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Ethyl’s Apology
Ethyl has worked hard all day. Finally, she is on the jitney, after the long, tedious wait at the bus stop; but she has to stand because all the seats are taken. When she realizes that the jitney is full, she considers getting off and waiting for the next one; however, it is late, and she isn’t sure when another bus is coming.


Ethyl's feet are swollen, as usual, and, today especially, a sharp, piercing pain rips through her lower back. Unusual is the tight knot in her stomach, the results of an argument with Mr. White, her boss, earlier that afternoon. Still, all she wants is to get home and soak her tired feet. So it isn’t the fear of the dreadful darkness, or the unbearable loneliness, or even the uncertainty of another jitney that causes her to prefer standing on the bus to lingering on the bus stop; it is her unsung protest against having to tarry in the company of pain. 


As the bus jerks away, leaving some weary souls contemplating the possibility of a long trek home in the twilight, Ethyl examines the static assembly. Her tired eyes, with their fading sight, creep through the thin foul of odor pass the balding driver to the rare door, where drooping bodies, cramped like a cluster of Guineps on a weighted limb, partially hide the red patch with the white word: EMERGENCY. The bearded old man in the Trench coat, whose stomach appears to be a pumpkin in his lap, covered by his dingy-white T-shirt, has tilted his head back over the seat, and is sucking in constricted air to his heart’s content, filling the compartment with an eerie rattle. Behind him, a young man, with multiple roads in his haircut, silently reads his newspaper, lost in the manipulative, manufactured and managed world of some pretentious Editor. Crouching, across from him, is a teenage girl—in ponytails. She has a newborn baby in her arms, wrapped in an overused blue blanket. They stare at each other—fixed, like statues, which do not see but are always marked by stares. Apprehended here too is Ethyl, gazing at the departing street lights, and the silent, nocturnal marchers, considering how to create a new world out of the rubble of shattered dreams and broken promises.


The bus screeches to a halt, bringing an end to the seesaw between snoring and silence. Returning from the underworld of shadows, the old man rubs his nose, snorting like a horse, surveys his surroundings, stands and exits the bus. Ethyl sits down. A bone in her lower back shifts, with a cracking pop. It resembles the sensation of releasing long held urine. Still, her feet give no indication of being relieved of their burden. She rests her head against the cold glass window and closes her eyes, wanting to sleep—for just a few eternal moments—but sleep as well, on this familiar evening, got off at the last stop.


Ethyl ponders for a moment whether she will return to work in the morning. She is hurt about what happened earlier. Because of her children, though, not going back is not a serious option. For them, she has lost her self-respect on many occasions; now she reckons there isn’t much left to give up. This time she considers that she must think of a way to go back and still save face. Momentarily, it crosses her mind that she can ask Mr. White for an apology, but then dismisses the thought, knowing that an apology is out of the question. Always, on such occasions she wishes she had someone to stand up for her. Anyone. She used to ask God. But asking God for a good man, one who would really love her, is exhausting, she muses. The people at the church told her three years ago, when she became a Christian, that she had to put Jerry out or marry him. She asked Jerry about it. That was when he packed up and left. The church people said that it was okay: “God will send you a good man, if you ask him.” She isn’t asking anymore.


The fish she bought from the market is slipping from her lap, and the rankness is protruding. Without opening her eyes, she reestablishes its position and holds on more firmly. I aint cookin’ fish no more tuhnight. Some hot dogs still dere in duh fridge; duh chirren could boil dem fuh dinner. I even ain’ goin’ tuh midweek service. Dis evenin’ I guh get me some res’.

For almost twenty years she made beds in that hotel, she is thinking. Sometimes seven days per week: “Mr. White, sir, ah wonder if ah could get one day off next week tuh go tuh Miami tuh see duh doctor ‘bout muh foot?”


“Day off for what?! Listen here -- ah, ah, Ethyl. It’s January, and things are too dam’ busy to be giving maids time off.”


“But Mr. White, sir, I een know how long ah could hole out on muh foot.”


“Listen, you could go if you want to, but I can’t guarantee that you will have a job when you return!”


Ethyl thought of all those hot, sticky mornings, and those, rainy mornings, and those cold, damp mornings over the past twenty years that she trudged to the bus stop, and sometimes all the way to work when she missed the hotel bus and didn’t have money for Jitney. She thought of all the times she swallowed her pride to keep her job and feed her children—particularly about the time when she had to choose between attending her father’s funeral and her children’s survival. So she shouted at Mr. White: “It aint fair Mr. White, you only been here fuh two years, an’ I been here fuh!--“


“Listen, I don’t want to here it! My main concern is running a hotel; and if some employees think that makes me unfair, then so be it. You can’t have the day, and that’s final.”


She is thinking, also, how Dell just told her yesterday that “Yuh better stop livin’ fuh dem cherrin, an’ start livin' fuh yuhsef.” Dell is probably right too, she continues, because her older children, who are on their own, aren’t showing any gratitude. One—when she asked for some help—says that he has his own family to look after, and the other child she hasn’t heard or seen since he left almost four years ago.


Her inner sense of time and space and distance tells her that she is near home so she opens her eyes. The bus stops in the middle of the road, just beyond Ross Corner, and so does all the traffic behind it. Ethyl takes slow, careful steps from the bus, but still lands hard on the rigid asphalt; she limps towards home. In the distance, slightly beyond the chain of paint-peeling, wooden-framed rainbow houses, and beyond the city’s faucet and Ferguson’s Petty Store, she can see Jeff sitting on the stump of the fig tree in front of the yard. Then he disappears. She is immediately suspicious.


In those long painful wobbles en route to the yard, she keeps praying: Lord, I hope dat boy done clean dat house. After struggling up the concrete steps and entering the house, at once she notices that the floor wasn’t swept or mopped. The wood is still dusty and dry. Without looking, Ethyl flings her bag onto the settee. The swish of her foot dragging against the dehydrated floor is flesh crawling, as she shuffles through the bedroom in the direction of the kitchen. On her way, she passes blankets, from the floor of the previous night, still lying loosely on the bed. Arriving in the kitchen, her anger mounting, foot throbbing, and back ripping, there is Jeff, standing before a pan overflowing with dirty dishes.


“What duh hell yuh been doin’ boy, since yuh come from school?!”


Jeff doesn’t say anything. Ethyl practically hops over to the fridge. Still yelling.


“Answer me when I talk tuh yuh boy, an’ stop been no manners. I been out slavin’ all day so yinner could eat; duh leas’ yuh could do is help aroun’ here. Yuh know dem odda cherrin to young tuh help!”


Ethyl gets so worked-up, she slaps Jeff at the back of his head with her open palm. He turns to face her; she grabs him and starts shaking him violently. “Yuh little ungrateful, goodfuhnotin’ t’ing!” she shouts, still shaking him. Jeff sees a terrifying rage in his mother’s eyes; they are wide and ablaze, and froth is gathering between her lips. Like a mad woman, she is hitting him now, still with her palms, in firm rapid motions. Jeff puts his hand up to protect himself, but she demands that he puts it down. Jeff obeys. He drops his hand to his side and is still. Ethyl is still hitting him—like a drowning person slapping against the unyielding sea.


Abruptly, she stops. Her eyes, now glassy, stare at him, as if for the first time, from ancient sockets in a wrinkled, ebony face. His thick, muscular body stands firm, like a silk cotton tree, unmoved by the mighty gush. And Jeff stares at her. The fury in her eyes has abated. Only the sadness remains. Her body is frail and limp like a tender reed, one blown and bent and beaten by ferocious gales. Jeff draws his mother to his bosom; they embrace and weep—uncontrollably. 
