Toni Cade Bambara
Gorilla, My Love

(UNITED STATES)

That was the year Hunca Bubba changed his name. Not a change up, but a
change back, since Jetferson Winston Vale was the name in the first place.
Which was news to me canse he'd been my Hunca Bubba my whole lifetime,
since I couldn’t manage Uncle to save my life. So far as I was concerned it was
a change completely to somethin soundin very geographical weatherlike to
me, like somethin you'd find in a almanac. Or somethin you'd run across when
you sittin in the navigator seat with a wet thumb on the map crinkly in your
lap, watchin the roads and signs so when Granddaddy Vale say “Which way,
Scout,” you got sense enough to say take the nest exit or take a left or what-
ever it is. Not that Scout’s my name. Just the namne Granddaddy call whoever
sittin in the navigator seat. Which is usually me cause I don't feature sittin in
the back with the pecans. Now, you figure pecans all right to be sittin with. If
you thinks so, that’s your business. But they dusty sometime and make you
cough. And they got a way of slidin around and dippin down sudden, like
maybe a rat in the buckets. So if you scary like me, you sleep with the lights on
and blame it on Baby Jason and, so as not to waste good electric, you study the
maps. And that’s how come I'm in the navigator seat most times and get to be
called Scout.

So Hunca Bubba in the back with the pecans and Baby Jason, and he in
love. And we got to hear all this stnff abont this woman he in love with and all.
Which really ain’t enongh to keep the mind alive, though Baby Jason got no
better sense than to give his undivided attention and keep grabbin at the
photograph which is just a pictnre of some skinny woman in a countrified
dress with her hand shot up to her face like she shame fore cameras. But
there’s a movie house in the background which I ax about. Canse T am a movie
freak from way back, even though it do get me in trouble sometine.

Like when me and Big Brood and Baby Juson was on our own last Easter
and couldn't go to the Dorset cause we'd seen all the Three Stooges they was,
And the RKO Hamilton was closed readying np for the Easter Pageant that
night. And the West End, the Regun and the Sunset was too far, less we had
grownups with us which we didn't. So we walk up Amsterdani Avenne to the
Washington and Gorilla, My Louve playin, thev say, which snit me just fine,
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thongh the “my tove™ part kinda dvag Big Brood some. As for Buln Jason,
shoot. like Granddaddy sav. he'd follow me into the fiery fmace i 1 sav come
ot Sowe go inand get three bags of Thinmore potato chips which not only are
the hest potato chips It the best bags for hlowin ap and bustin real toud so
the matron come trottin down the aisle with her climbky self flashin that flash-
light dead i vour eve so von can give her some lipand it she answer hack and
voualready fimish secin the show anyway, why then vou just turn the place ont.
Which Flove to dono lie With Baln Jason kickin at the seat in front caging
me onand B Brood mumblin hout what fiercesome things we goin do.
Whicl means me. Like when the big hovs come up on ns talkin hout Lemme a
nickel Tes me that hide the money, O when the bad hovs in the park take Big
Brood's Spandecn way from Tune Bes e that i on- they haek and fight
awhile: i ies e that s ont the show i the matron cet too salty.

So the movie come onand vight away its this chureln minsic and clearly not
about no gorilla, Bout Jesus. And Eam reads to kil not canse | cot anvthing
ganist Joesass Just that when vou fised to wateh a gorilla picture vou don't
wanna el messed cromnd with Sunday Sehool stulf, So 1 mad. Besides. we
see this raggedy old hrown il King of Kings even vearand enongh’s enonglh,
Coronvips figre thes e treat vou st s how, Which burms e up. There
oy feet apand iy Havmore potato chips really salty and erispy and two
jawbreahers e Lap and the money safe inm shoe from the big bovs. andd
here comes this Jesas stull. Sowe all go wild, Yellin. hooin. stompin and car-
evine one Reallv to wake the wan e the hooth ap there who nsta went to
sleepand put on the wrong recls. But no. caase he holler down to shit np and
then he i the sonnd ap so we really gotta holler like eran to even hear onr-
selves vood. And the matron ropes ol b the children section and flashes her
light b over the place and we vell some more and some kids slip under the
rope and ran np and down the aisle jost to show it take more than some disty
olexyehet rope totie ns down. And P flingin the Kid in front of me's popeorn.
\ind Baby Fason Kickin seats. Andits veally something, Then here come the hig
and Bacdh matron. the one they et ont i case of cmergeney. And she totin that
Hashlight Tike she conna use it on somehaods. This here the colored matron
Brandy cond her friends call Thanderbuns, She do not plav She do not sunle,
Soweshutupand wateh the simple ass pictire

Which is not so simple as it is stupid. Canse | realize tha st about -
bodv i i family is hetter than this god they abwans talkin about. My dadds
wouldn t stand for nobody treatin i of us that wan. AR niuna specially. And
Fean jostseeitnow. Bis Brood np there on the cross talkin boat Foraine then
Daddy canse they dont know swhat they doin. And my Mania sy Get on down
Iron there von big fool whatelia think this is plastime? Andomy Daddy vellin
to Granddaddy to et Tim a ladder canse Big Brood actin the Tool. his mother
side ol the Lunily showin up. Aid my i andd her sister Daisy jumpin on
thenm: Romans heatin them with they pockethooks. And Thinea Bubba tellin
then Tolks on they knees they better et ont the was and ¢o get some help or
they com o get trampled on And Granddadds Vale savin Femve the hos
done b thats whiat he wants to do with Tis Tile we am't got nothm to say abont
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it. Then Aunt Daisy givin him a taste of that pocketbook, fussin bout what a
damn fool old man Granddaddy is. Then everybody jumpin in his chest like
the time Uncle Clavton went in the army and come back with only one leg and
Granddaddy say somethin stupid abont that’s life. And by this time Big Brood
off the cross and in the park playin handball or skally or somethin. And the
family in the kitchen throwin dishes at each other, screamin bont if vou hadn’t
done this I wouldn't had to do that. And me in the parlor trving to do my arith-
metic vellin Shut it off.

Which is what T was yellin all by myself which make me a sittin target for
Thunderbuns. But when I yell We want our money back, that gets evervbody
in chorus. And the movie windin up with this heavenly clond music and the
smart-ass up there in his hole in the wall turns up the sound again to drown us
out. Then there comes Bugs Bunny which we already seen so we know we
been had. No gorilla my nuthin. And Big Brood say Awwww sheeet, we goin
to see the manager and get onr money back. And 1 know from this we busi-
ness. So I brush the potato chips out of my hair which is where Baby Jason like
to put em, and I march myself up the aisle to deal with the manager who is a
crook in the first place for lyin out there sayin Gorilla, My Love playin. And 1
never did like the man cause he oily and pasty at the same time like the bad
guy in the serial, the one that got a hideout behind a push-button bookease
and play “Moonlight Sonata” with gloves on. | knock on the door and T am fu-
rions. And 1 am alone, too. Canse Big Brood snddenly got to go so bad even
though my mama told us bont goin in them nasty bathrooms. And 1 hear him
sigh like he disgusted when he get to the door and see only a little kid there.
And now I'm really furions cause I get so tired grownmps messin over kids just
canse they little and can't take em to court. What is it, he say to me like T lost
ny mittens or wet on myself or am somebody’s retarded child. When in reality
1 am the smartest kid PS. 186 ever had in its whole lifetime and yon can ax
anybody. Even them teachers that don't like me canse 1 won't sing them
Souther songs or back off when they tell me my guestions are ont of order.
And canse my Mama come up there in a minute when them teachers start
plavin the dozens hehind colored folks. She stalk in with her hat pulled down
bad and that Persian lamb coat draped back over one hip on acconnt of she
got her fist planted there so she can talk that talk which gets us all hypnotized,
and teacher be comin undone cause she know this could be her job and her
behind cause Mama got pull with the Board and bad by her own sell anvhow.

So 1 kick the door open wider and just walk right by him and sit down and
tell the man about himself and that T want my money back and that goes for
Baby Jason and Big Brood too. And he still trying to shuffle me ont the door
even though I'm sittin which shows him for the fool lie is. Jnst like them teach-
ers do fore they realize Mama like a stone on that spot and ain’t backin up. So
he ain't gettin up off the woney. So T was forced to leave, tukin the matches
from under liis ashtray, and set a fire under the candy stand, which closed the
raggedy ole Washington down for a week. My Daddy had the suspect it was
me cause Big Brood got a big mouth. But 1 explained right quick what the
whole thing was about and 1 figured it was even-steven. Cause if vou say Go-
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rilla, My Love, yon suppose to mean it. Just like when yon say von goin to give
me a party on my birthday, you gotta mean it. And if you say me and Baby Ja-
son can go South pecan hanlin with Granddaddy Vale, yon better not be
comin up with no stuff about the weather look uncertain or did von mop the
bathroom or any other trickified business. 1 mean even gangsters in the
movies say My word is my bond. So don’t nobody get away with nothin far as
I'm concerned. So Daddy put his belt back on. Canse that’s the way I was
raised. Like my Mama say in one of them situations when 1 won't back down,
Okav Badbird, you right. Your point is well-tuken. Not that Badbird my nanic,
just what she say when she tired arguin and know I'm right. And Aunt Jo, who
is the hardest head in the family and worse even than Awnt Daisy, she say, Yon
absolutely right Miss Muffin, which also ain't my real name but the name she
gave me one time when I got some medicine shot in my behind and wonldn't
get up off her pillows for nothin. And even Granddaddy Vale—who got no
memory to speak of, so sometime von can just plain lie to him, if vou want to
be like that—he say, Well if that's what 1 saicl, then that’ it. But this name
business was different they said. It wasn't like Hunca Bubba had gone back on
his word or anything. Just that he was thinkin bout gettin married and was usin
his real name now. Which ain't the way I saw it at all.

So there I am in the navigator seat. And I turn to him and jnst plain ole ax
him. L mean I come right on out with it. No sense goin all around that harn the
old folks talk about. And like my mania say, Hazel—which is my real name and
what she remembers to call me when she bein serious—when you got some-
thin on your mind, speak up and let the chips fall where they mav. And if any-
body don't like it, tell em to come see your mama. And Daddy look up from
the paper and say, You hear yonr mama good, Hazel. And tell em to come see
me first. Like that. That's how I was raised.

So I turn clear round in the navigator seat and say, “Look here, Hunca
Bubba or Jefferson Windsong Vale or whatever yonr name is, vou gonna marry
this girl?”

“Sure am,” he say, all grins.

And I say, “Member that time you was baby-sittin me when we lived at
four-o-nine and there was this big snow and Mama and Daddy got held up in
the country so you had to stay for two days?”

And he say, “Sure do.”

“Well. Yon remember how you told me 1 was the entest thing that ever
walked the earth?”

“Oh, vou were real ente when vou were little,” he say, which is suppose to
be fimny. I am not laughin.

“Well. Yon remember what von said?”

And Granddaddy Vale squintin over the wheel and axin Whicly wav, Scont.
But Scont is busy and don't care if we all get lost for davs.

“Watcha mean, Peaches?”

"My name is Hazel. And what 1 mean is vou said vou were going to marn
me when 1 grew up. You were going to wait. That's what T mean, my dear Un-
cle Jefferson.” And he don't say nuthin. Just look at me real strange like he
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never saw me before in life. Like he lost in some weird town in the middle of
night and lookin for directions and there’s no one to ask. Like it was me that
messed up the maps and turned the road posts ronnd. “Well, vou said it, didn’t
von?” And Baby' Jason fookin back and forth like we plavin ping-pong. Only 1
ain’t plavin. F'm hurtin and 1 can hear that Tam sereamin. And (.mn(ld.u]d\

Vale mumblin how we never gonna get to where we goinif T don't turn ¢ aromd
and take myv navigator job serious.

\\( i, for crvin out foud, Hazel, vou just a little girl, And 1was just teasin.”

“And T was jnst teasing” 7 s back just how he said it so he can hear what
a terrible thing it is. Then 1 don't say nuthin. And he don't sa nnllnn And
Baby Jason don’t sav nuthin nohow. Then Granddaddy Vale speak up. “Look
here, Precions, it was Iimca Bubba what told vou then things. This here, Jef-
ferson Winston Vale.™ And Humca Bubba say, “That's vight. That was some-
body else. 'm a new somebody.”

“You a vin dawg.” 1 say. when 1 meant to sav treachierous dog, hut just
couldn’t get hold of the word. It stipped away from me. And 'merving and
crumplin down in the seat and just don’t care. And Granddaddy say to hush
and steps on the gas. And P'm losin my bearins and don’t even know where to
look on the map canse Tean't see for ervin, And Baby Jason ervin too. Canse
he is my blood brother and understands ‘that we must stick together or be for-
ever lost. what with grownnps plavin change-up and turnin vou round eveny
which way so bad. And don't even say they sorry.



