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Sorrow for a Midget

Langston Hughes (1902-1967)

No grownman worksina hospitalif he can help it — the pay is too Iow.
But I was broke, jobs hard to find, and the employment office sent me
there that winter.

Rightin the middle of Harlem.

Work wasn’t hard, just cleaning up the wards, serving meals off a
rolling table, bulling around, pushing a mop. I didn’t mind. 1 got plenty
toeat.

It was a little special kind of hospital; there was three private rooms
on my floor, and in one of them was a female midget. Miss Midget —a
little lady who looked like a dried-up child to me. But they told me (so I
wouldn’t get scared of her) that she was a midget. She had a
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pocketbook bigger than she was. It laid on a chair beside her bed.
Generous, too—nice, that little midget lady. She gave me a tip the first
dayIwasthere.

Butshe wasdying.

The nurses told me Countess Midget was booked to die. And I had
never seen nobody die. Anyhow, I hung around her. It was profitable.

“Take care of me good,” she said. "I payasIgo.Ialways did know how
to get service.” She opened her big fat pocketbook, as big as she was,
and showed me a thick wad of bills. “This gets it anytime, anywhere,”
she said.

Itgotit with me,all right.Istuck by. Tips count up. That’show L know
so much about what happened in them few days she was in that
hospitalroom, gameas she could be, but booked to die.

“Not even penicillin can save her,” the day nurse said, “not her.” That
was when penicillin was new.

Of course, the undertakers that year was all complaining about
penicilin. They used to come to the hospitallooking for corpses.

“Businessis bad,” one undertaker told me.“People don’t dielike they
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used to since this penicllin come in. Un-huh! Springtime, in the old days,
you could always count on plenty of folks dying of pneumonia and
such, going outdoors catching cold before it was warm enough,and all.
Funerals every other day then. Not no more. The doctors stick ‘em with
penicilin now — and they get well. Damn if they don’t! Business is bad
formorticians.”

But that midget did not have pneumonia, neither a cold. She had

went without an operations she needed too long. Now operation could
do her no good. And what they put into the needle for her arm was not
penicilin. It was something thatdid herno good either, justeased down
the pain. It were kept locked up so young orderlies like me would not
steal itand sell it to junkies. The nurses would not even tell me where it
waslocked upat.

You know, I did not look too straight when I come in that hospital.
Short-handed —not having much help— they would hire almost
anybody for an orderly in a hospital in Harlem, even me. So I got the
job.

Rightoff,after that first day,Iloved that midget.Isaid, “Little Bits,
you'reagamekiddie.Iadmire your spunk.”
Midget said, “I dig this hospital jive. Them nurses ain’t
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understandable. Nice, but don’t understand. You're the only one in
here, boy, I would ask todomea favor. Find my son.”

“You look like a baby to me, Countess. Where and when on earth did
yougetason?”lasked.

“Don’t worry about that,” said Countess Midget.“Igot him—and he’s
mine. Iwanthimright now. Hedonotknow Iaminhere sick —if he did,
he would come —even were he ashamed of the way he looked. You find
my son.” She gave me twenty bucks for subway fare and taxi to go
looking.

1 went and searched and found her son. Just like she had said he
might be,he wereashamed to come to the hospital. He was not doing so
well. Fact is, her son was ragged as a buzzard feeding on a Lenox
Avenue carcass. But when I told him his mama was sick in the Maggie
Butler Pavilion of the Sadie Henderson Hospital, he come. He gotright
upoutof bed and lefthisold lady and come.

“My mama has not called for me fora long, long time,” he said. “1f she
calls me now, like this boy says,” he told his girl, “wild horses could not
hold me. Baby,Iam going to seemy mama,” he said.

“I did not even know you had a mama,” whined the sleepy old broad
inthe bed,lookingasif she did not much care.
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“Lots of things you do not know about this Joe,” said the cat to the
broad. Hegot upand dressed and went with me,quick.

“Damn right, she’s my mama,” said the guy, who was near six feet,
big, heavy-set, black, and ragged. No warm coat on. I thought I was
beat, but he was the most.I could tellhe had been gonetothedogs,long
gone. Still, he wasa young man. From him I took a lesson.

“Iwillnever get this far down,” to myself I said. “No, not never!”

“Isshe very low sick?” he asked about his mama. “Real sick?”

“Man, I don’t know,” I said. “She is sunk way down in bed. And the
sign on the door says NO VISITORS.”

“ThenhowamIgonnagetin?”

“Relatives is not visitors,” I said. “Besides, I know the nurse. Right
now isnot even visiting hours. Too early. But come with me. You'll get
in”

Ifeltsorry foraguy witha mama who wasa midget who wasdying. A
midget laying dying! Had she been my mama, I guess I would have
wanted to be there, though, in spite of the fact she was a midget. I
couldn’t help wondering how could she be so small and bave this great

SLBlel; mbas o ot sy

84 bty le gl gz o L 030 gy pvam g A OULS 5

b Conolem 32l el 095 092 05 b 22 5300 ot 3o o5 i ghasy 1S
A Fady ol g T (guilinn 035 35 (K2 om0 K S 0 958 25 llS” o525 O yo
03T a0 3em O g9 590 0036 w0 1o 5038 S8 5,65 @By s 5,30 shan o gy e 5
35

cBypn @i 5ol e nlicdygen o 055 o5

($o0s b (Ao 0o 25 pay 1oy b pole Sl

g 5ar OB S! 15 4 05 350 O 55 255 51 69505 09 p 13 30u0 4 oy 103dS
-lody

(S enEFA sk -

St T el 5l o 4036 b gai Ol GBI &7 s 95 90 5y 1S
(5 p ALl 00035 (s~ 5 90 o o8 OB 25

S M S oIl 2 0s U5 0T Sl 59 0 i g s o il Sl ol s
L RV-—OR LN IPPTIC SV PR PIC P I 3 [ IR g SO B N N
s SIE BT R LTS S M PHPSERPE G P JCRIERPEITY R JJX g gER




g
e
[
-
=
1]
g
o
E
-
=
g
—
-
-

o foliolan o¢

big son? Who were his papa? And how could his papa have had him?

Well, anyhow, I took him in to see the little Countess in that big high
hospital bed,sodarkand small, in that white, white room, in that white
bed.

They had just given his mama a needle, so she were not right bright.
But when she saw her son, her little old wrinkled face lighted up. Her
little old tiny matchstick arms went almost around his neck. And she
hollered, “My baby!”realloud.“My precious baby son®”

. “Mama,” healmostcried, "l have notbeena good son to you.”
“Youhave beenmy only son,” she cried.

The nurse hipped me, “Let’s get out of here and leave ‘em alone.” So
we went. And weleft them alone fora long time, until he left.

That afternoon the midget died. Her son couldn’t hardly have more
than gotten home when I had to go after him again. I asked him on the
way back to the hospital was he honest-to-God sure enough her son.

Heshook hishead."No.”

That is when I felt most sorry for that midget, when I heard him say
No. He explained to me that he was just a took-in son, one she had sort
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of adopted when he was near-about a baby — because he had no father
and no mother and she had no son. But she wanted people to think she
hadason.

She was just his midget mama, that’s all. He never had no real mama
that he knew. But this little tiny midget raised him as best she could.
Being mostly off in sideshows and carnivals the biggest part of the
time, she boarded him out somewhere in school in the country. When
he got teen-age and came back to Harlem, he went straight to the dogs.

Butsheloved himand heloved her.
When he found out, about 5:30 P.M., that she had died, that big old

ragged no-good make-believe son of hers cried like a child.
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