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worked. He was smiling and observing me as I cleaned emery dust
from the cyeglasses.

“Boy, how’s it going?” he asked.

“Oh, finc, sir!” I answered with false heartiness, falling quickly
into that nigger-being-a-good-natured-boy-in-the-presence-of-a-
whitc-man pattern, a pattern into which T could now slide casily;
although I was wondering if he had any criticism to make of my
work.

He continued to hover wordlessly at my side. What did he
want? It was unusual for him to stand there and watch me; I wanted
to look at him, but was afraid to.

“Say, Richard, do you believe that 'm your friend?” he asked
me.

The question was so loaded with danger that T could not reply
at once. I scarccly knew Mr. Olin. My relationship to him had been
the typical relationship of Negroes to southern whites. He gave me
orders and I said, “Yes, sir,” and obeyed them. Now, without warn-
ing, he was asking me if T thought that he was my friend; and I knew
that all southern white men fancied themselves as friends of niggers.
Whilc fishing for an answer that would say nothing, I smiled.

“I mean,” he persisted, “do you think I’'m your friend?”

“Well,” 1 answered, skirting the vast racial chasm between us,
“I hope you are.”

“I am,” he said emphatically.

1 continued to work, wondering what motives were prompting
him. Alrcady apprchension was rising in me.

“I want to tell you something,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“We don’t want you to get hurt,” he explained. “We like you
round here. You act like a good boy.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

“You don’t deserve to get into trouble,” he went on.

“Have 1 done something that somebody doesn’t like?” T asked,
my mind frantically sweeping over all my past actions, weighing
them in the light of the way southern white men thought Negroes

should act.
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“Well, I don’t know,” he said and paused, letting his words sink
meaningfully into my mind. He lit a cigarette. “Do you know
Harrison?”

He was referring to a Negro boy of about my own age who
worked across the street for a rival optical house. Harrison and 1
knew cach other casually, but there had never been the slightest
trouble between us.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I know him.”

“Well, be careful,” Mr. Olin said. “He’s after you.”

“After me? For what?”

?

“He’s got a rterrific grudge against you,” the white man
explained. “What have you done to him?”

The eyeglasses I was washing were forgotten. My eyes were
upon Mr. Olin’s face, trying to make out what he meant. Was this
something scrious? I did not trust the white man, and neither did 1
trust Harrison. Negroes who worked on jobs in the South were
usually loyal to their white bosses; they felt that that was the best
way to ensurc their jobs. Had Harrison felt that I had in some way
jeopardized his job? Who was my friend: the white man or the black
boy?

“I haven’t donc anything to Harrison,” 1 said.

“Well, you better watch that nigger Harrison,” Mr. Olin said in
a low, confidential tone. “A little while ago I went down to get a
Coca-Cola and Harrison was waiting for you at the door of the
building with a knife. He asked me when you were coming down.
Said he was going to get you. Said you called him a dirty name.
Now, we don’t want any fighting or bloodshed on the job.”

I still doubted the white man, yet thought that perhaps
Harrison had really interpreted something I had said as an insult,

“I’ve got to sec that boy and talk to him,” I said, thinking out
loud.

“No, you’d better not,” Mr. Olin said. “You’d better let some
of us white boys talk to him.” ,

“But how did this start?” T asked, still doubting but half believ-

ing.
“He just told me that he was going to get even with you, going
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to cut you and teach you a lesson,” he said. “But don’t you worry.
Let me handle this.”

He patted my shoulder and went back to his machine. He was
an important man in the factory and I had always’ respected his
word. He had the authority to order me to do this or that. Now,
why would he joke with me? White men did not often joke with
Negroes, therefore what he had said was serious. 1 was upset. We
black boys worked long hard hours for what few pennics we carned
and we were edgy and tense. Perhaps that crazy Harrison was really
after me. My appetite was gone. I had to settle this thing. A white
man had walked into my delicately balanced world and had tipped
it and I had to right it before 1 could feel safe. Yes, I would go
dircctly to Harrison and ask what was the matter, what T had said
that he resented. Harrison was black and so was I; I would ignore
the warning of the white man and talk face to face with a boy of my
own color.

At noon I went across the street and found Harrison sitting on
a box in the basement. He was cating lunch and reading a pulp
magazine. As I approached him, he ran his hand into his pocket and
looked at me with cold, watchful eyes.

“Say, Harrison, what’s this all about?” T asked, standing cau-
tiously four fect from him.

He looked at me a long time and did not answer.

“I haven’t done anything to you,” I said.

“And I ain’t got nothing against you,” he mumbled, still
watchful. “I don’t bother nobody.”

“But Mr. Olin said that you camc over to the factory this
morning, looking for me with a knife.”

“Aw, naw,” he said, more at case now. “I ain’t been in your fac-
tory all day.” He had not looked at me as he spoke.

“Then what did Mr. Olin mecan?” I asked. “I’m not angry with
you.”

“Shucks, I thought you was looking for mec to cut me,”
Harrison explained. “Mr. Olin, he came over here this morning and
said you was going to kill me with a knife the moment you saw mc.
He said you was mad at me because I had insulted you. But Iain’t

E
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said nothing about you.” He still had not looked at me. He rosc.

“And I haven’t said anything about you,” 1 said.

Finally he looked at me and T felt better. We two black boys,
cach working for ten dollars a week, stood staring at cach other,
thinking, comparing the motives of the absent white man, each ask-
ing himself if he could belicve the other.

“But why would Mr. Olin tell me things like that?” T asked.

Harrison dropped his head; he laid his sandwich aside.

“I...1...” he stammered and pulled from his pocket a long,
gleaming knife; it was already open. “I was just waiting to sce what
you was gonna do tome . . .”

I leaned weakly against a wall, feeling sick, my eyes upon the
sharp steel blade of the knife.

“You were going to cut me?” I asked.

“If you had cut me, I was gonna cut you first,” he said. “I ain’t
taking no chances.”

“Are you angry with me about something?” I asked.

“Man, I ain’t mad at nobody,” Harrison said uncasily.

I felt how close 1 had come to being slashed. Had 1 come sud-
denly upon Harrison, he would have thought I was trying to kill
him and he would have stabbed me, perhaps killed me. And what
did it matter if one nigger killed another?

“Look here,” I said. “Don’t believe what Mr. Olin says.”

“I sec now,” Harrison said. “He’s playing a dirty trick on us.”

“He’s trying to make us kill cach other for nothing.”

“How come he wanna do that?” Harrison asked.

1 shook my head. Harrison sat, but still played with the open
knife. I began to doubt. Was he really angry with me? Was he wait-
ing until I turned my back to stab me? T was in torture.

“I suppose it’s fun for white men to sce niggers fight,” I said,
forcing a laugh.

“But you might’ve killed me,” Harrison said.

“To white men we’re like dogs or cocks,” 1 said.

“I don’t want to cut you,” Harrison said.

“And I don’t want to cut you,” I said.

Standing well out of cach other’s reach, we discussed the prob-
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“No.”

“Then come on and fight.”

“All right,” T said. “It’s just exercise. Ull fight.”

Harrison was happy. I felt that it was all very foolish. But what the
hell. Twould go through with it and that would be the end of it. But
Istill felt a vague anger that would not leave.

When the white men in the factory heard that we had agreed to
fight, their excitement knew no bounds. They offered to teach me
new punches. Each morning they would tell me in whispers that
Harrison was cating raw onions for strength. And—from Harrison—
I'heard that they told him I was cating raw meat for strength. They
offered to buy me my meals cach day, but I refused. I grew
ashamed of what I had agreed to do and wanted to back out of the
fight, but T was afraid that they would be angry if T tried to. T felt
that if white men tried to persuade two black boys to stab cach
other for no rcason save their own pleasure, then it would not be
difficult for them to aim a wanton blow at a black boy in a fit of
anger, in a passing mood of frustration.

The fight took place one Saturday afternoon in the basement of
a Main Street building. Each white man who attended the fight
dropped his share of the pot into a hat that sat on the concrete
floor. Only white men were allowed in the basement; no women or
Negroes were admitted. Harrison and I were stripped to the waist.
A bright clectric bulb glowed above our heads. As the gloves were
ticd on my hands, I looked at Harrison and saw his cyes watching
me. Would he keep his promise? Doubt made me nervous.

We squared off and at once I knew that I had not thought suf-
ficiently about what 1 had bargained for. I could not pretend to
fight. Neither Harrison nor T knew enough about boxing to
deccive even a child for a moment. Now shame filled me. The white
men were smoking and yelling obscenities at us.

“Crush that nigger’s nuts, nigger!”

“Hit that nigger!”

“Aw, fight, you goddamn niggers!”
“Sock ’im in his ~k—g picce!”
“Make *im bleed!”

i
{
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I lashed out with a timid left. Harrison landed high on my head
and, before 1 knew it, T had landed a hard right on Harrison’s
mouth and blood came. Harrison shot a blow to my nosc. The
fight was on, was on against our will. I felt trapped and ashamed. 1
lashed out even harder, and the harder I fought the harder
Harrison fought. Our plans and promises now meant nothing. We
fought four hard rounds, stabbing, slugging, grunting, spitting,
cursing, crying, bleeding. The shame and anger we felt for having
allowed ourselves to be duped crept into our blows and blood ran
into our cyes, half blinding us. The hate we felt for the men whom
we had tried to cheat went into the blows we threw at cach other.
The white men made the rounds last as long as five minutes and
cach of us was afraid to stop and ask for time for fear of recciving a
blow that would knock us out. When we were on the point of col-
lapsing from exhaustion, they pulled us apart.

I could not look at Harrison. I hated him and I hated mysclf. I
clutched my five dollars in my fist and walked home. Harrison and I
avoided cach other after that and we rarcly spoke. The white men
attempted to arrange other fights for us, but we had sense enough
to refuse. I heard of other fights being staged between other black
boys, and cach time I heard those plans falling from the lips of the
white men in the factory 1 cased out of carshot. I felt that I had
done something unclean, something for which I could never prop-

erly atone.




