Cotton-Picking Time

BY MAYA ANGELOU

ANTICIPATING: Choose a day in your life which started off well, but then something
negative happened. Write a journal entry recounting your feelings as the day
began and the changes in your feelings and attitude at the day's end.

ach year | waiched the field across from.The Store furn caterpillar
green, then gradually frosty white. | knew exocﬂy how long it
| would be before the big wagons would pull info the front yard
M| and lodd on the cotion pickers at daybreck to carry them to the
remains of slavery's plantations. ¥ During the picking season my
8l grandmother would get out of bed a four o'clock [she never used
an alorm clock] and creak down to her knees and chant in s'eep-filled voice,
*Our Father, thank you for letiing me see this New Day. Thank you that you didn't
allow the bed | lay on last night o be my cocling board, nor my blanket my wind-
ing sheet. Guide my feet this day along the straight and norr'ow, and help me to
put a bridle on my fongue. Bless this house, and everybody in it. Thank you, in the
name of your Son, Jesus Christ, Amen.” {5 Before she had quite arisen, she called
our names and issued ‘orders, and pushed her large feet info homemade slippers

and across the bare lye-washed wooden floor fo light the coatoil lamp. &

The lamplight in the Store gave a soft make-believe feeling to our
world which made me want fo whisper and walk about on fiptoe. The odors of
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cotton bolls, and | had witnessed the backs and shoulders and arms and legs
resisting any further demands. '

. Some of the workers would leave their sacks at the Store to be
picked up the following morning, but a few had fo take them home for repairs. |
winced fo picture them sewing the coarse material under a coaloil lamp with
fingers sfiffening from the day's work. In too few hours they would have to walk

“back to Sister Henderson's Store, get vittles and load, again, onfo the trucks.
Then they would face another day of frying to eam enough for the whole year
with the heavy knowledge that they were going fo end the season as they
started it. Without the money or credit necessary to sustain a family for three
months. In cotion-picking time the late afternoons revealed the harshness of Black
Southern life, which in the early morning had been soffened by nature’s blessing
of grogginess, forgetfulness and the soft lamplight.
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