Wooo!

[image: image1.jpg]



Ma dressed for church (1967)
“Wooo! That white lady yo mama?!” 
“Wooo!” Hands muffled a chorus of echoes, the soundtrack for wide eyes. 

It was the first day of school and even before I could clear the threshold, already I was in trouble. Alerted by the one who had bellowed the proclamation, now everybody was looking at me and the woman holding my hand. 

Wooo! The sound of warning, a signal something was wrong. 

“Wooo! You in trouble!” 
“Woooo! You better gimme some or I’m telling.” 
“Woooo! Ahma tell yo mama and you gone git a whuppin!”
“Wooo! That white lady yo mama?!” Indignation silenced me, so Mama spoke instead. 
“What’s your name, honey?” she asked the boy wagging his fingers at us. 
“Who me?” He fingered himself as though he hadn’t been the soloist in the choir. 
“Yes, I’m talking to you, honey. What’s your name?”
“William.”

“Well, come over here for a minute, William.”  She motioned the class crier to approach. 

“Wooo!” Suddenly, they all turned on him and just like that, trouble was wearing William’s face. 
When he came close, Mama reached out for him and squatted between us so we were all eye-to-eye. 

“You look very handsome this morning, William. How old are you?” Her hand patted the small of his back in syncopation to her inquiry.
If William knew, he wasn’t saying. He was mute, his eyes glued to Mama’s face. I knew the look. Had seen it many times before from babies, boys, and grown men. William was smitten. 
“This is my baby, Bernestine. She’s six, too. Bernestine, this is William.” I stood glowering, one hand still clutching hers, the other one balled in a fist at my side. She gently jiggled the one she held, signaling it was my turn to speak. 
“What’re you supposed to say, honey?” I unfurled my fist and shoved my hand towards my verbal offender. “Hey.” She jiggled me again. “Hey, William.”  
Not that it made any difference because speechless William was clearly blind to my existence, so lost was he in his new love—my mama, mere inches away from him, stooped to his level. Her hand still at his waist, Mama returned to his question.
“Yes, William, I am Bernestine’s mama, but I am not white. Does she look white to you?”

Deaf mute William stood there, lips slightly parted, breathing through his mouth. Then, as if powered by some separate force, his hand slowly rose, gently headed for her face. She caught it midway and stood up.

“Answer me, honey. Does Bernestine look white to you?” William nodded no. 
“Well, alright then, neither am I. Okay? And we’re not ever going to say anything like that again. Now scoot back over to your desk and be a good boy for me today. Alriiight?” William nodded yes. So she leaned over and kissed his head, simultaneously rewarding his correct answer and scenting our peace treaty with a gust of Avon’s “To a Wild Rose.” William backed away, beaming.
“I don’t think we’ll be having any more problems from him,” she declared. Then, she hugged me and planted her lips on my forehead, making it possible for me to parade around the rest of the day, proudly imprinted by her Dark Cherry Red amulet, my protection against any further William eruption. 
School was out and I was running for the gate when I spied William, waiting. Just seeing him made me nervous. Then I realized he looked like he wanted to be friends. 

“Brenda Steam! Brenda Steam!” He motioned urgently. As I approached, he stared at the red lips still plastered on my forehead as though he expected her to emerge from them fully formed.”
She coming to get you?”

“Huh?”

“That white lady. She coming back for you?”
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