Herman’s Table

Bam! Bam! Bam! “Miz Sang, I hungry!” 

The screen door rattled beneath his blows as though my mother had caused his hunger or at least was obligated to cure it. My sister busied herself at the stove while I vigorously washed my hands at the kitchen sink, both of us suddenly seized by deafness.

We had smelled him before we saw him, had heard him coming even before that, his volley of curses ringing out over our playmates’ shrieking laughter. He was a Pied Piper reeking of piss and the stench of a spit-slick cigar so frayed it looked like it had exploded between his crusted lips in a prior decade. They skipped along behind him, pelting him with stones and taunts. Like the moon pulled the tide, he dragged them in his wake, each of them helpless to break free.

It was a weekend ritual, a call-and-response occasion that unfolded every Saturday afternoon around four o’clock when Herman appeared decked out in a uniform that remained consistent despite the sweltering heat of a Carolina summer: an ankle-length, double-breasted, camel tan overcoat belted in the back, a red wool scarf knotted at his throat, a worn brown leather bomber cap, flaps pulled down over his ears, strap dangling beneath his chin. In one hand he dragged a burlap sack and, in the other, a broom with bristles worn down to an arc from his years of sweeping. 

Things rarely changed in this neighborhood drama. If someone along Herman’s route wanted to heighten the combustion, they would push a half-pint of Sandy Scotch or Mogen David on him, maybe even arm him with a whole bottle of Boone’s Farm Apple Wine. Everybody knew Herman couldn’t handle liquor. We had all witnessed booze transform him from a one-person, docile, volunteer sidewalk-sweeper to a human ballistic missile, furious and unfocused. His tongue loosened by libation, he would careen through the neighborhood spewing invectives so lyrically inventive, you couldn’t help but laugh. Sufficiently fueled, he was that good.

Herman sputtered curses at the just and the unjust, the mothers, in freshly-pressed hair and house shoes, who stood snickering on the stoops, and their posse of screaming children. His torrent trailed off, however, when he headed for our apartment door, one of five hundred identical portals in a sea of low-slung red brick buildings that made up the public housing projects called Fairview Homes. Drunk or sober, Herman knew when he stepped up on our porch, he had to come correct. 
If he had tied his burlap bag to his waist in order to free a hand to sip his brew or to relieve himself against a wall, he would stop at the corner of our yard and rearrange himself. After depositing his bottle in his bag, he’d stash his stuff behind the hedges to the right of our front door. His load lightened, he’d straighten up and begin pounding our door.
Bam! Bam! Bam! “Miz Sang, I hongry!” 

The children knew their limits, too. So when Herman peeled off towards us, they stayed back, hurling only their voices after him. Even the baddest among them was not tough enough to brave Miz Odessa’s wrath and bring their foolishness across her line of demarcation.

Mama’s zone was well marked. Ours was the apartment with a perfectly manicured square carpet of grass, bordered by roses, petunias, oxalis, and chrysanthemums, with a sugar maple in the middle and a row of hedges that hugged the wall beneath the living room window. Our yard stood in stark contrast to the packed red dirt that otherwise spread out around us. Mama had dug every hole, planted every flower, sewn every seed, pruned every limb, trimmed every hedge and her presence stood sentry even when she was nowhere in sight. No one dared cross the woman who could push a brown twig in the ground in the fall and watch it sag under a profusion of roses the following spring. 

Herman and Odessa had an understanding: As long as he wasn’t drunk, he was welcome inside for something to eat or drink. But when he reeked of booze, he had to stay on the stoop and wait while we fixed him a plate of food to go. Then, he would graciously accept his foil-wrapped meal—with the biscuits or cornbread wrapped separately from the rest at his request—and proceed, penitently, on his tipsy way.

Bam! Bam! Bam! “Miz Sang, I hungry!” 
Tina and I sniffed the air for booze and, scenting none, she pulled another plate from the shelf and handed it to me to set Herman’s place at our table. Roused by his knocking, Odessa came downstairs, unlatched the screen door, and stepped aside to let him in. When he was safely inside, she turned on the children whose heckling suddenly ceased. Shifting from foot to foot, jostling each other in a sheepish silence, they wilted in anticipation of what we all knew was next. 
“Why do you keep messing with him? Every week, it’s the same. You trash this place and he comes behind you, cleaning it up. Yet, you think you’re better than he is, right?” She raised her voice in pitch and volume making sure it reached the now glaring, sullen mothers, who began disappearing from their doorways in a chorus of teeth-sucking. 
“Well, think again! This is not where he lives. This is where you live! And here he is out here picking up your trash in your front yard, doing for free what you’re too sorry to do and all you can think to do is traipse along behind him, yelling and grinning like hyenas and acting ignorant??!
“So, now who’s the fool in that scenario? Instead of laughing and making fun of him, you need to run home to your mammas and daddies and beg them to teach you some manners, teach you how to respect your elders.
“Now, git from in front of my door before I take off my shoe and come out there and knock every one of your noses clean off. Git!!” 
The children slowly backed up and then raced off to find someone else to torment. Mama latched the screen door and joined us at the table where she took Herman’s cap from his lap and placed it on the buffet.

I winced when he grabbed my hand and bowed his small round, grizzled head. Then, stealing a sideways glance, the sight of his fragile, wrinkled neck, small, flared nose, flawless pecan-colored face, and feathery lashes against high cheekbones split my 12-year old heart like an axe. Deep creases along each side of his fluttering lips smoothed and folded as he blessed our table.
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