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			Langston Hughes was born in Joplin, Missouri, in 1901. After graduating from high school, he spent a year in Mexico, then a year studying at Columbia University. His first poem published in a nationally known magazine was “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” which appeared in The Crisis in 1921. In 1925, he was awarded first prize for poetry from the magazine Opportunity for his poem “The Weary Blues,” which gave its title to his first book of poems. Hughes received his BA from Lincoln University in Pennsylvania in 1929. Until his death in 1967, Hughes devoted his time to writing and lecturing. He wrote poetry, short stories, autobiography, song lyrics, essays, humor, and plays. In 1943, he was awarded an honorary Litt D by his alma mater; during his lifetime, he was also awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship, a Rosenwald Fellowship, and an American Academy of Arts and Letters grant. Today, his many works and his contribution to American letters continue to be cherished and celebrated around the world.
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			Introduction to the Vintage Classics Edition (2026)

			Of course there are the days to come, and the meals and the tears and the changes that will follow them.

			Interspersed among the deaths, disagreements, disgruntlement, and decisions found in Langston Hughes’s Not Without Laughter are the quiet moments for collection, recollection, connection, and recalibration. The son whose early decisions, at the outset of his path, will chart the course that determines the route of the rest of his life. The mother doing her best to salvage the dregs of possibility whilst attempting to carve space for herself. Itinerant fathers, guiding aunts, and maternal figures steering the course of whole communities. That Langston Hughes was able to capture these rhythms—at all—is deeply remarkable; his ability to construct them with depth, interiority, and layers in the form of a first novel is simply astounding. But such is Not Without Laughter—a text originally published in 1930—the first, and among the few of Hughes’s longer texts. The book is both subtle and polemic, totemic and quotidian. A slice of life and as large as life itself.

			Hughes’s novel serves as a sort of bildungsroman: “Sandy” Rogers is a Black youth coming of age in early 1900s Kansas. The constellations of his world are made up of his grandmother (Aunt Hager), his mother (Annjee), his father (Jimboy), and the various denizens of his town. There’s Tempy. Harriett. Mr. Siles. The white folks whose presence, largely off-screen, creates a sort of all-encompassing gravity. Through the manners in which Hughes’s characters love, learn, fight, and reconnect, Sandy comes to terms with what it means to occupy his body in this space and moment. His Blackness both reinforces and proscribes the possibilities in his immediate sphere, expanding and calcifying the borders of Sandy’s life.

			But what distinguishes the novel from its counterparts are the ways in which the characters surrounding Sandy are just as integral to its ecosystem as the protagonist himself: they’re neither accoutrements nor add-ons, they’re just as much of the world. While Not Without Laughter is certainly a coming-of-age story, it is also a coming-of-awareness narrative: a story of a Black man learning not only who he is, but how to be in the world.
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			The novel takes place on the cusp of the Great Depression: deep segregation permeates every aspect of Black life in the United States. Southern sharecroppers remain deeply entrenched in exploitation. Poverty serves as a trenchant marker of life in the South. The US military remains segregated (pertinent to the narrative insofar as “the war” and “war news” appears in the conversations within the contours of daily life; inquiring after the location of Jimboy, Harriett notes that he’s “[i]n the war, I suppose”). Barriers to political representation are entrenched within the country’s national and local infrastructures, barriers to literacy permeate every aspect of educational possibility, and Sandy, for all the obstacles facing him as a young man, finds himself unspooling the limited options presented in front of him.

			Perhaps one component ensuring Not Without Laughter remains relevant, even now, is the author’s mode of delivery: rather than a challenge to be overcome, Hughes presents the world that his characters occupy as a fact of life. Their constellations are defined by (and designed with) racism and structural inequality at every level; even still, the novel’s characters live their lives, extracting joy, humor, fear, love, and loss.

			
				After the rain the moon rose clear and bright and the clouds disappeared from the lately troubled sky. The stars sparkled calmly above the havoc of the storm, and it was still early evening as people emerged from their houses and began to investigate the damage brought by the twisting cyclone that had come with the sunset.

			

			Speaking of the text, Langston Hughes noted, “I wanted to write about a typical Negro family in the Middle West, about people like those I had known in Kansas. But mine was not a typical Negro family.” The parallels between life and art are transparent: both of Hughes’s grandfathers were white slave owners, while each of his grandmothers were enslaved Black women. His parents, Caroline (Carrie) and James Nathaniel Hughes had two children, and Hughes was born in Missouri in 1901. Their family unit was short-lived: not long after his birth, Hughes’s father divorced Carrie and migrated to Cuba, and then Mexico, in an attempt to leave the racism of the United States behind. This meant Carrie and her children were left in the Midwest to take care of themselves; attempting to find employment, she traveled to Kansas, leaving Hughes to be raised largely with his maternal grandmother, Mary Patterson.

			Hughes knew early on that he wanted to pursue a life in writing, but myriad obstacles stunted his early motions toward a career; his initial publications—after dropping out of Columbia in 1922, due to racism from faculty and his student cohort—followed a stint of odd jobs. He labored for a short period as a sea crewman, and spent several years in England among the Black expat community before a return to the United States to work under a historian at the Association for the Study of African American Life and History. He completed a stint as a hotel busboy when his first book of poetry, The Weary Blues, was published in 1926; it was during his time working at the hotel that Hughes’s life as a poet began to expand. Later, Hughes would return to schooling, at Lincoln University, where he graduated in 1929, before settling in New York: the city in which he would remain for much of the rest of his life

			Upon his move to the city, Hughes became a leader of the Harlem Renaissance. But the aims of Hughes’s work differed from those of the ascendant Black middle class surrounding him and his Harlem peers: their intention was to depict the challenges and difficulties Black Americans navigated on a daily basis, viewing these subjects as neither novelties nor narrative inconveniences, but narrative itself. In 1926, Hughes published the essay that would later serve as a sort of manifesto for both his work and that of his like-minded peers, titled “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain”:

			
				So I am ashamed for the black poet who says, “I want to be a poet, not a Negro poet,” as though his own racial world were not as interesting as any other world. I am ashamed, too, for the colored artist who runs from the painting of Negro faces to the painting of sunsets after the manner of the academicians because he fears the strange un-whiteness of his own features. An artist must be free to choose what he does, certainly, but he must also never be afraid to do what he might choose.

			

			In the same essay, Hughes continues to underline his declarations, making his intentions plain:

			
				We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased, we are glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased, we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn’t matter either. We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.

			

			The mere question of white acceptance—in publishing, and in life—was anathema to Hughes, a slap in the face of heritage. In a 1929 interview with Nicolás Guillén for the Afro-Hispanic Review, Hughes said:

			
				I really should have been a professional man. My family wanted me to be a doctor, a lawyer or an engineer. But to tell the truth, the only thing I’ve done since I was fourteen was write poetry—and poetry doesn’t sell for much. Let me put it this way, this was my way of reacting to the misery of poverty, to the terrible condition in which Blacks live in my country.

			

			Concurrently, Not Without Laughter’s reception mirrored this question of experience, accomplishing little to dispel the author’s concerns: in 1930, The New York Times remarked that the novel was “an intimate picture of that type of Negro life which has been so popular with white writers in the recent decade.” Hughes’s text was deemed accomplished but not necessarily notable. Perhaps it was due to the ubiquity of the text’s imagery in daily life, or maybe it was a byproduct of the author’s insistence that his words be interpreted on their own terms, in an intra-community conversation, divorced from the paradigm and value markers of whiteness.

			In either case, Sandy’s world, and Sandy’s town, remained ebullient: visible to those who truly saw it for what it was, its value and its beauty. As his career progressed, Hughes continued to resist compromise for the sake of exposure. He wouldn’t publish another piece of fiction for nearly three decades.
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			As much as the novel is a portrait of its moment—of Black lives traversing a country doing everything in its power to either manhandle or extinguish them—Not Without Laughter is also, crucially, a novel concerned with relationships.

			Relationships between boyhood and manhood. Relationships between men and women. Relationships to power, and to influence, and to the decisions one makes in systems designed to ensnare and extinguish them. Sandy’s sense of self is informed by the community surrounding him, characters also navigating the pitfalls of systemic racism inextricable from their selfhoods—but this doesn’t confuse them. Not really. It’s a fact of their lives. They are very well acquainted. And the novel treats this relationship accordingly.

			It’s also important to note that Not Without Laughter is, ultimately, a story about familial connection and, consequently, the gravity of maternal love. It is the women in Sandy’s life who provide direction, grounding, and purpose: when their foundation is rocked, the protagonist (and the novel) finds himself on shakier ground. The community is wayward without Sandy’s grandmother. Sandy’s mother works to hold the dam of her family together with the tools that she has. The women surrounding her grab hold in the fashions most accessible to them. The very town, whose residents are both Black and non-Black, is lost without Aunt Hager’s direction, discretion, and presence—but it is only upon her death that she is unambiguously celebrated for this.

			In this way, Hughes has written both concrete praise for Black maternal influence and an indictment of the systems in which this explicit and implicit labor is undervalued:

			
				There was no well-paid work for Negro men, so Annjee didn’t blame Jimboy for going away looking for something better. She’d go with him if it wasn’t for her mother. If she went, though, Aunt Hager wouldn’t have anybody for company but Harriett, and Harriett was the youngest and wildest of the three children. With Pa Williams dead going on ten years, Hager washing every day, Tempy married, and Annjee herself out working, there had been nobody to take much care of the little sister as she grew up.

			

			It is also worth considering the novel as an artifact of a familial narrative written by a queer man shortly after the First World War. Arnold Rampersad, the author’s primary biographer, deemed that Hughes was likely asexual, with a preference for African American men that ran through his work and life—but after the publication of his biography, Rampersad noted that he “heard a few things about him after my biography appeared to suggest that at about this time (around 1961) he began to let down his guard in certain private ways—including purchasing popular gay magazines—while living in an otherwise circumspect way, deceptive but not necessarily hypocritical.” Sandra L. West, author of Encyclopedia of the Harlem Renaissance, contends that Hughes was a queer man whose love for Black men was plainly visible in unpublished poems. Regardless, Hughes remained closeted sexually for the entirety of his life—the specifics of his sexual life, as far as the public is concerned, largely still belong to him alone.

			At the same time, it was largely understood within Harlem social circles that Hughes was a gay man. The only published fiction alluding to his queerness was “Blessed Assurance” a short story in his collection Something in Common, published by Hill & Wang in 1963—three decades after the appearance of Not Without Laughter. Sexual and social attitudes in the US shifted significantly following the Second World War, and Harlem remained an incubator for these new ideas—and, in his later years, Hughes gradually became more comfortable with various components of New York gay life, even if he was not explicitly a participant.

			But this—for a man who’d come of age in the Midwest, ensconced in the Christian church, beholden to vestiges of tradition—would mark a significant alteration and departure in his way of being. How had Hughes’s sense of family, obligation, and belonging changed over the course of three decades? What work and experiences would this shift of the self ultimately yield in Hughes’s life? And what about his perception of narrative, and the sense of the family as it’s posited in his lone novel? While it is fascinating to read this view of family and a more standard way of living from Hughes, the novel’s role as an artifact of awakening written by a queer Black man, drawing from what was possible for the author at the time, underscores its significance in the canon of American writing depicting questions of family and the quotidian.
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			There’s a moment near the novel’s conclusion when the narrator, omniscient for the entirety of the novel, seems particularly close to the action at hand. Not Sandy’s voice, exactly. Or even necessarily an entity sympathetic to the town. But an intimacy leaks through, tipping its hand, nodding to the journey its protagonist has both undergone and has yet to face:

			
				And Sandy knew that Buster meant what he said, for his light-skinned friend was one of those people who always go directly towards the things they want, as though the road is straight before them and they can see clearly all the way.

			

			It’s essential, in any text, to avoid the mistake of conflating the author’s life with those being written about. No corollary is explicit. But Hughes took care, in his description of the novel, to note that it was similar to his own boyhood.

			Sandy wants to finish high school in one place. His mother would like him to live with her in Chicago. His father remains itinerant, living to his own rhythms. His grandmother, the thrum and pulse of not only Sandy’s origins but their neighborhood’s, controls what she can, works to influence what she can’t, lives and dies, and life goes on. Sandy is left, at the novel’s end, with the prospect of the rest of his life to contend with—one that is his alone, but reminiscent of many young men of his generation.

			For all of its specificity, it’s in the rhythms of the narrative—of daily life and its ebbs and flows, arching and dipping, explosions whose significance aren’t always immediately understood—Hughes’s first novel is firmly lodged in the pantheon of global literature. The concerns of whether to stay or go, if blood ties pull stronger than desire lines, and the burden of heeding a call for tradition in lieu of pursuing untrodden ground, are echoed across narrative itself. Where the novel’s beats, in contemporary readings, may track as familiar, they were, upon publication, deeply notable in their regard. It was one thing to live a life, and another to see that life lived on paper. And so it is fitting that, among other endings in their respective worlds, the novel concludes with its characters spending a quiet moment with one another:

			
				In a Chinese café they found a quiet booth, where the two sisters talked until past midnight—with Sandy and Billy silent for the most part. Harriett told Annjee about Aunt Hager’s death and the funeral that chill rainy day, and how Tempy had behaved so coldly when it was all over…. But the conversation went back to Stanton, when Hager and Jimboy and all of them had lived together, laughing and quarrelling and playing the guitar—while the tea got cold and the chop suey hardened to a sticky mess as the sisters wept. Billy marked busily on the tablecloth meanwhile with a stubby pencil, explaining to Sandy a new and intricate system he had found for betting on the numbers.

			

			Not Without Laughter is an important text because of the circumstances in which it was written—a poetic novel from a premier American poet—and its concurrent care for its characters. But Hughes found value in their lives as people—for all of their context, and not solely because of it. They weren’t case studies. Nor were they archetypes. One enters the narrative with curiosity and departs it with love for Sandy, his family, the lives they’re living, and the rest of their lives to come. Hughes allows his characters to grow and to change. He allows some of them to change their minds. The humanity he bestows upon the prose is what allows the novel to live past its final sentences. There is more life for these characters. More deaths, more births. More dinners. More journeys, more failures, and more challenges and changes to come. By design, and with intention, undergirded by depth of feeling.

			
				When Sandy and his mother started home, it was very late, but in a little Southern church in a side street, some old black worshippers were still holding their nightly meeting. High and fervently they were singing.

			

			And so life, for Sandy, as ever, goes on. So does the world in which he lives. Would that this were true of every narrative.

			Bryan Washington

			Tokyo, Japan

			July 2025

			Bryan Washington is the author of the story collection Lot and the novels Memorial, Family Meal, and Palaver. A National Book Award 5 Under 35 Honoree, he is the winner of the Dylan Thomas Prize, the NYPL Young Lions Fiction Award, the Ernest J. Gaines Award for Literary Excellence, two Lambda Literary Awards, and an O. Henry Prize, and he has been a finalist for a National Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction, the Aspen Words Literary Prize, the Center for Fiction First Novel Prize, the Andrew Carnegie Medal of Excellence, and the James Tait Black Prize. A frequent contributor to The New Yorker and The New York Times, his writing has also appeared in Granta, New York, Time, GQ, and Esquire, among many other places. He is based in Tokyo.
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				1

				Storm

			
			Aunt Hager Williams stood in her doorway and looked out at the sun. The western sky was a sulphurous yellow and the sun a red ball dropping slowly behind the trees and house-tops. Its setting left the rest of the heavens grey with clouds.

			“Huh! A storm’s comin’,” said Aunt Hager aloud.

			A pullet ran across the back yard and into a square-cut hole in an unpainted piano-box which served as the roosting-house. An old hen clucked her brood together and, with the tiny chicks, went into a small box beside the large one. The air was very still. Not a leaf stirred on the green apple-tree. Not a single closed flower of the morning-glories trembled on the back fence. The air was very still and yellow. Something sultry and oppressive made a small boy in the doorway stand closer to his grandmother, clutching her apron with his brown hands.

			“Sho is a storm comin’,” said Aunt Hager.

			“I hope mama gets home ’fore it rains,” remarked the brown child holding to the old woman’s apron. “Hope she gets home.”

			“I does, too,” said Aunt Hager. “But I’s skeared she won’t.”

			Just then great drops of water began to fall heavily into the back yard, pounding up little clouds of dust where each drop struck the earth. For a few moments they pattered violently on the roof like a series of hammer-strokes; then suddenly they ceased.

			“Come in, chile,” said Aunt Hager.

			She closed the door as the green apple-tree began to sway in the wind and a small hard apple fell, rolling rapidly down the top of the piano-box that sheltered the chickens. Inside the kitchen it was almost dark. While Aunt Hager lighted an oil-lamp, the child climbed to a chair and peered through the square window into the yard. The leaves and flowers of the morning-glory vines on the back fence were bending with the rising wind. And across the alley at the big house, Mrs. Kennedy’s rear screen-door banged to and fro, and Sandy saw her garbage-pail suddenly tip over and roll down into the yard, scattering potato-peelings on the white steps.

			“Sho gwine be a terrible storm,” said Hager as she turned up the wick of the light and put the chimney on. Then, glancing through the window, she saw a black cloud twisting like a ribbon in the western sky, and the old woman screamed aloud in sudden terror: “It’s a cyclone! It’s gwine be a cyclone! Sandy, let’s get over to Mis’ Carter’s quick, ’cause we ain’t got no cellar here. Come on, chile, let’s get! Come on, chile!…Come on, chile!”

			Hurriedly she blew out the light, grabbed the boy’s hand; and together they rushed through the little house towards the front. It was quite dark in the inner rooms, but through the parlor windows came a sort of sooty grey-green light that was rapidly turning to blackness.

			“Lawd help us, Jesus!”

			Aunt Hager opened the front door, but before she or the child could move, a great roaring sound suddenly shook the world, and, with a deafening division of wood from wood, they saw their front porch rise into the air and go hurtling off into space. Sailing high in the gathering darkness, the porch was soon lost to sight. And the black wind blew with terrific force, numbing the ear-drums.

			For a moment the little house trembled and swayed and creaked as though it were about to fall.

			“Help me to shut this do’,” Aunt Hager screamed; “help me to shut it, Lawd!” as with all her might she struggled against the open door, which the wind held back, but finally it closed and the lock caught. Then she sank to the floor with her back against the wall, while her small grandson trembled like a leaf as she took him in her lap, mumbling: “What a storm!…O, Lawdy!…O, ma chile, what a storm!”

			They could hear the crackling of timbers and the rolling limbs of trees that the wind swept across the roof. Her arms tightened about the boy.

			“Dear Jesus!” she said. “I wonder where is yo’ mama? S’pose she started out fo’ home ’fore this storm come up!” Then in a scream: “Have mercy on ma Annjee! O, Lawd, have mercy on this chile’s mama! Have mercy on all ma chillens! Ma Harriett, an’ ma Tempy, an’ ma Annjee, what’s maybe all of ’em out in de storm! O, Lawd!”

			A dry crack of lightning split the darkness, and the boy began to wail. Then the rain broke. The old woman could not see the crying child she held, nor could the boy hear the broken voice of his grandmother, who had begun to pray as the rain crashed through the inky blackness. For a long while it roared on the roof of the house and pounded at the windows, until finally the two within became silent, hushing their cries. Then only the lashing noise of the water, coupled with the feeling that something terrible was happening, or had already happened, filled the evening air.

			

			—

			After the rain the moon rose clear and bright and the clouds disappeared from the lately troubled sky. The stars sparkled calmly above the havoc of the storm, and it was still early evening as people emerged from their houses and began to investigate the damage brought by the twisting cyclone that had come with the sunset. Through the rubbish-filled streets men drove slowly with horse and buggy or automobile. The fire-engine was out, banging away, and the soft tang-tang-tang of the motor ambulance could be heard in the distance carrying off the injured.

			Black Aunt Hager and her brown grandson put their rubbers on and stood in the water-soaked front yard looking at the porchless house where they lived. Platform, steps, pillars, roof, and all had been blown away. Not a semblance of a porch was left and the front door opened bare into the yard. It was grotesque and funny. Hager laughed.

			“Cyclone sho did a good job,” she said. “Looks like I ain’t never had no porch.”

			Madam de Carter, from next door, came across the grass, her large mouth full of chattering sympathy for her neighbor.

			“But praise God for sparing our lives! It might’ve been worse, Sister Williams! It might’ve been much more calamitouser! As it is, I lost nothin’ more’n a chimney and two wash-tubs which was settin’ in the back yard. A few trees broke down don’t ’mount to nothin’. We’s livin’, ain’t we? And we’s more importanter than trees is any day!” Her gold teeth sparkled in the moonlight.

			“’Deed so,” agreed Hager emphatically. “Let’s move on down de block, Sister, an’ see what mo’ de Lawd has ’stroyed or spared this evenin’. He’s gin us plenty moonlight after de storm so we po’ humans can see this lesson o’ His’n to a sinful world.”

			The two elderly colored women picked their way about on the wet walk, littered with twigs and branches of broken foliage. The little brown boy followed, with his eyes wide at the sight of baby-carriages, window-sashes, shingles, and tree-limbs scattered about in the roadway. Large numbers of people were out, some standing on porches, some carrying lanterns, picking up useful articles from the streets, some wringing their hands in a daze.

			Near the corner a small crowd had gathered quietly.

			“Mis’ Gavitt’s killed,” somebody said.

			“Lawd help!” burst from Aunt Hager and Madam de Carter simultaneously.

			“Mister and Mis’ Gavitt’s both dead,” added a nervous young white man, bursting with the news. “We live next door to ’em, and their house turned clean over! Came near hitting us and breaking our side-wall in.”

			“Have mercy!” said the two women, but Sandy slipped away from his grandmother and pushed through the crowd. He ran round the corner to where he could see the overturned house of the unfortunate Gavitts.

			Good white folks, the Gavitts, Aunt Hager had often said, and now their large frame dwelling lay on its side like a doll’s mansion, with broken furniture strewn carelessly on the wet lawn—and they were dead. Sandy saw a piano flat on its back in the grass. Its ivory keys gleamed in the moonlight like grinning teeth, and the strange sight made his little body shiver, so he hurried back through the crowd looking for his grandmother. As he passed the corner, he heard a woman sobbing hysterically within the wide house there.

			His grandmother was no longer standing where he had left her, but he found Madam de Carter and took hold of her hand. She was in the midst of a group of excited white and colored women. One frail old lady was saying in a high determined voice that she had never seen a cyclone like this in her whole life, and she had lived here in Kansas, if you please, going on seventy-three years. Madam de Carter, chattering nervously, began to tell them how she had recognized its coming and had rushed to the cellar the minute she saw the sky turn green. She had not come up until the rain stopped, so frightened had she been. She was extravagantly enjoying the telling of her fears as Sandy kept tugging at her hand.

			“Where’s my grandma?” he demanded. Madam de Carter, however, did not cease talking to answer his question.

			“What do you want, sonny?” finally one of the white women asked, bending down when he looked as if he were about to cry. “Aunt Hager?…Why, she’s inside helping them calm poor Mrs. Gavitt’s niece. Your grandmother’s good to have around when folks are sick or grieving, you know. Run and set on the steps like a nice boy and wait until she comes out.” So Sandy left the women and went to sit in the dark on the steps of the big corner house where the niece of the dead Mrs. Gavitt lived. There were some people on the porch, but they soon passed through the screen-door into the house or went away down the street. The moonlight cast weird shadows across the damp steps where Sandy sat, and it was dark there under the trees in spite of the moon, for the old house was built far back from the street in a yard full of oaks and maples, and Sandy could see the light from an upstairs window reflecting on the wet leaves of their nearest boughs. He heard a girl screaming, too, up there where the light was burning, and he knew that Aunt Hager was putting cold cloths on her head, or rubbing her hands, or driving folks out of the room, and talking kind to her so that she would soon be better.

			All the neighborhood, white or colored, called his grandmother when something happened. She was a good nurse, they said, and sick folks liked her around. Aunt Hager always came when they called, too, bringing maybe a little soup that she had made or a jelly. Sometimes they paid her and sometimes they didn’t. But Sandy had never had to sit outdoors in the darkness waiting for her before. He leaned his small back against the top step and rested his elbows on the porch behind him. It was growing late and the people in the streets had all disappeared.

			There, in the dark, the little fellow began to think about his mother, who worked on the other side of town for a rich white lady named Mrs. J. J. Rice. And suddenly frightful thoughts came into his mind. Suppose she had left for home just as the storm came up! Almost always his mother was home before dark—but she wasn’t there tonight when the storm came—and she should have been home! This thought appalled him. She should have been there! But maybe she had been caught by the storm and blown away as she walked down Main Street! Maybe Annjee had been carried off by the great black wind that had overturned the Gavitts’ house and taken his grandma’s porch flying through the air! Maybe the cyclone had gotten his mother, Sandy thought. He wanted her! Where was she? Had something terrible happened to her? Where was she now?

			The big tears began to roll down his cheeks—but the little fellow held back the sobs that wanted to come. He decided he wasn’t going to cry and make a racket there by himself on the strange steps of these white folks’ house. He wasn’t going to cry like a big baby in the dark. So he wiped his eyes, kicked his heels against the cement walk, lay down on the top step, and, by and by, sniffled himself to sleep.

			

			—

			“Wake up, son!” Someone was shaking him. “You’ll catch your death o’ cold sleeping on the wet steps like this. We’re going home now. Don’t want me to have to carry a big man like you, do you, boy?…Wake up, Sandy!” His mother stooped to lift his long little body from the wide steps. She held him against her soft heavy breasts and let his head rest on one of her shoulders while his feet, in their muddy rubbers, hung down against her dress.

			“Where you been, mama?” the boy asked drowsily, tightening his arms about her neck. “I been waiting for you.”

			“Oh, I been home a long time, worried to death about you and ma till I heard from Madam Carter that you-all was down here nursing the sick. I stopped at your Aunt Tempy’s house when I seen the storm coming.”

			“I was afraid you got blowed away, mama,” murmured Sandy sleepily. “Let’s go home, mama. I’m glad you ain’t got blowed away.”

			On the porch Aunt Hager was talking to a pale white man and two thin white women standing at the door of the lighted hallway. “Just let Mis’ Agnes sleep,” she was saying. “She’ll be all right now, an’ I’ll come back in de mawnin’ to see ’bout her…. Good-night, you-all.”

			The old colored woman joined her daughter and they started home, walking through the streets filled with debris and puddles of muddy water reflecting the moon.

			“You’re certainly heavy, boy,” remarked Sandy’s mother to the child she held, but he didn’t answer.

			“I’m right glad you come for me, Annjee,” Hager said. “I wonder is yo’ sister all right out yonder at de country club…. An’ I was so worried ’bout you I didn’t know what to do—skeared you might a got caught in this twister, ’cause it were cert’ly awful!”

			“I was at Tempy’s!” Annjee replied. “And I was nearly crazy, but I just left everything in the hands o’ God. That’s all.” In silence they walked on, a piece; then hesitantly, to her mother: “There wasn’t any mail for me today, was there, ma?”

			“Not a speck!” the old woman replied shortly. “Mail-man passed on by.”

			For a few minutes there was silence again as they walked. Then, “It’s goin’ on three weeks he’s been gone, and he ain’t written a line,” the younger woman complained, shifting the child to her right arm. “Seems like Jimboy would let a body know where he is, ma, wouldn’t it?”

			“Huh! That ain’t nothin’! He’s been gone before this an’ he ain’t wrote, ain’t he? Here you is worryin’ ’bout a letter from that good-for-nothing husband o’ your’n—an’ there’s ma house settin’ up without a porch to its name!…Ain’t you seed what de devil’s done done on earth this evenin’, chile?…An’ yet de first thing you ask me ’bout is de mail-man!…Lawd! Lawd!…You an’ that Jimboy!”

			Aunt Hager lifted her heavy body over fallen tree-trunks and across puddles, but between puffs she managed to voice her indignation, so Annjee said no more concerning letters from her husband. Instead they went back to the subject of the cyclone. “I’m just thankful, ma, it didn’t blow the whole house down and you with it, that’s all! I was certainly worried!…And then you-all was gone when I got home! Gone on out—nursing that white woman…. It’s too bad ’bout poor Mis’ Gavitt, though, and old man Gavitt, ain’t it?”

			“Yes, indeedy!” said Aunt Hager. “It’s sho too bad. They was certainly good old white folks! An’ her married niece is takin’ it mighty hard, po’ little soul. I was nigh two hours, her husband an’ me, tryin’ to bring her out o’ de hysterics. Tremblin’ like a lamb all over, she was.” They were turning into the yard. “Be careful with that chile, Annjee, you don’t trip on none o’ them boards nor branches an’ fall with him.”

			“Put me down, ’cause I’m awake,” said Sandy.

			The old house looked queer without a porch. In the moonlight he could see the long nails that had held the porch roof to the weather-boarding. His grandmother climbed slowly over the door-sill, and his mother lifted him to the floor level as Aunt Hager lit the large oil-lamp on the parlor table. Then they went back to the bedroom, where the youngster took off his clothes, said his prayers, and climbed into the high feather bed where he slept with Annjee. Aunt Hager went to the next room, but for a long time she talked back and forth through the doorway to her daughter about the storm.

			“We was just startin’ out fo’ Mis’ Carter’s cellar, me an’ Sandy,” she said several times. “But de Lawd was with us! He held us back! Praise His name! We ain’t harmed, none of us—’ceptin’ I don’t know ’bout ma Harriett at de club. But you’s all right. An’ you say Tempy’s all right, too. An’ I prays that Harriett ain’t been touched out there in de country where she’s workin’. Maybe de storm ain’t passed that way.”

			Then they spoke about the white people where Annjee worked…and about the elder sister Tempy’s prosperity. Then Sandy heard his grandmother climb into bed, and a few minutes after the springs screaked under her, she had begun to snore. Annjee closed the door between their rooms and slowly began to unlace her wet shoes.

			“Sandy,” she whispered, “we ain’t had no word yet from your father since he left. I know he goes away and stays away like this and don’t write, but I’m sure worried. Hope the cyclone ain’t passed nowhere near wherever he is, and I hope ain’t nothin’ hurt him…. I’m gonna pray for him, Sandy. I’m gonna ask God right now to take care o’ Jimboy…. The Lawd knows, I wants him to come back!…I loves him…. We both loves him, don’t we, child? And we want him to come on back!”

			She knelt down beside the bed in her night-dress and kept her head bowed for a long time. Before she got up, Sandy had gone to sleep.

		

	
		
			
				2

				Conversation

			
			It was broad daylight in the town of Stanton and had been for a long time.

			“Get out o’ that bed, boy!” Aunt Hager yelled. “Here’s Buster waitin’ out in de yard to play with you, an’ you still sleepin’!”

			“Aw, tell him to cut off his curls,” retorted Sandy, but his grandmother was in no mood for fooling.

			“Stop talkin’ ’bout that chile’s haid and put yo’ clothes on. Nine o’clock an’ you ain’t up yet! Shame on you!” She shouted from the kitchen, where Sandy could hear the fire crackling and smell coffee boiling.

			He kicked the sheet off with his bare feet and rolled over and over on the soft feather tick. There was plenty of room to roll now, because his mother had long since got up and gone to Mrs. J. J. Rice’s to work.

			“Tell Bus I’m coming,” Sandy yelled, jumping into his trousers and running with bare feet towards the door. “Is he got his marbles?”

			“Come back here, sir, an’ put them shoes on,” cried Hager, stopping him on his way out. “Yo’ feet’ll get long as yard-sticks and flat as pancakes runnin’ round barefooted all de time. An’ wash yo’ face, sir. Buster ain’t got a thing to do but wait. An’ eat yo’ breakfast.”

			The air was warm with sunlight, and hundreds of purple and white morning-glories laughed on the back fence. Earth and sky were fresh and clean after the
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