Appendix A

BIG DEAL

I remember it was very late at night. I’d already watched her struggle onto the train.

She was white, probably in her late twenties… nice looking.

She started to gather up her things preparing to get off at the next stop, which happened to be the place I had to get off too.

Just as it had been a problem for her to get on the train, it was going to be a problem for her to get off. She had her toddlers to take care of, a heavily loaded pushchair to handle, as well as her bags.

And there I was, preparing to get off, with no bundles to take care of, no kid to be responsible for, nothing. Thinking about it I felt guilty. Should I give her a hand? I felt exposed I guess, nothing to hide behind.

But as the train was entering the station some white man stood up from his seat and helped her off the train, lifting the pushchair safely onto the platform. She smiled and thanked him, grateful for the help.

I could see the steep, long concrete stairs leading up towards the main street. Should I offer my help like the white man had done on the train? Should I help with the pushchair or carry her bags up the steps?

My mum taught me all about courtesy. And here I was in the early hours standing near to a white woman with her children and bags. There I was a courteous black man.

But how could I, a black man approach this woman? I knew she very likely might be prejudiced against blacks. 

What would she say? What would her first reaction be? Would she smile and be grateful for my offer of help? Or would she think I was about to rob her or worse maybe? What would I do if she let out a scream as I moved towards her to offer my help?

Was I misjudging her? It’s just so hard to get a true picture of people. So many negative images of black men fill our society. I’m judged even before I speak or act.

There I was a courteous black man.

I hesitated for a long, long minute. All the ancestral manners my family had installed in me from father to son raced through my veins. There I was, face to face with a situation that could well explode into an outburst of prejudice.

I passed on by her as if I saw nothing. I didn’t care about her need. Was my need greater? I just moved on. I half ran up the steps leaving the white woman, her kids and her bags. 

This is what prejudice and artificial divisions can do to people, society, a whole nation even! I took the stairs in twos, until I reached a street.

Perhaps the woman was not prejudiced after all. Or not prejudiced enough to scream at the coming of a black man towards her in a lonely train station way past midnight.

If you were not prejudiced white woman, then I failed you. I know that there is a chance in a million that we will meet again. I am willing to take that millionth chance. 

If you were not prejudiced, I failed you. I failed your child. I failed myself.

I trampled on my courtesy running up those steps. But here is promise that I make to myself here and now: If I am ever faced with a situation like that again, I am going to offer my help regardless of how the offer is going to be received.

I will NOT be judged, I HAVE a choice, I AM myself, a courteous black man.

