16 READING CRITICALLY

I had forgotten the incident completely, ungij | ;
Trey Ellis’s essay, “«Remember My Name,” in , I'Cc:,d »
issue of the Village Voice' (Iung 18, .1989)_ But there it
the middle of an extended italicized list of the bynape, 0:}
“the race” (“the race” or “our pcoplc” 'bcmg the termg %
in polite or rcvcrcntla_l discourse, “ligabosl
more commonly used in anger, jest, or ke
“George.” Now the events of that very bri:f
d so vividly that I wonder why had

parents used
or “nigger”

disgust), it was: [
exchange return to min

forgotten it. ‘
My father and I were walking home at dusk from hi

second job. He “moonlighted” as a janitor in the evenjy
for the telephone company. Every day but Saturday, he
would come home at 3:30 from his regular job at the Paper
mill, wash up, eat supper, then at 4:30 head downtowy tol
his second job. He used to make jokes frequently aboy; ,
union official who moonlighted. I never got the joke, py,
he and his friends thought it was hilarious. All T knew waj
that my family always ate well, that my brother and | had ~28
new clothes to wear, and that all of the white people j, ~—
Piedmont, West Virginia, treated my parents with ap odd =
mixture of resentment and respect that even we understopq
at the time had something directly to do with a small by,
certain measure of financial security. o

He had left a little early that evening because I was with p,.
him and I had to be in bed early. I could not have been more
than five or six, and we had stopped off at the Cut-Rate Drug —
Store (where no black person in town but my father could sjt ~—
down to eat, and eat off real plates with real silverware) so that ] ——
could buy some caramel ice cream, two scOOps in a wafer cone,
please, which I was busy licking when Mr. Wilson walked by 3

Mr. Wilson was a very quiet man, whose stony, brood- p
ing, silent manner seemed designed to scare off any overtures
of friendship, even from white people. He was Irish, as was —
one-third of our village (another third being Italian), the more
affluent among whom sent their children to “Catholic School” —
across the bridge in Maryland. He had white straight hair, like _
my Uncle Joe, whom he uncannily resembled, and he carrieda —_
black worn metal lunch pail, the kind that Riley? carried on the —
television show. My father always spoke to him, and for reasons —
that we never did understand, he always spoke to my father.

1. Village Voice: a nationally distributed weekly newspaper published in N
2. A character on the U.S. television show The Life of Riley, a blue-collar,
popular in the 1950s. os
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