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When We Were Colored

The Trouble Is . .. 11

Smith across the street, the boys’ bosses from the store—who
all came to bring flowers and candy, tokens of affection. And
strange as it may seem, I never heard my brothers mention the
boys who did it. Somehow they did not seem important—at
least not as individuals. But as symbols of the cruel bigotry
and fanaticism under which we lived, the wounds went deep.

It was the scars that bothered Sam. He had several across
his face and he would look into the mirror and say, “Now I
look like just what they think I am—a good-for-nothing cut-
throat. Now I'll never get a decent job.” And my mother and
father got medicine to put on the scars so theyd fade away;
with hardly any money to live on they got medicine for the
scars. But I knew the scars were deeper than that.

Past the surface scratches of the hoodlums’ switchblades,
buried under the sugarcoatings of the Mrs. Bookmans and
friendly whites that we knew, were the deep, ugly bruises of a
lifetime of blows—the long, long walk on a cold, wintry day to
the segregated school, the push to the back of the bus, the climb
to the “jim crow” section of the theater to see a special movie,
the longing walk past the spacious parks and swimming pools
reserved for whites, and his job—truck driver, under the super-
vision of a man whose education could not touch his own. The
switchblade scars were only surface marks—a symbol of “what
they think I am.”

But it was to Mama’s credit that what zhey thought we
were was no indication of what we thought we were.
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