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"Thank You, Ma'am" is a American short story written by Langston Hughes. 4 

The story was published in 1958 and is not in the public domain. That's 5 

particularly unfortunate because not only is it a great example of the short 6 

story form in general, it's also one of those important short stories that carries 7 

great social value and has the ability to teach and instruct its readers. While 8 

we cannot publish the full text, fair use policy allows me to provide a summary 9 

and overview of the story. 10 

 11 

The story features two characters; Roger and Mrs. Luella Bates Washington 12 

Jones. 13 

They meet when Roger attempts to steal her purse as she is walking home 14 

late at night. Roger loses his balance, and Mrs. Jones, who seems to be a 15 

substantial woman, first kicks him in the behind as he is sprawled on the 16 

sidewalk, and then hauls him up and shakes him. She has the boy pick up her 17 

purse, and begins to dress him down. Then the story takes a turn, 18 

"Um-hum! And your face is dirty. I got a great mind to wash your face for you. Ain't you got 19 

nobody home to tell you to wash your face?" 20 

"No'm," said the boy. 21 

"Then it will get washed this evening," said the large woman starting up the street, dragging the 22 

frightened boy behind her. 23 
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And with those simple lines, Hughes affects a magical transformation turning 24 

a tough old black woman into everyone's mother and a young hoodlum into 25 

everyone's friend, brother or son. By explaining the crime -- it's out of a child's 26 

impoverished necessity -- and humanizing the characters, he makes us 27 

understand that Roger is not a bad kid as much as he is a kid trapped in 28 

difficult circumstances. 29 

After a bit more physical and verbal trouncing, Mrs. Jones' course of action is 30 

clear: 31 

"But you put yourself in contact with me," said the woman. "If you think that that contact is not 32 

going to last awhile, you got another thought coming. When I get through with you, sir, you are 33 

going to remember Mrs. Luella Bates Washington Jones." 34 

Sweat popped out on the boy's face and he began to struggle. 35 

Mrs. Jones puts the boy in a half-nelson and drags him up the street and into 36 

her house where the "tough love" lightens up on the toughness and starts to 37 

load up a bit on the love. She feeds him, lectures him gently, and gives him 38 

the money he was attempting to steal so that he may buy the blue suede 39 

shoes that he needs. 40 

Then the story concludes: 41 

 42 

She led him down the hall to the front door and opened it. "Goodnight! Behave yourself, boy!" 43 

she said, looking out into the street. 44 

The boy wanted to say something else other than, "Thank you, ma'am" to Mrs. Luella Bates 45 

Washington Jones, but although his lips moved, he couldn't even say that as he turned at the 46 

foot of the barren stoop and looked back at the large woman in the door. Then she shut the 47 

door. 48 

 49 
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