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The Mouth-organ Boys

I wanted a mouth-organ, I wanted it more than anything else in the whole world. I 
told my mother. She kept ignoring me but I still wanted a mouth-organ badly.
    I was only a boy. I didn’t have a proper job. Going to school was like a job, but 
nobody paid me to go to school. Again I had to say to my mother, ‘Mum, will you 
please buy a mouth-organ for me?’
    It was the first time now, that my mother stood and answered me properly. Yet 
listen to what my mother said. ‘What d’you want a mouth-organ for?’
    All the other boys have a mouth-organ, mam,’ I told her.
    ‘Why is that so important? You don’t have to have something just because others 
have it.’
    ‘They won’t have me with them without a mouth-organ, mam,’ I said.
    ‘They’ll soon change their minds, Delroy.’
    ‘They won’t, mam. They really won’t. You don’t know Wildo Harris. He never 
changes his mind. And he never lets any other boy change his mind either.’
    ‘Delroy, I haven’t got the time to argue with you. There’s no money to buy a 
mouth-organ. I bought you new shoes and clothes for Independence Celebrations. 
Remember?’
    ‘Yes, mam.’
    ‘Well, money doesn’t come on trees.’
    ‘No, mam.’ I had to agree.
    ‘It’s school-day. The sun won’t stand still for you. Go and feed the fowls. 
Afterwards milk the goat. Then get yourself ready for school.’
    She sent me off. I had to go and do my morning jobs.
    Oh my mother never listened! She never understood anything. She always had 
reasons why she couldn’t buy me something and it was no good wanting to talk to my 
dad. He always cleared off to work early.
    All my friends had a mouth-organ, Wildo, Jim, Desmond, Len – everybody had one, 
except me. I couldn’t go round with them now. They wouldn’t let anybody go round 
with them without a mouth-organ. They were now ‘The Mouth-organ Boys.’ And we 
used to be all friends. I used to be their friend. We all used to play games together, 
and have fun together. Now they pushed me way.
    ‘Delroy! Delroy!’ my mother called.
    I answered loudly. ‘Yes, mam!’
    ‘Why are you taking so long feeding the fowls?’
    ‘Coming, mam.’
    ‘Hurry up, Delroy.’
    Delroy. Delroy. Always calling Delroy!
    I milked the goat. I had breakfast. I quickly brushed my teeth. I washed my face 
and my hands and legs. No time left and my mother said nothing about getting my 
mouth-organ. But my mother had time to grab my head and comb and brush my hair. 
She had time to wipe away toothpaste from my lip with her hand. I had to pull myself 
away and say, ‘Good day, Mum.’
    ‘Have a good day, Delroy,’ she said, staring at me.
    I ran all the way to school. I ran wondering if the Mouth-organ Boys would let me 
sit with them today. Yesterday they didn’t sit next to me in class.
    I was glad the boys came back. We all sat together as usual. But they teased me 
about not having a mouth-organ.
    Our teacher, Mr Goodall, started writing on the blackboard. Everybody was 
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whispering. And it got to everybody talking quite loudly. Mr Goodall could be really 
cross. Mr Goodall had big muscles. He had a moustache too. I would like to be like 
Mr Goodall when I grew up. But he could be really cross. Suddenly Mr Goodall turned 
round and all the talking stopped, except for the voice of Wildo Harris. Mr Goodall 
held the chalk in his hand and stared at Wildo Harris. He looked at Teacher and dried 
up. The whole class giggled.
    Mr Goodall picked out Wildo Harris for a question. He stayed sitting and answered.
   ‘Will you please stand up when you answer a question?’ Mr Goodall said.
    Wildo stood up and answered again. Mr Goodall ignored him and asked another 
question. Nobody answered. Mr Goodall pointed at me and called my name. I didn’t 
know why he picked on me. I didn’t know I knew the answer. I wanted to stand up 
slowly to kill time. But I was there, standing. I gave an answer.
    ‘That is correct,’ Mr Goodall said.
    I sat down. My forehead felt hot and sweaty, but I felt good. Then in schoolyard at 
recess time, Wildo joked about it. Listen to what he had to say: ‘Delroy Brown isn’t 
only a big head. Delroy Brown can answer questions with a big mouth.’
    ‘Yeh!’ the gang roared, to tease me.
    Then Wildo had to say, ‘If only he could get a mouth-organ.’ All the boys laughed 
and walked away.
   I went home to lunch and as usual I came back quickly. Wildo and Jim and 
Desmond and Len were together, at the bench, under the palm tree. I went up to 
them. They were swapping mouth-organs, trying out each one. Everybody made 
sounds on each mouth-organ, and said something. I begged Len, I begged Desmond, 
I begged Jim, to let me try out their mouth-organs. I only wanted a blow. They just 
carried on making silly sounds on each other’s mouth-organs. I begged Wildo to lend 
me his. He didn’t even look at me.
    I faced Wildo. I said, ‘Look. I can do something different as a Mouth-organ Boy. 
Will you let me do something different?’
    Boy, everybody was interested. Everybody looked at me.
    ‘What different?’ Wildo asked.
    ‘I can play the comb,’ I said.
    ‘Oh yeh,’ Wildo said slowly.
    ‘Want to hear it?’ I asked. ‘My dad taught me how to play it.’
    ‘Yeh,’ Wildo said. ‘Let’s hear it.’ And not one boy smiled or anything. They just 
waited.
    I took out my comb. I put my piece of tissue paper over it. I began to blow a tune 
on my comb and had to stop. The boys were laughing too much. They laughed so 
much they staggered about. Other children came up and laughed too. It was all silly, 
laughing at me.
    I became angry. Anybody would get mad. I told them they could keep their silly 
Mouth-organ Boys business. I told them it only happened because Desmond’s granny 
gave him a mouth-organ for his birthday. And it only caught on because Wildo went 
and got a mouth-organ too. I didn’t sit with the boys in class that afternoon. I didn’t 
care what the boys did.
    I went home. I looked after my goats. Then I ate. I told my mum I was going for a 
walk. I went into the centre of town where I had a great surprise.
    The boys were playing mouth-organs and dancing. They played and danced in the 
town square. Lots of kids followed the boys and danced around them.
    It was great. All four boys had the name ‘The Mouth-organ Boys’ across their 
chests. It seemed they did the name themselves. They cut out big coloured letters for 
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the words from newspapers and magazines. They gummed the letters down on a strip 
of brown paper, then they made a hole at each end of the paper. Next a string was 
pushed through the holes, so they could tie the names round them. The boys looked 
great. What a super name: ‘The Mouth-organ Boys’! How could they do it without me!
    ‘Hey, boys!’ I shouted, and waved. ‘Hey, boys!’ They saw me. They jumped up 
more with a bigger act, but ignored me. I couldn’t believe Wildo, Jim, Desmond and 
Len enjoyed themselves so much and didn’t care about me.
    I was sad, but I didn’t follow them. I hung about the garden railings, watching. 
Suddenly I didn’t want to watch any more. I went home slowly. It made me sick how 
I didn’t have a mouth-organ. I didn’t want to eat. I didn’t want the lemonade and bun 
my mum gave me. I went to bed.
    Mum thought I wasn’t well. She came to see me. I didn’t want any fussing about. I 
shut my eyes quickly. She didn’t want to disturb me. She left me alone. I opened my 
eyes again.
    If I could drive a truck I could buy loads of mouth-organs. If I was a fisherman 
I could buy a hundred mouth-organs. If I was an aeroplane pilot I could buy truck-
loads of mouth-organs. I was thinking all those things and didn’t know when I fell 
asleep.
    Next day at school The Mouth-organ Boys sat with me. I didn’t know why but we 
just sat together and joked a little bit. I felt good running home to lunch in the usual 
bright sunlight.
    I ran back to school. The Mouth-organ Boys were under the palm tree, on the 
bench. I was really happy. They were really unhappy and cross and this was very 
strange.
    Wildo grabbed me and held me tight. ‘You thief!’ he said.
    The other boys came around me. ‘Let’s search him’ they said.
    ‘No, no!’ I said ‘No.’
    ‘I’ve lost my mouth-organ and you have stolen it,’ Wildo said.     
    ‘No,’ I said. ‘No.’
    ‘What’s bulging in your pocket, then?’
    ‘It’s mine,’ I told them. ‘It’s mine.’
    The boys held me. They took the mouth-organ from my pocket.
    ‘It’s mine,’ I said. But I saw myself up to Headmaster. I saw myself getting caned. I 
saw myself disgraced.
    Wildo held up the mouth-organ. ‘Isn’t this red mouth-organ mine?’
    ‘Of course it is,’ the boys said.
    ‘It’s mine,’ I said. ‘I got it at lunchtime.’
    ‘Just at the right time, eh?’ Desmond said.
    ‘Say you borrowed it,’ Jim said.
    ‘Say you were going to give it back,’ Len said.
    Oh! I had to get a mouth-organ just when Wildo lost his! ‘My mother gave it to me 
at lunchtime,’ I said.
    ‘Well, come and tell Teacher,’ Wildo said.
    Bell rang. We hurried to our class. My head was aching. My hands were sweating. 
My mother would have to come to school, and I hated that.
    Wildo told our teacher I stole his mouth-organ. It was no good telling Teacher it 
was mine, but I did. Wildo said his mouth-organ was exactly like that. And I didn’t 
have a mouth-organ.
    Mr Goodall went to his desk. And Mr Goodall brought back Wildo’s grubby red 
mouth-organ. He said it was found on the floor.
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    How could Wildo compare his dirty red mouth-organ with my new, my beautiful, 
my shining clean mouth-organ? Mr Goodall made Wildo Harris say he was sorry.
    Oh it was good. It was good to become one of ‘The Mouth-organ Boys’.

James Berry
(Caribbean)


