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The Kind of Light that Shines on Texas 
 

By: Reginald McKnight 

 

 

 I never liked Marvin Pruitt.  Never liked him, never 

knew him, even though there were only three of us in the class.  

Three black kids.  In our school there were fourteen classrooms 

of thirty-odd white kids (in ’66, they considered Chicanos 

provisionally white) and three or four black kids.  Primary 

school in primary colors.  Neat division.  Alphabetized.  They 

didn’t stick us in the back, or arrange us by degrees of hue, 

apartheidlike.  This was real integration, a ten-to-one ratio as 

tidy as upper-class landscaping.  If it all worked, you could 

have ten white kids all to yourself.  They could talk to you, get 

the feel of you, scrutinize you bone deep if they wanted to.  

They seldom wanted to, and that was fine with me for two 

reasons.  The first was that their scrutiny was irritating.  How 

do you comb your hair – why do you comb your hair – may I 

please touch your hair – were the kinds of questions they 

asked.  This is no way to feel at home.  The second reason was 

Marvin.  He embarrassed me.  He smelled bad, was at least two 

grades behind, was hostile, dark skinned, homely, close-

mouthed.  I feared him for his size, pitied him for his dress, 

watched him all the time.  Marveled at him, mystified, 

astonished, uneasy. 

 He had the habit of spitting on his right arm, juicing it 

down till it would glisten.  He would start in immediately after 

taking his seat when we’d finished with the Pledge of 

Allegiance, “The Yellow Rose of Texas,” “The Eyes of Texas 

Are Upon You,” and Mistress Shady.”  Marvin would rub his 

spit –flecked arm with his left hand, rub and roll as if polishing 

an ebony pool cue.  Then he would rest his head in the crook of 

his arm, sniffing, huffing deep like black-jacket boys huff bags 

full of acrylics.  After ten minutes or so, his eyes would close, 

heavy.  He would sleep till recess.  Mrs. Wickham would let 

him. 

 There was one other black kid in our class.  A girl they 

called Ah-so.  I never learned what she did to earn this name.  

There was nothing Asian about this big shouldered girl.  She 

was the tallest, heaviest kid in school.  She was quiet, but I 

don’t think any one of us was subtle or sophisticated enough to 

nickname our classmates according to any but physical 

attributes.  Fat kids were called Porky or Butterball, skinny 

ones were called Stick or Ichabod.  Ah-so was big, thick, and 

African.  She would impassively sit, sullen, silent as Marvin.  

She wore the same dark blue pleated skirt everyday, the same 

ruffled white blouse every day.  Her skin always shone as if 

worked by Marvin’s palms and fingers.  I never spoke one 

word to her, nor she to me. 

 Of the three of us, Mrs. Wickham called only on Ah-so 

and me.  Ah-so never answered one question, correctly or 

incorrectly, so far as I can recall.  She wasn’t stupid.  When 

asked to read aloud she read well, seldom stumbling over long 

words, reading with humor and expression.  But when 

Wickham asked her about Farmer Brown and how many cows, 

or the capital of Vermont, or the date of this war or that, Ah-so 

never spoke.  Not one word.  But you always felt she could 

have answered those questions if she’d wanted to.  I sensed no 

tension, embarrassment, or anger in Ah-so’s reticence.  She 

simply refused to speak.  There was something unshakable 

about her, some core so impenetrably solid, you got the feeling 
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that if you stood too close to her she could eat your thoughts 

like a black star eats light.  I didn’t despise Ah-so as I despised 

Marvin.  There was nothing malevolent about her.  She sat like 

a great icon in the back of the classroom, tranquil, guarded, 

sealed up, watchful.  She was close to sixteen, and it was my 

guess she’d given up on school.   Perhaps she was just obliging 

the wishes of her family, sticking it out till the law could no 

longer reach her. 

 There were at least half a dozen older kids in our class.  

Besides Marvin and Ah-so there was Oakley, who sat behind 

me, whispering threats into my ear; Eddie Limon, who played 

bass for a high school rock band; and Lawrence Ridderbeck, 

who everyone said had a kid and a wife.  You couldn’t expect 

me to know anything about Texan educational practices of the 

1960s, so I never knew why there were so many older kids in 

my sixth-grade class.  After all, I was just a boy and had 

transferred into the school around midyear.  My father, an air 

force sergeant, had been sent to Viet Nam.  The air force sent 

my mother, my sister, Claire, and me to Connolly Air Force 

Base, which during the war housed “unaccompanied wives.”  

I’d been to so many different schools in my short life that I 

ceased wondering about their differences.  All I knew about the 

Texas schools is that they weren’t afraid to flunk you. 

 Yet though I was only twelve then, I had a good idea 

why Wickham never once called on Marvin, why she let him 

snooze in the crook of his polished arm.  I knew why she 

would press her lips together, and narrow her eyes at me 

whenever I correctly answered a question, rare as that was.  I 

knew why she badgered Ah-so with questions everyone knew 

Ah-so would never even consider answering.  Wickham didn’t 

like us.  She wasn’t gross about it, but it was clear she didn’t 

want us around.  She would prove her dislike day after day 

with little stories and jokes.  “I just want to share with you all,” 

she would say, “a little riddle my daughter told me at the 

supper table th’other day.  Now, where do you go when you 

injure your knee?”  Then one, two, or all three of her pets 

would say for the rest of us, “We don’t know, Miz Wickham,” 

in that skin-chilling way suck-asses speak, “where?” “Why, to 

Africa, “Wickham would say, “where the knee grows.” 

 The thirty-odd white kids would laugh, and I would 

look across the room at Marvin.  He’d be asleep, I would 

glance back at Ah-so.  She’d be sitting still as a projected 

image, staring down at her desk.  I, myself, would smile at 

Wickham’s stupid jokes, sometimes fake a laugh.  I tried to 

show her that at least one of us was alive and alert, even though 

her jokes hurt.  I sucked ass, too, I suppose.  But I wanted her 

to understand more than anything that I was not like her other 

nigra children, that I was worthy of more than the non-attention 

and the negative attention she paid Marvin and Ah-so.  I hated 

her, but never showed it.  No one could safely contradict that 

woman.  She knew all kinds of tricks to demean, control, and 

punish you.  And she could swing her two-foot paddle as 

fluidly as a big-league slugger swings a bat.  You didn’t speak 

in Wickham’s class unless she spoke to you first.  You didn’t 

chew gum, or wear “hood” hair.  You didn’t drag your feet, 

curse, pass notes, hold hands with the opposite sex.  Most 

especially, you didn’t say anything bad about the Aggies, 

Governor Connolly, LBJ, Sam Houston, or Waco.  You did the 

forbidden and she would get you.  It was that simple. 

 She never got me, though.  Never gave her reason to.  

But she could have invented reasons  She did a lot of that.  I 

can’t be sure, but I used to think she pitied me because my 
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father was in Viet Nam and my uncle A.J. had recently died 

there.  Whenever she would tell one of her racist jokes, she 

would always glance at me, preface the joke with, “Now don’t 

you nigra children take offense.  This is all in fun, you know.  I 

just want to share with you all something Coach Gilchrest told 

me th’other day.”  She would tell her joke, and glance at me 

again.  I’d giggle, feeling a little queasy.  “I’m half Irish,” she 

would chuckle, “ and you should hear some of those Irish 

jokes.”  She never told any, and I never really expected her to.  

I just did my Tom-thing.  I kept my shoes shined, my desk 

neat, answered her questions as best I could, never brought 

gum to school, never cursed, never slept in class.  I wanted to 

show her we were not all the same. 

 I tried to show them all, all thirty-odd, that I was 

different.  It worked to some degree, but not very well.  When 

some article was stolen form someone’s locker or desk, 

Marvin, not I, was the first accused.  I’d be second.  Neither 

Marvin, nor Ah-so nor I were ever chosen for certain 

classroom honors – “Pledge leader,” “flag holder,” “noise 

monitor,” “paper passer outer,” but Mrs. Wickham once let me 

be “eraser duster.” I was proud.  I didn’t even care about the 

cracks my fellow students made about my finally having turned 

the right color.  I had done something that Marvin, in the 

depths of his never-ending sleep, couldn’t even dream of 

doing.  Jack Preston, a kid who sat in front of me, asked me 

one day at recess whether I was embarrassed about Marvin.  

“Can you believe that guy?”  I said,  “He’s like  pig or 

something.  Makes me sick.” 

 “Does it make you ashamed to be colored?” “No,” I 

said, but I meant yes.  Yes, if you insist on thinking us all the 

same.  Yes, if his faults are mine, his weaknesses inherent in 

me. 

 “I’d be,” said Jack. 

 I made no reply.  I was ashamed.  Ashamed for not 

defending Marvin and ashamed that Marvin even existed.  But 

if it had occurred to me, I would have asked Jack whether he 

was ashamed of being white because of Oakley.  Oakley, “Oak 

Tree,” Kelvin “Oak Tree” Oakley.  He was sixteen and proud 

of it.  He made it clear to everyone, including Wickham, that 

his life’s ambition was to stay in school one more year, till he’d 

be old enough to enlist in the army.  “Them slopes got my 

brother,” he would say.  “I’mna sign up and git me a few 

slopes.  Gonna kill them bastards deader’n dirt.”  Oakley, so far 

as anyone knew, was and always had been the oldest kid in his 

family. But no one contradicted him.  He would, as anyone 

would tell you, “snap yer neck jest as soon as look at you.”  

Not a boy in class, excepting Marvin and myself, had been able 

to avoid Oakley’s pink bellies, Texas twisters, moon pie 

punches, or worse.  He didn’t bother Marvin, I suppose, 

because Marvin was closer to his size and age, and because 

Marvin spent five sixths of the school day asleep.  Marvin 

probably never crossed Oakley’s mind.  And to say that Oakley 

hadn’t bothered me is not to say he had no intention of ever 

doing so.  In fact, this haphazard sketch of hairy fingers, slash 

of eyebrow, explosion of acne, elbows, and crooked teeth, 

swore almost daily that he’d like to kill me. 

 

 Naturally, I feared him.  Though we were about the 

same height, he outweighed me by no less than forty pounds.  

He talked, stood, smoked, and swore like a man.  No one, 

except for Mrs. Wickham, the principal, and the coach, ever 
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laid a finger on him.  And even Wickham knew that the hot 

lines she laid on him merely amused him.  He would smile out 

at the classroom, goofy and bashful, as she laid down the two, 

five, or maximum ten stokes on him.  Often he would wink, or 

surreptitiously flash us the thumb as Wickham worked on him.  

When she was finished, Oakley would walk so cool back to his 

seat you’d think he was on wheels.  He’d slide into his chair, 

sniff the air, and say, “Somethin’s burnin.  Do y’all smell 

smoke?  I swanee, I smell smoke and fahr back here.”  If he 

had made these cracks and never threatened me, I might have 

grown to admire Oakley, even liked him a little.  But he hated 

me, and took every opportunity during the six-hour school day 

to make me aware of this.  “Some Sambo’s gittin his ass broke 

open one of these days,” he’d mumble.  “I wanna fight 

somebody.  Need to keep in shape till I git to Nam.” 

 I never said anything to him for the longest time.  I 

pretended not to hear him, pretended not to notice his sour 

breath on my neck and ear.  “Yep,” he’d whisper.  “Coonies 

keep y’ in good shape for slope killin.”  Day in, day out, that’s 

the kind of thing I’d pretend not to hear.  But one day when the 

rain dropped down like lead balls, and the cold air made your 

skin look plucked, Oakley whispered to me, “My brother tells 

me it rains like this in Nam.  Maybe I oughta go out at recess 

and break your ass open today.  Nice and cool so you don’t 

sweat.  Nice and wet to clean up the blood,” I said nothing for 

at least half a minute, then I turned half right and said, 

“Thought you said your brother was dead.” Oakley, silent 

himself, for a time, poked me in the back with his pencil and 

hissed, “Yer dead.” Wickham cut her eyes our way, and it was 

over. 

 It was hardest avoiding him in gym class.  Especially 

when we played murderball.  Oakley always aimed his throws 

at me.  He threw with unblinking intensity, his teeth gritting, 

his neck veining, his face flushing, his black hair sweeping 

over one eye.  He could throw hard, but the balls were squishy 

and harmless.  In fact, I found his misses more intimidating 

than his hits.  The balls would whizz by, thunder against the 

folded bleachers.  They rattled as though a locomotive were 

passing through them.  I would duck, dodge, leap as if he were 

throwing grenades.  But he always hit me, sooner or later.  And 

after a while I noticed that the other boys would avoid 

throwing at me, as if I belonged to Oakley. 

 One day, however, I was surprised to see that Oakley 

was throwing at everyone else but me.  He was uncommonly 

accurate, too; kids were falling like tin cans.  Since no one was 

throwing at me, I spent most of the game watching Oakley cut 

this one and that one down.  Finally, he and I were the only 

ones left on the court.  Try as he would, he couldn’t hit me, nor 

I him.  Coach Gilchrest blew his whistle and told Oakley and 

me to bring the red rubber balls to the equipment locker.  I was 

relieved I’d escaped Oakley’s stinging throws for once.  I was 

feeling triumphant, full of myself.  As Oakley and I approached 

Gilchrest, I thought about saying something friendly to Oakley: 

Good game, Oak Tree, I would say.  Before I could speak, 

though, Gilchrest said, “All right boys, there’s five minutes left 

in the period.  Y’all are so good, looks like, you’re gonna have 

to play like me.  No boundaries no catch outs, and you gotta hit 

your opponent three times in order to win.  Got me?” 

 We nodded 

 “And you’re gonna use these,” said Gilchrest, pointing 

to three volleyballs at his feet.  “And you better believe they’re 
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pumped full.  Oates, you start at the end of the court.  Oak 

Tree, you’re at th’other end.  Just like usual, I’ll set the balls at 

mid-court, and when I blow my whistle I want y’all to haul 

your cheeks to the middle and th’ow for all your’re worth.  Got 

me?”  Gilchrest nodded at our nods, then added, “Remember, 

no boundaries, right?” 

 I at my end, Oakley at his, Gilchrest blew his whistle, I 

was faster than Oakley and scopped up a ball before he’d 

covered three quarters of his side.  I aimed, threw, and popped 

him right on the knee.  “One-zip! I heard Gilchrest shout.  The 

ball bounced off his knee and shot right back into my hands.  I 

hurried my throw and missed.  Oakley bent down, clutched the 

two remaining balls.  I remember being amazed that he could 

palm each ball, run full out, and throw left-handed or right-

handed without a shade of awkwardness.  I spun, ran, but one 

of Oakley’s throws glanced off the back of my head.  “One-

one!” hollered Gilchrest.  I fell and spun on my ass as the other 

ball came sailing at me.  I caught it.  “He’s out!”  I yelled.  

Gilchrest’s voice boomed, “No catch outs.  Three hits.  Three 

hits.”  I leapt to my feet as Oakley scrambled across the floor 

for another ball.  I chased him down, leapt, and heaved the ball 

hard as he drew himself erect.  The ball hit him dead in the 

face, and he went down flat.    He rolled around, cupping his 

hands over his nose.  Gilchrest sped to his side, helped him to 

his feet, asked him whether he was OK.  Blood flowed from 

Oakley’s nose, dripped in startlingly bright spots on the floor, 

his shoes, Gilchrest’s shirt.  The coach removed Oakley’s T-

shirt and pressed it against the big kid’s nose to stanch the 

bleeding.  As they walked past me toward the office I mumbled 

an apology to Oakley, but couldn’t’ catch his reply.  “You 

watch your filthy mouth, boy,” said Gilchrest to Oakley. 

 

 The locker room was unnaturally quiet as I stepped into 

its steamy atmosphere.  Eyes clicked in my direction, looked 

away.  After I was out of my shorts, had my towel wrapped 

around me, my shower kit in hand, Jack Preston and Brian 

Nailor approached me.  Preston’s hair was combed slick and 

plastic looking.  Nailor’s stood up like frozen flames.  Nailor 

smiled at me with his big teeth and pale eyes.  He poked my 

arm with a finger.  “You messed up,” he said. 

 “I tried to apologize.” 

 “Won’t do you no good,” said Preston. 

 “I swanee,” said Nailor. 

 “It’s part of the game,” I said, “It was an accident.  

Wasn’t my idea to use volleyballs.” 

 “Don’t matter,” Preston said.  “He’s jest lookin for an 

excuse to fight you.” 

 “I never done nothing to him.” 

 “Don’t matter,” said Nailor.  “He don’t like you.” 

 “Brian’s right, Clint.  He’d jest as soon kill you as look 

at you.” 

 “I never done nothing to him.” 

 “Look,” said Preston, “I know him pretty good.  And 

jest between you and me, it’s ‘cause you’re a city boy – “ 

 “Whadda you mean? I’ve never –“ 

 “He don’t like your clothes-“ 

 “And he don’t like the fancy way you talk in class.” 

 “What fancy –“ 

 “I’m telling him, if you don’t mind, Brian.” 

 “Tell him then.” 
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 “He don’t like the way you say ‘tennis shoes’ instead of 

sneakers.  He don’t like colored.  A whole bunch a things, 

really.” 

 “I never done nothing to him.  He’s got no reason –“  

 “And,” said Nailor, grinning, “and, he says you’re a 

stuck-up rich kid.”  Nailor’s eyes had crow’s-feet, bags beneath 

them.  They were a man’s eyes. 

 “My dad’s a sergeant,” I said. 

 “You chicken to fight him?” said Nailor. 

 “Yeah, Clint, don’t be chicken.  Jest go on and git it 

over with.  He’s whupped pert near every’body else in the 

class.  It ain’t so bad.” 

 “Might as well, Oates.” 

 “Yeah, yer pretty skinny, but yer jest about his height.  

Jest git “im in a headlock and don’t let go.” 

 “Oh damn.”  I said, “he’s got no reason to –“ 

 Their eyes shot right and I looked over my shoulder.  

Oakley stood at his locker, turning its tumblers.  From where I 

stood I could see that a piece of cotton was wedged up one of 

his nostrils, and he already had the markings of a good shiner.  

His acne burned red like a fresh abrasion.  He snapped the 

locker open and kicked his shoes off without sitting.  Then he 

pulled off his shorts, revealing two paddle stripes on his ass.  

They were fresh red bars speckled with white, the white 

speckles being the reverse impression of the paddle’s suction 

holes.  He must not have watched his filthy mouth while in 

Gilchrest’s presence.  Behind me.  I heard Preston and Nailor 

pad to their lockers. 

 Oakley spoke without turning around.  “Somebody’s 

gonna git his skinny black ass kicked, right today, right after 

school.” He said it softly.  He slipped his jock off, turned 

around.  I looked away.  Out the corner of my eye I saw him 

stride off, his hairy nakedness a weapon clearing the younger 

boys from his path.  Just before he rounded the corner of the 

shower stalls, I threw my toilet kit to the floor and stammered, 

“I – I never did nothing to you, Oakley.”  He stopped, turned, 

stepped closer to me, wrapping his towel around himself.  

Sweat streamed down my rib cage.  It felt like ice water.  “You 

wanna go at it right now, boy?”  

 “I never did nothing to you.”  I felt tears in my eyes.  I 

couldn’t stop them even though I was blinking like mad. 

“Never.” 

 He laughed.  “You busted my nose.” 

 “What about before?  What’d I ever do to you?” 

 “See you after school, Coonie.”  Then he turned away, 

flashing his acne-spotted back like a semaphore.  “Why?” I 

shouted.  “Why you wanna fight me?”  Oakley stopped and 

turned, folded his arms, leaned against a toilet stall.  “Why you 

wanna fight me, Oakley?”  I stepped over the bench.  “What’d I 

do?  Why me?” And then unconsciously, as if scratching, as if 

breathing, I walked toward Marvin, who stood a few feet from 

Oakley, combing his hair at the mirror.  “Why not him?” I said.  

“How come you’re after me and not him?”  The room froze.  

Froze for a moment that was both evanescent and eternal, 

somewhere between an eye blink and a week in hell.  No one 

moved, nothing happened; there was no sound at all.  And then 

it was as if all of us at the same moment looked at Marvin.  He 

just stood there, combing away, the only body in motion.  I 

think.  He combed his hair and combed it, as if seeing only his 

image, hearing only his comb scraping his scalp.  I knew he’d 

heard me.  There’s no way he could not have heard me.  But all 
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he did was slide the comb into his pocket and walk out the 

door. 

 “I got no quarrel with Marvin,” I heard Oakley say:  I 

turned toward his voice, but he was already in the shower. 

 I was able to avoid Oakley at the end of the school day.  

I made my escape by asking Mrs. Wickham if I could go to the 

rest room. 

 “’Rest room,’” Oakley mumbled.  “It’s a damn toilet, 

sissy.” 

 “Clinton,” said Mrs. Wickham. “Cay you not wait till 

the bell rings?  It’s almost three o’clock.” 

 “No ma’am,” I said.  “I won’t make it.” 

 “Well I should make you wait just to teach you to be 

more mindful about . . .hygiene . . .uh things.”  She sucked in 

her cheeks, squinted.  “But I’m feeling charitable today.  You 

may go.”  I immediately left the building, and got on the bus.  

“Ain’t you a little early?” said the bus driver, swinging the 

door shut.  “Just left the office,” I said.  The driver nodded, 

apparently not giving me a second thought.  I had no idea why 

I’d told her I’d come from the office, or why she found it a 

satisfactory answer.  Two minutes later the bus filled, rolled, 

and shook its way to Connolly Air Base.  When I got home, my 

mother was sitting in the living room, smoking her Slims, 

watching her soap opera.  She absently asked me how my day 

had gone and I told her fine.  “Hear from Dad?”  I said. 

 “No, but I’m sure he’s fine.”  She always said that 

when we hadn’t heard from him in a while.  I suppose she 

thought I was worried about him, or that I felt vulnerable 

without him.  It was neither.  I just wanted to discuss 

something with my mother that we both cared about.  If I spoke 

with her about things that happened at school, or on my 

weekends, she’d listen with half an ear, say something like, “Is 

that so?” or “You don’t say?” I couldn’t stand that sort of 

thing.  But when I mentioned my father, she treated me a bit 

more like an adult, or at least someone who was worth listening 

to.  I didn’t want to feel like a boy that afternoon.  As I turned 

from my mother and walked down the hall I though about the 

day my father left for Viet Nam.  Sharp in his uniform, sure 

behind his aviator specs, he slipped a cigar from his pocket and 

stuck it in mine. “Not till I get back,” he said.  “We’ll have us 

one when we go fishing.  Just you and me, out on the lake all 

day, smoking and casting and sitting.  Don’t let Mama see it.  

Put it in y’back pocket.”  He hugged me, shook my hand, and 

told me I was the man of the house now.   He told me he was 

depending on me to take good care of my mother and sister.  

“Don’t you let me down, now, hear?” And he tapped his thick 

finger on my chest.  “You almost as big as me.  Boy, you 

something else.”  I believed him when he told me those things.  

My heart swelled big enough to swallow my father, my mother, 

Claire.  I loved, feared, and respected myself, my manhood.  

That day I could have put all of Waco, Texas, in my heart.  

And it wasn’t till about three months later than I discovered I 

really wasn’t the man of the house, that my mother and sister, 

as they always had, were taking care of me. 

 For a brief moment I considered telling my mother 

about what had happened at school that day, but for one thing, 

she was deep down in the halls of General Hospital, and never 

paid you much mind till it was over.  For another thing, I just 

wasn’t the kind of person – I’m still not, really – to discuss my 

problems with anyone.  Like my father I kept things to myself, 

talked about my problems only in retrospect.  Since my father 

wasn’t around I consciously wanted to be like him, doubly like 
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him, I could say.  I wanted to be the man of the house in some 

respect, even if it had to be in an inward way.  I went to my 

room, changed my clothes, and laid out my homework.  I 

couldn’t focus on it.  I thought about Marvin, what I’d said 

about him or done to him – I couldn’t tell which.  I’d done 

something to him, said something about him; said something 

about and done something to myself.  How come you’re after 

me and not him?  I kept trying to tell myself I hadn’t meant it 

that way.  That way.  I thought about approaching Marvin, 

telling him what I really meant was that he was more Oakley’s 

age and weight than I.  I would tell him I meant I was no match 

for Oakley.  See, Marvin, what I meant was that he wants to 

fight a colored guy, but is afraid to fight you ‘cause you could 

beat him.  But try as I did, I couldn’t for a moment convince 

myself that Marvin would believe me.  I meant it that way and 

no other.  Everybody heard.  Everybody knew.  That afternoon 

I forced myself to confront the notion that tomorrow I would 

probably have to fight both Oakley and Marvin.  I’d have to be 

two men. 

 I rose from my desk and walked to the window.  The 

light made my skin look orange, and I started thinking about 

what Wickham had told us once about light.  She said that 

oranges and apples, leaves and flowers, the whole multicolored 

world, was not what it appeared to be.  The colors we see, she 

said, look like they do only because of the light or ray that 

shines on them.  “The color of the thing isn’t what you see, but 

the light that’s reflected off it.”  Then she shut out the lights 

and shone a white light lamp on a prism.  We watched the pale 

splay of colors on the projector screen; some people oohed and 

aahed.  Suddenly, she switched on a black light and the color of 

everything changed.  The prism colors vanished, Wickham’s 

arms were purple, the buttons of her dress were as orange as 

hot coals, rather than the blue they had been only seconds 

before.  We were all very quiet, “Nothing,” she said, after a 

while, “is really what it appears to be.”  I didn’t really 

understand then.  But as I stood at the window, gazing at my 

orange skin, I wondered what kind of light I could shine on 

Marvin, Oakley, and me that would reveal us as the same. 

 I sat down and stared at my arms.  They were dark 

brown again.  I worked up a bit of saliva under my tongue and 

spat on my left arm  I spat again, then rubbed the spittle into it, 

polishing, working till my arm grew warm.  As I spat, and 

rubbed, I wondered why Marvin did this weird, nasty thing to 

himself, day after day. Was he trying to rub away the black, or 

deepen it, doll it up?  And if he did this weird nasty thing for a 

hundred years, would he spit-shine himself invisible, rolling 

away the eggplant skin, revealing the scarlet muscle, blue vein, 

pink and yellow tendon, white bone. Then disappear?  Seen 

through, all colors, no colors.  Spitting and rubbing.  Is this the 

way you do it?  I leaned forward, sniffed the arm.  It smelled 

vaguely of mayonnaise.  After an hour or so, I fell asleep. 

 

I saw Oakley the second I stepped off the bus the next 

morning.  He stood outside the gym in his usual black penny 

loafers, white socks, high-water jeans, T-shirt, and black 

jacket.  Nailor stood with him, his big teeth spread across his 

bottom lip like playing cards.  If there was anyone I felt like 

fighting for as long as I could.  I stepped toward the 

gymnasium, thinking that I shouldn’t run, but if I hurried I 

could beat Oakley to the door and secure myself near 

Gilchrest’s office.  But the moment I stepped into the gym, I 

felt Oakley’s broad palm clap down on my shoulder.  “Might 
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as well stay out here, Coonie,” he said. “I need me a little target 

practice.”  I turned to face him and he slapped me, one-two, 

with the back, then the palm of his hand, as I’d seen Bogart do 

to Peter Lorre in The Maltese Falcon.  My heart went wild.  I 

could scarcely breathe.  I couldn’t swallow. 

 “Call me a n*****,” I said.  I have no idea what made 

me say this.   All I know is that it kept me from crying.  “Call 

me a n*****, Oakley.” 

“shut up, ya black-ass slope.”  He slapped me again, scratching 

my eye.  “I don’t do what coonies tell me.” 

 “Call me a n*****.” 

 “Outside, Coonie.” 

 “Call me one.  Go ahead!” 

 He lifted his hand to slap me again, but before his arm 

could swing my way, Marvin Pruitt came from behind me and 

calmly pushed me aside.  “Git out my way, boy,” he said.  And 

he slugged Oakley on the side of his head.  Oakley stumbled 

back, stiff-legged.  His eyes were big.  Marvin hit him twice 

more, once again to the side of the head, once to the nose.  

Oakley went down and stayed down.  Though blood was 

drawn, whistles blowing, fingers pointing, kids hollering, 

Marvin just stood there, staring at me with cool eyes.  He spat 

on the ground, licked his lips, and just started at me, till Coach 

Gilchrest and Mr. Calderon tackled him and violently carried 

him away.  He never struggled, never took his eyes off me. 

 Nailor and Mrs. Wickham helped Oakley to his feet.  

His already fattened nose bled and swelled so that I had to look 

away. He looked around, bemused, walleyed, maybe scared.  It 

was apparent he had no idea how bad he was hurt.  He didn’t 

blink.  He didn’t even touch his nose.  He didn’t look like he 

knew much of anything.  He looked at me, looked me dead in 

the eye, in fact, but didn’t seem to recognize me. 

 That morning, like all other mornings, we said the 

Pledge of Allegiance, sang “The Yellow Rose of Texas,” “The 

Eyes of Texas Are upon You,” and “Mistress Shady.”  The 

room stood strangely empty without Oakley, and without 

Marvin, but at the same time you could feel their presence 

more intensely somehow.  I felt like I did when I’d walk into 

my mother’s room and could smell my father’s cigars or 

cologne.  He was more palpable, in certain respects, than when 

there in actual flesh. For some reason, I turned to look at Ah-

so, and just this once I let my eyes linger on her face.  She had 

a very gentle-looking face, really.  That surprised me.  She 

must have felt my eyes on her because she glanced up at me for 

a second and smiled, white teeth, downcast eyes.  Such a pretty 

smile.  That surprised me too.  She held it for a few seconds, 

then let it fade.  She looked down at her desk, and sat still as a 

photograph. 

  

 

 


