Black Hair

GARY SOTO

Gary Soto was born April 12, 1952, in Fresno, California, to Manuel gy
Angie Soto, whose Mexican heritage was important in lis upbringing, R,
graduated in 1974 from California State-Fresino, and in 1976 he received gy
M.A. in creative writing from the University of California at Irvine. Betweey,
1979 and 1993 he taught English at the University of California at Berkeley,
where he now lives, but he has been a full-time writer since 1992. He is the
author of numerous volumes of poetry, anong them The Elements of Sap
Joaquin (1977), a grim picture of Mexican-American life, and Black Haijr
(1985), which focuses on his friends and family. One of Soto’s memoirs, Living
Up the Street: Narrative Recollections, received a Before Columbus Founda-
tion American Book Award in 1985. More recent publications have included q
novel, Amnesia in a Republican County (2003), four young-adult novels
(three of them in 2006 and 2007), a collection of stories, Help Wanted (2005),
and two more collections of poems. Soto has produced a film and a libretto for
the Los Angeles Opera. He also serves as Young People’s Ambassador for the
California Rural Legal Assistance and the United Farm Workers of America,
“Black Hair” will, if you let it, take you back to the days when you were first
learning how to look for a job. What memories do you have of those days?

THERE ARE TWO KINDS OF WORK: One uses the mind and the other uses
muscle. As a kid I found out about the latter. I'm thinking of the sum-
mer of 1969 when I was a seventeen-year-old runaway who ended up
in Glendale, California, to work for Valley Tire Factory. To answer an ad
in the newspaper 1 walked miles in the afternoon sun, my stomach
slowly knotting on a doughnut that was breakfast, my teeth like bright
candles gone yellow.

I walked in the door sweating and feeling ugly because my hair
was still stiff from a swim at the Santa Monica beach the day before.
Jules, the accountant and part owner, looked droopily through his bifo-
cals at my application and then at me. He tipped his cigar in the ashtray,
asked my age as if he didn’t believe I was seventeen, but finally aftera
moment of silence, said, “Come back tomorrow. Eight-thirty.”

I thanked him, left the office, and went around to the chain link
fence to watch the workers heave tires into a bin; others carted uneven
stacks of tires on hand trucks. Their faces were black from tire dustan
when they talked—or cussed—their mouths showed a bright pink.
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From there [ walked up a commercial street, past a cleaners, a motor-
cycle shop, and a gas station where I washed my face and hands; before
leaving I took bottle that hung on the side of the Coke machine, filled it
with water, and stopped it with a scrap of paper and a rubber band.

The next morning I arrived early at work. The assistant foreman, a

otbellied Hungarian, showed me a timecard and how to punch in. He
showed me the Coke machine, the locker room with its slimy shower,
and also pointed out the places where I shouldn’t go: The ovens where
the tires were recapped and the customer service area, which had a
slashed couch, a coffee table with greasy magazines, and an ashtray. He
introduced me to Tully, a fat man with one ear, who worked the buffers
that resurfaced the white walls. I was handed an apron and a face mask
and shown how to use the buffer: Lift the tire and center, inflate it with

a footpedal, press the buffer against the white band until cleaned, and
then deflate and blow off the tire with an air hose.

With a paint brush he stirred a can of industrial preserver. “Then slap
this blue stuff on.” While he was talking a co-worker came up quietly
from behind him and goosed him with the air hose. Tully jumped as if he
had been struck by a bullet and then turned around cussing and cupping
his genitals in his hands as the other worker walked away calling out foul
names. When Tully turned to me smiling his gray teeth, I lifted my
mouth into a smile because I wanted to get along. He has to be on my
side, I thought. He’s the one who'll tell the foreman how I'm doing.

I worked carefully that day, setting the tires on the machine as if
they were babies, since it was easy to catch a finger in the rim that
expanded to inflate the tire. At the day’s end we swept up the tire dust
and emptied the trash into bins.

At five the workers scattered for their cars and motorcycles while
I crossed the street to wash at a burger stand. My hair was stiff with
dust and my mouth showed pink against the backdrop of my dirty face.
I then ordered a hotdog and walked slowly in the direction of the aban-
doned house where I had stayed the night before. I lay under the trees
and within minutes was asleep. When I woke my shoulders were sore
and my eyes burned when I squeezed the lids together.

From the backyard I walked dully through a residential street, and
as evening came on, the TV glare in the living rooms and the headlights
of passing cars showed against the blue drift of dusk. I saw two chil-
dren coming up the street with snow cones, their tongues darting at the
packed ice. I saw a boy with a peach and wanted to stop him, but felt
embarrassed by my hunger. I walked for an hour only to return and
discover the house lit brightly. Behind the fence I heard voices and saw
a ﬂashlight poking at the garage door. A man on the back steps mum-
bled something about the refrigerator to the one with the flashlight.

-
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[ waited for them to leave, but had t.he feeling they v,
because there was the commotion .of furrptun? being Moveq, L]l"-d“'t
even more desperate, I started walking again with a great urge t, k“e /
things and tear the day from my life. I felt weak and My minq Ick
drifting because of hunger. I c_rossed the street to a gas statjg, i

I sipped at the water fountain afnd searched the Coke Machine ire
change. I started walking again, first up a commercial street, then j

a residential area where I lay down on someone’s lawn and replay.egto
scene at home—my Mother crying at’the kitchen table, my stepfagh a
yelling with food in his mouth. Theyre cruel, I thought, ang Wam:é
myself that I should never forgive them. How could they do thig o me

When I got up from the lawn it was late. I searched out 5 place 1
sleep and found an unlocked car that seemed safe. In the back Sea?
with my shoes off, I fell asleep but woke up startled about four i g,
morning when the owner, a nurse on her way to work, opened the doq,
She got in and was about to start the engine when I raised my head
from the backseat to explain my presence. She screamed so loudly
when I said “I'm sorry” that I sprinted from the car with my shoes i
hand. Her screams faded, then stopped altogether, as I ran down the
block where I hid behind a trash bin and waited for a police siren t,
sound. Nothing. I crossed the street to a church where I slept stiffly on
cardboard in the balcony.

I woke up feeling tired and greasy. It was early and a few street
lights were still lit, the east growing pink with dawn. I washed myself
from a garden hose and returned to the church to break into what
looked like a kitchen. Paper cups, plastic spoons, a coffee pot littered on
a table. I found a box of Nabisco crackers which I ate until I was full.

At work I spent the morning at the buffer, but was then told to help
Iggy, an old Mexican, who was responsible for choosing tires that could
be recapped without the risk of exploding at high speeds. Every morn-
ing a truck would deliver used tires, and after I unloaded them Iggy
would step among the tires to inspect them for punctures and rips on
the sidewalls.

With a yellow chalk he marked circles and Xs to indicate damage
and called out “junk.” For those tires that could be recapped, he said
“goody” and I placed them on my hand truck.

When I had a stack of eight I kicked the truck at an angle and .bal—
anced them to another work area where Iggy again inspected the tires,
scratching Xs and calling out “junk.”

Iggy worked only until three in the afternoon, at which time he
went to the locker room to wash and shave and to dress in a two
suit. When he came out he glowed with a bracelet, watch, rings

: , 5wl .t the
shiny fountain pen in his breast pocket. His shoes sounded against o
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asphalt. H_e was the image of a banker stepping into sunlight with mil-
lions on his mind. He said a few low words to workers with whom he
was friendly and none to people like me.

[ was seventeen, stupid because I couldn’t figure out the difference
petween an F 78 14 and 750 14 at sight. Iggy shook his head when
[ brought him the wrong tires, especially since I had expressed interest
in being his understudy. “Mexican, how can you be so stupid?” he
would yell at me, slapping a tire from my hands. But within weeks
[ learned a lot about tires, from sizes and makes to how they are molded
in iron forms to how Valley stole from other companies. Now and then
we received a truckload of tires, most of them new or nearly new, and
they were taken to our warehouse in the back where the serial numbers
were ground off with a sander. On those days the foreman handed out
Cokes and joked with us as we worked to get the numbers off.

Most of the workers were Mexican or black, though a few redneck
whites worked there. The base pay was a dollar sixty-five, but the aver-
age was three dollars. Of the black workers, I knew Sugar Daddy the
best. His body carried two hundred and fifty pounds, armfuls of scars,
and a long knife that made me jump when he brought it out from his
boot without warning. At one time he had been a singer, and had cut a
record in 1967 called Love’s Chance, which broke into the R and B charts.
But nothing came of it. No big contract, no club dates, no tours. He
made very little from the sales, only enough for an operation to pull a
steering wheel from his gut when, drunk and mad at a lady friend, he
slammed his Mustang into a row of parked cars.

“Touch it,” he smiled at me one afternoon as he raised his shirt,
his black belly kinked with hair. Scared, I traced the scar that ran from
his chest to the left of his belly button, and I was repelled but hid my
disgust.

Among the Mexicans I had few friends because I was different, a
pocho' who spoke bad Spanish. At lunch they sat in tires and laughed
over burritos, looking up at me to laugh even harder. I also sat in tires
while nursing a Coke and felt dirty and sticky because I was still living
on the street and had not had a real bath in over a week. Nevertheless,
when the border patrol came to round up the nationals, I ran with them
as they scrambled for the fence or hid among the tires behind the ware-
house. The foreman, who thought I was an undocumented worker,

yelled at me to run, to get away. I did just that. At the time it seemed fun
because there was no risk, only a goodhearted feeling of hide-and-seek,
and besides it meant an hour away from work on company time. When

'A derogatory term for Mexicans living in the United States who have forgotten their

cultural herita ge.
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the police left we came back and some of the nationals made y

D Storje;
of how they were almost caught—how they out-raced the police, Some
of the stories were so convoluted and unconvincing that eVeryone

laughed mentiras,? especially when one described how he OVerpowereq
a policeman, took his gun away, and sold the patrol car. We laugheg
and he laughed, happy to be there to make up a story. =

If work was difficult, so were the nights. I still had not gathereq
enough money to rent a room, so I spent the nights sleeping in parkeq
cars or in the balcony of a church. After a week I found a newspaper a4
for room for rent, phoned, and was given directions. Finished with
work, I walked the five miles down Mission Road looking back intg the
traffic with my thumb out. No rides. After eight hours of handling tires,
I was frightening, I suppose, to drivers since they seldom looked at me:
if they did, it was a quick glance. For the next six weeks I would try ¢,
hitchhike, but the only person to stop was a Mexican woman who éa\'e
me two dollars to take the bus. I told her it was too much and that no bys
ran from Mission Road to where I lived, but she insisted that I keep the
money and trotted back to her idling car. It must have hurt her to see me
day after day walking in the heat and looking very much the dirty Mex-
ican to the many minds that didn't know what it meant to work at hard
labor. That woman knew. Her eyes met mine as she opened the car door,
and there was a tenderness that was surprisingly true—one for which
you wait for years but when it comes it doesn’t help. Nothing changes.
You continue on in rags, with the sun still above you.

I rented a room from a middle-aged couple whose lives were a
mess. She was a school teacher and he was a fireman. A perfect setup,
I thought. But during my stay there they would argue with one another
for hours in their bedroom.

When I rang at the front door both Mr. and Mrs. Van Deusen
answered and didn’t bother to disguise their shock at how awful I
looked. But they let me in all the same. Mrs. Van Deusen showed me
around the house, from the kitchen and bathroom to the living room
with its grand piano. On her fingers she counted out the house rules as
she walked me to my room. It was a girl’s room with lace curtains, sce-
nic wallpaper of a Victorian couple enjoying a stroll, canopied bed, and
stuffed animals in a corner. Leaving, she turned and asked if she could
do laundry for me and, feeling shy and hurt, I told her no; perhaps the
next day. She left and I undressed to take a bath, exhausted as I sat on
the edge of the bed probing my aches and my bruised places. With a
towel around my waist I hurried down the hallway to the bathroom
where Mrs. Van Deusen had set out an additional towel with a tube of
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champo©- [ ran the water in the tub and sat on the toilet, lid down,
watching the steam curl toward the ceiling. When I lowered myself into
the tub I felt my body sting. I soaped a wash cloth and scrubbed my
arms until they lightened, even glowed pink, but still I looked
unwashed around my neck and face no matter how hard I rubbed. Back
1 the room I satin bed reading a magazine, happy and thinking of no
better luxury than a girl’s sheets, especially after nearly two weeks of
sleeping ON cardboard at the church.

[ was too tired to sleep, so I sat at the window watching the neigh-
bors move about in pajamas, and, curious about the room, looked
through the bureau drawers to search out personal things——snapshots,
. messy diary, and a high school yearbook. I looked up the Van
Deusen’s daughter, Barbara, and studied her face as if I recognized her
from my own school—a face that said “promise,” “college,” “nice
clothes in the closet.” She was a skater and a member of the German
Club; her greatest ambition was to sing at the Hollywood Bowl.

After awhile I got into bed and as I drifted toward sleep I thought
about her. Inmy mind I played a love scene again and again and altered
it slightly each time. She comes home from college and at first is indif-
ferent to my presence in her home, but finally I overwhelm her with
deep pity when I come home hurt from work, with blood on my shirt.
Then there was another version: Home from college she is immediately
taken with me, in spite of my work-darkened face, and invites me into
the family car for a milkshake across town. Later, back at the house, we
sit in the living room talking about school until we’re so close I'm hold-
ing her hand. The truth of the matter was that Barbara did come home
for a week, but was bitter toward her parents for taking in boarders
(two others besides me). During that time she spoke to me only twice:
Once, while searching the refrigerator, she asked if we had any mus-
tard; the other time she asked if I had seen her car keys.

But it was a place to stay. Work had become more and more diffi-
cult. T not only worked with Iggy, but also with the assistant foreman
who was in charge of unloading trucks. After they backed in I hopped
on top to pass the tires down by bouncing them on the tailgate to give
them an extra spring so they would be less difficult to handle on the
other end. Each truck was weighed down with more than two hundred
tires, each averaging twenty pounds, so that by the time the truck was
emptied and swept clean I glistened with sweat and my T-shirt stuck to
my body. I blew snot threaded with tire dust onto the asphalt, indiffer-
ent to the customers who watched from the waiting room.

The days were dull. I did what there was to do from morning until
the bell sounded at five; I tugged, pulled, and cussed at tires until I was
listless and my mind drifted and caught on small things, from cold
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sodas to shoes to stupid talk about what we would do with a Milliop,
dollars. I remember unloading a truck with Hamp, a black man,

“What's better than a sharp lady?” he asked me as I stood sweaty
on a pile of junked tires. “Water. With ice,” I sa.id. o

He laughed with his mouth open wide. With his fingers he pincheg
the sweat from his chin and flicked at me. “You be too young, boy,
A woman can make you a god.”

As a kid I had chopped cotton and picked grapes, so I knew work.
I knew the fatigue and the boredom and the feeling that there was a gooq
possibility you might have to do such work for years, if not for a lifetime,
In fact, as a kid I imagined a dark fate: To marry Mexican poor, work
Mexican hours, and in the end die a Mexican death, broke and in despair,

But this job at Valley Tire Company confirmed that there was some-
thing worse than field work, and I was doing it. We were all doing it,
from foreman to the newcomers like me, and what I felt heaving tires
for eight hours a day was felt by everyone—black, Mexican, redneck_
We all despised those hours but didn’t know what else to do. The work-
ers were unskilled, some undocumented and fearful of deportation,
and all struck with an uncertainty at what to do with their lives,
Although everyone bitched about work, no one left. Some had worked
there for as long as twelve years; some had sons working there. Few
quit; no one was ever fired. It amazed me that no one gave up when the
border patrol jumped from their vans, baton in hand, because I couldn’t
imagine any work that could be worse—or any life. What was out
there, in the world, that made men run for the fence in fear?

How we arrived at such a place is a mystery to me. Why anyone
would stay for years is even a deeper concern. You showed up, but from
where? What broken life? What ugly past? The foreman showed you the
Coke machine, the washroom, and the yard where you’d work. When
you picked up a tire, you were amazed at the black it could give off.

INTERPRETATIONS

1. “There are two kinds of work: one uses the mind and the other
uses muscles.” How effectively does Soto support this thesis in his
essay? Cite evidence.

2. Soto catalogs his first day at work in great detail. How do his sen-
sory and visual descriptions not only enhance his essay but also
serve his purpose?

3. What role does Iggy play in Soto’s summer work experience?
How is Iggy different from his co-workers? Does Soto ever resolve
his doubts about Iggy’s “dignity”? Explain.




