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of the novel’s expansive form. In his short stories collected in Going to Meet the Man
(1965), the racial terrorism of America as he perceived it made its own grotesque stylis-
tic statement. The writer’s challenge was.to maintain steady control in the face of atroc-
ities that might otherwise disrupt the narrative’s ability to contain such events.

His later novels, Tell Me How Long the Train's Been Gone (1968) and Just above My
Head (1979), were more polemical. Like his fellow novelist Norman Mailer, Baldwin
risked advertising himself too strenuously and sometimes let spokesmanship become

aprimary motivator. Like Ellison, he experienced many pressures to be more than just
awriter, but he nevertheless produced artistically significant novels and stories.No
black writer has been better able to imagine white experience, to speak in various
tones of different kinds and behaviors of people or places other than his own. In its
sensitivity to shades of discrimination and moral shape, and in its commitment—
despite everything—to America, his voice was comparable in importance to that of any
person of letters from recent decades, as tributes paid to him at his death agreed.

The text is from Going to Meet the Man (1965).

Goiﬁg to Meet the Man

“VVhats the matter?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said, trying to laugh, “I guess I'm tired.”

“You've been - working too hard,” she said. “I keep telling you.”

“Well, goddammit, woman,” he said, “it’s not my fault!” He tried again; he
wretchedly failed again. Then he just lay there, silent, angry, and helpless. Excite-
ment filled him like a toothache, but it refused to enter his flesh. He stroked her
breast. This was his wife. He could not ask her to do just a little thing for him,
just to help him out, just for a little while, the way he could ask a nigger girl to
do it. He lay there, and he sighed. The 'image of a black girl caused a distant
excitement in him, like a far-away light; but, again, the excitement was more hke

~pain;-instead-of forcing him to act, it made action impessible.

“Go to sleep,” she said, gently, “you got a hard day tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” he said, and rolled over on his side, facing her, one hand still on one
breast. “Goddamn the niggers. The black stinking coons. You'd think they’d
learn. Wouldn’t you think they'd learn? I mean, wouldn't you?”

“They going to be out there tomorrow,” she said, and took his hand away,
“get some sleep.”

He lay there, one hand between his legs, staring at the frall sanctuary of
his wife, A faint light came from the shutters; the moon was full. Two dogs,
far away, were barking at each other, back and forth, insistently, as though
they were agreeing to make an appointment. He heard a car coming north on
the road and he half sat up, his hand reaching for his holster, which was on
a chair near the bed, on top of his pants. The lights hit the shutters and
seemed to travel across the room and then went out. The sound of the car
slipped away, he heard it hit gravel, then heard it no more. Some liver-lipped
students, probably, heading back to that college—but coming from where?
His watch said it was two in the morning. They could be coming from.any-
Wwhere, from out of state most likely, and they would be at the court-house
tomorrow. The niggers were getting ready. Well, they would be ready, too.

He moaned. He wanted to let whatever was in him out; but it wouldn’t
come out. Goddamn! he said aloud, and turned again, on his side, away from
Grace, staring at the shutters. He was a big, healthy man and he had never
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had any trouble sleeping. And he wasn't old enough yet to have any trouble
getting it up—he was only forty-two. And he was a good man, a God-fearing
man, he had tried to do his duty all his life, and he had been a deputy sher-
iff for several years. Nothing had ever bothered him before, certainly not get-
ting it up. Sometimes, sure, like any other man, he knew that he wanted a
little more spice than Grace could give him and he would drive over yonder
and pick up a black piece or arrest her, it came to the same thing, but he
couldn’t do that now, no more. There was no telling what might happen once
your ass was in the air. And they were low enough to kill a man then, too,
every one of them, or the girl herself might do it, right while she was making
believe you made her feel so good. The niggers. What had the good Lord
Almighty had in mind when he made the niggers? Well. They were pretty good
at that, all right. Damn. Damn. Goddamn.

This wasn't helping him to sleep. He turned again, toward Grace again, and

moved close to her warm body. He felt something he had never felt before,

He felt that he would like to hold her, hold her, hold her, and be buried in her
like a child and never have to get up in the morning again and go downtown
to face those faces, good Christ, they were ugly! and never have to enter that
jail house again and smell that smell and hear that singing; never again feel
that filthy, kinky, greasy hair under his hand, never again watch those black
breasts leap against the leaping cattle-prod, never-hearthosemoans again or
watch that blood run down or the fat lips split or the sealed eyes struggle
open. They were animals, they were no better than animals, what could be
done with people like that? Here they had been in a civilized country for years
and they still lived like animals. Their houses were dark, with oil cloth or card-
board in the windows, the smell was enough to make you puke your guts out,
and there they sat, a whole tribe, pumping out kids, it looked like, every damn
five minutes, and laughing and talking and playing music like they didn’t have
a care in the world, and he reckoned they didn’t, neither, and coming to the
door, into the sunlight, just standing there, just looking foolish, not thinking
of anything but just getting back to what they were doing, saying, Yes suh, M.
Jesse. I surely will, Mr. Jesse. Fine weather, Mr. Jesse. Why, I thank you, M.
Jesse. He had worked for a mail-order house for a while and it had been his
job to collect the payments for the stuff they bought. They were too dumb to
know that they were being cheated blind, but that was no skin off his ass—
he was just supposed to do his job. They would be late—they didn’t have the
sense to put money aside; but it was easy to scare.them, and he never really
had any trouble. Hell, they all liked him, the kids used to smile when he came
to the door. He gave them candy, sometimes, or chewing gum, and rubbed
their rough bullet heads—maybe the candy should have been poisoned.
Those kids were grown now. He had had trouble with one of them today.

“There was this nigger today,” he said; and stopped; his voice sounded
peculiar. He touched Grace. “You awake?” he asked. She mumbled some-
thing, impatiently, she was probably telling him to go to sleep. It was all right.
He knew that he was not alone.

“What a funny time,” he said, “to be thinking about a thing like that—you
listening?” She mumbled something again. He rolled over on his back. “This
nigger’s one of the ringleaders. We had trouble with him Before. We must have
had him out there at the work farm three or four times. Well, Big Jim C. and

some of the boys really had to whip that nigger’s ass today.” He looked over at
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Grace; he could not tell whether she was listening or not; and he was afraid
0 ask again. “They had this line you know, to register”—he laughed, but she
4id not—"and they wouldn't stay where Big Jim C. wanted them, no, they had
o start blocking traffic all around the court house so couldn’t nothing or
nobody get through, and Big Jim C. told them to disperse and they wouldn’t
move, they just kept up that singing, and Big Jim C. figured that the others
would move if this nigger would move, him being the ringleader, but he would-
2t move and he wouldn't let the others move, so they had to beat him and a
couple of the others and they threw them in the wagon—but I didn’t see this
nigger till T got to the jail. They were still singing and I was supposed to make
them stop. Well, I couldn’t make them stop for me but I knew he could make
them stop. He was lying on the ground jerking and moaning, they had threw
him in a cell by himself, and blood was coming out his ears from where Big
Jim C. and his boys had whipped him. Wouldn’t you think they'd learn? I put
the prod to him and he jerked some more and he kind of screamed—but he
didn’t have much voice left. “You make them stop that singing,” I said to him,
“you hear me? You make them stop that singing.” He acted like he didn't hear
me and I put it to him again, under his arms, and he just rolled around on the
floor and blood started coming from his mouth. He'd pissed his pants already.”
He paused. His mouth felt dry and his throat was as rough as sandpaper; as
he talked, he began to hurt all over with that peculiar excitement which
refused to be released. “You all are going to stop your singing, I said to him,
and you are going to stop coming down to the court house and disrupting traf-
fic and molesting the people and keeping us from our duties and keeping doc-
tors from getting to sick white women and getting all them Northerners in this
town to give our town a bad name—!" As he said this, he kept prodding the
boy, sweat pouring from beneath the helmet he had not yet taken off. The boy
rolled around in his own dirt and water and blood and tried to scream again

-as the prod-hit his' testicles, but the scream did not come out, only a kind of

rattle and a moan. He stopped. He was not supposed to kill the nigger. The
cell was filled with a terrible odor. The boy was still. “You hear me?” he called.
“You had enough?” The singing went on. “You had enough?” His foot leapt out,
he had not known it was going to, and caught the boy flush on the jaw. Jesus,
he thought, this ain't no nigger, this is a goddamn bull, and he screamed again,

* “You had enough? You going to make them stop that singing now?”

But the boy was out. And now he was shaking worse than the boy had been
shaking. He was glad no one could see him. At the same time, he felt very
close to a very peculiar, particular joy; something deep in him and deep in his
memory was stirred, but whatever was in his memory eluded him. He took
off his helmet. He walked to the cell door.

“White man,” said the boy, from the floor, behind him.

He stopped. For some reason, he grabbed his privates.

“You remember Old Julia?”

The boy said, from the floor, with his mouth full of blood, and one eye,
barely open, glaring like the eye of a cat in the dark, “My grandmother’s name
was Mrs. Julia Blossom. Mrs. Julia Blossom. You going to call our women by
their right names yet.—And those kids ain’t going to stop singing. We going
to keep on singing until every one of you miserable white mothers go stark
raving out of your minds.” Then he closed the one eye; he spat blood; his head
fell back against the floor.

’
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He looked down at the boy, whom he had been seeing, off and on, for more
than a year, and suddenly remembered him: Old Julia had been one of hj
mail-order customers, a nice old woman. He had not seen her for years, }¢
supposed that she must be dead.

He had walked into the yard the boy had been sitting in a swing He haq
smiled at the boy, and asked, “Old Julia home?”

The boy looked at him for a long time before he answered Don t no QI
Julia live here.”

“This is her house. I know her. She’s lived her for years.” :

The boy shook his head. “You might know a Old Julia someplace else Whlte
man. But don’t nobody by that name live here.”

He watched the boy; the boy watched him. The boy certainly wasn’t more
than ten. White man. He didn’t have time to be foohng around W1th some
crazy kid. He yelled, “Hey! Old Julia!”

But only silence answered him. The expression on the boy’s face did not
change. The sun beat down on them both, still and silent; he had the feehng
that he had been caught up in a nightmare, a nightmare dreamed by a child,
perhaps one of the nightmares he himself had dreamed as a child. It had that
feeling—everything familiar, without undergoing any other change, had beey;
subtly and hideously displaced: the trees, the sun, the patches of grass in the
yard, the leaning porch and the weary porch steps and the card-board in‘the
windows and the black hole of the door which looked like the entrance to a
cave, and the eyes of the pickaninny, all, all, were charged with malevolence,
White man. He looked at the boy. “She’s gone out?”

The boy said nothing. .

“Well,” he said, “tell her I passed by and I'll pass by next week.” He started
to go; he stopped. “You want some chewing gum?”

The boy got down from the swing and started for the house. He said, ‘I
don’t want nothing you got, white man.” He walked into the house and closed
the door behind him.’

Now the boy looked as though he were dead. Jesse wanted to go over to
him and pick him up and pistol whip him until the boy’s head burst open like
a melon. He began to tremble with what he believed was rage, sweat, both
cold and hot, raced down his body, the singing filled him as though it were
a weird, uncontrollable, monstrous howling rumbling up from the depths of
his own belly, he felt an icy fear rise in him and raise himup, and he shouted,
he howled, “You lucky we pump some white blood into you every once in a
while—your women! Here’s what 1 got for all the black bitches in the
world—!” Then he was, abruptly, almost too weak to stand; to his bewilder-
ment, his horror, beneath his own fingers, he felt himself violently stiffen—
with no warning at all;-he dropped his hands-and he stared at the boy and
he left the cell.

“All that singing they do,” he said. “All that singing.” He could not remem-

- ber the first time hé had heard it; he had been hearing it all his life. It was

the sound with which he was most familiar—though it was also the sound of
which he had been least conscious—and it had always contained an obscure
comfort. They were singing to God. They were singing for mercy and they
hoped to go to heaven, and he had even sometimes felt, when looking into

the eyes of some of the old women, a few of the very old men, that they were . - :

singing for mercy for his soul, too. Of course he had never thought of their
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heaven or of what God was, or could be, for them; God was the same for
everyone, he supposed, and heaven was where' good people went—he sup-
posed. He had never thought much about what it meant to be a good person.
He tried to be a good person and treat everybody right: it wasn't his fault if
the niggers had taken it into their heads to fight against God and go against
the rules laid down in the Bible for everyone to read! Any preacher would tell
you that. He was only doing his duty: protecting white people from the nig-
gers and the niggers from themselves. And there were still lots of good nig-
gers around—he had to remember that; they weren't all like that boy this
afternoon; and the good niggers must be mighty sad to see what was hap-
pening to their people. They would thank him when this was over. In that way
they had, the best of them, not quite looking him in the eye, in a low voice;,
with a little smile: We surely thanks you, Mr. Jesse. From the bottom of our
hearts, we thanks you. He smiled. They hadn't.all gone crazy. This trouble
would pass.—He knew that the young people had changed some of the words
to the songs. He had scarcely listened to the words before and he did not lis-
ten to them now; but he knew that the words were different; he could hear
that much. He did not know if the faces were different, he had never, before
this trouble began, watched them as they sang, but he certainly did not like
what he saw niow. They hated him, and this hatred was blacker than -their
hearts, blacker than their skins, redder than their blood, and harder, by far,
than his club. Each day, each night, he felt worn out, aching, with their smell
in his nostrils and filling his lungs, as though he were drowning—drowning
in niggers; and it was all to be done again when he awoke. It would never-end.
It would never end. Perhaps this was what the singing had meant all along.
They had not been- singing black folks into heaven, they had been singing
white folks into hell. : -
Everyone felt this black suspicion in many ways, but no one knew how to
express it. Men much older than he, who.had been responsible for law and
order much longer than he, were now much quieter than they had been, and
the tone of their jokes, in a way that he could not quite put his finger on, had
changed. These men were his models, they had been friends to his father, and
they had taught him what it meant to be a man. He looked to them for
courage now. It wasn't that he didn’t know that what he was doing was right—

" he knew that, nobody had to tell him that; it was only that he missed the ease

of former years. But they didn’t have much time to hang out with-each other
these days. They tended to stay close to their families every free minute
because nobody knew what might happen next. Explosions rocked the night
of their tranquil town. Each time each man wondered silently if perhaps this
time the dynamite had not fallen into the wrong hands. They thought that
they knew where all the guns were; but they could not possibly know every
move that was made in that secret place where the darkies lived. From time
to time it was suggested that they form a posse and search the home of every
nigger, but they hadn’t done it yet. For one thing, this might have brought the
bastards from the North down on their backs; for another, although the nig-
gers were scattered throughout the town—down in the hollow near the rail-
road tracks, way west near the mills, up on the hill, the well-off ones, and
some out near the college—nothing seemed to happen in one part of town
without the niggers immediately knowing it in the other. This meant that they
could not take them by surprise. They rarely mentioned it, but they knew that
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some of the niggers had guns. It stood to reason, as-they said, since,.after a]|;
some of them had been in the Army. There were niggers in.the-Army right no“’,
and God knows they wouldn’t have had anytrouble stealing.this half-asseq
government blind—the whole-world was doing it, look at the European coun-
tries and all those countries in'Africa. They made jokes about it—:—‘bittel'-jokeg;
and they cursed the government in Washington, which had betrayed them;
but they had not yet formed a posse: Now, if their town had been laid out like
some towns in the North, where all the niggers lived together in one locality,
théy could have gone down and set fire to the houses and brought about
peace that way. If the niggers had all lived.in one pldce, they could have kept
the fire in one place. But the way this town was laid out, the fire could hardly
be controlled. It would spread all over town—and the niggers would proba-
bly be helping it to spread. Still, from time to time, they spoke. of doing it, any-
way; so that now there was a real fear among them that somebody might gg
crazy and light the match. . oL C i
They rarely mentioned anything not directly related to the war that they
were fighting, but this.had failed to establish between them the unspoken
communication of soldiers during.a war.. Each man, in the thrillinig silence
which sped outward from their eexchanges, their laughter, and their anec-
dotes, seemed wrestling, in-various degrees of darkness, with a secret which
he could not articulate to himself, and.which, however directly it-related to
the war, related yet more surely to his-privacy and his past. ‘They could no
longer be sure, after all, that' they had all done the same things: They had
never dreamed that their privacy could contain any element of terror, could
threaten, that is, to reveal itself, to the scrutiny of a judgment day; while
remaining unreadable and inaccessible to themselves; nor had they dreamed
that the past, while certainly refusing to be forgotten, could yet so stubbornly
refuse to be remembered. They felt.themselves mysteriously set at naught, as
no longer éntering into the real concerns’of other people—while here they
were, out-numbered, fighting to save the civilized world. They had thought

that people would care—people didn’t care; not enough,. anyway, to help

them. It would-have been a help, really, or-at least a relief, even to have been
forced to surrender. Thus they had lost; probably forever, their old and easy
connection with each other. They were forced to depend on each other more
and, at the same time, to.trust each other less. Who could tell when one of
them might not betray them all,-for money, or for the ease of confession? But
no one dared imagine what there might be to confess: They were soldiers
fighting a war, but their relationship to each other was that of accomplices in
a crime. They all had to keep-their mouths shut. *. it
I stepped in the-river at Jordan. ST oo e
Out of the darkness. of the room, out of nowhere, the line came flyingup
at him, with the melody and the-beat. He turned wordlessly.toward hissleep:
ing wife. I stepped in the river at.Jordan. Where had he heard that song?
“Grace,” he whispered. “You awake?" - '

She did not answer. If she was awake, she wanted him to sleep. Her breath-

ing was slow and easy, her body slowly rose and fell.
1 stepped in the river at Jordan. '

- The water came to my knees. * - = .~ . o
He began to sweat. He felt an overwhelming fear, which yet-cont'a.ined a
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