Thank You Ma'am – Basic Understanding
The story Thank You Ma'am tells the story of a boy who tries to steal a woman's purse. The boy is caught by the woman. The boy thinks that the woman is going to call the police. Instead, she takes him home and tries to re-educate him (לחנך אותו מחדש) and gives him something to eat.  She also gives him 10 dollars to buy blue suede shoes – which were very popular. 

The story is about human kindness and about the hard life of children in the Black ghetto of Harlem in the 1920's and 1930's. It is also a story about a woman, who despite being poor, tries to make the world a better place from her small corner.
Part One:

In part one, a large woman is walking home at 11 p.m. from work. The boy tries to steal the woman's purse. But the purse is heavy and the boy, who is thin, falls. The woman kicks the boy in the butt, picks him up by his shirt and shakes him forcefully.
The lady is not only large on the outside. We also learn she is “large” on the inside and has a big heart.

Part Two:

The woman, while holding the boy, begins the process of re-educating him and tells him to pick up her purse. Other people are watching, but they do not interfere. The lack of interference (not getting involved) is common in the United States. People are afraid that if they try to help, they may get hurt themselves. This is what the onlookers must have felt when they saw a large lady acting violently out on anger. Mrs. Jones is different. Despite being the victim of a crime, she tries to help the criminal become a better person.
The woman asks the boy if he is ashamed of himself. He does not answer.
From her language, which is full of grammatical errors and “low-class” slang, we learn that Mrs. Jones is uneducated in terms of her schooling; but she is “educated” in terms of values (ערכים).

The woman asks the boy why he tried to steal her purse. He said he didn't mean to. The woman calls the boy a liar. 
The woman asks the boy if he will run if she stops holding him. The boy says that he will run. She does not release him. The woman tells the boy that although he started the contact between them, she will decide when the contact will come to an end. By doing this, she is telling the boy that she is in control of the situation.
The woman notices that the boy is thin and that his face is dirty. From this she learns that the boy has no one to take care of him at home. In fact, the boy tells Mrs. Jones that there is no one at his home to tell him to wash his face. We understand from these things that the boy may be neglected (מוזנח) by his parents.
The woman tells the boy that he is going to "remember Mrs. Luella Bates Washington Jones." By saying this, she is telling the boy that she is going to make a difference in his life. 

The boy becomes afraid and begins to sweat. Maybe the boy thinks that the woman is going to attack him or call the police. The boy tries to get away, but he is not strong enough.

The woman then drags the boy to her house. She lives in a big house with many other people. The woman leads the boy to a big room at the back of the house. He is happy to learn that there are other people in the house. He can hear and see them. Now he is less afraid that the woman will do something bad to him. She does not let go of him yet.
Part Three

At the beginning of part three, we witness the first personal contact between Roger and Mrs. Jones. This happens when Mr. Jones asks the boy what his name is. For the first time, the boy cooperates and reveals that his name is ‘Roger.”

Mrs. Jones tells Roger to go wash his face. Roger looks at the door and at the sink, but decides to wash his face after Mrs. Jones tells him that she does not intend to turn him into the police.

 Roger’s decision not to run probably has two reason:
a. He believes that Mrs. Jones will not take him to jail.
b. He is happy that someone is giving him attention – something that he lacks at home.
Mrs. Jones is sure that Roger tried to steal her purse because he was hungry. However, we learn that the reason for the attempted theft was his desire to get enough money to buy blue suede shoes. This type of shoe was a status symbol – much like a smartphone is a status symbol for today’s teenagers.
Mrs. Jones tells Roger that he did not have to steal to get the money, and that he could have just asked her for the money instead. 
Roger is surprised at this statement for two reasons:
a. Mrs. Jones has no reason to give him the money because  they do not know each other.
b. Roger is not used to people showing him concern and kindness.

Roger again thinks about running away, but he decides to stay.

Mrs. Jones tells Roger that when she was young she also was not able to afford everything that she wanted. From the expression on Roger’s face, she thinks that Rogers assumes that she stole to get what he wanted. However, Mrs. Jones is quick to correct this impression (התרשמות) and tells Roger that she did not steal to get what she wanted.
 However, she hints to having done things that she is not proud of. (“I have done things too, which I would not tell you – neither tell God.”) It seems that Mrs. Jones lets Roger in on the secret of her not having a perfect past in order to give him hope that he also can change.
From this point on an atmosphere (אווירה) of trust and respect starts to develop between Mrs. Jones and Roger:

a. While Mrs. Jones prepared dinner, her purse was located in a place that Roger could have easily stolen it and ran.
b. Roger sits in a place from where he is sure the Mrs. Jones can see him. He values her trust and doesn’t want to lose her trust – something he is not used to having.
c. He offers to go to the store to get needed goods for dinner.
d. She offers to have him buy “sweet milk” for himself.
e. She shared her simple dinner of leftovers with him.
f. She shared her small piece of cake with him.
After dinner, which symbolizes the end of the re-education of Roger (who has been re-fed with new values), Mrs. Jones gives Roger 10 dollars to buy the shoes he wanted. She warns him against going back to his old ways. 
Roger is so surprised at getting the money, he does not know what to say and says: “Thank You Ma’am.” This one sentence which includes the good mannered response of “thank you” perhaps is proof that Mrs. Jones re-education of Roger may succeed. 

Roger leaves Mrs. Jones house and never sees her again. 


