny past his
first, faint stiffness. And thank God she was there, for I was filled with that icy
dread again. Everything I did seemed awkward to me, and everything I said
ounded freighted with hidden meaning. | was trying to remember everything
'd heard about dope addiction and I couldn’t help watching Sonny for signs.
‘wasn't doing it out of malice. | was trying to find out something about my
brother. | was dying to hear him tell me he was safe.

The seven years’ difference in our ages lay between us like a chasm: I won
dered if these years would ever operate between us as a bridge. I was remem
bering, and it made it hard to catch my breath, that I had been there when h
was born; and I had heard the first words he had ever spoken. When he started.
to walk, he walked from our mother straight to me. I caught him just before rm
fell when he took the first steps he ever took in this world.

“How’s Isabel?”

“Just fine. She’s dying to see you”

“And the boys?”

“They're fine, too. They're anxious to see their uncle”

“Oh, come on. You know they don’t remember me”

“Are you kidding? Of course they remember you””

He grinned again. We got into a taxi. We had a lot to say to each other, far
too much to know how to begin.

As the taxi began to move, I asked, “You still want to go to India?” :

He mmcmrmm “You still remember that. Hell, no, This place is Indian mnocmv .
for me.

“It used to belong to them,” I said. :

And he laughed again. “They damn sure knew what they were doing when
they got rid of it” . :

Years ago, when he was around fourteen, hed been all hipped on the idea of
going to India. He read books about people sitting on rocks, naked, in all kind
of weather, but mostly bad, naturally, and walking barefoot through hot coals:
and arriving at wisdom. I used to say that it sounded to me as though they
wete getting away from wisdom as mmmﬁ as they could. I think he sort of looked
down on me for that,

“Do you mind;*He asked, “if we have the driver drive alongside the ﬁm&%
On the west m&miH haven't seen the city in so long”

“Of course not,” 1 said. I was afraid that I might sound as though I were

humoring him, but I hoped he wouldn't take it that way.
So we drove along, between the green of the park and the stony, lifeless
elegance of hotels and apartment buildings, toward the vivid, killing streets
of our childhood. These streets hadn’t changed, though housing projects jut-
ted up out of them now like rocks in the middle of a boiling sea. Most of the
houses in which we had grown up had vanished, as had the stores from which
we had stolen, the basements in which we had first tried sex, the rooftops from -
which we had hurled tin cans and bricks. But houses exactly like the houses of
our past yet dominated the landscape, boys exactly like the boys we once had
been found themselves smothering in these houses, came down into the streets
for light and air and found themselves encircled by disaster. Some escaped
the trap, most didn’t. Those who got out always left something of themselves
behind, as some animals amputate a leg and leave it in the trap. It might be
said, perhaps, that I had escaped, after all, I was a school teacher; or that
Sonny had, he hadn't lived in Harlem for years. Yet, as the cab moved uptown
through streets which seemed, with a rush, to darken with dark people, and as

“Safe!” my father grunted, whenever Mama mszmmﬂmm trying to move to a
_neighborhood which might be safer for children. “Safe, hell! Ain’t no place safe
moH F@mv nor nobody”
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He always went on like this, but he wasn't, ever, really as bad as he sounded
not even on weekends, when he got drunk. As a matter of fact, he was alway:
on the lookout for “something a little better; but he died before he found it
He died suddenly, during a drunken weekend in the middle of the war, when
Sonny was fifteen. He and Sonny hadn't ever got on too well. And this wa
partly because Sonny was the apple of his father’s eye. It was because he loved
Sonny so much and was frightened for him, that he was always fighting with
him. Tt doesn’t do any good to fight with Sonny. Sonny just moves back
inside himself, where he can't be reached. But the principal reason that they
never hit it off is that they were so much alike. Daddy was big and rough and -
loud-talking, just the opposite of Sonny, but they both had—that same privacy.

Mama tried to tell me something about this, just after Daddy died. I was
home on Jeave from the army.

This was the last time I ever saw my mother alive. Just the same, this picture
gets all mixed up in my mind with pictures I had of her when she was younger
The way I always see her is the way she used to be on a Sunday afternoon, say,
when the old folks were talking after the big Sunday dinner. I always see het
wearing pale blue. Shed be sitting on the sofa. And my father would be sit-
ting in the easy chair, not far from her. And the living room would be full of
church folks and relatives. There they sit, in chairs all around the living roo1,
and the night is creeping up outside, but nobody knows it yet. You can see
the darkness growing against the windowpanes and you hear the street noises
every now and again, or maybe the jangling beat of 2 tambourine from one of
the churches close by, but it’s real quiet in the room. For a moment nobody’s
talking, but every face looks darkening, like the sky outside. And my mothet
rocks a little from the waist, and my father’s eyes are closed. Everyone is look-
ing at something a child can’t see. For a minute they've forgotten the children:
Maybe a'kid is lying on the rug, half asleep. Maybe somebody’s got a kid in his
lap and is absent-mindedly stroking the kid’s head. Maybe there’s a kid, quiet
and big-eyed, curled up in a big chair in the corner. The silence, the darkness
coming, and the darkness in the faces frighten the child obscurely. He hopes
that the hand which strokes his forehead will never stop—will never die. He
hopes that there will never come a time when the old folks won’t be sitting
around the living room, tatking about where they've come from, and what
they've seen, and what'’s happened to them and their kinfolk.

But something deep and watchful in the child knows that this is bound
to end, is already ending. In a moment someone will get up and turn on the
light. Then the old folks will remember the children and they won't talk any
more that day. And when light fills the room, the child is filled with darkness’
He knows that every time this happens he’s moved just a little closer to that
darkness outside. The darkness outside is what the old folks have been talking
about. It's what they've come from. It’s what they endure. The child knows:
that they won't talk any more because if he knows too much about what's
happened to them, he'll know too much too soon, about what's going to
happen to him. .

The last time I talked to my mother, I remember I was restless. I wanted
et out and see Isabel. We weren't married then and we had a lot to straight
out between us.

‘There Mama sat, in black, by the window. She was humming an old chur
song, Lord, you brought me from a long ways off. Sonny was out somewhe

Mama kept watching the streets. :

“I don’t know,” she said, “if I'll ever see you again, after you go off from he
_ But I hope you'll remember the things I tried to teach you.”

““Don't talk like that” I said, and smiled. “You'll be here a long time yet”
She smiled, too, but she said nothing. She was quiet for a long time. A
T'said, “Mama, dor’t you worry about nothing. I'll be writing all the time, a
you be getting the checks. .. ”

-“I want to talk to you about your brother.” she said, suddenly. “If anythi
happens to me he ain’t going to have nobody to look out for him”

.- “Mama,” I said, “ain’t nothing going to happen to you or Sonny. Sonny’s

tight. He's a good boy and he’s got good sense” ‘

It ain’t a question of his being a good boy,” Mama said, “nor of his havi
good sense. It ain't only the bad ones, nor yet the dumb ones that gets suck
nder” She stopped, looking at me. “Your Daddy once had a brother,” she sa
and she smiled in a way that made me feel she was in pain. “You didn’t nex
know that, did you?”

“No,” I'said, “I never knew that,” and I watched her face.

“Oh, yes,” she said, “your Daddy had a brother” She looked out of the wi
dow again. “T know you never saw your Daddy cry. But I did—many a tin
through all these years”

I asked her, “What happened to his brother? How come nobody’s ever talk
about him?”

“ This was the first time I ever saw my mother look old.

+“His brother got killed,” she said, “when he was just a little younger than y
are now. I knew him. He was a fine boy. He was maybe a little full of the de
but he dido’t mean nobody no harm.”

i Then she stopped and the room was silent, exactly as it had sometimes be
on those Sunday afternoons. Mama kept looking out into the streets.

“He used to have a job in the mill” she said, “and, like all young folks,
just liked to perform on Saturday nights. Saturday nights, him and your fatk
would drift around to different places, go to dances and things like that, or ji
sit around with people they knew, and your father’s brother would sing,
had a fine voice, and play along with himsel{ on his guitar. Well, this particu
Saturday night, him and your father was coming home from some place, a
they were both a little drunk and there was a moon that night, it was brig
like day. Your father’s brother was feeling kind of good, and he was whistli
to himself, and he had his guitar slung over his shoulder. They was comi
down a hill and beneath them was a road that turned off from the highw
Well, your father’s brother, being always kind of frisky, decided to run do
this hill, and he did, with that guitar banging and clanging behind him, and
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::My mother smiled as though she was amused at something she saw in my

.mmnm Then, “You may not be able to stop nothing from happening. But you got

to let him know you's there.”

- “Two days later I was married, and then I was gone. And I had a lot of things

on my mind and I pretty well forgot my promise to Mama until I got shipped

ome on a special furlough for her funeral,

‘And, after the funeral, with just Sonny and me alone in the mSwQ kitchen, 1
ried to find out something about him.

- “What do you want to do?” I asked him.

“T'm going to be a musician,” he said.

‘For he had graduated, in the time I had been away, from dancing to the juke

box to finding out who was playing what, and what they were doing with it,

and he had bought himself a set of drums.

“You mean, you want to be a drummer?” I somehow had the feeling that

being a drummer might be all right for other people ,UE not for my brother

Sonny.

“T don't think,” he said, looking at me very gravely, “that I'll ever be a good

drummer. But I think I can play a piano”

I frowned. I'd never played the role of the oldest brother quite so seriously

before, had scarcely ever, in fact, asked Sonny a damn thing. I sensed myself in

the presence of something I didn’t really know how to handle, didn't under-

stand. So T made my frown a little deeper as I asked: “What kind of musician

do you want to be?”

.. He grinned. “How many kinds do you think there are?”

“Be serious) 1 said.

‘He laughed, throwing his head back, and then looked at me. “T am serious.”

“Well, then, for Christ’s sake, stop kidding around and answer a serious

question. | mean, do you want to be a concert pianist, you want to play clas-

sical music and all that, or—or what?” Long before I finished he was laughing

again. “For Christ’s sake, Sonny!”

--He sobered, but with difficulty. “T'm sorry. But you sound so—scared!”

he was off again.

- “Well, you may think it’s funny now, baby, but it’s not going to be so funny

when you have to make your living at it, let me tell you that” I was furious

because I knew he was laughing at me and I didn’t know why.

“No,” he said, very sober now, and afraid, perhaps, that hed hurt me,
don’'t want to be a classical pianist. That isn’t what interests me. I mean”—he

paused, looking hard at me, as though his eyes would help me to understand,

. and then gestured helplessly, as though perhaps his hand would help—

mean, I'll have a lot of studying to do, and I'll have to study everything, but,

Imean, I want to play with—jazz musicians” He stopped. “I want to play jazz,”

he said.

Well, the word had never before sounded as heavy, as real, as it sounded that

afterncon in Sonny’s mouth. I just looked at him and I was probably frown-

ing a real frown by this time. I simply couldn’t see why on earth hed want to

ran across the road, and he was making water behind a tree. And your father
was sort of amused at him and he was still coming down the hill, kind of slow;
Then he heard a car motor and that same minute his brother stepped from
behind the tree, into the road, in the moonlight. And he started to cross the
road. And your father started to run down the hill, he says he don’t know why.
This car was full of white men. They was all drunk, and when they seen yout
father’s brother they let out a great whoop and holler and they aimed the car
straight at him. They was having fun, they just wanted to scare him, the way
they do sometimes, you know. But they was drunk. And I guess the boy, being
drunk, too, and scared, kind of lost his head. By the time he jumped it was too
late. Your father says he heard his brother scream when the car rolled over -
him, and he heard the wood of that guitar when it give, and he heard them
strings go flying, and he heard them white men shouting, and the car kept on
a-going and it ain't stopped till this day. And, time your father got down the
hill, his brother weren’t nothing but blood and pulp.”

Tears were gleaming on my mother’s face. There wasn’t anything I could say.

“He never mentioned it,” she said, “because I never let him mention it before
you children. Your Daddy was like a crazy man that night and for many a night
thereafter. He says he never in his life seen anything as dark as that road after
the lights of that car had gone away. Weren't nothing, weren’t nobody on that
road, just your Daddy and his brother and that busted guitar. Oh, yes. Your
Daddy never did really get right again. Till the day he died he weren't sure but
that every white man he saw was the man that killed his brother”

She stopped and took out her handkerchief and dried her eyes and Hoowmm
at me.

“Tain't telling you all this,” she said, “to make you scared or bitter or to Emwm
you hate nobody.T'm telling you this because you got a brother. And the sdlm
ain’t changed”

I guess I didn’t want to believe this. I guess she saw this in my face. She
turned away from me, toward the window again, searching those streets.

“But I praise my Redeemer,” she said at Jast, “that He called your Daddy
home before me. I ain't saying it to throw no flowers at myself, but, I declare,
it keeps me from feeling too cast down to know I helped your father get safely
through this world. Your father always acted like he was the roughest, stron-
gest man on earth. And everybody took him to be like that. But if he hadn’t had
me there—to see his tears!”

She was crying again. Still, I couldn’t move. I said, “Lord, Lord, Mama, I
didn’t know it was like that”

“Oh, honey,” she said, “there’s a lot that you don’t know. But you are going t
find out.” She stood up from the window and came over to me. “You got to hold
on to your brother,” she said, “and don't let him fall, no matter what it looks like
is happening to him and no matter how evil you gets with him. You going to be
evil with him many a time. But don’t you forget what I told you, you hear?”

“I wor't forget,” I said. “Dor’t you worry, [ won't forget. I won't et zoﬁwEm
happen to Sonny”

and
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spend his time hanging around nightclubs, clowning around on bandstands.
while people pushed each other around a dance floor. It seemed—beneat .
him, somehow. I had never thought about it before, had never been forced to;
but I suppose I had always put jazz musicians in a class with what Daddy called
“good-time people”” :
“Are you serious?”
“Hell, yes, 'm serious”
He looked more helpless than ever, and annoyed, and deeply hurt.
I suggested, helpfully: “You mean--like Louis Armstrong?”? .
His face closed as though I'd struck him. “No. Pm not talking about none of
that old-time, down home crap” . :
“Well, look, Sonny, 'm sorry, don't get mad. I just don't altogether get it
that’s all. Name somebody—you know, a jazz musician you admire” ;
“Bird”
“Who?” ;
“Bird! Charlie Parker!® Don't they teach you nothing in the goddamn army?’
Ilit a cigarette. I was surprised and then a little amused to discover that I wa
trembling. “T've been out of touch,” I said. “You'll have to be patient with mie
Now. Who's this Parker character?” :
“He's just one of the greatest jazz musicians alive” said Sonny, sullenly,
hands in his pockets, his back to me. “Maybe the greatest” he added, bitterly,
“that’s probably why you never heard of him” 4
“All right” I said, “I'm ignorant. 'm sorry. I'll go out and buy all the cat’s
records right away, all right?” :
“It don't;” said Sonny, with dignity, “make any difference to me. I don’t cate
what you listen to. Don’t do me no favors”
I was begifining to realize that I'd never seen him so upset before. With
another part of my mind I was thinking that this would probably turn out to be
one of those things kids go through and that I shouldn’t make it seem impor-
tant by pushing it too hard. Still, I didn’t think it would do any harm to ask:
“Doesn't all this take a lot of time? Can you make a living at it?” :
He turned back to me and half leaned, half sat, on the kitchen table. “Every-
thing takes time,” he said, “and—well, yes, sure, I can make a living at it. But
what I don't seem to be able to make you understand is that it’s the only thing
Twant to do” e
“Well, Sonny,” I said, gently, “you know people can’t always do exactly what
they want to do—"
“No, I don't know that,” said Sonny, surprising me. “I think people ought 10
do what they want to do, what else are they alive for?”
“You getting to be a big boy,” I said desperately, “it’s time you started thin
ing about your future”

o
ime!
1 gave up. I decided, if he didn't change his mind, that we could mqumﬁ t:
about it later. “In the meantime” | said, “you got to finish school” We b
”&Rm&ﬂ decided that he'd have to move in with Isabel and her folks. I w.boi tl
wasn't the ideal arrangement because Isabel’s folks are Enmbm,ﬁm to be dicty*a
they hadn't especially wanted Isabel to marry me. But I didn't know what e
0'do. “And we have to get you fixed up at Isabels” .
“There was a long silence. He moved from the kitchen table to the windc
That’s a terrible idea. You know it yourself”
“Do you have a better idea?”
“He just walked up and down the kitchen for a minute. He was as tall as Iw
Je had started to shave. I suddenly had the feeling that I didn’t know him at-
- He stopped at the kitchen table and picked up my cigarettes. Ho.o_c..sm mw |
with a kind of mocking, amused defiance, he put ¢ne between his lips. X
ind?”

“You smoking already?” .
‘He lit the cigarette and nodded, watching me through the smoke. *1 j
wanted to see if I'd have the courage to smoke in front of you” He grinned a
blew a great cloud of smoke to the ceiling. “It was easy” He Moovwﬂn_ at my fa
Come on, now. I bet you was smoking at my age, tell the truth.
1didmt say anything but the truth was on my face, and he laughed. But n
there was something very strained in his laugh. “Sure. And T bet that ain't
ou was doing.” ﬂ )
“He was frightening me a little. “Cut the crap,” I said. “We .mwwmm&\ decic
that you was going to go and live at Isabel's. Now what’s got into you all ¢
udden?” =
““You decided it he pointed out. “I didn’t decide nothing” He stopped
front of me, leaning against the stove, arms loosely folded. “Look, brotl
‘dor’t want to stay in Harlem no more, I really don’t” He was very carnest.
ooked at me, then over toward the kitchen window. There was something
iis eyes [d never seen before, some thoughtfulness, some worry m_w his o
He rubbed the muscle of one arm. “It’s time [ was getting out of here!

“Where do you want to go, Sonny?” ,
““I want to join the army. Or the navy, I dont care. If [ say I'm old enou
they'll believe me” ) A
’Then T got mad. It was because I was so scared. “You must be crazy.
oddamn fool, what the hell do you want to go and join the army for?
-~ “Ijust told you. To get out of Harlem” .
““Sonny, you haven’t even finished school. And if you H.mmE want to b
musician, how do you expect to study if you're in the army?

‘ He looked at me, trapped, and in anguish. “There’s ways. I might be abl
work out some kind of deal. Anyway, I'll have the G.1. Bill when I come out

* Louis “Satchmo” Armstrong (1901-1971) played the trumpet and was one of the most innovative
and influential figures in the history of jazz.
* Charlie “Bird” Parker {1920-1955), a seminal saxophonist, was one of the originators of the bebop

style of jazz. Parker was also a heroin addict. "4 Snobbish.
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“If you come out” We stared at each other. i _
1 wmwos.w mrm setup is far from perfect. But we got ﬂw Mwsﬁwmﬁmmwmww memwwgmz

[ aint learning nothing in school,” he said. “Even when I go” Jm turrie:
away from me and opened the window and threw his cigarette .9: into
narrow alley. I watched his back. “At least, T ain’t learning nothing youd wan
me to learn” He slammed the window so hard I thought the glass would
out, and ngmm back to me. “And I'm sick of the stink of these garbage cans!

moEd.a I said, “T know how you feel. But if you don't finish school wms
you're going to be sorry later that you didn’t” I grabbed him by the shoulders
And you only got another year. It ain't so bad. And Il come back and I swedr

'l help you do whatever you want to do. J
. . Just try to put ith it ti .
back. Will you please do that? For me?” Yioputapwith bl fcon

He didn't answer and he wouldn’t look at me.
“Sonny. You hear me?”
WM.M&HMHH away. M hear you. But you never hear anything I say”
ldn't know what to say to that. He looked out of the wind e
back at me. “OK.” he said, and sighed. “T'll try” ¢ window and 5.9

Then I said, trying to cheer him up a little, i
, a little, “They got 5. You
can pencn T w ¥ got a piano at Isabel’s. Yo
X >n.m as a matter of fact, it did cheer him up for a minute. “That’s righ
¢ said to himself. “I forgot that” His face relaxed a little. But the worry, the

Eor.mn:_ ..
e M_MS u MMWM,. Emﬁﬁ_om:mﬂzuﬁrmimwmwm&oém Em%ommmmnmégnraﬂm

At the same time, he wasn't really a man yet, he was still a child, and they
ad to watch out for him in all kinds of ways. They certainly couldn’t throw
iim out. Neither did they dare to make a great scene about that piano because
en they dimly sensed, as I sensed, from so many thousands of miles away,
hat Sonny was at that piano playing for his life.

But he hadn’t been going.to school. One day a letter came from the school
oard and Isabels mother got it—there had, apparently, been other letters
st Sonny had torn them up. This day, when Sonny came in, Isabel’s mother
howed him the letter and asked where held been spending his time. And she
fally got it out of him that hed been down in Greenwich Village, with musi-
ians and other characters, in a white girl’s apartment. And this scared her and
e started to scream at him and what came up, once she began—though she
denies it to this day—was what sacrifices they were making to give Sonny a
decent home and how little he appreciated it.

Sonny didn’t play the piano that day. By evening, Isabel's mother had
calmed down but then there was the old man to deal with, and Isabel herself.
sabel says she did her best to be calm but she broke down and started crying.
¢ says she just watched Sonny’s face. She could tell, by watching him, what
was happening with him. And what was happening was that they penetrated
s'cloud, they had reached him. Even if their fingers had been a thousand
times more gentle than human fingers ever are, he could hardly help feeling
that they had stripped him naked and were spitting on that nakedness. For he
also had to see that his presence, that music, which was life or death to him,
had been torture for them and that they had endured it, not at all for his sake,
but only for mine. And Sonny couldn’t take that. He can take it a little better
today than he could then but he’s still not very good at it and, frankly, 1 don’t
know anybody who is.
"The silence of the next few days must have been louder than the sound of
the music ever played since time began. One morning, before she went to
work, Isabel was in his room for something and she suddenly realized that all
of his records were gone. And she knew for certain that he was gone. And he
vas. He went as far as the navy would carry him. He finally sent me a postcard
from some place in Greece and that was the first I knew that Sonny was still
alive. T didn't see him any more until we were both back in New York and the
ar had long been over.
‘He was a man by then, of course, but wasn't willing to see it. He came by
¢ house from time to time, but we fought almost every time we met. I didn't
like the way he carried himself, loose and dreamlike all the time, and I didn't
ke his friends, and his music seemed to be merely an excuse for the life he led.
sounded just that weird and disordered.
* Then we had a fight, a pretty awful fight, and I didn’t see him for months.

y and by I looked him up, where he was living, in a furnished room in the
Village, and I tried to make it up. But there were lots of other people in the
oom and Sonny just lay on his bed, and he wouldn't come downstairs with
e, and he treated these other people as though they were his family and

But H.ﬂro:mwﬁ I'd never hear the end of that piano. At first, Isabel would write
me, saying roé.anm it was that Sonny was so serious about his music and hoy,
as soon as he-cathe in from school, or wherever he had been when he S.mm,
m_.%wo@nd to be at school, he went straight to that piano and stayed there it
mﬁu.wmi::m. And, after supper, he went back to that piano and stayed there
until everybody went to bed. He was at the piano all day Saturday and all day
Sunday. Then he bought a record player and started playing records. Hed _%\.
one Hmnwa over and over again, all day long sometimes, and hed wﬁwwoﬂm .
along with it on the piano. Or hed play one section of the record, one chord,

one change, one progression, then hed do it i
\ . on the piano. Th
record. Then back to the piano. pianc. fhen back to t

He moved in an atmosphere which wasn’t like thei .

. theirs at all. They fed him an
he ate, he washed himself, he walked in and out of their aooM he certainly
wasn't nasty or unpleasant or rude, Sonny isn't any of those things; but it was

as though he were &_ wrapped up in some cloud, some fire, some vision all his:
own; and there wasn’t any way to reach him.
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the pale sun, and a cigarette between his lips, stood in the doorway, watch-
ifig them. Kids and older people paused in their errands and stood there,
along with some older men and a couple of very tough-locking women who
watched everything that happened on the avenue, as though they owned it, or
were maybe owned by it. Well, they were watching this, too. The revival was
being carried on by three sisters in black, and a brother. All they had were their
voices and their Bibles and a tambourine. The brother was testifying and while
he testified two of the sisters stood together, seeming to say, amen, and the
third sister walked around with the tambourine outstretched and a couple of
people dropped coins into it. Then the brother’s testimony ended and the sister
who had been taking up the collection dumped the coins into her palm and
transferred them to the pocket of her long black robe. Then she raised both
hands, striking the tambourine against the air, and then against one hand, and
she started to sing. And the two other sisters and the brother joined in.
It was strange, suddenly, to watch, though T had been seeing these meetings
1l my life. So, of course, had everybody else down there. Yet, they paused and
watched and listened and [ stood still at the window. “’Tis the old ship of Zion,
they sang, and the sister with the tambourine kept a steady, jangling beat, “if
has rescued many a thousand!” Not a soul under the sound of their voices was
earing this song for the first time, not one of them had been rescued. Nor had
they seen much in the way of rescue work being done around them. Neither
did they especially believe in the holiness of the three sisters and the brother,
they knew too much about them, knew where they lived, and how. The woman
ith the tambourine, whose voice dominated the air, whose face was bright
with joy, was divided by very little from the woman who stood watching her,
acigarette between her heavy, chapped lips, her hair a cuckod’s nest, her face
carred and swollen from many beatings, and her black eyes glittering like coal.
Perhaps they both knew this, which was why, when, as rarely, they addressed
ach other, they addressed each other as Sister. As the singing filled the air the
atching, listening faces underwent a change, the eyes focusing on something
within; the music seemed to soothe a poison out of them; and time seemed,
niearly, to fall away from the sullen, belligerent, battered faces, as though they
‘were fleeing back to their first condition, while dreaming of their last. The bar-
‘becue cook half shook his head and smiled, and dropped his cigarette and dis-
appeared into his joint. A man fumbled in his pockets for change and stood
holding it in his hand impatiently, as though he had just remembered a press-
ing appointment further up the avenue. He looked furious. Then I saw Sonny;
tanding on the edge of the crowd. He was carrying a wide, flat notebook with
agreen cover, and it made him look, from where I was standing, almost like
schoolboy. The coppery sun brought out the copper in his skin, he was very
aintly smiling, standing very still. Then the singing stopped, the tambourine
arned into a collection plate again. The furious man dropped in his coins and
anished, so did a couple of the women, and Sonny dropped some change in
the plate, looking directly at the woman with a little smile. He started across
‘the avenue, toward the house. He has a slow, loping walk, something like the

I'weren't. So I got mad and then he got mad, and then I told him that he might
just ds well be dead as live the way he was living. 'Then he stood up and he told
me not to worry about him any more in life, that he was dead as far as I was
concerned. Then he pushed me to the door and the other people looked on
as though nothing were happening, and he slammed the door behind me. [
stood in the hallway, staring at the door. I heard somebody laugh in the room
and then the tears came to my eyes. I started down the steps, whistling to kee
from crying, I kept whistling to myself, You going to need me, baby, one of these:
cold, rainy days. .
I read about Sonny’s trouble in the spring, Little Grace died in the fall. She
was a beautiful little girl. But she only lived a little over two years. She died
of polio and she suffered. She had a slight fever for a couple of days, but it
didn't seem like anything and we just kept her in bed. And we would certainl
have called the doctor, but the fever dropped, she seemed to be all right. S
we thought it had just been a cold. Then, one day, she was up, playing, Isabe
was in the kitchen fixing lunch for the two boys when theyd come in from
school, and she heard Grace fall down in the living room. When you have a Jot
of children you don’t always start running when one of them falls, unless the
start screaming or something. And, this time, Gracie was quiet. Yet, Isabel say:
that when she heard that thump and then that silence, something rmﬁ_um:mm
to her to make her afraid. And she ran to the living room and there was little
Grace on the floor, all twisted up, and the reason she hadn'’t screamed was tha
she couldn’t get her breath. And when she did scream, it was the worst sound
Isabel says, that shed ever heard in all her life, and she still hears it sometimes
her dreams. Isabel will sometimes wake me up with a low, moaning, strangling
sound and I have to be quick to awaken her and hold her to me and wher
Isabel is weepirigagainst me seems a mortal wound. :
I think I may have written Sonny the very day that little Grace was buried.]
was sitting in the living room in the dark, by myself, and I suddenly thought of
Sonny. My trouble made his real.
One Saturday afternoon, when Sonny had been living with us, or, anyw:
been in our house, for nearly two weeks, I found myself wandering aimlessly
about the living room, drinking from a can of beer, and trying to work up
courage to search Sonny’s room. He was out, he was usually out whenever I
was home, and Isabel had taken the children to see their grandparents. Sud-
denly I'was standing still in front of the living room window, watching Seventh
Avenue. The idea of searching Sonny’s room made me still. T scarcely dared to
admit to myself what I'd be searching for. I didn’t know what I'd do if T found
OrifI didn’t.
On the sidewalk across from me, near the entrance to a barbecue joint,
some people were holding an old-fashioned revival meeting, The barbecue
cook, wearing a dirty white apron, his conked® hair reddish and metallic i

? Straightened and greased,
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thoughts. His face didn't tell me. “It’s not so much to play. It’s to stand it, to by
able to make it at all. On any level” He frowned and smiled: “In order to keej
from shaking to pieces.”

+“But these friends of yours;” I said, “they seem to shake themselves to piece
retty goddamn fast”

“Maybe” He played with the notebook. And something told me that -
should curb my tongue, that Sonny was doing his best to talk, that I shoulc
isten. “But of course you only know the ones that've gone to pieces. Som
lon't—or at least they haven’t yet and that’s just about all any of us can say.” H
paused. “And then there are some who just live, really, in hell, and they know i
and they see what’s happening and they go right on. I don’t know.” He sighed
ropped the notebook, folded his arms. “Some guys, you can tell from the way
hey play, they on something all the time. And you can see that, well, it make:
something real for them. But of course,” he picked up his beer from the floo:
and sipped it and put the can down again, “they want to, too, you've got to se
Emﬁ Even some of them that say they don't—se#me, not all”

~“And what about you?” I asked—TI couldn’t help it. “What about you? Do yot
want to?”

He stood up and walked to the window and remained silent for a long time
Then he sighed. “Me,” he said. Then: “While I was downstairs before, on mj
way here, listening to that woman sing, it struck me all of a sudden how muct
suffering she must have had to go through—to sing like that. It's repulsive t
think you have to suffer that much”

[ said: “But there’s no way not to suffer—is there, Sonny?”

T believe not,” he said and smiled, “but that’s never stopped anyone fron
trying” He looked at me. “Has it?” [ realized, with this mocking look, tha
there stood between us, forever, beyond the power of time or forgiveness, the
fact that I had held silence—so long!—when he had needed human speech tc
‘help him. He turned back to the window. “No, there’s no way not to suffer. Bu
you try all kinds of ways to keep from drowning in it, to keep on top of it, anc
o make it scem—well, like you. Like you did something, all right, and now
you're suffering for it. You know?” I said nothing. “Well you know;” he said
mpatiently, “why do people suffer? Maybe it’s better to do moamzﬁsm togive i
“areason, amny reason.”

- “But we just agreed,” I said, “that there’s no way not to suffer. Isn't it better
hen, just to—take it?”

“But nobody just takes it Sonny cried, “thats what I'm telling you
Everybody tries not to. You're just hung up on the way some people try—it’
fiot your way!”

The hair on my face began to itch, my face felt wet. “That’s not true,” I said
‘that’s not true. I dort give a damn what other people do, I don't even care hov
they suffer. I just care how you suffer” And he looked at me. “Please believ:
me,” I said, “I don't want to see you—die—trying not to suffer”

o “I'won't,” he said, flatly, “die trying not to suffer. At least, not any faster thar
mmiuomw else”

way Harlem hipsters walk, only he’s imposed on this his own half-beat. I rmm
never really noticed it before.

I stayed at the window, both relieved and apprehensive. As Sonny %m%
peared from my sight, they began singing again. And they were still mSmEm
when his key turned in the lock,

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey, yourself. You want some beer?” :

“No. Well, maybe” But he came up to the window and stood beside me
looking out. “What a warm voice,” he said.

They were singing If I could only hear my mother pray again!

“Yes,” I said, “and she can sure beat that tambourine”

“But what a terrible song,” he said, and laughed. He dropped his boﬂmuoow
on the sofa and disappeared into the kitchen. “Where’s Isabel and the kids?”.

“I think they went to see their grandparents. You hungry?” :

“No.” He came back into the living room with his can of beer. “You Smbﬂ.ﬁo
come some place with me tonight?”

I sensed, I don’t know how, that I couldn’t ﬁom,ﬁ_u_w say no. “Sure. Where?”

He sat down on the sofa and picked up his notebook and started leafi
&:dmmr it. “T'm moEm to sit in with some fellows in a joint in the Village”

“You mean, you're going to play, tonight?”
“That’s right” He took a swallow of his beer msa moved back to the 25%2
He gave me a sidelong look. “If you can stand it”

Tl try;” 1 said.

He smiled to himself and we both watched as the meeting across the way
broke up. The three sisters and the brother, heads bowed, were singing God be
with you till we meet again. The faces around them were very quiet. Then the
song ended."The small crowd dispersed. We watched the three women and the
lone man walk slowly up the avenue.

“When she was singing before,” said Sonny, abruptly, “her voice reminded
me for a minute of what heroin feels like sometimes—when it’s in your veins.
1t makes you feel sort of warm and cool at the same time. And distant. And-
and sure.” He sipped his beer, very deliberately not looking at me. I watched
his face. “It makes you feel—in control. Sometimes you've got to have that .
feeling” :

“Do you?” I sat down slowly in the easy chair.

“Sometimes.” He went to the sofa and picked up his notebook again, “Some
people do”

“In order]” I asked, “to play?” And my voice was very ugly, full of contempt
and anger.

“Well”—he looked at me with great, troubled eyes, as though, in fact, he
hoped his eyes would tell me things he could never otherwise say—“they think
so. And if they think so—!”

“And what do you think?” I asked.

He sat on the sofa and put his can of beer on the floor. “I don’t know?” he
said, and I couldn’t be sure if he were answering my question or pursuing his
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Ididn’t think that thaf was what I'd been trying to do—and—who can stand
?” and he abruptly dropped the ruined beer can, looking at me with a small,
till smile, and then rose, walking to the window as though it were the lode-
stone rock. I watched his face, he watched the avenue. “I couldn’t tell you when
‘Mama died—but the reason I wanted to leave Harlem so bad was to get away
rom drugs. And then, when.I ran away, that’s what I was running from—really.
‘When I came back, nothing had changed, I hadn’t changed, I was just—older”
‘And he stopped, drumming with his fingers on the Swzaoéﬁmsm The sun had
anished, soon darkness would fall. I watched his face. “It can come again,’ he
said, almost as though speaking to himself. Then he turned to me. “It can come
again,” he repeated. “I just want you to know that”

Al right,” T said, at last. “So it can come again. All right”

- He smiled, but the smile was sorrowful. “I had to try to tell you] he said.
“Yes,” I said. “I understand that”

“You're my brother]” he said, looking straight at me, and not smiling at all.
““Yes,” I repeated, “yes. [ understand that”

“He turned back to the window, looking out. “All that hatred down there,
‘e said, “all that hatred and misery and love. It’s a wonder it doesn’t blow the
avenue apart”

“But there’s no need,” I said, trying to laugh, “is there? in killing yourself”
I'wanted to say more, but I couldn’t. T wanted to talk about will power and
how life could be—well, beautiful. I wanted to say that it was all within; but
was it? or, rather, wasn't that exactly the trouble? And I wanted to promise
that I would never fail him again. But it would all have mo:samaloEmQ
words and lies.
So I made the promise to myself and prayed that I would keep it.
“It’s terrible sometimes, inside)” he said, “that’s what’s the trouble. You walk
these streets, black and funky and cold, and there’s not really a living ass to talk
to, and there’s nothing shaking, and there’s no way of getting it out—that storm
inside. You can't talk it and you can’t make love with it, and when you finally
try to get with it and play it, you realize nobody’s listening. So you've got to rm-
ten. You got to find a way to listen”
And then he walked away from the window and sat on the sofa again, ».m. .
though all the wind had suddenly been knocked out of him. “Sometimes you'll
do anything to play, even cut your mother’s throat” He laughed and looked
at me. “Or your brother’s” Then he sobered. “Or your own.” Then: “Dont
worry. I'm all right now and I think I'll be all right. But I can’t forget—where
I've been. I don’t mean just the physical place 've been, I mean where Ta
been. And what I've been.”
“What have you been, Sonny?” I asked.
He smiled—but sat sideways on the sofa, his elbow resting on the back, his
fingers playing with his mouth and chin, not looking at me. “I've been som
thing I didn’t recognize, didn’t know I could be. Didn’t know anybody QEE
be” He stopped, looking inward, looking helplessly young, looking old. “I
not talking about it now because I feel guilty or anything like 5&|Bm%_um it
would be better, if Fdid, I don’t know. Anyway, I can't really talk about jt. N
to you, not to anybody,” and now he turned and faced me. “Sometimes, %oc
know, and it was actually when 1 was most out of the world, 1 felt that I was
in it, that I was with it, really, and I could play or 1 didn't really have to play;
it just came out of me, it was there. And I don’t know how I played, thin
ing about it now, but I know I did awful things, those times, sometimes, t6
people. Or it wasn’t that I did anything to them—it was that they weren't real
He picked up the beer can; it was empty; he rolled it between his palms: “And
other times—well, I needed a fix, I needed to find a place to lean, I needed to
clear a space to listen—and I couldn’t find it, and I—went crazy, I did terrible
things to me, I was terrible for me.” He began pressing the beer can between his
hands, I watched the metal begin to give. It glittered, as he played with it liké
a knife, and I was afraid he would cut himself, but I said nothing. “Oh well. ]
can never tell you. I was all by myself at the bottom of something, stinking and
sweating and crying and shaking, and I smelled it, you know? my stink, and I
thought I'd die if I couldn't get away {rom it and vet, all the same, I knew that
everything I was doing was just locking me in with it. And I didn’t know,
paused, still flattening the beer can, “I didn't know, I still don’t know, some-
thing kept telling me that maybe it was good to smell your own stink, but

‘We went to the only nightclub on a short, dark street, downtown. We
squeezed through the narrow, chattering, jampacked bar to the entrance of the
‘big room, where the bandstand was. And we stood there for a moment, for
the lights were very dim in this room and we couldn’t see. Then, “Hello, boy,”
said the voice and an enormous black man, much older than Sonny or myself,
erupted out of all that atmospheric lighting and put an arm around Sonny’s
shoulder. “I been sitting right here,” he said, “waiting for you?”

“Hehad a big voice, too, and heads in the darkness turned toward us.

‘Sonny grinned and pulled a little away, and said, “Creole, this is my brother.
Itold you about him.”

“:Creole shook my hand. “T'm glad to meet you, son,” he said, and it was clear
that he was glad to meet me there, for Sonny’s sake. And he smiled, “You got a
teal musician in your family;” and he took his arm from Sonny’s shoulder and
lapped him, lightly, affectionately, with the back of his hand.

= “Well. Now T've heard it all;” said a voice behind us. This was another musi-
¢ian, and a friend of Sonny’s, a coal-black, cheerful-looking man, built close to
.the ground. He immediately began confiding to me, at the top of his lungs, the
‘most terrible things about Sonny, his teeth gleaming like a lighthouse and his
laugh coming up out of him like the beginning of an earthquake. And it turned
out that everyone at the bar knew Sonny, or almost everyone; some were musi-
‘cians, working there, or nearby, or not working, some were simply hangers-
‘on, and some were there to hear Sonny play. I was introduced to all of them
and they were all very polite to me. Yet, it was clear that, for them, I was only
mgbﬁ brother. Here, [ was in Sonny’s world. Or, rather: his kingdom. Here, it
‘was not even a question that his veins bore royal blood.

2

2
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+:And, while Creole listened, Sonny moved, deep within, exactly like some-
one in torment. T had never before thought of how awful the relationship must
be between the musician and his instrument. He has to fill it, this instrument,
with the breath of life, his own. He has to make it do what he wants it to do.
And a piano is just a piano. It's made out of so much wood and wires and E.mm
‘hammers and big ones, and ivory. While there’s only so Emnw you can do with
it; the only way to find this out is to try; to try and make it do m<mnﬁw:bm.
‘And Sonny hadn’t been near a piano for over a year. And rm. wasn't on much
better terms with his life, not the life that stretched before him now. He and
the piano stammered, started one way, got scared, stopped; started mwo.ﬂrﬁ
‘way, panicked, marked time, started again; then seemed to have mmqbn._ a direc-
ion, panicked again, got stuck. And the face I saw on Sonny E.ﬂm¢2 seer
efore. Everything had been burned out of it, and, at the same time, %Emm
usually hidden were being burned in, by the fire and fury of the battle which
occurring in him up there.
2.%? Smﬁnrmgm Oamo_mm face as they neared the end of the first set, I had the
eeling that something had happened, something I hadn’t wmma. Mrms they ,mu.
shed, there was scattered applause, and then, without an instant’s Emammmm
Creole started into something else, it was almost sardonic, it was Am [ Blue.
And, as though he commanded, Sonny began to play. mogmﬂﬂum ?wmms. te
appen. And Creole let out the reins. The dry, low, black man said something
wiful on the drums, Creole answered, and the drums talked back. Then the
horn insisted, sweet and high, slightly detached perhaps, and Creole listened
_ commenting now and then, dry, and driving, beautiful and O&B mbm. old. Ther
‘they all came together again, and Sonny was part of the family again. I .noEn
¢ll this from his face. He seemed to have found, right there beneath his fin:
gers, a damn brand-new piano. It seemed that he couldn’t get over : d;..m? for
“a'while, just being happy with Sonny, they seemed to be agreeing with him tha
_brand-new pianos certainly were a gas. .
. Then Creole stepped forward to remind them that what 9.3\. were playing
was the blues. He hit something in all of them, he hit something in me, Eﬁmﬁ
and the music tightened and deepened, apprehension began to beat the air
Creole began to tell us what the blues were all about. ﬁﬁﬁéﬂm not m_uomm any
hing very new. He and his boys up there were keeping it new, at the risk o
ruin, destruction, madness, and death, in order to find new ways to make u
isten. For, while the tale of how we suffer, and how we are mm:mv.ﬁmm, and how
we may triumph is never new, it always must be heard. There isnt any othe
tale to tell, it’s the only light we've got in all this darkness.
* And this tale, according to that face, that body, those strong hands on thos
strings, has another aspect in every country, and a new depth in every genera
tion. Listen, Creole seemed to be saying, listen. Now these are Sonny’s blues
He made the little black man on the drums know it, and the bright, browr

They were going to play soon and Creole installed me, by myself, at a table
in a dark corner. Then I watched them, Creole, and the little black man, and
Sonny, and the others, while they horsed around, standing just below the
bandstand. The light from the bandstand spilled just a little short of them and
watching them laughing and gesturing and moving about, I had the feeling
that they, nevertheless, were being most careful not to step into that circle of
light too suddenly; that if they moved into the light too suddenly, withott
thinking, they would perish in flame. Then, while I watched, one of them, the
small, black man, moved into the light and crossed the bandstand and starte
fooling around with his drums. Then—being funny and being, also, extremely
ceremonious—Creole took Sonny by the arm and led him to the piano. ‘A
woman’s voice called Sonny’s name and a few hands started clapping. And
Sonny, also being funny and being ceremonious, and so touched, I think, that
he could have cried, but neither hiding it nor showing it, riding it like a man,
grinned, and put both hands to his heart and bowed from the waist. :

Creole then went to the bass fiddle and a lean, very bright-skinned brown';
man jumped up on the bandstand and picked up his horn. So there the ;
were, and the atmosphere on the bandstand and in the room began to
change and tighten. Someone stepped up to the microphone and announced;
them. Then there were all kinds of murmurs. Some people at the bar shushed.
others. The waitress ran around, frantically getting in the last orders, guys’
and chicks got closer to each other, and the lights on the bandstand, on the.
quartet, turned to a kind of indigo. Then they all looked different theré
Creole looked about him for the last time, as though he were making certaifi.
that all his chickens were in the coop, and then he—jumped and struck the
fiddle. And there they were.

All T know-&bout music is that not many people ever really hear it. An
even then, on the rare occasions when something opens within, and the must
enters, what we mainly hear, or hear corroborated, are personal, private, van
ishing evocations. But the man who creates the music is hearing something
else, is dealing with the roar rising from the void and imposing order on it a
it hits the air, What is evoked in him, then, is of another order, more terribl
because it has no words, and triumphant, too, for that same reason. And hi
triumph, when he triumphs, is ours. I just watched Sonny’s face. His face wa
troubled, he was working hard, but he wasn’t with it. And I had the feeling that
in a way, everyone on the bandstand was waiting for him, both waiting for him
and pushing him along. But as I began to watch Creole, I realized that it was:
Creole who held them all back. He had them on a short rein. Up there, keeping -
the beat with his whole body, wailing on the fiddle, with his eyes half closed

he was listening to everything, but he was listening to Sonny. He was having
a dialogue with Sonny. He wanted Sonny to leave the shoreline and strike ou
for the deep water. He was Sonny’s witness that deep water and drowning weré
not the same thing—he had been there, and he knew. And he wanted Sonny to:
know. He was waiting for Sonny to do the things on the keys which would let ;
Creole know that Sonny was in the water. :

e One of the standard tunes in the jazz/blues repertoire.
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4. Does the story offer any explanation for Sonny’s addiction? Explain.

5. What adjectives would you use to describe the narrator? Does he change in the
course of the story? Explain.

6. What effects does Baldwin achieve by rearranging the order of events?

man on the horn. Creole wasn't trying any longer to get Sonny in the water. He
was wishing him Godspeed. Then he stepped back, very slowly, filling the air
with the immense suggestion that Sonny speak for himself. g
Then they all gathered around Sonny and Sonny played. Every now and
again one of them seemed to say, amen. Sonny’s fingers filled the air with life,
his life. But that life contained so many others. And Sonny went all the way.
back, he really began with the spare, flat statement of the opening phrase of
the song. Then he began to make it his. It was very beautiful because it wasn't
hurried and it was no longer a lament. I seemed to hear with what burning
he had made it his, and what burning we had yet to make it ours, how we
could cease lamenting. Freedom lurked around us and I understood, at las
that he could help us to be free if we would listen, that he would never bé
free until we did. Yet, there was no battle in his face now, I heard what he
had gone through, and would continue to go through until he came to rest
in carth. He had made it his: that long line, of which we knew only Mama
and Daddy. And he was giving it back, as everything must be given back, so,
that, passing through death, it can live forever. I saw my mother’s face agat
and felt, for the first time, how the stones of the road she had walked on st
have bruised her feet. I saw the moonlit road where my father’s brother died:
And it brought something else back to me, and carried me past it, I saw my
little girl again and felt Isabel’s tears again, and 1 felt my own tears begin to
rise. And I was yet aware that this was only a moment, that the world waited
outside, as hungry as a tiger, and that trouble stretched above us, longer than
the sky. i
Then it was over. Creole and Sonny let out their breath, both soaking wet,
and grinning, There was a lot of applause and some of it was real. In the dark.
the girl came by-dnd I asked her to take drinks to the bandstand. There was4
long pause; while they talked up there in the indigo light and after awhile I saw
the girl put a Scotch and milk on top of the pjano for Sonny. He didn’t seem’
to notice it, but just before they started playing again, he sipped from it and:
looked toward me, and nodded. Then he put it back on top of the piano. For:
me, then, as they began to play again, it glowed and shook above my brother’s
head like the very cup of trembling.”

, What does the final sentence mean?

MAKING ARGUMENTS

Make an argument about the relationship between suffering and creativity. Is there
something inherent in suffering that enables artists to make great art? As evidence, use
“Sonny’s Blues” and any other artists or works of art with which you’re familiar.

WRITING TOPICS
1. What does this story have to say about the sources of creativity?

2. Discuss the significance of the narrator’s observations on the revival meeting
. {paras. 177-78) to the theme of the story.

MAKING CONNECTIONS

. Compare and contrast the way racism is portrayed in this story with its portrayal
in Bambara’s “The Lesson” (p. 98).

2. Katka’s “A Hunger Artist” (p. 347) is also about an artist and the process of artistic
cteation. What similarities or differences do you find between Kafka's story and
Baldwin's? :

FOR ANALYSIS
1. Explain this story’s title.
2. What is the relation between the opening events and the end of the story?

m..érmﬁmzcnao:moﬁﬂrmbﬁ.nﬁom.mmﬂnoqmﬁmns&rm.oum%_mm.mmﬁamzrn _ummwnn.ﬁw. .
of the story (paras. 9-47) serve? :

7 See the Old Testament, Isaiah 51:17, 22-23; “Awake, awake, stand up, O Jerusalem, which hast:
drunk at the hand of the Lord the cup of his fury; thou hast drunken the dregs of the cup of trembling,
and wrung them out. . .. Behold, I have taken out of thine hand the cup of trembling, even the dreg
of the cup of my fury; thou shalt no more drink it again: But I will put it into the hand of them that’
afflict thee” :




