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My First Goose — Isaac Babel 
 

Savitsky, Commander of the VI Division, rose when he saw me, and I wondered at the beauty of his giant’s body. He rose, the purple of his 
riding breeches and the crimson of his little tilted cap and the decorations stuck on his chest cleaving the hut as a standard cleaves the sky. A 
smell of scent and the sickly sweet freshness of soap emanated from him. His long legs were like girls sheathed to the neck in shining riding 
boots. 

He smiled at me, struck his riding whip on the table, and drew toward him an order that the Chief of Staff had just finished dictating. It was 
an order for Ivan Chesnokov to advance on Chugunov-Dobryvodka with the regiment entrusted to him, to make contact with the enemy and 
destroy the same. 

“For which destruction,” the Commander began to write, smearing the whole sheet, “I make this same Chesnokov entirely responsible, up 
to and including the supreme penalty, and will if necessary strike him down on the spot; which you, Chesnokov, who have been working with 
me at the front for some months now, cannot doubt.” 

The Commander signed the order with a flourish, tossed it to his orderlies and turned upon me gray eyes that danced with merriment. 

I handed him a paper with my appointment to the Staff of the Division. 

“Put it down in the Order of the Day,” said the Commander. “Put him down for every satisfaction save the front one. Can you read and 
write?” 

“Yes, I can read and write,” I replied, envying the flower and iron of that youthfulness. “I graduated in law from St. Petersburg University.” 

“Oh, are you one of those grinds?” he laughed. “Specs on your nose, too! What a nasty little object! They’ve sent you along without making 
any enquiries; and this is a hot place for specs. Think you’ll get on with us?” 

“I’ll get on all right,” I answered, and went off to the village with the quartermaster to find a billet for the night. 

The quartermaster carried my trunk on his shoulder. Before us stretched the village street. The dying sun, round and yellow as a pumpkin, 
was giving up its roseate ghost to the skies. 

We went up to a hut painted over with garlands. The quartermaster stopped, and said suddenly, with a guilty smile: 

“Nuisance with specs. Can’t do anything to stop it, either. Not a life for the brainy type here. But you go and mess up a lady, and a good lady 
too, and you’ll have the boys patting you on the back.” 

He hesitated, my little trunk on his shoulder; then he came quite close to me, only to dart away again despairingly and run to the nearest yard. 
Cossacks were sitting there, shaving one another. 

“Here, you soldiers,” said the quartermaster, setting my little trunk down on the ground. “Comrade Savitsky’s orders are that you’re to take 
this chap in your billets, so no nonsense about it, because the chap’s been through a lot in the learning line.” 

The quartermaster, purple in the face, left us without looking back. I raised my hand to my cap and saluted the Cossacks. A lad with long 
straight flaxen hair and the handsome face of the Ryazan Cossacks went over to my little trunk and tossed it out at the gate. Then he turned his 
back on me and with remarkable skill emitted a series of shameful noises. 

“To your guns—number double-zero!” an older Cossack shouted at him, and burst out laughing. “Running fire!” 

His guileless art exhausted, the lad made off. Then, crawling over the ground, I began to gather together the manuscripts and tattered 
garments that had fallen out of the trunk. I gathered them up and carried them to the other end of the yard. Near the hut, on a brick stove, 
stood a cauldron in which pork was cooking. The steam that rose from it was like the far-off smoke of home in the village, and it mingled 
hunger with desperate loneliness in my head. Then I covered my little broken trunk with hay, turning it into a pillow, and lay down on the 
ground to read in Pravda Lenin’s speech at the Second Congress of the Comintern. The sun fell upon me from behind the toothed hillocks, the 
Cossacks trod on my feet, the lad made fun of me untiringly, the beloved lines came toward me along a thorny path and could not reach me. 
Then I put aside the paper and went out to the landlady, who was spinning on the porch. 

“Landlady,” I said, “I’ve got to eat.” 

The old woman raised to me the diffused whites of her purblind eyes and lowered them again. 

“Comrade,” she said, after a pause, “what with all this going on, I want to go and hang myself.” 

“Christ!” I muttered, and pushed the old woman in the chest with my fist. “You don’t suppose I’m going to go into explanations with you, 
do you?” 

And turning around I saw somebody’s sword lying within reach. A severe-looking goose was waddling about the yard, inoffensively 
preening its feathers. I overtook it and pressed it to the ground. Its head cracked beneath my boot, cracked and emptied itself. The white neck 
lay stretched out in the dung, the wings twitched. 

“Christ!” I said, digging into the goose with my sword. “Go and cook it for me, landlady.” 

Her blind eyes and glasses glistening, the old woman picked up the slaughtered bird, wrapped it in her apron, and started to bear it off 
toward the kitchen. 
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“Comrade,” she said to me, after a while, “I want to go and hang myself.” And she closed the door behind her. 

The Cossacks in the yard were already sitting around their cauldron. They sat motionless, stiff as heathen priests at a sacrifice, and had not 
looked at the goose. 

“The lad’s all right,” one of them said, winking and scooping up the cabbage soup with his spoon. 

The Cossacks commenced their supper with all the elegance and restraint of peasants who respect one another. And I wiped the sword with 
sand, went out at the gate, and came in again, depressed. Already the moon hung above the yard like a cheap earring. 

“Hey, you,” suddenly said Surovkov, an older Cossack. “Sit down and feed with us till your goose is done.” 

He produced a spare spoon from his boot and handed it to me. We supped up the cabbage soup they had made, and ate the pork. 

“What’s in the newspaper?” asked the flaxen-haired lad, making room for me. 

“Lenin writes in the paper,” I said, pulling out Pravda. “Lenin writes that there’s a shortage of everything.” 

And loudly, like a triumphant man hard of hearing, I read Lenin’s speech out to the Cossacks. 

Evening wrapped about me the quickening moisture of its twilight sheets; evening laid a mother’s hand upon my burning forehead. I read 
on and rejoiced, spying out exultingly the secret curve of Lenin’s straight line. 

“Truth tickles everyone’s nostrils,” said Surovkov, when I had come to the end. “The question is, how’s it to be pulled from the heap. But 
he goes and strikes at it straight off like a hen pecking at a grain!” 

This remark about Lenin was made by Surovkov, platoon commander of the Staff Squadron; after which we lay down to sleep in the 
hayloft. We slept, all six of us, beneath a wooden roof that let in the stars, warming one another, our legs intermingled. I dreamed: and in my 
dreams saw women. But my heart, stained with bloodshed, grated and brimmed over. 
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Sarah Cole: A Type of Love Story — Russell Banks 
 

To begin, then, here is a scene in which I am the man and my friend Sarah Cole is the woman. I don’t mind describing it now, because I’m a 
decade older and don’t look the same now as I did then, and Sarah is dead. That is to say, on hearing this story you might think me vain if I 
looked the same now as I did then, because I must tell you that I was extremely handsome then. And if Sarah were not dead, you’d think I 
were cruel, for I must tell you that Sarah was very homely. In fact, she was the homeliest woman I have ever known. Personally, I mean. I’ve 
seen a few women who were more unattractive than Sarah, but they were clearly freaks of nature or had been badly injured or had been 
victimized by some grotesque, disfiguring disease. Sarah, however, was quite normal, and I knew her well, because for three and a half months 
we were lovers. 

Here is the scene. You can put it in the present, even though it took place ten years ago, because nothing that matters to the story depends 
on when it took place, and you can put it in Concord, New Hampshire, even though that is indeed where it took place, because it doesn’t 
matter where it took place, so it might as well be Concord, New Hampshire, a place I happen to know well and can therefore describe with 
sufficient detail to make the story believable. Around six o’ clock on a Wednesday evening in late May a man enters a bar. The place, a cocktail 
lounge at street level with a restaurant upstairs, is decorated with hanging plants and unfinished wood paneling, butcherblock tables and 
captain’s chairs, with a half dozen darkened, thickly upholstered booths along one wall. Three or four men between the ages of twenty-five and 
thirty-five are drinking at the bar, and they, like the man who has just entered, wear three piece suits and loosened neckties. They are probably 
lawyers, young, unmarried lawyers gossiping with their brethren over martinis so as to postpone arriving home alone at their whitewashed 
townhouse apartments, where they will fix their evening meals in radar ranges and, afterwards, while their tv’s chuckle quietly in front of them, 
sit on their couches and do a little extra work for tomorrow. They are, for the most part, honorable, educated, hard-working, shallow, and 
moderately unhappy young men. Our man, call him Ronald, Ron, in most ways is like these men, except that he is unusually good-looking, and 
that makes him a little less unhappy than they. Ron is effortlessly attractive, a genetic wonder, tall, slender, symmetrical, and clean. His flaws, a 
small mole on the left corner of his square but not-too-prominent chin, a slight excess of blond hair on the tops of his tanned hands, and 
somewhat underdeveloped buttocks, insofar as they keep him from resembling too closely a men’s store mannequin, only contribute to his 
beauty, for he is beautiful, the way we usually think of a woman as being beautiful. And he is nice, too, the consequence, perhaps, of his 
seeming not to know how beautiful he is, to men as well as women, to young people, even children, as well as old, to attractive people, who 
realize immediately that he is so much more attractive than they as not to be competitive with them, as well as unattractive people, who see him 
and gain thereby a comforting perspective on those they have heretofore envied for their good looks. 

Ron takes a seat at the bar, unfolds the evening paper in front of him, and before he can start reading, the bartender asks to help him, calling 
him “Sir,” even though Ron has come into this bar numerous times at this time of day, especially since his divorce last fall. Ron got divorced 
because, after three years of marriage, his wife had chosen to pursue the career that his had interrupted, that of a fashion designer, which meant 
that she had to live in New York City while he had to continue to live in New Hampshire, where his career had got its start. They agreed to live 
apart until he could continue his career near New York City, but after a few months, between conjugal visits, he started sleeping with other 
women, and she started sleeping with other men, and that was that. “No big deal,” he explained to friends, who liked both Ron and his wife, 
even though he was slightly more beautiful than she. “We really were too young when we got married, college sweethearts. But we’re still best 
friends,” he assured them. They understood. Most of Ron’s friends were divorced by then too. 

Ron orders a scotch and soda, with a twist, and goes back to reading his paper. When his drink comes, before he takes a sip of it, he first 
carefully finishes reading an article about the recent re-appearance of coyotes in northern New Hampshire and Vermont. He lights a cigarette. 
He goes on reading. He takes a second sip of his drink. Everyone in the room, the three or four men scattered along the bar, the tall, thin 
bartender, and several people in the booths at the back, watches him do these ordinary things. 

He has got to the classified section, is perhaps searching for someone willing to come in once a week and clean his apartment, when the 
woman who will turn out to be Sarah Cole leaves a booth in the back and approaches him. She comes up from the side and sits next to him. 
She’s wearing heavy, tan cowboy boots and a dark brown, suede cowboy hat, lumpy jeans and a yellow tee shirt that clings to her arms, breasts, 
and round belly like the skin of a sausage. Though he will later learn that she is thirty-eight years old, she looks older by about ten years, which 
makes her look about twenty years older than he actually is. (It’s difficult to guess accurately how old Ron is, he looks anywhere from a mature 
twenty-five to a youthful forty, so his actual age doesn’t seem to matter.) 

“It’s not bad here at the bar,” she says, looking around. “More light, anyhow. Whatcha readin’?” she asks brightly, planting both elbows on 
the bar. 

Ron looks up from his paper with a slight smile on his lips, sees the face of a woman homelier than any he has ever seen or imagined before, 
and goes on smiling lightly. He feels himself falling into her tiny, slightly crossed, dark brown eyes, pulls himself back, and studies for a few 
seconds her mottled, pocked complexion, bulbous nose, loose mouth, twisted and gapped teeth, and heavy but receding chin. He casts a 
glance over her thatch of dun-colored hair and along her neck and throat, where acne burns against gray skin, and returns to her eyes, and again 
feels himself falling into her. 

“What did you say?” he asks. 
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She knocks a mentholated cigarette from her pack, and Ron swiftly lights it. Blowing smoke from her large, wing-shaped nostrils, she speaks 
again. Her voice is thick and nasal, a chocolate-colored voice. “I asked you whatcha readin’, but I can see now.” She belts out a single, loud 
laugh. “The paper!” 

Ron laughs, too. “The paper! The Concord Monitor!” He is not hallucinating, he clearly sees what is before him and admits–no he asserts–to 
himself that he is speaking to the most unattractive woman he has ever seen, a fact which fascinates him, as if instead he were speaking to the 
most beautiful woman he has ever seen or perhaps ever will see, so he treasures the moment, attempts to hold it as if it were a golden ball, a 
disproportionately heavy object which–if he doesn’t hold it lightly yet with precision and firmness–will slip from his hand and roll across the 
lawn to the lip of the well and down, down to the bottom of the well, lost to him forever. It will be merely a memory, something to speak of 
wistfully and with wonder as over the years the image fades and comes in the end to exist only in the telling. His mind and body waken from 
their sleepy self-absorption, and all his attention focuses on the woman, Sarah Cole, her ugly face, like a wart hog’s, her thick, rapid voice, her 
dumpy, off-center wreck of a body, and to keep this moment here before him, he begins to ask questions of her, he buys her a drink, he smiles, 
until soon it seems, even to him, that he is taking her and her life, its vicissitudes and woe, quite seriously. 

He learns her name, of course, and she volunteers the information that she spoke to him on a dare from one of the two women still sitting 
in the booth behind her. She turns on her stool and smiles brazenly, triumphantly, at her friends, two women, also homely (though nowhere as 
homely as she) and dressed, like her, in cowboy boots, hats and jeans. One of the women, a blond with an underslung jaw and wearing heavy 
eye makeup, flips a little wave at her, and as if embarrassed, she and the other woman at the booth turn back to their drinks and sip fiercely at 
straws. 

Sarah returns to Ron and goes on telling him what he wants to know, about her job at the Rumford Press, about her divorced husband who 
was a bastard and stupid and “sick,” she says, as if filling suddenly with sympathy for the man. She tells Ron about her three children, the 
youngest, a girl, in junior high school and boy-crazy, the other two, boys, in high school and almost never at home anymore. She speaks of her 
children with genuine tenderness and concern, and Ron is touched. He can see with what pleasure and pain she speaks of her children; he 
watches her tiny eyes light up and water over when he asks their names. 

“You’re a nice woman,” he informs her. 

She smiles, looks at her empty glass. “No. No, I’m not. But you’re a nice man, to tell me that.” 

Ron, with a gesture, asks the bartender to refill Sarah’s glass. She is drinking white Russians. Perhaps she has been drinking them for an hour 
or two, for she seems very relaxed, more relaxed than women usually do when they come up and without introduction or invitation speak to 
him. 

She asks him about himself, his job, his divorce, how long he has lived in Concord, but he finds that he is not at all interested in telling her 
about himself. He wants to know about her, even though what she has to tell him about herself is predicatable and ordinary and the way she 
tells it unadorned and cliched. He wonders about her husband. What kind of man would fall in love with Sarah Cole? 

 

2 

That scene, at Osgood’s Lounge in Concord, ended with Ron’s departure, alone, after having bought Sarah’s second drink, and Sarah’s 
return to her friends in the booth. I don’t know what she told them, but it’s not hard to imagine. The three women were not close friends, 
merely fellow workers at Rumford Press, where they stood at the end of a long conveyor belt day after day packing TV Guides into cartons. 
They all hated their jobs, and frequently after work, when they worked the day shift, they would put on their cowboy hats and boots, which 
they kept all day in their lockers, and stop for a drink or two on their way home. This had been their first visit to Osgood’s, a place that, prior to 
this, they had avoided out of a sneering belief that no one went there but lawyers and insurance men. It had been Sarah who had asked the 
others why that should keep them away, and when they had no answer for her, the three had decided to stop at Osgood’s. Ron was right, they 
had been there over an hour when he came in, and Sarah was a little drunk. “Well hafta come in here again,” she said to her friends, her voice 
rising slightly. 

Which they did, that Friday, and once again Ron appeared with his evening newspaper. He put his briefcase down next to his stool and 
ordered a drink and proceeded to read the front page, slowly, deliberately, clearly a weary, unhurried, solitary man. He did not notice the three 
women in cowboy hats and boots in the booth in back, but they saw him, and after a few minutes Sarah was once again at his side. 

“Hi.” 

He turned, saw her, and instantly regained the moment he had lost when, the previous night, once outside the bar, he had forgotten about 
the ugliest woman he had ever seen. She seemed even more grotesque to him now than before, which made the moment all the more precious 
to him, and so once again he held the moment as if in his hands and began to speak with her, to ask questions, to offer his opinions and solicit 
hers. 

I said earlier that I am the man in this story and my friend Sarah Cole, now dead, is the woman. I think back to that night, the second time I 
had seen Sarah, and I tremble, not with fear but in shame. My concern then, when I was first becoming involved with Sarah, was merely with 
the moment, holding onto it, grasping it wholly as if its beginning did not grow out of some other prior moment in her life and my life 
separately and at the same time did not lead into future moments in our separate lives. She talked more easily than she had the night before, and 
I listened as eagerly and carefully as I had before, again, with the same motives, to keep her in front of me, to draw her forward from the 
context of her life and place her, as if she were an object, into the context of mine. I did not know how cruel this was. When you have never 
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done a thing before and that thing is not simply and clearly right or wrong, you frequently do not know if it is a cruel thing, you just go ahead 
and do it, and maybe later you’ll be able to determine whether you acted cruelly. That way you’ll know if it was right or wrong of you to have 
done it in the first place. 

While we drank, Sarah told me that she hated her ex-husband because of the way he treated the children. “It’s not so much the money,” she 
said, nervously wagging her booted feet from her perch on the high barstool. “I mean, I get by, barely, but I get them fed and clothed on my 
own okay. It’s because he won’t even write them a letter or anything. He won’t call them on the phone, all he calls for is to bitch at me because 
I’m trying to get the state to take him to court so I can get some of the money he’s s’posed to be paying for child support. And he won’t even 
think to talk to the kids when he calls. Won’t even ask about them.” 

“He sounds like a bastard,” I said. 

“He is, he is,” she said. “I don’t know why I married him. Or stayed married. Fourteen years, for Christ’s sake. He put a spell over me or 
something, I don’t know,” she said with a note of wistfulness in her voice. “He wasn’t what you’d call good-looking.” 

After her second drink, she decided she had to leave. Her children were at home, it was Friday night and she liked to make sure she ate 
supper with them and knew where they were going and who they were with when they went out on their dates. “No dates on schoolnights,” 
she said to me. “I mean, you gotta have rules, you know.” 

I agreed, and we left together, everyone in the place following us with his or her gaze. I was aware of that, I knew what they were thinking, 
and I didn’t care, because I was simply walking her to her car. 

It was a cool evening, dusk settling onto the lot like a gray blanket. Her car, a huge, dark green Buick sedan at least ten years old, was 
battered, scratched, and almost beyond use. She reached for the door handle on the driver’s side and yanked. Nothing. The door wouldn’t 
open. She tried again. Then I tried. Still nothing. 

Then I saw it, a V-shaped dent in the left front fender creasing the fender where the door joined it, binding the metal of the door against the 
metal of the fender in a large crimp that held the door fast. “Someone must’ve backed into you while you were inside,” I said to her. 

She came forward and studied the crimp for a few seconds, and when she looked back at me’ she was weeping. “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus!” she 
wailed, her large, frog-like mouth wide open and wet with spit, her red tongue flopping loosely over gapped teeth. “I can’t pay for this! I can’t!” 
Her face was red, and even in the dusky light I could see it puff out with weeping, her tiny eyes seeming almost to disappear behind wet cheeks. 
Her shoulders slumped, and her hands fell limply to her sides. 

Placing my briefcase on the ground, I reached out to her and put my arms around her body and held her close to me, while she cried wetly 
into my shoulder. After a few seconds, she started pulling herself back together and her weeping got reduced to sniffling. Her cowboy hat had 
been pushed back and now clung to her head at a precarious, absurdly jaunty angle. She took a step away from me and said, “I’ll get in the 
other side.” 

“Okay,” I said almost in a whisper. “That’s fine.,” 

Slowly, she walked around the front of the huge, ugly vehicle and opened the door on the passenger’s side and slid awkwardly across the seat 
until she had positioned herself behind the steering wheel. Then she started the motor, which came to life with a roar. The muffler was shot. 
Without saying another word to me, or even waving, she dropped the car into reverse gear and backed it loudly out of the parking space and 
headed out the lot to the street. 

I turned and started for my car, when I happened to glance toward the door of the bar, and there, staring after me, were the bartender, the 
two women who had come in with Sarah, and two of the men who had been sitting at the bar. They were lawyers, and I knew them slightly. 
They were grinning at me. I grinned back and got into my car, and then, without looking at them again, I left the place and drove straight to my 
apartment. 
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One night several weeks later, Ron meets Sarah at Osgood’s, and after buying her three white Russians and drinking three scotches himself, 
he takes her back to his apartment in his car–a Datsun fastback coupe that she says she admires–for the sole purpose of making love to her. 

I’m still the man in this story, and Sarah is still the woman, but I’m telling it this way because what I have to tell you now confuses me, 
embarrasses me, and makes me sad, and consequently, I’m likely to tell it falsely. I’m likely to cover the truth by making Sarah a better woman 
than she actually was, while making myself appear worse than I actually was or am; or else I’ll do the opposite, make Sarah worse than she was 
and me better. The truth is, I was pretty, extremely so, and she was not, extremely so, and I knew it and she knew it. She walked out the door of 
Osgood’s determined to make love to a man much prettier than any she had seen up close before, and I walked out determined to make love 
to a woman much homelier than any I had made love to before. We were, in a sense, equals. 

No, that’s not exactly true. (You see? This is why I have to tell the story the way I’m telling it.) I’m not at all sure she feels as Ron does. That 
is to say, perhaps she genuinely likes the man, in spite of his being the most physically attractive man she has ever known. Perhaps she is more 
aware of her homeliness than of his beauty, just as he is more aware of her homeliness than of his beauty, for Ron, despite what I may have 
implied, does not think of himself as especially beautiful. He merely knows that other people think of him that way. As I said before, he is a nice 
man. 
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Ron unlocks the door to his apartment, walks in ahead of her, and flicks on the lamp beside the couch. It’s a small, single bedroom, modern 
apartment, one of thirty identical apartments in a large brick building on the heights just east of downtown Concord. Sarah stands nervously at 
the door, peering in. 

“Come in, come in,” he says. 

She steps timidly in and closes the door behind her. She removes her cowboy hat, then quickly puts it back on, crosses the livingroom, and 
plops down in a blond easychair, seeming to shrink in its hug out of sight to safety. Ron, behind her, at the entry to the kitchen, places one 
hand on her shoulder, and she stiffens. He removes his hand. 

“Would you like a drink?” 

“No … I guess not,” she says, staring straight ahead at the wall opposite where a large framed photograph of a bicyclist advertises in French 
the Tour de France. Around a corner, in an alcove off the living room, a silver-gray ten-speed bicycle leans casually against the wall, glistening 
and poised, slender as a thoroughbred racehorse. 

“I don’t know,” she says. Ron is in the kitchen now, making himself a drink. “I don’t know … I don’t know.” 

“What? Change your mind? I can make a white Russian for you. Vodka, cream, kahlua, and ice, right?” 

Sarah tries to cross her legs, but she is sitting too low in the chair and her legs are too thick at the thigh, so she ends, after a struggle, with one 
leg in the air and the other twisted on its side. She looks as if she has fallen from a great height. 

Ron steps out from the kitchen, peers over the back of the chair, and watches her untangle herself, then ducks back into the kitchen. After a 
few seconds, he returns. “Seriously. Want me to fix you a white Russian?” 

“No.” 

Ron, again from behind, places one hand onto Sarah’s shoulder, and this time she does not stiffen, though she does not exactly relax, either. 
She sits there, a block of wood, staring straight ahead. 

“Are you scared?” he asked gently. Then he adds, “I am.” 

“Well, no, I’m not scared.” She remains silent for a moment. “You’re scared? Of what?” She turns to face him but avoids his eyes. 

“Well . . . I don’t do this all the time, you know. Bring home a woman I . . . ” he trails off. 

“Picked up in a bar.” 

“No. I mean, I like you, Sarah, I really do. And I didn’t just pick you up in a bar, you know that. We’ve gotten to be friends, you and me.” 

“You want to sleep with me?” she asks, still not meeting his steady gaze. 

“Yes.” He seems to mean it. He does not take a gulp or even a sip from his drink. He just says, “Yes,” straight out, and cleanly, not too 
quickly, either, and not after a hesitant delay. A simple statement of a simple fact. The man wants to make love to the woman. She asked him, 
and he told her. What could be simpler? 

“Do you want to sleep with me?” he asks. 

She turns around in the chair, faces the wall again, and says in a low voice, “Sure I do, but … it’s hard to explain.” 

“What? But what?” Placing his glass down on the table between the chair and the sofa, he puts both hands on her shoulders and lightly 
kneads them. He knows he can be discouraged from pursuing this, but he is not sure how easily. Having got this far without bumping against 
obstacles (except the ones he has placed in his way himself), he is not sure what it will take to turn him back. He does not know, therefore, how 
assertive or how seductive he should be with her. He suspects that he can be stopped very easily, so he is reluctant to give her a chance to try. 
He goes on kneading her doughy shoulders. 

“You and me … we’re real different.” She glances at the bicycle in the corner. 

“A man … and a woman,” he says. 

“No, not that. I mean, different. That’s all. Real different. More than you … you’re nice, but you don’t know what I mean, and that’s one of 
the things that makes you so nice. But we’re different. Listen,” she says, “I gotta go. I gotta leave now.” 

The man removes his hands and retrieves his glass, takes a sip, and watches her over the rim of the glass, as, not without difficulty, she rises 
from the chair and moves swiftly toward the door. She stops at the door, squares her hat on her head, and glances back at him. 

“We can be friends. Okay?” 

“Okay. Friends.” 

“I’ll see you again down at Osgood’s, right?” 

“Oh, yeah, sure.” 

“Good. See you,” she says, opening the door. 

The door closes. The man walks around the sofa, snaps on the television set, and sits down in front of it. He picks up a TV Guide from the 
coffee table and flips through it, stops, runs a finger down the listings, stops, puts down the magazine and changes the channel. He does not 
once connect the magazine in his hand to the woman who has just left his apartment, even though he knows she spends her days packing TV 
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Guides into cartons that get shipped to warehouses in distant parts of New England. He’ll think of the connection some other night, but by 
then the connection will be merely sentimental. It’ll be too late for him to understand what she meant by “different.” 

 

4 

But that’s not the point of my story. Certainly it’s an aspect of the story, the political aspect, if you want, but it’s not the reason I’m trying to 
tell the story in the first place. I’m trying to tell the story so that I can understand what happened between me and Sarah Cole that summer and 
early autumn ten years ago. To say we were lovers says very little about what happened; to say we were friends says even less. No, if I’m to 
understand the whole thing, I have to say the whole thing, for, in the end, what I need to know is whether what happened between me and 
Sarah Cole was right or wrong. Character is fate, which suggests that if a man can know and then to some degree control his character, he can 
know and to that same degree control his fate. 

But let me go on with my story. The next time Sarah and I were together we were at her apartment in the south end of Concord, a second 
floor flat in a tenement building on Perley Street. I had stayed away from Osgood’s for several weeks, deliberately trying to avoid running into 
Sarah there, though I never quite put it that way to myself. I found excuses and generated interests in and reasons for going elsewhere after 
work. Yet I was obsessed with Sarah by then, obsessed with the idea of making love to her, which, because it was not an actual desire to make 
love to her, was an unusually complex obsession. Passion without desire, if it gets expressed, may in fact be a kind of rape, and perhaps I sensed 
the danger that lay behind my obsession and for that reason went out of my way to avoid meeting Sarah again. 

Yet I did meet her, inadvertently, of course. After picking up shirts at the cleaner’s on South Main and Perley Streets, I’d gone down Perley 
on my way to South State and the post office. It was a Saturday morning, and this trip on my bicycle was part of my regular Saturday routine. I 
did not remember that Sarah lived on Perley Street, although she had told me several times in a complaining way–it’s a rough neighborhood, 
packed dirt yards, shabby apartment buildings, the carcasses of old, half-stripped cars on cinderblocks in the driveways, broken red and yellow 
plastic tricycles on the cracked sidewalks–but as soon as I saw her, I remembered. It was too late to avoid meeting her. I was riding my bike, 
wearing shorts and tee shirt, the package containing my folded and starched shirts hooked to the carrier behind me, and she was walking 
toward me along the sidewalk, lugging two large bags of groceries. She saw me, and I stopped. We talked, and I offered to carry her groceries 
for her. I took the bags while she led the bike, handling it carefully as if she were afraid she might break it. 

At the stoop we came to a halt. The wooden steps were cluttered with half-opened garbage bags spilling egg shells, coffee grounds, and old 
food wrappers to the walkway. “I can’t get the people downstairs to take care of their garbage,” she explained. She leaned the bike against the 
bannister and reached for her groceries. 

“I’ll carry them up for you,” I said. I directed her to loop the chain lock from the bike to the bannister rail and snap it shut and told her to 
bring my shirts up with her. 

“Maybe you’d like a beer?” she said as she opened to door to the darkened hallway. Narrow stairs disappeared in front of me into heavy, 
damp darkness, and the air smelled like old newspapers. 

“Sure,” I said and followed her up. 

“Sorry there’s no light. I can’t get them to fix it.” 

“No matter. I can see you and follow along,” I said, and even in the dim light of the hall I could see the large, dark blue veins that cascaded 
thickly down the backs of her legs. She wore tight, white-duck bermuda shorts, rubber shower sandals, and a pink sleeveless sweater. I pictured 
her in the cashier’s line at the supermarket. I would have been behind her, a stranger, and on seeing her, I would have turned away and studied 
the covers of the magazines, TV Guide, People, The National Enquirer, for there was nothing of interest in her appearance that in the hard light of 
day would not have slightly embarrassed me. Yet here I was inviting myself into her home, eagerly staring at the backs of her ravaged legs, her 
sad, tasteless clothing, her poverty. I was not detached, however, was not staring at her with scientific curiosity, and because of my passion, did 
not feel or believe that what I was doing was perverse. I felt warmed by her presence and was flirtatious and bold, a little pushy, even. 

Picture this. The man, tanned, limber, wearing red jogging shorts, Italian leather sandals, a clinging net tee shirt of Scandinavian design and 
manufacture, enters the apartment behind the woman, whose dough colored skin, thick, short body, and homely, uncomfortable face all try, 
but fail, to hide themselves. She waves him toward the table in the kitchen, where he sets down the bags and looks good-naturedly around the 
room. “What about the beer you bribed me with?” he asks. The apartment is dark and cluttered with old, oversized furniture, yard sale and 
second-hand stuff bought originally for a large house in the country or a spacious apartment on a boulevard forty or fifty years ago, passed 
down from antique dealer to used furniture store to yard sale to thrift shop, where it finally gets purchased by Sarah Cole and gets lugged over 
to Perley Street and shoved up the narrow stairs, she and her children grunting and sweating in the darkness of the hallway–overstuffed 
armchairs and couch, huge, ungainly dressers, upholstered rocking chairs, and in the kitchen, an old maple desk for a table, a half dozen heavy 
oak diningroom chairs, a high, glass-fronted cabinet, all peeling, stained, chipped and squatting heavily on a dark green linoleum floor. 

The place is neat and arranged in a more or less orderly way, however, and the man seems comfortable there. He strolls from the kitchen to 
the livingroom and peeks into the three small bedrooms that branch off a hallway behind the livingroom. “Nice place!” he calls to the woman. 
He is studying the framed pictures of her three children arranged like an altar atop the buffet. “Nice looking kids!” he calls out. They are. Blond, 
round-faced, clean, and utterly ordinary-looking, their pleasant faces glance, as instructed, slightly off camera and down to the right, as if they are 
trying to remember the name of the capital of Montana. 
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When he returns to the kitchen, the woman is putting away her groceries, her back to him. “Where’s that beer you bribed me with?” he asks 
again. He takes a position against the doorframe, his weight on one hip, like a dancer resting. “You sure are quiet today, Sarah,” he says in a low 
voice. “Everything okay?” 

Silently, she turns away from the grocery bags, crosses the room to the man, reaches up to him, and holding him by the head, kisses his 
mouth, rolls her torso against his, drops her hands to his hips and yanks him tightly to her, and goes on kissing him, eyes closed, working her 
face furiously against his. The man places his hands on her shoulders and pulls away, and they face each other, wide-eyed, as if amazed and 
frightened. The man drops his hands, and the woman lets go of his hips. Then, after a few seconds, the man silently turns, goes to the door, 
and leaves. The last thing he sees as he closes the door behind him is the woman standing in the kitchen doorframe, her face looking down and 
slightly to one side, wearing the same pleasant expression on her face as her children in their photographs, trying to remember the capital of 
Montana. 

 

5 

Sarah appeared at my apartment door the following morning, a Sunday, cool and rainy. She had brought me the package of freshly 
laundered shirts I’d left in her kitchen, and when I opened the door to her, she simply held the package out to me as if it were a penitent’s gift. 
She wore a yellow rain slicker and cap and looked more like a disconsolate schoolgirl facing an angry teacher than a grown woman dropping a 
package off at a friend’s apartment. After all, she had nothing to be ashamed of. 

I invited her inside, and she accepted my invitation. I had been reading the Sunday New York Times on the couch and drinking coffee, 
lounging through the gray morning in bathrobe and pajamas. I told her to take off her wet raincoat and hat and hang them in the closet by the 
door and started for the kitchen to get her a cup of coffee, when I stopped, turned, and looked at her. She closed the closet door on her yellow 
raincoat and hat, turned around, and faced me. 

What else can I do? I must describe it. I remember that moment of ten years ago as if it occurred ten minutes ago, the package of shirts on 
the table behind her, the newspapers scattered over the couch and floor, the sound of windblown rain washing the sides of the building 
outside, and the silence of the room, as we stood across from one another and watched, while we each simultaneously removed our own 
clothing, my robe, her blouse and skirt, my pajama top, her slip and bra, my pajama bottom, her underpants, until we were both standing naked 
in the harsh, gray light, two naked members of the same species, a male and a female, the male somewhat younger and less scarred than the 
female, the female somewhat less delicately constructed than the male, both individuals pale-skinned with dark thatches of hair in the area of 
their genitals, both individuals standing slackly, as if a great, protracted tension between them had at last been released. 

 

6 

We made love that morning in my bed for long hours that drifted easily into afternoon. And we talked, as people usually do when they 
spend half a day or half a night in bed together. I told her of my past, named and described the people I had loved and had loved me, my ex-
wife in New York, my brother in the Air Force, my father and mother in their condominium in Florida, and I told her of my ambitions and 
dreams and even confessed some of my fears. She listened patiently and intelligently throughout and talked much less than I. She had already 
told me many of these things about herself, and perhaps whatever she had to say to me now lay on the next inner circle of intimacy or else 
could not be spoken of at all. 

During the next few weeks we met and made love often and always at my apartment. On arriving home from work, I would phone her, or 
if not, she would phone me, and after a few feints and dodges, one would suggest to the other that we get together tonight, and a half hour later 
she’d be at my door. Our love-making was passionate, skillful, kindly, and deeply satisfying. We didn’t often speak of it to one another or brag 
about it, the way some couples do when they are surprised by the ease with which they have become contented lovers. 

We did occasionally joke and tease each other, however, playfully acknowledging that the only thing we did together was make love but that 
we did it so frequently there was no time for anything else. 

Then one hot night, a Saturday in August, we were lying in bed atop the tangled sheets, smoking cigarettes and chatting idly, and Sarah 
suggested that we go out for a drink. 

“Now?” 

“Sure. It’s early. What time is it?” 

I scanned the digital clock next to the bed. “Nine-forty-nine.” 

“There. See?” 

“That’s not so early. You usually go home by eleven, you know. It’s almost ten.” 

“No, it’s only a little after nine. Depends on how you look at things. Besides, Ron, it’s Saturday night. Don’t you want to go out and dance or 
something? Or is this the only thing you know how to do?” she teased and poked me in the ribs. “You know how to dance? You like to 
dance?” 

“Yeah, sure … sure, but not tonight. It’s too hot. And I’m tired.” 

But she persisted, happily pointing out that an air-conditioned bar would be cooler than my apartment, and we didn’t have to go to a dance 
bar, we could go to Osgood’s. “As a compromise,” she said. 
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I suggested a place called the El Rancho, a restaurant with a large, dark cocktail lounge and dance bar located several miles from town on the 
old Portsmouth highway. Around nine the restaurant closed and the bar became something of a roadhouse, with a small country-western 
houseband and a clientele drawn from the four or five villages that adjoined Concord on the north and east. I had eaten at the restaurant once 
but had never gone to the bar, and I didn’t know anyone who had. 

Sarah was silent for a moment. Then she lit a cigarette and drew the sheet over her naked body. “You don’t want anybody to know about 
us, do you? Do you?” 

“That’s not it … I just don’t like gossip, and I work with a lot of people who show up sometimes at Osgood’s. On a Saturday night 
especially.” 

“No,” she said firmly. “You’re ashamed of being seen with me. You’ll sleep with me, but you won’t go out in public with me.” 

“That’s not true, Sarah.” 

She was silent again. Relieved, I reached across her to the bedtable and got my cigarettes and lighter. 

“You owe me, Ron,” she said suddenly, as I passed over her. “You owe me.” 

“What?” I lay back, lit a cigarette, and covered my body with the sheet. 

“I said, “‘You owe me.’” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sarah. I just don’t like a lot of gossip going around, that’s all. I like keeping my private life private, 
that’s all. I don’t owe you anything.” 

“Friendship you owe me. And respect. Friendship and respect. A person can’t do what you’ve done with me without owing them friendship 
and respect.” 

“Sarah, I really don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I am your friend, you know that. And I respect you. I really do.” 

“You really think so, don’t you?” 

“Yes.” 

She said nothing for several long moments. Then she sighed and in a low, almost inaudible voice said, “Then you’ll have to go out in public 
with me. I don’t care about Osgood’s or the people you work with, we don’t have to go there or see any of them,” she said. “But you’re gonna 
have to go to places like the El Rancho with me, and a few other places I know, too, where there’s people I work with, people I know, and 
maybe well even go to a couple of parties, because I get invited to parties sometimes, you know. I have friends, and I have some family, too, 
and you’re gonna have to meet my family. My kids think I’m just going around bar-hopping when I’m over here with you, and I don’t like that, 
so you’re gonna have to meet them so I can tell them where I am when I’m not at home nights. And sometimes you’re gonna come over and 
spend the evening at my place!” Her voice had risen as she heard her demands and felt their rightness, until now she was almost shouting at 
me. “You owe that to me. Or else you’re a bad man. It’s that simple.” 

It was. 
 

7 

The handsome man is over-dressed. He is wearing a navy blue blazer, taupe shirt open at the throat, white slacks, white loafers. Everyone 
else, including the homely woman with the handsome man, is dressed appropriately, dressed, that is, like everyone else–jeans and cowboy 
boots, blouses or cowboy shirts or tee shirts with catchy sayings printed across the front, and many of the women are wearing cowboy hats 
pushed back and tied under their chins. The man doesn’t know anyone at the bar or, if they’re at a party, in the room, but the woman knows 
most of the people there, and she gladly introduces him. The men grin and shake his hand, slap him on his jacketed shoulder, ask him where he 
works, what’s his line, after which they lapse into silence. The women flirt briefly with their faces, but they lapse into silence even before the 
men do. The woman with the man in the blazer does most of the talking for everyone. She talks for the man in the blazer, for the men 
standing around the refrigerator, or if they’re at a bar, for the other men at the table, and for the other women, too. She chats and rambles 
aimlessly through loud monologues, laughs uproariously at trivial jokes, and drinks too much, until soon she is drunk, thick-tongued, clumsy, 
and the man has to say her goodbyes and ease her out the door to his car and drive her home to her apartment on Perley Street. 

This happens twice in one week, and then three times the next–at the El Rancho, at the Ox Bow in Northwood, at Rita’s and Jimmy’s 
apartment on Thorndike Street, out in Warner at Betsy Beeler’s new house, and, the last time, at a cottage on Lake Sunapee rented by some 
kids in shipping at Rumford Press. Ron no longer calls Sarah when he gets home from work; he waits for her call, and sometimes, when he 
knows it’s she, he doesn’t answer the phone. Usually, he lets it ring five or six times, and then he reaches down and picks up the receiver. He 
has taken his jacket and vest off and loosened his tie and is about to put supper, frozen manicotti, into the radar range. 

“Hello?” 

“Hi.” 

“How’re you doing?” 

“Okay, I guess. A little tired.” 

“Still hung-over?” 
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“No. Not really. Just tired I hate Mondays.” 

“You have fun last night?” 

“Well, yeah, sorta. It’s nice out there, at the lake. Listen,” she says, brightening. “Whyn’t you come over here tonight? The kids’re all going out later, but if you come 
over before eight, you can meet them. They really want to meet you.” 

“You told them about me?” 

“Sure. Long time ago. I’m not supposed to tell my own kids?” 

Ron is silent. 

“You don’t want to come over here tonight. You don’t want to meet my kids. No, you don’t want my kids to meet you, that’s it.” 

“No, no, it’s just … I’ve got a lot of work to do…” 

“We should talk,” she announces in a flat voice. 

“Yes,” he says, “we should talk.” 

They agree that she will meet him at his apartment, and they’ll talk, and they say goodbye and hang up. 

While Ron is heating his supper and then eating alone at his kitchen table and Sarah is feeding her children, perhaps I should admit, since we 
are nearing the end of my story, that I don’t actually know that Sarah Cole is dead. A few years ago I happened to run into one of her friends 
from the press, a blond woman with an underslung jaw. Her name, she reminded me, was Glenda, she had seen me at Osgood’s a couple of 
times and we had met at the El Rancho once when I had gone there with Sarah. I was amazed that she could remember me and a little 
embarrassed that I did not recognize her at all, and she laughed at that and said, “You haven’t changed much, mister!” I pretended to recognize 
her, but I think she knew she was a stranger to me. We were standing outside the Sears store on South Main Street, where I had gone to buy 
paint. I had recently remarried, and my wife and I were redecorating my apartment. 

“Whatever happened to Sarah?” I asked Glenda. “Is she still down at the press?” 

“Jeez, no! She left a long time ago. Way back. I heard she went back with her ex-husband. I can’t remember his name. Something Cole.” 

I asked her if she was sure of that, and she said no, she had only heard it around the bars and down at the press, but she had assumed it was 
true. People said Sarah had moved back with her ex-husband and was living in a trailer in a park near Hooksett, and the whole family had 
moved down to Florida that winter because he was out of work. He was a carpenter, she said. 

“I thought he was mean to her. I thought he beat her up and everything. I thought she hated him,” I said. 

“Oh, well, yeah, he was a bastard, all right. I met him a couple of times, and I didn’t like him. Short, ugly, and mean when he got drunk. But 
you know what they say.” 

“What do they say?” 

“Oh, you know, about water seeking its own level.” 

“Sarah wasn’t mean when she was drunk.” 

The woman laughed. “Naw, but she sure was short and ugly!” 

I said nothing. 

“Hey, don’t get me wrong, I liked Sarah. But you and her … well, you sure made a funny-looking couple. She probably didn’t feel so 
selfconscious and all with her husband,” the woman said seriously. “I mean, with you … all tall and blond, and poor old Sarah … I mean, the 
way them kids in the press room used to kid her about her looks, it was embarrassing just to hear it.” 

“Well … I loved her,” I said. 

The woman raised her plucked eyebrows in disbelief. She smiled. “Sure, you did, honey,” she said, and she patted me on the arm. “Sure, you 
did.” Then she let the smile drift off her face, turned and walked away. 

When someone you have loved dies, you accept the fact of his or her death, but then the person goes on living in your memory, dreams and 
reveries. You have imaginary conversations with him or her, you see something striking and remind yourself to tell your loved one about it and 
then get brought up short by the knowledge of the fact of his or her death, and at night, in your sleep, the dead person visits you. With Sarah, 
none of that happened. When she was gone from my life, she was gone absolutely, as if she had never existed in the first place. It was only later, 
when I could think of her as dead and could come out and say it, my friend Sarah Cole is dead, that I was able to tell this story, for that is when 
she began to enter my memories, my dreams, and my reveries. In that way I learned that I truly did love her, and now I have begun to grieve 
over her death, to wish her alive again, so that I can say to her the things I could not know or say when she was alive, when I did not know that 
I loved her. 

 

8 

The woman arrives at Ron’s apartment around eight. He hears her car, because of the broken muffler, blat and rumble into the parking lot 
below, and he crosses quickly from the kitchen and peers out the livingroom window and, as if through a telescope, watches her shove herself 
across the seat to the passenger’s side to get out of the car, then walk slowly in the dusky light toward the apartment building. It’s a warm 
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evening, and she’s wearing her white bermuda shorts, pink sleeveless sweater, and shower sandals. Ron hates those clothes. He hates the way 
the shorts cut into her flesh at the crotch and thigh, hates the large, dark caves below her arms that get exposed by the sweater, hates the 
flapping noise made by the sandals. 

Shortly, there is a soft knock at his door. He opens it, turns away and crosses to the kitchen, where he turns back, lights a cigarette, and 
watches her. She closes the door. He offers her a drink, which she declines, and somewhat formally, he invites her to sit down. She sits carefully 
on the sofa, in the middle, with her feet close together on the floor, as if she were being interviewed for a job. Then he comes around and sits in 
the easy chair, relaxed, one leg slung over the other at the knee, as if he were interviewing her for the job. 

“Well,” he says, “you wanted to talk.” 

“Yes. But now you’re mad at me. I can see that. I didn’t do anything, Ron.” 

“I’m not mad at you.” 

They are silent for a moment. Ron goes on smoking his cigarette. 

Finally, she sighs and says, “You don’t want to see me anymore, do you?” 

He waits a few seconds and answers, “Yes. That’s right.” Getting up from the chair, he walks to the silver-gray bicycle and stands before it, 
running a fingertip along the slender cross-bar from the saddle to the chrome plated handlebars. 

“You’re a son of a bitch,” she says in a low voice. “You’re worse than my ex-husband.” Then she smiles meanly, almost sneers, and soon he 
realizes that she is telling him that she won’t leave. He’s stuck with her, she informs him with cold precision. “You think I’m just so much meat, 
and all you got to do is call up the butcher shop and cancel your order. Well, now you’re going to find out different. You can’t cancel your order. 
I’m not meat, I’m not one of your pretty little girlfriends who come running when you want them and go away when you get tired of them. I’m 
different. I got nothing to lose, Ron. Nothing. You’re stuck with me, Ron.” 

He continues stroking his bicycle. “No, I’m not.” 

She sits back in the couch and crosses her legs at the ankles. “I think I will have that drink you offered.” 

“Look, Sarah, it would be better if you go now.” 

“No,” she says flatly. “You offered me a drink when I came in. Nothing’s changed since I’ve been here. Not for me, and not for you. I’d like 
that drink you offered,” she says haughtily. 

Ron turns away from the bicycle and takes a step toward her. His face has stiffened into a mask. “Enough is enough,” he says through 
clenched teeth. “I’ve given you enough.” 

“Fix me a drink, will you, honey?” she says with a phony smile. 

Ron orders her to leave. 

She refuses. 

He grabs her by the arm and yanks her to her feet. 

She starts crying lightly. She stands there and looks up into his face and weeps, but she does not move toward the door, so he pushes her. 
She regains her balance and goes on weeping. 

He stands back and places his fists on his hips and looks at her. “Go on and leave, you ugly bitch,” he says to her, and as he says the words, 
as one by one they leave his mouth, she’s transformed into the most beautiful woman he has ever seen. He says the words again, almost 
tenderly. “Leave, you ugly bitch.” Her hair is golden, her brown eyes deep and sad, her mouth full and affectionate, her tears the tears of love 
and loss, and her pleading, outstretched arms, her entire body, the arms and body of a devoted woman’s cruelly rejected love. A third time he 
says the words. “Leave me, you disgusting, ugly bitch.” She is wrapped in an envelope of golden light, a warm, dense haze that she seems to 
have stepped into, as into a carriage. And then she is gone, and he is alone again. 

He looks around the room, as if searching for her. Sitting down in the easy chair, he places his face in his hands. It’s not as if she has died; it’s 
as if he has killed her. 
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The School — Donald Barthelme 
 

Well, we had all these children out planting trees, see, because we figured that ... that was part of their education, to see how, you know, the 
root systems ... and also the sense of responsibility, taking care of things, being individually responsible. You know what I mean. And the trees 
all died. They were orange trees. I don’t know why they died, they just died. Something wrong with the soil possibly or maybe the stuff we got 
from the nursery wasn’t the best. We complained about it. So we’ve got thirty kids there, each kid had his or her own little tree to plant and 
we’ve got these thirty dead trees. All these kids looking at these little brown sticks, it was depressing. 

It wouldn’t have been so bad except that just a couple of weeks before the thing with the trees, the snakes all died. But I think that the snakes 
– well, the reason that the snakes kicked off was that ... you remember, the boiler was shut off for four days because of the strike, and that was 
explicable. It was something you could explain to the kids because of the strike. I mean, none of their parents would let them cross the picket 
line and they knew there was a strike going on and what it meant. So when things got started up again and we found the snakes they weren’t 
too disturbed. 

With the herb gardens it was probably a case of overwatering, and at least now they know not to overwater. The children were very 
conscientious with the herb gardens and some of them probably ... you know, slipped them a little extra water when we weren’t looking. Or 
maybe ... well, I don’t like to think about sabotage, although it did occur to us. I mean, it was something that crossed our minds. We were 
thinking that way probably because before that the gerbils had died, and the white mice had died, and the salamander ... well, now they know 
not to carry them around in plastic bags. 

Of course we expected the tropical fish to die, that was no surprise. Those numbers, you look at them crooked and they’re belly-up on the 
surface. But the lesson plan called for a tropical fish input at that point, there was nothing we could do, it happens every year, you just have to 
hurry past it. 

We weren’t even supposed to have a puppy. 

We weren’t even supposed to have one, it was just a puppy the Murdoch girl found under a Gristede’s truck one day and she was afraid the 
truck would run over it when the driver had finished making his delivery, so she stuck it in her knapsack and brought it to the school with her. 
So we had this puppy. As soon as I saw the puppy I thought, Oh Christ, I bet it will live for about two weeks and then... And that’s what it did. 
It wasn’t supposed to be in the classroom at all, there’s some kind of regulation about it, but you can’t tell them they can’t have a puppy when 
the puppy is already there, right in front of them, running around on the floor and yap yap yapping. They named it Edgar – that is, they named 
it after me. They had a lot of fun running after it and yelling, “Here, Edgar! Nice Edgar!” Then they’d laugh like hell. They enjoyed the 
ambiguity. I enjoyed it myself. I don’t mind being kidded. They made a little house for it in the supply closet and all that. I don’t know what it 
died of. Distemper, I guess. It probably hadn’t had any shots. I got it out of there before the kids got to school. I checked the supply closet each 
morning, routinely, because I knew what was going to happen. I gave it to the custodian. 

And then there was this Korean orphan that the class adopted through the Help the Children program, all the kids brought in a quarter a 
month, that was the idea. It was an unfortunate thing, the kid’s name was Kim and maybe we adopted him too late or something. The cause of 
death was not stated in the letter we got, they suggested we adopt another child instead and sent us some interesting case histories, but we 
didn’t have the heart. The class took it pretty hard, they began (I think, nobody ever said anything to me directly) to feel that maybe there was 
something wrong with the school. But I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the school, particularly, I’ve seen better and I’ve seen worse. It 
was just a run of bad luck. We had an extraordinary number of parents passing away, for instance. There were I think two heart attacks and two 
suicides, one drowning, and four killed together in a car accident. One stroke. And we had the usual heavy mortality rate among the 
grandparents, or maybe it was heavier this year, it seemed so. And finally the tragedy. 

The tragedy occurred when Matthew Wein and Tony Mavrogordo were playing over where they’re excavating for the new federal office 
building. There were all these big wooden beams stacked, you know, at the edge of the excavation. There’s a court case coming out of that, the 
parents are claiming that the beams were poorly stacked. I don’t know what’s true and what’s not. It’s been a strange year. 

I forgot to mention Billy Brandt’s father who was knifed fatally when he grappled with a masked intruder in his home. 

One day, we had a discussion in class. They asked me, where did they go? The trees, the salamander, the tropical fish, Edgar, the poppas and 
mommas, Matthew and Tony, where did they go? And I said, I don’t know, I don’t know. And they said, who knows? and I said, nobody 
knows. And they said, is death that which gives meaning to life? And I said no, life is that which gives meaning to life. Then they said, but isn’t 
death, considered as a fundamental datum, the means by which the taken-for-granted mundanity of the everyday may be transcended in the 
direction of – I said, yes, maybe. They said, we don’t like it. I said, that’s sound. They said, it’s a bloody shame! I said, it is. They said, will you 
make love now with Helen (our teaching assistant) so that we can see how it is done? We know you like Helen. I do like Helen but I said that I 
would not. We’ve heard so much about it, they said, but we’ve never seen it. I said I would be fired and that it was never, or almost never, done 
as a demonstration. Helen looked out the window. They said, please, please make love with Helen, we require an assertion of value, we are 
frightened. 

I said that they shouldn’t be frightened (although I am often frightened) and that there was value everywhere. Helen came and embraced 
me. I kissed her a few times on the brow. We held each other. The children were excited. Then there was a knock on the door, I opened the 
door, and the new gerbil walked in. The children cheered wildly.  
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The Veldt (The World the Children Made) — Ray Bradbury 
 

“George, I wish you’d look at the nursery.”  

“What’s wrong with it?”  

“I don’t know.”  

“Well, then.”  

“I just want you to look at it, is all, or call a psychologist in to look at it.”  

“What would a psychologist want with a nursery?”  

“You know very well what he’d want.” His wife paused in the middle of the kitchen and watched the stove busy humming to itself, making 
supper for four.  

“It’s just that the nursery is different now than it was.”  

“All right, let’s have a look.”  

They walked down the hall of their soundproofed Happylife Home, which had cost them thirty thousand dollars installed, this house which 
clothed and fed and rocked them to sleep and played and sang and was good to them. Their approach sensitized a switch somewhere and the 
nursery light flicked on when they came within ten feet of it. Similarly, behind them, in the halls, lights went on and off as they left them behind, 
with a soft automaticity.  

“Well,” said George Hadley.  

 

They stood on the thatched floor of the nursery. It was forty feet across by forty feet long and thirty feet high; it had cost half again as much 
as the rest of the house. “But nothing’s too good for our children,” George had said.  

The nursery was silent. It was empty as a jungle glade at hot high noon. The walls were blank and two dimensional. Now, as George and 
Lydia Hadley stood in the center of the room, the walls began to purr and recede into crystalline distance, it seemed, and presently an African 
veldt appeared, in three dimensions, on all sides, in color reproduced to the final pebble and bit of straw. The ceiling above them became a 
deep sky with a hot yellow sun.  

George Hadley felt the perspiration start on his brow.  

“Let’s get out of this sun,” he said. “This is a little too real. But I don’t see anything wrong.”  

“Wait a moment, you’ll see,” said his wife.  

Now the hidden odorophonics were beginning to blow a wind of odor at the two people in the middle of the baked veldtland. The hot 
straw smell of lion grass, the cool green smell of the hidden water hole, the great rusty smell of animals, the smell of dust like a red paprika in 
the hot air. And now the sounds: the thump of distant antelope feet on grassy sod, the papery rustling of vultures. A shadow passed through 
the sky. The shadow flickered on George Hadley’s upturned, sweating face.  

“Filthy creatures,” he heard his wife say.  

“The vultures.”  

“You see, there are the lions, far over, that way. Now they’re on their way to the water hole. They’ve just been eating,” said Lydia. “I don’t 
know what.”  

“Some animal.” George Hadley put his hand up to shield off the burning light from his squinted eyes. “A zebra or a baby giraffe, maybe.”  

“Are you sure?” His wife sounded peculiarly tense.  

“No, it’s a little late to be sure,” be said, amused. “Nothing over there I can see but cleaned bone, and the vultures dropping for what’s left.”  

“Did you bear that scream?” she asked.  

‘No.”  

“About a minute ago?”  

“Sorry, no.”  

The lions were coming. And again George Hadley was filled with admiration for the mechanical genius who had conceived this room. A 
miracle of efficiency selling for an absurdly low price. Every home should have one. Oh, occasionally they frightened you with their clinical 
accuracy, they startled you, gave you a twinge, but most of the time what fun for everyone, not only your own son and daughter, but for 
yourself when you felt like a quick jaunt to a foreign land, a quick change of scenery. Well, here it was!  

And here were the lions now, fifteen feet away, so real, so feverishly and startlingly real that you could feel the prickling fur on your hand, 
and your mouth was stuffed with the dusty upholstery smell of their heated pelts, and the yellow of them was in your eyes like the yellow of an 
exquisite French tapestry, the yellows of lions and summer grass, and the sound of the matted lion lungs exhaling on the silent noontide, and 
the smell of meat from the panting, dripping mouths.  
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The lions stood looking at George and Lydia Hadley with terrible green-yellow eyes.  

“Watch out!” screamed Lydia.  

The lions came running at them.  

Lydia bolted and ran. Instinctively, George sprang after her. Outside, in the hall, with the door slammed he was laughing and she was crying, 
and they both stood appalled at the other’s reaction.  

“George!”  

“Lydia! Oh, my dear poor sweet Lydia!”  

“They almost got us!”  

“Walls, Lydia, remember; crystal walls, that’s all they are. Oh, they look real, I must admit - Africa in your parlor - but it’s all dimensional, 
superreactionary, supersensitive color film and mental tape film behind glass screens. It’s all odorophonics and sonics, Lydia. Here’s my 
handkerchief.”  

 

“I’m afraid.” She came to him and put her body against him and cried steadily. “Did you see? Did you feel? It’s too real.”  

“Now, Lydia...”  

“You’ve got to tell Wendy and Peter not to read any more on Africa.”  

“Of course - of course.” He patted her.  

“Promise?”  

“Sure.”  

“And lock the nursery for a few days until I get my nerves settled.”  

“You know how difficult Peter is about that. When I punished him a month ago by locking the nursery for even a few hours - the tantrum 
be threw! And Wendy too. They live for the nursery.”  

“It’s got to be locked, that’s all there is to it.”  

“All right.” Reluctantly he locked the huge door. “You’ve been working too hard. You need a rest.”  

“I don’t know - I don’t know,” she said, blowing her nose, sitting down in a chair that immediately began to rock and comfort her. “Maybe I 
don’t have enough to do. Maybe I have time to think too much. Why don’t we shut the whole house off for a few days and take a vacation?”  

“You mean you want to fry my eggs for me?”  

“Yes.” She nodded.  

“And dam my socks?”  

“Yes.” A frantic, watery-eyed nodding.  

“And sweep the house?”  

“Yes, yes - oh, yes!’’  

“But I thought that’s why we bought this house, so we wouldn’t have to do anything?”  

“That’s just it. I feel like I don’t belong here. The house is wife and mother now, and nursemaid. Can I compete with an African veldt? Can I 
give a bath and scrub the children as efficiently or quickly as the automatic scrub bath can? I cannot. And it isn’t just me. It’s you. You’ve been 
awfully nervous lately.”  

“I suppose I have been smoking too much.”  

“You look as if you didn’t know what to do with yourself in this house, either. You smoke a little more every morning and drink a little more 
every afternoon and need a little more sedative every night. You’re beginning to feel unnecessary too.”  

“Am I?” He paused and tried to feel into himself to see what was really there.  

“Oh, George!” She looked beyond him, at the nursery door. “Those lions can’t get out of there, can they?”  

He looked at the door and saw it tremble as if something had jumped against it from the other side.  

“Of course not,” he said.  

 

At dinner they ate alone, for Wendy and Peter were at a special plastic carnival across town and bad televised home to say they’d be late, to 
go ahead eating. So George Hadley, bemused, sat watching the dining-room table produce warm dishes of food from its mechanical interior.  

“We forgot the ketchup,” he said.  

“Sorry,” said a small voice within the table, and ketchup appeared.  
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As for the nursery, thought George Hadley, it won’t hurt for the children to be locked out of it awhile. Too much of anything isn’t good for 
anyone. And it was clearly indicated that the children had been spending a little too much time on Africa. That sun. He could feel it on his neck, 
still, like a hot paw. And the lions. And the smell of blood. Remarkable how the nursery caught the telepathic emanations of the children’s 
minds and created life to fill their every desire. The children thought lions, and there were lions. The children thought zebras, and there were 
zebras. Sun - sun. Giraffes - giraffes. Death and death.  

That last. He chewed tastelessly on the meat that the table bad cut for him. Death thoughts. They were awfully young, Wendy and Peter, for 
death thoughts. Or, no, you were never too young, really. Long before you knew what death was you were wishing it on someone else. When 
you were two years old you were shooting people with cap pistols.  

But this - the long, hot African veldt-the awful death in the jaws of a lion. And repeated again and again.  

“Where are you going?”  

He didn’t answer Lydia. Preoccupied, be let the lights glow softly on ahead of him, extinguish behind him as he padded to the nursery door. 
He listened against it. Far away, a lion roared.  

He unlocked the door and opened it. Just before he stepped inside, he heard a faraway scream. And then another roar from the lions, which 
subsided quickly.  

He stepped into Africa. How many times in the last year had he opened this door and found Wonderland, Alice, the Mock Turtle, or 
Aladdin and his Magical Lamp, or Jack Pumpkinhead of Oz, or Dr. Doolittle, or the cow jumping over a very real-appearing moon-all the 
delightful contraptions of a make-believe world. How often had he seen Pegasus flying in the sky ceiling, or seen fountains of red fireworks, or 
heard angel voices singing. But now, is yellow hot Africa, this bake oven with murder in the heat. Perhaps Lydia was right. Perhaps they needed 
a little vacation from the fantasy which was growing a bit too real for ten-year-old children. It was all right to exercise one’s mind with 
gymnastic fantasies, but when the lively child mind settled on one pattern... ? It seemed that, at a distance, for the past month, he had heard 
lions roaring, and smelled their strong odor seeping as far away as his study door. But, being busy, he had paid it no attention.  

George Hadley stood on the African grassland alone. The lions looked up from their feeding, watching him. The only flaw to the illusion 
was the open door through which he could see his wife, far down the dark hall, like a framed picture, eating her dinner abstractedly.  

“Go away,” he said to the lions.  

They did not go.  

He knew the principle of the room exactly. You sent out your thoughts. Whatever you thought would appear. “Let’s have Aladdin and his 
lamp,” he snapped. The veldtland remained; the lions remained.  

“Come on, room! I demand Aladin!” he said.  

Nothing happened. The lions mumbled in their baked pelts.  

“Aladin!”  

He went back to dinner. “The fool room’s out of order,” he said. “It won’t respond.”  

“Or--”  

“Or what?”  

“Or it can’t respond,” said Lydia, “because the children have thought about Africa and lions and killing so many days that the room’s in a 
rut.”  

“Could be.”  

“Or Peter’s set it to remain that way.”  

“Set it?”  

“He may have got into the machinery and fixed something.”  

“Peter doesn’t know machinery.”  

“He’s a wise one for ten. That I.Q. of his -”  

“Nevertheless -”  

“Hello, Mom. Hello, Dad.”  

The Hadleys turned. Wendy and Peter were coming in the front door, cheeks like peppermint candy, eyes like bright blue agate marbles, a 
smell of ozone on their jumpers from their trip in the helicopter.  

“You’re just in time for supper,” said both parents.  

“We’re full of strawberry ice cream and hot dogs,” said the children, holding hands. “But we’ll sit and watch.”  

“Yes, come tell us about the nursery,” said George Hadley.  

The brother and sister blinked at him and then at each other. “Nursery?”  

“All about Africa and everything,” said the father with false joviality.  
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“I don’t understand,” said Peter.  

“Your mother and I were just traveling through Africa with rod and reel; Tom Swift and his Electric Lion,” said George Hadley.  

“There’s no Africa in the nursery,” said Peter simply.  

“Oh, come now, Peter. We know better.”  

“I don’t remember any Africa,” said Peter to Wendy. “Do you?”  

“No.”  

“Run see and come tell.”  

She obeyed  

“Wendy, come back here!” said George Hadley, but she was gone. The house lights followed her like a flock of fireflies. Too late, he realized 
he had forgotten to lock the nursery door after his last inspection.  

“Wendy’ll look and come tell us,” said Peter.  

“She doesn’t have to tell me. I’ve seen it.”  

“I’m sure you’re mistaken, Father.”  

“I’m not, Peter. Come along now.”  

But Wendy was back. “It’s not Africa,” she said breathlessly.  

“We’ll see about this,” said George Hadley, and they all walked down the hall together and opened the nursery door.  

There was a green, lovely forest, a lovely river, a purple mountain, high voices singing, and Rima, lovely and mysterious, lurking in the trees 
with colorful flights of butterflies, like animated bouquets, lingering in her long hair. The African veldtland was gone. The lions were gone. Only 
Rima was here now, singing a song so beautiful that it brought tears to your eyes.  

George Hadley looked in at the changed scene. “Go to bed,” he said to the children.  

They opened their mouths.  

“You heard me,” he said.  

They went off to the air closet, where a wind sucked them like brown leaves up the flue to their slumber rooms.  

George Hadley walked through the singing glade and picked up something that lay in the comer near where the lions had been. He walked 
slowly back to his wife.  

“What is that?” she asked.  

“An old wallet of mine,” he said.  

He showed it to her. The smell of hot grass was on it and the smell of a lion. There were drops of saliva on it, it bad been chewed, and there 
were blood smears on both sides.  

He closed the nursery door and locked it, tight.  

 

In the middle of the night he was still awake and he knew his wife was awake. “Do you think Wendy changed it?” she said at last, in the dark 
room.  

“Of course.”  

“Made it from a veldt into a forest and put Rima there instead of lions?”  

“Yes.”  

“Why?”  

“I don’t know. But it’s staying locked until I find out.”  

“How did your wallet get there?”  

“I don’t know anything,” he said, “except that I’m beginning to be sorry we bought that room for the children. If children are neurotic at all, 
a room like that -”  

“It’s supposed to help them work off their neuroses in a healthful way.”  

“I’m starting to wonder.” He stared at the ceiling.  

“We’ve given the children everything they ever wanted. Is this our reward-secrecy, disobedience?”  

“Who was it said, ‘Children are carpets, they should be stepped on occasionally’? We’ve never lifted a hand. They’re insufferable— let’s 
admit it. They come and go when they like; they treat us as if we were offspring. They’re spoiled and we’re spoiled.”  

“They’ve been acting funny ever since you forbade them to take the rocket to New York a few months ago.”  

“They’re not old enough to do that alone, I explained.”  
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“Nevertheless, I’ve noticed they’ve been decidedly cool toward us since.”  

“I think I’ll have David McClean come tomorrow morning to have a look at Africa.”  

“But it’s not Africa now, it’s Green Mansions country and Rima.”  

“I have a feeling it’ll be Africa again before then.”  

A moment later they heard the screams.  

Two screams. Two people screaming from downstairs. And then a roar of lions.  

“Wendy and Peter aren’t in their rooms,” said his wife.  

He lay in his bed with his beating heart. “No,” he said. “They’ve broken into the nursery.”  

“Those screams - they sound familiar.”  

“Do they?”  

“Yes, awfully.”  

And although their beds tried very hard, the two adults couldn’t be rocked to sleep for another hour. A smell of cats was in the night air.  

 

“Father?” said Peter.  

“Yes.”  

Peter looked at his shoes. He never looked at his father any more, nor at his mother. “You aren’t going to lock up the nursery for good, are 
you?”  

“That all depends.”  

“On what?” snapped Peter.  

“On you and your sister. If you intersperse this Africa with a little variety - oh, Sweden perhaps, or Denmark or China -”  

“I thought we were free to play as we wished.”  

“You are, within reasonable bounds.”  

“What’s wrong with Africa, Father?”  

“Oh, so now you admit you have been conjuring up Africa, do you?”  

“I wouldn’t want the nursery locked up,” said Peter coldly. “Ever.”  

“Matter of fact, we’re thinking of turning the whole house off for about a month. Live sort of a carefree one-for-all existence.”  

“That sounds dreadful! Would I have to tie my own shoes instead of letting the shoe tier do it? And brush my own teeth and comb my hair 
and give myself a bath?”  

“It would be fun for a change, don’t you think?”  

“No, it would be horrid. I didn’t like it when you took out the picture painter last month.” “That’s because I wanted you to learn to paint all 
by yourself, son.”  

“I don’t want to do anything but look and listen and smell; what else is there to do?”  

“All right, go play in Africa.”  

“Will you shut off the house sometime soon?”  

“We’re considering it.”  

“I don’t think you’d better consider it any more, Father.”  

“I won’t have any threats from my son!”  

“Very well.” And Peter strolled off to the nursery.  

 

“Am I on time?” said David McClean.  

“Breakfast?” asked George Hadley.  

“Thanks, had some. What’s the trouble?”  

“David, you’re a psychologist.”  

“I should hope so.”  

“Well, then, have a look at our nursery. You saw it a year ago when you dropped by; did you notice anything peculiar about it then?”  

“Can’t say I did; the usual violences, a tendency toward a slight paranoia here or there, usual in children because they feel persecuted by 
parents constantly, but, oh, really nothing.”  
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They walked down the ball. “I locked the nursery up,” explained the father, “and the children broke back into it during the night. I let them 
stay so they could form the patterns for you to see.”  

There was a terrible screaming from the nursery.  

“There it is,” said George Hadley. “See what you make of it.”  

They walked in on the children without rapping.  

The screams had faded. The lions were feeding.  

“Run outside a moment, children,” said George Hadley. “No, don’t change the mental combination. Leave the walls as they are. Get!”  

With the children gone, the two men stood studying the lions clustered at a distance, eating with great relish whatever it was they had caught.  

“I wish I knew what it was,” said George Hadley. “Sometimes I can almost see. Do you think if I brought high-powered binoculars here 
and -”  

David McClean laughed dryly. “Hardly.” He turned to study all four walls. “How long has this been going on?”  

“A little over a month.”  

“It certainly doesn’t feel good.”  

“I want facts, not feelings.”  

“My dear George, a psychologist never saw a fact in his life. He only hears about feelings; vague things. This doesn’t feel good, I tell you. 
Trust my hunches and my instincts. I have a nose for something bad. This is very bad. My advice to you is to have the whole damn room torn 
down and your children brought to me every day during the next year for treatment.”  

“Is it that bad?”  

“I’m afraid so. One of the original uses of these nurseries was so that we could study the patterns left on the walls by the child’s mind, study 
at our leisure, and help the child. In this case, however, the room has become a channel toward-destructive thoughts, instead of a release away 
from them.”  

“Didn’t you sense this before?”  

“I sensed only that you bad spoiled your children more than most. And now you’re letting them down in some way. What way?”  

“I wouldn’t let them go to New York.”  

“What else?”  

“I’ve taken a few machines from the house and threatened them, a month ago, with closing up the nursery unless they did their homework. 
I did close it for a few days to show I meant business.”  

“Ah, ha!”  

“Does that mean anything?”  

“Everything. Where before they had a Santa Claus now they have a Scrooge. Children prefer Santas. You’ve let this room and this house 
replace you and your wife in your children’s affections. This room is their mother and father, far more important in their lives than their real 
parents. And now you come along and want to shut it off. No wonder there’s hatred here. You can feel it coming out of the sky. Feel that sun. 
George, you’ll have to change your life. Like too many others, you’ve built it around creature comforts. Why, you’d starve tomorrow if 
something went wrong in your kitchen. You wouldn’t know bow to tap an egg. Nevertheless, turn everything off. Start new. It’ll take time. But 
we’ll make good children out of bad in a year, wait and see.”  

“But won’t the shock be too much for the children, shutting the room up abruptly, for good?”  

“I don’t want them going any deeper into this, that’s all.”  

The lions were finished with their red feast.  

The lions were standing on the edge of the clearing watching the two men.  

“Now I’m feeling persecuted,” said McClean. “Let’s get out of here. I never have cared for these damned rooms. Make me nervous.”  

“The lions look real, don’t they?” said George Hadley. I don’t suppose there’s any way -”  

“What?”  

“— that they could become real?”  

“Not that I know.”  

“Some flaw in the machinery, a tampering or something?”  

“No.”  

They went to the door.  

“I don’t imagine the room will like being turned off,” said the father.  

“Nothing ever likes to die - even a room.”  
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“I wonder if it hates me for wanting to switch it off?”  

“Paranoia is thick around here today,” said David McClean. “You can follow it like a spoor. Hello.” He bent and picked up a bloody scarf. 
“This yours?”  

“No.” George Hadley’s face was rigid. “It belongs to Lydia.”  

They went to the fuse box together and threw the switch that killed the nursery.  

 

The two children were in hysterics. They screamed and pranced and threw things. They yelled and sobbed and swore and jumped at the 
furniture.  

“You can’t do that to the nursery, you can’t!’’  

“Now, children.”  

The children flung themselves onto a couch, weeping.  

“George,” said Lydia Hadley, “turn on the nursery, just for a few moments. You can’t be so abrupt.”  

“No.”  

“You can’t be so cruel...”  

“Lydia, it’s off, and it stays off. And the whole damn house dies as of here and now. The more I see of the mess we’ve put ourselves in, the 
more it sickens me. We’ve been contemplating our mechanical, electronic navels for too long. My God, how we need a breath of honest air!”  

And he marched about the house turning off the voice clocks, the stoves, the heaters, the shoe shiners, the shoe lacers, the body scrubbers 
and swabbers and massagers, and every other machine be could put his hand to.  

The house was full of dead bodies, it seemed. It felt like a mechanical cemetery. So silent. None of the humming hidden energy of machines 
waiting to function at the tap of a button.  

“Don’t let them do it!” wailed Peter at the ceiling, as if he was talking to the house, the nursery. “Don’t let Father kill everything.” He turned 
to his father. “Oh, I hate you!”  

“Insults won’t get you anywhere.”  

“I wish you were dead!”  

“We were, for a long while. Now we’re going to really start living. Instead of being handled and massaged, we’re going to live.”  

Wendy was still crying and Peter joined her again. “Just a moment, just one moment, just another moment of nursery,” they wailed.  

“Oh, George,” said the wife, “it can’t hurt.”  

“All right - all right, if they’ll just shut up. One minute, mind you, and then off forever.”  

“Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!” sang the children, smiling with wet faces. “And then we’re going on a vacation. David McClean is coming back in 
half an hour to help us move out and get to the airport. I’m going to dress. You turn the nursery on for a minute, Lydia, just a minute, mind 
you.”  

And the three of them went babbling off while he let himself be vacuumed upstairs through the air flue and set about dressing himself. A 
minute later Lydia appeared.  

“I’ll be glad when we get away,” she sighed.  

“Did you leave them in the nursery?”  

“I wanted to dress too. Oh, that horrid Africa. What can they see in it?”  

“Well, in five minutes we’ll be on our way to Iowa. Lord, how did we ever get in this house? What prompted us to buy a nightmare?”  

“Pride, money, foolishness.”  

“I think we’d better get downstairs before those kids get engrossed with those damned beasts again.”  

Just then they heard the children calling, “Daddy, Mommy, come quick - quick!”  

They went downstairs in the air flue and ran down the hall. The children were nowhere in sight. “Wendy? Peter!”  

They ran into the nursery. The veldtland was empty save for the lions waiting, looking at them. “Peter, Wendy?”  

The door slammed.  

“Wendy, Peter!”  

George Hadley and his wife whirled and ran back to the door.  

“Open the door!” cried George Hadley, trying the knob. “Why, they’ve locked it from the outside! Peter!” He beat at the door. “Open up!”  

He heard Peter’s voice outside, against the door.  

“Don’t let them switch off the nursery and the house,” he was saying.  
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Mr. and Mrs. George Hadley beat at the door. “Now, don’t be ridiculous, children. It’s time to go. Mr. McClean’ll be here in a minute and...”  

And then they heard the sounds.  

The lions on three sides of them, in the yellow veldt grass, padding through the dry straw, rumbling and roaring in their throats.  

The lions.  

Mr. Hadley looked at his wife and they turned and looked back at the beasts edging slowly forward crouching, tails stiff.  

Mr. and Mrs. Hadley screamed.  

And suddenly they realized why those other screams bad sounded familiar.  

“Well, here I am,” said David McClean in the nursery doorway, “Oh, hello.” He stared at the two children seated in the center of the open 
glade eating a little picnic lunch. Beyond them was the water hole and the yellow veldtland; above was the hot sun. He began to perspire. 
“Where are your father and mother?”  

The children looked up and smiled. “Oh, they’ll be here directly.”  

“Good, we must get going.” At a distance Mr. McClean saw the lions fighting and clawing and then quieting down to feed in silence under 
the shady trees.  

He squinted at the lions with his hand tip to his eyes.  

Now the lions were done feeding. They moved to the water hole to drink.  

A shadow flickered over Mr. McClean’s hot face. Many shadows flickered. The vultures were dropping down the blazing sky.  

“A cup of tea?” asked Wendy in the silence.  
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Cathedral — Raymond Carver 
 

This blind man, an old friend of my wife's, he was on his way to spend the night. His wife had died. So he was visiting the dead wife's 
relatives in Connecticut. He called my wife from his in-laws'. Arrangements were made. He would come by train, a five-hour trip, and my wife 
would meet him at the station. She hadn't seen him since she worked for him one summer in Seattle ten years ago. But she and the blind man 
had kept in touch. They made tapes and mailed them back and forth. I wasn't enthusiastic about his visit. He was no one I knew. And his being 
blind bothered me. My idea of blindness came from the movies. In the movies, the blind moved slowly and never laughed. Sometimes they 
were led by seeing-eye dogs. A blind man in my house was not something I looked forward to. 

That summer in Seattle she had needed a job. She didn't have any money. The man she was going to marry at the end of the summer was in 
officers' training school. He didn't have any money, either. But she was in love with the guy, and he was in love with her, etc. She'd seen 
something in the paper: HELP WANTED--Reading to Blind Man, and a telephone number. She phoned and went over, was hired on the 
spot. She'd worked with this blind man all summer. She read stuff to him, case studies, reports, that sort of thing. She helped him organize his 
little office in the county social-service department. They'd become good friends, my wife and the blind man. How do I know these things? She 
told me. And she told me something else. On her last day in the office, the blind man asked if he could touch her face. She agreed to this. She 
told me he touched his fingers to every part of her face, her nose--even her neck! She never forgot it. She even tried to write a poem about it. 
She was always trying to write a poem. She wrote a poem or two every year, usually after something really important had happened to her. 

When we first started going out together, she showed me the poem. In the poem, she recalled his fingers and the way they had moved 
around over her face. In the poem, she talked about what she had felt at the time, about what went through her mind when the blind man 
touched her nose and lips. I can remember I didn't think much of the poem. Of course, I didn't tell her that. Maybe I just don't understand 
poetry. I admit it's not the first thing I reach for when I pick up something to read. 

Anyway, this man who'd first enjoyed her favors, the officer-to-be, he'd been her childhood sweetheart. So okay. I'm saying that at the end 
of the summer she let the blind man run his hands over her face, said goodbye to him, married her childhood etc., who was now a 
commissioned officer, and she moved away from Seattle. But they'd kept in touch, she and the blind man. She made the first contact after a 
year or so. She called him up one night from an Air Force base in Alabama. She wanted to talk. They talked. He asked her to send him a tape 
and tell him about her life. She did this. She sent the tape. On the tape, she told the blind man about her husband and about their life together 
in the military. She told the blind man she loved her husband but she didn't like it where they lived and she didn't like it that he was a part of the 
military-industrial thing. She told the blind man she'd written a poem and he was in it. She told him that she was writing a poem about what it 
was like to be an Air Force officer's wife. The poem wasn't finished yet. She was still writing it. The blind man made a tape. He sent her the 
tape. She made a tape. This went on for years. My wife's officer was posted to one base and then another. She sent tapes from Moody AFB, 
McGuire, McConnell, and finally Travis, near Sacramento, where one night she got to feeling lonely and cut off from people she kept losing in 
that moving-around life. She got to feeling she couldn't go it another step. She went in and swallowed all the pills and capsules in the medicine 
chest and washed them down with a bottle of gin. Then she got into a hot bath and passed out. 

But instead of dying, she got sick. She threw up. Her officer--why should he have a name? he was the childhood sweetheart, and what more 
does he want?--came home from somewhere, found her, and called the ambulance. In time, she put it all on a tape and sent the tape to the 
blind man. Over the years, she put all kinds of stuff on tapes and sent the tapes off lickety-split. Next to writing a poem every year, I think it was 
her chief means of recreation. On one tape, she told the blind man she'd decided to live away from her officer for a time. On another tape, she 
told him about her divorce. She and I began going out, and of course she told her blind man about it. She told him everything, or so it seemed 
to me. Once she asked me if I'd like to hear the latest tape from the blind man. This was a year ago. I was on the tape, she said. So I said okay, 
I'd listen to it. I got us drinks and we settled down in the living room. We made ready to listen. First she inserted the tape into the player and 
adjusted a couple of dials. Then she pushed a lever. The tape squeaked and someone began to talk in this loud voice. She lowered the volume. 
After a few minutes of harmless chitchat, I heard my own name in the mouth of this stranger, this blind man I didn't even know! And then 
this: "From all you've said about him, I can only conclude--" But we were interrupted, a knock at the door, something, and we didn't ever get 
back to the tape. Maybe it was just as well. I'd heard all I wanted to. 

Now this same blind man was coming to sleep in my house. 

"Maybe I could take him bowling," I said to my wife. She was at the draining board doing scalloped potatoes. She put down the knife she 
was using and turned around. 

"If you love me," she said, "you can do this for me. If you don't love me, okay. But if you had a friend, any friend, and the friend came to 
visit, I'd make him feel comfortable." She wiped her hands with the dish towel. 

"I don't have any blind friends," I said. 

"You don't have any friends," she said. "Period. Besides," she said, "goddamn it, his wife's just died! Don't you understand that? The man's 
lost his wife!" 

I didn't answer. She'd told me a little about the blind man's wife. Her name was Beulah. Beulah! That's a name for a colored woman. 

"Was his wife a Negro?" I asked. 
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"Are you crazy?" my wife said. "Have you just flipped or something?" She picked up a potato. I saw it hit the floor, then roll under the stove. 
"What's wrong with you?" she said. "Are you drunk?" 

"I'm just asking," I said. 

Right then my wife filled me in with more detail than I cared to know. I made a drink and sat at the kitchen table to listen. Pieces of the story 
began to fall into place. 

Beulah had gone to work for the blind man the summer after my wife had stopped working for him. Pretty soon Beulah and the blind man 
had themselves a church wedding. It was a little wedding--who'd want to go to such a wedding in the first place?--just the two of them, plus the 
minister and the minister's wife. But it was a church wedding just the same. It was what Beulah had wanted, he'd said. But even then Beulah 
must have been carrying the cancer in her glands. After they had been inseparable for eight years--my wife's word, inseparable--Beulah's health 
went into a rapid decline. She died in a Seattle hospital room, the blind man sitting beside the bed and holding on to her hand. They'd married, 
lived and worked together, slept together--had sex, sure--and then the blind man had to bury her. All this without his having ever seen what the 
goddamned woman looked like. It was beyond my understanding. Hearing this, I felt sorry for the blind man for a little bit. And then I found 
myself thinking what a pitiful life this woman must have led. Imagine a woman who could never see herself as she was seen in the eyes of her 
loved one. A woman who could go on day after day and never receive the smallest compliment from her beloved. A woman whose husband 
could never read the expression on her face, be it misery or something better. Someone who could wear makeup or not--what difference to 
him? She could, if she wanted, wear green eye-shadow around one eye, a straight pin in her nostril, yellow slacks, and purple shoes, no matter. 
And then to slip off into death, the blind man's hand on her hand, his blind eyes streaming tears--I'm imagining now--her last thought maybe 
this: that he never even knew what she looked like, and she on an express to the grave. Robert was left with a small insurance policy and a half 
of a twenty-peso Mexican coin. The other half of the coin went into the box with her. Pathetic. 

So when the time rolled around, my wife went to the depot to pick him up. With nothing to do but wait--sure, I blamed him for that--I was 
having a drink and watching the TV when I heard the car pull into the drive. I got up from the sofa with my drink and went to the window to 
have a look. 

I saw my wife laughing as she parked the car. I saw her get out of the car and shut the odor. She was still wearing a smile. Just amazing. She 
went around to the other side of the car to where the blind man was already starting to get out. This blind man, feature this, he was wearing a 
full beard! A beard on a blind man! Too much, I say. The blind man reached into the back seat and dragged out a suitcase. My wife took his 
arm, shut the car door, and, talking all the way, moved him down the drive and then up the steps to the front porch. I turned off the TV. I 
finished my drink, rinsed the glass, dried my hands. Then I went to the door. 

My wife said, "I want you to meet Robert. Robert, this is my husband. I've told you all about him." She was beaming. She had this blind man 
by his coat sleeve. 

The blind man let go of his suitcase and up came his hand. I took it. He squeezed hard, held my hand, and then he let it go. 

"I feel like we've already met," he boomed. 

"Likewise," I said. I didn't know what else to say. Then I said, "Welcome. I've heard a lot about you." We began to move then, a little group, 
from the porch into the living room, my wife guiding him by the arm. The blind man was carrying his suitcase in his other hand. My wife said 
things like, "To your left here, Robert. That's right. Now watch it, there's a chair. That's it. Sit down right here. This is the sofa. We just bought 
this sofa two weeks ago." 

I started to say something about the old sofa. I'd liked that old sofa. But I didn't say anything. Then I wanted to say something else, small-
talk, about the scenic ride along the Hudson. How going to New York, you should sit on the right-hand side of the train, and coming from 
New York, the left-hand side. 

"Did you have a good train ride?" I said. "Which side of the train did you sit on, by the way?" 

"What a question, which side!" my wife said. "What's it matter which side?" she said. 

"I just asked," I said. 

"Right side," the blind man said. "I hadn't been on a train in nearly forty years. Not since I was a kid. With my folks. That's been a long time. 
I'd nearly forgotten the sensation. I have winter in my beard now," he said. "So I've been told, anyway. Do I look distinguished, my dear?" the 
blind man said to my wife. 

"You look distinguished, Robert," she said. "Robert," she said. "Robert, it's just so good to see you." 

My wife finally took her eyes off the blind man and looked at me. I had the feeling she didn't like what she saw. I shrugged. 

I've never met, or personally known, anyone who was blind. This blind man was late forties, a heavy-set, balding man with stooped 
shoulders, as if he carried a great weight there. He wore brown slacks, brown shoes, a light-brown shirt, a tie, a sports coat. Spiffy. He also had 
this full beard. But he didn't use a cane and he didn't wear dark glasses. I'd always thought dark glasses were a must for the blind. Fact was, I 
wished he had a pair. At first glance, his eyes looked like anyone else's eyes. But if you looked close, there was something different about them. 
Too much white in the iris, for one thing, and the pupils seemed to move around in the sockets without his knowing it or being able to stop it. 
Creepy. As I stared at his face, I saw the left pupil turn in toward his nose while the other made an effort to keep in one place. But it was only 
an effort, for that eye was on the roam without his knowing it or wanting it to be. 
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I said, "Let me get you a drink. What's your pleasure? We have a little of everything. It's one of our pastimes." 

"Bub, I'm a Scotch man myself," he said fast enough in this big voice. 

"Right," I said. Bub! "Sure you are. I knew it." 

He let his fingers touch his suitcase, which was sitting alongside the sofa. He was taking his bearings. I didn't blame him for   that. 

"I'll move that up to your room," my wife said. 

"No, that's fine," the blind man said loudly. "It can go up when I go up." 

"A little water with the Scotch?" I said. 

"Very little," he said. 

"I knew it," I said. 

He said, "Just a tad. The Irish actor, Barry Fitzgerald? I'm like that fellow. When I drink water, Fitzgerald said, I drink water. When I drink 
whiskey, I drink whiskey." My wife laughed. The blind man brought his hand up under his beard. He lifted his beard slowly and let it drop. 

I did the drinks, three big glasses of Scotch with a splash of water in each. Then we made ourselves comfortable and talked about Robert's 
travels. First the long flight from the West Coast to Connecticut, we covered that. Then from Connecticut up here by train. We had another 
drink concerning that leg of the trip. 

I remembered having read somewhere that the blind didn't smoke because, as speculation had it, they couldn't see the smoke they exhaled. I 
thought I knew that much and that much only about blind people. But this blind man smoked his cigarette down to the nubbin and then lit 
another one. This blind man filled his ashtray and my wife emptied it. 

When we sat down at the table for dinner, we had another drink. My wife heaped Robert's plate with cube steak, scalloped potatoes, green 
beans. I buttered him up two slices of bread. I said, "Here's bread and butter for you." I swallowed some of my drink. "Now let us pray," I said, 
and the blind man lowered his head. My wife looked at me, her mouth agape. "Pray the phone won't ring and the food doesn't get cold," I said. 

We dug in. We ate everything there was to eat on the table. We ate like there was no tomorrow. We didn't talk. We ate. We scarfed. We 
grazed that table. We were into serious eating. The blind man had right away located his foods, he knew just where everything was on his plate. 
I watched with admiration as he used his knife and fork on the meat. He'd cut two pieces of meat, fork the meat into his mouth, and then go all 
out for the scalloped potatoes, the beans next, and then he'd tear off a hunk of buttered bread and eat that. He'd follow this up with a big drink 
of milk. It didn't seem to bother him to use his fingers once in a while, either. 

We finished everything, including half a strawberry pie. For a few moments, we sat as if stunned. Sweat beaded on our faces. Finally, we got 
up from the table and left the dirty places. We didn't look back. We took ourselves into the living room and sank into our places again. Robert 
and my wife sat on the sofa. I took the big chair. We had us two or three more drinks while they talked about the major things that had come 
to pass for them in the past ten years. For the most part, I just listened. Now and then I joined in. I didn't want him to think I'd left the room, 
and I didn't want her to think I was feeling left out. They talked of things that had happened to them--to them!--these past ten years. I waited in 
vain to hear my name on my wife's sweet lips: "And then my dear husband came into my life"--something like that. But I heard nothing of the 
sort. More talk of Robert. Robert had done a little of everything, it seemed, a regular blind jack-of-all-trades. But most recently he and his wife 
had had an Amway distributorship, from which, I gathered, they'd earned their living, such as it was. The blind man was also a ham radio 
operator. He talked in his loud voice about conversations he'd had with fellow operators in Guam, in the Philippines, in Alaska, and even in 
Tahiti. He said he'd have a lot of friends there if he ever wanted to go visit those places. From time to time, he'd turn his blind face toward me, 
put his hand under his beard, ask me something. How long had I been in my present position? (Three years.) Did I like my work? (I didn't.) 
Was I going to stay with it? (What were the options?) Finally, when I thought he was beginning to run down, I got up and turned on the TV. 

My wife looked at me with irritation. She was heading toward a boil. Then she looked at the blind man and said, "Robert, do you have a 
TV?" 

The blind man said, "My dear, I have two TVs. I have a color set and a black-and-white thing, an old relic. It's funny, but if I turn the TV on, 
and I'm always turning it on, I turn on the color set. It's funny, don't you think?" 

I didn't know what to say to that. I had absolutely nothing to say to that. No opinion. So I watched the news program and tried to listen to 
what the announcer was saying. 

"This is a color TV," the blind man said. "Don't ask me how, but I can tell." 

"We traded up a while ago," I said. 

The blind man had another taste of his drink. He lifted his beard, sniffed it, and let it fall. He leaned forward on the sofa. He positioned his 
ashtray on the coffee table, then put the lighter to his cigarette. He leaned back on the sofa and crossed his legs at the ankles. 

My wife covered her mouth, and then she yawned. She stretched. She said, "I think I'll go upstairs and put on my robe. I think I'll change 
into something else. Robert, you make yourself comfortable," she said. 

"I'm comfortable," the blind man said. 

"I want you to feel comfortable in this house," she said. 

"I am comfortable," the blind man said. 



 

Stories for Study — ENGL 2131 — Dr. Pellegrino — 24 

 

After she'd left the room, he and I listened to the weather report and then to the sports roundup. By that time, she'd been gone so long I 
didn't know if she was going to come back. I thought she might have gone to bed. I wished she'd come back downstairs. I didn't want to be 
left alone with a blind man. I asked him if he wanted another drink, and he said sure. Then I asked if he wanted to smoke some dope with me. 
I said I'd just rolled a number. I hadn't, but I planned to do so in about two shakes. 

"I'll try some with you," he said. 

"Damn right," I said. "That's the stuff." 

I got our drinks and sat down on the sofa with him. Then I rolled us two fat numbers. I lit one and passed it. I brought it to his fingers. He 
took it and inhaled. 

"Hold it as long as you can," I said. I could tell he didn't know the first thing. 

My wife came back downstairs wearing her pink robe and her pink slippers. 

"What do I smell?" she said. 

"We thought we'd have us some cannabis," I said. 

My wife gave me a savage look. Then she looked at the blind man and said, "Robert, I didn't know you smoked." 

He said, "I do now, my dear. There's a first time for everything. But I don't feel anything yet." 

"This stuff is pretty mellow," I said. "This stuff is mild. It's dope you can reason with," I said. "I t doesn't mess you up." 

"Not much it doesn't, bub," he said, and laughed. 

My wife sat on the sofa between the blind man and me. I passed her the number. She took it and toked and then passed it back to me. 
"Which way is this going?" she said. Then she said, "I shouldn't be smoking this. I can hardly keep my eyes open as it is. That dinner did me in. 
I shouldn't have eaten so much." 

"It was the strawberry pie," the blind man said. "That's what did it," he said, and he laughed his big laugh. Then he shook his head. 

"There's more strawberry pie," I said. 

"Do you want some more, Robert?" my wife said. 

"Maybe in a little while," he said. 

We gave our attention to the TV. My wife yawned again. She said, "Your bed is made up when you feel like going to bed, Robert. I know 
you must have had a long day. When you're ready to go to bed, say so." She pulled his arm. "Robert?" 

He came to and said, "I've had a real nice time. This beats tapes doesn't it?" 

I said, "Coming at you," and I put the number between his fingers. He inhaled, held the smoke, and then let it go. It was like he'd been doing 
it since he was nine years old. 

"Thanks, bub," he said. "But I think this is all for me. I think I'm beginning to feel it," he said. He held the burning roach out for my wife. 

"Same here," she said. "Ditto. Me, too." She took the roach and passed it to me. "I may just sit here for a while between you two guys with 
my eyes closed. But don't let me bother you, okay? Either one of you. If it bothers you, say so. Otherwise, I may just sit here with my eyes 
closed until you're ready to go to bed," she said. "Your bed's made up, Robert, when you're ready. It's right next to our room at the top of the 
stairs. We'll show you up when you're ready. You wake me up now, you guys, if I fall asleep." She said that and then she closed her eyes and 
went to sleep. 

The news program ended. I got up and changed the channel. I sat back down on the sofa. I wished my wife hadn't pooped out. Her head 
lay across the back of the sofa, her mouth open. She'd turned so that her robe slipped away from her legs, exposing a juicy thigh. I reached to 
draw her robe back over her, and it was then that I glanced at the blind man. What the hell! I flipped the rope open again. 

"You say when you want some strawberry pie," I said. 

"I will," he said. 

I said, "Are you tired? Do you want me to take you up to your bed? Are you ready to hit the hay?" 

"Not yet," he said. "No, I'll stay up with you, bub. If that's all right. I'll stay up until you're ready to turn in. We haven't had a chance to talk. 
Know what I mean? I feel like me and her monopolized the evening." He lifted his beard and he let it fall. He picked up his cigarettes and his 
lighter. 

"That's all right," I said. Then I said, "I'm glad for the company." 

And I guess I was. Every night I smoked dope and stayed up as long as I could before I fell asleep. My wife and I hardly ever went to bed at 
the same time. When I did go to sleep, I had these dreams. Sometimes I'd wake up from one of them, my heart going crazy. 

Something about the church and the Middle Ages was on the TV. Not your run-of-the-mill TV fare. I wanted to watch something else. I 
turned to the other channels. But there was nothing on them, either. So I turned back to the first channel and apologized. 
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"Bub, it's all right," the blind man said. "It's fine with me. Whatever you want to watch is okay. I'm always learning something. Learning 
never ends. It won't hurt me to learn something tonight, I got ears," he said. 

 

We didn't say anything for a time. He was leaning forward with his head turned at me, his right ear aimed in the direction of the set. Very 
disconcerting. Now and then his eyelids drooped and then they snapped open again. Now and then he put his fingers into his beard and 
tugged, like he was thinking about something he was hearing on the television. 

On the screen, a group of men wearing cowls was being set upon and tormented by men dressed in skeleton costumes and men dressed as 
devils. The men dressed as devils wore devil masks, horns, and long tails. This pageant was part of a procession. The Englishman who was 
narrating the thing said it took place in Spain once a year. I tried to explain to the blind man what was happening. 

"Skeletons," he said. "I know about skeletons," he said, and he nodded. 

The TV showed this one cathedral. Then there was a long, slow look at another one. Finally, the picture switched to the famous one in 
Paris, with its flying buttresses and its spires reaching up to the clouds. The camera pulled away to show the whole of the cathedral rising above 
the skyline. 

There were times when the Englishman who was telling the thing would shut up, would simply let the camera move around the cathedrals. 
Or else the camera would tour the countryside, men in fields walking behind oxen. I waited as long as I could. Then I felt I had to say 
something. I said, "They're showing the outside of this cathedral now. Gargoyles. Little statues carved to look like monsters. Now I guess 
they're in Italy. Yeah, they're in Italy. There's paintings on the walls of this one church." 

"Are those fresco paintings, bub?" he asked, and he sipped from his drink. 

I reached for my glass. But it was empty. I tried to remember what I could remember. "You're asking me are those frescoes?" I said. "That's 
a good question. I don't know." 

The camera moved to a cathedral outside Lisbon. The differences in the Portuguese cathedral compared with the French and Italian were 
not that great. But they were there. Mostly the interior stuff. Then something occurred to me, and I said, "Something has occurred to me. Do 
you have any idea what a cathedral is? What they look like, that is? Do you follow me? If somebody says cathedral to you, do you have any 
notion what they're talking about? Do you know the difference between that and a Baptist church, say?" 

He let the smoke dribble from his mouth. "I know they took hundreds of workers fifty or a hundred years to build," he said. "I just heard 
the man say that, of course. I know generations of the same families worked on a cathedral. I heard him say that, too. The men who began 
their life's work on them, they never lived to see the completion of their work. In that wise, bub, they're no different from the rest of us, right?" 
He laughed. Then his eyelids drooped again. His head nodded. He seemed to be snoozing. Maybe he was imagining himself in Portugal. The 
TV was showing another cathedral now. This one was in Germany. The Englishman's voice droned on. "Cathedrals," the blind man said. He 
sat up and rolled his head back and forth. "If you want the truth, bub, that's about all I know. What I just said. What I heard him say. But 
maybe you could describe one to me? I wish you'd do it. I'd like that. If you want to know, I really don't have a good idea." 

I stared hard at the shot of the cathedral on the TV. How could I even begin to describe it? But say my life depended on it. Say my life was 
being threatened by an insane guy who said I had to do it or else. 

I stared some more at the cathedral before the picture flipped off into the countryside. There was no use. I turned to the blind man and said, 
"To begin with, they're very tall." I was looking around the room for clues. "They reach way up. Up and up. Toward the sky. They're so big, 
some of them, they have to have these supports. To help hold them up, so to speak. These supports are called buttresses. They remind me of 
viaducts, for some reason. But maybe you don't know viaducts, either? Sometimes the cathedrals have devils and such carved into the front. 
Sometimes lords and ladies. Don't ask me why this is," I said. 

He was nodding. The whole upper part of his body seemed to be moving back and forth. 

"I'm not doing so good, am I?" I said. 

He stopped nodding and leaned forward on the edge of the sofa. As he listened to me, he was running his fingers through his beard. I 
wasn't getting through to him, I could see that. But he waited for me to go on just the same. He nodded, like he was trying to encourage me. I 
tried to think what else to say. "They're really big," I said. "They're massive. They're built of stone. Marble, too, sometimes. In those olden days, 
when they built cathedrals, men wanted to be close to God. In those olden days, God was an important part of everyone's life. You could tell 
this from their cathedral-building. I'm sorry," I said, "but it looks like that's the best I can do for you. I'm just no good at it." 

"That's all right, bub," the blind man said. "Hey, listen. I hope you don't mind my asking you. Can I ask you something? Let me ask you a 
simple question, yes or no. I'm just curious and there's no offense. You're my host. But let me ask if you are in any way religious? You don't 
mind my asking?" 

I shook my head. He couldn't see that, though. A wink is the same as a nod to a blind man. "I guess I don't believe in it. In anything. 
Sometimes It's hard. You know what I'm saying?" 

"Sure, I do," he said. 

"Right," I said. 

The Englishman was still holding forth. My wife sighed in her sleep. She drew a long breath and went on with her sleeping. 
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"You'll have to forgive me," I said. "But I can't tell you what a cathedral looks like. It just isn't in me to do it. I can't do any more than I've 
done." 

The blind man sat very still, his head down, as he listened to me. 

I said, "The truth is, cathedrals don't mean anything special to me. Nothing. Cathedrals. They're something to look at on late-night TV. 
That's all they are." 

It was then that the blind man cleared his throat. He brought something up. He took a handkerchief from his back pocket. Then he said, "I 
get it, bub. It's okay. It happens. Don't worry about it," he said. "Hey, listen to me. Will you do me a favor? I got an idea. Why don't you find us 
some heavy paper? and a pen. We'll do something. We'll draw one together. Get us a pen and some heavy paper. Go on, bub, get the stuff," he 
said. 

So I went upstairs. My legs felt like they didn't have any strength in them. They felt like they did after I'd done some running. In my wife's 
room, I looked around. I found some ballpoints in a little basket on her table. And then I tried to think where to look for the kind of paper he 
was talking about. 

Downstairs, in the kitchen, I found a shopping bag with onion skins in the bottom of the bag. I emptied the bag and shook it. I brought it 
into the living room and sat down with it near his legs. I moved some things, smoothed the wrinkles from the bag, spread it out on the coffee 
table. 

The blind man got down from the sofa and sat next to me on the carpet. 

He ran his fingers over the paper. He went up and down the sides of the paper. The edges, even the edges. He fingered the corners. 

"All right," he said. "All right, let's do her." 

He found my hand, the hand with the pen. He closed his hand over my hand. "Go ahead, bub, draw," he said. "Draw. You'll see. I'll follow 
along with you. It'll be okay. Just begin now like I'm telling you. You'll see. Draw," the blind man said. 

So I began. First I drew a box that looked like a house. It could have been the house I lived in. Then I put a roof on it. At either end of the 
roof, I drew spires. Crazy. 

"Swell," he said. "Terrific. You're doing fine," he said. "Never thought anything like this could happen in your lifetime, did you, bub? Well, 
it's a strange life, we all know that. Go on now. Keep it up." 

I put in windows with arches. I drew flying buttresses. I hung great doors. I couldn't stop. The TV station went off the air. I put down the 
pen and closed and opened my fingers. The blind man felt around over the paper. He moved the tips of his fingers over the paper, all over 
what I had drawn, and he nodded. 

"Doing fine," the blind man said. 

I took up the pen again, and he found my hand. I kept at it. I'm no artist. But I kept drawing just the same. 

My wife opened up her eyes and gazed at us. She sat up on the sofa, her robe hanging open. She said, "What are you doing? Tell me, I want 
to know." 

I didn't answer her. 

The blind man said, "We're drawing a cathedral. Me and him are working on it. Press hard," he said to me. "That's right. That's good," he 
said. "Sure. You got it, bub, I can tell. You didn't think you could. But you can, can't you? You're cooking with gas now. You know what I'm 
saying? We're going to really have us something here in a minute. How's the old arm?" he said. "Put some people in there now. What's a 
cathedral without people?" 

My wife said, "What's going on? Robert, what are you doing? What's going on?" 

"It's all right," he said to her. "Close your eyes now," the blind man said to me. 

I did it. I closed them just like he said. 

"Are they closed?" he said. "Don't fudge." 

"They're closed," I said. 

"Keep them that way," he said. He said, "Don't stop now. Draw." 

So we kept on with it. His fingers rode my fingers as my hand went over the paper. It was like nothing else in my life up to now. 

Then he said, "I think that's it. I think you got it," he said. "Take a look. What do you think?" 

But I had my eyes closed. I thought I'd keep them that way for a little longer. I thought it was something I ought to do. 

"Well?" he said. "Are you looking?" 

My eyes were still closed. I was in my house. I knew that. But I didn't feel like I was inside anything. 

"It's really something," I said. 
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Gooseberries — Anton Chekhov 
 

From early morning the sky had been overcast with clouds; the day was still, cool, and wearisome, as usual on grey, dull days when the 
clouds hang low over the fields and it looks like rain, which never comes. Ivan Ivanich, the veterinary surgeon, and Bourkin, the schoolmaster, 
were tired of walking and the fields seemed endless to them. Far ahead they could just see the windmills of the village of Mirousky, to the right 
stretched away to disappear behind the village a line of hills, and they knew that it was the bank of the river; meadows, green willows, 
farmhouses; and from one of the hills there could be seen a field as endless, telegraph-posts, and the train, looking from a distance like a 
crawling caterpillar, and in clear weather even the town. In the calm weather when all Nature seemed gentle and melancholy, Ivan Ivanich and 
Bourkin were filled with love for the fields and thought how grand and beautiful the country was. 

“Last time, when we stopped in Prokofyi’s shed,” said Bourkin, “you were going to tell me a story.” 

“Yes. I wanted to tell you about my brother.” 

Ivan Ivanich took a deep breath and lighted his pipe before beginning his story, but just then the rain began to fall. And in about five 
minutes it came pelting down and showed no signs of stopping. Ivan Ivanich stopped and hesitated; the dogs, wet through, stood with their 
tails between their legs and looked at them mournfully. 

“We ought to take shelter,” said Bourkin. “Let us go to Aliokhin. It is close by.” 

“Very well.” 

They took a short cut over a stubble-field and then bore to the right, until they came to the road. Soon there appeared poplars, a garden, the 
red roofs of granaries; the river began to glimmer and they came to a wide road with a mill and a white bathing-shed. It was Sophino, where 
Aliokhin lived. 

The mill was working, drowning the sound of the rain, and the dam shook. Round the carts stood wet horses, hanging their heads, and men 
were walking about with their heads covered with sacks. It was wet, muddy, and unpleasant, and the river looked cold and sullen. Ivan Ivanich 
and Bourkin felt wet and uncomfortable through and through; their feet were tired with walking in the mud, and they walked past the dam to 
the barn in silence as though they were angry with each other. 

In one of the barns a winnowing-machine was working, sending out clouds of dust. On the threshold stood Aliokhin himself, a man of 
about forty, tall and stout, with long hair, more like a professor or a painter than a farmer. He was wearing a grimy white shirt and rope belt, and 
pants instead of trousers; and his boots were covered with mud and straw. His nose and eyes were black with dust. He recognised Ivan Ivanich 
and was apparently very pleased. 

“Please, gentlemen,” he said, “go to the house. I’ll be with you in a minute.” 

The house was large and two-storied. Aliokhin lived down-stairs in two vaulted rooms with little windows designed for the farm-hands; the 
farmhouse was plain, and the place smelled of rye bread and vodka, and leather. He rarely used the reception-rooms, only when guests arrived. 
Ivan Ivanich and Bourkin were received by a chambermaid; such a pretty young woman that both of them stopped and exchanged glances. 

“You cannot imagine how glad I am to see you, gentlemen,” said Aliokhin, coming after them into the hall. “I never expected you. 
Pelagueya,” he said to the maid, “give my friends a change of clothes. And I will change, too. But I must have a bath. I haven’t had one since 
the spring. Wouldn’t you like to come to the bathing-shed? And meanwhile our things will be got ready.” 

Pretty Pelagueya, dainty and sweet, brought towels and soap, and Aliokhin led his guests to the bathing-shed. 

“Yes,” he said, “it is a long time since I had a bath. My bathing-shed is all right, as you see. My father and I put it up, but somehow I have no 
time to bathe.” 

He sat down on the step and lathered his long hair and neck, and the water round him became brown. 

“Yes. I see,” said Ivan Ivanich heavily, looking at his head. 

“It is a long time since I bathed,” said Aliokhin shyly, as he soaped himself again, and the water round him became dark blue, like ink. 

Ivan Ivanich came out of the shed, plunged into the water with a splash, and swam about in the rain, flapping his arms, and sending waves 
back, and on the waves tossed white lilies; he swam out to the middle of the pool and dived, and in a minute came up again in another place 
and kept on swimming and diving, trying to reach the bottom. “Ah! how delicious!” he shouted in his glee. “How delicious!” He swam to the 
mill, spoke to the peasants, and came back, and in the middle of the pool he lay on his back to let the rain fall on his face. Bourkin and Aliokin 
were already dressed and ready to go, but he kept on swimming and diving. 

“Delicious,” he said. “Too delicious!’ 

“You’ve had enough,” shouted Bourkin. 

They went to the house. And only when the lamp was lit in the large drawing-room up-stairs, and Bourkin and Ivan Ivanich, dressed in silk 
dressing-gowns and warm slippers, lounged in chairs, and Aliokhin himself, washed and brushed, in a new frock coat, paced up and down 
evidently delighting in the warmth and cleanliness and dry clothes and slippers, and pretty Pelagueya, noiselessly tripping over the carpet and 
smiling sweetly, brought in tea and jam on a tray, only then did Ivan Ivanich begin his story, and it was as though he was being listened to not 
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only by Bourkin and Aliokhin, but also by the old and young ladies and the officer who looked down so staidly and tranquilly from the golden 
frames. 

“We are two brothers,” he began, “I, Ivan Ivanich, and Nicholai Ivanich, two years younger. I went in for study and became a veterinary 
surgeon, while Nicholai was at the Exchequer Court when he was nineteen. Our father, Tchimsha-Himalaysky, was a cantonist, but he died 
with an officer’s rank and left us his title of nobility and a small estate. After his death the estate went to pay his debts. However, we spent our 
childhood there in the country. We were just like peasant’s children, spent days and nights in the fields and the woods, minded the horses, 
barked the lime-trees, fished, and so on. . . And you know once a man has fished, or watched the thrushes hovering in flocks over the village in 
the bright, cool, autumn days, he can never really be a townsman, and to the day of his death he will be drawn to the country. My brother pined 
away in the Exchequer. Years passed and he sat in the same place, wrote out the same documents, and thought of one thing, how to get back 
to the country. And little by little his distress became a definite disorder, a fixed idea -- to buy a small farm somewhere by the bank of a river or 
a lake. 

“He was a good fellow and I loved him, but I never sympathised with the desire to shut oneself up on one’s own farm. It is a common 
saying that a man needs only six feet of land. But surely a corpse wants that, not a man. And I hear that our intellectuals have a longing for the 
land and want to acquire farms. But it all comes down to the six feet of land. To leave town, and the struggle and the swim of life, and go and 
hide yourself in a farmhouse is not life -- it is egoism, laziness; it is a kind of monasticism, but monasticism without action. A man needs, not six 
feet of land, not a farm, but the whole earth, all Nature, where in full liberty he can display all the properties and qualities of the free spirit. 

“My brother Nicholai, sitting in his office, would dream of eating his own schi, with its savoury smell floating across the farmyard; and of 
eating out in the open air, and of sleeping in the sun, and of sitting for hours together on a seat by the gate and gazing at the fields and the 
forest. Books on agriculture and the hints in almanacs were his joy, his favourite spiritual food; and he liked reading newspapers, but only the 
advertisements of land to be sold, so many acres of arable and grass land, with a farmhouse, river, garden, mill, and mill-pond. And he would 
dream of garden-walls, flowers, fruits, nests, carp in the pond, don’t you know, and all the rest of it. These fantasies of his used to vary 
according to the advertisements he found, but somehow there was always a gooseberry-bush in every one. Not a house, not a romantic spot 
could he imagine without its gooseberry-bush. 

“‘Country life has its advantages,’ he used to say. ‘You sit on the veranda drinking tea and your ducklings swim on the pond, and everything 
smells good. . . and there are gooseberries.’ 

“He used to draw out a plan of his estate and always the same things were shown on it: (a) Farmhouse, (b) cottage, (c) vegetable garden, (d) 
gooseberry-bush. He used to live meagrely and never had enough to eat and drink, dressed God knows how, exactly like a beggar, and always 
saved and put his money into the bank. He was terribly stingy. It used to hurt me to see him, and I used to give him money to go away for a 
holiday, but he would put that away, too. Once a man gets a fixed idea, there’s nothing to be done. 

“Years passed; he was transferred to another province. He completed his fortieth year and was still reading advertisements in the papers and 
saving up his money. Then I heard he was married. Still with the same idea of buying a farmhouse with a gooseberry-bush, he married an 
elderly, ugly widow, not out of any feeling for her, but because she had money. With her he still lived stingily, kept her half-starved, and put the 
money into the bank in his own name. She had been the wife of a postmaster and was used to good living, but with her second husband she 
did not even have enough black bread; she pined away in her new life, and in three years or so gave up her soul to God. And my brother never 
for a moment thought himself to blame for her death. Money, like vodka, can play queer tricks with a man. Once in our town a merchant lay 
dying. Before his death he asked for some honey, and he ate all his notes and scrip with the honey so that nobody should get it. Once I was 
examining a herd of cattle at a station and a horse-jobber fell under the engine, and his foot was cut off. We carried him into the waiting-room, 
with the blood pouring down -- a terrible business -- and all the while he kept asking anxiously for his foot; he had twenty-five roubles in his 
boot and did not want to lose them.” 

“Keep to your story,” said Bourkin. 

“After the death of his wife,” Ivan Ivanich continued, after a long pause, “my brother began to look out for an estate. Of course you may 
search for five years, and even then buy a pig in a poke. Through an agent my brother Nicholai raised a mortgage and bought three hundred 
acres with a farmhouse, a cottage, and a park, but there was no orchard, no gooseberry-bush, no duck-pond; there was a river but the water in it 
was coffee-coloured because the estate lay between a brick-yard and a gelatine factory. But my brother Nicholai was not worried about that; he 
ordered twenty gooseberry-bushes and settled down to a country life. 

“Last year I paid him a visit. I thought I’d go and see how things were with him. In his letters my brother called his estate Tchimbarshov 
Corner, or Himalayskoe. I arrived at Himalayskoe in the afternoon. It was hot. There were ditches, fences, hedges, rows of young fir-trees, trees 
everywhere, and there was no telling how to cross the yard or where to put your horse. I went to the house and was met by a red-haired dog, as 
fat as a pig. He tried to bark but felt too lazy. Out of the kitchen came the cook, barefooted, and also as fat as a pig, and said that the master was 
having his afternoon rest. I went in to my brother and found him sitting on his bed with his knees covered with a blanket; he looked old, stout, 
flabby; his cheeks, nose, and lips were pendulous. I half expected him to grunt like a pig. 

“We embraced and shed a tear of joy and also of sadness to think that we had once been young, but were now both going grey and nearing 
death. He dressed and took me to see his estate. 

“‘Well? How are you getting on?’ I asked. 

“‘All right, thank God. I am doing very well.’ 
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“He was no longer the poor, tired official, but a real landowner and a person of consequence. He had got used to the place and liked it, ate a 
great deal, took Russian baths, was growing fat, had already gone to law with the parish and the two factories, and was much offended if the 
peasants did not call him ‘Your Lordship.’ And, like a good landowner, he looked after his soul and did good works pompously, never simply. 
What good works? He cured the peasants of all kinds of diseases with soda and castor-oil, and on his birthday he would have a thanksgiving 
service held in the middle of the village, and would treat the peasants to half a bucket of vodka, which he thought the right thing to do. Ah! 
These horrible buckets of vodka. One day a greasy landowner will drag the peasants before the Zembro Court for trespass, and the next, if it’s 
a holiday, he will give them a bucket of vodka, and they drink and shout Hooray! and lick his boots in their drunkenness. A change to good 
eating and idleness always fills a Russian with the most preposterous self-conceit. Nicholai Ivanich who, when he was in the Exchequer, was 
terrified to have an opinion of his own, now imagined that what he said was law. ‘Education is necessary for the masses, but they are not fit for 
it.’ ‘Corporal punishment is generally harmful, but in certain cases it is useful and indispensable.’ 

“‘I know the people and I know how to treat them,’ he would say. ‘The people love me. I have only to raise my finger and they will do as I 
wish.’ 

“And all this, mark you, was said with a kindly smile of wisdom. He was constantly saying: ‘We noblemen,’ or ‘I, as a nobleman.’ Apparently 
he had forgotten that our grandfather was a peasant and our father a common soldier. Even our family name, Tchimacha-Himalaysky, which is 
really an absurd one, seemed to him full-sounding, distinguished, and very pleasing. 

“But my point does not concern him so much as myself. I want to tell you what a change took place in me in those few hours while I was in 
his house. In the evening, while we were having tea, the cook laid a plateful of gooseberries on the table. They had not been bought, but were 
his own gooseberries, plucked for the first time since the bushes were planted. Nicholai Ivanich laughed with joy and for a minute or two he 
looked in silence at the gooseberries with tears in his eyes. He could not speak for excitement, then put one into his mouth, glanced at me in 
triumph, like a child at last being given its favourite toy, and said: 

“‘How good they are!’ 

“He went on eating greedily, and saying all the while: 

“‘How good they are! Do try one!’ 

“It was hard and sour, but, as Poushkin said, the illusion which exalts us is dearer to us than ten thousand truths. I saw a happy man, one 
whose dearest dream had come true, who had attained his goal in life, who had got what he wanted, and was pleased with his destiny and with 
himself. In my idea of human life there is always some alloy of sadness, but now at the sight of a happy man I was filled with something like 
despair. And at night it grew on me. A bed was made up for me in the room near my brother’s and I could hear him, unable to sleep, going 
again and again to the plate of gooseberries. I thought: ‘After all, what a lot of contented, happy people there must be! What an overwhelming 
power that means! I look at this life and see the arrogance and the idleness of the strong, the ignorance and bestiality of the weak, the horrible 
poverty everywhere, overcrowding, drunkenness, hypocrisy, falsehood. . . . Meanwhile in all the houses, all the streets, there is peace; out of fifty 
thousand people who live in our town there is not one to kick against it all. Think of the people who go to the market for food: during the day 
they eat; at night they sleep, talk nonsense, marry, grow old, piously follow their dead to the cemetery; one never sees or hears those who suffer, 
and all the horror of life goes on somewhere behind the scenes. Everything is quiet, peaceful, and against it all there is only the silent protest of 
statistics; so many go mad, so many gallons are drunk, so many children die of starvation. . . . And such a state of things is obviously what we 
want; apparently a happy man only feels so because the unhappy bear their burden in silence, but for which happiness would be impossible. It 
is a general hypnosis. Every happy man should have some one with a little hammer at his door to knock and remind him that there are 
unhappy people, and that, however happy he may be, life will sooner or later show its claws, and some misfortune will befall him -- illness, 
poverty, loss, and then no one will see or hear him, just as he now neither sees nor hears others. But there is no man with a hammer, and the 
happy go on living, just a little fluttered with the petty cares of every day, like an aspen-tree in the wind -- and everything is all right.’ 

“That night I was able to understand how I, too, had been content and happy,” Ivan Ivanich went on, getting up. “I, too, at meals or out 
hunting, used to lay down the law about living, and religion, and governing the masses. I, too, used to say that teaching is light, that education is 
necessary, but that for simple folk reading and writing is enough for the present. Freedom is a boon, I used to say, as essential as the air we 
breathe, but we must wait. Yes -- I used to say so, but now I ask: ‘Why do we wait?’” Ivan Ivanich glanced angrily at Bourkin. “Why do we 
wait, I ask you? What considerations keep us fast? I am told that we cannot have everything at once, and that every idea is realised in time. But 
who says so? Where is the proof that it is so? You refer me to the natural order of things, to the law of cause and effect, but is there order or 
natural law in that I, a living, thinking creature, should stand by a ditch until it fills up, or is narrowed, when I could jump it or throw a bridge 
over it? Tell me, I say, why should we wait? Wait, when we have no strength to live, and yet must live and are full of the desire to live! 

“I left my brother early the next morning, and from that time on I found it impossible to live in town. The peace and quiet of it oppress me. 
I dare not look in at the windows, for nothing is more dreadful to see than the sight of a happy family, sitting round a table, having tea. I am an 
old man now and am no good for the struggle. I commenced late. I can only grieve within my soul, and fret and sulk. At night my head buzzes 
with the rush of my thoughts and I cannot sleep. . . . Ah! If I were young!” 

Ivan Ivanich walked excitedly up and down the room and repeated: 

“If I were young.” 

He suddenly walked up to Aliokhin and shook him first by one hand and then by the other. 
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“Pavel Koustantinich,” he said in a voice of entreaty, “don’t be satisfied, don’t let yourself be lulled to sleep! While you are young, strong, 
wealthy, do not cease to do good! Happiness does not exist, nor should it, and if there is any meaning or purpose in life, they are not in our 
peddling little happiness, but in something reasonable and grand. Do good!” 

Ivan Ivanich said this with a piteous supplicating smile, as though he were asking a personal favour. 

Then they all three sat in different corners of the drawing-room and were silent. Ivan Ivanich’s story had satisfied neither Bourkin nor 
Aliokhin. With the generals and ladies looking down from their gilt frames, seeming alive in the firelight, it was tedious to hear the story of a 
miserable official who ate gooseberries. . . . Somehow they had a longing to hear and to speak of charming people, and of women. And the 
mere fact of sitting in the drawing-room where everything -- the lamp with its coloured shade, the chairs, and the carpet under their feet -- told 
how the very people who now looked down at them from their frames once walked, and sat and had tea there, and the fact that pretty 
Pelagueya was near -- was much better than any story. 

Aliokhin wanted very much to go to bed; he had to get up for his work very early, about two in the morning, and now his eyes were closing, 
but he was afraid of his guests saying something interesting without his hearing it, so he would not go. He did not trouble to think whether 
what Ivan Ivanich had been saying was clever or right; his guests were talking of neither groats, nor hay, nor tar, but of something which had 
no bearing on his life, and he liked it and wanted them to go on. . . . 

“However, it’s time to go to bed,” said Bourkin, getting up. “I will wish you good night.” 

Aliokhin said good night and went down-stairs, and left his guests. Each had a large room with an old wooden bed and carved ornaments; 
in the corner was an ivory crucifix; and their wide, cool beds, made by pretty Pelagueya, smelled sweetly of clean linen. 

Ivan Ivanich undressed in silence and lay down. 

“God forgive me, a wicked sinner,” he murmured, as he drew the clothes over his head. 

A smell of burning tobacco came from his pipe which lay on the table, and Bourkin could not sleep for a long time and was worried because 
he could not make out where the unpleasant smell came from. 

The rain beat against the windows all night long.  
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Lamb to the Slaughter — Roald Dahl 
 

The room was warm, the curtains were closed, the two table lamps were lit. On the cupboard behind her there were two glasses and some 
drinks. Mary Maloney was waiting for her husband to come home from work.  

Now and again she glanced at the clock, but without anxiety: She merely wanted to satisfy herself that each minute that went by made it 
nearer the time when he would come home. As she bent over her sewing, she was curiously peaceful. This was her sixth month expecting a 
child. Her mouth and her eyes, with their new calm look, seemed larger and darker than before.  

When the clock said ten minutes to five, she began to listen, and a few moments later, punctually as always, she heard the car tires on the 
stones outside, the car door closing, footsteps passing the window, the key turning in the lock. She stood up and went forward to kiss him as he 
entered.  

“Hello, darling,” she said.  

“Hello,” he answered.  

She took his coat and hung it up. Then she made the drinks, a strong one for him and a weak one for herself; and soon she was back again 
in her chair with the sewing, and he was in the other chair, holding the tall glass, rolling it gently so that the ice knocked musically against the 
side of the glass.  

For her, this was always a wonderful time of day. She knew he didn’t want to speak much until the first drink was finished, and she was 
satisfied to sit quietly, enjoying his company after the long hours alone in the house. She loved the warmth that came out of him when they 
were alone together. She loved the shape of his mouth, and she especially liked the way he didn’t complain about being tired.  

“Tired, darling?”  

“Yes,” he sighed. “I’m thoroughly exhausted. And as he spoke, he did an unusual thing. He lifted his glass and drank it down in one swallow 
although there was still half of it left. He got up and went slowly to get himself another drink.  

“I’ll get it!” she cried, jumping up.  

“Sit down,” he said.  

When he came back, she noticed that the new drink was a very strong one. She watched him as he began to drink.  

“I think it’s a shame,” she said, “that when someone’s been a policeman as long as you have, he still has to walk around all day long.” He 
didn’t answer. “Darling,” she said,” If you’re too tired to eat out tonight, as we had planned, I can fix you something.  

There’s plenty of meat and stuff in the freezer.” Her eyes waited to an answer, a smile, a nod, but he made no sign.  

“Anyway,” she went on. “I’ll get you some bread and cheese.”  

“I don’t want it,” he said.  

She moved uneasily in her chair. “But you have to have supper. I can easily fix you something. I’d like to do it. We can have lamb.  

Anything you want. Everything’s in the freezer.”  

“Forget it,” he said.  

“But, darling, you have to eat! I’ll do it anyway, and then you can have it or not, as you like.”  

She stood up and put placed her sewing on the table by the lamp. “Sit down,” he said. “Just for a minute, sit down.” It wasn’t until then that 
she began to get frightened.  

“Go on,” he said. “Sit down.” She lowered herself into the chair, watching him all the time with large, puzzled eyes. He had finished his 
second drink and was staring into the glass.   

“Listen,” he said. “I’ve got something to tell you.”  

“What is it, darling? What’s the matter?”  

He became absolutely motionless, and he kept his head down.  

“This is going to be a big shock to you, I’m afraid,” he said. “But I’ve thought about it a good deal and I’ve decided that the only thing to do 
is to tell you immediately.” And he told her. It didn’t take long, four or five minutes at most, and she sat still through it all, watching him with 
puzzled horror.  

“So there it is,” he added. “And I know it’s a tough time to be telling you this, but there simply wasn’t any other way. Of course, I’ll give you 
money and see that you’re taken care of. But there really shouldn’t be any problem. I hope not, in any case. It wouldn’t be very good for my 
job.”  

Her first instinct was not to believe any of it. She thought that perhaps she’d imagined the whole thing. Perhaps, if she acted as though she 
had not heard him, she would find out that none of it had ever happened.  
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“I’ll fix some supper,” she whispered. When she walked across the room, she couldn’t feel her feet touching the floor. She couldn’t feel 
anything except a slight sickness. She did everything without thinking. She went downstairs to the freezer and took hold of the first object she 
found. She lifted it out, and looked at it. It was wrapped in paper, so she took off the paper and looked at again --- a leg of lamb.  

All right, then, they would have lamb for supper. She carried it upstairs, held the thin end with both her hands. She went into the living 
room, saw him standing by the window with his back to her, and stopped.  

“I’ve already told you,” he said. “Don’t make supper for me. I’m going out.”  

At that point, Mary Maloney simply walked up behind him and without any pause, she swung the big frozen leg of lamb high in the air and 
brought it down as hard as she could on the back of his head. She might as well have hit him with a steel bar.  

She stepped back, waiting, and the strange thing was that he remained standing there for at least four or five seconds. Then he crashed onto 
the carpet.  

The violence of the crash, the noise, the small table overturning, helped to bring her out of the shock. She came out slowly, feeling cold and 
surprised, and she stood for a few minutes, looking at the body, still holding the piece of meat tightly with both hands.  

 

All right, she told herself. So I’ve killed him.  

It was extraordinary, now, how clear her mind became all of a sudden. She began thinking very fast. As the wife of a detective, she knew 
what the punishment would be. It made no difference to her. In fact, it would be a relief. On the other hand, what about the baby? What were 
the laws about murderers with unborn children? Did they kill them both -- mother and child? Did they wait until the baby was born? What did 
they do? Mary Maloney didn’t know and she wasn’t prepared to take a chance.  

She carried the meat into the kitchen, put it into a pan, turned on the oven, and put the pan inside. Then she washed her hands, ran upstairs, 
sat down in front of the mirror, fixed her makeup, and tried to smile.  

The smile was rather peculiar. She tried again. “Hello, Sam” she said brightly, aloud. The voice sounded peculiar, too. “I want some 
potatoes, Sam. Yes, and perhaps a can of beans.” That was better. Both the smile and the voice sounded better now. She practiced them 
several times more. Then she ran downstairs, took her coat, and went out the back door, through the garden into the street.  

It wasn’t six o’clock yet and the lights were still on in the neighborhood grocery. “Hello, Sam,” she said brightly, smiling at the man in the 
shop.   

“Good evening, Mrs. Maloney. How are you?”  

“I want some potatoes, please, Sam. Yes, and perhaps a can of beans, too. Patrick’s decided he’s tired and he doesn’t want to eat out 
tonight,” she told him. “We usually go out on Thursdays, you know, and now I don’t have any vegetables in the house.”  

“Then how about some meat, Mrs. Maloney?” asked the grocer.  

“No, I’ve got meat, thanks, I’ve got a nice leg of lamb, from the freezer.”  

“Do you want these potatoes, Mrs. Maloney?  

“Oh, yes, they’ll be fine. Two pounds, please.”  

“Anything else?” The grocer turned his head to one side, looking at her. “How about dessert? What are you going to give him for dessert? 
How about a nice piece of cake? I know he likes cake.”  

“Perfect,” she said. “He loves it.”  

And when she had bought and paid for everything, she gave her brightest smile and said, “Thank you, Sam. Good night.”  

And now, she told herself as she hurried back home, she was returning to her husband and he was waiting for his supper. She had to cook it 
well and make it taste as good as possible, because the poor man was tired; and if she found anything unusual or terrible when she got home, 
then it would be a shock and she would have to react with grief and horror. Of course, she was not expecting to find anything unusual at 
home. She was just going home with the vegetables on Thursday evening to cook dinner for husband. 

That’s the way, she told herself. Do everything normally. Keep things absolutely natural and there’ll be no need for acting at all. As she 
entered the kitchen by the back door, she was quietly singing to herself.  

“Patrick!” she called. “How are you, darling?”  

She put the package on the table and went into the living room; and when she saw him lying there on the floor, it really was a shock. All the 
old love for him came back to her, and she ran over to him, knelt down beside him, and began to cry hard. It was easy. No acting was 
necessary.  

A few minutes later, she got up and went to the phone. She knew the number of the police station, and when the man at the other end 
answered, she cried to him. “Quick! Come quickly! Patrick’s dead.”  

“Who’s speaking?”  

“Mrs. Maloney. Mrs. Patrick Maloney.”  

“Do you mean that Patrick’s dead?”  



 

Stories for Study — ENGL 2131 — Dr. Pellegrino — 33 

“I think so, “ she cried. “He’s lying on the floor and I think he’s dead.”  

“We’ll be there immediately,” the man said.  

 

The car came very quickly, and when she opened the front door, two policemen walked in. She knew them both. She knew nearly all the 
men at the police station. She fell into Jack Noonan’s arms, crying uncontrollably. He put her gently into a chair.  

“Is he dead?” she cried.  

“I’m afraid he is. What happened?”  

In a few words she told her story about going to the grocer and coming back, when she found him on the floor. While she was crying and 
talking, Noonan found some dried blood on the dead man’s head. He hurried to the phone.  

Some other men began to arrive — a doctor, two detectives, a police photographer, and a man who knew about fingerprints. The detectives 
kept asking her a lot of questions. They always treated her kindly. She told them how she’d put the meat into the oven — “it’s there now”--and 
how she had gone to the grocer’s for vegetables and how she came back to find him lying on the floor.  

The two detectives were exceptionally nice to her. They searched the house. Sometimes Jack Noonan spoke to her gently. He told her that 
her husband had been killed by a blow to the back of the head. They were looking for the weapon. The murderer might have taken it with him, 
but he might have thrown it away or hidden it. — “It’s the old story,” he said. “Get the weapon, and you’ve got the murderer.”  

Later, one of the detectives sat down beside her. Did she know, he asked, of anything in the house that could have been used as a weapon? 
Would she look around to see if anything was missing.  

The search went on. It began to get late — it was nearly nine o’clock. The men searching the rooms were getting tired. “Jack,” she said, 
“Would you like a drink? You must be extremely tired.”  

“Well,” he answered. “It’s not allowed by police rules, but since you’re a friend.”  

They stood around with drinks in their hands. The detectives were uncomfortable with her and they tried to say cheering things to her. Jack 
Noonan walked into the kitchen, came out quickly, and said, “Look, Mrs. Maloney. Did you know that your oven is still on, and the meat is still 
inside?”  

“Oh,” she said. “So it is! I’d better turn it off.” She returned with tearful eyes. “Would you do me a favor? Here you all are, all good friends 
of Patrick’s, and you’re helping to catch the man who killed him. You must be very hungry by now because it’s long past your supper time, and 
I know that Patrick would never forgive me if I let you stay in the house without offering you anything to eat. Why don’t you eat up the lamb in 
the oven?”  

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Noonan said.  

“Please,” she begged. “Personally, I couldn’t eat a thing, but it’d be a favor to me if you ate it up. Then you can go on with your work.”  

The detectives hesitated, but they were hungry, and in the end, they went into the kitchen and helped themselves to supper. The woman 
stayed where she was and listened to them through the open door. She could hear them speaking among themselves, and their voices were 
thick because their mouths were full of meat.  

“Have some more, Charlie.”  

“No, we’d better not finish it.”  

“She wants us to finish it. She said we ought to eat it up.”  

“That’s a big bar the murderer must have used to hit poor Patrick. The doctor says the back of his head was broken to pieces.  

“That’s why the weapon should be easy to find.”  

“Exactly what I say.”  

“Whoever did it, he can’t carry a weapon that big around with him.”  

“Personally, I think the weapon is somewhere near the house.”  

“It’s probably right under our noses. What do you think, Jack?”  

 

And in the other room, Mary Maloney began to laugh. 
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Midnight in Dostoevsky — Don Delillo 
 

We were two sombre boys hunched in our coats, grim winter settling in. The college was at the edge of a small town way upstate, barely a 
town, maybe a hamlet, we said, or just a whistle stop, and we took walks all the time, getting out, going nowhere, low skies and bare trees, 
hardly a soul to be seen. This was how we spoke of the local people: they were souls, they were transient spirits, a face in the window of a 
passing car, runny with reflected light, or a long street with a shovel jutting from a snowbank, no one in sight. 

We were walking parallel to the tracks when an old freight train approached and we stopped and watched. It seemed the kind of history that 
passes mostly unobserved, a diesel engine and a hundred boxcars rolling over remote country, and we shared an unspoken moment of respect, 
Todd and I, for times past, frontiers gone, and then walked on, talking about nothing much but making something of it. We heard the whistle 
sound as the train disappeared into late afternoon. 

This was the day we saw the man in the hooded coat. We argued about the coat—loden coat, anorak, parka. It was our routine; we were 
ever ready to find a matter to contest. This was why the man had been born, to end up in this town wearing that coat. He was well ahead of us 
and walking slowly, hands clasped behind his back, a smallish figure turning now to enter a residential street and fade from view. 

“A loden coat doesn’t have a hood. A hood isn’t part of the context,” Todd said. “It’s a parka or an anorak.” 

“There’s others. There’s always others.” 

“Name one.” 

“Duffel coat.” 

“There’s duffel bag.” 

“There’s duffel coat.” 

“Does the word imply a hood?” 

“The word implies toggles.” 

“The coat had a hood. We don’t know if the coat had toggles.” 

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Because the guy was wearing a parka.” 

“ ‘Anorak’ is an Inuit word.” 

“So what.” 

“I say it’s an anorak,” he said. 

I tried to invent an etymology for the word “parka” but couldn’t think fast enough. Todd was on another subject—the freight train, laws of 
motion, effects of force, sneaking in a question about the number of boxcars that trailed the locomotive. We hadn’t stated in advance that a 
tally would be taken, but each of us had known that the other would be counting, even as we spoke about other things. When I told him now 
what my number was, he did not respond, and I knew what this meant. It meant that he’d arrived at the same number. This was not supposed 
to happen—it unsettled us, it made the world flat—and we walked for a time in chagrined silence. Even in matters of pure physical reality, we 
depended on a friction between our basic faculties of sensation, his and mine, and we understood now that the rest of the afternoon would be 
spent in the marking of differences. 

We headed back for a late class. 

“An anorak is substantial. The thing he was wearing looked pretty flimsy,” I said. “And an anorak would have a fur-lined hood. Consider the 
origin of the word. You’re the one who brought up the Inuits. Wouldn’t an Inuit use fur to line his hood? They have polar bear. They have 
walrus. They need coats with bulk and substance top to bottom.” 

“We saw the guy from behind,” he said. “How do you know what kind of hood it was? From behind and from a distance.” 

Consider the origin of the word. I was using his Inuit lore against him, forcing him to respond reasonably, a rare sign of weakness on his part. 
Todd was a determined thinker who liked to work a fact or an idea to the seventh level of interpretation. He was tall and sprawling, all bony 
framework, the kind of body not always in synch with its hinges and joints. Somebody said that he seemed the love child of storks, others 
thought ostriches. He did not seem to taste food; he consumed it, absorbed it, ingestible matter of plant or animal origin. He spoke of distances 
in metres and kilometres, and it took me a while to understand that this was not an affectation so much as a driving need to convert units of 
measurement more or less instantaneously. He liked to test himself on what he knew. He liked to stop walking to emphasize a point as I 
walked on. This was my counterpoint, to let him stand there talking to a tree. The shallower our arguments, the more intense we became. 

I wanted to keep this one going, to stay in control, to press him hard. Did it matter what I said? 

“Even from a distance the hood looked too small to be fur-lined. The hood was snug,” I said. “A true anorak would have a hood that’s 
roomy enough to fit a woollen cap underneath. Isn’t that what the Inuits do?” 

The campus appeared in fragments, through ranks of tall trees on the other side of a country road. We lived in a series of energy-efficient 
structures with solar panels, turfed rooftops, and red cedar walls. Classes were held in the original buildings, several massive concrete units 
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known collectively as the Cellblock, a bike ride or long walk away from the dorms, and the flow of students back and forth in tribal swarms 
seemed part of the architecture of the place. This was my first year here, and I was still trying to interpret the signs and adapt to the patterns. 

“They have caribou,” I said. “They have seal meat and ice floes.” 

At times, abandon meaning to impulse. Let the words be the facts. This was the nature of our walks—to register what was out there, all the 
scattered rhythms of circumstance and occurrence, and to reconstruct it as human noise. 

 

* — * — * 

The class was Logic, in Cellblock 2, thirteen of us seated along both sides of a long table, with Ilgauskas at the head, a stocky man, late 
forties, beset this day by periodic coughing. He spoke from a standing position, bent forward, hands set on the table, and often stared for long 
moments into the blank wall at the other end of the room. 

“The causal nexus,” he said, and stared into the wall. 

He stared; we glanced. We exchanged glances frequently, one side of the table with the other. We were fascinated by Ilgauskas. He seemed a 
man in a trance state. But he wasn’t simply absent from his remarks, another drained voice echoing down the tunnel of teaching years. We’d 
decided, some of us, that he was suffering from a neurological condition. He was not bored but simply unbound, speaking freely and erratically 
out of a kind of stricken insight. It was a question of neurochemistry. We’d decided that the condition was not understood well enough to have 
been given a name. And if it did not have a name, we said, paraphrasing a proposition in logic, then it could not be treated. 

“The atomic fact,” he said. 

Then he elaborated for ten minutes while we listened, glanced, made notes, riffled the textbook to find refuge in print, some semblance of 
meaning that might be roughly equivalent to what he was saying. There were no laptops or handheld devices in class. Ilgauskas didn’t exclude 
them; we did, sort of, unspokenly. Some of us could barely complete a thought without touch pads or scroll buttons, but we understood that 
high-speed data systems did not belong here. They were an assault on the environment, which was defined by length, width, and depth, with 
time drawn out, computed in heartbeats. We sat and listened or sat and waited. We wrote with pens or pencils. Our notebooks had pages made 
of flexible sheets of paper. 

I tried to exchange glances with the girl across the table. This was the first time we’d been seated face to face, but she kept looking down at 
her notes, her hands, maybe the grain of the wood along the edge of the table. I told myself that she was averting her eyes not from me but 
from Ilgauskas. 

“F and not-F,” he said. 

He made her shy, the blunt impact of the man, thick body, strong voice, staccato cough, even the old dark suit he wore, unpressed, to every 
class, his chest hair curling up out of the open shirt collar. He used German and Latin terms without defining them. I tried to insert myself into 
the girl’s line of sight, scrunching down and peering up. We listened earnestly, all of us, hoping to understand and to transcend the need to 
understand. 

Sometimes he coughed into his cupped hand, other times into the table, and we imagined microscopic life forms teeming toward the 
tabletop and ricocheting into breathable space. Those seated nearest him ducked away with a wince that was also a smile, half apologetic. The 
shy girl’s shoulders quivered, even though she was sitting at some distance from the man. We didn’t expect Ilgauskas to excuse himself. He was 
Ilgauskas. We were the ones at fault, for being there to witness the coughing, or for not being adequate to the seismic scale of it, or for other 
reasons not yet known to us. 

“Can we ask this question?” he said. 

We waited for the question. We wondered whether the question he’d asked was the question we were waiting for him to ask. In other 
words, could he ask the question he was asking? It was not a trick, not a game or a logical puzzle. Ilgauskas didn’t do that. We sat and waited. 
He stared into the wall at the far end of the room. 

 

* — * — * 

It felt good to be out in the weather, that wintry sting of approaching snow. I was walking down a street of older houses, some in serious 
need of repair, sad and handsome, bay window here, curved porch there, when he turned the corner and came toward me, slightly crouched, 
same coat, face nearly lost inside the hood. He was walking slowly, as before, hands behind his back, as before, and he seemed to pause when 
he saw me, almost imperceptibly, head lowered now, path not quite steady. 

There was no one else on the street. As we approached each other, he veered away, and then so did I, just slightly, to reassure him, but I also 
sent a stealthy look his way. The face inside the hood was stubbled—gray old man, I thought, large nose, eyes on the sidewalk but also noting 
my presence. After we’d passed each other, I waited a moment and then turned and looked. He wasn’t wearing gloves, and this seemed fitting, 
I’m not sure why, no gloves, despite the unrelenting cold. 

About an hour later, I was part of the mass movement of students going in opposite directions, in wind-whipped snow, two roughly parallel 
columns moving from old campus to new and vice versa, faces in ski masks, bodies shouldering into the wind or pushed along by it. I saw 
Todd, long-striding, and pointed. This was our standard sign of greeting or approval—we pointed. I shouted into the weather as he went by. 

“Saw him again. Same coat, same hood, different street.” 
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He nodded and pointed back, and two days later we were walking in the outlying parts of town. I gestured toward a pair of large trees, bare 
branches forking up fifty or sixty feet. 

“Norway maple,” I said. 

He said nothing. They meant nothing to him, trees, birds, baseball teams. He knew music, classical to serial, and the history of mathematics, 
and a hundred other things. I knew trees from summer camp, when I was twelve, and I was pretty sure the trees were maples. Norway was 
another matter. I could have said red maple or sugar maple, but Norway sounded stronger, more informed. 

We both played chess. We both believed in God. 

Houses here loomed over the street, and we saw a middle-aged woman get out of her car and take a baby stroller from the rear seat and 
unfold it. Then she took four grocery bags from the car, one at a time, and placed each in the stroller. We were talking and watching. We were 
talking about epidemics, pandemics, and plagues, but we were watching the woman. She shut the car door and pulled the stroller backward 
over the hard-packed snow on the sidewalk and up the long flight of steps to her porch. 

“What’s her name?” 

“Isabel,” I said. 

“Be serious. We’re serious people. What’s her name?” 

“O.K., what’s her name?” 

“Her name is Mary Frances. Listen to me,” he whispered. “Mar-y Fran-ces. Never just Mary.” 

“O.K., maybe.” 

“Where the hell do you get Isabel?” 

He showed mock concern, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

“I don’t know. Isabel’s her sister. They’re identical twins. Isabel’s the alcoholic twin. But you’re missing the central questions.” 

“No, I’m not. Where’s the baby that goes with the stroller? Whose baby is it?” he said. “What’s the baby’s name?” 

We started down the street that led out of town and heard aircraft from the military base. I turned and looked up and they were there and 
gone, three fighter jets wheeling to the east, and then I saw the hooded man a hundred yards away, coming over the crest of a steep street, 
headed in our direction. 

I said, “Don’t look now.” 

Todd turned and looked. I talked him into crossing the street to put some space between the man and us. We watched from a driveway, 
standing under a weathered backboard-and-rim fastened to the ridge beam above the garage door. A pickup went by, and the man stopped 
briefly, then walked on. 

“See the coat. No toggles,” I said. 

“Because it’s an anorak.” 

“It’s a parka—it was always a parka. Hard to tell from here, but I think he shaved. Or someone shaved him. Whoever he lives with. A son 
or daughter, grandkids.” 

He was directly across the street from us now, moving cautiously to avoid stretches of unshovelled snow. 

“He’s not from here,” Todd said. “He’s from somewhere in Europe. They brought him over. He couldn’t take care of himself anymore. 
His wife died. They wanted to stay where they were, the two elderly people. But then she died.” 

He was speaking distantly, Todd was, watching the man but talking through him, finding his shadow somewhere on the other side of the 
world. The man did not see us, I was sure of this. He reached the corner, one of his hands behind his back, the other making small 
conversational gestures, and then he turned onto the next street and was gone. 

“Did you see his shoes?” 

“They weren’t boots.” 

“They were shoes that reach to the ankle.” 

“High shoes.” 

“Old World.” 

“No gloves.” 

“Jacket below the knees.” 

“Possibly not his.” 

“A hand-me-down or hand-me up.” 

“Think of the hat he’d be wearing if he was wearing a hat,” I said. 

“He’s not wearing a hat.” 
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“But if he was wearing a hat, what kind of hat?” 

“He’s wearing a hood.” 

“But what kind of hat, if he was wearing a hat?” 

“He’s wearing a hood,” Todd said. 

We walked down to the corner now and started across the street. He spoke an instant before I did. 

“There’s only one kind of hat he could conceivably wear. A hat with an earflap that reaches from one ear around the back of the head to the 
other ear. An old soiled cap. A peaked cap with a flap for the ears.” 

I said nothing. I had nothing to say to this. 

There was no sign of the man along the street he’d entered. For a couple of seconds, an aura of mystery hovered over the scene. But his 
disappearance simply meant that he lived in one of the houses on the street. Did it matter which house? I didn’t think it mattered, but Todd 
disagreed. He wanted a house that matched the man. 

We walked slowly down the middle of the street, six feet apart, using rutted car tracks in the snow to make the going easier. He took off a 
glove and extended his hand, fingers spread and flexing. 

“Feel the air. I say minus nine Celsius.” 

“We’re not Celsius.” 

“But he is, where he’s from, that’s Celsius.” 

“Where is he from? There’s something not too totally white about him. He’s not Scandinavian.” 

“Not Dutch or Irish.” 

I wondered about Andalusian. Where was Andalusia exactly? I didn’t think I knew. Or an Uzbek, a Kazakh. But these seemed irresponsible. 

“Middle Europe,” Todd said. “Eastern Europe.” 

He pointed to a gray frame house, an ordinary two-story, with a shingled roof and no sign of the fallen grace that defined some of the 
houses elsewhere in town. 

“Could be that one. His family allows him to take a walk now and then, provided he stays within a limited area.” 

“The cold doesn’t bother him much.” 

“He’s used to colder.” 

“Plus, he has very little feeling in his extremities,” I said. 

There was no Christmas wreath on the front door, no holiday lights. I didn’t see anything about the property that might suggest who lived 
there, from what background, speaking which language. We approached the point where the street ended in a patch of woods, and we turned 
and headed back. 

We had class in half an hour, and I wanted to speed up the pace. Todd was still looking at houses. I thought of the Baltic states and the 
Balkan states, briefly confused—which was which and which was where. 

I spoke before he did. 

“I see him as a figure who escaped the war in the nineteen-nineties. Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia. Or who didn’t leave until recently.” 

“I don’t feel that here,” he said. “It’s not the right model.” 

“Or he’s Greek, and his name is Spyros.” 

“I wish you a painless death,” he said, not bothering to look my way. 

“German names. Names with umlauts.” 

This last had nothing but nuisance value. I knew that. I tried walking faster, but he paused a moment, standing in his skewed way to look at 
the gray house. 

“In a few hours, think of it, dinner’s over, the others are watching TV, he’s in his little room sitting on the edge of a narrow bed in his long 
johns, staring into space.” 

I wondered if this was a space that Todd expected us to fill. 
 

* — * — * 

We waited through the long silences and then nodded when he coughed, in collegial approval. He’d coughed only twice so far today. There 
was a small puckered bandage at the edge of his jaw. He shaves, we thought. He cuts himself and says shit. He wads up a sheet of toilet paper 
and holds it to the cut. Then he leans into the mirror, seeing himself clearly for the first time in years. Ilgauskas, he thinks. 

We never took the same seats, class after class. We weren’t sure how this had started. One of us, in a spirit of offhand mischief, may have 
spread the word that Ilgauskas preferred it this way. In fact the idea had substance. He didn’t want to know who we were. We were passersby 
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to him, smeary faces, we were roadkill. It was an aspect of his neurological condition, we thought, to regard others as displaceable, and this 
seemed interesting, seemed part of the course, displaceability, one of the truth functions that he referred to now and then. 

But we were violating the code, the shy girl and I, seated face to face once again. This happened because I had entered the room after she 
did and had simply fallen into the empty chair directly across from her. She knew I was there, knew it was me, same gaping lad, eager to make 
eye contact. 

“Imagine a surface of no color whatsoever,” he said. 

We sat there and imagined. He ran a hand through his dark hair, a shaggy mass that flopped in several directions. He did not bring books to 
class, never a sign of the textbook or a sheaf of notes, and his shambling discourses made us feel that we were becoming what he saw before 
him, an amorphous entity. We were basically stateless. He could have been speaking to political prisoners in orange jumpsuits. We admired this. 
We were in the Cellblock, after all. We exchanged glances, she and I, tentatively. Ilgauskas leaned toward the table, eyes swimming with 
neurochemical life. He looked at the wall, talked to the wall. 

“Logic ends where the world ends,” he said. 

The world, yes. But he seemed to be speaking with his back to the world. Then again the subject was not history or geography. He was 
instructing us in the principles of pure reason. We listened intently. One remark dissolved into the next. He was an artist, an abstract artist. He 
asked a series of questions, and we made earnest notes. The questions he asked were unanswerable, at least by us, and he was not expecting 
answers, in any case. We did not speak in class; no one ever spoke. There were never any questions, student to professor. That steadfast 
tradition was dead here. 

He said, “Facts, pictures, things.” 

What did he mean by “things”? We would probably never know. Were we too passive, too accepting of the man? Did we see dysfunction 
and call it an inspired form of intellect? We didn’t want to like him, only to believe in him. We tendered our deepest trust to the stark nature of 
his methodology. Of course, there was no methodology. There was only Ilgauskas. He challenged our reason for being, what we thought, how 
we lived, the truth or falsity of what we believed to be true or false. Isn’t this what great teachers do, the Zen masters and Brahman scholars? 

He leaned toward the table and spoke about meanings fixed in advance. We listened hard and tried to understand. But to understand at this 
point in our study, months along, would have been confusing, even a kind of disillusionment. He said something in Latin, hands pressed flat to 
the tabletop, and then he did a strange thing. He looked at us, eyes gliding up one row of faces, down the other. We were all there, we were 
always there, our usual shrouded selves. Finally, he raised his hand and looked at his watch. It didn’t matter what time it was. The gesture itself 
meant that class was over. 

A meaning fixed in advance, we thought. 
 

* — * — * 

We sat there, she and I, while the others gathered books and papers and lifted coats off chair backs. She was pale and thin, hair pinned back, 
and I had an idea that she wanted to look neutral, seem neutral in order to challenge people to notice her. She placed her textbook on top of 
her notebook, centering it precisely, then raised her head and waited for me to say something. 

“O.K., what’s your name?” 

“Jenna. What’s yours?” 

“I want to say Lars-Magnus just to see if you believe me.” 

“I don’t.” 

“It’s Robby,” I said. 

“I saw you working out in the fitness center.” 

“I was on the elliptical. Where were you?” 

“Just passing by, I guess.” 

“Is that what you do?” 

“Pretty much all the time,” she said. 

The last to leave were shuffling out now. She stood and dropped her books into her backpack, which dangled from the chair. I remained 
where I was, watching. 

“I’m curious to know what you have to say about this man.” 

“The professor.” 

“Do you have insights to offer?” 

“I talked to him once,” she said. “Person to person.” 

“Are you serious? Where?” 

“At the diner in town.” 
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“You talked to him?” 

“I get off-campus urges. I have to go somewhere.” 

“I know the feeling.” 

“It’s the only place to eat, other than here, so I walked in and sat down and there he was in the booth across the aisle.” 

“That’s incredible.” 

“I sat there and thought, It’s him.” 

“It’s him.” 

“There was a big foldout menu that I hid behind while I kept sneaking looks. He was eating a full meal, something slopped in brown gravy 
from the center of the earth. And he had a Coke with a straw bending out of the can.” 

“You talked to him.” 

“I said something not too original, and we talked off and on. He had his coat thrown onto the seat opposite him, and I was eating a salad, 
and there was a book lying on top of his coat, and I asked him what he was reading.” 

“You talked to him. The man who makes you lower your eyes in primitive fear and dread.” 

“It was a diner. He was drinking Coke through a straw,” she said. 

“Fantastic. What was he reading?” 

“He said he was reading Dostoevsky. I’ll tell you exactly what he said. He said, ‘Dostoevsky day and night.’ ” 

“Fantastic.” 

“And I told him my coincidence, that I’d been reading a lot of poetry and I’d read a poem just a couple of days earlier with a phrase I 
recalled. ‘Like midnight in Dostoevsky.’ ” 

“What did he say?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Does he read Dostoevsky in the original?” 

“I didn’t ask.” 

“I wonder if he does. I have a feeling he does.” 

There was a pause, and then she said that she was leaving school. I was thinking about Ilgauskas in the diner. She told me that she wasn’t 
happy here, that her mother always said how accomplished she was at being unhappy. She was heading west, she said, to Idaho. I didn’t say 
anything. I sat there with my hands folded at my belt line. She left without a coat. Her coat was probably in the coatrack on the first floor.  

 

* — * — * 

At the winter break I stayed on cam pus, one of the few. We called ourselves the Left Behind and spoke in broken English. The routine 
included zombie body posture and blurred vision, lasting half a day before we’d all had enough. 

At the gym I did my dumb struts on the elliptical and lapsed into spells of lost thought. Idaho, I thought. Idaho, the word, so vowelled and 
obscure. Wasn’t where we were, right here, obscure enough for her? 

The library was deserted during the break. I entered with a key card and took a novel by Dostoevsky down from the shelves. I placed the 
book on a table and opened it and then leaned down into the splayed pages, reading and breathing. We seemed to assimilate each other, the 
characters and I, and when I raised my head I had to tell myself where I was. 

I knew where my father was—in Beijing, trying to wedge his securities firm into the Chinese century. My mother was adrift, possibly in the 
Florida Keys with a former boyfriend named Raúl. My father pronounced it raw-eel, like a thing you eat with your eyes closed. 

In snowfall, the town looked ghosted over, dead still at times. I took walks nearly every afternoon, and the man in the hooded coat was 
never far from my mind. I walked up and down the street where he lived, and it seemed only fitting that he was not to be seen. This was an 
essential quality of the place. I began to feel intimate with these streets. I was myself here, able to see things singly and plainly, away from the 
only life I’d known, the city, stacked and layered, a thousand meanings a minute. 

On the stunted commercial street in town, there were three places still open for business, one of them the diner, and I ate there once and 
stuck my head in the door two or three times, scanning the booths. The sidewalk was old, pocked bluestone. In the convenience store, I 
bought a fudge bar and talked to the woman behind the counter about her son’s wife’s kidney infection. 

At the library, I devoured about a hundred pages a sitting, small cramped type. When I left the building the book remained on the table, 
open to the page where I’d stopped reading. I returned the next day, and the book was still there, open to the same page. 

Why did this seem magical? Why did I sometimes lie in bed, moments from sleep, and think of the book in the empty room, open to the 
page where I’d stopped reading? 
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On one of those midnights, just before classes resumed, I got out of bed and went down the hall to the sun parlor. The area was enclosed 
by a slanted canopy of partitioned glass, and I unlatched a panel and swung it open. My pajamas seemed to evaporate. I felt the cold in my 
pores, my teeth. I thought my teeth were ringing. I stood and looked, I was always looking. I felt like a child now, responding to a dare. How 
long could I take it? I peered into the northern sky, the living sky, my breath turning to little bursts of smoke, as if I were separating from my 
body. I’d come to love the cold, but this was idiotic, and I closed the panel and went back to my room. I paced awhile, swinging my arms 
across my chest, trying to roil the blood, warm the body, and twenty minutes after I was back in bed, wide awake, the idea came to mind. It 
came from nowhere, from the night, fully formed, extending in several directions, and when I opened my eyes in the morning it was all around 
me, filling the room. 

 

* — * — * 

Those afternoons the light died quickly and we talked nearly non-stop, race-walking into the wind. Every topic had spectral connections, 
Todd’s congenital liver condition shading into my ambition to run a marathon, this leading to that, the theory of prime numbers to the living 
sight of rural mailboxes set along a lost road, eleven standing units, rusted over and near collapse, a prime number, Todd announced, using his 
cell phone to take a picture. 

One day, we approached the street where the hooded man lived. This was when I told Todd about the idea I’d had, the revelation in the icy 
night. I knew who the man was, I said. Everything fit, every element, the man’s origins, his family ties, his presence in this town. 

He said, “O.K.” 

“First, he’s a Russian.” 

“A Russian.” 

“He’s here because his son is here.” 

“He doesn’t have the bearing of a Russian.” 

“The bearing? What’s the bearing? His name could easily be Pavel.” 

“No, it couldn’t.” 

“Great name possibilities. Pavel, Mikhail, Aleksei. Viktor with a ‘k.’ His late wife was Tatiana.” 

We stopped and looked down the street toward the gray frame house designated as the place where the man lived. 

“Listen to me,” I said. “His son lives in this town because he teaches at the college. His name is Ilgauskas.” 

I waited for him to be stunned. 

“Ilgauskas is the son of the man in the hooded coat,” I said. “Our Ilgauskas. They’re Russian, father and son.” 

I pointed at him and waited for him to point back. 

He said, “Ilgauskas is too old to be the man’s son.” 

“He’s not even fifty. The man is in his seventies, easy. Mid-seventies, most likely. It fits, it works.” 

“Is Ilgauskas a Russian name?” 

“Why wouldn’t it be?” 

“Somewhere else, somewhere nearby, but not necessarily Russian,” he said. 

We stood there looking toward the house. I should have anticipated this kind of resistance, but the idea had been so striking that it had 
overwhelmed my cautious instincts. 

“There’s something you don’t know about Ilgauskas.” 

He said, “O.K.” 

“He reads Dostoevsky day and night.” 

I knew that he would not ask how I’d come upon this detail. It was a fascinating detail, and it was mine, not his, which meant that he would 
let it pass without comment. But the silence was a brief one. 

“Does he have to be Russian to read Dostoevsky?” 

“That’s not the point. The point is that it all fits together. It’s a formulation, it’s artful, it’s structured.” 

“He’s American, Ilgauskas, same as we are.” 

“A Russian is always Russian. He even speaks with a slight accent.” 

“I don’t hear an accent.” 

“You have to listen. It’s there,” I said. 

I didn’t know whether it was there or not. The Norway maple didn’t have to be Norway. We worked spontaneous variations on the source 
material of our surroundings. 

“You say the man lives in that house. I accept this,” I said. “I say he lives there with his son and his son’s wife. Her name is Irina.” 
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“And the son. Ilgauskas, so called. His first name?” 

“We don’t need a first name. He’s Ilgauskas. That’s all we need,” I said. 
 

* — * — * 

His hair was mussed, suit jacket dusty and stained, ready to come apart at the shoulder seams. He leaned into the table, square-jawed, sleepy-
looking. 

“If we isolate the stray thought, the passing thought,” he said, “the thought whose origin is unfathomable, then we begin to understand that 
we are routinely deranged, everyday crazy.” 

We loved the idea of being everyday crazy. It rang so true, so real. 

“In our privatest mind,” he said, “there is only chaos and blur. We invented logic to beat back our creatural selves. We assert or deny. We 
follow ‘M’ with ‘N.’ ” 

Our privatest mind, we thought. Did he really say that? 

“The only laws that matter are laws of thought.” 

His fists were clenched on the tabletop, knuckles white. 

“The rest is devil worship,” he said.  
 

* — * — * 

We went walking but did not see the man. The wreaths were mostly gone from the front doors and the occasional bundled figure scraped 
snow off a car’s windshield. Over time, we began to understand that these walks were not casual off-campus rambles. We were not looking at 
trees or boxcars, as we normally did, naming, counting, categorizing. This was different. There was a measure to the man in the hooded coat, 
old stooped body, face framed in monkish cloth, a history, a faded drama. We wanted to see him one more time. 

We agreed on this, Todd and I, and collaborated, in the meantime, on describing his day. 

He drinks coffee black, from a small cup, and spoons cereal out of a child’s bowl. His head practically rests in the bowl when he bends to eat. He never looks at a 
newspaper. He goes back to his room after breakfast, where he sits and thinks. His daughter-in-law comes in and makes the bed, Irina. 

Although Todd did not concede the binding nature of the name. 

Some days we had to wrap scarves around our faces and speak in muffled voices, only our eyes exposed to the street and the weather. 

There are two schoolchildren and one smaller girl, Irina’s sister’s child, here for reasons not yet determined, and the old man often passes the morning fitfully watching TV 
cartoons with the child, though not seated beside her. He occupies an armchair well away from the TV set, dozing now and then. Mouth open, we said. Head tilted and 
mouth hanging open. 

We weren’t sure why we were doing this. But we tried to be scrupulous, adding new elements every day, making adjustments and 
refinements, and all the while scanning the streets, trying to induce an appearance through joint force of will. 

Soup for lunch, every day it’s soup, homemade, and he holds his big spoon over the soup bowl, the old-country bowl, in a manner not unlike the child’s, ready to plant a 
trowel and scoop. 

Todd said that Russia was too big for the man. He’d get lost in the vast expanse. Think about Romania, Bulgaria. Better yet, Albania. Is he a 
Christian, a Muslim? With Albania, he said, we deepen the cultural context. “Context” was his fallback word. 

When he is ready for his walk, Irina tries to help him button his parka, his anorak, but he shakes her off with a few brusque words. She shrugs and replies in kind. 

I realized I’d forgotten to tell Todd that Ilgauskas read Dostoevsky in the original. This was a feasible truth, a usable truth. It made Ilgauskas, 
in context, a Russian. 

He wears trousers with suspenders. 

Until we decided that he didn’t; it was too close to stereotype. Who shaved the old man? Did he do it himself? We didn’t want him to. But 
who did it and how often? 

This was my crystalline link: the old man to Ilgauskas to Dostoevsky to Russia. I thought about it all the time. Todd said it would become 
my life’s work. I would spend my life in a thought bubble, purifying the link. 

He doesn’t have a private toilet. He shares a toilet with the children but never seems to use it. He is as close to being invisible as a man can get in a household of six. 
Sitting, thinking, disappearing on his walk. 

We shared a vision of the man in his bed, at night, mind roaming back—the village, the hills, the family dead. We walked the same streets 
every day, obsessively, and we spoke in subdued tones even when we disagreed. It was part of the dialectic, our looks of thoughtful disapproval. 

He probably smells bad, but the only one who seems to notice is the oldest child, a girl, thirteen. She makes faces now and then, passing behind his chair at the dinner 
table. 

It was the tenth straight sunless day. The number was arbitrary, but the mood was beginning to bear down, not the cold or the wind but the 
missing light, the missing man. Our voices took on an anxious cadence. It occurred to us that he might be dead. 
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We talked about this all the way back to campus. 

Do we make him dead? Do we keep assembling the life posthumously? Or do we end it now, tomorrow, the next day, stop coming to 
town, stop looking for him? One thing I knew: he does not die Albanian. 

 

* — * — * 

The next day, we stood at the end of the street where the designated house was located. We were there for an hour, barely speaking. Were 
we waiting for him to appear? I don’t think we knew. What if he came out of the wrong house? What would this mean? What if someone else 
came out of the designated house, a young couple carrying ski equipment toward the car in the driveway? Maybe we were there simply to show 
deferential regard, standing quietly in the presence of the dead. 

No one emerged, no one went in, and we left feeling unsure of ourselves. 

Minutes later, approaching the railroad tracks, we saw him. We stopped and pointed at each other, holding the pose a moment. It was 
enormously satisfying, it was thrilling, to see the thing happen, see it become three-dimensional. He made a turn into a street at a right angle to 
the one we were on. Todd hit me on the arm, turned, and started jogging. Then I started jogging. We were going back in the direction we’d just 
come from. We went around one corner, ran down the street, went around another corner, and waited. In time, he appeared, walking now in 
our direction. 

This was what Todd wanted, to see him head on. We moved toward him. He seemed to walk a sort of pensive route, meandering with his 
thoughts. I pulled Todd toward the curb with me so that the man would not have to pass between us. We waited for him to see us. We could 
almost count off the footsteps to the instant when he would raise his head. It was an interval drawn taut with detail. We were close enough to 
see the sunken face, heavily stubbled, pinched in around the mouth, jaw sagging. He saw us now and paused, one hand gripping a button at the 
front of his coat. He looked haunted inside the shabby hood. He looked misplaced, isolated, someone who could easily be the man we were in 
the process of imagining. 

We walked on past and continued for eight or nine paces, then turned and watched. 

“That was good,” Todd said. “That was totally worthwhile. Now we’re ready to take the next step.” 

“There is no next step. We got our close look,” I said. “We know who he is.” 

“We don’t know anything.” 

“We wanted to see him one more time.” 

“Lasted only seconds.” 

“What do you want to do, take a picture?” 

“My cell phone needs recharging,” he said seriously. “The coat is an anorak, by the way, definitely, up close.” 

“The coat is a parka.” 

The man was two and a half blocks from the left turn that would put him on the street where he lived. 

“I think we need to take the next step.” 

“You said that.” 

“I think we need to talk to him.” 

I looked at Todd. He wore a fixed smile, grafted on. 

“That’s crazy.” 

“It’s completely reasonable,” he said. 

“We do that, we kill the idea, we kill everything we’ve done. We can’t talk to him.” 

“We’ll ask a few questions, that’s all. Quiet, low key. Find out a few things.” 

“It’s never been a matter of literal answers.” 

“I counted eighty-seven boxcars. You counted eighty-seven boxcars. Remember.” 

“This is different, and we both know it.” 

“I can’t believe you’re not curious. All we’re doing is searching out the parallel life,” he said. “It doesn’t affect what we’ve been saying all this 
time.” 

“It affects everything. It’s a violation. It’s crazy.” 

I looked down the street toward the man in question. He was still moving slowly, a little erratically, hands folded behind his back now, where 
they belonged. 

“If you’re sensitive about approaching him, I’ll do it,” he said. 

“No, you won’t.” 

“Why not?” 
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“Because he’s old and frail. Because he won’t understand what you want.” 

“What do I want? A few words of conversation. If he shies away, I’m out of there in an instant.” 

“Because he doesn’t even speak English.” 

“You don’t know that. You don’t know anything.” 

He started to move away, and I clutched his arm and turned him toward me. 

“Because you’ll scare him,” I said. “Just the sight of you. Freak of nature.” 

He looked straight into me. It took time, this look. Then he pulled his arm away, and I shoved him into the street. He turned and started 
walking, and I caught up with him and spun him around and struck him in the chest with the heel of my hand. It was a sample blow, an 
introduction. A car came toward us and veered away, faces in windows. We began to grapple. He was too awkward to be contained, all angles, 
a mess of elbows and knees, and deceptively strong. I had trouble getting a firm grip and lost a glove. I wanted to hit him in the liver but didn’t 
know where it was. He began flailing in slow motion. I moved in and punched him on the side of the head with my bare hand. It hurt us both, 
and he made a sound and went into a fetal crouch. I snatched his cap and tossed it. I wanted to wrestle him down and pound his head into the 
asphalt, but he was too firmly set, still making the sound, a determined hum, science fiction. He unfolded then, flushed and wild-eyed, and 
started swinging blind. I stepped back and half circled, waiting for an opening, but he fell before I could hit him, scrambling up at once and 
starting to run. 

The hooded man was about to move out of sight, turning into his street. I watched Todd run, long, slack, bouncy strides. He would have to 
go faster if he expected to reach the man before he disappeared into the gray frame house, the designated house. 

I saw my lost glove lying in the middle of the street. Then Todd running, bareheaded, trying to skirt areas of frozen snow. The scene empty 
everywhere around him. I couldn’t make sense of it. I felt completely detached. His breath visible, streams of trailing vapor. I wondered what it 
was that had caused this thing to happen. He only wanted to talk to the man.  
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A Father’s Story — Andre Dubus 
 

My name is Luke Ripley, and here is what I call my life: I own a stable of thirty horses, and I have young people who teach riding, and we 
board some horses too. This is in northeastern Massachusetts. I have a barn with an indoor ring, and outside I’ve got two fenced-in rings and a 
pasture that ends at a woods with trails. I call it my life because it looks like it is, and people I know call it that, but it’s a life I can get away from 
when I hunt and fish, and some nights after dinner when I sit in the dark in the front room and listen to opera. The room faces the lawn and 
the road, a two-lane country road. When cars come around the curve northwest of the house, they light up the lawn for an instant, the leaves of 
the maple out by the road and the hemlock closer to the window. Then I’m alone again, or I’d appear to be if someone crept up to the house 
and looked through a window: a big-gutted grey-haired guy, drinking tea and smoking cigarettes, staring out at the dark woods across the road, 
listening to a grieving soprano. 

My real life is the one nobody talks about anymore, except Father Paul LeBoeuf, another old buck. He has a decade on me: he’s sixty-four, a 
big man, bald on top with grey at the sides; when he had hair, it was black. His face is ruddy, and he jokes about being a whiskey priest, though 
he’s not. He gets outdoors as much as he can, goes for a long walk every morning, and hunts and fishes with me. But I can’t get him on a horse 
anymore. Ten years ago I could badger him into a trail ride; I had to give him a western saddle, and he’d hold the pommel and bounce through 
the woods with me, and be sore for days. He’s looking at seventy with eyes that are younger than many I’ve seen in people in their twenties. I 
do not remember ever feeling the way they seem to; but I was lucky, because even as a child I knew that life would try me, and I must be strong 
to endure, though in those early days I expected to be tortured and killed for my faith, like the saints I learned about in school. 

Father Paul’s family came down from Canada, and he grew up speaking more French than English, so he is different from the Irish priests 
who abound up here. I do not like to make general statements, or even to hold general beliefs, about people’s blood, but the Irish do seem 
happiest when they’re dealing with misfortune or guilt, either their own or somebody else’s, and if you think you’re not a victim of either one, 
you can count on certain Irish priests to try to change your mind. On Wednesday nights Father Paul comes to dinner. Often he comes on 
other nights too, and once, in the old days when we couldn’t eat meat on Fridays, we bagged our first ducks of the season on a Friday, and as 
we drove home from the marsh, he said: For the purposes of Holy Mother Church, I believe a duck is more a creature of water than land, and 
is not rightly meat. Sometimes he teases me about never putting anything in his Sunday collection, which he would not know about if I hadn’t 
told him years ago. I would like to believe I told him so we could have philosophical talk at dinner, but probably the truth is I suspected he 
knew, and I did not want him to think I so loved money that I would not even give his church a coin on Sunday. Certainly the ushers who pass 
the baskets know me as a miser. 

I don’t feel right about giving money for buildings, places. This starts with the Pope, and I cannot respect one of them till he sells his house 
and everything in it, and that church too, and uses the money to feed the poor. I have rarely, and maybe never, come across saintliness, but I 
feel certain it cannot exist in such a place. But I admit, also, that I know very little, and maybe the popes live on a different plane and are tried in 
ways I don’t know about. Father Paul says his own church, St. John’s, is hardly the Vatican. I like his church: it is made of wood, and has a 
simple altar and crucifix, and no padding on the kneelers. He does not have to lock its doors at night. Still it is a place. He could say Mass in my 
barn. I know this is stubborn, but I can find no mention by Christ of maintaining buildings, much less erecting them of stone or brick, and 
decorating them with pieces of metal and mineral and elements that people still fight over like barbarians. We had a Maltese woman taking 
riding lessons, she came over on the boat when she was ten, and once she told me how the nuns in Malta used to tell the little girls that if they 
wore jewelry, rings and bracelets and necklaces, in purgatory snakes would coil around their fingers and wrists and throats. I do not believe in 
frightening children or telling them lies, but if those nuns saved a few girls from devotion to things, maybe they were right. That Maltese 
woman laughed about it, but I noticed she wore only a watch, and that with a leather strap. 

The money I give to the church goes in people’s stomachs, and on their backs, down in New York City. I have no delusions about the 
worth of what I do, but I feel it’s better to feed somebody than not. There’s a priest in Times Square giving shelter to runaway kids, and some 
Franciscans who run a bread line; actually it’s a morning line for coffee and a roll, and Father Paul calls it the continental breakfast for winos 
and bag ladies. He is curious about how much I am sending, and I know why: he guesses I send a lot, he has said probably more than tithing, 
and he is right; he wants to know how much because he believes I’m generous and good, and he is wrong about that; he has never had much 
money and does not know how easy it is to write a check when you have everything you will ever need, and the figures are mere numbers, and 
represent no sacrifice at all. Being a real Catholic is too hard; if I were one, I would do with my house and barn what I want the Pope to do 
with his. So I do not want to impress Father Paul, and when he asks me how much, I say I can’t let my left hand know what my right is doing. 

He came on Wednesday nights when Gloria and I were married, and the kids were young; Gloria was a very good cook (I assume she still is, 
but it is difficult to think of her in the present), and I liked sitting at the table with a friend who was also a priest. I was proud of my handsome 
and healthy children. This was long ago, and they were all very young and cheerful and often funny, and the three boys took care of their baby 
sister, and did not bully or tease her. Of course they did sometimes, with that excited cruelty children are prone to, but not enough so that it was 
part of her days. On the Wednesday after Gloria left with the kids and a U-Haul trailer, I was sitting on the front steps, it was summer, and I 
was watching cars go by on the road, when Father Paul drove around the curve and into the driveway. I was ashamed to see him because he is 
a priest and my family was gone, but I was relieved too. I went to the car to greet him. He got out smiling, with a bottle of wine, and shook my 
hand, then pulled me to him, gave me a quick hug, and said: ‘It’s Wednesday, isn’t it? Let’s open some cans.’ 
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With arms about each other we walked to the house, and it was good to know he was doing his work but coming as a friend too, and I 
thought what good work he had. I have no calling. It is for me to keep horses. 

In that other life, anyway. In my real one I go to bed early and sleep well and wake at four forty-five, for an hour of silence. I never want to 
get out of bed then, and every morning I know I can sleep for another four hours, and still not fail at any of my duties. But I get up, so have 
come to believe my life can be seen in miniature in that struggle in the dark of morning. While making the bed and boiling water for coffee, I 
talk to God: I offer Him my day, every act of my body and spirit, my thoughts and moods, as a prayer of thanksgiving, and for Gloria and my 
children and my friends and two women I made love with after Gloria left. This morning offertory is a habit from my boyhood in a Catholic 
school; or then it was a habit, but as I kept it and grew older it became a ritual. Then I say the Lord’s Prayer, trying not to recite it, and one 
morning it occurred to me that a prayer, whether recited or said with concentration, is always an act of faith. 

I sit in the kitchen at the rear of the house and drink coffee and smoke and watch the sky growing light before sunrise, the trees of the 
woods near the barn taking shape, becoming single pines and elms and oaks and maples. Sometimes a rabbit comes out of the treeline, or is 
already sitting there, invisible till the light finds him. The birds are awake in the trees and feeding on the ground, and the little ones, the purple 
finches and titmice and chickadees, are at the feeder I rigged outside the kitchen window; it is too small for pigeons to get a purchase. I sit and 
give myself to coffee and tobacco, that get me brisk again, and I watch and listen. In the first year or so after I lost my family, I played the radio 
in the mornings. But I overcame that, and now I rarely play it at all. Once in the mail I received a questionnaire asking me to write down 
everything I watched on television during the week they had chosen. At the end of those seven days I wrote in The Wizard of Oz and returned it. 
That was in winter and was actually a busy week for my television, which normally sits out the cold months without once warming up. Had 
they sent the questionnaire during baseball season, they would have found me at my set. People at the stables talk about shows and performers 
I have never heard of, but I cannot get interested; when I am in the mood to watch television, I go to a movie or read a detective novel. There 
are always good detective novels to be found, and I like remembering them next morning with my coffee. 

I also think of baseball and hunting and fishing, and of my children. It is not painful to think about them anymore, because even if we had 
lived together, they would be gone now, grown into their own lives, except Jennifer. I think of death too, not sadly, or with fear, though 
something like excitement does run through me, something more quickening than the coffee and tobacco. I suppose it is an intense interest, 
and an outright distrust: I never feel certain that I’ll be here watching birds eating at tomorrow’s daylight. Sometimes I try to think of other 
things, like the rabbit that is warm and breathing but not there till twilight. I feel on the brink of something about the life of the senses, but 
either am not equipped to go further or am not interested enough to concentrate. I have called all of this thinking, but it is not, because it is 
unintentional; what I’m really doing is feeling the day, in silence, and that is what Father Paul is doing too on his five-to-ten-mile walks. 

When the hour ends I take an apple or carrot and I go to the stable and tack up a horse. We take good care of these horses, and no one rides 
them but students, instructors, and me, and nobody rides the horses we board unless an owner asks me to. The barn is dark and I turn on 
lights and take some deep breaths, smelling the hay and horses and their manure, both fresh and dried, a combined odor that you either like or 
you don’t. I walk down the wide space of dirt between stalls, greeting the horses, joking with them about their quirks, and choose one for no 
reason at all other than the way it looks at me that morning. I get my old English saddle that has smoothed and darkened through the years, 
and go into the stall, talking to this beautiful creature who’ll swerve out of a canter if a piece of paper blows in front of him, and if the barn 
catches fire and you manage to get him out he will, if he can get away from you, run back into the fire, to his stall. Like the smells that surround 
. them, you either like them or you don’t. I love them, so am spared having to try to explain why. I feed one the carrot or apple and tack up and 
lead him outside, where I mount, and we go down the driveway to the road and cross it and turn northwest and walk then trot then canter to 
St. John’s. 

A few cars are on the road, their drivers looking serious about going to work. It is always strange for me to see a woman dressed for work so 
early in the morning. You know how long it takes them, with the makeup and hair and clothes, and I think of them waking in the dark of 
winter or early light of other seasons, and dressing as they might for an evening’s entertainment. Probably this strikes me because I grew up 
seeing my father put on those suits he never wore on weekends or his two weeks off, and so am accustomed to the men, but when I see these 
women I think something went wrong, to send all those dressed-up people out on the road when the dew hasn’t dried yet. Maybe it’s because I 
so dislike getting up early, but am also doing what I choose to do, while they have no choice. At heart I am lazy, yet I find such peace and 
delight in it that I believe it is a natural state, and in what looks like my laziest periods I am closest to my center. The ride to St. John’s is fifteen 
minutes. The horses and I do it in all weather; the road is well plowed in winter, and there are only a few days a year when ice makes me drive 
the pickup. People always look at someone on horseback, and for a moment their faces change and many drivers and I wave to each other. 
Then at St. John’s, Father Paul and five or six regulars and I celebrate the Mass. 

Do not think of me as a spiritual man whose every thought during those twenty-five minutes is at one with the words of the Mass. Each 
morning I try, each morning I fail, and know that always I will be a creature who, looking at Father Paul and the altar, and uttering prayers, will 
be distracted by scrambled eggs, horses, the weather, and memories and daydreams that have nothing to do with the sacrament I am about to 
receive. I can receive, though: the Eucharist, and also, at Mass and at other times, moments and even minutes of contemplation. But I cannot 
achieve contemplation, as some can; and so, having to face and forgive my own failures, I have learned from them both the necessity and 
wonder of ritual. For ritual allows those who cannot will themselves out of the secular to perform the spiritual, as dancing allows the tongue-
tied man a ceremony of love. And, while my mind dwells on breakfast, or Major or Duchess tethered under the church eave, there is, as I take 
the Host from Father Paul and place it on my tongue and return to the pew, a feeling that I am thankful I have not lost in the forty-eight years 
since my first Communion. At its center is excitement; spreading out from it is the peace of certainty. Or the certainty of peace. One night 
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Father Paul and I talked about faith. It was long ago, and all I remember is him saying: Belief is believing in God; faith is believing that God 
believes in you. That is the excitement, and the peace; then the Mass is over, and I go into the sacristy and we have a cigarette and chat, the 
mystery ends, we are two men talking like any two men on a morning in America, about baseball, plane crashes, presidents, governors, 
murders, the sun, the clouds. Then I go to the horse and ride back to the life people see, the one in which I move and talk, and most days I 
enjoy it. 

 

It is late summer now, the time between fishing and hunting, but a good time for baseball. It has been two weeks since Jennifer left, to drive 
home to Gloria’s after her summer visit. She is the only one who still visits; the boys are married and have children, and sometimes fly up for a 
holiday, or I fly down or west to visit one of them. Jennifer is twenty, and I worry about her the way fathers worry about daughters but not 
sons. I want to know what she’s up to, and at the same time I don’t. She looks athletic, and she is: she swims and runs and of course rides. All 
my children do. When she comes for six weeks in summer, the house is loud with girls, friends of hers since childhood, and new ones. I am 
glad she kept the girl friends. They have been young company for me and, being with them, I have been able to gauge her growth between 
summers. On their riding days, I’d take them back to the house when their lessons were over and they had walked the horses and put them 
back in the stalls, and we’d have lemonade or Coke, and cookies if I had some, and talk until their parents came to drive them home. One year 
their breasts grew, so I wasn’t startled when I saw Jennifer in July. Then they were driving cars to the stable, and beginning to look like young 
women, and I was passing out beer and ashtrays and they were talking about college. 

When Jennifer was here in summer, they were at the house most days. I would say generally that as they got older they became quieter, and 
though I enjoyed both, I sometimes missed the giggles and shouts. The quiet voices, just low enough for me not to hear from wherever I was, 
rising and falling in proportion to my distance from them, frightened me. Not that I believed they were planning or recounting anything really 
wicked, but there was a female seriousness about them, and it was secretive, and of course I thought: love, sex. But it was more than that: it was 
womanhood they were entering, the deep forest of it, and no matter how many women and men too are saying these days that there is little 
difference between us, the truth is that men find their way into that forest only on clearly marked trails, while women move about in it like 
birds. So hearing Jennifer and her friends talking so quietly, yet intensely, I wanted very much to have a wife. 

But not as much as in the old days, when Gloria had left but her presence was still in the house as strongly as if she had only gone to visit her 
folks for a week. There were no clothes or cosmetics, but potted plants endured my neglectful care as long as they could, and slowly died; I did 
not kill them on purpose, to exorcise the house of her, but I could not remember to water them. For weeks, because I did not use it much, the 
house was as neat as she had kept it, though dust layered the order she had made. The kitchen went first: I got the dishes in and out of the 
dishwasher and wiped the top of the stove, but did not return cooking spoons and pot holders to their hooks on the wall, and soon the burners 
and oven were caked with spillings, the refrigerator had more space and was spotted with juices. The living room and my bedroom went next; I 
did not go into the children’s rooms except on bad nights when I went from room to room and looked and touched and smelled, so they did 
not lose their order until a year later when the kids came for six weeks. It was three months before I ate the last of the food Gloria had cooked 
and frozen: I remember it was a beef stew, and very good. By then I had four cookbooks, and was boasting a bit, and talking about recipes with 
the women at the stables, and looking forward to cooking for Father Paul. But I never looked forward to cooking at night only for myself, 
though I made myself do it; on some nights I gave in to my daily temptation, and took a newspaper or detective novel to a restaurant. By the 
end of the second year, though, I had stopped turning on the radio as soon as I woke in the morning, and was able to be silent and alone in the 
evening too, and then I enjoyed my dinners. 

 

It is not hard to live through a day, if you can live through a moment. What creates despair is the imagination, which pretends there is a 
future, and insists on predicting millions of moments, thousands of days, and so drains you that you cannot live the moment at hand. That is 
what Father Paul told me in those first two years, on some of the bad nights when I believed I could not bear what I had to: the most painful 
loss was my children, then the loss of Gloria, whom I still loved despite or maybe because of our long periods of sadness that rendered us 
helpless, so neither of us could break out of it to give a hand to the other. Twelve years later I believe ritual would have healed us more quickly 
than the repetitious talks we had, perhaps even kept us healed. Marriages have lost that, and I wish I had known then what I know now, and 
we had performed certain acts together every day, no matter how we felt, and perhaps then we could have subordinated feeling to action, for 
surely that is the essence of love. I know this from my distractions during Mass, and during everything else I do, so that my actions and feelings 
are seldom one. It does happen every day, but in proportion to everything else in a day, it is rare, like joy. The third most painful loss, which 
became second and sometimes first as months passed, was the knowledge that I could never marry again, and so dared not even keep 
company with a woman. 

On some of the bad nights I was bitter about this with Father Paul, and I so pitied myself that I cried, or nearly did, speaking with damp eyes 
and breaking voice. I believe that celibacy is for him the same trial it is for me, not of the flesh, but the spirit: the heart longing to love. But the 
difference is he chose it, and did not wake one day to a life with thirty horses. In my anger I said I had done my service to love and chastity, and 
I told him of the actual physical and spiritual pain of practicing rhythm: nights of striking the mattress with a fist, two young animals lying side 
by side in heat, leaving the bed to pace, to smoke, to curse, and too passionate to question, for we were so angered and oppressed by our 
passion that we could see no further than our loins. So now I understand how people can be enslaved for generations before they throw down 
their tools or use them as weapons, the form of their slavery—the cotton fields, the shacks and puny cupboards and untended illnesses—
absorbing their emotions and thoughts until finally they have little or none at all to direct with clarity and energy at the owners and legislators. 
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And I told him of the trick of passion and its slaking: how during what we had to believe were safe periods, though all four children were 
conceived at those times, we were able with some coherence to question the tradition and reason and justice of the law against birth control, 
but not with enough conviction to soberly act against it, as though regular satisfaction in bed tempered our revolutionary as well as our erotic 
desires. Only when abstinence drove us hotly away from each other did we receive an urge so strong it lasted all the way to the drugstore and 
back; but always, after release, we threw away the remaining condoms; and after going through this a few times, we knew what would happen, 
and from then on we submitted to the calendar she so precisely marked on the bedroom wall. I told him that living two lives each month, one 
as celibates, one as lovers, made us tense and short-tempered, so we snapped at each other like dogs. 

To have endured that, to have reached a time when we burned slowly and could gain from bed the comfort of lying down at night with one 
who loves you and whom you love, could for weeks on end go to bed tired and peacefully sleep after a kiss, a touch of the hands, and then to 
be thrown out of the marriage like a bundle from a moving freight car, was unjust, was intolerable, and I could not or would not muster the 
strength to endure it. But I did, a moment at a time, a day, a night, except twice, each time with a different woman and more than a year apart, 
and this was so long ago that I clearly see their faces in my memory, can hear the pitch of their voices, and the way they pronounced words, 
one with a Massachusetts accent, one midwestern, but I feel as though I only heard about them from someone else. Each rode at the stables 
and was with me for part of an evening; one was badly married, one divorced, so none of us was free. They did not understand this Catholic 
view, but they were understanding about my having it, and I remained friends with both of them until the married one left her husband and 
went to Boston, and the divorced one moved to Maine. After both those evenings, those good women, I went to Mass early while Father Paul 
was still in the confessional, and received his absolution. I did not tell him who I was, but of course he knew, though I never saw it in his eyes. 
Now my longing for a wife comes only once in a while, like a cold: on some late afternoons when I am alone in the barn, then I lock up and 
walk to the house, daydreaming, then suddenly look at it and see it empty, as though for the first time, and all at once I’m weary and feel I do 
not have the energy to broil meat, and I think of driving to a restaurant, then shake my head and go on to the house, the refrigerator, the oven; 
and some mornings when I wake in the dark and listen to the silence and run my hand over the cold sheet beside me; and some days in 
summer when Jennifer is here. 

Gloria left first me, then the Church, and that was the end of religion for the children, though on visits they went to Sunday Mass with me, 
and still do, out of a respect for my life that they manage to keep free of patronage. Jennifer is an agnostic, though I doubt she would call herself 
that, any more than she would call herself any other name that implied she had made a decision, a choice, about existence, death, and God. In 
truth she tends to pantheism, a good sign, I think; but not wanting to be a father who tells his children what they ought to believe, I do not say 
to her that Catholicism includes pantheism, like onions in a stew. Besides, I have no missionary instincts and do not believe everyone should or 
even could live with the Catholic faith. It is Jennifer’s womanhood that renders me awkward. And womanhood now is frank, not like when 
Gloria was twenty and there were symbols: high heels and cosmetics and dresses, a cigarette, a cocktail. I am glad that women are free now of 
false modesty and all its attention paid the flesh; but, still, it is difficult to see so much of your daughter, to hear her talk as only men and bawdy 
women used to, and most of all to see in her face the deep and unabashed sensuality of women, with no tricks of the eyes and mouth to hide 
the pleasure she feels at having a strong young body. I am certain, with the way things are now, that she has very happily not been a virgin for 
years. That does not bother me. What bothers me is my certainty about it, just from watching her walk across a room or light a cigarette or 
pour milk on cereal. 

 

She told me all of it, waking me that night when I had gone to sleep listening to the wind in the trees and against the house, a wind so strong 
that I had to shut all but the lee windows, and still the house cooled; told it to me in such detail and so clearly that now, when she has driven the 
car to Florida, I remember it all as though I had been a passenger in the front seat, or even at the wheel. It started with a movie, then beer and 
driving to the sea to look at the waves in the night and the wind, Jennifer and Betsy and Liz. They drank a beer on the beach and wanted to go 
in naked but were afraid they would drown in the high surf. They bought another six-pack at a grocery store in New Hampshire, and drove 
home. I can see it now, feel it: the three girls and the beer and the ride on country roads where pines curved in the wind and the big deciduous 
trees swayed and shook as if they might leap from the earth. They would have some windows partly open so they could feel the wind; Jennifer 
would be playing a cassette, the music stirring them, as it does the young, to memories of another time, other people and places in what is for 
them the past. 

She took Betsy home, then Liz, and sang with her cassette as she left the town west of us and started home, a twenty-minute drive on the 
road that passes my house. They had each had four beers, but now there were twelve empty bottles in the bag on the floor at the passenger 
seat, and I keep focusing on their sound against each other when the car shifted speeds or changed directions. For I want to understand that 
one moment out of all her heart’s time on earth, and whether her history had any bearing on it, or whether her heart was then isolated from all 
it had known, and the sound of those bottles urged it. She was just leaving the town, accelerating past a night club on the right, gaining speed to 
climb a long, gradual hill, then she went up it, singing, patting the beat on the steering wheel, the wind loud through her few inches of open 
window, blowing her hair as it did the high branches alongside the road, and she looked up at them and watched the top of the hill for 
someone drunk or heedless coming over it in part of her lane. She crested to an open black road, and there he was: a bulk, a blur, a thing 
running across her headlights, and she swerved left and her foot went for the brake and was stomping air above its pedal when she hit him, saw 
his legs and body in the air, flying out of her light, into the dark. Her brakes were screaming into the wind, bottles clinking in the fallen bag, and 
with the music and wind inside the car was his sound, already a memory but as real as an echo, that car-shuddering thump as though she had 
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struck a tree. Her foot was back on the accelerator. Then she shifted gears and pushed it. She ejected the cassette and closed the window. She 
did not start to cry until she knocked on my bedroom door, then called: ‘Dad?’ 

Her voice, her tears, broke through my dream and the wind I heard in my sleep, and I stepped into jeans and hurried to the door, thinking 
harm, rape, death. All were in her face, and I hugged her and pressed her cheek to my chest and smoothed her blown hair, then led her, 
weeping, to the kitchen and sat her at the table where still she could not speak, nor look at me; when she raised her face it fell forward again, as 
of its own weight, into her palms. I offered tea and she shook her head, so I offered beer twice, then she shook her head, so I offered whiskey 
and she nodded. I had some rye that Father Paul and I had not finished last hunting season, and I poured some over ice and set it in front of 
her and was putting away the ice but stopped and got another glass and poured one for myself too, and brought the ice and bottle to the table 
where she was trying to get one of her long menthols out of the pack, but her fingers jerked like severed snakes, and I took the pack and lit one 
for her and took one for myself. I watched her shudder with her first swallow of rye, and push hair back from her face, it is auburn and 
gleamed in the overhead light, and I remembered how beautiful she looked riding a sorrel; she was smoking fast, then the sobs in her throat 
stopped, and she looked at me and said it, the words coming out with smoke: ‘I hit somebody. With the car.’ 

Then she was crying and I was on my feet, moving back and forth, looking down at her, asking Who? Where? Where? She was pointing at the 
wall over the stove, jabbing her fingers and cigarette at it, her other hand at her eyes, and twice in horror I actually looked at the wall. She 
finished the whiskey in a swallow and I stopped pacing and asking and poured another, and either the drink or the exhaustion of tears quieted 
her, even the dry sobs, and she told me; not as I tell it now, for that was later as again and again we relived it in the kitchen or living room, and, 
if in daylight, fled it on horseback out on the trails through the woods and, if at night, walked quietly around in the moonlit pasture, walked 
around and around it, sweating through our clothes. She told it in bursts, like she was a child again, running to me, injured from play. I put on 
boots and a shirt and left her with the bottle and her streaked face and a cigarette twitching between her fingers, pushed the door open against 
the wind, and eased it shut. The wind squinted and watered my eyes as I leaned into it and went to the pickup. 

When I passed St. John’s I looked at it, and Father Paul’s little white rectory in the rear, and wanted to stop, wished I could as I could if he 
were simply a friend who sold hardware or something. I had forgotten my watch but I always know the time within minutes, even when a 
sound or dream or my bladder wakes me in the night. It was nearly two; we had been in the kitchen about twenty minutes; she had hit him 
around one-fifteen. Or her. The road was empty and I drove between blowing trees; caught for an instant in my lights, they seemed to be in 
panic. I smoked and let hope play its tricks on me: it was neither man nor woman but an animal, a goat or calf or deer on the road; it was a man 
who had jumped away in time, the collision of metal and body glancing not direct, and he had limped home to nurse bruises and cuts. Then I 
threw the cigarette and hope both out the window and prayed that he was alive, while beneath that prayer, a reserve deeper in my heart, 
another one stirred: that if he were dead, they would not get Jennifer. 

From our direction, east and a bit south, the road to that hill and the night club beyond it and finally the town is, for its last four or five miles, 
straight through farming country. When I reached that stretch I slowed the truck and opened my window for the fierce air; on both sides were 
scattered farmhouses and barns and sometimes a silo, looking not like shelters but like unsheltered things the wind would flatten. Corn bent 
toward the road from a field on my right, and always something blew in front of me: paper, leaves, dried weeds, branches. I slowed 
approaching the hill, and went up it in second, staring through my open window at the ditch on the left side of the road, its weeds alive, 
whipping, a mad dance with the trees above them. I went over the hill and down and, opposite the club, turned right onto a side street of 
houses, and parked there, in the leaping shadows of trees. I walked back across the road to the club’s parking lot, the wind behind me, lifting 
me as I strode, and I could not hear my boots on pavement. I walked up the hill, on the shoulder, watching the branches above me, hearing 
their leaves and the creaking trunks and the wind. Then I was at the top, looking down the road and at the farms and fields; the night was clear, 
and I could see a long way; clouds scudded past the half-moon and stars, blown out to sea. 

I started down, watching the tall grass under the trees to my right, glancing into the dark of the ditch, listening for cars behind me; but as 
soon as I cleared one tree, its sound was gone, its flapping leaves and rattling branches far behind me, as though the greatest distance I had at 
my back was a matter of feet, while ahead of me I could see a barn two miles off. Then I saw her skid marks: short, and going left and 
downhill, into the other lane. I stood at the ditch, its weeds blowing; across it were trees and their moving shadows, like the clouds. I stepped 
onto its slope, and it took me sliding on my feet, then rump, to the bottom, where I sat still, my body gathered to itself, lest a part of me should 
touch him. But there was only tall grass, and I stood, my shoulders reaching the sides of the ditch, and I walked uphill, wishing for the flashlight 
in the pickup, walking slowly, and down in the ditch I could hear my feet in the grass and on the earth, and kicking cans and bottles. At the top 
of the hill I turned and went down, watching the ground above the ditch on my right, praying my prayer from the truck again, the first one, the 
one I would admit, that he was not dead, was in fact home, and began to hope again, memory telling me of lost pheasants and grouse I had 
shot, but they were small and the colors of their home, while a man was either there or not; and from that memory I left where I was and while 
walking in the ditch under the wind was in the deceit of imagination with Jennifer in the kitchen, telling her she had hit no one, or at least had 
not badly hurt anyone, when I realized he could be in the hospital now and I would have to think of a way to check there, something to say on 
the phone. I see now that, once hope returned, I should have been certain what it prepared me for: ahead of me, in high grass and the shadows 
of trees, I saw his shirt. Or that is all my mind would allow itself: a shirt, and I stood looking at it for the moments it took my mind to admit the 
arm and head and the dark length covered by pants. He lay face down, the arm I could see near his side, his head turned from me, on its cheek. 

‘Fella?’ I said. I had meant to call, but it came out quiet and high, lost inches from my face in the wind. Then I said, ‘Oh God,’ and felt Him 
in the wind and the sky moving past the stars and moon and the fields around me, but only watching me as He might have watched Cain or 
Job, I did not know which, and I said it again, and wanted to sink to the earth and weep till I slept there in the weeds. I climbed, scrambling up 
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the side of the ditch, pulling at clutched grass, gained the top on hands and knees, and went to him like that, panting, moving through the grass 
as high and higher than my face, crawling under that sky, making sounds too, like some animal, there being no words to let him know I was 
here with him now. He was long; that is the word that came to me, not tall. I kneeled beside him, my hands on my legs. His right arm was by 
his side, his left arm straight out from the shoulder, but turned, so his palm was open to the tree above us. His left cheek was clean-shaven, his 
eye closed, and there was no blood. I leaned forward to look at his open mouth and saw the blood on it, going down into the grass. I 
straightened and looked ahead at the wind blowing past me through grass and trees to a distant light, and I stared at the light, imagining 
someone awake out there, wanting someone to be, a gathering of old friends, or someone alone listening to music or painting a picture, then I 
figured it was a night light at a farmyard whose house I couldn’t see. Going, I thought. Still going. I leaned over again and looked at dripping 
blood. 

So I had to touch his wrist, a thick one with a watch and expansion band that I pushed up his arm, thinking he’s left-handed, my three fingers 
pressing his wrist, and all I felt was my tough fingertips on that smooth underside flesh and small bones, then relief, then certainty. But against 
my will, or only because of it, I still don’t know, I touched his neck, ran my fingers down it as if petting, then pressed, and my hand sprang back 
as from fire. I lowered it again, held it there until it felt that faint beating that I could not believe. There was too much wind. Nothing could 
make a sound in it. A pulse could not be felt in it, nor could mere fingers in that wind feel the absolute silence of a dead man’s artery. I was 
making sounds again; I grabbed his left arm and his waist, and pulled him toward me, and that side of him rose, turned, and I lowered him to 
his back, his face tilted up toward the tree that was groaning, the tree and I the only sounds in the wind. Turning my face from his, looking 
down the length of him at his sneakers, I placed my ear on his heart, and heard not that but something else, and I clamped a hand over my 
exposed ear, heard something liquid and alive, like when you pump a well and after a few strokes you hear air and water moving in the pipe, 
and I knew I must raise his legs and cover him and run to a phone, while still I listened to his chest, thinking raise with what? cover with what? and 
amid the liquid sound I heard the heart, then lost it, and pressed my ear against bone, but his chest was quiet, and I did not know when the 
liquid had stopped, and do not know now when I heard air, a faint rush of it, and whether under my ear or at his mouth or whether I heard it at 
all. I straightened and looked at the light, dim and yellow. Then I touched his throat, looking him full in the face. He was blond and young. He 
could have been sleeping in the shade of a tree, but for the smear of blood from his mouth to his hair, and the night sky, and the weeds 
blowing against his head, and the leaves shaking in the dark above us. 

I stood. Then I kneeled again and prayed for his soul to join in peace and joy all the dead and living; and, doing so, confronted my first sin 
against him, not stopping for Father Paul, who could have given him the last rites, and immediately then my second one, or I saw then, my 
first, not calling an ambulance to meet me there, and I stood and turned into the wind, slid down the ditch and crawled out of it, and went up 
the hill and down it, across the road to the street of houses whose people I had left behind forever, so that I moved with stealth in the shadows 
to my truck. 

When I came around the bend near my house, I saw the kitchen light at the rear. She sat as I had left her, the ashtray filled, and I looked at 
the bottle, felt her eyes on me, felt what she was seeing too: the dirt from my crawling. She had not drunk much of the rye. I poured some in 
my glass, with the water from melted ice, and sat down and swallowed some and looked at her and swallowed some more, and said: ‘He’s 
dead.’ 

She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands, rubbed the cheeks under them, but she was dry now. 

‘He was probably dead when he hit the ground. I mean, that’s probably what killed—’ 

‘Where was he?’ 

‘Across the ditch, under a tree.’ 

‘Was he—did you see his face?’ 

‘No. Not really. I just felt. For life, pulse. I’m going out to the car.’ 

‘What for? Oh.’ 

I finished the rye, and pushed back the chair, then she was standing too. 

‘I’ll go with you.’ 

‘There’s no need.’ 

‘I’ll go.’ 

I took a flashlight from a drawer and pushed open the door and held it while she went out. We turned our faces from the wind. It was like 
on the hill, when I was walking, and the wind closed the distance behind me: after three or four steps I felt there was no house back there. She 
took my hand, as I was reaching for hers. In the garage we let go, and squeezed between the pickup and her little car, to the front of it, where 
we had more room, and we stepped back from the grill and I shone the light on the fender, the smashed headlight turned into it, the concave 
chrome staring to the right, at the garage wall. 

‘We ought to get the bottles,’ I said. 

She moved between the garage and the car, on the passenger side, and had room to open the door and lift the bag. I reached out, and she 
gave me the bag and backed up and shut the door and came around the car. We sidled to the doorway, and she put her arm around my waist 
and I hugged her shoulders. 
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‘I thought you’d call the police,’ she said. 

We crossed the yard, faces bowed from the wind, her hair blowing away from her neck, and in the kitchen I put the bag of bottles in the 
garbage basket. She was working at the table: capping the rye and putting it away, filling the ice tray, washing the glasses, emptying the ashtray, 
sponging the table. 

‘Try to sleep now,’ I said. 

She nodded at the sponge circling under her hand, gathering ashes. Then she dropped it in the sink and, looking me full in the face, as I had 
never seen her look, as perhaps she never had, being for so long a daughter on visits (or so it seemed to me and still does: that until then our 
eyes had never seriously met), she crossed to me from the sink and kissed my lips, then held me so tightly I lost balance, and would have 
stumbled forward had she not held me so hard. 

 

I sat in the living room, the house darkened, and watched the maple and the hemlock. When I believed she was asleep I put on La Boheme, 
and kept it at the same volume as the wind so it would not wake her. Then I listened to Madame Butterfly, and in the third act had to rise quickly 
to lower the sound: the wind was gone. I looked at the still maple near the window, and thought of the wind leaving farms and towns and the 
coast, going out over the sea to die on the waves. I smoked and gazed out the window. The sky was darker, and at daybreak the rain came. I 
listened to Tosca, and at six-fifteen went to the kitchen where Jennifer’s purse lay on the table, a leather shoulder purse crammed with the things 
of an adult woman, things she had begun accumulating only a few years back, and I nearly wept, thinking of what sandy foundations they were: 
driver’s license, credit card, disposable lighter, cigarettes, checkbook, ballpoint pen, cash, cosmetics, comb, brush, Kleenex, these the rite of 
passage from childhood, and I took one of them—her keys—and went out, remembering a jacket and hat when the rain struck me, but I kept 
going to the car, and squeezed and lowered myself into it, pulled the seat belt over my shoulder and fastened it and backed out, turning in the 
drive, going forward into the road, toward St. John’s and Father Paul. 

Cars were on the road, the workers, and I did not worry about any of them noticing the fender and light. Only a horse distracted them from 
what they drove to. In front of St. John’s is a parking lot; at its far side, past the church and at the edge of the lawn, is an old pine, taller than the 
steeple now. I shifted to third, left the road, and, aiming the right headlight at the tree, accelerated past the white blur of church, into the black 
trunk growing bigger till it was all I could see, then I rocked in that resonant thump she had heard, had felt, and when I turned off the ignition it 
was still in my ears, my blood, and I saw the boy flying in the wind. I lowered my forehead to the wheel. Father Paul opened the door, his face 
white in the rain. 

‘I’m all right.’ 

‘What happened?’ 

‘I don’t know. I fainted.’ 

I got out and went around to the front of the car, looked at the smashed light, the crumpled and torn fender. 

‘Come to the house and lie down.’ 

‘I’m all right.’ 

‘When was your last physical?’ 

‘I’m due for one. Let’s get out of this rain.’ 

‘You’d better lie down.’ 

‘No. I want to receive.’ 

That was the time to say I want to confess, but I have not and will not. Though I could now, for Jennifer is in Florida, and weeks have 
passed, and perhaps now Father Paul would not feel that he must tell me to go to the police. And, for that very reason, to confess now would 
be unfair. It is a world of secrets, and now I have one from my best, in truth my only, friend. I have one from Jennifer too, but that is the nature 
of fatherhood. 

Most of that day it rained, so it was only in early evening, when the sky cleared, with a setting sun, that two little boys, leaving their 
confinement for some play before dinner, found him. Jennifer and I got that on the local news, which we listened to every hour, meeting at the 
radio, standing with cigarettes, until the one at eight o’clock; when she stopped crying, we went out and walked on the wet grass, around the 
pasture, the last of sunlight still in the air and trees. His name was Patrick Mitchell, he was nineteen years old, was employed by CETA, lived at 
home with his parents and brother and sister. The paper next day said he had been at a friend’s house and was walking home, and I thought of 
that light I had seen, then knew it was not for him; he lived on one of the streets behind the club. The paper did not say then, or in the next few 
days, anything to make Jennifer think he was alive while she was with me in the kitchen. Nor do I know if we—I—could have saved him. 

In keeping her secret from her friends, Jennifer had to perform so often, as I did with Father Paul and at the stables, that I believe the acting, 
which took more of her than our daylight trail rides and our night walks in the pasture, was her healing. Her friends teased me about wrecking 
her car. When I carried her luggage out to the car on that last morning, we spoke only of the weather for her trip—the day was clear, with a dry 
cool breeze—and hugged and kissed, and I stood watching as she started the car and turned it around. But then she shifted to neutral and put 
on the parking brake and unclasped the belt, looking at me all the while, then she was coming to me, as she had that night in the kitchen, and I 
opened my arms. 



 

Stories for Study — ENGL 2131 — Dr. Pellegrino — 51 

I have said I talk with God in the mornings, as I start my day, and sometimes as I sit with coffee, looking at the birds, and the woods. Of 
course He has never spoken to me, but that is not something I require. Nor does He need to. I know Him, as I know the part of myself that 
knows Him, that felt Him watching from the wind and the night as I kneeled over the dying boy. Lately I have taken to arguing with Him, as I 
can’t with Father Paul, who, when he hears my monthly confession, has not heard and will not hear anything of failure to do all that one can to 
save an anonymous life, of injustice to a family in their grief, of deepening their pain at the chance and mystery of death by giving them 
nothing—no one—to hate. With Father Paul I feel lonely about this, but not with God. When I received the Eucharist while Jennifer’s car sat 
twice-damaged, so redeemed, in the rain, I felt neither loneliness nor shame, but as though He were watching me, even from my tongue, 
intestines, blood, as I have watched my sons at times in their young lives when I was able to judge but without anger, and so keep silent while 
they, in the agony of their youth, decided how they must act; or found reasons, after their actions, for what they had done. Their reasons were 
never as good or as bad as their actions, but they needed to find them, to believe they were living by them, instead of the awful solitude of the 
heart. 

I do not feel the peace I once did: not with God, nor the earth, or anyone on it. I have begun to prefer this state, to remember with fondness 
the other one as a period of peace I neither earned nor deserved. Now in the mornings while I watch purple finches driving larger titmice from 
the feeder, I say to Him: I would do it again. For when she knocked on my door, then called me, she woke what had flowed dormant in my 
blood since her birth, so that what rose from the bed was not a stable owner or a Catholic or any other Luke Ripley I had lived with for a long 
time, but the father of a girl. 

And He says: I am a Father too. 

Yes, I say, as You are a Son Whom this morning I will receive; unless You kill me on the way to church, then I trust You will receive me. 
And as a Son You made Your plea. 

Yes, He says, but I would not lift the cup. 

True, and I don’t want You to lift it from me either. And if one of my sons had come to me that night, I would have phoned the police and 
told them to meet us with an ambulance at the top of the hill. 

Why? Do you love them less? 

I tell Him no, it is not that I love them less, but that I could bear the pain of watching and knowing my sons’ pain, could bear it with pride as 
they took the whip and nails. But You never had a daughter and, if You had, You could not have borne her passion. 

So, He says, you love her more than you love Me. 

I love her more than I love truth. 

Then you love in weakness, He says. 

As You love me, I say, and I go with an apple or carrot out to the barn. 
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The Yellow Wallpaper — Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
 

It is very seldom that mere ordinary people like John and myself secure ancestral halls for the summer. 

A colonial mansion, a hereditary estate, I would say a haunted house, and reach the height of romantic felicity—but that would be asking too 
much of fate! 

Still I will proudly declare that there is something queer about it. 

Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so long untenanted? 

John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that in marriage. 

John is practical in the extreme. He has no patience with faith, an intense horror of superstition, and he scoffs openly at any talk of things 
not to be felt and seen and put down in figures. 

John is a physician, and perhaps—(I would not say it to a living soul, of course, but this is dead paper and a great relief to my mind)— perhaps 
that is one reason I do not get well faster. 

You see he does not believe I am sick! 

And what can one do? 

If a physician of high standing, and one’s own husband, assures friends and relatives that there is really nothing the matter with one but 
temporary nervous depression—a slight hysterical tendency—what is one to do? 

My brother is also a physician, and also of high standing, and he says the same thing. 

So I take phosphates or phosphites—whichever it is, and tonics, and journeys, and air, and exercise, and am absolutely forbidden to “work” 
until I am well again. 

Personally, I disagree with their ideas. 

Personally, I believe that congenial work, with excitement and change, would do me good. 

But what is one to do? 

I did write for a while in spite of them; but it does exhaust me a good deal—having to be so sly about it, or else meet with heavy opposition. 

I sometimes fancy that in my condition if I had less opposition and more society and stimulus—but John says the very worst thing I can do 
is to think about my condition, and I confess it always makes me feel bad. 

So I will let it alone and talk about the house. 

The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well back from the road, quite three miles from the village. It makes me think of English 
places that you read about, for there are hedges and walls and gates that lock, and lots of separate little houses for the gardeners and people. 

There is a delicious garden! I never saw such a garden—large and shady, full of box-bordered paths, and lined with long grape-covered arbors 
with seats under them. 

There were greenhouses, too, but they are all broken now. 

There was some legal trouble, I believe, something about the heirs and coheirs; anyhow, the place has been empty for years. 

That spoils my ghostliness, I am afraid, but I don’t care—there is something strange about the house—I can feel it. 

I even said so to John one moonlight evening, but he said what I felt was a draught, and shut the window. 

I get unreasonably angry with John sometimes. I’m sure I never used to be so sensitive. I think it is due to this nervous condition. 

But John says if I feel so, I shall neglect proper self-control; so I take pains to control myself—before him, at least, and that makes me very 
tired. 

I don’t like our room a bit. I wanted one downstairs that opened on the piazza and had roses all over the window, and such pretty old-
fashioned chintz hangings! but John would not hear of it. 

He said there was only one window and not room for two beds, and no near room for him if he took another. 

He is very careful and loving, and hardly lets me stir without special direction. 

I have a schedule prescription for each hour in the day; he takes all care from me, and so I feel basely ungrateful not to value it more. 

He said we came here solely on my account, that I was to have perfect rest and all the air I could get. “Your exercise depends on your 
strength, my dear,” said he, “and your food somewhat on your appetite; but air you can absorb all the time.” So we took the nursery at the top 
of the house. 

It is a big, airy room, the whole floor nearly, with windows that look all ways, and air and sunshine galore. It was nursery first and then 
playroom and gymnasium, I should judge; for the windows are barred for little children, and there are rings and things in the walls. 

The paint and paper look as if a boys’ school had used it. It is stripped off—the paper—in great patches all around the head of my bed, 
about as far as I can reach, and in a great place on the other side of the room low down. I never saw a worse paper in my life. 
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One of those sprawling flamboyant patterns committing every artistic sin. 

It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following, pronounced enough to constantly irritate and provoke study, and when you follow the 
lame uncertain curves for a little distance they suddenly commit suicide—plunge off at outrageous angles, destroy themselves in unheard of 
contradictions. 

The color is repellent, almost revolting; a smouldering unclean yellow, strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlight. 

It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur tint in others. 

No wonder the children hated it! I should hate it myself if I had to live in this room long. 

There comes John, and I must put this away,—he hates to have me write a word. 
 

* — * — * 

We have been here two weeks, and I haven’t felt like writing before, since that first day. 

I am sitting by the window now, up in this atrocious nursery, and there is nothing to hinder my writing as much as I please, save lack of 
strength. 

John is away all day, and even some nights when his cases are serious. 

I am glad my case is not serious! 

But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing. 

John does not know how much I really suffer. He knows there is no reason to suffer, and that satisfies him. 

Of course it is only nervousness. It does weigh on me so not to do my duty in any way! 

I meant to be such a help to John, such a real rest and comfort, and here I am a comparative burden already! 

Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am able,—to dress and entertain, and order things. 

It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby. Such a dear baby! 

And yet I cannot be with him, it makes me so nervous. 

I suppose John never was nervous in his life. He laughs at me so about this wall-paper! 

At first he meant to repaper the room, but afterwards he said that I was letting it get the better of me, and that nothing was worse for a 
nervous patient than to give way to such fancies. 

He said that after the wall-paper was changed it would be the heavy bedstead, and then the barred windows, and then that gate at the head 
of the stairs, and so on. 

“You know the place is doing you good,” he said, “and really, dear, I don’t care to renovate the house just for a three months’ rental.” 

“Then do let us go downstairs,” I said, “there are such pretty rooms there.” 

Then he took me in his arms and called me a blessed little goose, and said he would go down to the cellar, if I wished, and have it 
whitewashed into the bargain. 

But he is right enough about the beds and windows and things. 

It is an airy and comfortable room as any one need wish, and, of course, I would not be so silly as to make him uncomfortable just for a 
whim. 

I’m really getting quite fond of the big room, all but that horrid paper. 

Out of one window I can see the garden, those mysterious deepshaded arbors, the riotous old-fashioned flowers, and bushes and gnarly 
trees. 

Out of another I get a lovely view of the bay and a little private wharf belonging to the estate. There is a beautiful shaded lane that runs down 
there from the house. I always fancy I see people walking in these numerous paths and arbors, but John has cautioned me not to give way to 
fancy in the least. He says that with my imaginative power and habit of story-making, a nervous weakness like mine is sure to lead to all manner 
of excited fancies, and that I ought to use my will and good sense to check the tendency. So I try. 

I think sometimes that if I were only well enough to write a little it would relieve the press of ideas and rest me. 

But I find I get pretty tired when I try. 

It is so discouraging not to have any advice and companionship about my work. When I get really well, John says we will ask Cousin Henry 
and Julia down for a long visit; but he says he would as soon put fireworks in my pillow-case as to let me have those stimulating people about 
now. 

I wish I could get well faster. 

But I must not think about that. This paper looks to me as if it knew what a vicious influence it had! 

There is a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a broken neck and two bulbous eyes stare at you upside down. 
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I get positively angry with the impertinence of it and the everlastingness. Up and down and sideways they crawl, and those absurd, 
unblinking eyes are everywhere. There is one place where two breadths didn’t match, and the eyes go all up and down the line, one a little 
higher than the other. 

I never saw so much expression in an inanimate thing before, and we all know how much expression they have! I used to lie awake as a 
child and get more entertainment and terror out of blank walls and plain furniture than most children could find in a toy store. 

I remember what a kindly wink the knobs of our big, old bureau used to have, and there was one chair that always seemed like a strong 
friend. 

I used to feel that if any of the other things looked too fierce I could always hop into that chair and be safe. 

The furniture in this room is no worse than inharmonious, however, for we had to bring it all from downstairs. I suppose when this was 
used as a playroom they had to take the nursery things out, and no wonder! I never saw such ravages as the children have made here. 

The wall-paper, as I said before, is torn off in spots, and it sticketh closer than a brother—they must have had perseverance as well as hatred. 

Then the floor is scratched and gouged and splintered, the plaster itself is dug out here and there, and this great heavy bed which is all we 
found in the room, looks as if it had been through the wars. 

But I don’t mind it a bit—only the paper. 

There comes John’s sister. Such a dear girl as she is, and so careful of me! I must not let her find me writing. 

She is a perfect and enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes for no better profession. I verily believe she thinks it is the writing which made me 
sick! 

But I can write when she is out, and see her a long way off from these windows. 

There is one that commands the road, a lovely shaded winding road, and one that just looks off over the country. A lovely country, too, full 
of great elms and velvet meadows. 

This wall-paper has a kind of sub-pattern in a different shade, a particularly irritating one, for you can only see it in certain lights, and not 
clearly then. 

But in the places where it isn’t faded and where the sun is just so—I can see a strange, provoking, formless sort of figure, that seems to skulk 
about behind that silly and conspicuous front design. 

There’s sister on the stairs! 
 

* — * — * 

Well, the Fourth of July is over! The people are gone and I am tired out. John thought it might do me good to see a little company, so we 
just had mother and Nellie and the children down for a week. 

Of course I didn’t do a thing. Jennie sees to everything now. 

But it tired me all the same. 

John says if I don’t pick up faster he shall send me to Weir Mitchell in the fall. 

But I don’t want to go there at all. I had a friend who was in his hands once, and she says he is just like John and my brother, only more so! 

Besides, it is such an undertaking to go so far. 

I don’t feel as if it was worth while to turn my hand over for anything, and I’m getting dreadfully fretful and querulous. 

I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time. 

Of course I don’t when John is here, or anybody else, but when I am alone. 

And I am alone a good deal just now. John is kept in town very often by serious cases, and Jennie is good and lets me alone when I want her 
to. 

So I walk a little in the garden or down that lovely lane, sit on the porch under the roses, and lie down up here a good deal. 

I’m getting really fond of the room in spite of the wall-paper. Perhaps because of the wall-paper. 

It dwells in my mind so! 

I lie here on this great immovable bed—it is nailed down, I believe—and follow that pattern about by the hour. It is as good as gymnastics, I 
assure you. I start, we’ll say, at the bottom, down in the corner over there where it has not been touched, and I determine for the thousandth 
time that I will follow that pointless pattern to some sort of a conclusion. 

I know a little of the principle of design, and I know this thing was not arranged on any laws of radiation, or alternation, or repetition, or 
symmetry, or anything else that I ever heard of. 

It is repeated, of course, by the breadths, but not otherwise. 

Looked at in one way each breadth stands alone, the bloated curves and flourishes—a kind of “debased Romanesque” with delirium 
tremens—go waddling up and down in isolated columns of fatuity. 
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But, on the other hand, they connect diagonally, and the sprawling outlines run off in great slanting waves of optic horror, like a lot of 
wallowing seaweeds in full chase. 

The whole thing goes horizontally, too, at least it seems so, and I exhaust myself in trying to distinguish the order of its going in that 
direction. 

They have used a horizontal breadth for a frieze, and that adds wonderfully to the confusion. 

There is one end of the room where it is almost intact, and there, when the crosslights fade and the low sun shines directly upon it, I can 
almost fancy radiation after all,—the interminable grotesques seem to form around a common centre and rush off in headlong plunges of 
equal distraction. 

It makes me tired to follow it. I will take a nap I guess. 

I don’t know why I should write this. 

I don’t want to. 

I don’t feel able. 

And I know John would think it absurd. But I must say what I feel and think in some way—it is such a relief! 

But the effort is getting to be greater than the relief. 

Half the time now I am awfully lazy, and lie down ever so much. 

John says I musn’t lose my strength, and has me take cod liver oil and lots of tonics and things, to say nothing of ale and wine and rare meat. 

Dear John! He loves me very dearly, and hates to have me sick. I tried to have a real earnest reasonable talk with him the other day, and tell 
him how I wish he would let me go and make a visit to Cousin Henry and Julia. 

But he said I wasn’t able to go, nor able to stand it after I got there; and I did not make out a very good case for myself, for I was crying 
before I had finished. 

It is getting to be a great effort for me to think straight. Just this nervous weakness I suppose. 

And dear John gathered me up in his arms, and just carried me upstairs and laid me on the bed, and sat by me and read to me till it tired my 
head. 

He said I was his darling and his comfort and all he had, and that I must take care of myself for his sake, and keep well. 

He says no one but myself can help me out of it, that I must use my will and self-control and not let any silly fancies run away with me. 

There’s one comfort, the baby is well and happy, and does not have to occupy this nursery with the horrid wall-paper. 

If we had not used it, that blessed child would have! What a fortunate escape! Why, I wouldn’t have a child of mine, an impressionable little 
thing, live in such a room for worlds. 

I never thought of it before, but it is lucky that John kept me here after all, I can stand it so much easier than a baby, you see. 

Of course I never mention it to them any more—I am too wise,—but I keep watch of it all the same. 

There are things in that paper that nobody knows but me, or ever will. 

Behind that outside pattern the dim shapes get clearer every day. 

It is always the same shape, only very numerous. 

And it is like a woman stooping down and creeping about behind that pattern. I don’t like it a bit. I wonder—I begin to think—I wish John 
would take me away from here! 
 

* — * — * 

It is so hard to talk with John about my case, because he is so wise, and because he loves me so. 

But I tried it last night. 

It was moonlight. The moon shines in all around just as the sun does. 

I hate to see it sometimes, it creeps so slowly, and always comes in by one window or another. 

John was asleep and I hated to waken him, so I kept still and watched the moonlight on that undulating wall-paper till I felt creepy. 

The faint figure behind seemed to shake the pattern, just as if she wanted to get out. 

I got up softly and went to feel and see if the paper did move, and when I came back John was awake. 

“What is it, little girl?” he said. “Don’t go walking about like that—you’ll get cold.” 

I thought it was a good time to talk, so I told him that I really was not gaining here, and that I wished he would take me away. 

“Why darling!” said he, “our lease will be up in three weeks, and I can’t see how to leave before. 
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“The repairs are not done at home, and I cannot possibly leave town just now. Of course if you were in any danger, I could and would, but 
you really are better, dear, whether you can see it or not. I am a doctor, dear, and I know. You are gaining flesh and color, your appetite is better, 
I feel really much easier about you.” 

“I don’t weigh a bit more,” said I, “nor as much; and my appetite may be better in the evening when you are here, but it is worse in the 
morning when you are away!” 

“Bless her little heart!” said he with a big hug, “she shall be as sick as she pleases! But now let’s improve the shining hours by going to sleep, 
and talk about it in the morning!” 

“And you won’t go away?” I asked gloomily. 

“Why, how can I, dear? It is only three weeks more and then we will take a nice little trip of a few days while Jennie is getting the house 
ready. Really dear you are better!” 

“Better in body perhaps—” I began, and stopped short, for he sat up straight and looked at me with such a stern, reproachful look that I 
could not say another word. 

“My darling,” said he, “I beg of you, for my sake and for our child’s sake, as well as for your own, that you will never for one instant let that 
idea enter your mind! There is nothing so dangerous, so fascinating, to a temperament like yours. It is a false and foolish fancy. Can you not 
trust me as a physician when I tell you so?” 

So of course I said no more on that score, and we went to sleep before long. He thought I was asleep first, but I wasn’t, and lay there for 
hours trying to decide whether that front pattern and the back pattern really did move together or separately. 
 

* — * — * 

On a pattern like this, by daylight, there is a lack of sequence, a defiance of law, that is a constant irritant to a normal mind. 

The color is hideous enough, and unreliable enough, and infuriating enough, but the pattern is torturing. 

You think you have mastered it, but just as you get well underway in following, it turns a back-somersault and there you are. It slaps you in 
the face, knocks you down, and tramples upon you. It is like a bad dream. 

The outside pattern is a florid arabesque, reminding one of a fungus. If you can imagine a toadstool in joints, an interminable string of 
toadstools, budding and sprouting in endless convolutions—why, that is something like it. 

That is, sometimes! 

There is one marked peculiarity about this paper, a thing nobody seems to notice but myself, and that is that it changes as the light changes. 

When the sun shoots in through the east window—I always watch for that first long, straight ray—it changes so quickly that I never can 
quite believe it. 

That is why I watch it always. 

By moonlight—the moon shines in all night when there is a moon—I wouldn’t know it was the same paper. 

At night in any kind of light, in twilight, candle light, lamplight, and worst of all by moonlight, it becomes bars! The outside pattern I mean, 
and the woman behind it is as plain as can be. 

I didn’t realize for a long time what the thing was that showed behind, that dim sub-pattern, but now I am quite sure it is a woman. 

By daylight she is subdued, quiet. I fancy it is the pattern that keeps her so still. It is so puzzling. It keeps me quiet by the hour. 

I lie down ever so much now. John says it is good for me, and to sleep all I can. 

Indeed he started the habit by making me lie down for an hour after each meal. 

It is a very bad habit I am convinced, for you see I don’t sleep. 

And that cultivates deceit, for I don’t tell them I’m awake—O no! 

The fact is I am getting a little afraid of John. 

He seems very queer sometimes, and even Jennie has an inexplicable look. 

It strikes me occasionally, just as a scientific hypothesis,—that perhaps it is the paper! 

I have watched John when he did not know I was looking, and come into the room suddenly on the most innocent excuses, and I’ve caught 
him several times looking at the paper! And Jennie too. I caught Jennie with her hand on it once. 

She didn’t know I was in the room, and when I asked her in a quiet, a very quiet voice, with the most restrained manner possible, what she 
was doing with the paper—she turned around as if she had been caught stealing, and looked quite angry—asked me why I should frighten her 
so! 

Then she said that the paper stained everything it touched, that she had found yellow smooches on all my clothes and John’s, and she 
wished we would be more careful! 

Did not that sound innocent? But I know she was studying that pattern, and I am determined that nobody shall find it out but myself! 
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* — * — * 

Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be. You see I have something more to expect, to look forward to, to watch. I really do 
eat better, and am more quiet than I was. 

John is so pleased to see me improve! He laughed a little the other day, and said I seemed to be flourishing in spite of my wall-paper. 

I turned it off with a laugh. I had no intention of telling him it was because of the wall-paper—he would make fun of me. He might even want 
to take me away. 

I don’t want to leave now until I have found it out. There is a week more, and I think that will be enough. 
 

* — * — * 

I’m feeling ever so much better! I don’t sleep much at night, for it is so interesting to watch developments; but I sleep a good deal in the 
daytime. 

In the daytime it is tiresome and perplexing. 

There are always new shoots on the fungus, and new shades of yellow all over it. I cannot keep count of them, though I have tried 
conscientiously. 

It is the strangest yellow, that wall-paper! It makes me think of all the yellow things I ever saw—not beautiful ones like buttercups, but old 
foul, bad yellow things. 

But there is something else about that paper—the smell! I noticed it the moment we came into the room, but with so much air and sun it 
was not bad. Now we have had a week of fog and rain, and whether the windows are open or not, the smell is here. 

It creeps all over the house. 

I find it hovering in the dining-room, skulking in the parlor, hiding in the hall, lying in wait for me on the stairs. 

It gets into my hair. 

Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head suddenly and surprise it—there is that smell! 

Such a peculiar odor, too! I have spent hours in trying to analyze it, to find what it smelled like. 

It is not bad—at first, and very gentle, but quite the subtlest, most enduring odor I ever met. 

In this damp weather it is awful, I wake up in the night and find it hanging over me. 

It used to disturb me at first. I thought seriously of burning the house—to reach the smell. 

But now I am used to it. The only thing I can think of that it is like is the color of the paper! A yellow smell. 

There is a very funny mark on this wall, low down, near the mopboard. A streak that runs round the room. It goes behind every piece of 
furniture, except the bed, a long, straight, even smooch, as if it had been rubbed over and over. 

I wonder how it was done and who did it, and what they did it for. Round and round and round—round and round and round—it makes 
me dizzy! 
 

* — * — * 

I really have discovered something at last. 

Through watching so much at night, when it changes so, I have finally found out. 

The front pattern does move—and no wonder! The woman behind shakes it! 

Sometimes I think there are a great many women behind, and sometimes only one, and she crawls around fast, and her crawling shakes it all 
over. 

Then in the very bright spots she keeps still, and in the very shady spots she just takes hold of the bars and shakes them hard. 

And she is all the time trying to climb through. But nobody could climb through that pattern—it strangles so; I think that is why it has so 
many heads. 

They get through, and then the pattern strangles them off and turns them upside down, and makes their eyes white! 

If those heads were covered or taken off it would not be half so bad. 
 

* — * — * 

I think that woman gets out in the daytime! 

And I’ll tell you why—privately—I’ve seen her! 

I can see her out of every one of my windows! 

It is the same woman, I know, for she is always creeping, and most women do not creep by daylight. 

I see her on that long road under the trees, creeping along, and when a carriage comes she hides under the blackberry vines. 
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I don’t blame her a bit. It must be very humiliating to be caught creeping by daylight! 

I always lock the door when I creep by daylight. I can’t do it at night, for I know John would suspect something at once. 

And John is so queer now, that I don’t want to irritate him. I wish he would take another room! Besides, I don’t want anybody to get that 
woman out at night but myself. 

I often wonder if I could see her out of all the windows at once. 

But, turn as fast as I can, I can only see out of one at one time. 

And though I always see her, she may be able to creep faster than I can turn! 

I have watched her sometimes away off in the open country, creeping as fast as a cloud shadow in a high wind. 
 

* — * — * 

If only that top pattern could be gotten off from the under one! I mean to try it, little by little. 

I have found out another funny thing, but I shan’t tell it this time! It does not do to trust people too much. 

There are only two more days to get this paper off, and I believe John is beginning to notice. I don’t like the look in his eyes. 

And I heard him ask Jennie a lot of professional questions about me. She had a very good report to give. 

She said I slept a good deal in the daytime. 

John knows I don’t sleep very well at night, for all I’m so quiet! 

He asked me all sorts of questions, too, and pretended to be very loving and kind. 

As if I couldn’t see through him! 

Still, I don’t wonder he acts so, sleeping under this paper for three months. 

It only interests me, but I feel sure John and Jennie are secretly affected by it. 
 

* — * — * 

Hurrah! This is the last day, but it is enough. John is to stay in town over night, and won’t be out until this evening. 

Jennie wanted to sleep with me—the sly thing! but I told her I should undoubtedly rest better for a night all alone. 

That was clever, for really I wasn’t alone a bit! As soon as it was moonlight and that poor thing began to crawl and shake the pattern, I got 
up and ran to help her. 

I pulled and she shook, I shook and she pulled, and before morning we had peeled off yards of that paper. 

A strip about as high as my head and half around the room. 

And then when the sun came and that awful pattern began to laugh at me, I declared I would finish it to-day! 

We go away to-morrow, and they are moving all my furniture down again to leave things as they were before. 

Jennie looked at the wall in amazement, but I told her merrily that I did it out of pure spite at the vicious thing. 

She laughed and said she wouldn’t mind doing it herself, but I must not get tired. 

How she betrayed herself that time! 

But I am here, and no person touches this paper but me—not alive! 

She tried to get me out of the room—it was too patent! But I said it was so quiet and empty and clean now that I believed I would lie down 
again and sleep all I could; and not to wake me even for dinner—I would call when I woke. 

So now she is gone, and the servants are gone, and the things are gone, and there is nothing left but that great bedstead nailed down, with 
the canvas mattress we found on it. 

We shall sleep downstairs to-night, and take the boat home to-morrow. 

I quite enjoy the room, now it is bare again. 

How those children did tear about here! 

This bedstead is fairly gnawed! 

But I must get to work. 

I have locked the door and thrown the key down into the front path. 

I don’t want to go out, and I don’t want to have anybody come in, till John comes. 

I want to astonish him. 

I’ve got a rope up here that even Jennie did not find. If that woman does get out, and tries to get away, I can tie her! 

But I forgot I could not reach far without anything to stand on! 
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This bed will not move! 

I tried to lift and push it until I was lame, and then I got so angry I bit off a little piece at one corner—but it hurt my teeth. 

Then I peeled off all the paper I could reach standing on the floor. It sticks horribly and the pattern just enjoys it! All those strangled heads 
and bulbous eyes and waddling fungus growths just shriek with derision! 

I am getting angry enough to do something desperate. To jump out of the window would be admirable exercise, but the bars are too strong 
even to try. 

Besides I wouldn’t do it. Of course not. I know well enough that a step like that is improper and might be misconstrued. 

I don’t like to look out of the windows even—there are so many of those creeping women, and they creep so fast. 

I wonder if they all come out of that wall-paper as I did? 

But I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope—you don’t get me out in the road there! 

I suppose I shall have to get back behind the pattern when it comes night, and that is hard! 

It is so pleasant to be out in this great room and creep around as I please! 

I don’t want to go outside. I won’t, even if Jennie asks me to. 

For outside you have to creep on the ground, and everything is green instead of yellow. 

But here I can creep smoothly on the floor, and my shoulder just fits in that long smooch around the wall, so I cannot lose my way. 

Why there’s John at the door! 

It is no use, young man, you can’t open it! 

How he does call and pound! 

Now he’s crying for an axe. 

It would be a shame to break down that beautiful door! 

“John dear!” said I in the gentlest voice, “the key is down by the front steps, under a plantain leaf!” 

That silenced him for a few moments. 

Then he said—very quietly indeed, “Open the door, my darling!” 

“I can’t,” said I. “The key is down by the front door under a plantain leaf!” 

And then I said it again, several times, very gently and slowly, and said it so often that he had to go and see, and he got it of course, and came 
in. He stopped short by the door. 

“What is the matter?” he cried. “For God’s sake, what are you doing!” 

I kept on creeping just the same, but I looked at him over my shoulder. 

“I’ve got out at last,” said I, “in spite of you and Jane. And I’ve pulled off most of the paper, so you can’t put me back!” 

Now why should that man have fainted? But he did, and right across my path by the wall, so that I had to creep over him every time! 
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The Destructors — Graham Greene 
 

1 

It was on the eve of August Bank Holiday that the latest recruit became the leader of the Wormsley Common gang. No one was surprised 
except Mike, but Mike at the age of nine was surprised by everything. “If you don’t shut your mouth,” somebody once said to him, “you’ll get a 
frog down it.” After that Mike had kept his teeth tightly clamped except when the surprise was too great. 

The new recruit had been with the gang since the beginning of the summer holidays, and there were possibilities about his brooding silence 
that all recognized. He never wasted a word even to tell his name until that was required of him by the rules. When he said “Trevor” it was a 
statement of fact, not as it would have been with the others a statement of shame or defiance. Nor did anyone laugh except Mike, who finding 
himself without support and meeting the dark gaze of the newcomer opened his mouth and was quiet again. There was every reason why T., 
as he was afterward referred to, should have been an object of mockery—there was his name (and they substituted the initial because otherwise 
they had no excuse not to laugh at it), the fact that his father, a former architect and present clerk, had “come down in the world” and that his 
mother considered herself better than the neighbors. What but an odd quality of danger, of the unpredictable, established him in the gang 
without any ignoble ceremony of initiation? 

The gang met every morning in an impromptu car-park, the site of the last bomb of the first blitz. The leader, who was known as Blackie, 
claimed to have heard it fall, and no one was precise enough in his dates to point out that he would have been one year old and fast asleep on 
the down platform of Wormsley Common Underground Station. On one side of the car-park leaned the first occupied house, number 3, of 
the shattered Northwood Terrace— literally leaned, for it had suffered from the blast of the bomb and the side walls were supported on 
wooden struts. A smaller bomb and some incendiaries had fallen beyond, so that the house stuck up like a jagged tooth and carried on the 
further wall relics of its neighbor, a dado, the remains of a fireplace. T., whose words were almost confined to voting “Yes” or “No” to the plan 
of operations proposed each day by Blackie, once startled the whole gang by saying broodingly, “Wren built that house, father says.” 

“Who’s Wren?”! 

“The man who built St. Paul’s.” 

“Who cares?” Blackie said. “It’s only Old Misery’s.” 

Old Misery—whose real name was Thomas—had once been a builder and decorator. He lived alone in the crippled house, doing for 
himself: Once a week you could see him coming back across the common with bread and vegetables, and once as the boys played in the car-
park he put his head over the smashed wall of his garden and looked at them. 

“Been to the loo,” one of the boys said, for it was common knowledge that since the bombs fell something had gone wrong with the pipes 
of the house and Old Misery was too mean to spend money on the property. He could do the redecorating himself at cost price, but he had 
never learned plumbing. The loo was a wooden shed at the bottom of the narrow garden with a star- shaped hole in the door: It had escaped 
the blast which had smashed the house next door and sucked out the window frames of number 3. 

The next time the gang became aware of Mr. Thomas was more surprising. Blackie, Mike, and a thin yellow boy, who for some reason was 
called by his surname Summers, met him on the common coming back from the market. Mr. Thomas stopped them. He said glumly, “You 
belong to the lot that play in the car-park?” 

Mike was about to answer when Blackie stopped him. As the leader he had responsibilities. “Suppose we are?” he said ambiguously. 

“I got some chocolates,” Mr. Thomas said. “Don’t like ‘em myself. Here you are. Not enough to go round, I don’t suppose. There never 
is,” he added with somber conviction. He handed over three packets of Smarties. 

The gang were puzzled and perturbed by this action and tried to explain it away. “Bet someone dropped them and he picked ‘em up,” 
somebody suggested. 

“Pinched ‘em and then got in a bleeding funk,” another thought aloud. 

“It’s a bribe,” Summers said. “He wants us to stop bouncing balls on his wall.” 

“We’ll show him we don’t take bribes,” Blackie said, and they sacrificed the whole morning to the game of bouncing that only Mike was 
young enough to enjoy. There was no sign from Mr. Thomas. 

Next day T. astonished them all. He was late at the rendezvous, and the voting for that day’s exploit took place without him. At Blackie’s 
suggestion the gang was to disperse in pairs, take buses at random, and see how many free rides could be snatched from unwary conductors 
(the operation was to be carried out in pairs to avoid cheating). They were drawing lots for their companions when T. arrived. 

“Where you been, T.?” Blackie asked. “You can’t vote now. You know the rules.” 

“I’ve been there,” T. said. He looked at the ground, as though he had thoughts to hide. 

“Where?” 

“At Old Misery’s.” Mike’s mouth opened and then hurriedly closed again with a click. He had remembered the frog. 

“At Old Misery’s?” Blackie said. There was nothing in the rules against it, but he had a sensation that T. was treading on dangerous ground. 
He asked hopefully, “Did you break in?” 
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“No. I rang the bell.” 

“And what did you say?” 

“I said I wanted to see his house.” 

“What did he do?” 

“He showed it me.” 

“Pinch anything?” 

“No.” 

“What did you do it for then?” 

The gang had gathered round: It was as though an impromptu court were about to form and to try some case of deviation. T. said, “It’s a 
beautiful house,” and still watching the ground, meeting no one’s eyes, he licked his lips first one way, then the other. 

“What do you mean, a beautiful house?” Blackie asked with scorn. 

“It’s got a staircase two hundred years old like a corkscrew. Nothing holds it up.” 

“What do you mean, nothing holds it up. Does it float?”! “It’s to do with opposite forces, Old Misery said.”! “What else?” 

“There’s paneling.” 

“Like in the Blue Boar?” 

“Two hundred years old.” 

“Is Old Misery two hundred years old?” 

Mike laughed suddenly and then was quiet again. The meeting was in a serious mood. For the first time since T. had strolled into the car-
park on the first day of the holidays his position was in danger. It only needed a single use of his real name and the gang would be at his heels. 

“What did you do it for?” Blackie asked. He was just, he had no jealousy, he was anxious to retain T. in the gang if he could. It was the word 
“beautiful” that worried him—that belonged to a class world that you could still see parodied at the Wormsley Common Empire by a man 
wearing a top hat and a monocle, with a haw-haw accent. He was tempted to say, “My dear Trevor, old chap,” and unleash his hell hounds. “If 
you’d broken in,” he said sadly— that indeed would have been an exploit worthy of the gang. 

“This was better,” T. said. “I found out things.” He continued to stare at his feet, not meeting anybody’s eye, as though he were absorbed in 
some dream he was unwilling—or ashamed—to share. 

“What things?” 

“Old Misery’s going to be away all tomorrow and Bank Holiday.” 

Blackie said with relief, “You mean we could break in?” 

“And pinch things?” somebody asked. 

Blackie said, “Nobody’s going to pinch things. Breaking in—that’s good enough, isn’t it? We don’t want any court stuff.” 

“I don’t want to pinch anything,” T. said. “I’ve got a better idea.” 

“What is it?” 

T. raised his eyes, as gray and disturbed as the drab August day. “We’ll pull it down,” he said. “We’ll destroy it.” 

Blackie gave a single hoot of laughter and then, like Mike, fell quiet, daunted by the serious implacable gaze. “What’d the police be doing all 
the time?” he said. 

“They’d never know. We’d do it from inside. I’ve found a way in.” He said with a sort of intensity, “We’d be like worms, don’t you see, in an 
apple. When we came out again there’d be nothing there, no staircase, no panels, nothing but just walls, and then we’d make the walls fall 
down—somehow.” 

“We’d go to jug,” Blackie said. 

“Who’s to prove? And anyway we wouldn’t have pinched anything.” He added without the smallest flicker of glee, “There wouldn’t be 
anything to pinch after we’d finished.” 

“I’ve never heard of going to prison for breaking things,” Summers said. 

“There wouldn’t be time,” Blackie said. “I’ve seen housebreakers at work.” 

“There are twelve of us,” T. said. “We’d organize.” 

“None of us know how—” 

“I know,” T. said. He looked across at Blackie. “Have you got a better plan?” 

“Today,” Mike said tactlessly, “we’re pinching free rides—” 

“Free rides,” T. said. “You can stand down, Blackie, if you’d rather. . . .” 
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“The gang’s got to vote.” 

“Put it up then.” 

Blackie said uneasily, “It’s proposed that tomorrow and Monday we destroy Old Misery’s house.” 

“Here, here,” said a fat boy called Joe. 

“Who’s in favor?” 

T. said, “It’s carried.” 

“How do we start?” Summers asked. 

“He’ll tell you,” Blackie said. It was the end of his leadership. He went away to the back of the car-park and began to kick a stone, dribbling it 
this way and that. There was only one old Morris in the park, for few cars were left there except lorries: Without an attendant there was no 
safety. He took a flying kick at the car and scraped a little paint off the rear mudguard. Beyond, paying no more attention to him than to a 
stranger, the gang had gathered round T.; Blackie was dimly aware of the fickleness of favor. He thought of going home, of never returning, of 
letting them all discover the hollowness of T.’s leadership, but suppose after all what T. proposed was possible—nothing like it had ever been 
done before. The fame of the Wormsley Common car- park gang would surely reach around London. There would be headlines in the papers. 
Even the grown-up gangs who ran the betting at the all-in wrestling and the barrow-boys would hear with respect of how Old Misery’s house 
had been destroyed. Driven by the pure, simple, and altruistic ambition of fame for the gang, Blackie came back to where T. stood in the 
shadow of Misery’s wall. 

T. was giving his orders with decision: It was as though this plan had been with him all his life, pondered through the seasons, now in his 
fifteenth year crystallized with the pain of puberty. “You,” he said to Mike, “bring some big nails, the biggest you can find, and a hammer. 
Anyone else who can better bring a hammer and a screwdriver. We’ll need plenty of them. Chisels too. We can’t have too many chisels. Can 
anybody bring a saw?” 

“I can,” Mike said. 

“Not a child’s saw,” T. said. “A real saw.” 

Blackie realized he had raised his hand like any ordinary member of the gang. 

“Right, you bring one, Blackie. But now there’s a difficulty. We want a hacksaw.” 

“What’s a hacksaw?” someone asked. 

“You can get ‘em at Woolworth’s,” Summers said. 

The fat boy called Joe said gloomily, “I knew it would end in a collection.” 

“I’ll get one myself,” T. said. “I don’t want your money. But I can’t buy a sledgehammer.” 

 

Blackie said, “They are working on number fifteen. I know where they’ll leave their stuff for Bank Holiday.” 

“Then that’s all,” T. said. “We meet here at nine sharp.” 

“I’ve got to go to church,” Mike said. 

“Come over the wall and whistle. We’ll let you in.” 
 

2 

On Sunday morning all were punctual except Blackie, even Mike. Mike had had a stroke of luck. His mother felt ill, his father was tired after 
Saturday night, and he was told to go to church alone with many warnings of what would happen if he strayed. Blackie had had difficulty in 
smuggling out the saw, and then in finding the sledgehammer at the back of number 15. He approached the house from a lane at the rear of 
the garden, for fear of the policeman’s beat along the main road. The tired evergreens kept off a stormy sun: Another wet Bank Holiday was 
being prepared over the Atlantic, beginning in swirls of dust under the trees. Blackie climbed the wall into Misery’s garden. 

There was no sign of anybody anywhere. The loo stood like a tomb in a neglected graveyard. The curtains were drawn. The house slept. 
Blackie lumbered nearer with the saw and the sledgehammer. Perhaps after all nobody had turned up: The plan had been a wild invention: 
They had woken wiser. But when he came close to the back door he could hear a confusion of sound, hardly louder than a hive in swarm: a 
clickety-clack, a bang bang bang, a scraping, a creaking, a sudden painful crack. He thought, It’s true, and whistled. 

They opened the back door to him and he came in. He had at once the impression of organization, very different from the old happy-go-
lucky ways under his leadership. For a while he wandered up and down stairs looking for T. Nobody addressed him: He had a sense of great 
urgency, and already he could begin to see the plan. The interior of the house was being carefully demolished without touching the outer walls. 
Summers with hammer and chisel was ripping out the skirting-boards in the ground floor dining room: 

He had already smashed the panels of the door. In the same room Joe was heaving up the parquet blocks, exposing the soft wood 
floorboards over the cellar. Coils of wire came out of the damaged skirting and Mike sat happily on the floor, clipping the wires. 
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On the curved stairs two of the gang were working hard with an inadequate child’s saw on the banisters—when they saw Blackie’s big saw 
they signaled for it wordlessly. When he next saw them a quarter of the banisters had been dropped into the hall. He found T. at last in the 
bathroom—he sat moodily in the least cared-for room in the house, listening to the sounds coming up from below. 

“You’ve really done it,” Blackie said with awe. “What’s going to happen?” 

“We’ve only just begun,” T. said. He looked at the sledgehammer and gave his instructions. “You stay here and break the bath and the 
washbasin. Don’t bother about the pipes. They come later.” 

Mike appeared at the door. “I’ve finished the wire, T.,” he said. 

“Good. You’ve just got to go wandering round now. The kitchen’s in the basement. Smash all the china and glass and bottles you can lay 
hold of. Don’t turn on the taps—we don’t want a flood—yet. Then go into all the rooms and turn out drawers. If they are locked get one of 
the others to break them open. Tear up any papers you find and smash all the ornaments. Better take a carving knife with you from the 
kitchen. The bedroom’s opposite here. Open the pillows and tear up the sheets. That’s enough for the moment. And you, Blackie, when 
you’ve finished in here crack the plaster in the passage up with your sledgehammer.” 

“What are you going to do?” Blackie asked. 

“I’m looking for something special,” T. said. 

It was nearly lunchtime before Blackie had finished and went in search of T. Chaos had advanced. The kitchen was a shambles of broken 
glass and china. The dining room was stripped of parquet, the skirting was up, the door had been taken off its hinges, and the destroyers had 
moved up a floor. Streaks of light came in through the closed shutters where they worked with the seriousness of creators—and destruction 
after all is a form of creation. A kind of imagination had seen this house as it had now become. 

Mike said, “I’ve got to go home for dinner.” 

“Who else?” T. asked, but all the others on one excuse or another had brought provisions with them. 

They squatted in the ruins of the room and swapped unwanted sandwiches. Half an hour for lunch and they were at work again. By the time 
Mike returned, they were on the top floor, and by six the superficial damage was completed. The doors were all off, all the skirtings raised, the 
furniture pillaged and ripped and smashed—no one could have slept in the house except on a bed of broken plaster. T. gave his orders—eight 
o’clock next morning—and to escape notice they climbed singly over the garden wall, into the car-park. Only Blackie and T. were left; the light 
had nearly gone, and when they touched a switch, nothing worked—Mike had done his job thoroughly. 

“Did you find anything special?” Blackie asked. 

T. nodded. “Come over here,” he said, “and look.” Out of both pockets he drew bundles of pound notes. “Old Misery’s savings,” he said. 
“Mike ripped out the mattress, but he missed them.” 

“What are you going to do? Share them?” 

“We aren’t thieves,” T. said. “Nobody’s going to steal anything from this house. I kept these for you and me—a celebration.” He knelt 
down on the floor and counted them out—there were seventy in all. “We’ll burn them,” he said, “one by one,” and taking it in turns they held 
a note upward and lit the top corner, so that the flame burnt slowly toward their fingers. The gray ash floated above them and fell on their 
heads like age. “I’d like to see Old Misery’s face when we are through,” T. said. 

“You hate him a lot?” Blackie asked. 

“Of course I don’t hate him,” T. said. “There’d be no fun if I hated him.” The last burning note illuminated his brooding face. “All this hate 
and love,” he said, “it’s soft, it’s hooey. There’s only things, Blackie,” and he looked round the room crowded with the unfamiliar shadows of 
half things, broken things, former things. “I’ll race you home, Blackie,” he said. 
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Next morning the serious destruction started. Two were missing—Mike and another boy, whose parents were off to Southend and 
Brighton in spite of the slow warm drops that had begun to fall and the rumble of thunder in the estuary like the first guns of the old blitz. 
“We’ve got to hurry,” T. said. 

Summers was restive. “Haven’t we done enough?” he said. “I’ve been given a bob for slot machines. This is like work.” 

“We’ve hardly started,” T. said. “Why, there’s all the floors left, and the stairs. We haven’t taken out a single window. You voted like the 
others. We are going to destroy this house. There won’t be anything left when we’ve finished.” 

They began again on the first floor picking up the top floorboards next the outer wall, leaving the joists exposed. Then they sawed through 
the joists and retreated into the hall, as what was left of the floor heeled and sank. They had learned with practice, and the second floor 
collapsed more easily. By the evening an odd exhilaration seized them as they looked down the great 

hollow of the house. They ran risks and made mistakes: When they thought of the windows it was too late to reach them. “Cor,” Joe said, 
and dropped a penny down into the dry rubble-filled well. It cracked and span among the broken glass. 
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“Why did we start this?” Summers asked with astonishment; T. was already on the ground, digging at the rubble, clearing a space along the 
outer wall. “Turn on the taps,” he said. “It’s too dark for anyone to see now, and in the morning it won’t matter.” The water overtook them on 
the stairs and fell through the floorless rooms. 

It was then they heard Mike’s whistle at the back. “Something’s wrong,” Blackie said. They could hear his urgent breathing as they unlocked 
the door. 

“The bogies?” Summers asked. 

“Old Misery,” Mike said. “He’s on his way.” He put his head between his knees and retched. “Ran all the way,” he said with pride. 

“But why?” T. said. “He told me. . . .” He protested with the fury of the child he had never been, “It isn’t fair.” 

“He was down at Southend,” Mike said, “and he was on the train coming back. Said it was too cold and wet.” He paused and gazed at the 
water. “My, you’ve had a storm here. Is the roof leaking?” 

“How long will he be?” 

“Five minutes. I gave Ma the slip and ran.” 

“We better clear,” Summers said. “We’ve done enough, anyway.” 

“Oh, no, we haven’t. Anybody could do this—” “This” was the shattered hollowed house with nothing left but the walls. Yet walls could be 
preserved. Façades were valuable. They could build inside again more beautifully than before. This could again be a home. He said angrily, 
“We’ve got to finish. Don’t move. Let me think.” 

“There’s no time,” a boy said. 

“There’s got to be a way,” T. said. “We couldn’t have got thus far . . .” 

“We’ve done a lot,” Blackie said. 

“No. No, we haven’t. Somebody watch the front.” 

“We can’t do any more.” 

“He may come in at the back.” 

“Watch the back too.” T. began to plead. “Just give me a minute and I’ll fix it. I swear I’ll fix it.” But his authority had gone with his 
ambiguity. He was only one of the gang. “Please,” he said. 

“Please,” Summers mimicked him, and then suddenly struck home with the fatal name. “Run along home, Trevor.” 

T. stood with his back to the rubble like a boxer knocked groggy against the ropes. He had no words as his dreams shook and slid. Then 
Blackie acted before the gang had time to laugh, pushing Summers backward. “I’ll watch the front, T.,” he said, and cautiously he opened the 
shutters of the hall. The gray wet common stretched ahead, and the lamps gleamed in the puddles. 

“Someone’s coming, T. No, it’s not him. What’s your plan, T.?” 

“Tell Mike to go out to the loo and hide close beside it. When he hears me whistle he’s got to count ten and start to shout.” 

“Shout what?” 

“Oh, ‘Help,’ anything.” 

“You hear, Mike,” Blackie said. He was the leader again. He took a quick look between the shutters. “He’s coming, T.” 

“Quick, Mike. The loo. Stay here, Blackie, all of you till I yell.” 

“Where are you going, T.?” 

“Don’t worry. I’ll see to this. I said I would, didn’t I?” 

Old Misery came limping off the common. He had mud on his shoes and he stopped to scrape them on the pavement’s edge. He didn’t 
want to soil his house, which stood jagged and dark between the bomb sites, saved so narrowly, as he believed, from destruction. Even the 
fanlight had been left unbroken by the bomb’s blast. Somewhere somebody whistled. Old Misery looked sharply round. He didn’t trust 
whistles. A child was shouting: It seemed to come from his own garden. Then a boy ran into the road from the carpark. “Mr. Thomas,” he 
called, “Mr. Thomas.” 

“What is it?” 

“I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Thomas. One of us got taken short, and we thought you wouldn’t mind, and now he can’t get out.” 

“What do you mean, boy?” 

“He’s got stuck in your loo.” 

“He’d no business—Haven’t I seen you before?” 

“You showed me your house.” 

“So I did. So I did. That doesn’t give you the right to—” 

“Do hurry, Mr. Thomas. He’ll suffocate.” 
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“Nonsense. He can’t suffocate. Wait till I put my bag in.” 

“I’ll carry your bag.” 

“Oh, no, you don’t. I carry my own.” 

“This way, Mr. Thomas.” 

“I can’t get in the garden that way. I’ve got to go through the house.” 

“But you can get in the garden this way, Mr. Thomas. We often do.” 

“You often do?” He followed the boy with a scandalized fascination. “When? What right . . .” 

“Do you see . . . ? The wall’s low.” 

“I’m not going to climb walls into my own garden. It’s absurd.” 

“This is how we do it. One foot here, one foot there, and over.” The boy’s face peered down, an arm shot out, and Mr. Thomas found his 
bag taken and deposited on the other side of the wall. 

“Give me back my bag,” Mr. Thomas said. From the loo a boy yelled and yelled. “I’ll call the police.” 

“Your bag’s all right, Mr. Thomas. Look. One foot there. On your right. Now just above. To your left.” Mr. Thomas climbed over his own 
garden wall. “Here’s your bag, Mr. Thomas.” 

“I’ll have the wall built up,” Mr. Thomas said. “I’ll not have you boys coming over here, using my loo.” He stumbled on the path, but the 
boy caught his elbow and supported him. “Thank you, thank you, my boy,” he murmured automatically. Somebody shouted again through the 
dark. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” Mr. Thomas called. He said to the boy beside him, “I’m not unreasonable. Been a boy myself. As long as 
things are done regular. I don’t mind you playing round the place Saturday mornings. Sometimes I like company. Only it’s got to be regular. 
One of you asks leave and I say Yes. Sometimes I’ll say No. Won’t feel like it. And you come in at the front door and out at the back. No 
garden walls.” 

“Do get him out, Mr. Thomas.” 

“He won’t come to any harm in my loo,” Mr. Thomas said, stumbling slowly down the garden. “Oh, my rheumatics,” he said. 

“Always get ‘em on Bank Holiday. I’ve got to go careful. There’s loose stones here. Give me your hand. Do you know what my horoscope 
said yesterday? ‘Abstain from any dealings in first half of week. Danger of serious crash.’ That might be on this path,” Mr. Thomas said. “They 
speak in parables and double meanings.” He paused at the door of the loo. “What’s the matter in there?” he called. There was no reply. 

“Perhaps he’s fainted,” the boy said. 

“Not in my loo. Here, you, come out,” Mr. Thomas said, and giving a great jerk at the door he nearly fell on his back when it swung easily 
open. A hand first supported him and then pushed him hard. His head hit the opposite wall and he sat heavily down. His bag hit his feet. A 
hand whipped the key out of the lock and the door slammed. “Let me out,” he called, and heard the key turn in the lock. “A serious crash,” he 
thought, and felt dithery and confused and old. 

A voice spoke to him softly through the star-shaped hole in the door. “Don’t worry, Mr. Thomas,” it said, “we won’t hurt you, not if you 
stay quiet.” 

Mr. Thomas put his head between his hands and pondered. He had noticed that there was only one lorry in the car-park, and he felt certain 
that the driver would not come for it before the morning. Nobody could hear him from the road in front, and the lane at the back was seldom 
used. Anyone who passed there would be hurrying home and would not pause for what they would certainly take to be drunken cries. And if 
he did call “Help,” who, on a lonely Bank Holiday evening, would have the courage to investigate? Mr. Thomas sat on the loo and pondered 
with the wisdom of age. 

After a while it seemed to him that there were sounds in the silence—they were faint and came from the direction of his house. He stood up 
and peered through the ventilation-hole—between the cracks in one of the shutters he saw a light, not the light of a lamp, but the wavering 
light that a candle might give. Then he thought he heard the sound of hammering and scraping and chipping. He thought of burglars—
perhaps they had employed the boy as a scout, but why should burglars engage in what sounded more and more like a stealthy form of 
carpentry? Mr. Thomas let out an experimental yell, but nobody answered. The noise could not even have reached his enemies. 
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Mike had gone home to bed, but the rest stayed. The question of leadership no longer concerned the gang. With nails, chisels, screwdrivers, 
anything that was sharp and penetrating they moved around the inner walls worrying at the mortar between the bricks. They started too high, 
and it was Blackie who hit on the damp course and realized the work could be halved if they weakened the joints immediately above. It was a 
long, tiring, unamusing job, but at last it was finished. The gutted house stood there balanced on a few inches of mortar between the damp 
course and the bricks. 

There remained the most dangerous task of all, out in the open at the edge of the bomb site. Summers was sent to watch the road for 
passers by, and Mr. Thomas, sitting on the loo, heard clearly now the sound of sawing. It no longer came from his house, and that a little 
reassured him. He felt less concerned. Perhaps the other noises too had no significance. 
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A voice spoke to him through the hole. “Mr. Thomas.” 

“Let me out,” Mr. Thomas said sternly. 

“Here’s a blanket,” the voice said, and a long gray sausage was worked through the hole and fell in swathes over Mr. Thomas’s head. 

“There’s nothing personal,” the voice said. “We want you to be comfortable tonight.” 

“Tonight,” Mr. Thomas repeated incredulously. 

“Catch,” the voice said. “Penny buns—we’ve buttered them, and sausage- rolls. We don’t want you to starve, Mr. Thomas.” 

Mr. Thomas pleaded desperately. “A joke’s a joke, boy. Let me out and I won’t say a thing. I’ve got rheumatics. I got to sleep comfortable.” 

“You wouldn’t be comfortable, not in your house, you wouldn’t. Not now.” 

“What do you mean, boy?” but the footsteps receded. There was only the silence of night: no sound of sawing. Mr. Thomas tried one more 
yell, but he was daunted and rebuked by the silence—a long way off an owl hooted and made away again on its muffled flight through the 
soundless world. 

At seven next morning the driver came to fetch his lorry. He climbed into the seat and tried to start the engine. He was vaguely aware of a 
voice shouting, but it didn’t concern him. At last the engine responded and he backed the lorry until it touched the great wooden shore that 
supported Mr. Thomas’s house. That way he could drive right out and down the street without reversing. The lorry moved forward, was 
momentarily checked as though something were pulling it from behind, and then went on to the sound of a long rumbling crash. The driver 
was astonished to see bricks bouncing ahead of him, while stones hit the roof of his cab. He put on his brakes. When he climbed out the whole 
landscape had suddenly altered. There was no house beside the car-park, only a hill of rubble. He went round and examined the back of his car 
for damage, and found a rope tied there that was still twisted at the other end round part of a wooden strut. 

The driver again became aware of somebody shouting. It came from the wooden erection which was the nearest thing to a house in that 
desolation of broken brick. The driver climbed the smashed wall and unlocked the door. Mr. Thomas came out of the loo. He was wearing a 
gray blanket to which flakes of pastry adhered. He gave a sobbing cry. “My house,” he said. “Where’s my house?” 

“Search me,” the driver said. His eye lit on the remains of a bath and what had once been a dresser and he began to laugh. There wasn’t 
anything left anywhere. 

“How dare you laugh,” Mr. Thomas said. “It was my house. My house.” 

“I’m sorry,” the driver said, making heroic efforts, but when he remembered the sudden check to his lorry, the crash of bricks falling, he 
became convulsed again. One moment the house had stood there with such dignity between the bomb sites like a man in a top hat, and then, 
bang, crash, there wasn’t anything left—not anything. He said, “I’m sorry. I can’t help it, Mr. Thomas. There’s nothing personal, but you got to 
admit it’s funny.” 
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Hills Like White Elephants — Ernest Hemingway 
 

The hills across the valley of the Ebro were long and white. On this side there was no shade and no trees and the station was between two 
lines of rails in the sun. Close against the side of the station there was the warm shadow of the building and a curtain, made of strings of 
bamboo beads, hung across the open door into the bar, to keep out flies. The American and the girl with him sat at a table in the shade, outside 
the building. It was very hot and the express from Barcelona would come in forty minutes. It stopped at this junction for two minutes and 
went to Madrid. 

“What should we drink?” the girl asked. She had taken off her hat and put it on the table. 

“It’s pretty hot,” the man said.  

“Let’s drink beer.”  

“Dos cervezas,” the man said into the curtain.  

“Big ones?” a woman asked from the doorway.  

“Yes. Two big ones.”  

The woman brought two glasses of beer and two felt pads. She put the felt pads and the beer glass on the table and looked at the man and 
the girl. The girl was looking off at the line of hills. They were white in the sun and the country was brown and dry.  

“They look like white elephants,” she said.  

“I’ve never seen one,” the man drank his beer.  

“No, you wouldn’t have.”  

“I might have,” the man said. “Just because you say I wouldn’t have doesn’t prove anything.”  

The girl looked at the bead curtain. “They’ve painted something on it,” she said. “What does it say?”  

“Anis del Toro. It’s a drink.”  

“Could we try it?”  

The man called “Listen” through the curtain. The woman came out from the bar.  

“Four reales.” “We want two Anis del Toro.”  

“With water?”  

“Do you want it with water?”  

“I don’t know,” the girl said. “Is it good with water?”  

“It’s all right.”  

“You want them with water?” asked the woman.  

“Yes, with water.”  

“It tastes like liquorice,” the girl said and put the glass down.  

“That’s the way with everything.”  

“Yes,” said the girl. “Everything tastes of liquorice. Especially all the things you’ve waited so long for, like absinthe.”  

“Oh, cut it out.”  

“You started it,” the girl said. “I was being amused. I was having a fine time.”  

“Well, let’s try and have a fine time.”  

“All right. I was trying. I said the mountains looked like white elephants. Wasn’t that bright?”  

“That was bright.”  

“I wanted to try this new drink. That’s all we do, isn’t it - look at things and try new drinks?”  

“I guess so.”  

The girl looked across at the hills.  

“They’re lovely hills,” she said. “They don’t really look like white elephants. I just meant the coloring of their skin through the trees.”  

“Should we have another drink?”  

“All right.”  

The warm wind blew the bead curtain against the table.  

“The beer’s nice and cool,” the man said.  

“It’s lovely,” the girl said.  
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“It’s really an awfully simple operation, Jig,” the man said. “It’s not really an operation at all.”  

The girl looked at the ground the table legs rested on.  

“I know you wouldn’t mind it, Jig. It’s really not anything. It’s just to let the air in.”  

The girl did not say anything.  

“I’ll go with you and I’ll stay with you all the time. They just let the air in and then it’s all perfectly natural.”  

“Then what will we do afterwards?”  

“We’ll be fine afterwards. Just like we were before.”  

“What makes you think so?”  

“That’s the only thing that bothers us. It’s the only thing that’s made us unhappy.”  

The girl looked at the bead curtain, put her hand out and took hold of two of the strings of beads.  

“And you think then we’ll be all right and be happy.”  

“I know we will. You don’t have to be afraid. I’ve known lots of people that have done it.”  

“So have I,” said the girl. “And afterwards they were all so happy.”  

“Well,” the man said, “if you don’t want to you don’t have to. I wouldn’t have you do it if you didn’t want to. But I know it’s perfectly 
simple.”  

“And you really want to?”  

“I think it’s the best thing to do. But I don’t want you to do it if you don’t really want to.”  

“And if I do it you’ll be happy and things will be like they were and you’ll love me?”  

“I love you now. You know I love you.”  

“I know. But if I do it, then it will be nice again if I say things are like white elephants, and you’ll like it?”  

“I’ll love it. I love it now but I just can’t think about it. You know how I get when I worry.”  

“If I do it you won’t ever worry?”  

“I won’t worry about that because it’s perfectly simple.”  

“Then I’ll do it. Because I don’t care about me.”  

“What do you mean?”  

“I don’t care about me.”  

“Well, I care about you.”  

“Oh, yes. But I don’t care about me. And I’ll do it and then everything will be fine.”  

“I don’t want you to do it if you feel that way.”  

The girl stood up and walked to the end of the station. Across, on the other side, were fields of grain and trees along the banks of the Ebro. 
Far away, beyond the river, were mountains. The shadow of a cloud moved across the field of grain and she saw the river through the trees.  

“And we could have all this,” she said. “And we could have everything and every day we make it more impossible.”  

“What did you say?”  

“I said we could have everything.”  

“We can have everything.” 

“No, we can’t.”  

“We can have the whole world.”  

“No, we can’t.”  

“We can go everywhere.”  

“No, we can’t. It isn’t ours any more.”  

“It’s ours.”  

“No, it isn’t. And once they take it away, you never get it back.”  

“But they haven’t taken it away.”  

“We’ll wait and see.”  

“Come on back in the shade,” he said. “You mustn’t feel that way.”  

“I don’t feel any way,” the girl said. “I just know things.”  

“I don’t want you to do anything that you don’t want to do —”  
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“Nor that isn’t good for me,” she said. “I know. Could we have another beer?”  

“All right. But you’ve got to realize —” 

“I realize,” the girl said. “Can’t we maybe stop talking?”  

They sat down at the table and the girl looked across at the hills on the dry side of the valley and the man looked at her and at the table.  

“You’ve got to realize,” he said, “that I don’t want you to do it if you don’t want to. I’m perfectly willing to go through with it if it means 
anything to you.”  

“Doesn’t it mean anything to you? We could get along.”  

“Of course it does. But I don’t want anybody but you. I don’t want anyone else. And I know it’s perfectly simple.”  

“Yes, you know it’s perfectly simple.”  

“It’s all right for you to say that, but I do know it.”  

“Would you do something for me now?”  

“I’d do anything for you.”  

“Would you please please please please please please please stop talking?”  

He did not say anything but looked at the bags against the wall of the station. There were labels on them from all the hotels where they had 
spent nights.  

“But I don’t want you to,” he said, “I don’t care anything about it.”  

“I’ll scream,” the girl said.  

The woman came out through the curtains with two glasses of beer and put them down on the damp felt pads. “The train comes in five 
minutes,” she said.  

“What did she say?” asked the girl.  

“That the train is coming in five minutes.”  

The girl smiled brightly at the woman, to thank her.  

“I’d better take the bags over to the other side of the station,” the man said. She smiled at him.  

“All right. Then come back and we’ll finish the beer.”  

He picked up the two heavy bags and carried them around the station to the other tracks. He looked up the tracks but could not see the 
train. Coming back, he walked through the bar-room, where people waiting for the train were drinking. He drank an Anis at the bar and looked 
at the people. They were all waiting reasonably for the train. He went out through the bead curtain. She was sitting at the table and smiled at 
him.  

“Do you feel better?” he asked.  

“I feel fine,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with me. I feel fine.”  
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In the Cemetery Where Al Jolson is Buried — Amy Hempel 
 

“Tell me things I won’t mind forgetting,” she said. “Make it useless stuff or skip it.” 

I began. I told her insects fly through rain, missing every drop, never getting wet. I told her no one in America owned a tape recorder before 
Bing Crosby did. I told her the shape of the moon is like a banana—you see it looking full, you’re seeing it end-on. 

The camera made me self-conscious and I stopped. It was trained on us from a ceiling mount—the kind of camera banks use to 
photograph robbers. It played us to the nurses down the hall in Intensive Care. 

“Go on, girl,” she said. “You get used to it.” 

I had my audience. I went on. Did she know that Tammy Wynette had changed her tune? Really. That now she sings “Stand by Your 
Friends”? That Paul Anka did it too, I said. Does “You’re Having Our Baby.” That he got sick of all that feminist bitching. 

“What else?” she said. “Have you got something else?” 

Oh, yes. 

For her I would always have something else. 

“Did you know that when they taught the first chimp to talk, it lied? That when they asked her who did it on the desk, she signed back the 
name of the janitor. And that when they pressed her, she said she was sorry, that it was really the project director. But she was a mother, so I 
guess she had her reasons.” 

“Oh, that’s good,” she said. “A parable.” 

“There’s more about the chimp,” I said. “But it will break your heart.” 

“No, thanks,” she says, and scratches at her mask.  

 

We look like good-guy outlaws. Good or bad, I am not used to the mask yet. I keep touching the warm spot where my breath, thank God, 
comes out. She is used to hers. She only ties the strings on top. The other ones—a pro by now—she lets hang loose. 

We call this place the Marcus Welby Hospital. It’s the white one with the palm trees under the opening credits of all those shows. A 
Hollywood hospital, though in fact it is several miles west. Off camera, there is a beach across the street. 

 

She introduces me to a nurse as the Best Friend. The impersonal article is more intimate. It tells me that they are intimate, the nurse and my 
friend. 

“I was telling her we used to drink Canada Dry ginger ale and pretend we were in Canada.” 

“That’s how dumb we were,” I say. 

“You could be sisters,” the nurse says. 

So how come, I’ll bet they are wondering, it took me so long to get to such a glamorous place? But do they ask? 

They do not ask. 

Two months, and how long is the drive? 

The best I can explain it is this—I have a friend who worked one summer in a mortuary. He used to tell me stories. The one that really got 
to me was not the grisliest, but it’s the one that did. A man wrecked his car on 101 going south. He did not lose consciousness. But his arm was 
taken down to the wet bone—and when he looked at it—it scared him to death. 

I mean, he died. 

So I hadn’t dared to look any closer. But now I’m doing it—and hoping that I will live through it. 

 

She shakes out a summer-weight blanket, showing a leg you did not want to see. Except for that, you look at her and understand the law 
that requires two people to be with the body at all times. 

“I thought of something,” she says. “I thought of it last night. I think there is a real and present need here. You know,” she says, “like for 
someone to do it for you when you can’t do it yourself. You call them up whenever you want—like when push comes to shove.” 

She grabs the bedside phone and loops the cord around her neck. 

“Hey,” she says, “the end o’ the line.” 

She keeps on, giddy with something. But I don’t know with what. 

“I can’t remember,” she says. “What does Kübler-Ross say comes after Denial?” 

It seems to me Anger must be next. Then Bargaining, Depression, and so on and so forth. But I keep my guesses to myself. 

“The only thing is,” she says, “is where’s Resurrection? God knows, I want to do it by the book. But she left out Resurrection.” 
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She laughs, and I cling to the sound the way someone dangling above a ravine holds fast to the thrown rope. 

“Tell me,” she says, “about that chimp with the talking hands. What do they do when the thing ends and the chimp says, ‘I don’t want to go 
back to the zoo’?” 

When I don’t say anything, she says, “Okay—then tell me another animal story. I like animal stories. But not a sick one—I don’t want to 
know about all the seeing- eye dogs going blind.” 

No, I would not tell her a sick one. 

“How about the hearing-ear dogs?” I say. “They’re not going deaf, but they are getting very judgmental. For instance, there’s this golden 
retriever in New Jersey, he wakes up the deaf mother and drags her into the daughter’s room because the kid has got a flashlight and is reading 
under the covers.” 

“Oh, you’re killing me,” she says. “Yes, you’re definitely killing me.” 

“They say the smart dog obeys, but the smarter dog knows when to disobey.” 

“Yes,” she says, “the smarter anything knows when to disobey. Now, for example.” 

 

She is flirting with the Good Doctor, who has just appeared. Unlike the Bad Doctor, who checks the IV drip before saying good morning, 
the Good Doctor says things like “God didn’t give epileptics a fair shake.” The Good Doctor awards himself points for the cripples he could 
have hit in the parking lot. Because the Good Doctor is a little in love with her, he says maybe a year. He pulls a chair up to her bed and 
suggests I might like to spend an hour on the beach. 

“Bring me something back,” she says. “Anything from the beach. Or the gift shop. Taste is no object.” 

He draws the curtain around her bed. 

“Wait!” she cries. 

I look in at her. 

“Anything,” she says, “except a magazine subscription.” 

The doctor turns away. 

I watch her mouth laugh. 

 

What seems dangerous often is not—black snakes, for example, or clear-air turbulence. While things that just lie there, like this beach, are 
loaded with jeopardy. A yellow dust rising from the ground, the heat that ripens melons overnight—this is earthquake weather. You can sit 
here braiding the fringe on your towel and the sand will all of a sudden suck down like an hourglass. The air roars. In the cheap apartments on-
shore, bathtubs fill themselves and gardens roll up and over like green waves. If nothing happens, the dust will drift and the heat deepen till fear 
turns to desire. Nerves like that are only bought off by catastrophe. 

 

“It never happens when you’re thinking about it,” she once observed. “Earthquake, earthquake, earthquake,” she said. 

“Earthquake, earthquake, earthquake,” I said. 

Like the aviaphobe who keeps the plane aloft with prayer, we kept it up until an aftershock cracked the ceiling. 

That was after the big one in seventy-two. We were in college; our dormitory was five miles from the epicenter. When the ride was over and 
my jabbering pulse began to slow, she served five parts champagne to one part orange juice, and joked about living in Ocean View, Kansas. I 
offered to drive her to Hawaii on the new world psychics predicted would surface the next time, or the next. 

I could not say that now—next. 

Whose next? she could ask. 

 

Was I the only one who noticed that the experts had stopped saying if and now spoke of when? Of course not; the fearful ran to thousands. 
We watched the traffic of Japanese beetles for deviation. Deviation might mean more natural violence. 

I wanted her to be afraid with me. But she said, “I don’t know. I’m just not.” 

She was afraid of nothing, not even of flying. 

I have this dream before a flight where we buckle in and the plane moves down the runway. It takes off at thirty-five miles an hour, and then 
we’re airborne, skimming the tree tops. Still, we arrive in New York on time. 

It is so pleasant. 

One night I flew to Moscow this way. 
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She flew with me once. That time she flew with me she ate macadamia nuts while the wings bounced. She knows the wing tips can bend 
thirty feet up and thirty feet down without coming off. She believes it. She trusts the laws of aerodynamics. My mind stampedes. I can almost 
accept that a battleship floats when everybody knows steel sinks. 

I see fear in her now, and am not going to try to talk her out of it. She is right to be afraid. 

After a quake, the six o’clock news airs a film clip of first-graders yelling at the broken playground per their teacher’s instructions. 

“Bad earth!” they shout, because anger is stronger than fear. 

 

But the beach is standing still today. Everyone on it is tranquilized, numb, or asleep. Teenaged girls rub coconut oil on each other’s hard-to-
reach places. They smell like macaroons. They pry open compacts like clam-shells; mirrors catch the sun and throw a spray of white rays across 
glazed shoulders. The girls arrange their wet hair with silk flowers the way they learned in Seventeen. They pose. 

A formation of low-riders pulls over to watch with a six-pack. They get vocal when the girls check their tan lines. When the beer is gone, so 
are they—flexing their cars on up the boulevard. 

Above this aggressive health are the twin wrought-iron terraces, painted flamingo pink, of the Palm Royale. Someone dies there every time 
the sheets are changed. There’s an ambulance in the driveway, so the remaining residents line the balconies, rocking and not talking, one-upped. 

The ocean they stare at is dangerous, and not just the undertow. You can almost see the slapping tails of sand sharks keeping cruising bodies 
alive. 

If she looked, she could see this, some of it, from her window. She would be the first to say how little it takes to make a thing all wrong.  

 

There was a second bed in the room when I got back to it! 

For two beats I didn’t get it. Then it hit me like an open coffin. 

She wants every minute, I thought. She wants my life. 

“You missed Gussie,” she said. 

Gussie is her parents’ three-hundred-pound narcoleptic maid. Her attacks often come at the ironing board. The pillowcases in that family are 
all bordered with scorch. 

“It’s a hard trip for her,” I said. “How is she?” 

“Well, she didn’t fall asleep, if that’s what you mean. Gussie’s great—you know what she said? She said, ‘Darlin’, stop this worriation. Just 
keep prayin’, down on your knees’—me, who can’t even get out of bed.” 

She shrugged. “What am I missing?” 

“It’s earthquake weather,” I told her. 

“The best thing to do about earthquakes,” she said, “is not to live in California.” 

“That’s useful,” I said. “You sound like Reverend Ike—’The best thing to do for the poor is not to be one of them.’” 

We’re crazy about Reverend Ike. 

I noticed her face was bloated. 

“You know,” she said, “I feel like hell. I’m about to stop having fun.” 

“The ancients have a saying,” I said. “There are times when the wolves are silent; there are times when the moon howls.” 

“What’s that, Navaho?” 

“Palm Royale lobby graffiti,” I said. “I bought a paper there. I’ll read you something.” 

“Even though I care about nothing?” 

I turned to the page with the trivia column. I said, “Did you know the more shrimp flamingos birds eat, the pinker their feathers get?” I said, 
“did you know that Eskimos need refrigerators? Do you know why Eskimos need refrigerators? Did you know that Eskimos need 
refrigerators because how else would they keep their food from freezing?” 

I turned to page three, to a UPI filler datelined Mexico City. I read her MAN ROBS BANK WITH CHICKEN, about a man who bought 
a barbecued chicken at a stand down the block from a bank. Passing the bank, he got the idea. He walked in and approached a teller. He 
pointed the brown paper bag at her and she handed over the day’s receipts. It was the smell of barbecue sauce that eventually led to his capture. 

 

The story had made her hungry, she said—so I took the elevator down six floors to the cafeteria, and brought back all the ice cream she 
wanted. We lay side by side, adjustable beds cranked up for optimal TV-viewing, littering the sheets with Good Humor wrappers, picking 
toasted almonds out of the gauze. We were Lucy and Ethel, Mary and Rhoda in extremis. The blinds were closed to keep light off the screen. 
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We watched a movie starring men we used to think we wanted to sleep with. Hers was a tough cop out to stop mine, a vicious rapist who 
went after cocktail waitresses. 

“This is a good movie,” she said when snipers felled them both. 

I missed her already. 

 

A Filipino nurse tiptoed in and gave her an injection. The nurse removed the pile of popsicle sticks from the nightstand—enough to splint a 
small animal. 

The injection made us both sleepy. We slept. 

I dreamed she was a decorator, come to furnish my house. She worked in secret, singing to herself. When she finished, she guided me 
proudly to the door. “How do you like it?” she asked, easing me inside. 

Every beam and sill and shelf and knob was draped in gay bunting, with streamers of pastel crepe looped around bright mirrors. 

 

“I have to go home,” I said when she woke up. 

She thought I meant home to her house in the Canyon, and I had to say No, home home. I twisted my hands in the time-honored fashion 
of people in pain. I was supposed to offer something. The Best Friend. I could not even offer to come back. 

I felt weak and small and failed. 

Also exhilarated. 

I had a convertible in the parking lot. Once out of that room, I would drive it too fast down the Coast highway through the crab-smelling 
air. A stop in Malibu for sangria. The music in the place would be sexy and loud. They’d serve papaya and shrimp and watermelon ice. After 
dinner I would shimmer with lust, buzz with heat, life, and stay up all night. 

 

Without a word, she yanked off her mask and threw it on the floor. She kicked at the blankets and moved to the door. She must have hated 
having to pause for breath and balance before slamming out of Isolation, and out of the second room, the one where you scrub and tie on the 
white masks. 

A voice shouted her name in alarm, and people ran down the corridor. The Good Doctor was paged over the intercom. I opened the door 
and the nurses at the station stared hard, as if this flight had been my idea. 

“Where is she?” I asked, and they nodded to the supply closet. 

I looked in. Two nurses were kneeling beside her on the floor, talking to her in low voices. One held a mask over her nose and mouth, the 
other rubbed her back in slow circles. The nurses glanced up to see if I was the doctor—and when I wasn’t, they went back to what they were 
doing. 

“There, there, honey,” they cooed.  

 

On the the morning she was moved to the cemetery, the one where Al Jolson is buried, I enrolled in a “Fear of Flying” class. “What is your 
worst fear?” the instructor asked, and I answered, “That I will finish this course and still be afraid.” 

 

I sleep with a glass of water on the nightstand so I can see by its level if the coastal earth is trembling or if the shaking is still me. 

 

What do I remember? 

I remember only the useless things I hear—that Bob Dylan’s mother invented Wite-Out, that twenty-three people must be in a room 
before there is a fifty-fifty chance two will have the same birthday. Who cares whether or not it’s true? In my head there are bath towels 
swaddling this stuff. Nothing else seeps through. 

I review those things that will figure in the retelling: a kiss through surgical gauze, the pale hand correcting the position of the wig. I noted 
these gestures as they happened, not in any retrospect—though I don’t know why looking back should show us more than looking at. 

It is just possible I will say I stayed the night. 

And who is there that can say that I did not? 

 

I think of the chimp, the one with the talking hands. 

In the course of the experiment, that chimp had a baby. Imagine how her trainers must have thrilled when the mother, without prompting, 
began to sign to her newborn. 

Baby, drink milk. 
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Baby, play ball. 

And when the baby died, the mother stood over the body, her wrinkled hands moving with animal grace, forming again and again the 
words: Baby, come hug, Baby, come hug, fluent now in the language of grief. 
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The Possibility of Evil — Shirley Jackson 
 

Miss Adela Strangeworth came daintily along Main Street on her way to the grocery. The sun was shining, the air was fresh and clear after 
the night’s heavy rain, and everything in Miss Strangeworth’s little town looked washed and bright. Miss Strangeworth took deep breaths and 
thought that there was nothing in the world like a fragrant summer day. 

She knew everyone in town, of course; she was fond of telling strangers—tourists who sometimes passed through the town and stopped to 
admire Miss Strangeworth’s roses—that she had never spent more than a day outside this town in all her long life. She was seventy-one, Miss 
Strangeworth told the tourists, with a pretty little dimple showing by her lip, and she sometimes found herself thinking that the town belonged 
to her. “My grandfather built the first house on Pleasant Street,” she would say, opening her blue eyes wide with the wonder of it. “This house, 
right here.”My family has lived here for better than a hundred years. My grandmother planted these roses, and my mother tended them, just as 
I do. I’ve watched my town grow; I can remember when Mr. Lewis, Senior, opened the grocery store, and the year the river flooded out the 
shanties on the low road, and the excitement when some young folks wanted to move the park over to the space in front of where the new 
post office is today. They wanted to put up a statue of Ethan Allen”—Miss Strangeworth would frown a little and sound stern—”but it should 
have been a statue of my grandfather. There wouldn’t have been a town here at all if it hadn’t been for my grandfather and the lumber mill.” 

Miss Strangeworth never gave away any of her roses, although the tourists often asked her. The roses belonged on Pleasant Street, and it 
bothered Miss Strangeworth to think of people wanting to carry them away, to take them into strange towns and down strange streets. When 
the new minister came, and the ladies were gathering flowers to decorate the church, Miss Strangeworth sent over a great basket of gladioli; 
when she picked the roses at all, she set them in bowls and vases around the inside of the house her grandfather had built. 

Walking down Main Street on a summer morning, Miss Strangeworth had to stop every minute or so to say good morning to someone or 
to ask after someone’s health. When she came into the grocery, half a dozen people turned away from the shelves and the counters to wave at 
her or call out good morning. 

“And good morning to you, too, Mr. Lewis,” Miss Strangeworth said at last. The Lewis family had been in the town almost as long as the 
Strangeworths; but the day young Lewis left high school and went to work in the grocery, Miss Strangeworth had stopped calling him Tommy 
and started calling him Mr. Lewis, and he had stopped calling her Addie and started calling her Miss Strangeworth. They had been in high 
school together, and had gone to picnics together, and to high-school dances and basketball games; but now Mr. Lewis was behind the counter 
in the grocery, and Miss Strangeworth was living alone in the Strangeworth house on Pleasant Street. 

“Good morning,” Mr. Lewis said, and added politely, “Lovely day.” 

“It is a very nice day,” Miss Strangeworth said, as though she had only just decided that it would do after all. “I would like a chop, please, Mr. 
Lewis, a small, lean veal chop. Are those strawberries from Arthur Parker’s garden? They’re early this year.” 

“He brought them in this morning,” Mr. Lewis said. 

“I shall have a box,” Miss Strangeworth said. Mr. Lewis looked worried, she thought, and for a minute she hesitated, but then she decided 
that he surely could not be worried over the strawberries. He looked very tired indeed. He was usually so chipper, Miss Strangeworth thought, 
and almost commented, but it was far too personal a subject to be introduced to Mr. Lewis, the grocer, so she only said, “and a can of cat food 
and, I think, a tomato.” 

Silently, Mr. Lewis assembled her order on the counter, and waited. Miss Strangeworth looked at him curiously and then said, “It’s Tuesday, 
Mr. Lewis. You forgot to remind me.” 

“Did I? Sorry.” 

“Imagine your forgetting that I always buy my tea on Tuesday,” Miss Strangeworth said gently. “A quarter pound of tea, please, Mr. Lewis.” 

“Is that all, Miss Strangeworth?” 

“Yes, thank you, Mr. Lewis. Such a lovely day, isn’t it?” “Lovely,” Mr. Lewis said. 

Miss Strangeworth moved slightly to make room for Mrs. Harper at the counter. “Morning, Adela,” Mrs. Harper said, and Miss 
Strangeworth said, “Good morning, Martha.” 

“Lovely day,” Mrs. Harper said, and Miss Strangeworth said, “Yes, lovely,” and Mr. Lewis, under Mrs. Harper’s glance, nodded. 

“Ran out of sugar for my cake frosting,” Mrs. Harper explained. Her hand shook slightly as she opened her pocketbook. Miss Strangeworth 
wondered, glancing at her quickly, if she had been taking proper care of herself. Martha Harper was not as young as she used to be, Miss 
Strangeworth thought. She probably could use a good strong tonic.  

“Martha,” she said, “you don’t look well.” 

“I’m perfectly all right,” Mrs. Harper said shortly. She handed her money to Mr. Lewis, took her change and her sugar, and went out 
without speaking again. Looking after her, Miss Strangeworth shook her head slightly. Martha definitely did not look well. 

Carrying her little bag of groceries, Miss Strangeworth came out of the store into the bright sunlight and stopped to smile down on the 
Crane baby. Don and Helen Crane were really the two most infatuated young parents she had ever known, she thought indulgently, looking at 
the delicately embroidered baby cap and the lace-edged carriage cover. 
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“That little girl is going to grow up expecting luxury all her life,” she said to Helen Crane. 

Helen laughed. “That’s the way we want her to feel,” she said. “Like a princess.” 

“A princess can see a lot of trouble sometimes,” Miss Strangeworth said dryly. “How old is Her Highness now?” 

“Six months next Tuesday,” Helen Crane said, looking down with rapt wonder at her child. “I’ve been worrying, though, about her. Don’t 
you think she ought to move around more? Try to sit up, for instance?” 

“For plain and fancy worrying,” Miss Strangeworth said, amused, “give me a new mother every time.” 

“She just seems-slow,” Helen Crane said. 

“Nonsense. All babies are different. Some of them develop much more quickly than others.” 

“That’s what my mother says.” Helen Crane laughed, looking a little bit ashamed. 

“I suppose you’ve got young Don all upset about the fact that his daughter is already six months old and hasn’t yet begun to learn to 
dance?” 

“I haven’t mentioned it to him. I suppose she’s just so precious that I worry about her all the time.” 

“Well, apologize to her right now,” Miss Strangeworth said. “She is probably worrying about why you keep jumping around all the time.” 
Smiling to herself and shaking her old head, she went on down the sunny street, stopping once to ask little Billy Moore why he wasn’t out 
riding in his daddy’s shiny new car, and talking for a few minutes outside the library with Miss Chandler, the librarian, about the new novels to 
be ordered and paid for by the annual library appropriation. Miss Chandler seemed absentminded and very much as though she were thinking 
about something else. Miss Strangeworth noticed that Miss Chandler had not taken much trouble with her hair that morning, and sighed. Miss 
Strangeworth hated sloppiness. 

Many people seemed disturbed recently, Miss Strangeworth thought. Only yesterday the Stewarts’ fifteen-year-old Linda had run crying 
down her own front walk and all the way to school, not caring who saw her. People around town thought she might have had a fight with the 
Harris boy, but they showed up together, at the soda shop after school as usual, both of them looking grim and bleak. Trouble at home, people 
concluded, and sighed over the problems of trying to raise kids right these days. 

From halfway down the block Miss Strangeworth could catch the heavy scent of her roses, and she moved a little more quickly. The 
perfume of roses meant home, and home meant the Strangeworth House on Pleasant Street. Miss Strangeworth stopped at her own front 
gate, as she always did, and looked with deep pleasure at her house, with the red and pink and white roses massed along the narrow lawn, and 
the rambler going up along the porch; and the neat, the unbelievably trim lines of the house itself, with its slimness and its washed white look. 
Every window sparkled, every curtain hung stiff and straight, and even the stones of the front walk were swept and clear. People around town 
wondered how old Miss Strangeworth managed to keep the house looking the way it did, and there was a legend about a tourist once 
mistaking it for the local museum and going all through the place without finding out about his mistake. But the town was proud of Miss 
Strangeworth and her roses and her house. They had all grown together. 

Miss Strangeworth went up her front steps, unlocked her front door with her key, and went into the kitchen to put away her groceries. She 
debated about having a cup of tea and then decided that it was too close to midday dinnertime; she would not have the appetite for her little 
chop if she had tea now. Instead she went into the light, lovely sitting room, which still glowed from the hands of her mother and her 
grandmother, who had covered the chairs with bright chintz and hung the curtains. All the furniture was spare and shining, and the round 
hooked rugs on the floor had been the work of Miss Strangeworth’s grandmother and her mother. Miss Strangeworth had put a bowl of her 
red roses on the low table before the window, and the room was full of their scent. 

Miss Strangeworth went to the narrow desk in the corner and unlocked it with her key. She never knew when she might feel like writing 
letters, so she kept her notepaper inside and the desk locked. Miss Strangeworth’s usual stationery was heavy and cream-colored, with 
Strangeworth House engraved across the top, but, when she felt like writing her other letters, Miss Strangeworth used a pad of various-colored 
paper bought from the local newspaper shop. It was almost a town joke, that colored paper, layered in pink and green and blue and yellow; 
everyone in town bought it and used it for odd, informal notes and shopping lists. It was usual to remark, upon receiving a note written on a 
blue page, that so-and-so would be needing a new pad soon-here she was, down to the blue already. Everyone used the matching envelopes 
for tucking away recipes, or keeping odd little things in, or even to hold cookies in the school lunchboxes. Mr. Lewis sometimes gave them to 
the children for carrying home penny candy. 

Although Miss Strangeworth’s desk held a trimmed quill pen which had belonged to her grandfather, and a gold-frosted fountain pen which 
had belonged to her father, Miss Strangeworth always used a dull stub of pencil when she wrote her letters, and she printed them in a childish 
block print. After thinking for a minute, although she had been phrasing the letter in the back of her mind all the way home, she wrote on a 
pink sheet: Didn’t you ever see an idiot child before? Some people just shouldn’t have children, should they? 

She was pleased with the letter. She was fond of doing things exactly right. When she made a mistake, as she sometimes did, or when the 
letters were not spaced nicely on the page, she had to take the discarded page to the kitchen stove and bum it at once. Miss Strangeworth never 
delayed when things had to be done. 

After thinking for a minute, she decided that she would like to write another letter, perhaps to go to Mrs. Harper, to follow up the ones she 
had already mailed. She selected a green sheet this time and wrote quickly: Have you found out yet what they were all laughing about after you left the Bridge 
Club on Thursday? Or is the wife really the last one to know? 
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Miss Strangeworth never concerned herself with facts; her letters all dealt with the more negotiable stuff of suspicion. Mr. Lewis would 
never have imagined for a minute that his grandson might be lifting petty cash from the store register if he had not had one of Miss 
Strangeworth’s letters. Miss Chandler, the librarian, and Linda Stewart’s parents would have gone unsuspectingly ahead with their lives, never 
aware of possible evil lurking nearby, if Miss Strangeworth had not sent letters opening their eyes. Miss Strangeworth would have been 
genuinely shocked if there had been anything between Linda Stewart and the Harris boy, but, as long as evil existed unchecked in the world, it 
was Miss Strangeworth’s duty to keep her town alert to it. It was far more sensible for Miss Chandler to wonder what Mr. Shelley’s first wife 
had really died of than to take a chance on not knowing. There were so many wicked people in the world and only one Strangeworth left in the 
town. Besides, Miss Strangeworth liked writing her letters. 

She addressed an envelope to Don Crane after a moment’s thought, wondering curiously if he would show the letter to his wife, and using a 
pink envelope to match the pink paper. Then she addressed a second envelope, green, to Mrs. Harper. Then an idea came to her and she 
selected a blue sheet and wrote: You never know about doctors. Remember they’re only human and need money like the rest of us. Suppose the knife slipped 
accidentally. Would Dr. Burns get his fee and a little extra from that nephew of yours? 

She addressed the blue envelope to old Mrs. Foster, who was having an operation next month. She had thought of writing one more letter, 
to the head of the school board, asking how a chemistry teacher like Billy Moore’s father could afford a new convertible, but, all at once, she 
was tired of writing letters. The three she had done would do for one day. She could write more tomorrow; it was not as though they all had to 
be done at once. 

She had been writing her letters—sometimes two or three every day for a week, sometimes no more than one in a month—for the past 
year. She never got any answers, of course, because she never signed her name. If she had been asked, she would have said that her name, 
Adela Strangeworth, a name honored in the town for so many years, did not belong on such trash. The town where she lived had to be kept 
clean and sweet, but people everywhere were lustful and evil and degraded, and needed to be watched; the world was so large, and there was 
only one Strangeworth left in it. Miss Strangeworth sighed, locked her desk, and put the letters into her big black leather pocketbook, to be 
mailed when she took her evening walk. 

She broiled her little chop nicely, and had a sliced tomato and a good cup of tea ready when she sat down to her midday dinner at the table 
in her dining room, which could be opened to seat twenty-two, with a second table, if necessary, in the hall. Sitting in the warm sunlight that 
came through the tall windows of the dining room, seeing her roses massed outside, handling the heavy, old silverware and the fine, translucent 
china, Miss Strangeworth was pleased; she would not have cared to be doing anything else. People must live graciously, after all, she thought, 
and sipped her tea. Afterward, when her plate and cup and saucer were washed and dried and put back onto the shelves where they belonged, 
and her silverware was back in the mahogany silver chest, Miss Strangeworth went up the graceful staircase and into her bedroom, which was 
the front room overlooking the roses, and had been her mother’s and her grandmother’s. Their Crown Derby dresser set and furs had been 
kept here, their fans and silver-backed brushes and their own bowls of roses; Miss Strangeworth kept a bowl of white roses on the bed table. 

She drew the shades, took the rose satin spread from the bed, slipped out of her dress and her shoes, and lay down tiredly. She knew that no 
doorbell or phone would ring; no one in town would dare to disturb Miss Strangeworth during her afternoon nap. She slept, deep in the rich 
smell of roses. 

After her nap she worked in her garden for a little while, sparing herself because of the heat; then she came in to her supper. She ate 
asparagus from her own garden, with sweet-butter sauce and a soft boiled egg, and, while she had her supper, she listened to a late evening 
news broadcast and then to a program of classical music on her small radio. After her dishes were done and her kitchen set in order, she took 
up her hat—Miss Strangeworth’s hats were proverbial in the town; people believed that she had inherited them from her mother and her 
grandmother-and, locking the front door of her house behind her, set off on her evening walk, pocketbook under her arm. She nodded to 
Linda Stewart’s father, who was washing his car in the pleasantly cool evening. She thought that he looked troubled. 

There was only one place in town where she could mail her letters, and that was the new post office, shiny with red brick and silver letters. 
Although Miss Strangeworth had never given the matter any particular thought, she had always made a point of mailing her letters very secretly; 
it would, of course, not have been wise to let anyone see her mail them. Consequently, she timed her. walk so she could reach the post office 
just as darkness was starting to dim the outlines of the trees and the shapes of people’s faces, although no one could ever mistake Miss 
Strangeworth, with her dainty walk and her rustling skirts. There was always a group of young people around the post office, the very youngest 
roller-skating upon its driveway, which went all the way around the building and was the only smooth road in town; and the slightly older ones 
already knowing how to gather in small groups and chatter and laugh and make great, excited plans for going across the street to the soda shop 
in a minute or two. Miss Strangeworth had never had any self-consciousness before the children. She did not feel that any of them were staring 
at her unduly or longing to laugh at her, it would have been most reprehensible for their parents to permit their children to mock Miss 
Strangeworth of Pleasant Street. Most of the children stood back respectfully as Miss Strangeworth passed, silenced briefly in her presence, and 
some of the older children greeted her; saying soberly, “Hello, Miss Strangeworth.” 

Miss Strangeworth smiled at them and quickly went on. It had been a long time since she had known the name of every child in town. The 
mail slot was in the door of the post office. The children stood away as Miss Strangeworth approached it, seemingly surprised that anyone 
should want to use the post office after it had been officially closed up for the night and turned over to the children. Miss Strangeworth stood 
by the door, opening her black pocketbook to take out the letters, and heard a voice which she knew at once to be Linda Stewart’s. Poor little 
Linda was crying again, and Miss Strangeworth listened carefully. This was, after all, her town, and these were her people; if one of them was in 
trouble she ought to know about it. 
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“I can’t tell you, Dave,” Linda was saying—so she was talking to the Harris boy, as Miss Strangeworth had supposed—”I just can’t. It’s just 
nasty.” 

“But why won’t your father let me come around anymore? What on earth did I do?” 

“I can’t tell you. I just wouldn’t tell you for anything. You’ve got to have a dirty, dirty mind for things like that.” 

“But something’s happened. You’ve been crying and crying, and your father is all upset. Why can’t I know about it, too? Aren’t I like one of 
the family?” 

“Not anymore, Dave, not anymore. You’re not to come near our house again; my father said so. He said he’d horsewhip you. That’s all I 
can tell you: You’re not to come near our house anymore.” “But I didn’t do anything.” 

“Just the same, my father said . . .” 

Miss Strangeworth sighed and turned away. There was so much evil in people. Even in a charming little town like this one, there was still so 
much evil in people. 

She slipped her letters into the slot, and two of them fell inside. The third caught on the edge and fell outside, onto the ground at Miss 
Strangeworth’s feet. She did not notice it because she was wondering whether a letter to the Harris boy’s father might not be of some service in 
wiping out this potential badness. Wearily Miss Strangeworth turned to go home to her quiet bed in her lovely house, and never heard the 
Harris boy calling to her to say that she had dropped something. 

“Old lady Strangeworth’s getting deaf,” he said, looking after her and holding in his hand the letter he had picked up. 

“Well, who cares?” Linda said. “Who cares anymore, anyway?” “It’s for Don Crane,” the Harris boy said, “this letter. She dropped a letter 
addressed to Don Crane. Might as well take it on over. We pass his house anyway.” He laughed. “Maybe it’s got a cheque or something in it 
and he’d be just as glad to get it tonight instead of tomorrow.” 

“Catch old lady Strangeworth sending anybody a cheque,” Linda said. “Throw it in the post office. Why do anyone a favor?” She sniffled. 
“Doesn’t seem to me anybody around here cares about us,” she said. “Why should we care about them?” 

“I’ll take it over anyway,” the Harris boy said. “Maybe it’s good news for them. Maybe they need something happy tonight, too. Like us.” 

Sadly, holding hands, they wandered off down the dark street, the Harris boy carrying Miss Strangeworth’s pink envelope in his hand. 

Miss Strangeworth awakened the next morning with a feeling of intense happiness, and for a minute wondered why, and then remembered 
that this morning three people would open her letters. Harsh, perhaps, at first, but wickedness was never easily banished, and a clean heart was 
a scoured heart. She washed her soft old face and brushed her teeth, still sound in spite of her seventy-one years, and dressed herself carefully in 
her sweet, soft clothes and buttoned shoes. Then, coming downstairs and reflecting that perhaps a little waffle would be agreeable for breakfast 
in the sunny dining room, she found the mail on the hall floor and bent to pick it up. A bill, the morning paper, a letter in a green envelope that 
looked oddly familiar. Miss Strangeworth stood perfectly still for a minute, looking down at the green envelope with the pencilled printing, and 
thought: It looks like one of my letters. Was one of my letters sent back? No, because no one would know where to send it. How did this get 
here? 

Miss Strangeworth was a Strangeworth of Pleasant Street. Her hand did not shake as she opened the envelope and unfolded the sheet of 
green paper inside. She began to cry silently for the wickedness of the world when she read the words: Look out at what used to be your roses. 
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Araby — James Joyce 
 

North Richmond Street, being blind, was a quiet street except at the hour when the Christian Brothers’ School set the boys free. An 
uninhabited house of two storeys stood at the blind end, detached from its neighbours in a square ground The other houses of the street, 
conscious of decent lives within them, gazed at one another with brown imperturbable faces. 

The former tenant of our house, a priest, had died in the back drawing-room. Air, musty from having been long enclosed, hung in all the 
rooms, and the waste room behind the kitchen was littered with old useless papers. Among these I found a few paper-covered books, the 
pages of which were curled and damp: The Abbot, by Walter Scott, The Devout Communicant and The Memoirs of Vidocq. I liked the last 
best because its leaves were yellow. The wild garden behind the house contained a central apple-tree and a few straggling bushes under one of 
which I found the late tenant’s rusty bicycle-pump. He had been a very charitable priest; in his will he had left all his money to institutions and 
the furniture of his house to his sister. 

When the short days of winter came dusk fell before we had well eaten our dinners. When we met in the street the houses had grown 
sombre. The space of sky above us was the colour of ever-changing violet and towards it the lamps of the street lifted their feeble lanterns. The 
cold air stung us and we played till our bodies glowed. Our shouts echoed in the silent street. The career of our play brought us through the 
dark muddy lanes behind the houses where we ran the gauntlet of the rough tribes from the cottages, to the back doors of the dark dripping 
gardens where odours arose from the ashpits, to the dark odorous stables where a coachman smoothed and combed the horse or shook music 
from the buckled harness. When we returned to the street light from the kitchen windows had filled the areas. If my uncle was seen turning the 
corner we hid in the shadow until we had seen him safely housed. Or if Mangan’s sister came out on the doorstep to call her brother in to his 
tea we watched her from our shadow peer up and down the street. We waited to see whether she would remain or go in and, if she remained, 
we left our shadow and walked up to Mangan’s steps resignedly. She was waiting for us, her figure defined by the light from the half-opened 
door. Her brother always teased her before he obeyed and I stood by the railings looking at her. Her dress swung as she moved her body and 
the soft rope of her hair tossed from side to side. 

Every morning I lay on the floor in the front parlour watching her door. The blind was pulled down to within an inch of the sash so that I 
could not be seen. When she came out on the doorstep my heart leaped. I ran to the hall, seized my books and followed her. I kept her brown 
figure always in my eye and, when we came near the point at which our ways diverged, I quickened my pace and passed her. This happened 
morning after morning. I had never spoken to her, except for a few casual words, and yet her name was like a summons to all my foolish 
blood. 

Her image accompanied me even in places the most hostile to romance. On Saturday evenings when my aunt went marketing I had to go to 
carry some of the parcels. We walked through the flaring streets, jostled by drunken men and bargaining women, amid the curses of labourers, 
the shrill litanies of shop-boys who stood on guard by the barrels of pigs’ cheeks, the nasal chanting of street-singers, who sang a come-all-you 
about O’Donovan Rossa, or a ballad about the troubles in our native land. These noises converged in a single sensation of life for me: I 
imagined that I bore my chalice safely through a throng of foes. Her name sprang to my lips at moments in strange prayers and praises which I 
myself did not understand. My eyes were often full of tears (I could not tell why) and at times a flood from my heart seemed to pour itself out 
into my bosom. I thought little of the future. I did not know whether I would ever speak to her or not or, if I spoke to her, how I could tell her 
of my confused adoration. But my body was like a harp and her words and gestures were like fingers running upon the wires. 

One evening I went into the back drawing-room in which the priest had died. It was a dark rainy evening and there was no sound in the 
house. Through one of the broken panes I heard the rain impinge upon the earth, the fine incessant needles of water playing in the sodden 
beds. Some distant lamp or lighted window gleamed below me. I was thankful that I could see so little. All my senses seemed to desire to veil 
themselves and, feeling that I was about to slip from them, I pressed the palms of my hands together until they trembled, murmuring: “O love! 
O love!” many times. 

At last she spoke to me. When she addressed the first words to me I was so confused that I did not know what to answer. She asked me 
was I going to Araby. I forgot whether I answered yes or no. It would be a splendid bazaar, she said; she would love to go. 

“And why can’t you?” I asked. 

While she spoke she turned a silver bracelet round and round her wrist. She could not go, she said, because there would be a retreat that 
week in her convent. Her brother and two other boys were fighting for their caps and I was alone at the railings. She held one of the spikes, 
bowing her head towards me. The light from the lamp opposite our door caught the white curve of her neck, lit up her hair that rested there 
and, falling, lit up the hand upon the railing. It fell over one side of her dress and caught the white border of a petticoat, just visible as she stood 
at ease. 

“It’s well for you,” she said. 

“If I go,” I said, “I will bring you something.” 

What innumerable follies laid waste my waking and sleeping thoughts after that evening! I wished to annihilate the tedious intervening days. I 
chafed against the work of school. At night in my bedroom and by day in the classroom her image came between me and the page I strove to 
read. The syllables of the word Araby were called to me through the silence in which my soul luxuriated and cast an Eastern enchantment over 
me. I asked for leave to go to the bazaar on Saturday night. My aunt was surprised and hoped it was not some Freemason affair. I answered 
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few questions in class. I watched my master’s face pass from amiability to sternness; he hoped I was not beginning to idle. I could not call my 
wandering thoughts together. I had hardly any patience with the serious work of life which, now that it stood between me and my desire, 
seemed to me child’s play, ugly monotonous child’s play. 

On Saturday morning I reminded my uncle that I wished to go to the bazaar in the evening. He was fussing at the hallstand, looking for the 
hat-brush, and answered me curtly: 

“Yes, boy, I know.” 

As he was in the hall I could not go into the front parlour and lie at the window. I left the house in bad humour and walked slowly towards 
the school. The air was pitilessly raw and already my heart misgave me. 

When I came home to dinner my uncle had not yet been home. Still it was early. I sat staring at the clock for some time and, when its ticking 
began to irritate me, I left the room. I mounted the staircase and gained the upper part of the house. The high cold empty gloomy rooms 
liberated me and I went from room to room singing. From the front window I saw my companions playing below in the street. Their cries 
reached me weakened and indistinct and, leaning my forehead against the cool glass, I looked over at the dark house where she lived. I may 
have stood there for an hour, seeing nothing but the brown-clad figure cast by my imagination, touched discreetly by the lamplight at the 
curved neck, at the hand upon the railings and at the border below the dress. 

When I came downstairs again I found Mrs. Mercer sitting at the fire. She was an old garrulous woman, a pawnbroker’s widow, who 
collected used stamps for some pious purpose. I had to endure the gossip of the tea-table. The meal was prolonged beyond an hour and still 
my uncle did not come. Mrs. Mercer stood up to go: she was sorry she couldn’t wait any longer, but it was after eight o’clock and she did not 
like to be out late as the night air was bad for her. When she had gone I began to walk up and down the room, clenching my fists. My aunt said: 

“I’m afraid you may put off your bazaar for this night of Our Lord.” 

At nine o’clock I heard my uncle’s latchkey in the halldoor. I heard him talking to himself and heard the hallstand rocking when it had 
received the weight of his overcoat. I could interpret these signs. When he was midway through his dinner I asked him to give me the money 
to go to the bazaar. He had forgotten. 

“The people are in bed and after their first sleep now,” he said. 

I did not smile. My aunt said to him energetically: 

“Can’t you give him the money and let him go? You’ve kept him late enough as it is.” 

My uncle said he was very sorry he had forgotten. He said he believed in the old saying: “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.” He 
asked me where I was going and, when I had told him a second time he asked me did I know The Arab’s Farewell to his Steed. When I left the 
kitchen he was about to recite the opening lines of the piece to my aunt. 

I held a florin tightly in my hand as I strode down Buckingham Street towards the station. The sight of the streets thronged with buyers and 
glaring with gas recalled to me the purpose of my journey. I took my seat in a third-class carriage of a deserted train. After an intolerable delay 
the train moved out of the station slowly. It crept onward among ruinous houses and over the twinkling river. At Westland Row Station a 
crowd of people pressed to the carriage doors; but the porters moved them back, saying that it was a special train for the bazaar. I remained 
alone in the bare carriage. In a few minutes the train drew up beside an improvised wooden platform. I passed out on to the road and saw by 
the lighted dial of a clock that it was ten minutes to ten. In front of me was a large building which displayed the magical name. 

I could not find any sixpenny entrance and, fearing that the bazaar would be closed, I passed in quickly through a turnstile, handing a shilling 
to a weary-looking man. I found myself in a big hall girdled at half its height by a gallery. Nearly all the stalls were closed and the greater part of 
the hall was in darkness. I recognised a silence like that which pervades a church after a service. I walked into the centre of the bazaar timidly. A 
few people were gathered about the stalls which were still open. Before a curtain, over which the words Cafe Chantant were written in coloured 
lamps, two men were counting money on a salver. I listened to the fall of the coins. 

Remembering with difficulty why I had come I went over to one of the stalls and examined porcelain vases and flowered tea-sets. At the 
door of the stall a young lady was talking and laughing with two young gentlemen. I remarked their English accents and listened vaguely to their 
conversation. 

“O, I never said such a thing!” 

“O, but you did!” 

“O, but I didn’t!” 

“Didn’t she say that?” 

“Yes. I heard her.” 

“O, there’s a... fib!” 

Observing me the young lady came over and asked me did I wish to buy anything. The tone of her voice was not encouraging; she seemed 
to have spoken to me out of a sense of duty. I looked humbly at the great jars that stood like eastern guards at either side of the dark entrance 
to the stall and murmured: 

“No, thank you.” 
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The young lady changed the position of one of the vases and went back to the two young men. They began to talk of the same subject. 
Once or twice the young lady glanced at me over her shoulder. 

I lingered before her stall, though I knew my stay was useless, to make my interest in her wares seem the more real. Then I turned away 
slowly and walked down the middle of the bazaar. I allowed the two pennies to fall against the sixpence in my pocket. I heard a voice call from 
one end of the gallery that the light was out. The upper part of the hall was now completely dark. 

Gazing up into the darkness I saw myself as a creature driven and derided by vanity; and my eyes burned with anguish and anger. 
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The Dead — James Joyce 
 

Lily, the caretaker’s daughter, was literally run off her feet. Hardly had she brought one gentleman into the little pantry behind the office on 
the ground floor and helped him off with his overcoat than the wheezy hall-door bell clanged again and she had to scamper along the bare 
hallway to let in another guest. It was well for her she had not to attend to the ladies also. But Miss Kate and Miss Julia had thought of that and 
had converted the bathroom upstairs into a ladies’ dressing-room. Miss Kate and Miss Julia were there, gossiping and laughing and fussing, 
walking after each other to the head of the stairs, peering down over the banisters and calling down to Lily to ask her who had come. 

It was always a great affair, the Misses Morkan’s annual dance. Everybody who knew them came to it, members of the family, old friends of 
the family, the members of Julia’s choir, any of Kate’s pupils that were grown up enough, and even some of Mary Jane’s pupils too. Never 
once had it fallen flat. For years and years it had gone off in splendid style, as long as anyone could remember; ever since Kate and Julia, after 
the death of their brother Pat, had left the house in Stoney Batter and taken Mary Jane, their only niece, to live with them in the dark, gaunt 
house on Usher’s Island, the upper part of which they had rented from Mr. Fulham, the corn-factor on the ground floor. That was a good 
thirty years ago if it was a day. Mary Jane, who was then a little girl in short clothes, was now the main prop of the household, for she had the 
organ in Haddington Road. She had been through the Academy and gave a pupils’ concert every year in the upper room of the Antient 
Concert Rooms. Many of her pupils belonged to the better-class families on the Kingstown and Dalkey line. Old as they were, her aunts also 
did their share. Julia, though she was quite grey, was still the leading soprano in Adam and Eve’s, and Kate, being too feeble to go about much, 
gave music lessons to beginners on the old square piano in the back room. Lily, the caretaker’s daughter, did housemaid’s work for them. 
Though their life was modest, they believed in eating well; the best of everything: diamond-bone sirloins, three-shilling tea and the best bottled 
stout. But Lily seldom made a mistake in the orders, so that she got on well with her three mistresses. They were fussy, that was all. But the only 
thing they would not stand was back answers. 

Of course, they had good reason to be fussy on such a night. And then it was long after ten o’clock and yet there was no sign of Gabriel and 
his wife. Besides they were dreadfully afraid that Freddy Malins might turn up screwed. They would not wish for worlds that any of Mary Jane’s 
pupils should see him under the influence; and when he was like that it was sometimes very hard to manage him. Freddy Malins always came 
late, but they wondered what could be keeping Gabriel: and that was what brought them every two minutes to the banisters to ask Lily had 
Gabriel or Freddy come. 

“O, Mr. Conroy,” said Lily to Gabriel when she opened the door for him, “Miss Kate and Miss Julia thought you were never coming. 
Good-night, Mrs. Conroy.” 

“I’ll engage they did,” said Gabriel, “but they forget that my wife here takes three mortal hours to dress herself.” 

He stood on the mat, scraping the snow from his goloshes, while Lily led his wife to the foot of the stairs and called out: 

“Miss Kate, here’s Mrs. Conroy.” 

Kate and Julia came toddling down the dark stairs at once. Both of them kissed Gabriel’s wife, said she must be perished alive, and asked 
was Gabriel with her. 

“Here I am as right as the mail, Aunt Kate! Go on up. I’ll follow,” called out Gabriel from the dark. 

He continued scraping his feet vigorously while the three women went upstairs, laughing, to the ladies’ dressing-room. A light fringe of snow 
lay like a cape on the shoulders of his overcoat and like toecaps on the toes of his goloshes; and, as the buttons of his overcoat slipped with a 
squeaking noise through the snow-stiffened frieze, a cold, fragrant air from out-of-doors escaped from crevices and folds. 

“Is it snowing again, Mr. Conroy?” asked Lily. 

She had preceded him into the pantry to help him off with his overcoat. Gabriel smiled at the three syllables she had given his surname and 
glanced at her. She was a slim, growing girl, pale in complexion and with hay-coloured hair. The gas in the pantry made her look still paler. 
Gabriel had known her when she was a child and used to sit on the lowest step nursing a rag doll. 

“Yes, Lily,” he answered, “and I think we’re in for a night of it.” 

He looked up at the pantry ceiling, which was shaking with the stamping and shuffling of feet on the floor above, listened for a moment to 
the piano and then glanced at the girl, who was folding his overcoat carefully at the end of a shelf. 

“Tell me. Lily,” he said in a friendly tone, “do you still go to school?” 

“O no, sir,” she answered. “I’m done schooling this year and more.” 

“O, then,” said Gabriel gaily, “I suppose we’ll be going to your wedding one of these fine days with your young man, eh?” 

The girl glanced back at him over her shoulder and said with great bitterness: 

“The men that is now is only all palaver and what they can get out of you.” 

Gabriel coloured, as if he felt he had made a mistake and, without looking at her, kicked off his goloshes and flicked actively with his muffler 
at his patent-leather shoes. 

He was a stout, tallish young man. The high colour of his cheeks pushed upwards even to his forehead, where it scattered itself in a few 
formless patches of pale red; and on his hairless face there scintillated restlessly the polished lenses and the bright gilt rims of the glasses which 
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screened his delicate and restless eyes. His glossy black hair was parted in the middle and brushed in a long curve behind his ears where it curled 
slightly beneath the groove left by his hat. 

When he had flicked lustre into his shoes he stood up and pulled his waistcoat down more tightly on his plump body. Then he took a coin 
rapidly from his pocket. 

“O Lily,” he said, thrusting it into her hands, “it’s Christmastime, isn’t it? Just... here’s a little....” 

He walked rapidly towards the door. 

“O no, sir!” cried the girl, following him. “Really, sir, I wouldn’t take it.” 

“Christmas-time! Christmas-time!” said Gabriel, almost trotting to the stairs and waving his hand to her in deprecation. 

The girl, seeing that he had gained the stairs, called out after him: 

“Well, thank you, sir.” 

He waited outside the drawing-room door until the waltz should finish, listening to the skirts that swept against it and to the shuffling of feet. 
He was still discomposed by the girl’s bitter and sudden retort. It had cast a gloom over him which he tried to dispel by arranging his cuffs and 
the bows of his tie. He then took from his waistcoat pocket a little paper and glanced at the headings he had made for his speech. He was 
undecided about the lines from Robert Browning, for he feared they would be above the heads of his hearers. Some quotation that they would 
recognise from Shakespeare or from the Melodies would be better. The indelicate clacking of the men’s heels and the shuffling of their soles 
reminded him that their grade of culture differed from his. He would only make himself ridiculous by quoting poetry to them which they could 
not understand. They would think that he was airing his superior education. He would fail with them just as he had failed with the girl in the 
pantry. He had taken up a wrong tone. His whole speech was a mistake from first to last, an utter failure. 

Just then his aunts and his wife came out of the ladies’ dressing-room. His aunts were two small, plainly dressed old women. Aunt Julia was 
an inch or so the taller. Her hair, drawn low over the tops of her ears, was grey; and grey also, with darker shadows, was her large flaccid face. 
Though she was stout in build and stood erect, her slow eyes and parted lips gave her the appearance of a woman who did not know where 
she was or where she was going. Aunt Kate was more vivacious. Her face, healthier than her sister’s, was all puckers and creases, like a 
shrivelled red apple, and her hair, braided in the same old-fashioned way, had not lost its ripe nut colour. 

They both kissed Gabriel frankly. He was their favourite nephew, the son of their dead elder sister, Ellen, who had married T. J. Conroy of 
the Port and Docks. 

“Gretta tells me you’re not going to take a cab back to Monkstown tonight, Gabriel,” said Aunt Kate. 

“No,” said Gabriel, turning to his wife, “we had quite enough of that last year, hadn’t we? Don’t you remember, Aunt Kate, what a cold 
Gretta got out of it? Cab windows rattling all the way, and the east wind blowing in after we passed Merrion. Very jolly it was. Gretta caught a 
dreadful cold.” 

Aunt Kate frowned severely and nodded her head at every word. 

“Quite right, Gabriel, quite right,” she said. “You can’t be too careful.” 

“But as for Gretta there,” said Gabriel, “she’d walk home in the snow if she were let.” 

Mrs. Conroy laughed. 

“Don’t mind him, Aunt Kate,” she said. “He’s really an awful bother, what with green shades for Tom’s eyes at night and making him do 
the dumb-bells, and forcing Eva to eat the stirabout. The poor child! And she simply hates the sight of it!... O, but you’ll never guess what he 
makes me wear now!” 

She broke out into a peal of laughter and glanced at her husband, whose admiring and happy eyes had been wandering from her dress to her 
face and hair. The two aunts laughed heartily, too, for Gabriel’s solicitude was a standing joke with them. 

“Goloshes!” said Mrs. Conroy. “That’s the latest. Whenever it’s wet underfoot I must put on my galoshes. Tonight even, he wanted me to 
put them on, but I wouldn’t. The next thing he’ll buy me will be a diving suit.” 

Gabriel laughed nervously and patted his tie reassuringly, while Aunt Kate nearly doubled herself, so heartily did she enjoy the joke. The 
smile soon faded from Aunt Julia’s face and her mirthless eyes were directed towards her nephew’s face. After a pause she asked: 

“And what are goloshes, Gabriel?” 

“Goloshes, Julia!” exclaimed her sister “Goodness me, don’t you know what goloshes are? You wear them over your... over your boots, 
Gretta, isn’t it?” 

“Yes,” said Mrs. Conroy. “Guttapercha things. We both have a pair now. Gabriel says everyone wears them on the Continent.” 

“O, on the Continent,” murmured Aunt Julia, nodding her head slowly. 

Gabriel knitted his brows and said, as if he were slightly angered: 

“It’s nothing very wonderful, but Gretta thinks it very funny because she says the word reminds her of Christy Minstrels.” 

“But tell me, Gabriel,” said Aunt Kate, with brisk tact. “Of course, you’ve seen about the room. Gretta was saying...” 

“O, the room is all right,” replied Gabriel. “I’ve taken one in the Gresham.” 
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“To be sure,” said Aunt Kate, “by far the best thing to do. And the children, Gretta, you’re not anxious about them?” 

“O, for one night,” said Mrs. Conroy. “Besides, Bessie will look after them.” 

“To be sure,” said Aunt Kate again. “What a comfort it is to have a girl like that, one you can depend on! There’s that Lily, I’m sure I don’t 
know what has come over her lately. She’s not the girl she was at all.” 

Gabriel was about to ask his aunt some questions on this point, but she broke off suddenly to gaze after her sister, who had wandered down 
the stairs and was craning her neck over the banisters. 

“Now, I ask you,” she said almost testily, “where is Julia going? Julia! Julia! Where are you going?” 

Julia, who had gone half way down one flight, came back and announced blandly: 

“Here’s Freddy.” 

At the same moment a clapping of hands and a final flourish of the pianist told that the waltz had ended. The drawing-room door was 
opened from within and some couples came out. Aunt Kate drew Gabriel aside hurriedly and whispered into his ear: 

“Slip down, Gabriel, like a good fellow and see if he’s all right, and don’t let him up if he’s screwed. I’m sure he’s screwed. I’m sure he is.” 

Gabriel went to the stairs and listened over the banisters. He could hear two persons talking in the pantry. Then he recognised Freddy 
Malins’ laugh. He went down the stairs noisily. 

“It’s such a relief,” said Aunt Kate to Mrs. Conroy, “that Gabriel is here. I always feel easier in my mind when he’s here.... Julia, there’s Miss 
Daly and Miss Power will take some refreshment. Thanks for your beautiful waltz, Miss Daly. It made lovely time.” 

A tall wizen-faced man, with a stiff grizzled moustache and swarthy skin, who was passing out with his partner, said: 

“And may we have some refreshment, too, Miss Morkan?” 

“Julia,” said Aunt Kate summarily, “and here’s Mr. Browne and Miss Furlong. Take them in, Julia, with Miss Daly and Miss Power.” 

“I’m the man for the ladies,” said Mr. Browne, pursing his lips until his moustache bristled and smiling in all his wrinkles. “You know, Miss 
Morkan, the reason they are so fond of me is——” 

He did not finish his sentence, but, seeing that Aunt Kate was out of earshot, at once led the three young ladies into the back room. The 
middle of the room was occupied by two square tables placed end to end, and on these Aunt Julia and the caretaker were straightening and 
smoothing a large cloth. On the sideboard were arrayed dishes and plates, and glasses and bundles of knives and forks and spoons. The top of 
the closed square piano served also as a sideboard for viands and sweets. At a smaller sideboard in one corner two young men were standing, 
drinking hop-bitters. 

Mr. Browne led his charges thither and invited them all, in jest, to some ladies’ punch, hot, strong and sweet. As they said they never took 
anything strong, he opened three bottles of lemonade for them. Then he asked one of the young men to move aside, and, taking hold of the 
decanter, filled out for himself a goodly measure of whisky. The young men eyed him respectfully while he took a trial sip. 

“God help me,” he said, smiling, “it’s the doctor’s orders.” 

His wizened face broke into a broader smile, and the three young ladies laughed in musical echo to his pleasantry, swaying their bodies to 
and fro, with nervous jerks of their shoulders. The boldest said: 

“O, now, Mr. Browne, I’m sure the doctor never ordered anything of the kind.” 

Mr. Browne took another sip of his whisky and said, with sidling mimicry: 

“Well, you see, I’m like the famous Mrs. Cassidy, who is reported to have said: ‘Now, Mary Grimes, if I don’t take it, make me take it, for I 
feel I want it.’” 

His hot face had leaned forward a little too confidentially and he had assumed a very low Dublin accent so that the young ladies, with one 
instinct, received his speech in silence. Miss Furlong, who was one of Mary Jane’s pupils, asked Miss Daly what was the name of the pretty 
waltz she had played; and Mr. Browne, seeing that he was ignored, turned promptly to the two young men who were more appreciative. 

A red-faced young woman, dressed in pansy, came into the room, excitedly clapping her hands and crying: 

“Quadrilles! Quadrilles!” 

Close on her heels came Aunt Kate, crying: 

“Two gentlemen and three ladies, Mary Jane!” 

“O, here’s Mr. Bergin and Mr. Kerrigan,” said Mary Jane. “Mr. Kerrigan, will you take Miss Power? Miss Furlong, may I get you a partner, 
Mr. Bergin. O, that’ll just do now.” 

“Three ladies, Mary Jane,” said Aunt Kate. 

The two young gentlemen asked the ladies if they might have the pleasure, and Mary Jane turned to Miss Daly. 

“O, Miss Daly, you’re really awfully good, after playing for the last two dances, but really we’re so short of ladies tonight.” 

“I don’t mind in the least, Miss Morkan.” 

“But I’ve a nice partner for you, Mr. Bartell D’Arcy, the tenor. I’ll get him to sing later on. All Dublin is raving about him.” 
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“Lovely voice, lovely voice!” said Aunt Kate. 

As the piano had twice begun the prelude to the first figure Mary Jane led her recruits quickly from the room. They had hardly gone when 
Aunt Julia wandered slowly into the room, looking behind her at something. 

“What is the matter, Julia?” asked Aunt Kate anxiously. “Who is it?” 

Julia, who was carrying in a column of table-napkins, turned to her sister and said, simply, as if the question had surprised her: 

“It’s only Freddy, Kate, and Gabriel with him.” 

In fact right behind her Gabriel could be seen piloting Freddy Malins across the landing. The latter, a young man of about forty, was of 
Gabriel’s size and build, with very round shoulders. His face was fleshy and pallid, touched with colour only at the thick hanging lobes of his 
ears and at the wide wings of his nose. He had coarse features, a blunt nose, a convex and receding brow, tumid and protruded lips. His heavy-
lidded eyes and the disorder of his scanty hair made him look sleepy. He was laughing heartily in a high key at a story which he had been telling 
Gabriel on the stairs and at the same time rubbing the knuckles of his left fist backwards and forwards into his left eye. 

“Good-evening, Freddy,” said Aunt Julia. 

Freddy Malins bade the Misses Morkan good-evening in what seemed an offhand fashion by reason of the habitual catch in his voice and 
then, seeing that Mr. Browne was grinning at him from the sideboard, crossed the room on rather shaky legs and began to repeat in an 
undertone the story he had just told to Gabriel. 

“He’s not so bad, is he?” said Aunt Kate to Gabriel. 

Gabriel’s brows were dark but he raised them quickly and answered: 

“O, no, hardly noticeable.” 

“Now, isn’t he a terrible fellow!” she said. “And his poor mother made him take the pledge on New Year’s Eve. But come on, Gabriel, into 
the drawing-room.” 

Before leaving the room with Gabriel she signalled to Mr. Browne by frowning and shaking her forefinger in warning to and fro. Mr. 
Browne nodded in answer and, when she had gone, said to Freddy Malins: 

“Now, then, Teddy, I’m going to fill you out a good glass of lemonade just to buck you up.” 

Freddy Malins, who was nearing the climax of his story, waved the offer aside impatiently but Mr. Browne, having first called Freddy Malins’ 
attention to a disarray in his dress, filled out and handed him a full glass of lemonade. Freddy Malins’ left hand accepted the glass mechanically, 
his right hand being engaged in the mechanical readjustment of his dress. Mr. Browne, whose face was once more wrinkling with mirth, 
poured out for himself a glass of whisky while Freddy Malins exploded, before he had well reached the climax of his story, in a kink of high-
pitched bronchitic laughter and, setting down his untasted and overflowing glass, began to rub the knuckles of his left fist backwards and 
forwards into his left eye, repeating words of his last phrase as well as his fit of laughter would allow him. 

Gabriel could not listen while Mary Jane was playing her Academy piece, full of runs and difficult passages, to the hushed drawing-room. He 
liked music but the piece she was playing had no melody for him and he doubted whether it had any melody for the other listeners, though 
they had begged Mary Jane to play something. Four young men, who had come from the refreshment-room to stand in the doorway at the 
sound of the piano, had gone away quietly in couples after a few minutes. The only persons who seemed to follow the music were Mary Jane 
herself, her hands racing along the key-board or lifted from it at the pauses like those of a priestess in momentary imprecation, and Aunt Kate 
standing at her elbow to turn the page. 

Gabriel’s eyes, irritated by the floor, which glittered with beeswax under the heavy chandelier, wandered to the wall above the piano. A 
picture of the balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet hung there and beside it was a picture of the two murdered princes in the Tower which Aunt 
Julia had worked in red, blue and brown wools when she was a girl. Probably in the school they had gone to as girls that kind of work had been 
taught for one year. His mother had worked for him as a birthday present a waistcoat of purple tabinet, with little foxes’ heads upon it, lined 
with brown satin and having round mulberry buttons. It was strange that his mother had had no musical talent though Aunt Kate used to call 
her the brains carrier of the Morkan family. Both she and Julia had always seemed a little proud of their serious and matronly sister. Her 
photograph stood before the pierglass. She held an open book on her knees and was pointing out something in it to Constantine who, dressed 
in a man-o-war suit, lay at her feet. It was she who had chosen the name of her sons for she was very sensible of the dignity of family life. 
Thanks to her, Constantine was now senior curate in Balbrigan and, thanks to her, Gabriel himself had taken his degree in the Royal University. 
A shadow passed over his face as he remembered her sullen opposition to his marriage. Some slighting phrases she had used still rankled in his 
memory; she had once spoken of Gretta as being country cute and that was not true of Gretta at all. It was Gretta who had nursed her during 
all her last long illness in their house at Monkstown. 

He knew that Mary Jane must be near the end of her piece for she was playing again the opening melody with runs of scales after every bar 
and while he waited for the end the resentment died down in his heart. The piece ended with a trill of octaves in the treble and a final deep 
octave in the bass. Great applause greeted Mary Jane as, blushing and rolling up her music nervously, she escaped from the room. The most 
vigorous clapping came from the four young men in the doorway who had gone away to the refreshment-room at the beginning of the piece 
but had come back when the piano had stopped. 
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Lancers were arranged. Gabriel found himself partnered with Miss Ivors. She was a frank-mannered talkative young lady, with a freckled 
face and prominent brown eyes. She did not wear a low-cut bodice and the large brooch which was fixed in the front of her collar bore on it an 
Irish device and motto. 

When they had taken their places she said abruptly: 

“I have a crow to pluck with you.” 

“With me?” said Gabriel. 

She nodded her head gravely. 

“What is it?” asked Gabriel, smiling at her solemn manner. 

“Who is G. C.?” answered Miss Ivors, turning her eyes upon him. 

Gabriel coloured and was about to knit his brows, as if he did not understand, when she said bluntly: 

“O, innocent Amy! I have found out that you write for The Daily Express. Now, aren’t you ashamed of yourself?” 

“Why should I be ashamed of myself?” asked Gabriel, blinking his eyes and trying to smile. 

“Well, I’m ashamed of you,” said Miss Ivors frankly. “To say you’d write for a paper like that. I didn’t think you were a West Briton.” 

A look of perplexity appeared on Gabriel’s face. It was true that he wrote a literary column every Wednesday in The Daily Express, for 
which he was paid fifteen shillings. But that did not make him a West Briton surely. The books he received for review were almost more 
welcome than the paltry cheque. He loved to feel the covers and turn over the pages of newly printed books. Nearly every day when his 
teaching in the college was ended he used to wander down the quays to the second-hand booksellers, to Hickey’s on Bachelor’s Walk, to Web’s 
or Massey’s on Aston’s Quay, or to O’Clohissey’s in the by-street. He did not know how to meet her charge. He wanted to say that literature 
was above politics. But they were friends of many years’ standing and their careers had been parallel, first at the University and then as teachers: 
he could not risk a grandiose phrase with her. He continued blinking his eyes and trying to smile and murmured lamely that he saw nothing 
political in writing reviews of books. 

When their turn to cross had come he was still perplexed and inattentive. Miss Ivors promptly took his hand in a warm grasp and said in a 
soft friendly tone: 

“Of course, I was only joking. Come, we cross now.” 

When they were together again she spoke of the University question and Gabriel felt more at ease. A friend of hers had shown her his 
review of Browning’s poems. That was how she had found out the secret: but she liked the review immensely. Then she said suddenly: 

“O, Mr. Conroy, will you come for an excursion to the Aran Isles this summer? We’re going to stay there a whole month. It will be splendid 
out in the Atlantic. You ought to come. Mr. Clancy is coming, and Mr. Kilkelly and Kathleen Kearney. It would be splendid for Gretta too if 
she’d come. She’s from Connacht, isn’t she?” 

“Her people are,” said Gabriel shortly. 

“But you will come, won’t you?” said Miss Ivors, laying her warm hand eagerly on his arm. 

“The fact is,” said Gabriel, “I have just arranged to go——” 

“Go where?” asked Miss Ivors. 

“Well, you know, every year I go for a cycling tour with some fellows and so——” 

“But where?” asked Miss Ivors. 

“Well, we usually go to France or Belgium or perhaps Germany,” said Gabriel awkwardly. 

“And why do you go to France and Belgium,” said Miss Ivors, “instead of visiting your own land?” 

“Well,” said Gabriel, “it’s partly to keep in touch with the languages and partly for a change.” 

“And haven’t you your own language to keep in touch with—Irish?” asked Miss Ivors. 

“Well,” said Gabriel, “if it comes to that, you know, Irish is not my language.” 

Their neighbours had turned to listen to the cross-examination. Gabriel glanced right and left nervously and tried to keep his good humour 
under the ordeal which was making a blush invade his forehead. 

“And haven’t you your own land to visit,” continued Miss Ivors, “that you know nothing of, your own people, and your own country?” 

“O, to tell you the truth,” retorted Gabriel suddenly, “I’m sick of my own country, sick of it!” 

“Why?” asked Miss Ivors. 

Gabriel did not answer for his retort had heated him. 

“Why?” repeated Miss Ivors. 

They had to go visiting together and, as he had not answered her, Miss Ivors said warmly: 

“Of course, you’ve no answer.” 
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Gabriel tried to cover his agitation by taking part in the dance with great energy. He avoided her eyes for he had seen a sour expression on 
her face. But when they met in the long chain he was surprised to feel his hand firmly pressed. She looked at him from under her brows for a 
moment quizzically until he smiled. Then, just as the chain was about to start again, she stood on tiptoe and whispered into his ear: 

“West Briton!” 

When the lancers were over Gabriel went away to a remote corner of the room where Freddy Malins’ mother was sitting. She was a stout 
feeble old woman with white hair. Her voice had a catch in it like her son’s and she stuttered slightly. She had been told that Freddy had come 
and that he was nearly all right. Gabriel asked her whether she had had a good crossing. She lived with her married daughter in Glasgow and 
came to Dublin on a visit once a year. She answered placidly that she had had a beautiful crossing and that the captain had been most attentive 
to her. She spoke also of the beautiful house her daughter kept in Glasgow, and of all the friends they had there. While her tongue rambled on 
Gabriel tried to banish from his mind all memory of the unpleasant incident with Miss Ivors. Of course the girl or woman, or whatever she 
was, was an enthusiast but there was a time for all things. Perhaps he ought not to have answered her like that. But she had no right to call him 
a West Briton before people, even in joke. She had tried to make him ridiculous before people, heckling him and staring at him with her 
rabbit’s eyes. 

He saw his wife making her way towards him through the waltzing couples. When she reached him she said into his ear: 

“Gabriel, Aunt Kate wants to know won’t you carve the goose as usual. Miss Daly will carve the ham and I’ll do the pudding.” 

“All right,” said Gabriel. 

“She’s sending in the younger ones first as soon as this waltz is over so that we’ll have the table to ourselves.” 

“Were you dancing?” asked Gabriel. 

“Of course I was. Didn’t you see me? What row had you with Molly Ivors?” 

“No row. Why? Did she say so?” 

“Something like that. I’m trying to get that Mr. D’Arcy to sing. He’s full of conceit, I think.” 

“There was no row,” said Gabriel moodily, “only she wanted me to go for a trip to the west of Ireland and I said I wouldn’t.” 

His wife clasped her hands excitedly and gave a little jump. 

“O, do go, Gabriel,” she cried. “I’d love to see Galway again.” 

“You can go if you like,” said Gabriel coldly. 

She looked at him for a moment, then turned to Mrs. Malins and said: 

“There’s a nice husband for you, Mrs. Malins.” 

While she was threading her way back across the room Mrs. Malins, without adverting to the interruption, went on to tell Gabriel what 
beautiful places there were in Scotland and beautiful scenery. Her son-in-law brought them every year to the lakes and they used to go fishing. 
Her son-in-law was a splendid fisher. One day he caught a beautiful big fish and the man in the hotel cooked it for their dinner. 

Gabriel hardly heard what she said. Now that supper was coming near he began to think again about his speech and about the quotation. 
When he saw Freddy Malins coming across the room to visit his mother Gabriel left the chair free for him and retired into the embrasure of 
the window. The room had already cleared and from the back room came the clatter of plates and knives. Those who still remained in the 
drawing-room seemed tired of dancing and were conversing quietly in little groups. Gabriel’s warm trembling fingers tapped the cold pane of 
the window. How cool it must be outside! How pleasant it would be to walk out alone, first along by the river and then through the park! The 
snow would be lying on the branches of the trees and forming a bright cap on the top of the Wellington Monument. How much more 
pleasant it would be there than at the supper-table! 

He ran over the headings of his speech: Irish hospitality, sad memories, the Three Graces, Paris, the quotation from Browning. He repeated 
to himself a phrase he had written in his review: “One feels that one is listening to a thought-tormented music.” Miss Ivors had praised the 
review. Was she sincere? Had she really any life of her own behind all her propagandism? There had never been any ill-feeling between them 
until that night. It unnerved him to think that she would be at the supper-table, looking up at him while he spoke with her critical quizzing eyes. 
Perhaps she would not be sorry to see him fail in his speech. An idea came into his mind and gave him courage. He would say, alluding to Aunt 
Kate and Aunt Julia: “Ladies and Gentlemen, the generation which is now on the wane among us may have had its faults but for my part I 
think it had certain qualities of hospitality, of humour, of humanity, which the new and very serious and hypereducated generation that is 
growing up around us seems to me to lack.” Very good: that was one for Miss Ivors. What did he care that his aunts were only two ignorant 
old women? 

A murmur in the room attracted his attention. Mr. Browne was advancing from the door, gallantly escorting Aunt Julia, who leaned upon 
his arm, smiling and hanging her head. An irregular musketry of applause escorted her also as far as the piano and then, as Mary Jane seated 
herself on the stool, and Aunt Julia, no longer smiling, half turned so as to pitch her voice fairly into the room, gradually ceased. Gabriel 
recognised the prelude. It was that of an old song of Aunt Julia’s—Arrayed for the Bridal. Her voice, strong and clear in tone, attacked with 
great spirit the runs which embellish the air and though she sang very rapidly she did not miss even the smallest of the grace notes. To follow 
the voice, without looking at the singer’s face, was to feel and share the excitement of swift and secure flight. Gabriel applauded loudly with all 
the others at the close of the song and loud applause was borne in from the invisible supper-table. It sounded so genuine that a little colour 
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struggled into Aunt Julia’s face as she bent to replace in the music-stand the old leather-bound songbook that had her initials on the cover. 
Freddy Malins, who had listened with his head perched sideways to hear her better, was still applauding when everyone else had ceased and 
talking animatedly to his mother who nodded her head gravely and slowly in acquiescence. At last, when he could clap no more, he stood up 
suddenly and hurried across the room to Aunt Julia whose hand he seized and held in both his hands, shaking it when words failed him or the 
catch in his voice proved too much for him. 

“I was just telling my mother,” he said, “I never heard you sing so well, never. No, I never heard your voice so good as it is tonight. Now! 
Would you believe that now? That’s the truth. Upon my word and honour that’s the truth. I never heard your voice sound so fresh and so... so 
clear and fresh, never.” 

Aunt Julia smiled broadly and murmured something about compliments as she released her hand from his grasp. Mr. Browne extended his 
open hand towards her and said to those who were near him in the manner of a showman introducing a prodigy to an audience: 

“Miss Julia Morkan, my latest discovery!” 

He was laughing very heartily at this himself when Freddy Malins turned to him and said: 

“Well, Browne, if you’re serious you might make a worse discovery. All I can say is I never heard her sing half so well as long as I am coming 
here. And that’s the honest truth.” 

“Neither did I,” said Mr. Browne. “I think her voice has greatly improved.” 

Aunt Julia shrugged her shoulders and said with meek pride: 

“Thirty years ago I hadn’t a bad voice as voices go.” 

“I often told Julia,” said Aunt Kate emphatically, “that she was simply thrown away in that choir. But she never would be said by me.” 

She turned as if to appeal to the good sense of the others against a refractory child while Aunt Julia gazed in front of her, a vague smile of 
reminiscence playing on her face. 

“No,” continued Aunt Kate, “she wouldn’t be said or led by anyone, slaving there in that choir night and day, night and day. Six o’clock on 
Christmas morning! And all for what?” 

“Well, isn’t it for the honour of God, Aunt Kate?” asked Mary Jane, twisting round on the piano-stool and smiling. 

Aunt Kate turned fiercely on her niece and said: 

“I know all about the honour of God, Mary Jane, but I think it’s not at all honourable for the pope to turn out the women out of the choirs 
that have slaved there all their lives and put little whipper-snappers of boys over their heads. I suppose it is for the good of the Church if the 
pope does it. But it’s not just, Mary Jane, and it’s not right.” 

She had worked herself into a passion and would have continued in defence of her sister for it was a sore subject with her but Mary Jane, 
seeing that all the dancers had come back, intervened pacifically: 

“Now, Aunt Kate, you’re giving scandal to Mr. Browne who is of the other persuasion.” 

Aunt Kate turned to Mr. Browne, who was grinning at this allusion to his religion, and said hastily: 

“O, I don’t question the pope’s being right. I’m only a stupid old woman and I wouldn’t presume to do such a thing. But there’s such a 
thing as common everyday politeness and gratitude. And if I were in Julia’s place I’d tell that Father Healey straight up to his face...” 

“And besides, Aunt Kate,” said Mary Jane, “we really are all hungry and when we are hungry we are all very quarrelsome.” 

“And when we are thirsty we are also quarrelsome,” added Mr. Browne. 

“So that we had better go to supper,” said Mary Jane, “and finish the discussion afterwards.” 

On the landing outside the drawing-room Gabriel found his wife and Mary Jane trying to persuade Miss Ivors to stay for supper. But Miss 
Ivors, who had put on her hat and was buttoning her cloak, would not stay. She did not feel in the least hungry and she had already overstayed 
her time. 

“But only for ten minutes, Molly,” said Mrs. Conroy. “That won’t delay you.” 

“To take a pick itself,” said Mary Jane, “after all your dancing.” 

“I really couldn’t,” said Miss Ivors. 

“I am afraid you didn’t enjoy yourself at all,” said Mary Jane hopelessly. 

“Ever so much, I assure you,” said Miss Ivors, “but you really must let me run off now.” 

“But how can you get home?” asked Mrs. Conroy. 

“O, it’s only two steps up the quay.” 

Gabriel hesitated a moment and said: 

“If you will allow me, Miss Ivors, I’ll see you home if you are really obliged to go.” 

But Miss Ivors broke away from them. 

“I won’t hear of it,” she cried. “For goodness’ sake go in to your suppers and don’t mind me. I’m quite well able to take care of myself.” 
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“Well, you’re the comical girl, Molly,” said Mrs. Conroy frankly. 

“Beannacht libh,” cried Miss Ivors, with a laugh, as she ran down the staircase. 

Mary Jane gazed after her, a moody puzzled expression on her face, while Mrs. Conroy leaned over the banisters to listen for the hall-door. 
Gabriel asked himself was he the cause of her abrupt departure. But she did not seem to be in ill humour: she had gone away laughing. He 
stared blankly down the staircase. 

At the moment Aunt Kate came toddling out of the supper-room, almost wringing her hands in despair. 

“Where is Gabriel?” she cried. “Where on earth is Gabriel? There’s everyone waiting in there, stage to let, and nobody to carve the goose!” 

“Here I am, Aunt Kate!” cried Gabriel, with sudden animation, “ready to carve a flock of geese, if necessary.” 

A fat brown goose lay at one end of the table and at the other end, on a bed of creased paper strewn with sprigs of parsley, lay a great ham, 
stripped of its outer skin and peppered over with crust crumbs, a neat paper frill round its shin and beside this was a round of spiced beef. 
Between these rival ends ran parallel lines of side-dishes: two little minsters of jelly, red and yellow; a shallow dish full of blocks of blancmange 
and red jam, a large green leaf-shaped dish with a stalk-shaped handle, on which lay bunches of purple raisins and peeled almonds, a 
companion dish on which lay a solid rectangle of Smyrna figs, a dish of custard topped with grated nutmeg, a small bowl full of chocolates and 
sweets wrapped in gold and silver papers and a glass vase in which stood some tall celery stalks. In the centre of the table there stood, as sentries 
to a fruit-stand which upheld a pyramid of oranges and American apples, two squat old-fashioned decanters of cut glass, one containing port 
and the other dark sherry. On the closed square piano a pudding in a huge yellow dish lay in waiting and behind it were three squads of bottles 
of stout and ale and minerals, drawn up according to the colours of their uniforms, the first two black, with brown and red labels, the third and 
smallest squad white, with transverse green sashes. 

Gabriel took his seat boldly at the head of the table and, having looked to the edge of the carver, plunged his fork firmly into the goose. He 
felt quite at ease now for he was an expert carver and liked nothing better than to find himself at the head of a well-laden table. 

“Miss Furlong, what shall I send you?” he asked. “A wing or a slice of the breast?” 

“Just a small slice of the breast.” 

“Miss Higgins, what for you?” 

“O, anything at all, Mr. Conroy.” 

While Gabriel and Miss Daly exchanged plates of goose and plates of ham and spiced beef Lily went from guest to guest with a dish of hot 
floury potatoes wrapped in a white napkin. This was Mary Jane’s idea and she had also suggested apple sauce for the goose but Aunt Kate had 
said that plain roast goose without any apple sauce had always been good enough for her and she hoped she might never eat worse. Mary Jane 
waited on her pupils and saw that they got the best slices and Aunt Kate and Aunt Julia opened and carried across from the piano bottles of 
stout and ale for the gentlemen and bottles of minerals for the ladies. There was a great deal of confusion and laughter and noise, the noise of 
orders and counter-orders, of knives and forks, of corks and glass-stoppers. Gabriel began to carve second helpings as soon as he had finished 
the first round without serving himself. Everyone protested loudly so that he compromised by taking a long draught of stout for he had found 
the carving hot work. Mary Jane settled down quietly to her supper but Aunt Kate and Aunt Julia were still toddling round the table, walking on 
each other’s heels, getting in each other’s way and giving each other unheeded orders. Mr. Browne begged of them to sit down and eat their 
suppers and so did Gabriel but they said there was time enough, so that, at last, Freddy Malins stood up and, capturing Aunt Kate, plumped 
her down on her chair amid general laughter. 

When everyone had been well served Gabriel said, smiling: 

“Now, if anyone wants a little more of what vulgar people call stuffing let him or her speak.” 

A chorus of voices invited him to begin his own supper and Lily came forward with three potatoes which she had reserved for him. 

“Very well,” said Gabriel amiably, as he took another preparatory draught, “kindly forget my existence, ladies and gentlemen, for a few 
minutes.” 

He set to his supper and took no part in the conversation with which the table covered Lily’s removal of the plates. The subject of talk was 
the opera company which was then at the Theatre Royal. Mr. Bartell D’Arcy, the tenor, a dark-complexioned young man with a smart 
moustache, praised very highly the leading contralto of the company but Miss Furlong thought she had a rather vulgar style of production. 
Freddy Malins said there was a Negro chieftain singing in the second part of the Gaiety pantomime who had one of the finest tenor voices he 
had ever heard. 

“Have you heard him?” he asked Mr. Bartell D’Arcy across the table. 

“No,” answered Mr. Bartell D’Arcy carelessly. 

“Because,” Freddy Malins explained, “now I’d be curious to hear your opinion of him. I think he has a grand voice.” 

“It takes Teddy to find out the really good things,” said Mr. Browne familiarly to the table. 

“And why couldn’t he have a voice too?” asked Freddy Malins sharply. “Is it because he’s only a black?” 

Nobody answered this question and Mary Jane led the table back to the legitimate opera. One of her pupils had given her a pass for Mignon. 
Of course it was very fine, she said, but it made her think of poor Georgina Burns. Mr. Browne could go back farther still, to the old Italian 
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companies that used to come to Dublin—Tietjens, Ilma de Murzka, Campanini, the great Trebelli, Giuglini, Ravelli, Aramburo. Those were 
the days, he said, when there was something like singing to be heard in Dublin. He told too of how the top gallery of the old Royal used to be 
packed night after night, of how one night an Italian tenor had sung five encores to Let me like a Soldier fall, introducing a high C every time, 
and of how the gallery boys would sometimes in their enthusiasm unyoke the horses from the carriage of some great prima donna and pull her 
themselves through the streets to her hotel. Why did they never play the grand old operas now, he asked, Dinorah, Lucrezia Borgia? Because 
they could not get the voices to sing them: that was why. 

“Oh, well,” said Mr. Bartell D’Arcy, “I presume there are as good singers today as there were then.” 

“Where are they?” asked Mr. Browne defiantly. 

“In London, Paris, Milan,” said Mr. Bartell D’Arcy warmly. “I suppose Caruso, for example, is quite as good, if not better than any of the 
men you have mentioned.” 

“Maybe so,” said Mr. Browne. “But I may tell you I doubt it strongly.” 

“O, I’d give anything to hear Caruso sing,” said Mary Jane. 

“For me,” said Aunt Kate, who had been picking a bone, “there was only one tenor. To please me, I mean. But I suppose none of you ever 
heard of him.” 

“Who was he, Miss Morkan?” asked Mr. Bartell D’Arcy politely. 

“His name,” said Aunt Kate, “was Parkinson. I heard him when he was in his prime and I think he had then the purest tenor voice that was 
ever put into a man’s throat.” 

“Strange,” said Mr. Bartell D’Arcy. “I never even heard of him.” 

“Yes, yes, Miss Morkan is right,” said Mr. Browne. “I remember hearing of old Parkinson but he’s too far back for me.” 

“A beautiful, pure, sweet, mellow English tenor,” said Aunt Kate with enthusiasm. 

Gabriel having finished, the huge pudding was transferred to the table. The clatter of forks and spoons began again. Gabriel’s wife served 
out spoonfuls of the pudding and passed the plates down the table. Midway down they were held up by Mary Jane, who replenished them with 
raspberry or orange jelly or with blancmange and jam. The pudding was of Aunt Julia’s making and she received praises for it from all quarters. 
She herself said that it was not quite brown enough. 

“Well, I hope, Miss Morkan,” said Mr. Browne, “that I’m brown enough for you because, you know, I’m all brown.” 

All the gentlemen, except Gabriel, ate some of the pudding out of compliment to Aunt Julia. As Gabriel never ate sweets the celery had 
been left for him. Freddy Malins also took a stalk of celery and ate it with his pudding. He had been told that celery was a capital thing for the 
blood and he was just then under doctor’s care. Mrs. Malins, who had been silent all through the supper, said that her son was going down to 
Mount Melleray in a week or so. The table then spoke of Mount Melleray, how bracing the air was down there, how hospitable the monks 
were and how they never asked for a penny-piece from their guests. 

“And do you mean to say,” asked Mr. Browne incredulously, “that a chap can go down there and put up there as if it were a hotel and live 
on the fat of the land and then come away without paying anything?” 

“O, most people give some donation to the monastery when they leave.” said Mary Jane. 

“I wish we had an institution like that in our Church,” said Mr. Browne candidly. 

He was astonished to hear that the monks never spoke, got up at two in the morning and slept in their coffins. He asked what they did it for. 

“That’s the rule of the order,” said Aunt Kate firmly. 

“Yes, but why?” asked Mr. Browne. 

Aunt Kate repeated that it was the rule, that was all. Mr. Browne still seemed not to understand. Freddy Malins explained to him, as best he 
could, that the monks were trying to make up for the sins committed by all the sinners in the outside world. The explanation was not very clear 
for Mr. Browne grinned and said: 

“I like that idea very much but wouldn’t a comfortable spring bed do them as well as a coffin?” 

“The coffin,” said Mary Jane, “is to remind them of their last end.” 

As the subject had grown lugubrious it was buried in a silence of the table during which Mrs. Malins could be heard saying to her neighbour 
in an indistinct undertone: 

“They are very good men, the monks, very pious men.” 

The raisins and almonds and figs and apples and oranges and chocolates and sweets were now passed about the table and Aunt Julia invited 
all the guests to have either port or sherry. At first Mr. Bartell D’Arcy refused to take either but one of his neighbours nudged him and 
whispered something to him upon which he allowed his glass to be filled. Gradually as the last glasses were being filled the conversation ceased. 
A pause followed, broken only by the noise of the wine and by unsettlings of chairs. The Misses Morkan, all three, looked down at the 
tablecloth. Someone coughed once or twice and then a few gentlemen patted the table gently as a signal for silence. The silence came and 
Gabriel pushed back his chair. 
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The patting at once grew louder in encouragement and then ceased altogether. Gabriel leaned his ten trembling fingers on the tablecloth and 
smiled nervously at the company. Meeting a row of upturned faces he raised his eyes to the chandelier. The piano was playing a waltz tune and 
he could hear the skirts sweeping against the drawing-room door. People, perhaps, were standing in the snow on the quay outside, gazing up at 
the lighted windows and listening to the waltz music. The air was pure there. In the distance lay the park where the trees were weighted with 
snow. The Wellington Monument wore a gleaming cap of snow that flashed westward over the white field of Fifteen Acres. 

He began: 

“Ladies and Gentlemen, 

“It has fallen to my lot this evening, as in years past, to perform a very pleasing task but a task for which I am afraid my poor powers as a 
speaker are all too inadequate.” 

“No, no!” said Mr. Browne. 

“But, however that may be, I can only ask you tonight to take the will for the deed and to lend me your attention for a few moments while I 
endeavour to express to you in words what my feelings are on this occasion. 

“Ladies and Gentlemen, it is not the first time that we have gathered together under this hospitable roof, around this hospitable board. It is 
not the first time that we have been the recipients—or perhaps, I had better say, the victims—of the hospitality of certain good ladies.” 

He made a circle in the air with his arm and paused. Everyone laughed or smiled at Aunt Kate and Aunt Julia and Mary Jane who all turned 
crimson with pleasure. Gabriel went on more boldly: 

“I feel more strongly with every recurring year that our country has no tradition which does it so much honour and which it should guard so 
jealously as that of its hospitality. It is a tradition that is unique as far as my experience goes (and I have visited not a few places abroad) among 
the modern nations. Some would say, perhaps, that with us it is rather a failing than anything to be boasted of. But granted even that, it is, to my 
mind, a princely failing, and one that I trust will long be cultivated among us. Of one thing, at least, I am sure. As long as this one roof shelters 
the good ladies aforesaid—and I wish from my heart it may do so for many and many a long year to come—the tradition of genuine warm-
hearted courteous Irish hospitality, which our forefathers have handed down to us and which we in turn must hand down to our descendants, 
is still alive among us.” 

A hearty murmur of assent ran round the table. It shot through Gabriel’s mind that Miss Ivors was not there and that she had gone away 
discourteously: and he said with confidence in himself: 

“Ladies and Gentlemen, 

“A new generation is growing up in our midst, a generation actuated by new ideas and new principles. It is serious and enthusiastic for these 
new ideas and its enthusiasm, even when it is misdirected, is, I believe, in the main sincere. But we are living in a sceptical and, if I may use the 
phrase, a thought-tormented age: and sometimes I fear that this new generation, educated or hypereducated as it is, will lack those qualities of 
humanity, of hospitality, of kindly humour which belonged to an older day. Listening tonight to the names of all those great singers of the past 
it seemed to me, I must confess, that we were living in a less spacious age. Those days might, without exaggeration, be called spacious days: and 
if they are gone beyond recall let us hope, at least, that in gatherings such as this we shall still speak of them with pride and affection, still cherish 
in our hearts the memory of those dead and gone great ones whose fame the world will not willingly let die.” 

“Hear, hear!” said Mr. Browne loudly. 

“But yet,” continued Gabriel, his voice falling into a softer inflection, “there are always in gatherings such as this sadder thoughts that will 
recur to our minds: thoughts of the past, of youth, of changes, of absent faces that we miss here tonight. Our path through life is strewn with 
many such sad memories: and were we to brood upon them always we could not find the heart to go on bravely with our work among the 
living. We have all of us living duties and living affections which claim, and rightly claim, our strenuous endeavours. 

“Therefore, I will not linger on the past. I will not let any gloomy moralising intrude upon us here tonight. Here we are gathered together for 
a brief moment from the bustle and rush of our everyday routine. We are met here as friends, in the spirit of good-fellowship, as colleagues, 
also to a certain extent, in the true spirit of camaraderie, and as the guests of—what shall I call them?—the Three Graces of the Dublin musical 
world.” 

The table burst into applause and laughter at this allusion. Aunt Julia vainly asked each of her neighbours in turn to tell her what Gabriel had 
said. 

“He says we are the Three Graces, Aunt Julia,” said Mary Jane. 

Aunt Julia did not understand but she looked up, smiling, at Gabriel, who continued in the same vein: 

“Ladies and Gentlemen, 

“I will not attempt to play tonight the part that Paris played on another occasion. I will not attempt to choose between them. The task would 
be an invidious one and one beyond my poor powers. For when I view them in turn, whether it be our chief hostess herself, whose good heart, 
whose too good heart, has become a byword with all who know her, or her sister, who seems to be gifted with perennial youth and whose 
singing must have been a surprise and a revelation to us all tonight, or, last but not least, when I consider our youngest hostess, talented, 
cheerful, hard-working and the best of nieces, I confess, Ladies and Gentlemen, that I do not know to which of them I should award the 
prize.” 
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Gabriel glanced down at his aunts and, seeing the large smile on Aunt Julia’s face and the tears which had risen to Aunt Kate’s eyes, hastened 
to his close. He raised his glass of port gallantly, while every member of the company fingered a glass expectantly, and said loudly: 

“Let us toast them all three together. Let us drink to their health, wealth, long life, happiness and prosperity and may they long continue to 
hold the proud and self-won position which they hold in their profession and the position of honour and affection which they hold in our 
hearts.” 

All the guests stood up, glass in hand, and turning towards the three seated ladies, sang in unison, with Mr. Browne as leader: 

For they are jolly gay fellows, 

For they are jolly gay fellows, 

For they are jolly gay fellows, 

Which nobody can deny. 

Aunt Kate was making frank use of her handkerchief and even Aunt Julia seemed moved. Freddy Malins beat time with his pudding-fork 
and the singers turned towards one another, as if in melodious conference, while they sang with emphasis: 

Unless he tells a lie, 

Unless he tells a lie. 

Then, turning once more towards their hostesses, they sang: 

For they are jolly gay fellows, 

For they are jolly gay fellows, 

For they are jolly gay fellows, 

Which nobody can deny. 

The acclamation which followed was taken up beyond the door of the supper-room by many of the other guests and renewed time after 
time, Freddy Malins acting as officer with his fork on high. 

The piercing morning air came into the hall where they were standing so that Aunt Kate said: 

“Close the door, somebody. Mrs. Malins will get her death of cold.” 

“Browne is out there, Aunt Kate,” said Mary Jane. 

“Browne is everywhere,” said Aunt Kate, lowering her voice. 

Mary Jane laughed at her tone. 

“Really,” she said archly, “he is very attentive.” 

“He has been laid on here like the gas,” said Aunt Kate in the same tone, “all during the Christmas.” 

She laughed herself this time good-humouredly and then added quickly: 

“But tell him to come in, Mary Jane, and close the door. I hope to goodness he didn’t hear me.” 

At that moment the hall-door was opened and Mr. Browne came in from the doorstep, laughing as if his heart would break. He was dressed 
in a long green overcoat with mock astrakhan cuffs and collar and wore on his head an oval fur cap. He pointed down the snow-covered quay 
from where the sound of shrill prolonged whistling was borne in. 

“Teddy will have all the cabs in Dublin out,” he said. 

Gabriel advanced from the little pantry behind the office, struggling into his overcoat and, looking round the hall, said: 

“Gretta not down yet?” 

“She’s getting on her things, Gabriel,” said Aunt Kate. 

“Who’s playing up there?” asked Gabriel. 

“Nobody. They’re all gone.” 

“O no, Aunt Kate,” said Mary Jane. “Bartell D’Arcy and Miss O’Callaghan aren’t gone yet.” 

“Someone is fooling at the piano anyhow,” said Gabriel. 

Mary Jane glanced at Gabriel and Mr. Browne and said with a shiver: 

“It makes me feel cold to look at you two gentlemen muffled up like that. I wouldn’t like to face your journey home at this hour.” 

“I’d like nothing better this minute,” said Mr. Browne stoutly, “than a rattling fine walk in the country or a fast drive with a good spanking 
goer between the shafts.” 

“We used to have a very good horse and trap at home,” said Aunt Julia sadly. 

“The never-to-be-forgotten Johnny,” said Mary Jane, laughing. 

Aunt Kate and Gabriel laughed too. 
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“Why, what was wonderful about Johnny?” asked Mr. Browne. 

“The late lamented Patrick Morkan, our grandfather, that is,” explained Gabriel, “commonly known in his later years as the old gentleman, 
was a glue-boiler.” 

“O, now, Gabriel,” said Aunt Kate, laughing, “he had a starch mill.” 

“Well, glue or starch,” said Gabriel, “the old gentleman had a horse by the name of Johnny. And Johnny used to work in the old 
gentleman’s mill, walking round and round in order to drive the mill. That was all very well; but now comes the tragic part about Johnny. One 
fine day the old gentleman thought he’d like to drive out with the quality to a military review in the park.” 

“The Lord have mercy on his soul,” said Aunt Kate compassionately. 

“Amen,” said Gabriel. “So the old gentleman, as I said, harnessed Johnny and put on his very best tall hat and his very best stock collar and 
drove out in grand style from his ancestral mansion somewhere near Back Lane, I think.” 

Everyone laughed, even Mrs. Malins, at Gabriel’s manner and Aunt Kate said: 

“O, now, Gabriel, he didn’t live in Back Lane, really. Only the mill was there.” 

“Out from the mansion of his forefathers,” continued Gabriel, “he drove with Johnny. And everything went on beautifully until Johnny 
came in sight of King Billy’s statue: and whether he fell in love with the horse King Billy sits on or whether he thought he was back again in the 
mill, anyhow he began to walk round the statue.” 

Gabriel paced in a circle round the hall in his goloshes amid the laughter of the others. 

“Round and round he went,” said Gabriel, “and the old gentleman, who was a very pompous old gentleman, was highly indignant. ‘Go on, 
sir! What do you mean, sir? Johnny! Johnny! Most extraordinary conduct! Can’t understand the horse!’” 

The peal of laughter which followed Gabriel’s imitation of the incident was interrupted by a resounding knock at the hall door. Mary Jane 
ran to open it and let in Freddy Malins. Freddy Malins, with his hat well back on his head and his shoulders humped with cold, was puffing and 
steaming after his exertions. 

“I could only get one cab,” he said. 

“O, we’ll find another along the quay,” said Gabriel. 

“Yes,” said Aunt Kate. “Better not keep Mrs. Malins standing in the draught.” 

Mrs. Malins was helped down the front steps by her son and Mr. Browne and, after many manoeuvres, hoisted into the cab. Freddy Malins 
clambered in after her and spent a long time settling her on the seat, Mr. Browne helping him with advice. At last she was settled comfortably 
and Freddy Malins invited Mr. Browne into the cab. There was a good deal of confused talk, and then Mr. Browne got into the cab. The 
cabman settled his rug over his knees, and bent down for the address. The confusion grew greater and the cabman was directed differently by 
Freddy Malins and Mr. Browne, each of whom had his head out through a window of the cab. The difficulty was to know where to drop Mr. 
Browne along the route, and Aunt Kate, Aunt Julia and Mary Jane helped the discussion from the doorstep with cross-directions and 
contradictions and abundance of laughter. As for Freddy Malins he was speechless with laughter. He popped his head in and out of the 
window every moment to the great danger of his hat, and told his mother how the discussion was progressing, till at last Mr. Browne shouted 
to the bewildered cabman above the din of everybody’s laughter: 

“Do you know Trinity College?” 

“Yes, sir,” said the cabman. 

“Well, drive bang up against Trinity College gates,” said Mr. Browne, “and then we’ll tell you where to go. You understand now?” 

“Yes, sir,” said the cabman. 

“Make like a bird for Trinity College.” 

“Right, sir,” said the cabman. 

The horse was whipped up and the cab rattled off along the quay amid a chorus of laughter and adieus. 

Gabriel had not gone to the door with the others. He was in a dark part of the hall gazing up the staircase. A woman was standing near the 
top of the first flight, in the shadow also. He could not see her face but he could see the terra-cotta and salmon-pink panels of her skirt which 
the shadow made appear black and white. It was his wife. She was leaning on the banisters, listening to something. Gabriel was surprised at her 
stillness and strained his ear to listen also. But he could hear little save the noise of laughter and dispute on the front steps, a few chords struck 
on the piano and a few notes of a man’s voice singing. 

He stood still in the gloom of the hall, trying to catch the air that the voice was singing and gazing up at his wife. There was grace and 
mystery in her attitude as if she were a symbol of something. He asked himself what is a woman standing on the stairs in the shadow, listening 
to distant music, a symbol of. If he were a painter he would paint her in that attitude. Her blue felt hat would show off the bronze of her hair 
against the darkness and the dark panels of her skirt would show off the light ones. Distant Music he would call the picture if he were a painter. 

The hall-door was closed; and Aunt Kate, Aunt Julia and Mary Jane came down the hall, still laughing. 

“Well, isn’t Freddy terrible?” said Mary Jane. “He’s really terrible.” 
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Gabriel said nothing but pointed up the stairs towards where his wife was standing. Now that the hall-door was closed the voice and the 
piano could be heard more clearly. Gabriel held up his hand for them to be silent. The song seemed to be in the old Irish tonality and the singer 
seemed uncertain both of his words and of his voice. The voice, made plaintive by distance and by the singer’s hoarseness, faintly illuminated 
the cadence of the air with words expressing grief: 

O, the rain falls on my heavy locks 

And the dew wets my skin, 

My babe lies cold... 

“O,” exclaimed Mary Jane. “It’s Bartell D’Arcy singing and he wouldn’t sing all the night. O, I’ll get him to sing a song before he goes.” 

“O, do, Mary Jane,” said Aunt Kate. 

Mary Jane brushed past the others and ran to the staircase, but before she reached it the singing stopped and the piano was closed abruptly. 

“O, what a pity!” she cried. “Is he coming down, Gretta?” 

Gabriel heard his wife answer yes and saw her come down towards them. A few steps behind her were Mr. Bartell D’Arcy and Miss 
O’Callaghan. 

“O, Mr. D’Arcy,” cried Mary Jane, “it’s downright mean of you to break off like that when we were all in raptures listening to you.” 

“I have been at him all the evening,” said Miss O’Callaghan, “and Mrs. Conroy, too, and he told us he had a dreadful cold and couldn’t 
sing.” 

“O, Mr. D’Arcy,” said Aunt Kate, “now that was a great fib to tell.” 

“Can’t you see that I’m as hoarse as a crow?” said Mr. D’Arcy roughly. 

He went into the pantry hastily and put on his overcoat. The others, taken aback by his rude speech, could find nothing to say. Aunt Kate 
wrinkled her brows and made signs to the others to drop the subject. Mr. D’Arcy stood swathing his neck carefully and frowning. 

“It’s the weather,” said Aunt Julia, after a pause. 

“Yes, everybody has colds,” said Aunt Kate readily, “everybody.” 

“They say,” said Mary Jane, “we haven’t had snow like it for thirty years; and I read this morning in the newspapers that the snow is general 
all over Ireland.” 

“I love the look of snow,” said Aunt Julia sadly. 

“So do I,” said Miss O’Callaghan. “I think Christmas is never really Christmas unless we have the snow on the ground.” 

“But poor Mr. D’Arcy doesn’t like the snow,” said Aunt Kate, smiling. 

Mr. D’Arcy came from the pantry, fully swathed and buttoned, and in a repentant tone told them the history of his cold. Everyone gave him 
advice and said it was a great pity and urged him to be very careful of his throat in the night air. Gabriel watched his wife, who did not join in 
the conversation. She was standing right under the dusty fanlight and the flame of the gas lit up the rich bronze of her hair, which he had seen 
her drying at the fire a few days before. She was in the same attitude and seemed unaware of the talk about her. At last she turned towards 
them and Gabriel saw that there was colour on her cheeks and that her eyes were shining. A sudden tide of joy went leaping out of his heart. 

“Mr. D’Arcy,” she said, “what is the name of that song you were singing?” 

“It’s called The Lass of Aughrim,” said Mr. D’Arcy, “but I couldn’t remember it properly. Why? Do you know it?” 

“The Lass of Aughrim,” she repeated. “I couldn’t think of the name.” 

“It’s a very nice air,” said Mary Jane. “I’m sorry you were not in voice tonight.” 

“Now, Mary Jane,” said Aunt Kate, “don’t annoy Mr. D’Arcy. I won’t have him annoyed.” 

Seeing that all were ready to start she shepherded them to the door, where good-night was said: 

“Well, good-night, Aunt Kate, and thanks for the pleasant evening.” 

“Good-night, Gabriel. Good-night, Gretta!” 

“Good-night, Aunt Kate, and thanks ever so much. Goodnight, Aunt Julia.” 

“O, good-night, Gretta, I didn’t see you.” 

“Good-night, Mr. D’Arcy. Good-night, Miss O’Callaghan.” 

“Good-night, Miss Morkan.” 

“Good-night, again.” 

“Good-night, all. Safe home.” 

“Good-night. Good night.” 
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The morning was still dark. A dull, yellow light brooded over the houses and the river; and the sky seemed to be descending. It was slushy 
underfoot; and only streaks and patches of snow lay on the roofs, on the parapets of the quay and on the area railings. The lamps were still 
burning redly in the murky air and, across the river, the palace of the Four Courts stood out menacingly against the heavy sky. 

She was walking on before him with Mr. Bartell D’Arcy, her shoes in a brown parcel tucked under one arm and her hands holding her skirt 
up from the slush. She had no longer any grace of attitude, but Gabriel’s eyes were still bright with happiness. The blood went bounding along 
his veins; and the thoughts went rioting through his brain, proud, joyful, tender, valorous. 

She was walking on before him so lightly and so erect that he longed to run after her noiselessly, catch her by the shoulders and say 
something foolish and affectionate into her ear. She seemed to him so frail that he longed to defend her against something and then to be alone 
with her. Moments of their secret life together burst like stars upon his memory. A heliotrope envelope was lying beside his breakfast-cup and 
he was caressing it with his hand. Birds were twittering in the ivy and the sunny web of the curtain was shimmering along the floor: he could 
not eat for happiness. They were standing on the crowded platform and he was placing a ticket inside the warm palm of her glove. He was 
standing with her in the cold, looking in through a grated window at a man making bottles in a roaring furnace. It was very cold. Her face, 
fragrant in the cold air, was quite close to his; and suddenly he called out to the man at the furnace: 

“Is the fire hot, sir?” 

But the man could not hear with the noise of the furnace. It was just as well. He might have answered rudely. 

A wave of yet more tender joy escaped from his heart and went coursing in warm flood along his arteries. Like the tender fire of stars 
moments of their life together, that no one knew of or would ever know of, broke upon and illumined his memory. He longed to recall to her 
those moments, to make her forget the years of their dull existence together and remember only their moments of ecstasy. For the years, he 
felt, had not quenched his soul or hers. Their children, his writing, her household cares had not quenched all their souls’ tender fire. In one letter 
that he had written to her then he had said: “Why is it that words like these seem to me so dull and cold? Is it because there is no word tender 
enough to be your name?” 

Like distant music these words that he had written years before were borne towards him from the past. He longed to be alone with her. 
When the others had gone away, when he and she were in the room in their hotel, then they would be alone together. He would call her softly: 

“Gretta!” 

Perhaps she would not hear at once: she would be undressing. Then something in his voice would strike her. She would turn and look at 
him.... 

At the corner of Winetavern Street they met a cab. He was glad of its rattling noise as it saved him from conversation. She was looking out 
of the window and seemed tired. The others spoke only a few words, pointing out some building or street. The horse galloped along wearily 
under the murky morning sky, dragging his old rattling box after his heels, and Gabriel was again in a cab with her, galloping to catch the boat, 
galloping to their honeymoon. 

As the cab drove across O’Connell Bridge Miss O’Callaghan said: 

“They say you never cross O’Connell Bridge without seeing a white horse.” 

“I see a white man this time,” said Gabriel. 

“Where?” asked Mr. Bartell D’Arcy. 

Gabriel pointed to the statue, on which lay patches of snow. Then he nodded familiarly to it and waved his hand. 

“Good-night, Dan,” he said gaily. 

When the cab drew up before the hotel, Gabriel jumped out and, in spite of Mr. Bartell D’Arcy’s protest, paid the driver. He gave the man a 
shilling over his fare. The man saluted and said: 

“A prosperous New Year to you, sir.” 

“The same to you,” said Gabriel cordially. 

She leaned for a moment on his arm in getting out of the cab and while standing at the curbstone, bidding the others good-night. She leaned 
lightly on his arm, as lightly as when she had danced with him a few hours before. He had felt proud and happy then, happy that she was his, 
proud of her grace and wifely carriage. But now, after the kindling again of so many memories, the first touch of her body, musical and strange 
and perfumed, sent through him a keen pang of lust. Under cover of her silence he pressed her arm closely to his side; and, as they stood at the 
hotel door, he felt that they had escaped from their lives and duties, escaped from home and friends and run away together with wild and 
radiant hearts to a new adventure. 

An old man was dozing in a great hooded chair in the hall. He lit a candle in the office and went before them to the stairs. They followed 
him in silence, their feet falling in soft thuds on the thickly carpeted stairs. She mounted the stairs behind the porter, her head bowed in the 
ascent, her frail shoulders curved as with a burden, her skirt girt tightly about her. He could have flung his arms about her hips and held her still, 
for his arms were trembling with desire to seize her and only the stress of his nails against the palms of his hands held the wild impulse of his 
body in check. The porter halted on the stairs to settle his guttering candle. They halted, too, on the steps below him. In the silence Gabriel 
could hear the falling of the molten wax into the tray and the thumping of his own heart against his ribs. 
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The porter led them along a corridor and opened a door. Then he set his unstable candle down on a toilet-table and asked at what hour they 
were to be called in the morning. 

“Eight,” said Gabriel. 

The porter pointed to the tap of the electric-light and began a muttered apology, but Gabriel cut him short. 

“We don’t want any light. We have light enough from the street. And I say,” he added, pointing to the candle, “you might remove that 
handsome article, like a good man.” 

The porter took up his candle again, but slowly, for he was surprised by such a novel idea. Then he mumbled good-night and went out. 
Gabriel shot the lock to. 

A ghostly light from the street lamp lay in a long shaft from one window to the door. Gabriel threw his overcoat and hat on a couch and 
crossed the room towards the window. He looked down into the street in order that his emotion might calm a little. Then he turned and leaned 
against a chest of drawers with his back to the light. She had taken off her hat and cloak and was standing before a large swinging mirror, 
unhooking her waist. Gabriel paused for a few moments, watching her, and then said: 

“Gretta!” 

She turned away from the mirror slowly and walked along the shaft of light towards him. Her face looked so serious and weary that the 
words would not pass Gabriel’s lips. No, it was not the moment yet. 

“You looked tired,” he said. 

“I am a little,” she answered. 

“You don’t feel ill or weak?” 

“No, tired: that’s all.” 

She went on to the window and stood there, looking out. Gabriel waited again and then, fearing that diffidence was about to conquer him, 
he said abruptly: 

“By the way, Gretta!” 

“What is it?” 

“You know that poor fellow Malins?” he said quickly. 

“Yes. What about him?” 

“Well, poor fellow, he’s a decent sort of chap, after all,” continued Gabriel in a false voice. “He gave me back that sovereign I lent him, and I 
didn’t expect it, really. It’s a pity he wouldn’t keep away from that Browne, because he’s not a bad fellow, really.” 

He was trembling now with annoyance. Why did she seem so abstracted? He did not know how he could begin. Was she annoyed, too, 
about something? If she would only turn to him or come to him of her own accord! To take her as she was would be brutal. No, he must see 
some ardour in her eyes first. He longed to be master of her strange mood. 

“When did you lend him the pound?” she asked, after a pause. 

Gabriel strove to restrain himself from breaking out into brutal language about the sottish Malins and his pound. He longed to cry to her 
from his soul, to crush her body against his, to overmaster her. But he said: 

“O, at Christmas, when he opened that little Christmas-card shop in Henry Street.” 

He was in such a fever of rage and desire that he did not hear her come from the window. She stood before him for an instant, looking at 
him strangely. Then, suddenly raising herself on tiptoe and resting her hands lightly on his shoulders, she kissed him. 

“You are a very generous person, Gabriel,” she said. 

Gabriel, trembling with delight at her sudden kiss and at the quaintness of her phrase, put his hands on her hair and began smoothing it 
back, scarcely touching it with his fingers. The washing had made it fine and brilliant. His heart was brimming over with happiness. Just when 
he was wishing for it she had come to him of her own accord. Perhaps her thoughts had been running with his. Perhaps she had felt the 
impetuous desire that was in him, and then the yielding mood had come upon her. Now that she had fallen to him so easily, he wondered why 
he had been so diffident. 

He stood, holding her head between his hands. Then, slipping one arm swiftly about her body and drawing her towards him, he said softly: 

“Gretta, dear, what are you thinking about?” 

She did not answer nor yield wholly to his arm. He said again, softly: 

“Tell me what it is, Gretta. I think I know what is the matter. Do I know?” 

She did not answer at once. Then she said in an outburst of tears: 

“O, I am thinking about that song, The Lass of Aughrim.” 

She broke loose from him and ran to the bed and, throwing her arms across the bed-rail, hid her face. Gabriel stood stock-still for a moment 
in astonishment and then followed her. As he passed in the way of the cheval-glass he caught sight of himself in full length, his broad, well-filled 
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shirt-front, the face whose expression always puzzled him when he saw it in a mirror, and his glimmering gilt-rimmed eyeglasses. He halted a 
few paces from her and said: 

“What about the song? Why does that make you cry?” 

She raised her head from her arms and dried her eyes with the back of her hand like a child. A kinder note than he had intended went into 
his voice. 

“Why, Gretta?” he asked. 

“I am thinking about a person long ago who used to sing that song.” 

“And who was the person long ago?” asked Gabriel, smiling. 

“It was a person I used to know in Galway when I was living with my grandmother,” she said. 

The smile passed away from Gabriel’s face. A dull anger began to gather again at the back of his mind and the dull fires of his lust began to 
glow angrily in his veins. 

“Someone you were in love with?” he asked ironically. 

“It was a young boy I used to know,” she answered, “named Michael Furey. He used to sing that song, The Lass of Aughrim. He was very 
delicate.” 

Gabriel was silent. He did not wish her to think that he was interested in this delicate boy. 

“I can see him so plainly,” she said, after a moment. “Such eyes as he had: big, dark eyes! And such an expression in them—an expression!” 

“O, then, you are in love with him?” said Gabriel. 

“I used to go out walking with him,” she said, “when I was in Galway.” 

A thought flew across Gabriel’s mind. 

“Perhaps that was why you wanted to go to Galway with that Ivors girl?” he said coldly. 

She looked at him and asked in surprise: 

“What for?” 

Her eyes made Gabriel feel awkward. He shrugged his shoulders and said: 

“How do I know? To see him, perhaps.” 

She looked away from him along the shaft of light towards the window in silence. 

“He is dead,” she said at length. “He died when he was only seventeen. Isn’t it a terrible thing to die so young as that?” 

“What was he?” asked Gabriel, still ironically. 

“He was in the gasworks,” she said. 

Gabriel felt humiliated by the failure of his irony and by the evocation of this figure from the dead, a boy in the gasworks. While he had been 
full of memories of their secret life together, full of tenderness and joy and desire, she had been comparing him in her mind with another. A 
shameful consciousness of his own person assailed him. He saw himself as a ludicrous figure, acting as a pennyboy for his aunts, a nervous, 
well-meaning sentimentalist, orating to vulgarians and idealising his own clownish lusts, the pitiable fatuous fellow he had caught a glimpse of in 
the mirror. Instinctively he turned his back more to the light lest she might see the shame that burned upon his forehead. 

He tried to keep up his tone of cold interrogation, but his voice when he spoke was humble and indifferent. 

“I suppose you were in love with this Michael Furey, Gretta,” he said. 

“I was great with him at that time,” she said. 

Her voice was veiled and sad. Gabriel, feeling now how vain it would be to try to lead her whither he had purposed, caressed one of her 
hands and said, also sadly: 

“And what did he die of so young, Gretta? Consumption, was it?” 

“I think he died for me,” she answered. 

A vague terror seized Gabriel at this answer, as if, at that hour when he had hoped to triumph, some impalpable and vindictive being was 
coming against him, gathering forces against him in its vague world. But he shook himself free of it with an effort of reason and continued to 
caress her hand. He did not question her again, for he felt that she would tell him of herself. Her hand was warm and moist: it did not respond 
to his touch, but he continued to caress it just as he had caressed her first letter to him that spring morning. 

“It was in the winter,” she said, “about the beginning of the winter when I was going to leave my grandmother’s and come up here to the 
convent. And he was ill at the time in his lodgings in Galway and wouldn’t be let out, and his people in Oughterard were written to. He was in 
decline, they said, or something like that. I never knew rightly.” 

She paused for a moment and sighed. 
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“Poor fellow,” she said. “He was very fond of me and he was such a gentle boy. We used to go out together, walking, you know, Gabriel, 
like the way they do in the country. He was going to study singing only for his health. He had a very good voice, poor Michael Furey.” 

“Well; and then?” asked Gabriel. 

“And then when it came to the time for me to leave Galway and come up to the convent he was much worse and I wouldn’t be let see him 
so I wrote him a letter saying I was going up to Dublin and would be back in the summer, and hoping he would be better then.” 

She paused for a moment to get her voice under control, and then went on: 

“Then the night before I left, I was in my grandmother’s house in Nuns’ Island, packing up, and I heard gravel thrown up against the 
window. The window was so wet I couldn’t see, so I ran downstairs as I was and slipped out the back into the garden and there was the poor 
fellow at the end of the garden, shivering.” 

“And did you not tell him to go back?” asked Gabriel. 

“I implored of him to go home at once and told him he would get his death in the rain. But he said he did not want to live. I can see his eyes 
as well as well! He was standing at the end of the wall where there was a tree.” 

“And did he go home?” asked Gabriel. 

“Yes, he went home. And when I was only a week in the convent he died and he was buried in Oughterard, where his people came from. 
O, the day I heard that, that he was dead!” 

She stopped, choking with sobs, and, overcome by emotion, flung herself face downward on the bed, sobbing in the quilt. Gabriel held her 
hand for a moment longer, irresolutely, and then, shy of intruding on her grief, let it fall gently and walked quietly to the window. 

She was fast asleep. 

Gabriel, leaning on his elbow, looked for a few moments unresentfully on her tangled hair and half-open mouth, listening to her deep-
drawn breath. So she had had that romance in her life: a man had died for her sake. It hardly pained him now to think how poor a part he, her 
husband, had played in her life. He watched her while she slept, as though he and she had never lived together as man and wife. His curious 
eyes rested long upon her face and on her hair: and, as he thought of what she must have been then, in that time of her first girlish beauty, a 
strange, friendly pity for her entered his soul. He did not like to say even to himself that her face was no longer beautiful, but he knew that it 
was no longer the face for which Michael Furey had braved death. 

Perhaps she had not told him all the story. His eyes moved to the chair over which she had thrown some of her clothes. A petticoat string 
dangled to the floor. One boot stood upright, its limp upper fallen down: the fellow of it lay upon its side. He wondered at his riot of emotions 
of an hour before. From what had it proceeded? From his aunt’s supper, from his own foolish speech, from the wine and dancing, the merry-
making when saying good-night in the hall, the pleasure of the walk along the river in the snow. Poor Aunt Julia! She, too, would soon be a 
shade with the shade of Patrick Morkan and his horse. He had caught that haggard look upon her face for a moment when she was singing 
Arrayed for the Bridal. Soon, perhaps, he would be sitting in that same drawing-room, dressed in black, his silk hat on his knees. The blinds 
would be drawn down and Aunt Kate would be sitting beside him, crying and blowing her nose and telling him how Julia had died. He would 
cast about in his mind for some words that might console her, and would find only lame and useless ones. Yes, yes: that would happen very 
soon. 

The air of the room chilled his shoulders. He stretched himself cautiously along under the sheets and lay down beside his wife. One by one, 
they were all becoming shades. Better pass boldly into that other world, in the full glory of some passion, than fade and wither dismally with 
age. He thought of how she who lay beside him had locked in her heart for so many years that image of her lover’s eyes when he had told her 
that he did not wish to live. 

Generous tears filled Gabriel’s eyes. He had never felt like that himself towards any woman, but he knew that such a feeling must be love. 
The tears gathered more thickly in his eyes and in the partial darkness he imagined he saw the form of a young man standing under a dripping 
tree. Other forms were near. His soul had approached that region where dwell the vast hosts of the dead. He was conscious of, but could not 
apprehend, their wayward and flickering existence. His own identity was fading out into a grey impalpable world: the solid world itself, which 
these dead had one time reared and lived in, was dissolving and dwindling. 

A few light taps upon the pane made him turn to the window. It had begun to snow again. He watched sleepily the flakes, silver and dark, 
falling obliquely against the lamplight. The time had come for him to set out on his journey westward. Yes, the newspapers were right: snow 
was general all over Ireland. It was falling on every part of the dark central plain, on the treeless hills, falling softly upon the Bog of Allen and, 
farther westward, softly falling into the dark mutinous Shannon waves. It was falling, too, upon every part of the lonely churchyard on the hill 
where Michael Furey lay buried. It lay thickly drifted on the crooked crosses and headstones, on the spears of the little gate, on the barren 
thorns. His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling, like the descent of their last end, 
upon all the living and the dead. 
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In The Penal Colony — Franz Kafka, Trans. Ian Johnston 
 

“It’s a remarkable apparatus,” said the Officer to the Explorer and gazed with a certain look of admiration at the device, with which he was, 
of course, thoroughly familiar. It appeared that the Traveller had responded to the invitation of the Commandant only out of politeness, when 
he had been asked to attend the execution of a soldier condemned for disobeying and insulting his superior. Interest in this execution was not 
really very high even in the penal colony itself. At least, here in the small, deep, sandy valley, closed in on all sides by barren slopes, apart from 
the Officer and the Traveller there were present only the Condemned, a vacant-looking man with a broad mouth and dilapidated hair and face, 
and the Soldier, who held the heavy chain to which were connected the small chains which bound the Condemned Man by his feet and wrist 
bones, as well as by his neck, and which were also linked to each other by connecting chains. The Condemned Man, incidentally, had an 
expression of such dog-like resignation that it looked as if one could set him free to roam around the slopes and would only have to whistle at 
the start of the execution for him to return. 

The Traveller had little interest in the apparatus and walked back and forth behind the Condemned Man, almost visibly indifferent, while the 
Officer took care of the final preparations. Sometimes he crawled under the apparatus, which was built deep into the earth, and sometimes he 
climbed up a ladder to inspect the upper parts. These were jobs which really could have been left to a mechanic, but the Officer carried them 
out with great enthusiasm, maybe because he was particularly fond of this apparatus or maybe because there was some other reason why the 
work could not be entrusted to anyone else. “It’s all ready now!” he finally cried and climbed back down the ladder. He was unusually tired, 
breathing with his mouth wide open, and he had pushed two fine lady’s handkerchiefs under the collar of his uniform at the back. “These 
uniforms are really too heavy for the tropics,” the Traveller said, instead of asking some questions about the apparatus, as the Officer had 
expected. “That’s true,” said the Officer. He washed the oil and grease from his dirty hands in a bucket of water standing ready, “But they 
mean home, and we don’t want to lose our homeland.” “Now, have a look at this apparatus,” he added immediately, drying his hands with a 
towel and at the same time pointing to the apparatus. “Up to this point I still had to do some work by hand, but from now on the apparatus 
works entirely on its own.” The Traveller nodded and followed the Officer. The latter tried to protect himself against all eventualities by saying, 
“Of course, breakdowns do happen. I really hope none will occur today, but we must be prepared for them. The apparatus is supposed to 
keep going for twelve hours without interruption. But if any breakdowns occur, they are only very minor, and will be dealt with right away.” 

 “Don’t you want to sit down?” he asked finally. He pulled out a chair from a pile of cane chairs and offered it to the Traveller. The latter 
could not refuse. He was now sitting on the edge of a pit, into which he cast a fleeting glance. It was not very deep. On one side of the hole the 
piled earth was heaped up into a wall; on the other side stood the apparatus. “I don’t know,” the Officer said, “whether the Commandant has 
already explained the apparatus to you.” The Traveller made a vague gesture with his hand. That was good enough for the Officer, for now he 
could explain the apparatus himself. “This apparatus,” he said, grasping a connecting rod and leaning against it, “is our previous Commandant’s 
invention. I also worked with him on the very first tests and took part in all the work right up to its completion. However, the credit for the 
invention belongs entirely to him alone. Have you heard of our previous Commandant? No? Well, I’m not claiming too much when I say that 
the organization of the entire penal colony is his work. We, his friends, already knew at the time of his death that the administration of the 
colony was so self-contained that even if his successor had a thousand new plans in mind, he would not be able to alter anything of the old 
plan, at least not for several years. And our prediction has held. The New Commandant has had to recognize that. It’s a shame that you didn’t 
know the previous Commandant!” “However,” the Officer said, interrupting himself, “I’m chattering, and his apparatus stands here in front of 
us. As you see, it consists of three parts. With the passage of time certain popular names have been developed for each of these parts. The one 
underneath is called the Bed, the upper one is called the Inscriber, and here in the middle, this moving part is called the Harrow.” “The 
Harrow?” the Traveller asked. He had not been listening with full attention. The sun was excessively strong, trapped in the shadowless valley, 
and one could hardly collect one’s thoughts. So the Officer appeared to him all the more admirable in his tight tunic weighed down with 
epaulettes and festooned with braid, ready to go on parade, as he explained the matter so eagerly and, in addition, while he was talking, still kept 
adjusting screws here and there with a screwdriver. The Soldier appeared to be in a state similar to the Traveller. He had wound the 
Condemned Man’s chain around both his wrists and was supporting himself with his hand on his weapon, letting his head hang backward, not 
bothering about anything. The Traveller was not surprised at that, for the Officer spoke French, and clearly neither the Soldier nor the 
Condemned Man understood the language. So it was certainly all the more striking that the Condemned Man, in spite of that, did what he 
could to follow the Officer’s explanations. With a sort of sleepy persistence he kept directing his gaze to the place where the Officer had just 
pointed, and when a question from the Traveller interrupted the Officer, the Condemned Man looked at the Traveller, too, just as the Officer 
was doing. 

“Yes, the Harrow,” said the Officer. “The name fits. The needles are arranged as in a harrow, and the whole thing is driven like a harrow, 
although it stays in one place and is, in principle, much more artistic. Anyway, you’ll understand in a moment. The condemned is laid out here 
on the Bed. I’ll describe the apparatus first and only then let the procedure go to work. That way you’ll be able to follow it better. Also a 
sprocket in the Inscriber is excessively worn. It really squeaks. When it’s in motion one can hardly make oneself understood. Unfortunately 
replacement parts are difficult to come by in this place. So, here is the Bed, as I said. The whole thing is completely covered with a layer of 
cotton wool, the purpose of which you’ll find out in a moment. The condemned man is laid out on his stomach on this cotton wool—naked, 
of course. There are straps for the hands here, for the feet here, and for the throat here, to tie him in securely. At the head of the Bed here, 
where the man, as I have mentioned, first lies face down, is this small protruding lump of felt, which can easily be adjusted so that it presses 
right into the man’s mouth. Its purpose is to prevent him screaming and biting his tongue to pieces. Of course, the man has to let the felt in his 
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mouth—otherwise the straps around his throat will break his neck.” “That’s cotton wool?” asked the Traveller and bent down. “Yes, it is,” said 
the Officer smiling, “feel it for yourself.” He took the Traveller’s hand and led him over to the Bed. “It’s a specially prepared cotton wool. 
That’s why it looks so unrecognizable. I’ll get around to mentioning its purpose in a moment.” The Traveller was already being won over a little 
to the apparatus. With his hand over his eyes to protect them from the sun, he looked up at the height of the apparatus. It was a massive 
construction. The Bed and the Inscriber were the same size and looked like two dark chests. The Inscriber was set about two metres above the 
Bed, and the two were joined together at the corners by four brass rods, which almost reflected rays from the sun. The Harrow hung between 
the chests on a band of steel. 

The Officer had hardly noticed the earlier indifference of the Traveller, but he did have a sense now of how the latter’s interest was being 
aroused now. So he paused in his explanation in order to allow the Traveller time to observe the apparatus undisturbed. The Condemned Man 
imitated the Traveller, but since he could not put his hand over his eyes, he blinked upward with his eyes uncovered. 

“So now the man is lying down,” said the Traveller. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. 

“Yes,” said the Officer. He pushed his cap back a little and ran his hand over his hot face. “Now, listen. Both the Bed and the Inscriber have 
their own electric batteries. The Bed needs them for itself, and the Inscriber for the Harrow. As soon as the man is strapped in securely, the 
Bed is set in motion. It quivers with tiny, very rapid oscillations from side to side and up and down simultaneously. You will have seen similar 
devices in mental hospitals. Only with our Bed all movements are precisely calibrated, for they must be meticulously coordinated with the 
movements of the Harrow. But it’s the Harrow which has the job of actually carrying out the sentence.” 

“What is the sentence?” the Traveller asked. “You don’t even know that?” asked the Officer in astonishment and bit his lip. “Forgive me if 
my explanations are perhaps confused. I really do beg your pardon. Previously it was the Commandant’s habit to provide such explanations. 
But the New Commandant has excused himself from this honourable duty. However, the fact that with such an eminent visitor”—the 
Traveller tried to deflect the honour with both hands, but the Officer insisted on the expression—”that with such an eminent visitor he didn’t 
even once make him aware of the form of our sentencing is yet again something new, which. . . .” He had a curse on his lips, but controlled 
himself and said merely: “I was not informed about it. It’s not my fault. In any case, I am certainly the person best able to explain our style of 
sentencing, for here I am carrying”—he patted his breast pocket—”the relevant diagrams drawn by the previous Commandant.” 

“Diagrams made by the Commandant himself?” asked the Traveller. “Then was he in his own person a combination of everything? Was he 
soldier, judge, engineer, chemist, and draftsman?” 

“He was indeed,” said the Officer, nodding his head with a fixed and thoughtful expression. Then he looked at his hands, examining them. 
They didn’t seem to him clean enough to handle the diagrams. So he went to the bucket and washed them again. Then he pulled out a small 
leather folder and said, “Our sentence does not sound severe. The law which a condemned man has violated is inscribed on his body with the 
Harrow. This Condemned Man, for example,” and the Officer pointed to the man, “will have inscribed on his body, ‘Honour your superiors!’” 

The Traveller had a quick look at the man. When the Officer was pointing at him, the man kept his head down and appeared to be directing 
all his energy into listening in order to learn something. But the movements of his pouting lips, which were pressed close together, showed 
clearly that he was incapable of understanding anything. The Traveller wanted to raise various questions, but after looking at the Condemned 
Man he merely asked, “Does he know his sentence?” “No,” said the Officer. He wished to get on with his explanation right away, but the 
Traveller interrupted him: “He doesn’t know his own sentence?” “No,” said the Officer once more. He then paused for a moment, as if he 
was requesting from the Traveller a more detailed reason for his question, and said, “It would be useless to give him that information. He 
experiences it on his own body.” The Traveller really wanted to keep quiet at this point, but he felt how the Condemned Man was gazing at 
him—he seemed to be asking whether he could approve of the process the Officer had described. So the Traveller, who had up to this point 
been leaning back, bent forward again and kept up his questions, “But does he nonetheless have some general idea that he’s been 
condemned?” “Not that either,” said the Officer, and he smiled at the Traveller, as if he was still waiting for some strange revelations from him. 
“No?” said the Traveller, wiping his forehead, “So the man does not yet know even at this point how his defence was received?” “He has had 
no opportunity to defend himself,” said the Officer and looked away, as if he was talking to himself and did not wish to embarrass the Traveller 
with an explanation of matters so self-evident to him. “But he must have had a chance to defend himself,” said the Traveller and stood up 
from his chair. 

The Officer recognized that he was in danger of having his explanation of the apparatus held up for a long time. So he went to the Traveller, 
took him by the arm, pointed with his hand at the Condemned Man, who stood there stiffly now that the attention was so clearly directed at 
him—the Soldier was also pulling on his chain—and said, “The matter stands like this. Here in the penal colony I have been appointed judge. 
In spite of my youth. For I stood at the side of our previous Commandant in all matters of punishment, and I also know the most about the 
apparatus. The basic principle I use for my decisions is this: Guilt is always beyond a doubt. Other courts could not follow this principle, for 
they are made up of many heads and, in addition, have even higher courts above them. But that is not the case here, or at least it was not that 
way with the previous Commandant. It’s true the New Commandant has already shown a desire to get mixed up in my court, but I’ve 
succeeded so far in fending him off. And I’ll continue to be successful. You wanted this case explained. It’s so simple—just like all of them. 
This morning a captain laid a charge that this man, who is assigned to him as a servant and who sleeps before his door, had been sleeping on 
duty. For his duty is to stand up every time the clock strikes the hour and salute in front of the captain’s door. That’s certainly not a difficult 
duty—and it’s necessary, since he is supposed to remain fresh both for guarding and for service. Yesterday night the captain wanted to check 
whether his servant was fulfilling his duty. He opened the door on the stroke of two and found him curled up asleep. He got his horsewhip and 
hit him across the face. Now, instead of standing up and begging for forgiveness, the man grabbed his master by the legs, shook him, and cried 
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out, ‘Throw away that whip or I’ll eat you up.’ Those are the facts. The captain came to me an hour ago. I wrote up his statement and right after 
that the sentence. Then I had the man chained up. It was all very simple. If I had first summoned the man and interrogated him, the result 
would have been confusion. He would have lied, and if I had been successful in refuting his lies, he would have replaced them with new lies, 
and so forth. But now I have him, and I won’t release him again. Now, does that clarify everything? But time is passing. We should be starting 
the execution already, and I haven’t finished explaining the apparatus yet.” He urged the Traveller to sit down in his chair, moved to the 
apparatus again, and started, “As you see, the shape of the Harrow corresponds to the shape of a man. This is the harrow for the upper body, 
and here are the harrows for the legs. This small cutter is the only one designated for the head. Is that clear to you?” He leaned forward to the 
Traveller in a friendly way, ready to give the most comprehensive explanation. 

The Traveller looked at the Harrow with a wrinkled frown. The information about the judicial procedures had not satisfied him. However, 
he had to tell himself that here it was a matter of a penal colony, that in this place special regulations were necessary, and that one had to give 
precedence to military measures right down to the last detail. Beyond that, however, he had some hopes in the New Commandant, who 
obviously, although slowly, was intending to introduce a new procedure which the limited understanding of this Officer could not accept. 
Following this train of thought, the Traveller asked, “Will the Commandant be present at the execution?” “That is not certain,” said the 
Officer, embarrassingly affected by the sudden question, and his friendly expression made a grimace. “That is why we need to hurry up. As 
much as I regret the fact, I’ll have to make my explanation even shorter. But tomorrow, once the apparatus is clean again—the fact that it gets 
so very dirty is its only fault—I could add a more detailed explanation. So now, only the most essential things. When the man is lying on the 
Bed and it starts quivering, the Harrow sinks onto the body. It positions itself automatically in such a way that it touches the body only lightly 
with the needle tips. Once the machine is set in position, this steel cable tightens up immediately into a rod. And now the performance begins. 
Someone who is not an initiate sees no external difference among the punishments. The Harrow seems to do its work uniformly. As it quivers, 
it sticks the tips of its needles into the body, which is also vibrating from the movement of the bed. Now, to enable someone to check on how 
the sentence is being carried out, the Harrow is made of glass. That gave rise to certain technical difficulties with fastening the needles in it 
securely, but after several attempts we were successful. We didn’t spare any efforts. And now, as the inscription is made on the body, everyone 
can see through the glass. Don’t you want to come closer and see the needles for yourself.” 

The Traveller stood slowly, moved up, and bent over the Harrow. “You see,” the Officer said, “two sorts of needles in a multiple 
arrangement. Each long needle has a short one next to it. The long one inscribes, and the short one squirts water out to wash away the blood 
and keep the inscription always clear. The bloody water is then channeled here into small grooves and finally flows into these main gutters, and 
their outlet pipe takes it to the pit.” The Officer indicated with his finger the exact path which the bloody water had to take. As he began 
formally to demonstrate with both hands at the mouth of the outlet pipe, in order to make his account as clear as possible, the Traveller raised 
his head and, feeling behind him with his hand, wanted to return to his chair. Then he saw to his horror that the Condemned Man had also, 
like him, accepted the Officer’s invitation to inspect the arrangement of the Harrow up close. He had pulled the sleeping Soldier holding the 
chain a little forward and was also bending over the glass. One could see how with a confused gaze he also was looking for what the two 
gentlemen had just observed, but how he didn’t succeed because he lacked the explanation. He leaned forward this way and that. He kept 
running his eyes over the glass again and again. The Traveller wanted to push him back, for what he was doing was probably punishable. But 
the Officer held the Traveller firmly with one hand, and with the other he took a lump of earth from the wall and threw it at the Soldier. The 
latter opened his eyes with a start, saw what the Condemned Man had dared to do, let his weapon fall, braced his heels in the earth, and jerked 
the Condemned Man back, so that he immediately collapsed. The Soldier looked down at him, as he writhed around, making his chain clink. 
“Stand him up,” cried the Officer, for he noticed that the Condemned Man was distracting the Traveller too much. The latter was even leaning 
out away from the Harrow, without paying any attention to it and wanted merely to find out what was happening to the Condemned Man. 
“Handle him carefully,” the Officer yelled again. He ran around the apparatus, personally grabbed the Condemned Man under the armpits and, 
with the help of the Soldier, straightened up the man, whose feet kept slipping. 

“Now I know all about it,” said the Traveller, as the Officer turned back to him again. “Except the most important thing,” said the latter. He 
grabbed the Traveller by the arm and pointed up high. “There in the Inscriber is the mechanism which determines the movement of the 
Harrow, and this mechanism is arranged according to the diagram on which the sentence is set down. I still use the diagrams of the previous 
Commandant. Here they are.” He pulled some pages out of the leather folder. “Unfortunately I can’t hand them to you. They are the most 
cherished thing I possess. Sit down, and I’ll show you them from this distance. Then you’ll be able to see it all well.” He showed the first sheet. 
The Traveller would have been happy to say something appreciative, but all he saw was a labyrinthine series of lines, crisscrossing each other in 
all sorts of ways. These covered the paper so thickly that only with difficulty could one make out the white spaces in between. “Read it,” said 
the Officer. “I can’t,” said the Traveller. “But it’s clear,” said the Officer.” “It’s very elaborate,” said the Traveller evasively, “but I can’t decipher 
it.” “Yes,” said the Officer, smiling and putting the folder back again, “it’s not calligraphy for school children. One has to read it a long time. 
You, too, would finally understand it clearly. Of course, it has to be a script that isn’t simple. You see, it’s not supposed to kill right away, but on 
average over a period of twelve hours. The turning point is set for the sixth hour. There must also be many, many embellishments surrounding 
the basic script. The essential script moves around the body only in a narrow belt. The rest of the body is reserved for decoration. Can you now 
appreciate the work of the Harrow and of the whole apparatus? Just look at it!” He jumped up the ladder, turned a wheel, and called down, 
“Watch out—move to the side!” Everything started moving. If the wheel had not squeaked, it would have been marvellous. The Officer 
threatened the wheel with his fist, as if he was surprised by the disturbance it created. Then he spread his arms out to the Traveller, apologized, 
and quickly clambered down, in order to observe the operation of the apparatus from below. Something was still not working properly, 
something only he noticed. He clambered up again and reached with both hands into the inside of the Inscriber. Then, in order to descend 
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more quickly, instead of using the ladder, he slid down on one of the poles and, to make himself understandable through the noise, strained his 
voice to the limit as he yelled in the Traveller’s ear, “Do you understand the process? The Harrow is starting to write. When it’s finished with 
the first part of the script on the man’s back, the layer of cotton wool rolls and turns the body slowly onto its side to give the Harrow a new 
area. Meanwhile those parts lacerated by the inscription are lying on the cotton wool which, because it has been specially treated, immediately 
stops the bleeding and prepares the script for a further deepening. Here, as the body continues to rotate, prongs on the edge of the Harrow 
then pull the cotton wool from the wounds, throw it into the pit, and the Harrow goes to work again. In this way it keeps making the 
inscription deeper for twelve hours. For the first six hours the condemned man goes on living almost as before. He suffers nothing but pain. 
After two hours, the felt is removed, for at that point the man has no more energy for screaming. Here at the head of the Bed warm rice 
pudding is put in this electrically heated bowl. From this the man, if he feels like it, can help himself to what he can lap up with his tongue. No 
one passes up this opportunity. I don’t know of a single one, and I have had a lot of experience. He first loses his pleasure in eating around the 
sixth hour. I usually kneel down at this point and observe the phenomenon. The man rarely swallows the last bit. He merely turns it around in 
his mouth and spits it into the pit. When he does that, I have to lean aside or else he’ll get me in the face. But how quiet the man becomes 
around the sixth hour! The most stupid of them begins to understand. It starts around the eyes and spreads out from there. A look that could 
tempt one to lie down with him under the Harrow. Nothing else happens. The man simply begins to decipher the inscription. He purses his 
lips, as if he is listening. You’ve seen that it is not easy to figure out the inscription with your eyes, but our man deciphers it with his wounds. 
True, it takes a lot of work. It requires six hours to complete. But then the Harrow spits all of him out and throws him into the pit, where he 
splashes down into the bloody water and cotton wool. Then the judgment is over, and we, the Soldier and I, quickly bury him.” 

The Traveller had leaned his ear towards the Officer and, with his hands in his coat pockets, was observing the machine at work. The 
Condemned Man was also watching, but without understanding. He bent forward a little and followed the moving needles, as the Soldier, after 
a signal from the Officer, cut through the back of his shirt and trousers with a knife, so that they fell off the Condemned Man. He wanted to 
grab the falling garments to cover his bare flesh, but the Soldier held him up high and shook the last rags from him. The Officer turned the 
machine off, and in the silence which then ensued the Condemned Man was laid out under the Harrow. The chains were taken off and the 
straps fastened in their place. For the Condemned Man it seemed at first glance to signify almost a relief. And now the Harrow sunk down a 
stage lower still, for he was a thin man. As the needle tips touched him, a shudder went over his skin. While the Soldier was busy with the right 
hand, the Condemned Man stretched out his left, with no sense of its direction. But it was pointing to where the Traveller was standing. The 
Officer kept looking at the Traveller from the side, without taking his eyes off him, as if he was trying to read from his face the impression he 
was getting of the execution, which he had now explained to him, at least superficially. 

The strap meant to hold the wrist ripped off. The Soldier probably had pulled on it too hard. The Soldier showed the Officer the torn-off 
piece of strap, wanting him to help. So the Officer went over to him and said, with his face turned towards the Traveller, “The machine is very 
complicated. Now and then something has to tear or break. One shouldn’t let that detract from one’s overall opinion. Anyway, we have an 
immediate replacement for the strap. I’ll use a chain—even though that will affect the sensitivity of the oscillations for the right arm.” And 
while he put the chain in place, he still kept talking, “Our resources for maintaining the machine are very limited at the moment. Under the 
previous Commandant, I had free access to a cash box specially set aside exclusively for this purpose. There was a storeroom here in which all 
possible replacement parts were kept. I admit I made almost extravagant use of it. I mean earlier, not now, as the New Commandant claims. 
For him everything serves only as a pretext to fight against the old arrangements. Now he keeps the cash box for machinery under his own 
control, and if I ask him for a new strap, he demands the torn one as a piece of evidence, the new one doesn’t arrive for ten days, and then it’s 
an inferior brand, of not much use to me. But how I am supposed to get the machine to work in the meantime without a strap—no one’s 
concerned about that.” 

The Traveller thought about the situation: it is always questionable to intervene decisively in strange circumstances. He was neither a citizen 
of the penal colony nor a citizen of the state to which it belonged. If he wanted to condemn this execution or even hinder it, people could say 
to him: You are a foreigner—keep quiet. He would have nothing in response to that, but could only add that he did not understand what he 
was doing on this occasion, for the purpose of his traveling was merely to observe and not to alter other people’s judicial systems in any way. 
True, at this point the way things were turning out it was very tempting. The injustice of the process and the inhumanity of the execution were 
beyond doubt. No one could assume that the Traveller was acting out of any sense of his own self-interest, for the Condemned Man was a 
stranger to him, not a countryman and not someone who invited sympathy in any way. The Traveller himself had letters of reference from 
high officials and had been welcomed here with great courtesy. The fact that he had been invited to this execution even seemed to indicate that 
people were asking for his judgment of this court. This was all the more likely since the Commandant, as he had now had heard only too 
clearly, was no supporter of this process and maintained an almost hostile relationship with the Officer. 

Then the Traveller heard a cry of rage from the Officer. He had just shoved the stub of felt in the Condemned Man’s mouth, not without 
difficulty, when the Condemned Man, overcome by an irresistible nausea, shut his eyes and threw up. The Officer quickly yanked him up off 
the stump and wanted to turn his head aside toward the pit. But it was too late. The vomit was already flowing down onto the machine. “This 
is all the Commandant’s fault!” cried the Officer and mindlessly rattled the brass rods at the front. “My machine’s as filthy as a pigsty.” With 
trembling hands he indicated to the Traveller what had happened. “Haven’t I spent hours trying to make the Commandant understand that a 
day before the execution there should be no more food served? But the new, lenient administration has a different opinion. Before the man is 
led away, the Commandant’s women cram sugary things down his throat. His whole life he’s fed himself on stinking fish, and now he has to 
eat sweets! But that would be all right—I’d have no objections—but why don’t they get a new felt, the way I’ve been asking him for three 



 

Stories for Study — ENGL 2131 — Dr. Pellegrino — 103 

months now? How can anyone take this felt into his mouth without feeling disgusted—something that more than a hundred men have sucked 
and bitten on it as they were dying?” 

The Condemned Man had laid his head down and appeared peaceful. The Soldier was busy cleaning up the machine with the Condemned 
Man’s shirt. The Officer went up to the Traveller, who, feeling some premonition, took a step backwards. But the Officer grasped him by the 
hand and pulled him aside. “I want to speak a few words to you in confidence,” he said. “May I do that?” “Of course,” said the Traveller and 
listened with his eyes lowered. 

“This process and this execution, which you now have an opportunity to admire, have at present no more open supporters in our colony. I 
am its single defender and at the same time the single advocate for the legacy of the Old Commandant. I can no longer think about a more 
extensive organization of the process—I’m using all my powers to maintain what there is at present. When the Old Commandant was alive, 
the colony was full of his supporters. I have something of the Old Commandant’s persuasiveness, but I completely lack his power, and as a 
result the supporters have gone into hiding. There are still a lot of them, but no one admits to it. If you go into a tea house today—that is to say, 
on a day of execution—and keep your ears open, perhaps you’ll hear nothing but ambiguous remarks. They are all supporters, but under the 
present Commandant, considering his present views, they are totally useless to me. And now I’m asking you: Should such a life’s work,” he 
pointed to the machine, “come to nothing because of this Commandant and the women influencing him? Should people let that happen? 
Even if one is only a foreigner on our island for a couple of days? But there is no time to lose. People are already preparing something against 
my judicial proceedings. Discussions are already taking place in the Commandant’s headquarters, to which I am not invited. Even your visit 
today seems to me typical of the whole situation. People are cowards and send you out—a foreigner. You should have seen the executions in 
earlier days! The entire valley was overflowing with people, even a day before the execution. They all came merely to watch. Early in the 
morning the Commandant appeared with his women. Fanfares woke up the entire campsite. I delivered the news that everything was ready. 
The whole society—and every high official had to attend—arranged itself around the machine. This pile of cane chairs is a sorry left over from 
that time. The machine was freshly cleaned and glowed. For almost every execution I had new replacement parts. In front of hundreds of 
eyes—all the spectators stood on tip toe right up to the hills there—the condemned man was laid down under the Harrow by the 
Commandant himself. What nowadays has to be done by a common soldier was then my work as the senior judge, and it was an honour for 
me. And then the execution began! No discordant note disturbed the work of the machine. Many people did not look any more at all, but lay 
down with closed eyes in the sand. They all knew: now justice was being carried out. In the silence people heard nothing but the groans of the 
condemned man, muffled by the felt. These days the machine no longer manages to squeeze out of the condemned man a groan stronger than 
the felt is capable of smothering. But back then the needles which made the inscription dripped a caustic liquid which today we are not 
permitted to use any more. Well, then came the sixth hour! It was impossible to grant all the requests people made to be allowed to watch from 
up close. The Commandant, in his wisdom, arranged that the children should be taken care of before all the rest. Naturally, I was always 
allowed to stand close by, because of my official position. Often I crouched down there with two small children in my arms, on my right and 
left. How we all took in the expression of transfiguration on the martyred face! How we held our cheeks in the glow of this justice, finally 
attained and already passing away! What times we had, my friend!” The Officer had obviously forgotten who was standing in front of him. He 
had put his arm around the Traveller and laid his head on his shoulder. The Traveller was extremely embarrassed. Impatiently he looked away 
over the Officer’s head. The Soldier had ended his task of cleaning and had just shaken some rice pudding into the bowl from a tin. No sooner 
had the Condemned Man, who seemed to have fully recovered already, noticed this than his tongue began to lick at the pudding. The Soldier 
kept pushing him away, for the pudding was probably meant for a later time, but in any case it was not proper for the Soldier to reach in and 
grab some food with his dirty hands and eat it in front of the famished Condemned Man. 

The Officer quickly collected himself. “I didn’t want to upset you in any way,” he said. “I know it is impossible to make someone 
understand those days now. Besides, the machine still works and operates on its own. It operates on its own even when it is standing alone in 
this valley. And at the end, the body still keeps falling in that incredibly soft flight into the pit, even if hundreds of people are not gathered like 
flies around the hole the way they used to be. Back then we had to erect a strong railing around the pit. It was pulled out long ago.” 

The Traveller wanted to turn his face away from the Officer and looked aimlessly around him. The Officer thought he was looking at the 
wasteland of the valley. So he grabbed his hands, turned him around in order to catch his gaze, and asked, “Do you see the shame of it?” 

But the Traveller said nothing. The Officer left him alone for a while. With his legs apart and his hands on his hips, the Officer stood still 
and looked at the ground. Then he smiled at the Traveller cheerfully and said, “Yesterday I was nearby when the Commandant invited you. I 
heard the invitation. I know the Commandant. I understood right away what he intended with his invitation. Although his power might be 
sufficiently great to take action against me, he doesn’t yet dare to. But my guess is that with you he is exposing me to the judgment of a 
respected foreigner. He calculates things with care. You are now in your second day on the island. You didn’t know the Old Commandant and 
his way of thinking. You are biased in your European way of seeing things. Perhaps you are fundamentally opposed to the death penalty in 
general and to this kind of mechanical style of execution in particular. Moreover, you see how the execution is a sad procedure, without any 
public participation, using a machine which is already somewhat damaged. Now, if we take all this together (so the Commandant thinks) surely 
one could easily imagine that that you would not consider my procedure appropriate? And if you didn’t consider it right, you wouldn’t keep 
quiet about it—I’m still speaking the mind of the Commandant—for you no doubt have faith that your tried-and-true convictions are correct. 
It’s true that you have seen many peculiar things among many peoples and have learned to respect them. Thus, you will probably not speak out 
against the procedure with your full power, as you would perhaps in your own homeland. But the Commandant doesn’t really need that. A 
casual word, merely a careless remark, is enough. It doesn’t have to match your convictions at all, so long as it apparently corresponds to his 
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wishes. I’m certain he will use all his shrewdness to interrogate you. And his women will sit around in a circle and perk up their ears. You will 
say something like, ‘Among us the judicial procedures are different,’ or ‘With us the accused is questioned before the verdict,’ or ‘With us the 
accused hears the judgment’ or ‘With us there are punishments other than the death penalty’ or ‘With us there was torture only in the Middle 
Ages.’ For you all these observations appear as correct as they are self-evident—innocent remarks which do not impugn my procedure. But 
how will the Commandant take them? I see him, our excellent Commandant—the way he immediately pushes his stool aside and hurries out 
onto the balcony—I see his women, how they stream after him. I hear his voice—the women call it a thunder voice. And now he’s speaking: 
‘A great Western explorer who has been commissioned to inspect judicial procedures in all countries has just said that our process based on old 
customs is inhuman. After this verdict of such a personality it is, of course, no longer possible for me to tolerate this procedure. So from this 
day on I am ordering . . . and so forth.’ You want to intervene—you didn’t say what he is reporting—you didn’t call my procedure inhuman; by 
contrast, in keeping with your deep insight, you consider it the most humane and most worthy of human beings. You also admire this 
machinery. But it is too late. You don’t even go onto the balcony, which is already filled with women. You want to attract attention. You want 
to cry out. But a lady’s hand is covering your mouth, and I and the Old Commandant’s work are lost.” 

The Traveller had to suppress a smile. So the work which he had considered so difficult was easy. He said evasively, “You’re exaggerating 
my influence. The Commandant has read my letters of recommendation. He knows that I am no expert in judicial processes. If I were to 
express an opinion, it would be that of a lay person, no more significant than the opinion of anyone else, and in any case far less significant than 
the opinion of the Commandant, who, as I understand it, has very extensive powers in this penal colony. If his views of this procedure are as 
definite as you think they are, then I’m afraid the time has surely come for this procedure to end, without any need for my humble assistance.” 

Did the Officer understand by now? No, he did not yet grasp it. He shook his head vigorously, briefly looked back at the Condemned Man 
and the Soldier, who both flinched and stopped eating the rice, went up really close up to the Traveller, without looking into his face, but gazing 
at parts of his jacket, and said more gently than before: “You don’t know the Commandant. Where he and all of us are concerned you are—
forgive the expression—to a certain extent innocent. Your influence, believe me, cannot be overestimated. In fact, I was blissfully happy when 
I heard that you were to be present at the execution by yourself. This arrangement of the Commandant was aimed at me, but now I’m turning 
it to my advantage. Without being distracted by false insinuations and disparaging looks—which could not have been avoided with a greater 
number of participants at the execution—you have listened to my explanation, looked at the machine, and are now about to view the 
execution. Your verdict is no doubt already fixed. If some small uncertainties still remain, witnessing the execution will remove them. And now 
I’m asking you—help me against the Commandant!” 

The Traveller did not let him go on talking. “How can I do that?” he cried. “It’s totally impossible. I can help you as little as I can harm you.” 

“You could do it,” said the Officer. With some apprehension the Traveller observed that the Officer was clenching his fists. “You could do 
it,” repeated the Officer, even more emphatically. “I have a plan which must succeed. You think your influence is insufficient. I know it will be 
enough. But assuming you’re right, doesn’t saving this procedure require one to try everything, even those methods which may possibly be 
inadequate? So listen to my plan. To carry it out, it’s necessary, above all, for you to keep as quiet as possible today in the colony about your 
verdict on this procedure. Unless someone asks you directly, you should not express any view whatsoever. But what you do say must be short 
and vague. People should notice that it has become difficult for you to speak about the subject, that you feel bitter, that, if you were to speak 
openly, you’d have to burst out cursing on the spot. I’m not asking you to lie, not at all. You should give only brief answers—something like, 
‘Yes, I’ve seen the execution’ or ‘Yes, I’ve heard the full explanation.’ That’s all—nothing further. For that will be enough of an indication for 
people to observe in you a certain bitterness, even if that’s not what the Commandant will think. Naturally, he will completely misunderstand 
the issue and interpret it in his own way. My plan is based on that. Tomorrow a large meeting of all the higher administrative officials takes 
place at headquarters under the chairmanship of the Commandant. He, of course, understands how to turn such meetings into a spectacle. A 
gallery has been built, which is always full of spectators. I’m compelled to take part in the discussions, though they make me shiver with disgust. 
In any case, you will certainly be invited to the meeting. If you follow my plan today and behave accordingly, the invitation will become an 
emphatic request. But should you for some inexplicable reason still not be invited, you must make sure you request an invitation. Then you’ll 
receive one without question. Now, tomorrow you are sitting with the women in the Commandant’s box. With frequent upward glances he 
reassures himself that you are there. After various trivial and ridiculous agenda items designed only for the spectators—mostly harbour 
construction, always harbour construction!—the judicial process also comes up for discussion. If it’s not raised by the Commandant himself or 
does not occur soon enough, I’ll make sure that it comes up. I’ll stand up and report the news of today’s execution. Really briefly—just this 
announcement. True, such a report is not customary there; however, I’ll do it, nonetheless. The Commandant thanks me, as always, with a 
friendly smile. And now he cannot restrain himself. He seizes this excellent opportunity. ‘The report of the execution,’ he’ll say, or something 
like that, ‘has just been given. I would like to add to this report only the fact that this particular execution was attended by the great explorer 
whose visit confers such extraordinary honour on our colony, as you all know. Even the significance of our meeting today has been increased 
by his presence. Do we not now wish to ask this great explorer for his appraisal of the execution based on old customs and of the process 
which preceded it?’ Of course, there is the noise of applause everywhere, universal agreement. And I’m louder than anyone. The Commandant 
bows before you and says, ‘Then in everyone’s name, I’m putting the question to you.’ And now you step up to the railing. Place your hands 
where everyone can see them. Otherwise the ladies will grab them and play with your fingers. And now finally come your remarks. I don’t 
know how I’ll bear the tense moments up to that point. In your speech you mustn’t hold back. Let truth resound. Lean over the railing and 
shout it out—yes, yes, roar your opinion at the Commandant, your unshakeable opinion. But perhaps you don’t want to do that. It doesn’t suit 
your character. Perhaps in your homeland people behave differently in such situations. That’s all right. That’s perfectly satisfactory. Don’t stand 
up at all. Just say a couple of words. Whisper them so that only the officials underneath you can hear them. That’s enough. You don’t even 
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have to say anything at all about the lack of attendance at the execution or about the squeaky wheel, the torn strap, the disgusting felt. No. I’ll 
take over all further details, and, believe me, if my speech doesn’t chase him out of the room, it will force him to his knees, so he’ll have to 
admit it: ‘Old Commandant, I bow down before you.’ That’s my plan. Do you want to help me carry it out? But, of course, you want to. More 
than that—you have to.” And the Officer gripped the Traveller by both arms and looked at him, breathing heavily into his face. He had yelled 
the last sentences so loudly that even the Soldier and the Condemned Man were paying attention. Although they couldn’t understand a thing, 
they stopped eating and looked over at the Traveller, still chewing. 

From the very start the Traveller had had no doubts about the answer he must give. He had experienced too much in his life to be able to 
waver here. Basically he was honest and unafraid. Still, with the Soldier and the Condemned Man looking at him, he hesitated a moment. But 
finally he said, as he had to, “No.” The Officer’s eyes blinked several times, but he did not take his eyes off the Traveller. “Would you like an 
explanation,” asked the Traveller. The Officer nodded dumbly. “I am opposed to this procedure,” said the Traveller. “Even before you took 
me into your confidence—and, of course, I will never abuse your confidence under any circumstances—I was already thinking about whether 
I was entitled to intervene against this procedure and whether my intervention could have even a small chance of success. And if that was the 
case, it was clear to me whom I had to turn to first of all—naturally, to the Commandant. You have clarified the issue for me even more, but 
without reinforcing my decision in any way—quite the reverse. I find your conviction genuinely moving, even if it cannot deter me.” 

The Officer remained silent, turned towards the machine, grabbed one of the brass rods, and then, leaning back a little, looked up at the 
Inscriber, as if he was checking that everything was in order. The Soldier and the Condemned Man seemed to have made friends with each 
other. The Condemned Man was making signs to the Soldier, although, given the tight straps on him, this was difficult for him to do. The 
Soldier was leaning into him. The Condemned Man whispered something to him, and the Soldier nodded. 

The Traveller went over to the Officer and said, “You don’t yet know what I’ll do. Yes, I will tell the Commandant my opinion of the 
procedure—not in a meeting, but in private. In addition, I won’t stay here long enough to be able to get called in to some meeting or other. 
Early tomorrow morning I leave, or at least I go on board ship.” 

It did not look as if the Officer had been listening. “So the process has not convinced you,” he said to himself and smiled the way an old 
man smiles over the silliness of a child, concealing his own true thoughts behind that smile. 

“Well then, it’s time,” he said finally and suddenly looked at the Traveller with bright eyes which contained some sort of demand, some 
appeal for participation. “Time for what?” asked the Traveller uneasily. But there was no answer. 

“You are free,” the Officer told the Condemned Man in his own language. At first the man did not believe him. “You are free now,” said 
the Officer. For the first time the face of the Condemned Man showed signs of real life. Was it the truth? Was it only the Officer’s mood, 
which could change? Had the foreign Traveller brought him a reprieve? What was it? That is what the man’s face seemed to be asking. But not 
for long. Whatever the case might be, if he could he wanted to be truly free, and he began to shake back and forth, as much as the Harrow 
permitted. 

“You’re tearing my straps,” cried the Officer. “Be still! We’ll undo them right away.” And, giving a signal to the Soldier, he set to work with 
him. The Condemned Man said nothing and smiled slightly to himself. At times he turned his face to the Officer on the left and at times to the 
Soldier on the right, without ignoring the Traveller. 

“Pull him out,” the Officer ordered the Soldier. This process required a certain amount of care because of the Harrow. The Condemned 
Man already had a few small wounds on his back, thanks to his own impatience. 

From this point on, however, the Officer paid no more attention to him. He went up to the Traveller, pulled out the small leather folder 
once more, leafed through it, finally found the sheet he was looking for, and showed it to the Traveller. “Read that,” he said. “I can’t,” said the 
Traveller. “I’ve already told you I can’t read these pages.” “But take a close look at the page,” said the Officer and moved up right next to the 
Traveller in order to read with him. When that didn’t help, he raised his little finger high up over the paper, as if the page must not be touched 
under any circumstances, so that using this he might make the task of reading easier for the Traveller. The Traveller also made an effort so that 
at least he could satisfy the Officer, but it was impossible for him. At that point the Officer began to spell out the inscription, and then he read 
out once again the joined up letters. “‘Be just!’ it states,” he said. “Now you can read it.” The Traveller bent so low over the paper that the 
Officer, afraid that he might touch it, moved it further away. The Traveller didn’t say anything more, but it was clear that he was still unable to 
read anything. “‘Be just!’ it says,” the Officer remarked once again. “That could be,” said the Traveller. “I do believe that’s written there.” 
“Good,” said the Officer, at least partially satisfied. He climbed up the ladder, holding the paper. With great care he set the page in the Inscriber 
and appeared to rotate the gear mechanism completely around. This was very tiring work. It must have required him to deal with extremely 
small wheels. He had to inspect the gears so closely that sometimes the Officer’s head disappeared completely into the Inscriber. 

The Traveller followed this work from below without looking away. His neck grew stiff, and his eyes found the sunlight pouring down from 
the sky painful. The Soldier and the Condemned Man were keeping each other busy. With the tip of his bayonet the Soldier pulled out the 
Condemned Man’s shirt and trousers which were lying in the hole. The shirt was horribly dirty, and the Condemned Man washed it in the 
bucket of water. When he was putting on his shirt and trousers, the Soldier and the Condemned Man had to laugh out loud, for the pieces of 
clothing were cut in two up the back. Perhaps the Condemned Man thought that it was his duty to amuse the Soldier. In his ripped-up clothes 
he circled in front of the Soldier, who crouched down on the ground, laughed, and slapped his knees. But they still restrained themselves out of 
consideration for the two gentlemen present. 
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When the Officer was finally finished up on the machine, with a smile he looked over the whole thing and all its parts once more, and this 
time closed the cover of the Inscriber, which had been open up to this point. He climbed down, looked into the hole and then at the 
Condemned Man, observed with satisfaction that his clothes had been hauled out, then went to the bucket of water to wash his hands, 
recognized too late that it was disgustingly dirty, and was upset that now he could not wash his hands. Finally he pushed them into the sand. 
This option did not satisfy him, but he had to do what he could in the circumstances. Then he stood up and began to unbutton the coat of his 
uniform. As he did this, the two lady’s handkerchiefs, which he had pushed into the back of his collar, fell into his hands. “Here you have your 
handkerchiefs,” he said and threw them over to the Condemned Man. And to the Traveller he said by way of an explanation, “Presents from 
the ladies.” 

In spite of the obvious speed with which he took off the coat of his uniform and then undressed himself completely, he handled each piece 
of clothing very carefully, even running his fingers over the silver braids on his tunic with special care and shaking a tassel into place. But in 
great contrast to this care, as soon he was finished handling an article of clothing, he immediately flung it angrily into the hole. The last items he 
had left were his short sword and its harness. He pulled the sword out of its scabbard, broke it in pieces, then gathered up everything—the 
pieces of the sword, the scabbard, and the harness—and threw them away so forcefully that they rattled against each other down in the pit. 

Now he stood there naked. The Traveller bit his lip and said nothing. For he was aware what would happen, but he had no right to hinder 
the Officer in any way. If the judicial process to which the Officer clung was really so close to the point of being cancelled—possibly as a result 
of the intervention of the Traveller, something to which he for his part felt duty-bound—then the Officer was now acting in a completely 
correct manner. In his place, the Traveller would not have acted any differently. 

The Soldier and the Condemned Man at first did not understand a thing. To begin with they did not look, not even once. The Condemned 
Man was extremely happy to get the handkerchiefs back, but he was not permitted to enjoy them very long, because the Soldier snatched them 
from him with a quick grab, which he had not anticipated. The Condemned Man then tried to pull the handkerchiefs out from the Soldier’s 
belt, where he had put them for safe keeping, but the Soldier was watching carefully. So they were fighting, half in jest. Only when the Officer 
was fully naked did they start to pay attention. The Condemned Man especially seemed to be struck by a premonition of some sort of 
significant transformation. What had happened to him was now taking place with the Officer. Perhaps this time the procedure would play itself 
out to its conclusion. The foreign Traveller had probably given the order for it. So that was revenge. Without having suffered all the way to the 
end himself, nonetheless he would be completely avenged. A wide, silent laugh now appeared on his face and never went away. 

The Officer, however, had turned towards the machine. If earlier on it had already become clear that he understood the machine 
thoroughly, one could well get alarmed now at the way he handled it and how it obeyed. He only had to bring his hand near the Harrow for it 
to rise and sink several times, until it had reached the correct position to make room for him. He only had to grasp the Bed by the edges, and it 
already began to quiver. The stump of felt moved up to his mouth. One could see how the Officer really did not want to accept it, but his 
hesitation was only momentary—he immediately submitted and took it in. Everything was ready, except that the straps still hung down on the 
sides. But they were clearly unnecessary. The Officer did not have to be strapped down. When the Condemned Man saw the loose straps, he 
thought the execution would be incomplete unless they were fastened. He waved eagerly to the Soldier, and they ran over to strap in the 
Officer. The latter had already stuck out his foot to kick the crank designed to set the Inscriber in motion. Then he saw the two men coming. 
So he pulled his foot back and let himself be strapped in. But now he could no longer reach the crank. Neither the Soldier nor the Condemned 
Man would find it, and the Traveller was determined not to touch it. But that was unnecessary. Hardly were the straps attached when the 
machine already started working: the Bed quivered, the needles danced on his skin, and the Harrow swung up and down. The Traveller had 
already been staring for some time before he remembered that a wheel in the Inscriber was supposed to squeak. But everything was quiet, 
without the slightest audible hum. 

Because of its silent working, the machine did not really attract attention. The Traveller looked over at the Soldier and the Condemned Man. 
The Condemned Man was the livelier of the two. Everything in the machine interested him. At times he bent down; at other times he stretched 
up, always pointing with his forefinger in order to show something to the Soldier. For the Traveller it was embarrassing. He was determined to 
remain here until the end, but he could no longer endure the sight of the two men. “Go home,” he said. The Soldier might perhaps have been 
ready to do that, but the Condemned Man took the order as a direct punishment. With his hands folded he pleaded to be allowed to stay there. 
And when the Traveller shook his head and was unwilling to give in, he even knelt down. Seeing that orders were of no help here, the Traveller 
wanted to go over and chase the two away. Then he heard a noise from up in the Inscriber. He looked up. So was the gear wheel going out of 
alignment? But it was something else. The lid on the Inscriber was lifting up slowly. Then it fell completely open. The teeth of a cog wheel were 
exposed and lifted up. Soon the entire wheel appeared. It was as if some huge force was compressing the Inscriber, so that there was no longer 
sufficient room left for this wheel. The wheel rolled all the way to the edge of the Inscriber, fell down, rolled upright a bit in the sand, and then 
fell over and lay still. But already up on the Inscriber another gear wheel was moving upwards. Several others followed—large ones, small ones, 
ones hard to distinguish. With each of them the same thing happened. One kept thinking that now the Inscriber must surely be already empty, 
but then a new cluster with lots of parts would move up, fall down, roll in the sand, and lie still. With all this going on, the Condemned Man 
totally forgot the Traveller’s order. The gear wheels completely delighted him. He kept wanting to grab one, and at the same time he was urging 
the Soldier to help him. But he kept pulling his hand back startled, for immediately another wheel followed, which, at least in its initial rolling, 
surprised him. 

The Traveller, by contrast, was very upset. Obviously the machine was breaking up. Its quiet operation had been an illusion. He felt as if he 
had to look after the Officer, now that the latter could no longer look after himself. But while the falling gear wheels were claiming all his 



 

Stories for Study — ENGL 2131 — Dr. Pellegrino — 107 

attention, he had neglected to look at the rest of the machine. However, when he now bent over the Harrow, once the last gear wheel had left 
the Inscriber, he had a new, even more unpleasant surprise. The Harrow was not writing but only stabbing, and the Bed was not rolling the 
body, but lifting it, quivering, up into the needles. The Traveller wanted to reach in to stop the whole thing, if possible. This was not the torture 
the Officer wished to attain; it was murder, pure and simple. He stretched out his hands. But at that point the Harrow was already moving 
upwards and to the side, with the skewered body—just as it did in other cases, but only in the twelfth hour. Blood flowed out in hundreds of 
streams, not mixed with water—the water tubes had failed to work this time, as well. Then one last thing went wrong: the body would not 
come loose from the long needles. Its blood streamed out, but it hung over the pit without falling. The Harrow wanted to move back to its 
original position, but, as if realizing that it could not free itself of its load, it remained over the hole. “Help,” the Traveller yelled out to the 
Soldier and the Condemned Man, and he himself grabbed the Officer’s feet. He wanted to push against the feet himself and have the two 
others grab the Officer’s head from the other side, so he could be slowly lifted off the needles. But now the two men could not make up their 
mind whether to come or not. The Condemned Man turned away at once. The Traveller had to go over to him and drag him to the Officer’s 
head by force. At this point, almost against his will, he looked at the face of the corpse. It was as it had been in life. He could discover no sign of 
the promised transfiguration. What all the others had found in the machine, the Officer had not. His lips were pressed firmly together, his eyes 
were open and looked as they had when he was alive, his gaze was calm and convinced. The tip of a large iron needle had gone through his 
forehead. 

 

* — * — * — * 

As the Traveller, with the Soldier and the Condemned Man behind him, came to the first houses in the colony, the Soldier pointed to one 
and said, “That’s the tea house.” 

On the ground floor of the house was a deep, low room, like a cave, with smoke-covered walls and ceiling. On the street side it was open 
along its full width. Although there was little difference between the tea house and the rest of the houses in the colony, which were all very 
dilapidated, except for the Commandant’s palatial structure, the Traveller was nonetheless struck by the impression of historical memory, and 
he felt the power of earlier times. Followed by his companions, he walked closer inside, going between the unoccupied tables, which stood in 
the street in front of the tea house, and took a breath of the cool, musty air which came from inside. “The old man is buried here,” said the 
Soldier; “a place in the cemetery was denied him by the chaplain. For a while people were undecided where they should bury him. Finally they 
buried him here. Of course, the Officer explained none of that to you, for naturally he was the one most ashamed about it. A few times he 
even tried to dig up the old man at night, but he was always chased off.” “Where is the grave?” asked the Traveller, who could not believe the 
Soldier. Instantly both men, the Soldier and the Condemned Man, ran in front of him and with hands outstretched pointed to the place where 
the grave was located. They led the Traveller to the back wall, where guests were sitting at a few tables. They were presumably dock workers, 
strong men with short, shiny, black beards. None of them wore coats, and their shirts were torn. They were poor, humiliated people. As the 
Traveller came closer, a few got up, leaned against the wall, and looked at him. A whisper went up around the Traveller—”It’s a foreigner. He 
wants to look at the grave.” They pushed one of the tables aside, under which there was a real grave stone. It was a simple stone, low enough 
for it to remain hidden under a table. It bore an inscription in very small letters. In order to read it the Traveller had to kneel down. It read, 
“Here rests the Old Commandant. His followers, who are now not permitted to have a name, buried him in this grave and erected this stone. 
There exists a prophecy that the Commandant will rise again after a certain number of years and from this house will lead his followers to a re-
conquest of the colony. Have faith and wait!” When the Traveller had read it and got up, he saw the men standing around him and smiling, as 
if they had read the inscription with him, found it ridiculous, and were asking him to share their opinion. The Traveller acted as if he had not 
noticed, distributed some coins among them, waited until the table was pushed back over the grave, left the tea house, and went to the harbour. 

In the tea house the Soldier and the Condemned Man had come across some people they knew who detained them. However, they must 
have broken free of them soon, because by the time the Traveller found himself in the middle of a long staircase which led to the boats, they 
were already running after him. They probably wanted to force the Traveller at the last minute to take them with him. While the Traveller was 
haggling at the bottom of the stairs with a sailor about his passage out to the steamer, the two men were racing down the steps in silence, for 
they did not dare cry out. But as they reached the bottom, the Traveller was already in the boat, and the sailor at once cast off from shore. They 
could still have jumped into the boat, but the Traveller picked up a heavy knotted rope from the boat bottom, threatened them with it, and 
thus prevented them from jumping in. 
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Interpreter of Maladies — Jhumpa Lahiri 
 

At the tea stall Mr. and Mrs. Das bickered about who should take Tina to the toilet. Eventually Mrs. Das relented when Mr. Das pointed out 
that he had given the girl her bath the night before. In the rearview mirror Mr. Kapasi watched as Mrs. Das emerged slowly from his bulky 
white Ambassador, dragging her shaved, largely bare legs across the back seat. She did not hold the little girl’s hand as they walked to the rest 
room. They were on their way to see the Sun Temple at Konarak. It was a dry, bright Saturday, the mid-July heat tempered by a steady ocean 
breeze, ideal weather for sightseeing. Ordinarily Mr. Kapasi would not have stopped so soon along the way, but less than five minutes after 
he’d picked up the family that morning in front of Hotel Sandy Villa, the little girl had complained. The first thing Mr. Kapasi had noticed when 
he saw Mr. and Mrs. Das, standing with their children under the portico of the hotel, was that they were very young, perhaps not even thirty. In 
addition to Tina they had two boys, Ronny and Bobby, who appeared very close in age and had teeth covered in a network of flashing silver 
wires. The family looked Indian but dressed as foreigners did, the children in stiff, brightly colored clothing and caps with translucent visors. 
Mr. Kapasi was accustomed to foreign tourists; he was assigned to them regularly because he could speak English. Yesterday he had driven an 
elderly couple from Scotland, both with spotted faces and fluffy white hair so thin it exposed their sunburnt scalps. In comparison, the tanned, 
youthful faces of Mr. and Mrs. Das were all the more striking. When he’d introduced himself, Mr. Kapasi had pressed his palms together in 
greeting, but Mr. Das squeezed hands like an American so that Mr. Kapasi felt it in his elbow. Mrs. Das, for her part, had flexed one side of her 
mouth, smiling dutifully at Mr. Kapasi, without displaying any interest in him. 

As they waited at the tea stall, Ronny, who looked like the older of the two boys, clambered suddenly out of the back seat, intrigued by a 
goat tied to a stake in the ground. 

“Don’t touch it,” Mr. Das said. He glanced up from his paperback tour book, which said “INDIA” in yellow letters and looked as if it had 
been published abroad. His voice, somehow tentative and a little shrill, sounded as though it had not yet settled into maturity. 

“I want to give it a piece of gum,” the boy called back as he trotted ahead. 

Mr. Das stepped out of the car and stretched his legs by squatting briefly to the ground. A clean-shaven man, he looked exactly like a 
magnified version of Ronny. He had a sapphire blue visor, and was dressed in shorts, sneakers, and a T-shirt. The camera slung around his 
neck, with an impressive telephoto lens and numerous buttons and markings, was the only complicated thing he wore. He frowned, watching 
as Ronny rushed toward the goat, but appeared to have no intention of intervening. “Bobby, make sure that your brother doesn’t do anything 
stupid.” 

“I don’t feel like it,” Bobby said, not moving. He was sitting in the front seat beside Mr. Kapasi, studying a picture of the elephant god taped 
to the glove compartment. 

“No need to worry,” Mr. Kapasi said. “They are quite tame.” Mr. Kapasi was forty-six years old, with receding hair that had gone completely 
silver, but his butterscotch complexion and his unlined brow, which he treated in spare moments to dabs of lotusoil balm, made it easy to 
imagine what he must have looked like at an earlier age. He wore gray trousers and a matching jacket-style shirt, tapered at the waist, with short 
sleeves and a large pointed collar, made of a thin but durable synthetic material. He had specified both the cut and the fabric to his tailor—it 
was his preferred uniform for giving tours because it did not get crushed during his long hours behind the wheel. Through the windshield he 
watched as Ronny circled around the goat, touched it quickly on its side, then trotted back to the car. 

“You left India as a child?” Mr. Kapasi asked when Mr. Das had settled once again into the passenger seat. 

“Oh, Mina and I were both born in America,” Mr. Das announced with an air of sudden confidence. “Born and raised. Our parents live 
here now. They retired. We visit them every couple years.” He turned to watch as the little girl ran toward the car, the wide purple bows of her 
sundress flopping on her narrow brown shoulders. She was holding to her chest a doll with yellow hair that looked as if it had been chopped, 
as a punitive measure, with a pair of dull scissors. “This is Tina’s first trip to India, isn’t it, Tina?” 

“I don’t have to go to the bathroom anymore,” Tina announced. 

“Where’s Mina?” Mr. Das asked. 

Mr. Kapasi found it strange that Mr. Das should refer to his wife by her first name when speaking to the little girl. Tina pointed to where 
Mrs. Das was purchasing something from one of the shirtless men who worked at the tea stall. Mr. Kapasi heard one of the shirtless men sing 
a phrase from a popular Hindi love song as Mrs. Das walked back to the car, but she did not appear to understand the words of the song, for 
she did not express irritation, or embarrassment, or react in any other way to the man’s declarations. 

He observed her. She wore a red-and-white-checkered skirt that stopped above her knees, slip-on shoes with a square wooden heel, and a 
close-fitting blouse styled like a man’s undershirt. The blouse was decorated at chest-level with a calico appliqué in the shape of a strawberry. 
She was a short woman, with small hands like paws, her frosty pink fingernails painted to match her lips, and was slightly plump in her figure. 
Her hair, shorn only a little longer than her husband’s, was parted far to one side. She was wearing large dark brown sunglasses with a pinkish 
tint to them, and carried a big straw bag, almost as big as her torso, shaped like a bowl, with a water bottle poking out of it. She walked slowly, 
carrying some puffed rice tossed with peanuts and chili peppers in a large packet made from newspapers. Mr. Kapasi turned to Mr. Das. 

“Where in America do you live?” 

“New Brunswick, New Jersey.” 
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“Next to New York?” 

“Exactly. I teach middle school there.” 

“What subject?” 

“Science. In fact, every year I take my students on a trip to the Museum of Natural History in New York City. In a way we have a lot in 
common, you could say, you and I. How long have you been a tour guide, Mr. Kapasi?” 

“Five years.” 

Mrs. Das reached the car. “How long’s the trip?” she asked, shutting the door. 

“About two and a half hours,” Mr. Kapasi replied. 

At this Mrs. Das gave an impatient sigh, as if she had been traveling her whole life without pause. She fanned herself with a folded Bombay 
film magazine written in English. 

“I thought that the Sun Temple is only eighteen miles north of Puri,” Mr. Das said, tapping on the tour book. 

“The roads to Konarak are poor. Actually it is a distance of fifty-two miles,” Mr. Kapasi explained. 

Mr. Das nodded, readjusting the camera strap where it had begun to chafe the back of his neck. Before starting the ignition, Mr. Kapasi 
reached back to make sure the cranklike locks on the inside of each of the back doors were secured. As soon as the car began to move the little 
girl began to play with the lock on her side, clicking it with some effort forward and backward, but Mrs. Das said nothing to stop her. She sat a 
bit slouched at one end of the back seat, not offering her puffed rice to anyone. Ronny and Tina sat on either side of her, both snapping bright 
green gum. 

“Look,” Bobby said as the car began to gather speed. He pointed with his finger to the tall trees that lined the road. “Look.” 

“Monkeys!” Ronny shrieked. “Wow!” 

They were seated in groups along the branches, with shining black faces, silver bodies, horizontal eyebrows, and crested heads. Their long 
gray tails dangled like a series of ropes among the leaves. A few scratched themselves with black leathery hands, or 

swung their feet, staring as the car passed. 

“We call them the hanuman,” Mr. Kapasi said. “They are quite common in the area.” 

As soon as he spoke, one of the monkeys leaped into the middle of the road, causing Mr. Kapasi to brake suddenly. Another bounced onto 
the hood of the car, then sprang away. Mr. Kapasi beeped his horn. The children began to get excited, sucking in their breath and covering 
their faces partly with their hands. They had never seen monkeys outside of a zoo, Mr. Das explained. He asked Mr. Kapasi to stop the car so 
that he could take a picture. 

While Mr. Das adjusted his telephoto lens, Mrs. Das reached into her straw bag and pulled out a bottle of colorless nail polish, which she 
proceeded to stroke on the tip of her index finger. 

The little girl stuck out a hand. “Mine too. Mommy, do mine too.” 

“Leave me alone,” Mrs. Das said, blowing on her nail and turning her body slightly. 

“You’re making me mess up.” 

The little girl occupied herself by buttoning and unbuttoning a pinafore on the doll’s plastic body. 

“Allset,” Mr. Das said, replacing the lens cap. 

The car rattled considerably as it raced along the dusty road, causing them all to pop up from their seats every now and then, but Mrs. Das 
continued to polish her nails. Mr. Kapasi eased up on the accelerator, hoping to produce a smoother ride. When he reached for the gearshift 
the boy in front accommodated him by swinging his hairless knees out of the way. Mr. Kapasi noted that this boy was slightly paler than the 
other children. “Daddy, why is the driver sitting on the wrong side in this car, too?” the boy asked. 

“They all do that here, dummy,” Ronny said. 

“Don’t call your brother a dummy,” Mr. Das said. He turned to Mr. Kapasi. “In America, you know … it confuses them.” 

“Oh yes, I am well aware,” Mr. Kapasi said. As delicately as he could, he shifted gears again, accelerating as they approached a hill in the 
road. “I see it on Dallas, the steering wheels are on the left-hand side.” 

“What’s Dallas?” Tina asked, banging her now naked doll on the seat behind Mr. Kapasi. 

“It went off the air,” Mr. Das explained. “It’s a television show.” 

They were all like siblings, Mr. Kapasi thought as they passed a row of date trees. Mr. and Mrs. Das behaved like an older brother and sister, 
not parents. It seemed that they were in charge of the children only for the day; it was hard to believe they were regularly responsible for 
anything other than themselves. Mr. Das tapped on his lens cap, and his tour book, dragging his thumbnail occasionally across the pages so 
that they made a scraping sound. Mrs. Das continued to polish her nails. She had still not removed her sunglasses. Every now and then Tina 
renewed her plea that she wanted her nails done, too, and so at one point Mrs. Das flicked a drop of polish on the little girl’s finger before 
depositing the bottle back inside her straw bag. 
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“Isn’t this an air-conditioned car?” she asked, still blowing on her hand. The window on Tina’s side was broken and could not be rolled 
down. 

“Quit complaining,” Mr. Das said. “It isn’t so hot.” 

“I told you to get a car with air-conditioning,” Mrs. Das continued. “Why do you do this, Raj, just to save a few stupid rupees. What are you 
saving us, fifty cents?” 

Their accents sounded just like the ones Mr. Kapasi heard on American television programs, though not like the ones on Dallas. 

“Doesn’t it get tiresome, Mr. Kapasi, showing people the same thing every day?” Mr. Das asked, rolling down his own window all the way. 
“Hey, do you mind stopping the car. I just want to get a shot of this guy.” 

Mr. Kapasi pulled over to the side of the road as Mr. Das took a picture of a barefoot man, his head wrapped in a dirty turban, seated on top 
of a cart of grain sacks pulled by a pair of bullocks. Both the man and the bullocks were emaciated. In the back seat Mrs. Das gazed out 
another window, at the sky, where nearly transparent clouds passed quickly in front of one another. 

“I look forward to it, actually,” Mr. Kapasi said as they continued on their way. “The Sun Temple is one of my favorite places. In that way it 
is a reward for me. I give tours on Fridays and Saturdays only. I have another job during the week.” 

“Oh? Where?” Mr. Das asked. 

“I work in a doctor’s office.” 

“You’re a doctor?” 

“I am not a doctor. I work with one. As an interpreter.” 

“What does a doctor need an interpreter for?” 

“He has a number of Gujarati patients. My father was Gujarati, but many people do not speak Gujarati in this area, including the doctor. 
And so the doctor asked me to work in his office, interpreting what the patients say.” 

“Interesting. I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Mr. Das said. 

Mr. Kapasi shrugged. “It is a job like any other.” 

“But so romantic,” Mrs. Das said dreamily, breaking her extended silence. She lifted her pinkish brown sunglasses and arranged them on top 
of her head like a tiara. For the first time, her eyes met Mr. Kapasi’s in the rearview mirror: pale, a bit small, their gaze fixed but drowsy. 

Mr. Das craned to look at her. “What’s so romantic about it?” 

“I don’t know. Something.” She shrugged, knitting her brows together for an instant. 

“Would you like a piece of gum, Mr. Kapasi?” she asked brightly. She reached into her straw bag and handed him a small square wrapped in 
green-and-white-striped paper. 

As soon as Mr. Kapasi put the gum in his mouth a thick sweet liquid burst onto his tongue. 

“Tell us more about your job, Mr. Kapasi,” Mrs. Das said. 

“What would you like to know, madame?” 

“I don’t know,” again she shrugged, munching on some puffed rice and licking the mustard oil from the corners of her mouth. “Tell us a 
typical situation.” She settled back in her seat, her head tilted in a patch of sun, and closed her eyes. “I want to picture what happens.” 

“Very well. The other day a man came in with a pain in his throat.” 

“Did he smoke cigarettes?” 

“No. It was very curious. He complained that he felt as if there were long pieces of straw stuck in his throat. When I told the doctor he was 
able to prescribe the proper medication.” 

“That’s so neat.” 

“Yes,” Mr. Kapasi agreed after some hesitation. 

“So these patients are totally dependent on you,” Mrs. Das said. She spoke slowly, as if she were thinking aloud. “In a way, more dependent 
on you than the doctor.” 

“How do you mean? How could it be?” 

“Well, for example, you could tell the doctor that the pain felt like a burning, not straw. The patient would never know what you had told 
the doctor, and the doctor wouldn’t know that you had told the wrong thing. It’s a big responsibility.” 

“Yes, a big responsibility you have there, Mr. Kapasi,” Mr. Das agreed. 

Mr. Kapasi had never thought of his job in such complimentary terms. To him it was a thankless occupation. He found nothing noble in 
interpreting people’s maladies, assiduously translating the symptoms of so many swollen bones, countless cramps of bellies and bowels, spots 
on people’s palms that changed color, shape, or size. The doctor, nearly half his age, had an affinity for bell-bottom trousers and made 
humorless jokes about the Congress party. Together they worked in a stale little infirmary where Mr. Kapasi’s smartly tailored clothes clung to 
him in the heat, in spite of the blackened blades of a ceiling fan churning over their heads. 
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The job was a sign of his failings. In his youth he’d been a devoted scholar of foreign languages, the owner of an impressive collection of 
dictionaries. He had dreamed of being an interpreter for diplomats and dignitaries, resolving conflicts between people and nations, settling 
disputes of which he alone could understand both sides. He was a self-educated man. In a series of notebooks, in the evenings before his 
parents settled his marriage, he had listed the common etymologies of words, and at one point in his life he was confident that he could 
converse, if given the opportunity, in English, French, Russian, Portuguese, and Italian, not to mention Hindi, Bengali, Oriya, and Gujarati. 
Now only a handful of European phrases remained in his memory, scattered words for things like saucers and chairs. English was the only 
non-Indian language he spoke fluently anymore. Mr. Kapasi knew it was not a remarkable talent. Sometimes he feared that his children knew 
better English than he did, just from watching television. Still, it came in handy for the tours. 

He had taken the job as an interpreter after his first son, at the age of seven, contracted typhoid—that was how he had first made the 
acquaintance of the doctor. At the time Mr. Kapasi had been teaching English in a grammar school, and he bartered his skills as an interpreter 
to pay the increasingly exorbitant medical bills. In the end the boy had died one evening in his mother’s arms, his limbs burning with fever, but 
then there was the funeral to pay for, and the other children who were born soon enough, and the newer, bigger house, and the good schools 
and tutors, and the fine shoes and the television, and the countless other ways he tried to console his wife and to keep her from crying in her 
sleep, and so when the doctor offered to pay him twice as much as he earned at the grammar school, he accepted. Mr. Kapasi knew that his 
wife had little regard for his career as an interpreter. He knew it reminded her of the son she’d lost, and that she resented the other lives he 
helped, in his own small way, to save. If ever she referred to his position, she used the phrase “doctor’s assistant,” as if the process of 
interpretation were equal to taking someone’s temperature, or changing a bedpan. She never asked him about the patients who came to the 
doctor’s office, or said that his job was a big responsibility. 

For this reason it flattered Mr. Kapasi that Mrs. Das was so intrigued by his job. Unlike his wife, she had reminded him of its intellectual 
challenges. She had also used the word “romantic.” She did not behave in a romantic way toward her husband, and yet she had used the word 
to describe him. He wondered if Mr. and Mrs. Das were a bad match, just as he and his wife were. Perhaps they, too, had little in common 
apart from three children and a decade of their lives. The signs he recognized from his own marriage were there—the bickering, the 
indifference, the protracted silences. Her sudden interest in him, an interest she did not express in either her husband or her children, was 
mildly intoxicating. When Mr. Kapasi thought once again about how she had said “romantic,” the feeling of intoxication grew. 

He began to check his reflection in the rearview mirror as he drove, feeling grateful that he had chosen the gray suit that morning and not 
the brown one, which tended to sag a little in the knees. From time to time he glanced through the mirror at Mrs. Das. In addition to glancing 
at her face he glanced at the strawberry between her breasts, and the golden brown hollow in her throat. He decided to tell Mrs. Das about 
another patient, and another: the young woman who had complained of a sensation of raindrops in her spine, the gentleman whose birthmark 
had begun to sprout hairs. Mrs. Das listened attentively, stroking her hair with a small plastic brush that resembled an oval bed of nails, asking 
more questions, for yet another example. The children were quiet, intent on spotting more monkeys in the trees, and Mr. Das was absorbed by 
his tour book, so it seemed like a private conversation between Mr. Kapasi and Mrs. Das. In this manner the next half hour passed, and when 
they stopped for lunch at a roadside restaurant that sold fritters and omelette sandwiches, usually something Mr. Kapasi looked forward to on 
his tours so that he could sit in peace and enjoy some hot tea, he was disappointed. As the Das family settled together under a magenta 
umbrella fringed with white and orange tassels, and placed their orders with one of the waiters who marched about in tricornered caps, Mr. 
Kapasi reluctantly headed toward a neighboring table. “Mr. Kapasi, wait. There’s room here,” Mrs. Das called out. She gathered Tina onto her 
lap, insisting that he accompany them. And so, together, they had bottled mango juice and sandwiches and plates of onions and potatoes deep-
fried in graham-flour batter. After finishing two omelette sandwiches Mr. Das took more pictures of the group as they ate. 

“How much longer?” he asked Mr. Kapasi as he paused to load a new roll of film in the camera. 

“About half an hour more.” 

By now the children had gotten up from the table to look at more monkeys perched in a nearby tree, so there was a considerable space 
between Mrs. Das and Mr. Kapasi. Mr. Das placed the camera to his face and squeezed one eye shut, his tongue exposed at one corner of his 
mouth. “This looks funny. Mina, you need to lean in closer to Mr. Kapasi.” 

She did. He could smell a scent on her skin, like a mixture of whiskey and rosewater. He worried suddenly that she could smell his 
perspiration, which he knew had collected beneath the synthetic material of his shirt. He polished off his mango juice in one gulp and 
smoothed his silver hair with his hands. A bit of the juice dripped onto his chin. He wondered if Mrs. Das had noticed. 

She had not. “What’s your address, Mr. Kapasi?” she inquired, fishing for something inside her straw bag. 

“You would like my address?” 

“So we can send you copies,” she said. “Of the pictures.” She handed him a scrap of paper which she had hastily ripped from a page of her 
film magazine. The blank portion was limited, for the narrow strip was crowded by lines of text and a tiny picture of a hero and heroine 
embracing under a eucalyptus tree. 

The paper curled as Mr. Kapasi wrote his address in clear, careful letters. She would write to him, asking about his days interpreting at the 
doctor’s office, and he would respond eloquently, choosing only the most entertaining anecdotes, ones that would make her laugh out loud as 
she read them in her house in New Jersey. In time she would reveal the disappointment of her marriage, and he his. In this way their friendship 
would grow, and flourish. He would possess a picture of the two of them, eating fried onions under a magenta umbrella, which he would keep, 
he decided, safely tucked between the pages of his Russian grammar. As his mind raced, Mr. Kapasi experienced a mild and pleasant shock. It 
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was similar to a feeling he used to experience long ago when, after months of translating with the aid of a dictionary, he would finally read a 
passage from a French novel, or an Italian sonnet, and understand the words, one after another, unencumbered by his own efforts. In those 
moments Mr. Kapasi used to believe that all was right with the world, that all struggles were rewarded, that all of life’s mistakes made sense in 
the end. The promise that he would hear from Mrs. Das now filled him with the same belief. 

When he finished writing his address Mr. Kapasi handed her the paper, but as soon as he did so he worried that he had either misspelled his 
name, or accidentally reversed the numbers of his postal code. He dreaded the possibility of a lost letter, the photograph never reaching him, 
hovering somewhere in Orissa, close but ultimately unattainable. He thought of asking for the slip of paper again, just to make sure he had 
written his address accurately, but Mrs. Das had already dropped it into the jumble of her bag. 

They reached Konarak at two-thirty. The temple, made of sandstone, was a massive pyramid-like structure in the shape of a chariot. It was 
dedicated to the great master of life, the sun, which struck three sides of the edifice as it made its journey each day across the sky. Twenty-four 
giant wheels were carved on the north and south sides of the plinth. The whole thing was drawn by a team of seven horses, speeding as if 
through the heavens. As they approached, Mr. Kapasi explained that the temple had been built between A.D. 1243 and 1255, with the efforts 
of twelve hundred artisans, by the great ruler of the Ganga dynasty, King Narasimhadeva the First, to commemorate his victory against the 
Muslim army. 

“It says the temple occupies about a hundred and seventy acres of land,” Mr. Das said, reading from his book. 

“It’s like a desert,” Ronny said, his eyes wandering across the sand that stretched on all sides beyond the temple. 

“The Chandrabhaga River once flowed one mile north of here. It is dry now,” Mr. Kapasi said, turning off the engine. 

They got out and walked toward the temple, posing first for pictures by the pair of lions that flanked the steps. Mr. Kapasi led them next to 
one of the wheels of the chariot, higher than any human being, nine feet in diameter. 

“‘The wheels are supposed to symbolize the wheel of life,’”Mr. Das read. “‘They depict the cycle of creation, preservation, and achievement 
of realization.’ Cool.” He turned the page of his book. “‘Each wheel is divided into eight thick and thin spokes, dividing the day into eight equal 
parts. The rims are carved with designs of birds and animals, whereas the medallions in the spokes are carved with women in luxurious poses, 
largely erotic in nature.’” 

What he referred to were the countless friezes of entwined naked bodies, making love in various positions, women clinging to the necks of 
men, their knees wrapped eternally around their lovers’ thighs. In addition to these were assorted scenes from daily life, of hunting and trading, 
of deer being killed with bows and arrows and marching warriors holding swords in their hands. 

It was no longer possible to enter the temple, for it had filled with rubble years ago, but they admired the exterior, as did all the tourists Mr. 
Kapasi brought there, slowly strolling along each of its sides. Mr. Das trailed behind, taking pictures. The children ran ahead, pointing to figures 
of naked people, intrigued in particular by the Nagamithunas, the half-human, half-serpentine couples who were said, Mr. Kapasi told them, to 
live in the deepest waters of the sea. Mr. Kapasi was pleased that they liked the temple, pleased especially that it appealed to Mrs. Das. She 
stopped every three or four paces, staring silently at the carved lovers, and the processions of elephants, and the topless female musicians 
beating on two-sided drums. 

Though Mr. Kapasi had been to the temple countless times, it occurred to him, as he, too, gazed at the topless women, that he had never 
seen his own wife fully naked. Even when they had made love she kept the panels of her blouse hooked together, the string of her petticoat 
knotted around her waist. He had never admired the backs of his wife’s legs the way he now admired those of Mrs. Das, walking as if for his 
benefit alone. He had, of course, seen plenty of bare limbs before, belonging to the American and European ladies who took his tours. But 
Mrs. Das was different. Unlike the other women, who had an interest only in the temple, and kept their noses buried in a guidebook, or their 
eyes behind the lens of a camera, Mrs. Das had taken an interest in him. 

Mr. Kapasi was anxious to be alone with her, to continue their private conversation, yet he felt nervous to walk at her side. She was lost 
behind her sunglasses, ignoring her husband’s requests that she pose for another picture, walking past her children as if they were strangers. 
Worried that he might disturb her, Mr. Kapasi walked ahead, to admire, as he always did, the three life-sized bronze avatars of Surya, the sun 
god, each emerging from its own niche on the temple facade to greet the sun at dawn, noon, and evening. They wore elaborate headdresses, 
their languid, elongated eyes closed, their bare chests draped with carved chains and amulets. Hibiscus petals, offerings from previous visitors, 
were strewn at their gray-green feet. The last statue, on the northern wall of the temple, was Mr. Kapasi’s favorite. This Surya had a tired 
expression, weary after a hard day of work, sitting astride a horse with folded legs. Even his horse’s eyes were drowsy. Around his body were 
smaller sculptures of women in pairs, their hips thrust to one side. 

“Who’s that?” Mrs. Das asked. He was startled to see that she was standing beside him. 

“He is the Astachala-Surya,” Mr. Kapasi said. “The setting sun.” 

“So in a couple of hours the sun will set right here?” She slipped a foot out of one of her square-heeled shoes, rubbed her toes on the back 
of her other leg. 

“That is correct.” 

She raised her sunglasses for a moment, then put them back on again. “Neat.” 

Mr. Kapasi was not certain exactly what the word suggested, but he had a feeling it was a favorable response. He hoped that Mrs. Das had 
understood Surya’s beauty, his power. Perhaps they would discuss it further in their letters. He would explain things to her, things about India, 
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and she would explain things to him about America. In its own way this correspondence would fulfillhis dream, of serving as an interpreter 
between nations. He looked at her straw bag, delighted that his address lay nestled among its contents. When he pictured her so many 
thousands of miles away he plummeted, so much so that he had an overwhelming urge to wrap his arms around her, to freeze with her, even 
for an instant, in an embrace witnessed by his favorite Surya. But Mrs. Das had already started walking. 

“When do you return to America?” he asked, trying to sound placid. 

“In ten days.” 

He calculated: A week to settle in, a week to develop the pictures, a few days to compose her letter, two weeks to get to India by air. 
According to his schedule, allowing room for delays, he would hear from Mrs. Das in approximately six weeks’ time. The family was silent as 
Mr. Kapasi drove them back, a little past four-thirty, to Hotel Sandy Villa. The children had bought miniature granite versions of the chariot’s 
wheels at a souvenir stand, and they turned them round in their hands. Mr. Das continued to read his book. Mrs. Das untangled Tina’s hair 
with her brush and divided it into two little ponytails. 

Mr. Kapasi was beginning to dread the thought of dropping them off. He was not prepared to begin his six-week wait to hear from Mrs. 
Das. As he stole glances at her in the rear-view mirror, wrapping elastic bands around Tina’s hair, he wondered how he might make the tour 
last a little longer. Ordinarily he sped back to Puri using a shortcut, eager to return home, scrub his feet and hands with sandalwood soap, and 
enjoy the evening newspaper and a cup of tea that his wife would serve him in silence. The thought of that silence, something to which he’d 
long been resigned, now oppressed him. It was then that he suggested visiting the hills at Udayagiri and Khandagiri, where a number of 
monastic dwellings were hewn out of the ground, facing one another across a defile. It was some miles away, but well worth seeing, Mr. Kapasi 
told them. 

“Oh yeah, there’s something mentioned about it in this book,” Mr. Das said. “Builtby a Jain king or something.” 

“Shall we go then?” Mr. Kapasi asked. He paused at a turn in the road. “It’s to the left.” 

Mr. Das turned to look at Mrs. Das. Both of them shrugged. 

“Left, left,” the children chanted. 

Mr. Kapasi turned the wheel, almost delirious with relief. He did not know what he would do or say to Mrs. Das once they arrived at the 
hills. Perhaps he would tell her what a pleasing smile she had. Perhaps he would compliment her strawberry shirt, which he found irresistibly 
becoming. Perhaps, when Mr. Das was busy taking a picture, he would take her hand. 

He did not have to worry. When they got to the hills, divided by a steep path thick with trees, Mrs. Das refused to get out of the car. All 
along the path, dozens of monkeys were seated on stones, as well as on the branches of the trees. Their hind legs were stretched out in front 
and raised to shoulder level, their arms resting on their knees. 

“My legs are tired,” she said, sinking low in her seat. “I’ll stay here.” 

“Why did you have to wear those stupid shoes?” Mr. Das said. “You won’t be in the pictures.” 

“Pretend I’m there.” 

“But we could use one of these pictures for our Christmas card this year. We didn’t get one of all five of us at the Sun Temple. Mr. Kapasi 
could take it.” 

“I’m not coming. Anyway, those monkeys give me the creeps.” 

“But they’re harmless,” Mr. Das said. He turned to Mr. Kapasi. “Aren’t they?” 

“They are more hungry than dangerous,” Mr. Kapasi said. “Do not provoke them with food, and they will not bother you.” 

Mr. Das headed up the defile with the children, the boys at his side, the little girl on his shoulders. Mr. Kapasi watched as they crossed paths 
with a Japanese man and woman, the only other tourists there, who paused for a final photograph, then stepped into a nearby car and drove 
away. As the car disappeared out of view some of the monkeys called out, emitting soft whooping sounds, and then walked on their flat black 
hands and feet up the path. At one point a group of them formed a little ring around Mr. Das and the children. Tina screamed in delight. 
Ronny ran in circles around his father. Bobby bent down and picked up a fat stick on the ground. When he extended it, one of the monkeys 
approached him and snatched it, then briefly beat the ground. 

“I’ll join them,” Mr. Kapasi said, unlocking the door on his side. “There is much to explain about the caves.” 

“No. Stay a minute,” Mrs. Das said. She got out of the back seat and slipped in beside Mr. Kapasi. “Raj has his dumb book anyway.” 
Together, through the windshield, Mrs. Das and Mr. Kapasi watched as Bobby and the monkey passed the stick back and forth between them. 

“A brave little boy,” Mr. Kapasi commented. 

“It’s not so surprising,” Mrs. Das said. 

“No?” 

“He’s not his.” 

“I beg your pardon?” 

“Raj’s. He’s not Raj’s son.” 
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Mr. Kapasi felt a prickle on his skin. He reached into his shirt pocket for the small tin of lotus-oil balm he carried with him at all times, and 
applied it to three spots on his forehead. He knew that Mrs. Das was watching him, but he did not turn to face her. Instead he watched as the 
figures of Mr. Das and the children grew smaller, climbing up the steep path, pausing every now and then for a picture, surrounded by a 
growing number of monkeys. 

“Are you surprised?” The way she put it made him choose his words with care. 

“It’s not the type of thing one assumes,” Mr. Kapasi replied slowly. He put the tin of lotus-oil balm back in his pocket. 

“No, of course not. And no one knows, of course. No one at all. I’ve kept it a secret for eight whole years.” She looked at Mr. Kapasi, tilting 
her chin as if to gain a fresh perspective. “But now I’ve told you.” 

Mr. Kapasi nodded. He felt suddenly parched, and his forehead was warm and slightly numb from the balm. He considered asking Mrs. 
Das for a sip of water, then decided against it. 

“We met when we were very young,” she said. She reached into her straw bag in search of something, then pulled out a packet of puffed 
rice. “Want some?” 

“No, thank you.” 

She put a fistful in her mouth, sank into the seat a little, and looked away from Mr. Kapasi, out the window on her side of the car. “We 
married when we were still in college. We were in high school when he proposed. We went to the same college, of course. Back then we 
couldn’t stand the thought of being separated, not for a day, not for a minute. Our parents were best friends who lived in the same town. My 
entire life I saw him every weekend, either at our house or theirs. We were sent upstairs to play together while our parents joked about our 
marriage. Imagine! They never caught us at anything, though in a way I think it was all more or less a setup. The things we did those Friday and 
Saturday nights, while our parents sat downstairs drinking tea … I could tell you stories, Mr. Kapasi.” 

As a result of spending all her time in college with Raj, she continued, she did not make many close friends. There was no one to confide in 
about him at the end of a difficult day, or to share a passing thought or a worry. Her parents now lived on the other side of the world, but she 
had never been very close to them, anyway. After marrying so young she was overwhelmed by it all, having a child so quickly, and nursing, and 
warming up bottles of milk and testing their temperature against her wrist while Raj was at work, dressed in sweaters and corduroy pants, 
teaching his students about rocks and dinosaurs. Raj never looked cross or harried, or plump as she had become after the first baby. 

Always tired, she declined invitations from her one or two college girlfriends, to have lunch or shop in Manhattan. Eventually the friends 
stopped calling her, so that she was left at home all day with the baby, surrounded by toys that made her trip when she walked or wince when 
she sat, always cross and tired. Only occasionally did they go out after Ronny was born, and even more rarely did they entertain. Raj didn’t 
mind; he looked forward to coming home from teaching and watching television and bouncing Ronny on his knee. She had been outraged 
when Raj told her that a Punjabi friend, someone whom she had once met but did not remember, would be staying with them for a week for 
some job interviews in the New Brunswick area. 

Bobby was conceived in the afternoon, on a sofa littered with rubber teething toys, after the friend learned that a London pharmaceutical 
company had hired him, while Ronny cried to be freed from his playpen. She made no protest when the friend touched the small of her back 
as she was about to make a pot of coffee, then pulled her against his crisp navy suit. He made love to her swiftly, in silence, with an expertise 
she had never known, without the meaningful expressions and smiles Raj always insisted on afterward. The next day Raj drove the friend to 
JFK. He was married now, to a Punjabi girl, and they lived in London still, and every year they exchanged Christmas cards with Raj and Mina, 
each couple tucking photos of their families into the envelopes. He did not know that he was Bobby’s father. He never would. 

“I beg your pardon, Mrs. Das, but why have you told me this information?” Mr. Kapasi asked when she had finally finished speaking, and 
had turned to face him once again. 

“For God’s sake, stop calling me Mrs. Das. I’m twenty-eight. You probably have children my age.” 

“Not quite.” It disturbed Mr. Kapasi to learn that she thought of him as a parent. The feeling he had had toward her, that had made him 
check his reflection in the rearview mirror as they drove, evaporated a little. 

“I told you because of your talents.” She put the packet of puffed rice back into her bag without folding over the top. 

“I don’t understand,” Mr. Kapasi said. 

“Don’t you see? For eight years I haven’t been able to express this to anybody, not to friends, certainly not to Raj. He doesn’t even suspect it. 
He thinks I’m still in love with him. Well, don’t you have anything to say?” 

“About what?” 

“About what I’ve just told you. About my secret, and about how terrible it makes me feel. I feel terrible looking at my children, and at Raj, 
always terrible. I have terrible urges, Mr. Kapasi, to throw things away. One day I had the urge to throw everything I own out the window, the 
television, the children, everything. Don’t you think it’s unhealthy?” 

He was silent. 

“Mr. Kapasi, don’t you have anything to say? I thought that was your job.” 

“My job is to give tours, Mrs. Das.” 
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“Not that. Your other job. As an interpreter.” 

“But we do not face a language barrier. What need is there for an interpreter?” 

“That’s not what I mean. I would never have told you otherwise. Don’t you realize what it means for me to tell you?” 

“What does it mean?” 

“It means that I’m tired of feeling so terrible all the time. Eight years, Mr. Kapasi, I’ve been in pain eight years. I was hoping you could help 
me feel better, say the right thing. Suggest some kind of remedy.” 

He looked at her, in her red plaid skirt and strawberry T-shirt, a woman not yet thirty, who loved neither her husband nor her children, who 
had already fallen out of love with life. Her confession depressed him, depressed him all the more when he thought of Mr. Das at the top of 
the path, Tina clinging to his shoulders, taking pictures of ancient monastic cells cut into the hills to show his students in America, unsuspecting 
and unaware that one of his sons was not his own. Mr. Kapasi felt insulted that Mrs. Das should ask him to interpret her common, trivial little 
secret. She did not resemble the patients in the doctor’s office, those who came glassy-eyed and desperate, unable to sleep or breathe or urinate 
with ease, unable, above all, to give words to their pains. Still, Mr. Kapasi believed it was his duty to assist Mrs. Das. Perhaps he ought to tell her 
to confess the truth to Mr. Das. He would explain that honesty was the best policy. Honesty, surely, would help her feel better, as she’d put it. 
Perhaps he would offer to preside over the discussion, as a mediator. He decided to begin with the most obvious question, to get to the heart 
of the matter, and so he asked, “Is it really pain you feel, Mrs. Das, or is it guilt?” 

She turned to him and glared, mustard oil thick on her frosty pink lips. She opened her mouth to say something, but as she glared at Mr. 
Kapasi some certain knowledge seemed to pass before her eyes, and she stopped. It crushed him; he knew at that moment that he was not 
even important enough to be properly insulted. She opened the car door and began walking up the path, wobbling a little on her square 
wooden heels, reaching into her straw bag to eat handfuls of puffed rice. It fell through her fingers, leaving a zigzagging trail, causing a monkey 
to leap down from a tree and devour the little white grains. In search of more, the monkey began to follow Mrs. Das. Others joined him, so 
that she was soon being followed by about half a dozen of them, their velvety tails dragging behind. 

Mr. Kapasi stepped out of the car. He wanted to holler, to alert her in some way, but he worried that if she knew they were behind her, she 
would grow nervous. Perhaps she would lose her balance. Perhaps they would pull at her bag or her hair. He began to jog up the path, taking a 
fallen branch in his hand to scare away the monkeys. Mrs. Das continued walking, oblivious, trailing grains of puffed rice. Near the top of the 
incline, before a group of cells fronted by a row of squat stone pillars, Mr. Das was kneeling on the ground, focusing the lens of his camera. 
The children stood under the arcade, now hiding, now emerging from view. 

“Wait for me,” Mrs. Das called out. “I’m coming.” 

Tina jumped up and down. “Here comes Mommy!” 

“Great,” Mr. Das said without looking up. “Just in time. We’ll get Mr. Kapasi to take a picture of the five of us.” 

Mr. Kapasi quickened his pace, waving his branch so that the monkeys scampered away, distracted, in another direction. 

“Where’s Bobby?” Mrs. Das asked when she stopped. 

Mr. Das looked up from the camera. “I don’t know. Ronny, where’s Bobby?” 

Ronny shrugged. “I thought he was right here.” 

“Where is he?” Mrs. Das repeated sharply. “What’s wrong with all of you?” 

They began calling his name, wandering up and down the path a bit. Because they were calling, they did not initially hear the boy’s screams. 
When they found him, a little farther down the path under a tree, he was surrounded by a group of monkeys, over a dozen of them, pulling at 
his T-shirt with their long black fingers. The puffed rice Mrs. Das had spilled was scattered at his feet, raked over by the monkeys’ hands. The 
boy was silent, his body frozen, swift tears running down his startled face. His bare legs were dusty and red with welts from where one of the 
monkeys struck him repeatedly with the stick he had given to it earlier. 

“Daddy, the monkey’s hurting Bobby,” Tina said. 

Mr. Das wiped his palms on the front of his shorts. In his nervousness he accidentally pressed the shutter on his camera; the whirring noise 
of the advancing film excited the monkeys, and the one with the stick began to beat Bobby more intently. “What are we supposed to do? What 
if they start attacking?” 

“Mr. Kapasi,” Mrs. Das shrieked, noticing him standing to one side. “Do something, for God’s sake, do something!” 

Mr. Kapasi took his branch and shooed them away, hissing at the ones that remained, stomping his feet to scare them. The animals retreated 
slowly, with a measured gait, obedient but unintimidated. Mr. Kapasi gathered Bobby in his arms and brought him back to where his parents 
and siblings were standing. As he carried him he was tempted to whisper a secret into the boy’s ear. But Bobby was stunned, and shivering with 
fright, his legs bleeding slightly where the stick had broken the skin. When Mr. Kapasi delivered him to his parents, Mr. Das brushed some dirt 
off the boy’s T-shirt and put the visor on him the right way. Mrs. Das reached into her straw bag to find a bandage which she taped over the 
cut on his knee. Ronny offered his brother a fresh piece of gum. “He’s fine. Just a little scared, right, Bobby?” Mr. Das said, patting the top of 
his head. 

“God, let’s get out of here,” Mrs. Das said. She folded her arms across the strawberry on her chest. “This place gives me the creeps.” 
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“Yeah. Back to the hotel, definitely,” Mr. Das agreed. 

“Poor Bobby,” Mrs. Das said. “Come here a second. Let Mommy fix your hair.” Again she reached into her straw bag, this time for her 
hairbrush, and began to run it around the edges of the translucent visor. When she whipped out the hairbrush, the slip of paper with Mr. 
Kapasi’s address on it fluttered away in the wind. No one but Mr. Kapasi noticed. He watched as it rose, carried higher and higher by the 
breeze, into the trees where the monkeys now sat, solemnly observing the scene below. Mr. Kapasi observed it too, knowing that this was the 
picture of the Das family he would preserve forever in his mind. 
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The Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas — Ursula K. LeGuin 
 

With a clamor of bells that set the swallows soaring, the Festival of Summer came to the city Omelas, bright-towered by the sea. The ringing 
of the boats in harbor sparkled with flags. In the streets between houses with red roofs and painted walls, between old moss-grown gardens 
and under avenues of trees, past great parks and public buildings, processions moved. Some were decorous: old people in long stiff robes of 
mauve and gray, grave master workmen, quiet, merry women carrying their babies and chatting as they walked. In other streets the music beat 
faster, a shimmering of gong and tambourine, and the people went dancing, the procession was a dance. Children dodged in and out, their high 
calls rising like the swallows’ crossing flights over the music and the singing. All the processions wound towards the north side of the city, 
where on the great water-meadow called the Green Fields boys and girls, naked in the bright air, with mud-stained feet and ankles and long, 
lithe arms, exercised their restive horses before the race. The horses wore no gear at all but a halter without bit. Their manes were braided with 
streamers of silver, gold, and green. They flared their nostrils and pranced and boasted to one another; they were vastly excited, the horse being 
the only animal who has adopted our ceremonies as his own. Far off to the north and west the mountains stood up half encircling Omelas on 
her bay. The air of morning was so clear that the snow still crowning the Eighteen Peaks burned with white-gold fire across the miles of sunlit 
air, under the dark blue of the sky. There was just enough wind to make the banners that marked the racecourse snap and flutter now and then. 
In the silence of the broad green meadows one could hear the music winding throughout the city streets, farther and nearer and ever 
approaching, a cheerful faint sweetness of the air from time to time trembled and gathered together and broke out into the great joyous 
clanging of the bells. 

Joyous! How is one to tell about joy? How describe the citizens of Omelas? 

They were not simple folk, you see, though they were happy. But we do not say the words of cheer much any more. All smiles have become 
archaic. Given a description such as this one tends to make certain assumptions. Given a description such as this one tends to look next for the 
King, mounted on a splendid stallion and surrounded by his noble knights, or perhaps in a golden litter borne by great-muscled slaves. But 
there was no king. They did not use swords, or keep slaves. They were not barbarians, I do not know the rules and laws of their society, but I 
suspect that they were singularly few. As they did without monarchy and slavery, so they also got on without the stock exchange, the 
advertisement, the secret police, and the bomb. Yet I repeat that these were not simple folk, not dulcet shepherds, noble savages, bland 
utopians. There were not less complex than us. 

The trouble is that we have a bad habit, encouraged by pedants and sophisticates, of considering happiness as something rather stupid. Only 
pain is intellectual, only evil interesting. This is the treason of the artist: a refusal to admit the banality of evil and the terrible boredom of pain. If 
you can’t lick ‘em, join ‘em. If it hurts, repeat it. But to praise despair is to condemn delight, to embrace violence is to lose hold of everything 
else. We have almost lost hold; we can no longer describe happy man, nor make any celebration of joy. How can I tell you about the people of 
Omelas? They were not naive and happy children--though their children were, in fact, happy. They were mature, intelligent, passionate adults 
whose lives were not wretched. O miracle! But I wish I could describe it better. I wish I could convince you. Omelas sounds in my words like a 
city in a fairy tale, long ago and far away, once upon a time. Perhaps it would be best if you imagined it as your own fancy bids, assuming it will 
rise to the occasion, for certainly I cannot suit you all. For instance, how about technology? I think that there would be no cars or helicopters in 
and above the streets; this follows from the fact that the people of Omelas are happy people. Happiness is based on a just discrimination of 
what is necessary, what is neither necessary nor destructive, and what is destructive. In the middle category, however--that of the unnecessary 
but undestructive, that of comfort, luxury, exuberance, etc.--they could perfectly well have central heating, subway trains, washing machines, 
and all kinds of marvelous devices not yet invented here, floating light-sources, fuelless power, a cure for the common cold. Or they could have 
none of that: it doesn’t matter. As you like it. I incline to think that people from towns up and down the coast have been coming to to Omelas 
during the last days before the Festival on very fast little trains and double-decked trams, and that the trains station of Omelas is actually the 
handsomest building in town, though plainer than the magnificent Farmers’ Market. But even granted trains, I fear that Omelas so far strikes 
some of you as goody-goody. Smiles, bells, parades, horses, bleh. If so, please add an orgy. If an orgy would help, don’t hesitate. Let us not, 
however, have temples from which issue beautiful nude priests and priestesses already half in ecstasy and ready to copulate with any man or 
woman, lover or stranger, who desires union with the deep godhead of the blood, although that was my first idea. But really it would be better 
not to have any temples in Omelas--at least, not manned temples. Religion yes, clergy no. Surely the beautiful nudes can just wander about, 
offering themselves like divine souffles to the hunger of the needy and the rapture of the flesh. Let them join the processions. Let tambourines 
be struck above the copulations, and the gory of desire be proclaimed upon the gongs, and (a not unimportant point) let the offspring of these 
delightful rituals be beloved and looked after by all. One thing I know there is none of in Omelas is guilt. But what else should there be? I 
thought at first there were no drugs, but that is puritanical. For those who like it, the faint insistent sweetness of drooz may perfume the ways of 
the city, drooz which first brings a great lightness and brilliance to the mind and limbs, and then after some hours a dreamy languor, and 
wonderful visions at last of the very arcane and inmost secrets of the Universe, as well as exciting the pleasure of sex beyond all belief; and it is 
not habit-forming. For more modest tastes I think there ought to be beer. What else, what else belongs in the joyous city? The sense of victory, 
surely, the celebration of courage. But as we did without clergy, let us do without soldiers. The joy built upon successful slaughter is not the 
right kind of joy; it will not do; it is fearful and it is trivial. A boundless and generous contentment, a magnanimous triumph felt not against 
some outer enemy but in communion with the finest and fairest in the souls of all men everywhere and the splendor of the world’s summer: 
This is what swells the hearts of the people of Omelas, and the victory they celebrate is that of life. I don’t think many of them need to take 
drooz. 
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Most of the processions have reached the Green Fields by now. A marvelous smell of cooking goes forth from the red and blue tents of the 
provisioners. The faces of small children are amiably sticky; in the benign gray beard of a man a couple of crumbs of rich pastry are entangled. 
The youths and girls have mounted their horses and are beginning to group around the starting line of the course. An old woman, small, fat, 
and laughing, is passing out flowers from a basket, and tall young men wear her flowers in their shining hair. A child of nine or ten sits at the 
edge of the crowd alone, playing on a wooden flute. People pause to listen, and they smile, but they do not speak to him, for he never ceases 
playing and never sees them, his dark eyes wholly rapt in the sweet, thing magic of the tune. 

He finishes, and slowly lowers his hands holding the wooden flute. 

As if that little private silence were the signal, all at once a trumpet sounds from the pavilion near the starting line: imperious, melancholy, 
piercing. The horses rear on their slender legs, and some of them neigh in answer. Sober-faced, the young riders stroke the horses’ necks and 
soothe them, whispering. “Quiet, quiet, there my beauty, my hope...” They begin to form in rank along the starting line. The crowds along the 
racecourse are like a field of grass and flowers in the wind. The Festival of Summer has begun. 

Do you believe? Do you accept the festival, the city, the joy? No? Then let me describe one more thing. 

In a basement under one of the beautiful public buildings of Omelas, or perhaps in the cellar of one of its spacious private homes, there is a 
room. It has one locked door, and no window. A little light seeps in dustily between cracks in the boards, secondhand from a cobwebbed 
window somewhere across the cellar. In one corner of the little room a couple of mops, with stiff, clotted, foul-smelling heads, stand near a 
rusty bucket. The floor is dirt, a little damp to the touch, as cellar dirt usually is. The room is about three paces long and two wide: a mere 
broom closet or disused tool room. In the room, a child is sitting. It could be a boy or a girl. It looks about six, but actually is nearly ten. It is 
feeble-minded. Perhaps it was born defective, or perhaps it has become imbecile through fear, malnutrition, and neglect. It picks its nose and 
occasionally fumbles vaguely with its toes or genitals, as it sits hunched in the corner farthest from the bucket and the two mops. It is afraid of 
the mops. It finds them horrible. It shuts its eyes, but it knows the mops are still standing there; and the door is locked; and nobody will come. 
The door is always locked; and nobody ever comes, except that sometimes--the child has no understanding of time or interval--sometimes the 
door rattles terribly and opens, and a person, or several people, are there. One of them may come in and kick the child to make it stand up. The 
others never come close, but peer in at it with frightened, disgusted eyes. The food bowl and the water jug are hastily filled, the door is locked; 
the eyes disappear. The people at the door never say anything, but the child, who has not always lived in the tool room, and can remember 
sunlight and its mother’s voice, sometimes speaks. “I will be good, “ it says. “Please let me out. I will be good!” They never answer. The child 
used to scream for help at night, and cry a good deal, but now it only makes a kind of whining, “eh-haa, eh-haa,” and it speaks less and less 
often. It is so thin there are no calves to its legs; its belly protrudes; it lives on a half-bowl of corn meal and grease a day. It is naked. Its buttocks 
and thighs are a mass of festered sores, as it sits in its own excrement continually. 

They all know it is there, all the people of Omelas. Some of them have come to see it, others are content merely to know it is there. They all 
know that it has to be there. Some of them understand why, and some do not, but they all understand that their happiness, the beauty of their 
city, the tenderness of their friendships, the health of their children, the wisdom of their scholars, the skill of their makers, even the abundance 
of their harvest and the kindly weathers of their skies, depend wholly on this child’s abominable misery. 

This is usually explained to children when they are between eight and twelve, whenever they seem capable of understanding; and most of 
those who come to see the child are young people, though often enough an adult comes, or comes back, to see the child. No matter how well 
the matter has been explained to them, these young spectators are always shocked and sickened at the sight. They feel disgust, which they had 
thought themselves superior to. They feel anger, outrage, impotence, despite all the explanations. They would like to do something for the 
child. But there is nothing they can do. If the child were brought up into the sunlight out of that vile place, if it were cleaned and fed and 
comforted, that would be a good thing, indeed; but if it were done, in that day and hour all the prosperity and beauty and delight of Omelas 
would wither and be destroyed. Those are the terms. To exchange all the goodness and grace of every life in Omelas for that single, small 
improvement: to throw away the happiness of thousands for the chance of happiness of one: that would be to let guilt within the walls indeed. 

The terms are strict and absolute; there may not even be a kind word spoken to the child. 

Often the young people go home in tears, or in a tearless rage, when they have seen the child and faced this terrible paradox. They may 
brood over it for weeks or years. But as time goes on they begin to realize that even if the child could be released, it would not get much good 
of its freedom: a little vague pleasure of warmth and food, no real doubt, but little more. It is too degraded and imbecile to know any real joy. It 
has been afraid too long ever to be free of fear. Its habits are too uncouth for it to respond to humane treatment. Indeed, after so long it would 
probably be wretched without walls about it to protect it, and darkness for its eyes, and its own excrement to sit in. Their tears at the bitter 
injustice dry when they begin to perceive the terrible justice of reality, and to accept it. Yet it is their tears and anger, the trying of their generosity 
and the acceptance of their helplessness, which are perhaps the true source of the splendor of their lives. Theirs is no vapid, irresponsible 
happiness. They know that they, like the child, are not free. They know compassion. It is the existence of the child, and their knowledge of its 
existence, that makes possible the nobility of their architecture, the poignancy of their music, the profundity of their science. It is because of the 
child that they are so gentle with children. They know that if the wretched one were not there sniveling in the dark, the other one, the flute-
player, could make no joyful music as the young riders line up in their beauty for the race in the sunlight of the first morning of summer. 

Now do you believe them? Are they not more credible? But there is one more thing to tell, and this is quite incredible. 

At times one of the adolescent girls or boys who go see the child does not go home to weep or rage, does not, in fact, go home at all. 
Sometimes also a man or a woman much older falls silent for a day or two, then leaves home. These people go out into the street, and walk 
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down the street alone. They keep walking, and walk straight out of the city of Omelas, through the beautiful gates. They keep walking across 
the farmlands of Omelas. Each one goes alone, youth or girl, man or woman. Night falls; the traveler must pass down village streets, between 
the houses with yellow- lit windows, and on out into the darkness of the fields. Each alone, they go west or north, towards the mountains. They 
go on. They leave Omelas, they walk ahead into the darkness, and they do not come back. The place they go towards is a place even less 
imaginable to most of us than the city of happiness. I cannot describe it at all. It is possible that it does not exist. But they seem to know where 
they are going, the ones who walk away from Omelas. 
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A Very Old Man With Enormous Wings: A Tale For Children — 
Gabriel Garcia Marquez 
 

On the third day of rain they had killed so many crabs inside the house that Pelayo had to cross his drenched courtyard and throw them into 
the sea, because the newborn child had a temperature all night and they thought it was due to the stench. The world had been sad since 
Tuesday. Sea and sky were a single ash-gray thing and the sands of the beach, which on March nights glimmered like powdered light, had 
become a stew of mud and rotten shellfish. The light was so weak at noon that when Pelayo was coming back to the house after throwing 
away the crabs, it was hard for him to see what it was that was moving and groaning in the rear of the courtyard. He had to go very close to see 
that it was an old man, a very old man, lying face down in the mud, who, in spite of his tremendous efforts, couldn’t get up, impeded by his 
enormous wings. 

Frightened by that nightmare, Pelayo ran to get Elisenda, his wife, who was putting compresses on the sick child, and he took her to the rear 
of the courtyard. They both looked at the fallen body with a mute stupor. He was dressed like a ragpicker. There were only a few faded hairs 
left on his bald skull and very few teeth in his mouth, and his pitiful condition of a drenched great-grandfather took away and sense of grandeur 
he might have had. His huge buzzard wings, dirty and half-plucked were forever entangled in the mud. They looked at him so long and so 
closely that Pelayo and Elisenda very soon overcame their surprise and in the end found him familiar. Then they dared speak to him, and he 
answered in an incomprehensible dialect with a strong sailor’s voice. That was how they skipped over the inconvenience of the wings and quite 
intelligently concluded that he was a lonely castaway from some foreign ship wrecked by the storm. And yet, they called in a neighbor woman 
who knew everything about life and death to see him, and all she needed was one look to show them their mistake. 

“He’s an angel,” she told them. “He must have been coming for the child, but the poor fellow is so old that the rain knocked him down.” 

On the following day everyone knew that a flesh-and-blood angel was held captive in Pelayo’s house. Against the judgment of the wise 
neighbor woman, for whom angels in those times were the fugitive survivors of a spiritual conspiracy, they did not have the heart to club him 
to death. Pelayo watched over him all afternoon from the kitchen, armed with his bailiff’s club, and before going to bed he dragged him out of 
the mud and locked him up with the hens in the wire chicken coop. In the middle of the night, when the rain stopped, Pelayo and Elisenda 
were still killing crabs. A short time afterward the child woke up without a fever and with a desire to eat. Then they felt magnanimous and 
decided to put the angel on a raft with fresh water and provisions for three days and leave him to his fate on the high seas. But when they went 
out into the courtyard with the first light of dawn, they found the whole neighborhood in front of the chicken coop having fun with the angel, 
without the slightest reverence, tossing him things to eat through the openings in the wire as if weren’t a supernatural creature but a circus 
animal. 

Father Gonzaga arrived before seven o’clock, alarmed at the strange news. By that time onlookers less frivolous than those at dawn had 
already arrived and they were making all kinds of conjectures concerning the captive’s future. The simplest among them thought that he should 
be named mayor of the world. Others of sterner mind felt that he should be promoted to the rank of five-star general in order to win all wars. 
Some visionaries hoped that he could be put to stud in order to implant the earth a race of winged wise men who could take charge of the 
universe. But Father Gonzaga, before becoming a priest, had been a robust woodcutter. Standing by the wire, he reviewed his catechism in an 
instant and asked them to open the door so that he could take a close look at that pitiful man who looked more like a huge decrepit hen among 
the fascinated chickens. He was lying in the corner drying his open wings in the sunlight among the fruit peels and breakfast leftovers that the 
early risers had thrown him. Alien to the impertinences of the world, he only lifted his antiquarian eyes and murmured something in his dialect 
when Father Gonzaga went into the chicken coop and said good morning to him in Latin. The parish priest had his first suspicion of an 
imposter when he saw that he did not understand the language of God or know how to greet His ministers. Then he noticed that seen close up 
he was much too human: he had an unbearable smell of the outdoors, the back side of his wings was strewn with parasites and his main 
feathers had been mistreated by terrestrial winds, and nothing about him measured up to the proud dignity of angels. The he came out of the 
chicken coop and in a brief sermon warned the curious against the risks of being ingenuous. He reminded them that the devil had the bad 
habit of making use of carnival tricks in order to confuse the unwary. He argued that if wings were not the essential element in determining the 
different between a hawk and an airplane, they were even less so in the recognition of angels. Nevertheless, he promised to write a letter to his 
bishop so that the latter would write his primate so that the latter would write to the Supreme Pontiff in order to get the final verdict from the 
highest courts. 

His prudence fell on sterile hearts. The news of the captive angel spread with such rapidity that after a few hours the courtyard had the bustle 
of a marketplace and they had to call in troops with fixed bayonets to disperse the mob that was about to knock the house down. Elisenda, her 
spine all twisted from sweeping up so much marketplace trash, then got the idea of fencing in the yard and charging five cents admission to see 
the angel. 

The curious came from far away. A traveling carnival arrived with a flying acrobat who buzzed over the crowd several times, but no one 
paid any attention to him because his wings were not those of an angel but, rather, those of a sidereal bat. The most unfortunate invalids on 
earth came in search of health: a poor woman who since childhood has been counting her heartbeats and had run out of numbers; a 
Portuguese man who couldn’t sleep because the noise of the stars disturbed him; a sleepwalker who got up at night to undo the things he had 
done while awake; and many others with less serious ailments. In the midst of that shipwreck disorder that made the earth tremble, Pelayo and 



 

Stories for Study — ENGL 2131 — Dr. Pellegrino — 121 

Elisenda were happy with fatigue, for in less than a week they had crammed their rooms with money and the line of pilgrims waiting their turn 
to enter still reached beyond the horizon. 

The angel was the only one who took no part in his own act. He spent his time trying to get comfortable in his borrowed nest, befuddled by 
the hellish heat of the oil lamps and sacramental candles that had been placed along the wire. At first they tried to make him eat some 
mothballs, which, according to the wisdom of the wise neighbor woman, were the food prescribed for angels. But he turned them down, just 
as he turned down the papal lunches that the penitents brought him, and they never found out whether it was because he was an angel or 
because he was an old man that in the end ate nothing but eggplant mush. His only supernatural virtue seemed to be patience. Especially 
during the first days, when the hens pecked at him, searching for the stellar parasites that proliferated in his wings, and the cripples pulled out 
feathers to touch their defective parts with, and even the most merciful threw stones at him, trying to get him to rise so they could see him 
standing. The only time they succeeded in arousing him was when they burned his side with an iron for branding steers, for he had been 
motionless for so many hours that they thought he was dead. He awoke with a start, ranting in his hermetic language and with tears in his eyes, 
and he flapped his wings a couple of times, which brought on a whirlwind of chicken dung and lunar dust and a gale of panic that did not seem 
to be of this world. Although many thought that his reaction had not been one of rage but of pain, from then on they were careful not to 
annoy him, because the majority understood that his passivity was not that of a hero taking his ease but that of a cataclysm in repose. 

Father Gonzaga held back the crowd’s frivolity with formulas of maidservant inspiration while awaiting the arrival of a final judgment on the 
nature of the captive. But the mail from Rome showed no sense of urgency. They spent their time finding out in the prisoner had a navel, if his 
dialect had any connection with Aramaic, how many times he could fit on the head of a pin, or whether he wasn’t just a Norwegian with wings. 
Those meager letters might have come and gone until the end of time if a providential event had not put an end to the priest’s tribulations. 

It so happened that during those days, among so many other carnival attractions, there arrived in the town the traveling show of the woman 
who had been changed into a spider for having disobeyed her parents. The admission to see her was not only less than the admission to see the 
angel, but people were permitted to ask her all manner of questions about her absurd state and to examine her up and down so that no one 
would ever doubt the truth of her horror. She was a frightful tarantula the size of a ram and with the head of a sad maiden. What was most 
heartrending, however, was not her outlandish shape but the sincere affliction with which she recounted the details of her misfortune. While 
still practically a child she had sneaked out of her parents’ house to go to a dance, and while she was coming back through the woods after 
having danced all night without permission, a fearful thunderclap rent the sky in tow and through the crack came the lightning bolt of 
brimstone that changed her into a spider. Her only nourishment came from the meatballs that charitable souls chose to toss into her mouth. A 
spectacle like that, full of so much human truth and with such a fearful lesson, was bound to defeat without even trying that of a haughty angel 
who scarcely deigned to look at mortals. Besides, the few miracles attributed to the angel showed a certain mental disorder, like the blind man 
who didn’t recover his sight but grew three new teeth, or the paralytic who didn’t get to walk but almost won the lottery, and the leper whose 
sores sprouted sunflowers. Those consolation miracles, which were more like mocking fun, had already ruined the angel’s reputation when the 
woman who had been changed into a spider finally crushed him completely. That was how Father Gonzaga was cured forever of his insomnia 
and Pelayo’s courtyard went back to being as empty as during the time it had rained for three days and crabs walked through the bedrooms. 

The owners of the house had no reason to lament. With the money they saved they built a two-story mansion with balconies and gardens 
and high netting so that crabs wouldn’t get in during the winter, and with iron bars on the windows so that angels wouldn’t get in. Pelayo also 
set up a rabbit warren close to town and have up his job as a bailiff for good, and Elisenda bought some satin pumps with high heels and many 
dresses of iridescent silk, the kind worn on Sunday by the most desirable women in those times. The chicken coop was the only thing that 
didn’t receive any attention. If they washed it down with creolin and burned tears of myrrh inside it every so often, it was not in homage to the 
angel but to drive away the dungheap stench that still hung everywhere like a ghost and was turning the new house into an old one. At first, 
when the child learned to walk, they were careful that he not get too close to the chicken coop. But then they began to lose their fears and got 
used to the smell, and before they child got his second teeth he’d gone inside the chicken coop to play, where the wires were falling apart. The 
angel was no less standoffish with him than with the other mortals, but he tolerated the most ingenious infamies with the patience of a dog 
who had no illusions. They both came down with the chicken pox at the same time. The doctor who took care of the child couldn’t resist the 
temptation to listen to the angel’s heart, and he found so much whistling in the heart and so many sounds in his kidneys that it seemed 
impossible for him to be alive. What surprised him most, however, was the logic of his wings. They seemed so natural on that completely 
human organism that he couldn’t understand why other men didn’t have them too. 

When the child began school it had been some time since the sun and rain had caused the collapse of the chicken coop. The angel went 
dragging himself about here and there like a stray dying man. They would drive him out of the bedroom with a broom and a moment later find 
him in the kitchen. He seemed to be in so many places at the same time that they grew to think that he’d be duplicated, that he was 
reproducing himself all through the house, and the exasperated and unhinged Elisenda shouted that it was awful living in that hell full of angels. 
He could scarcely eat and his antiquarian eyes had also become so foggy that he went about bumping into posts. All he had left were the bare 
cannulae of his last feathers. Pelayo threw a blanket over him and extended him the charity of letting him sleep in the shed, and only then did 
they notice that he had a temperature at night, and was delirious with the tongue twisters of an old Norwegian. That was one of the few times 
they became alarmed, for they thought he was going to die and not even the wise neighbor woman had been able to tell them what to do with 
dead angels. 

And yet he not only survived his worst winter, but seemed improved with the first sunny days. He remained motionless for several days in 
the farthest corner of the courtyard, where no one would see him, and at the beginning of December some large, stiff feathers began to grow 
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on his wings, the feathers of a scarecrow, which looked more like another misfortune of decreptitude. But he must have known the reason for 
those changes, for he was quite careful that no one should notice them, that no one should hear the sea chanteys that he sometimes sang under 
the stars. One morning Elisenda was cutting some bunches of onions for lunch when a wind that seemed to come from the high seas blew 
into the kitchen. Then she went to the window and caught the angel in his first attempts at flight. They were so clumsy that his fingernails 
opened a furrow in the vegetable patch and he was on the point of knocking the shed down with the ungainly flapping that slipped on the light 
and couldn’t get a grip on the air. But he did manage to gain altitude. Elisenda let out a sigh of relief, for herself and for him, when she watched 
him pass over the last houses, holding himself up in some way with the risky flapping of a senile vulture. She kept watching him even when she 
was through cutting the onions and she kept on watching until it was no longer possible for her to see him, because then he was no longer an 
annoyance in her life but an imaginary dot on the horizon of the sea.   
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Runaway — Alice Munro 
 

Carla heard the car coming before it topped the little rise in the road that around here they called a hill. It’s her, she thought. Mrs. Jamieson – 
Sylvia – home from her holiday in Greece. From the barn door – but far enough inside that she could not readily be seen – she watched the 
road Mrs. Jamieson would have to drive by on, her place being half a mile farther along the road than Clark and Carla’s. 

If it was somebody getting ready to turn in at their gate it would be slowing down by now. But still Carla hoped. Let it not be her. 

It was. Mrs. Jamieson turned her head once, quickly – she had all she could do maneuvering her car through the ruts and puddles the rain 
had made in the gravel – but she didn’t lift a hand off the wheel to wave, she didn’t spot Carla. Carla got a glimpse of a tanned arm bare to the 
shoulder, hair bleached a lighter color than it had been before, more white now than silver-blond, and an expression that was determined and 
exasperated and amused at her own exasperation – just the way Mrs. Jamieson would look negotiating such a road. When she turned her head 
there was something like a bright flash – of inquiry, of hopefulness – that made Carla shrink back. 

So. 

Maybe Clark didn’t know yet. If he was sitting at the computer he would have his back to the window and the road. 

But Mrs. Jamieson might have to make another trip. Driving home from the airport, she might not have stopped for groceries – not until 
she’d been home and figured out what she needed. Clark might see her then. And after dark, the lights of her house would show. But this was 
July, and it didn’t get dark till late. She might be so tired that she wouldn’t bother with the lights, she might go to bed early. 

On the other hand, she might telephone. Any time now. 
 

* — * — * 

This was the summer of rain and more rain. You heard it first thing in the morning, loud on the roof of the mobile home. The trails were 
deep in mud, the long grass soaking, leaves overhead sending down random showers even in those moments when there was no actual 
downpour from the sky and the clouds looked like clearing. Carla wore a high, wide-brimmed old Australian felt hat every time she went 
outside, and tucked her long thick braid down her shirt. 

Nobody showed up for trail rides, even though Clark and Carla had gone around posting signs in all the camping sites, in the cafes, and on 
the tourist office billboard and anywhere else they could think of. Only a few pupils were coming for lessons and those were regulars, not the 
batches of schoolchildren on vacation, the busloads from summer camps, that had kept them going through last summer. And even the 
regulars that they counted on were taking time off for holiday trips, or simply cancelling their lessons because of the weather being so 
discouraging. If they called too late, Clark charged them for the time anyway. A couple of them had complained, and quit for good. 

There was still some income from the three horses that were boarded. Those three, and the four of their own, were out in the field now, 
poking around in the grass under the trees. They looked as if they couldn’t be bothered to notice that the rain was holding off for the moment, 
the way it often did for a while in the afternoon. Just enough to get your hopes up – the clouds whitening and thinning and letting through a 
diffuse brightness that never got around to being real sunshine, and was usually gone before supper. 

Carla had finished mucking out in the barn. She had taken her time – she liked the rhythm of her regular chores, the high space under the 
barn roof, the smells. Now she went over to the exercise ring to see how dry the ground was, in case the five o’clock pupil did show up. 

Most of the steady showers had not been particularly heavy, or borne on any wind, but last week there had come a sudden stirring and then 
a blast through the treetops and a nearly horizontal blinding rain. In a quarter of an hour the storm had passed over. But branches lay across the 
road, hydro lines were down, and a large chunk of the plastic roofing over the ring had been torn loose. There was a puddle like a lake at that 
end of the track, and Clark had worked until after dark, digging a channel to drain it away. 

The roof had not yet been repaired. Clark had strung fence wire across to keep the horses from getting into the mud, and Carla had marked 
out a shorter track. 

On the Web, right now, Clark was hunting for someplace to buy roofing. Some salvage outlet, with prices that they could afford, or 
somebody trying to get rid of such material secondhand. He would not go to Hy and Robert Buckley’s Building Supply in town, which he 
called Highway Robbers Buggery Supply, because he owed them too much money and had had a fight with them. 

Clark had fights not just with the people he owed money to. His friendliness, compelling at first, could suddenly turn sour. There were 
places he would not go into, where he always made Carla go, because of some row. The drugstore was one such place. An old woman had 
pushed in front of him – that is, she had gone to get something she’d forgotten and come back and pushed in front, rather than going to the 
end of the line, and he had complained, and the cashier had said to him, “She has emphysema,” and Clark had said, “Is that so? I have piles, 
myself,” and the manager had been summoned, to say that was uncalled-for. And in the coffee shop out on the highway the advertised 
breakfast discount had not been allowed, because it was past eleven o’clock in the morning, and Clark had argued and then dropped his 
takeout cup of coffee on the floor – just missing, so they said, a child in its stroller. He said the child was half a mile away and he dropped the 
cup because no cuff had been provided. They said he had not asked for a cuff. He said he shouldn’t have had to ask. 

“You flare up,” said Carla. 

“That’s what men do.” 
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She had not said anything to him about his row with Joy Tucker. Joy Tucker was the librarian from town who boarded her horse with them. 
The horse was a quick-tempered little chestnut mare named Lizzie – Joy Tucker, when she was in a jokey mood, called her Lizzie Borden. 
Yesterday she had driven out, not in a jokey mood at all, and complained about the roof’s not being fixed yet, and Lizzie looking miserable, as if 
she might have caught a chill. 

There was nothing the matter with Lizzie, actually. Clark had tried – for him – to be placating. But then it was Joy Tucker who flared up and 
said that their place was a dump, and Lizzie deserved better, and Clark said, “Suit yourself.” Joy had not – or not yet – removed Lizzie, as Carla 
had expected. But Clark, who had formerly made the little mare his pet, had refused to have anything more to do with her. Lizzie’s feelings 
were hurt, in consequence – she was balky when exercised and kicked up a fuss when her hoofs had to be picked out, as they did every day, lest 
they develop a fungus. Carla had to watch out for nips. 

But the worst thing as far as Carla was concerned was the absence of Flora, the little white goat who kept the horses company in the barn 
and in the fields. There had not been any sign of her for two days. Carla was afraid that wild dogs or coyotes had got her, or even a bear. 

She had dreamt of Flora last night and the night before. In the first dream Flora had walked right up to the bed with a red apple in her 
mouth, but in the second dream – last night – she had run away when she saw Carla coming. Her leg seemed to be hurt but she ran anyway. 
She led Carla to a barbed-wire barricade of the kind that might belong on some battlefield, and then she – Flora – slipped through it, hurt leg 
and all, just slithered through like a white eel and disappeared. 

The horses had seen Carla go across to the ring and they had all moved up to the fence – looking bedraggled in spite of their New Zealand 
blankets – so that she would take notice of them on her way back. She talked quietly to them, apologizing for coming empty-handed. She 
stroked their necks and rubbed their noses and asked whether they knew anything about Flora. 

Grace and Juniper snorted and nuzzled up, as if they recognized the name and shared her concern, but then Lizzie butted in between them 
and knocked Grace’s head away from Carla’s petting hand. She gave the hand a nip for good measure, and Carla had to spend some time 
scolding her. 
 

* — * — * 

Up until three years ago Carla never really looked at mobile homes. She didn’t call them that, either. Like her parents, she would have 
thought “mobile home” pretentious. Some people lived in trailers, and that was all there was to it. One trailer was no different from another. 
When Carla moved in here, when she chose this life with Clark, she began to see things in a new way. After that she started saying “mobile 
home” and she looked to see how people had fixed them up. The kind of curtains they had hung, the way they had painted the trim, the 
ambitious decks or patios or extra rooms that had been built on. She could hardly wait to get at such improvements herself. 

Clark had gone along with her ideas, for a while. He had built new steps, and spent a lot of time looking for an old wrought-iron railing for 
them. He didn’t make any complaint about the money spent on paint for the kitchen and bathroom or the material for curtains. Her paint job 
was hasty – she didn’t know, at that time, that you should take the hinges off the cupboard doors. Or that you should line the curtains, which 
had since faded. 

What Clark balked at was tearing up the carpet, which was the same in every room and the thing that she had most counted on replacing. It 
was divided into small brown squares, each with a pattern of darker brown and rust and tan squiggles and shapes. For a long time she had 
thought these were the same squiggles and shapes, arranged in the same way, in each square. Then when she had had more time, a lot of time, 
to examine them, she decided that there were four patterns joined together to make identical larger squares. Sometimes she could pick out the 
arrangement easily and sometimes she had to work to see it. 

She did this when it was raining outside and Clark’s mood weighted down all their inside space, and he did not want to pay attention to 
anything but the computer screen. But the best thing to do then was to invent or remember some job to do in the barn. The horses would not 
look at her when she was unhappy, but Flora, who was never tied up, would come and rub against her, and look up with an expression that 
was not quite sympathy – it was more like comradely mockery – in her shimmering yellow-green eyes. 

Flora had been a half-grown kid when Clark brought her home from a farm where he had gone to bargain for some horse tackle. The 
people there were giving up on the country life, or at least on the raising of animals – they had sold their horses but failed to get rid of their 
goats. He had heard about how a goat was able to bring a sense of ease and comfort into a horse stable and he wanted to try it. They had 
meant to breed her someday but there had never been any signs of her coming into heat. 

At first she had been Clark’s pet entirely, following him everywhere, dancing for his attention. She was quick and graceful and provocative as 
a kitten, and her resemblance to a guileless girl in love had made them both laugh. But as she grew older she seemed to attach herself to Carla, 
and in this attachment she was suddenly much wiser, less skittish – she seemed capable, instead, of a subdued and ironic sort of humor. Carla’s 
behavior with the horses was tender and strict and rather maternal, but the comradeship with Flora was quite different, Flora allowing her no 
sense of superiority. 

“Still no sign of Flora?” she said, as she pulled off her barn boots. Clark had posted a Lost Goat notice on the Web. 

“Not so far,” he said, in a preoccupied but not unfriendly voice. He suggested, not for the first time, that Flora might have just gone off to 
find herself a billy. 

No word about Mrs. Jamieson. Carla put the kettle on. Clark was humming to himself as he often did when he sat in front of the computer. 
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Sometimes he talked back to it. Bullshit, he would say, replying to some challenge. Or he would laugh – but could not remember what the 
joke was, when she asked him afterwards. 

Carla called, “Do you want tea?” and to her surprise he got up and came into the kitchen. 

“So,” he said. “So, Carla.” 

“What?” 

“So she phoned.” 

“Who?” 

“Her Majesty. Queen Sylvia. She just got back.” 

“I didn’t hear the car.” 

“I didn’t ask you if you did.” 

“So what did she phone for?” 

“She wants you to go and help her straighten up the house. That’s what she said. Tomorrow.” 

“What did you tell her?” 

“I told her sure. But you better phone up and confirm.” 

Carla said, “I don’t see why I have to, if you told her.” She poured out their mugs of tea. “I cleaned up her house before she left. I don’t see 
what there could be to do so soon.” 

“Maybe some coons got in and made a mess of it while she was gone. You never know.” 

“I don’t have to phone her right this minute,” she said. “I want to drink my tea and I want to have a shower.” 

“The sooner the better.” 

Carla took her tea into the bathroom, calling back, “We have to go to the laundromat. Even when the towels dry out they smell moldy.” 

“We’re not changing the subject, Carla.” 

Even after she’d got in the shower he stood outside the door and called to her. 

“I am not going to let you off the hook, Carla.” 

She thought he might still be standing there when she came out, but he was back at the computer. She dressed as if she was going to town – 
she hoped that if they could get out of here, go to the laundromat, get a takeout at the cappuccino place, they might be able to talk in a different 
way, some release might be possible. She went into the living room with a brisk step and put her arms around him from behind. But as soon as 
she did that a wave of grief swallowed her up – it must have been the heat of the shower, loosening her tears – and she bent over him, all 
crumbling and crying. 

He took his hands off the keyboard but sat still. 

“Just don’t be mad at me,” she said. 

“I’m not mad. I hate when you’re like this, that’s all.” 

“I’m like this because you’re mad.” 

“Don’t tell me what I am. You’re choking me. Start supper.” 

That was what she did. It was obvious by now that the five o’clock person wasn’t coming. She got out the potatoes and began to peel them, 
but her tears would not stop and she could not see what she was doing. She wiped her face with a paper towel and tore off a fresh one to take 
with her and went out into the rain. She didn’t go into the barn because it was too miserable in there without Flora. She walked along the lane 
back to the woods. The horses were in the other field. They came over to the fence to watch her. All of them except Lizzie, who capered and 
snorted a bit, had the sense to understand that her attention was elsewhere. 

 

It had started when they read the obituary, Mr. Jamieson’s obituary. That was in the city paper, and his face had been on the evening news. 
Up until the year before, they had known the Jamiesons only as neighbors who kept to themselves. She taught Botany at the college forty miles 
away, so she had to spend a good deal of her time on the road. He was a poet. 

Everybody knew that much. But he seemed to be occupied with other things. For a poet, and for an old man – perhaps twenty years older 
than Mrs. Jamieson – he was rugged and active. He improved the drainage system on his place, cleaning out the culvert and lining it with rocks. 
He dug and planted and fenced a vegetable garden, cut paths through the woods, looked after repairs on the house. 

The house itself was an odd-looking triangular affair that he had built years ago, with some friends, on the foundation of an old wrecked 
farmhouse. Those people were spoken of as hippies – though Mr. Jamieson must have been a bit old for that, even then, before Mrs. 
Jamieson’s time. There was a story that they grew marijuana in the woods, sold it, and stored the money in sealed glass jars, which were buried 
around the property. Clark had heard this from the people he got to know in town. He said it was bullshit. 

“Else somebody would have got in and dug it up, before now. Somebody would have found a way to make him tell where it was.” 
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When they read the obituary Carla and Clark learned for the first time that Leon Jamieson had been the recipient of a large prize, five years 
before his death. A prize for poetry. Nobody had ever mentioned this. It seemed that people could believe in dope money buried in glass jars, 
but not in money won for writing poetry. 

Shortly after this Clark said, “We could’ve made him pay.” 

Carla knew at once what he was talking about, but she took it as a joke. 

“Too late now,” she said. “You can’t pay once you’re dead.” 

“He can’t. She could.” 

“She’s gone to Greece.” 

“She’s not going to stay in Greece.” 

“She didn’t know,” said Carla more soberly. 

“I didn’t say she did.” 

“She doesn’t have a clue about it.” 

“We could fix that.” 

Carla said, “No. No.” 

Clark went on as if she had not spoken. 

“We could say we’re going to sue. People get money for stuff like that all the time.” 

“How could you do that? You can’t sue a dead person.” 

“Threaten to go to the papers. Big-time poet. The papers would eat it up. All we have to do is threaten and she’d cave in.” 

“You’re just fantasizing,” Carla said. “You’re joking.” 

“No,” said Clark. “Actually, I’m not.” 

Carla said she did not want to talk about it anymore and he said okay. 

But they talked about it the next day, and the next and the next. He sometimes got notions like this that were not practicable, which might 
even be illegal. He talked about them with growing excitement and then – she wasn’t sure why – he dropped them. If the rain had stopped, if 
this had turned into something like a normal summer, he might have let this idea go the way of the others. But that had not happened, and 
during the last month he had harped on the scheme as if it was perfectly feasible and serious. The question was how much money to ask for. 
Too little, and the woman might not take them seriously, she might be inclined to see if they were bluffing. Too much might get her back up 
and she might become stubborn. 

Carla had stopped saying that it was a joke. Instead she told him that it wouldn’t work. She said that for one thing, people expected poets to 
be that way. So it wouldn’t be worth paying out money to cover it up. 

He said that it would work if it was done right. Carla was to break down and tell Mrs. Jamieson the whole story. Then Clark would move in, 
as if it had all been a surprise to him, he had just found out. He would be outraged, he would talk about telling the world. He would let Mrs. 
Jamieson be the one who first mentioned money. 

“You were injured. You were molested and humiliated and I was injured and humiliated because you are my wife. It’s a question of respect.” 

Over and over again he talked to her in this way and she tried to deflect him but he insisted. 

“Promise,” he said. “Promise.” 

 

This was because of what she had told him, things she could not now retract or deny. 

Sometimes he gets interested in me? 

The old guy? 

Sometimes he calls me into the room when she’s not there? 

Yes. 

When she has to go out shopping and the nurse isn’t there either. 

A lucky inspiration of hers, one that instantly pleased him. 

So what do you do then? Do you go in? 

She played shy. 

Sometimes. 

He calls you into his room. So? Carla? So, then? 

I go in to see what he wants. 
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So what does he want? 

This was asked and told in whispers, even if there was nobody to hear, even when they were in the neverland of their bed. A bedtime story, 
in which the details were important and had to be added to every time, and this with convincing reluctance, shyness, giggles, dirty, dirty. And it 
was not only he who was eager and grateful. She was too. Eager to please and excite him, to excite herself. Grateful every time it still worked. 

And in one part of her mind it was true, she saw the randy old man, the bump he made in the sheet, bedridden indeed, almost beyond 
speech but proficient in sign language, indicating his desire, trying to nudge and finger her into complicity, into obliging stunts and intimacies. 
(Her refusal a necessity, but also perhaps strangely, slightly disappointing, to Clark.) 

Now and then came an image that she had to hammer down, lest it spoil everything. She would think of the real dim and sheeted body, 
drugged and shrinking every day in its rented hospital bed, glimpsed only a few times when Mrs. Jamieson or the visiting nurse had neglected to 
close the door. She herself never actually coming closer to him than that. 

In fact she had dreaded going to the Jamiesons’, but she needed the money, and she felt sorry for Mrs. Jamieson, who seemed so haunted 
and bewildered, as if she was walking in her sleep. Once or twice Carla had burst out and done something really silly just to loosen up the 
atmosphere. The kind of thing she did when clumsy and terrified first-time horseback riders were feeling humiliated. She used to try that too 
when Clark was stuck in his moods. It didn’t work with him anymore. But the story about Mr. Jamieson had worked, decisively. 

 

There was no way to avoid the puddles in the path or the tall soaked grass alongside it, or the wild carrot which had recently come into 
flower. But the air was warm enough so that she didn’t get chilly. Her clothes were soaked through as if by her own sweat or the tears that ran 
down her face with the drizzle of rain. Her weeping petered out in time. She had nothing to wipe her nose on – the paper towel now soggy – 
but she leaned over and blew it hard into a puddle. 

She lifted her head and managed the long-drawn-out, vibrating whistle that was her signal – Clark’s too – for Flora. She waited a couple of 
minutes and then called Flora’s name. Over and over again, whistle and name, whistle and name. 

Flora did not respond. 

It was almost a relief, though, to feel the single pain of missing Flora, of missing Flora perhaps forever, compared to the mess she had got 
into concerning Mrs. Jamieson, and her seesaw misery with Clark. At least Flora’s leaving was not on account of anything that she – Carla – 
had done wrong. 
 

* — * — * 

At the house, there was nothing for Sylvia to do except to open the windows. And to think – with an eagerness that dismayed without really 
surprising her – of how soon she could see Carla. 

All the paraphernalia of illness had been removed. The room that had been Sylvia and her husband’s bedroom and then his death chamber 
had been cleaned out and tidied up to look as if nothing had ever happened in it. Carla had helped with all that during the few frenzied days 
between the crematorium and the departure for Greece. Every piece of clothing Leon had ever worn and some things he hadn’t, including gifts 
from his sisters that had never been taken out of their packages, had been piled in the backseat of the car and delivered to the Thrift Shop. His 
pills, his shaving things, unopened cans of the fortified drink that had sustained him as long as anything could, cartons of the sesame seed snaps 
that at one time he had eaten by the dozens, the plastic bottles full of the lotion that had eased his back, the sheepskins on which he had lain – 
all of that was dumped into plastic bags to be hauled away as garbage, and Carla didn’t question a thing. She never said, “Maybe somebody 
could use that,” or pointed out that whole cartons of cans were unopened. When Sylvia said, “I wish I hadn’t taken the clothes to town. I wish 
I’d burned them all up in the incinerator,” Carla had shown no surprise. 

They cleaned the oven, scrubbed out the cupboards, wiped down the walls and the windows. One day Sylvia sat in the living room going 
through all the condolence letters she had received. (There was no accumulation of papers and notebooks to be attended to, as you might have 
expected with a writer, no unfinished work or scribbled drafts. He had told her, months before, that he had pitched everything. And no 
regrets.) 

The south-sloping wall of the house was made up of big windows. Sylvia looked up, surprised by the watery sunlight that had come out – or 
possibly surprised by the shadow of Carla, bare-legged, bare-armed, on top of a ladder, her resolute face crowned with a frizz of dandelion hair 
that was too short for the braid. She was vigorously spraying and scrubbing the glass. When she saw Sylvia looking at her she stopped and flung 
out her arms as if she was splayed there, making a silly gargoyle-like face. They both began to laugh. Sylvia felt this laughter running all through 
her like a playful stream. She went back to her letters as Carla resumed the cleaning. She decided that all of these kind words – genuine or 
perfunctory, the tributes and regrets – could go the way of the sheepskins and the crackers. 

When she heard Carla taking the ladder down, heard boots on the deck, she was suddenly shy. She sat where she was with her head bowed 
as Carla came into the room and passed behind her on her way to the kitchen to put the pail and the cloths back under the sink. Carla hardly 
halted, she was quick as a bird, but she managed to drop a kiss on Sylvia’s bent head. Then she went on whistling something to herself. 

That kiss had been in Sylvia’s mind ever since. It meant nothing in particular. It meant Cheer up. Or Almost done. It meant that they were 
good friends who had got through a lot of depressing work together. Or maybe just that the sun had come out. That Carla was thinking of 
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getting home to her horses. Nevertheless, Sylvia saw it as a bright blossom, its petals spreading inside her with tumultuous heat, like a 
menopausal flash. 

Every so often there had been a special girl student in one of her botany classes – one whose cleverness and dedication and awkward 
egotism, or even genuine passion for the natural world, reminded her of her young self. Such girls hung around her worshipfully, hoped for 
some sort of intimacy they could not – in most cases – imagine, and they soon got on her nerves. 

Carla was nothing like them. If she resembled anybody in Sylvia’s life, it would have to be certain girls she had known in high school – those 
who were bright but never too bright, easy athletes but not strenuously competitive, buoyant but not rambunctious. Naturally happy. 

 

“Where I was, this little village, this little tiny village with my two old friends, well, it was the sort of place where the very occasional tourist 
bus would stop, just as if it had got lost, and the tourists would get off and look around and they were absolutely bewildered because they 
weren’t anywhere. There was nothing to buy.” 

Sylvia was speaking about Greece. Carla was sitting a few feet away from her. The large-limbed, uncomfortable, dazzling girl was sitting there 
at last, in the room that had been filled with thoughts of her. She was faintly smiling, belatedly nodding. 

“And at first,” Sylvia said, “at first I was bewildered too. It was so hot. But it’s true about the light. It’s wonderful. And then I figured out 
what there was to do, and there were just these few simple things but they could fill the day. You walk half a mile down the road to buy some 
oil and half a mile in the other direction to buy your bread or your wine, and that’s the morning, and you eat some lunch under the trees and 
after lunch it’s too hot to do anything but close the shutters and lie on your bed and maybe read. At first you read. And then it gets so you don’t 
even do that. Why read? Later on you notice the shadows are longer and you get up and go for a swim. 

“Oh,” she interrupted herself. “Oh, I forgot.” 

She jumped up and went to get the present she had brought, which in fact she had not forgotten about at all. She had not wanted to hand it 
to Carla right away, she had wanted the moment to come more naturally, and while she was speaking she had thought ahead to the moment 
when she could mention the sea, going swimming. And say, as she now said, “Swimming reminded me of this because it’s a little replica, you 
know, it’s a little replica of the horse they found under the sea. Cast in bronze. They dredged it up, after all this time. It’s supposed to be from 
the second century B.C.” 

When Carla had come in and looked around for work to do, Sylvia had said, “Oh, just sit down a minute, I haven’t had anybody to talk to 
since I got back. Please.” Carla had sat down on the edge of a chair, legs apart, hands between her knees, looking somehow desolate. As if 
reaching for some distant politeness she had said, “How was Greece?” 

Now she was standing, with the tissue paper crumpled around the horse, which she had not fully unwrapped. 

“It’s said to represent a racehorse,” Sylvia said. “Making that final spurt, the last effort in a race. The rider, too, the boy, you can see he’s 
urging the horse on to the limit of its strength.” 

She did not mention that the boy had made her think of Carla, and she could not now have said why. He was only about ten or eleven years 
old. Maybe the strength and grace of the arm that must have held the reins, or the wrinkles in his childish forehead, the absorption and the pure 
effort there was in some way like Carla cleaning the big windows last spring. Her strong legs in her shorts, her broad shoulders, her big swipes 
at the glass, and then the way she had splayed herself out as a joke, inviting or even commanding Sylvia to laugh. 

“You can see that,” Carla said, now conscientiously examining the little bronzy-green statue. “Thank you very much.” 

“You are welcome. Let’s have coffee, shall we? I’ve just made some. The coffee in Greece was quite strong, a little stronger than I liked, but 
the bread was heavenly. And the ripe figs, they were astounding. Sit down another moment, please do. You should stop me going on and on 
this way. What about here? How has life been here?” 

“It’s been raining most of the time.” 

“I can see that. I can see it has,” Sylvia called from the kitchen end of the big room. Pouring the coffee, she decided that she would keep 
quiet about the other gift she had brought. It hadn’t cost her anything (the horse had cost more than the girl could probably guess), it was only a 
beautiful small pinkish-white stone she had picked up along the road. 

“This is for Carla,” she had said to her friend Maggie, who was walking beside her. “I know it’s silly. I just want her to have a tiny piece of 
this land.” 

She had already mentioned Carla to Maggie, and to Soraya, her other friend there, telling them how the girl’s presence had come to mean 
more and more to her, how an indescribable bond had seemed to grow up between them, and had consoled her in the awful months of last 
spring. 

“It was just to see somebody – somebody so fresh and full of health coming into the house.” 

Maggie and Soraya had laughed in a kindly but annoying way. 

“There’s always a girl,” Soraya said, with an indolent stretch of her heavy brown arms, and Maggie said, “We all come to it sometime. A 
crush on a girl.” 

Sylvia was obscurely angered by that dated word – crush. 
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“Maybe it’s because Leon and I never had children,” she said. “It’s stupid. Displaced maternal love.” 

Her friends spoke at the same time, saying in slightly different ways something to the effect that it might be stupid but it was, after all, love. 

 

But the girl was not, today, anything like the Carla Sylvia had been remembering, not at all the calm bright spirit, the carefree and generous 
young creature who had kept her company in Greece. 

She had been hardly interested in her gift. Almost sullen as she reached out for her mug of coffee. 

“There was one thing I thought you would have liked a lot,” said Sylvia energetically. “The goats. They were quite small even when they 
were full-grown. Some spotty and some white, and they were leaping around up on the rocks just like – like the spirits of the place.” She 
laughed in an artificial way, she couldn’t stop herself. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d had wreaths on their horns. How is your little goat? I 
forget her name.” 

Carla said, “Flora.” 

“Flora.” 

“She’s gone.” 

“Gone? Did you sell her?” 

“She disappeared. We don’t know where.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. But isn’t there a chance she’ll turn up again?” 

No answer. Sylvia looked directly at the girl, something that up to now she had not quite been able to do, and saw that her eyes were full of 
tears, her face blotchy – in fact it looked grubby – and that she seemed bloated with distress. 

She didn’t do anything to avoid Sylvia’s look. She drew her lips tight over her teeth and shut her eyes and rocked back and forth as if in a 
soundless howl, and then, shockingly, she did howl. She howled and wept and gulped for air and tears ran down her cheeks and snot out of her 
nostrils and she began to look around wildly for something to wipe with. Sylvia ran and got handfuls of Kleenex. 

“Don’t worry, here you are, here, you’re all right,” she said, thinking that maybe the thing to do would be to take the girl in her arms. But she 
had not the least wish to do that, and it might make things worse. The girl might feel how little Sylvia wanted to do such a thing, how appalled 
she was in fact by this noisy fit. 

Carla said something, said the same thing again. 

“Awful,” she said. “Awful.” 

“No it’s not. We all have to cry sometimes. It’s all right, don’t worry.” 

“It’s awful.” 

And Sylvia could not help feeling how, with every moment of this show of misery, the girl made herself more ordinary, more like one of 
those soggy students in her – Sylvia’s – office. Some of them cried about their marks, but that was often tactical, a brief unconvincing bit of 
whimpering. The more infrequent, real waterworks would turn out to have something to do with a love affair, or their parents, or a pregnancy. 

“It’s not about your goat, is it?” 

“No. No.” 

“You better have a glass of water,” said Sylvia. 

She took time to run it cold, trying to think what else she should do or say, and when she returned with it Carla was already calming down. 

“Now. Now,” Sylvia said as the water was being swallowed. “Isn’t that better?” 

“Yes.” 

“It’s not the goat. What is it?” 

Carla said, “I can’t stand it anymore.” 

What could she not stand? 

It turned out to be the husband. 

He was mad at her all the time. He acted as if he hated her. There was nothing she could do right, there was nothing she could say. Living 
with him was driving her crazy. Sometimes she thought she already was crazy. Sometimes she thought he was. 

“Has he hurt you, Carla?” 

No. He hadn’t hurt her physically. But he hated her. He despised her. He could not stand it when she cried and she could not help crying 
because he was so mad. 

She did not know what to do. 

“Perhaps you do know what to do,” said Sylvia. 
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“Get away? I would if I could.” Carla began to wail again. “I’d give anything to get away. I can’t. I haven’t any money. I haven’t anywhere in 
this world to go.” 

“Well. Think. Is that altogether true?” said Sylvia in her best counselling manner. “Don’t you have parents? Didn’t you tell me you grew up 
in Kingston? Don’t you have a family there?” 

Her parents had moved to British Columbia. They hated Clark. They didn’t care if she lived or died. 

Brothers or sisters? 

One brother nine years older. He was married and in Toronto. He didn’t care either. He didn’t like Clark. His wife was a snob. 

“Have you ever thought of the Women’s Shelter?” 

“They don’t want you there unless you’ve been beaten up. And everybody would find out and it would be bad for our business.” 

Sylvia gently smiled. 

“Is this a time to think about that?” 

Then Carla actually laughed. “I know,” she said, “I’m insane.” 

“Listen,” said Sylvia. “Listen to me. If you had the money to go, would you go? Where would you go? What would you do?” 

“I would go to Toronto,” Carla said readily enough. “But I wouldn’t go near my brother. I’d stay in a motel or something and I’d get a job at 
a riding stable.” 

“You think you could do that?” 

“I was working at a riding stable the summer I met Clark. I’m more experienced now than I was then. A lot more.” 

“You sound as if you’ve figured this out,” said Sylvia thoughtfully. 

Carla said, “I have now.” 

“So when would you go, if you could go?” 

“Now. Today. This minute.” 

“All that’s stopping you is lack of money?” 

Carla took a deep breath. “All that’s stopping me,” she said. 

“All right,” said Sylvia. “Now listen to what I propose. I don’t think you should go to a motel. I think you should take the bus to Toronto 
and go to stay with a friend of mine. Her name is Ruth Stiles. She has a big house and she lives alone and she won’t mind having somebody to 
stay. You can stay there till you find a job. I’ll help you with some money. There must be lots and lots of riding stables around Toronto.” 

“There are.” 

“So what do you think? Do you want me to phone and find out what time the bus goes?” 

Carla said yes. She was shivering. She ran her hands up and down her thighs and shook her head roughly from side to side. 

“I can’t believe it,” she said. “I’ll pay you back. I mean, thank you. I’ll pay you back. I don’t know what to say.” 

Sylvia was already at the phone, dialling the bus depot. 

“Shh, I’m getting the times,” she said. She listened, and hung up. “I know you will. You agree about Ruth’s? I’ll let her know. There’s one 
problem, though.” She looked critically at Carla’s shorts and T-shirt. “You can’t very well go in those clothes.” 

“I can’t go home to get anything,” said Carla in a panic. “I’ll be all right.” 

“The bus will be air-conditioned. You’ll freeze. There must be something of mine you could wear. Aren’t we about the same height?” 

“You’re ten times skinnier.” 

“I didn’t use to be.” 

In the end they decided on a brown linen jacket, hardly worn – Sylvia had considered it to be a mistake for herself, the style too brusque – 
and a pair of tailored tan pants and a cream-colored silk shirt. Carla’s sneakers would have to do with this outfit, because her feet were two sizes 
larger than Sylvia’s. 

Carla went to take a shower – something she had not bothered with in her state of mind that morning – and Sylvia phoned Ruth. Ruth was 
going to be out at a meeting that evening, but she would leave the key with her upstairs tenants and all Carla would have to do was ring their 
bell. 

“She’ll have to take a cab from the bus depot, though. I assume she’s okay to manage that?” Ruth said. 

Sylvia laughed. “She’s not a lame duck, don’t worry. She is just a person in a bad situation, the way it happens.” 

“Well good. I mean good she’s getting out.” 

“Not a lame duck at all,” said Sylvia, thinking of Carla trying on the tailored pants and linen jacket. How quickly the young recover from a fit 
of despair and how handsome the girl had looked in the fresh clothes. 



 

Stories for Study — ENGL 2131 — Dr. Pellegrino — 131 

The bus would stop in town at twenty past two. Sylvia decided to make omelettes for lunch, to set the table with the dark-blue cloth, and to 
get down the crystal glasses and open a bottle of wine. 

“I hope you’re hungry enough to eat something,” she said, when Carla came out clean and shining in her borrowed clothes. Her softly 
freckled skin was flushed from the shower, and her hair was damp and darkened, out of its braid, the sweet frizz now flat against her head. She 
said she was hungry, but when she tried to get a forkful of the omelette to her mouth her trembling hands made it impossible. 

“I don’t know why I’m shaking like this,” she said. “I must be excited. I never knew it would be this easy.” 

“It’s very sudden,” said Sylvia. “Probably it doesn’t seem quite real.” 

“It does, though. Everything now seems really real. Like the time before now, that’s when I was in a daze.” 

“Maybe when you make up your mind to something, when you really make up your mind, that’s how it is. Or that’s how it should be.” 

“If you’ve got a friend,” said Carla with a self-conscious smile and a flush spreading over her forehead. “If you’ve got a true friend. I mean 
like you.” She laid down the knife and fork and raised her wineglass awkwardly with both hands. “Drinking to a true friend,” she said, 
uncomfortably. “I probably shouldn’t even take a sip, but I will.” 

“Me too,” said Sylvia with a pretense of gaiety. She drank, but spoiled the moment by saying, “Are you going to phone him? Or what? He’ll 
have to know. At least he’ll have to know where you are by the time he’d be expecting you home.” 

“Not the phone,” said Carla, alarmed. “I can’t do it. Maybe if you –” 

“No,” said Sylvia. “No.” 

“No, that’s stupid. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just hard to think straight. What I maybe should do, I should put a note in the mailbox. But 
I don’t want him to get it too soon. I don’t want us to even drive past there when we’re going into town. I want to go the back way. So if I write 
it – if I write it, could you, could you maybe slip it in the box when you come back?” 

Sylvia agreed to this, seeing no good alternative. 

She brought pen and paper. She poured a little more wine. Carla sat thinking, then wrote a few words. 

 

I have gone away. I will be all write. 

These were the words that Sylvia read when she unfolded the paper, on her way back from the bus depot. She was sure Carla knew right 
from write. It was just that she had been talking about writing a note, and she was in a state of exalted confusion. More confusion perhaps than 
Sylvia had realized. The wine had brought out a stream of talk, but it had not seemed to be accompanied by any particular grief or upset. She 
had talked about the horse barn where she had worked and met Clark when she was eighteen and just out of high school. Her parents wanted 
her to go to college, and she had agreed as long as she could choose to be a veterinarian. All she really wanted, and had wanted all her life, was 
to work with animals and live in the country. She had been one of those dorky girls in high school, one of those girls they made rotten jokes 
about, but she didn’t care. 

Clark was the best riding teacher they had. Scads of women were after him, they would take up riding just to get him as their teacher. Carla 
teased him about his women and at first he seemed to like it, then he got annoyed. She apologized and tried to make up for it by getting him 
talking about his dream – his plan, really – to have a riding school, a horse stable, someplace out in the country. One day she came into the 
stable and saw him hanging up his saddle and realized she had fallen in love with him. 

Now she considered it was sex. It was probably just sex. 

 

When fall came and she was supposed to quit working and leave for college in Guelph, she refused to go, she said she needed a year off. 

Clark was very smart but he hadn’t waited even to finish high school. He had altogether lost touch with his family. He thought families were 
like a poison in your blood. He had been an attendant in a mental hospital, a disc jockey on a radio station in Lethbridge, Alberta, a member of 
a road crew on the highways near Thunder Bay, an apprentice barber, a salesman in an Army Surplus store. And those were only the jobs he 
told her about. 

She had nicknamed him Gypsy Rover, because of the song, an old song her mother used to sing. Now she took to singing it around the 
house all the time and her mother knew something was up. 

“Last night she slept in a feather bed 

With a silken quilt for cover 

Tonight she’ll sleep on the cold hard ground – 

Beside her gypsy lo-ov-ver.” 

Her mother said, “He’ll break your heart, that’s a sure thing.” Her stepfather, who was an engineer, did not even grant Clark that much 
power. “A loser,” he called him. “One of those drifters.” As if Clark was a bug he could just whisk off his clothes. 

So Carla said, “Does a drifter save up enough money to buy a farm? Which, by the way, he has done?” and he only said, “I’m not about to 
argue with you.” She was not his daughter anyway, he added, as if that was the clincher. 
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So, naturally, Carla had to run away with Clark. The way her parents behaved, they were practically guaranteeing it. 

“Will you get in touch with your parents after you’re settled?” Sylvia said. “In Toronto?” 

Carla lifted her eyebrows, pulled in her cheeks and made a saucy O of her mouth. She said, “Nope.” 

Definitely a little drunk. 

 

Back home, having left the note in the mailbox, Sylvia cleaned up the dishes that were still on the table, washed and polished the omelette 
pan, threw the blue napkins and tablecloth in the laundry basket, and opened the windows. She did this with a confusing sense of regret and 
irritation. She had put out a fresh cake of apple-scented soap for the girl’s shower and the smell of it lingered in the house, as it had in the air of 
the car. 

The rain was holding off. She could not stay still, so she went for a walk along the path that Leon had cleared. The gravel he had dumped in 
the boggy places had mostly washed away. They used to go walking every spring, to look for wild orchids. She taught him the name of every 
wildflower – all of which, except for trillium, he forgot. He used to call her his Dorothy Wordsworth. 

Last spring she went out once and picked him a small bunch of dog’s-tooth violets, but he looked at them – as he sometimes looked at her 
– with mere exhaustion, disavowal. 

She kept seeing Carla, Carla stepping onto the bus. Her thanks had been sincere but already almost casual, her wave jaunty. She had got used 
to her salvation. 

Back in the house, at around six o’clock, Sylvia put in a call to Toronto, to Ruth, knowing that Carla would not have arrived yet. She got the 
answering machine. 

“Ruth,” said Sylvia. “Sylvia. It’s about this girl I sent you. I hope she doesn’t turn out to be a bother to you. I hope it’ll be all right. You may 
find her a little full of herself. Maybe it’s just youth. Let me know. Okay?” 

She phoned again before she went to bed but got the machine, so she said, “Sylvia again. Just checking,” and hung up. It was between nine 
and ten o’clock, not even really dark. Ruth must still be out and the girl would not want to pick up the phone in a strange house. She tried to 
think of the name of Ruth’s upstairs tenants. They surely wouldn’t have gone to bed yet. But she could not remember. And just as well. 
Phoning them would have meant making too much of a fuss, being too anxious, going too far. 

She got into the bed but it was impossible to stay there, so she took a light quilt and went out to the living room and lay down on the sofa, 
where she had slept for the last three months of Leon’s life. She did not think it likely that she would get to sleep there either – there were no 
curtains on the bank of windows and she could tell by the look of the sky that the moon had risen, though she could not see it. 

The next thing she knew she was on a bus somewhere – in Greece? – with a lot of people she did not know, and the engine of the bus was 
making an alarming knocking sound. She woke to find the knocking was at her front door. 

Carla? 

 

Carla had kept her head down until the bus was clear of town. The windows were tinted, nobody could see in, but she had to guard herself 
against seeing out. Lest Clark appear. Coming out of a store or waiting to cross the street, all ignorant of her abandoning him, thinking this an 
ordinary afternoon. No, thinking it the afternoon when their scheme – his scheme – was put in motion, eager to know how far she had got 
with it. 

Once they were out in the country she looked up, breathed deeply, took account of the fields, which were slightly violet-tinted through the 
glass. Mrs. Jamieson’s presence had surrounded her with some kind of remarkable safety and sanity and had made her escape seem the most 
rational thing you could imagine, in fact the only self-respecting thing that a person in Carla’s shoes could do. Carla had felt herself capable of 
an unaccustomed confidence, even of a mature sense of humor, revealing her life to Mrs. Jamieson in a way that seemed bound to gain 
sympathy and yet to be ironic and truthful. And adapted to live up to what, as far as she could see, were Mrs. Jamieson’s – Sylvia’s – 
expectations. She did have a feeling that it would be possible to disappoint Mrs. Jamieson, who struck her as a most sensitive and rigorous 
person, but she thought that she was in no danger of doing that. 

If she didn’t have to be around her for too long. 

The sun was shining, as it had been for some time. When they sat at lunch it had made the wineglasses sparkle. No rain had fallen since early 
morning. There was enough of a wind blowing to lift the roadside grass, the flowering weeds, out of their drenched clumps. Summer clouds, 
not rain clouds, were scudding across the sky. The whole countryside was changing, shaking itself loose, into the true brightness of a July day. 
And as they sped along she was able to see not much trace at all of the recent past – no big puddles in the fields, showing where the seed had 
washed out, no miserable spindly cornstalks or lodged grain. 

It occurred to her that she must tell Clark about this – that perhaps they had chosen what was for some freakish reason a very wet and 
dreary corner of the country, and there were other places where they could have been successful. 

Or could be yet? 
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Then it came to her of course that she would not be telling Clark anything. Never again. She would not be concerned about what happened 
to him, or to Grace or Mike or Juniper or Blackberry or Lizzie Borden. If by any chance Flora came back, she would not hear of it. 

This was her second time to leave everything behind. The first time was just like the old Beatles song – her putting the note on the table and 
slipping out of the house at five o’clock in the morning, meeting Clark in the church parking lot down the street. She was actually humming 
that song as they rattled away. She’s leaving home, bye-bye. She recalled now how the sun was coming up behind them, how she looked at 
Clark’s hands on the wheel, the dark hairs on his competent forearms, and breathed in the smell of the inside of the truck, a smell of oil and 
metal, tools and horse barns. The cold air of the fall morning blew in through the truck’s rusted seams. It was the sort of vehicle that nobody in 
her family ever rode in, that scarcely ever appeared on the streets where they lived. 

Clark’s preoccupation on that morning with the traffic (they had reached Highway 401), his concern about the truck’s behavior, his curt 
answers, his narrowed eyes, even his slight irritation at her giddy delight – all of that thrilled her. As did the disorder of his past life, his avowed 
loneliness, the tender way he could have with a horse, and with her. She saw him as the architect of the life ahead of them, herself as captive, 
her submission both proper and exquisite. 

“You don’t know what you’re leaving behind,” her mother wrote to her, in that one letter that she received, and never answered. But in 
those shivering moments of early-morning flight she certainly did know what she was leaving behind, even if she had rather a hazy idea of what 
she was going to. She despised her parents, their house, their backyard, their photo albums, their vacations, their Cuisinart, their powder room, 
their walk-in closets, their underground lawn-sprinkling system. In the brief note she had written she had used the word authentic. 

I have always felt the need of a more authentic kind of life. I know I cannot expect you to understand this. 

The bus had stopped now at the first town on the way. The depot was a gas station. It was the very station she and Clark used to drive to, in 
their early days, to buy cheap gas. In those days their world had included several towns in the surrounding countryside and they had sometimes 
behaved like tourists, sampling the specialties in grimy hotel bars. Pigs’ feet, sauerkraut, potato pancakes, beer. And they would sing all the way 
home like crazy hillbillies. 

But after a while all outings came to be seen as a waste of time and money. They were what people did before they understood the realities 
of their lives. 

She was crying now, her eyes had filled up without her realizing it. She set herself to thinking about Toronto, the first steps ahead. The taxi, 
the house she had never seen, the strange bed she would sleep in alone. Looking in the phone book tomorrow for the addresses of riding 
stables, then getting to wherever they were, asking for a job. 

She could not picture it. Herself riding on the subway or streetcar, caring for new horses, talking to new people, living among hordes of 
people every day who were not Clark. 

A life, a place, chosen for that specific reason – that it would not contain Clark. 

The strange and terrible thing coming clear to her about that world of the future, as she now pictured it, was that she would not exist there. 
She would only walk around, and open her mouth and speak, and do this and do that. She would not really be there. And what was strange 
about it was that she was doing all this, she was riding on this bus in the hope of recovering herself. As Mrs. Jamieson might say – and as she 
herself might with satisfaction have said – taking charge of her own life. With nobody glowering over her, nobody’s mood infecting her with 
misery. 

But what would she care about? How would she know that she was alive? 

While she was running away from him – now – Clark still kept his place in her life. But when she was finished running away, when she just 
went on, what would she put in his place? What else – who else – could ever be so vivid a challenge? 

She had managed to stop crying, but she had started to shake. She was in a bad way and would have to take hold, get a grip on herself. “Get 
a grip on yourself,” Clark had sometimes told her, passing through a room where she was scrunched up, trying not to weep, and that indeed 
was what she must do. 

They had stopped in another town. This was the third town away from the one where she had got on the bus, which meant that they had 
passed through the second town without her even noticing. The bus must have stopped, the driver must have called out the name, and she had 
not heard or seen anything in her fog of fright. Soon enough they would reach the major highway, they would be tearing along towards 
Toronto. 

And she would be lost. 

She would be lost. What would be the point of getting into a taxi and giving the new address, of getting up in the morning and brushing her 
teeth and going into the world? Why should she get a job, put food in her mouth, be carried by public transportation from place to place? 

Her feet seemed now to be at some enormous distance from her body. Her knees, in the unfamiliar crisp pants, were weighted with irons. 
She was sinking to the ground like a stricken horse who will never get up. 

Already the bus had loaded on the few passengers and the parcels that had been waiting in this town. A woman and a baby in its stroller 
were waving somebody good-bye. The building behind them, the cafe that served as a bus stop, was also in motion. A liquefying wave passed 
through the bricks and windows as if they were about to dissolve. In peril of her life, Carla pulled her huge body, her iron limbs, forward. She 
stumbled, she cried out, “Let me off.” 
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The driver braked, he called out irritably, “I thought you were going to Toronto?” People gave her casually curious looks, nobody seemed to 
understand that she was in anguish. 

“I have to get off here.” 

“There’s a washroom in the back.” 

“No. No. I have to get off.” 

“I’m not waiting. You understand that? You got luggage underneath?” 

“No. Yes. No.” 

“No luggage?” 

A voice in the bus said, “Claustrophobia. That’s what’s the matter with her.” 

“You sick?” said the driver. 

“No. No. I just want off.” 

“Okay. Okay. Fine by me.” 

 

“Come and get me. Please. Come and get me.” 

“I will.” 

 

Sylvia had forgotten to lock her door. She realized that she should be locking it now, not opening it, but it was too late, she had it open. 

And nobody there. 

Yet she was sure, sure, the knocking had been real. 

She closed the door and this time she locked it. 

There was a playful sound, a tinkling tapping sound, coming from the wall of windows. She switched the light on, but saw nothing there, 
and switched it off again. Some animal – maybe a squirrel? The French doors that opened between windows, leading to the patio, had not been 
locked either. Not even really closed, having been left open an inch or so from her airing of the house. She started to close them and somebody 
laughed, nearby, near enough to be in the room with her. 

“It’s me,” a man said. “Did I scare you?” 

He was pressed against the glass, he was right beside her. 

“It’s Clark,” he said. “Clark from down the road.” 

She was not going to ask him in, but she was afraid to shut the door in his face. He could grab it before she could manage that. She didn’t 
want to turn on the light, either. She slept in a long T-shirt. She should have pulled the quilt from the sofa and wrapped it around herself, but it 
was too late now. 

“Did you want to get dressed?” he said. “What I got in here, it could be the very things you need.” 

He had a shopping bag in his hand. He thrust it at her, but did not try to come with it. 

“What?” she said in a choppy voice. 

“Look and see. It’s not a bomb. There, take it.” 

She felt inside the bag, not looking. Something soft. And then she recognized the buttons of the jacket, the silk of the shirt, the belt on the 
pants. 

“Just thought you’d better have them back,” he said. “They’re yours, aren’t they?” 

She tightened her jaws so that her teeth wouldn’t chatter. A fearful dryness had attacked her mouth and throat. 

“I understood they were yours,” he said softly. 

Her tongue moved like a wad of wool. She forced herself to say, “Where’s Carla?” 

“You mean my wife Carla?” 

Now she could see his face more clearly. She could see how he was enjoying himself. 

“My wife Carla is home in bed. Asleep in bed. Where she belongs.” 

He was both a handsome man and a silly-looking man. Tall, lean, well built, but with a slouch that seemed artificial. A contrived, self-
conscious air of menace. A lock of dark hair falling over his forehead, a vain little moustache, eyes that appeared both hopeful and mocking, a 
boyish smile perpetually on the verge of a sulk. 

She had always disliked the sight of him – she had mentioned her dislike to Leon, who said that the man was just unsure of himself, just a bit 
too friendly. 
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The fact that he was unsure of himself would not make her any safer now. 

“Pretty worn out,” he said. “After her little adventure. You should’ve seen your face – you should’ve seen the look on you when you 
recognized those clothes. What did you think? Did you think I’d murdered her?” 

“I was surprised,” said Sylvia. 

“I bet you were. After you were such a big help to her running away.” 

“I helped her –,” Sylvia said with considerable effort, “I helped her because she seemed to be in distress.” 

“Distress,” he said, as if examining the word. “I guess she was. She was in very big distress when she jumped off that bus and got on the 
phone to me to come and get her. She was crying so hard I could hardly make out what it was she was saying.” 

“She wanted to come back?” 

“Oh yeah. You bet she wanted to come back. She was in real hysterics to come back. She is a girl who is very up and down in her emotions. 
But I guess you don’t know her as well as I do.” 

“She seemed quite happy to be going.” 

“Did she really? Well, I have to take your word for it. I didn’t come here to argue with you.” 

Sylvia said nothing. 

“I came here to tell you I don’t appreciate you interfering in my life with my wife.” 

“She is a human being,” said Sylvia, though she knew it would be better if she could keep quiet. “Besides being your wife.” 

“My goodness, is that so? My wife is a human being? Really? Thank you for the information. But don’t try getting smart with me. Sylvia.” 

“I wasn’t trying to get smart.” 

“Good. I’m glad you weren’t. I don’t want to get mad. I just have a couple of important things to say to you. One thing, that I don’t want 
you sticking your nose in anywhere, anytime, in my and my wife’s life. Another, that I’m not going to want her coming around here anymore. 
Not that she is going to particularly want to come, I’m pretty sure of that. She doesn’t have too good an opinion of you at the moment. And it’s 
time you learned how to clean your own house. 

“Now,” he said. “Now. Has that sunk in?” 

“Quite sufficiently.” 

“Oh, I really hope it has. I hope so.” 

Sylvia said, “Yes.” 

“And you know what else I think?” 

“What?” 

“I think you owe me something.” 

“What?” 

“I think you owe me – maybe – you owe me an apology.” 

Sylvia said, “All right. If you think so. I’m sorry.” 

He shifted, perhaps just to put out his hand, and with the movement of his body she shrieked. 

He laughed. He put his hand on the doorframe to make sure she didn’t close it. 

“What’s that?” 

“What’s what?” he said, as if she was trying out a trick and it would not work. But then he caught sight of something reflected in the 
window, and he snapped around to look. 

Not far from the house was a wide shallow patch of land that often filled up with night fog at this time of year. The fog was there tonight, 
had been there all this while. But now at one point there was a change. The fog had thickened, taken on a separate shape, transformed itself 
into something spiky and radiant. First a live dandelion ball, tumbling forward, then condensing itself into an unearthly sort of animal, pure 
white, hellbent, something like a giant unicorn, rushing at them. 

“Jesus Christ,” Clark said softly and devoutly. And grabbed hold of Sylvia’s shoulder. This touch did not alarm her at all – she accepted it 
with the knowledge that he did it either to protect her or to reassure himself. 

Then the vision exploded. Out of the fog, and out of the magnifying light – now seen to be that of a car travelling along this back road, 
probably in search of a place to park – out of this appeared a white goat. A little dancing white goat, hardly bigger than a sheepdog. 

Clark let go. He said, “Where the Christ did you come from?” 

“It’s your goat,” said Sylvia. “Isn’t it your goat?” 

“Flora,” he said. “Flora.” 

The goat had stopped a yard or so away from them, had turned shy and hung her head. 
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“Flora,” Clark said. “Where the hell did you come from? You scared the shit out of us.” 

Us. 

Flora came closer but still did not look up. She butted against Clark’s legs. 

“Goddamn stupid animal,” he said shakily. “Where’d you come from?” 

“She was lost,” said Sylvia. 

“Yeah. She was. Never thought we’d see her again, actually.” 

Flora looked up. The moonlight caught a glitter in her eyes. 

“Scared the shit out of us,” Clark said to her. “Were you off looking for a boyfriend? Scared the shit. Didn’t you? We thought you were a 
ghost.” 

“It was the effect of the fog,” Sylvia said. She stepped out of the door now, onto the patio. Quite safe. 

“Yeah.” 

“Then the lights of that car.” 

“Like an apparition,” he said, recovering. And pleased that he had thought of this description. 

“Yes.” 

“The goat from outer space. That’s what you are. You are a goddamn goat from outer space,” he said, patting Flora. But when Sylvia put 
out her free hand to do the same – her other hand still held the bag of clothes that Carla had worn – Flora immediately lowered her head as if 
to prepare for some serious butting. 

“Goats are unpredictable,” Clark said. “They can seem tame but they’re not really. Not after they grow up.” 

“Is she grown-up? She looks so small.” 

“She’s big as she’s ever going to get.” 

They stood looking down at the goat, as if expecting she would provide them with more conversation. But this was apparently not going to 
happen. From this moment they could go neither forward nor back. Sylvia believed that she might have seen a shadow of regret cross his face 
that this was so. 

But he acknowledged it. He said, “It’s late.” 

“I guess it is,” said Sylvia, just as if this had been an ordinary visit. 

“Okay, Flora. Time for us to go home.” 

“I’ll make other arrangements for help if I need it,” she said. “I probably won’t need it now, anyway.” She added almost laughingly, “I’ll stay 
out of your hair.” 

“Sure,” he said. “You better get inside. You’ll get cold.” 

“People used to think night fogs were dangerous.” 

“That’s a new one on me.” 

“So good night,” she said. “Good night, Flora.” 

The phone rang then. 

“Excuse me.” 

He raised a hand and turned away. “Good night.” 

It was Ruth on the phone. 

“Ah,” Sylvia said. “A change in plans.” 

 

She did not sleep, thinking of the little goat, whose appearance out of the fog seemed to her more and more magical. She even wondered if, 
possibly, Leon could have had something to do with it. If she was a poet she would write a poem about something like this. But in her 
experience the subjects that she thought a poet could write about did not appeal to Leon. 

 

Carla had not heard Clark go out but she woke when he came in. He told her that he had just been out checking around the barn. 

“A car went along the road a while ago and I wondered what they were doing here. I couldn’t get back to sleep till I went out and checked 
whether everything was okay.” 

“So was it?” 

“Far as I could see.” 

“And then while I was up,” he said, “I thought I might as well pay a visit up the road. I took the clothes back.” 
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Carla sat up in bed. 

“You didn’t wake her up?” 

“She woke up. It was okay. We had a little talk.” 

“Oh.” 

“It was okay.” 

“You didn’t mention any of that stuff, did you?” 

“I didn’t mention it.” 

“It really was all made-up. It really was. You have to believe me. It was all a lie.” 

“Okay.” 

“You have to believe me.” 

“Then I believe you.” 

“I made it all up.” 

“Okay.” 

He got into bed. 

“Your feet are cold,” she said. “Like they got wet.” 

“Heavy dew.” 

“Come here,” he said. “When I read your note, it was just like I went hollow inside. It’s true. If you ever went away, I’d feel like I didn’t have 
anything left in me.” 

 

The bright weather had continued. On the streets, in the stores, in the Post Office, people greeted each other by saying that summer had 
finally arrived. The pasture grass and even the poor beaten crops lifted up their heads. The puddles dried up, the mud turned to dust. A light 
warm wind blew and everybody felt like doing things again. The phone rang. Inquiries about trail rides, about riding lessons. Summer camps 
were interested now, having cancelled their trips to museums. Minivans drew up, with their loads of restless children. The horses pranced along 
the fences, freed from their blankets. 

Clark had managed to get hold of a large enough piece of roofing at a good price. He had spent the whole first day after Runaway Day (that 
was how they referred to Carla’s bus trip) fixing the roof of the exercise ring. 

For a couple of days, as they went about their chores, he and Carla would wave at each other. If she happened to pass close to him, and 
there was nobody else around, Carla might kiss his shoulder through the light material of his summer shirt. 

“If you ever try to run away on me again I’ll tan your hide,” he said to her, and she said, “Would you?” 

“What?” 

“Tan my hide?” 

“Damn right.” He was high-spirited now, irresistible as when she had first known him. 

Birds were everywhere. Red-winged blackbirds, robins, a pair of doves that sang at daybreak. Lots of crows, and gulls on reconnoitering 
missions from the lake, and big turkey buzzards that sat in the branches of a dead oak about half a mile away, at the edge of the woods. At first 
they just sat there, drying out their voluminous wings, lifting themselves occasionally for a trial flight, flapping around a bit, then composing 
themselves to let the sun and the warm air do their work. In a day or so they were restored, flying high, circling and dropping to earth, 
disappearing over the woods, coming back to rest in the familiar bare tree. 

Lizzie’s owner – Joy Tucker – showed up again, tanned and friendly. She had just got sick of the rain and gone off on her holidays to hike in 
the Rocky Mountains. Now she was back. 

“Perfect timing weatherwise,” Clark said. He and Joy Tucker were soon joking as if nothing had happened. 

“Lizzie looks to be in good shape,” she said. “But where’s her little friend? What’s her name – Flora?” 

“Gone,” said Clark. “Maybe she took off to the Rocky Mountains.” 

“Lots of wild goats out there. With fantastic horns.” 

“So I hear.” 

 

For three or four days they had been just too busy to go down and look in the mailbox. When Carla opened it she found the phone bill, 
some promise that if they subscribed to a certain magazine they could win a million dollars, and Mrs. Jamieson’s letter. 

My Dear Carla, 
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I have been thinking about the (rather dramatic) events of the last few days and I find myself talking to myself but really to you, so 
often that I thought I must speak to you, even if – the best way I can do now – only in a letter. And don’t worry – you do not have to 
answer me. 

Mrs. Jamieson went on to say that she was afraid that she had involved herself too closely in Carla’s life and had made the mistake of 
thinking somehow that Carla’s happiness and freedom were the same thing. All she cared for was Carla’s happiness and she saw now that she 
– Carla – must find that in her marriage. All she could hope was that perhaps Carla’s flight and turbulent emotions had brought her true 
feelings to the surface and perhaps a recognition in her husband of his true feelings as well. 

She said that she would perfectly understand if Carla had a wish to avoid her in the future and that she would always be grateful for Carla’s 
presence in her life during such a difficult time. 

The strangest and most wonderful thing in this whole string of events seems to me the reappearance of Flora. In fact it seems rather 
like a miracle. Where had she been all the time and why did she choose just that moment for her reappearance? I am sure your 
husband has described it to you. We were talking at the patio door and I – facing out – was the first to see this white something – 
descending on us out of the night. Of course it was the effect of the ground fog. But truly terrifying. I think I shrieked out loud. I had 
never in my lift felt such bewitchment, in the true sense. I suppose I should be honest and say fear. There we were, two adults, frozen, 
and then out of the fog comes little lost Flora. 

There has to be something special about this. I know of course that Flora is an ordinary little animal and that she probably spent her 
time away in getting herself pregnant. In a sense her return has no connection at all with our human lives. Yet her appearance at that 
moment did have a profound effect on your husband and me. When two human beings divided by hostility are both, at the same 
time, mystified – no, frightened – by the same apparition, there is a bond that springs up between them, and they find themselves 
united in the most unexpected way. United in their humanity – that is the only way I can describe it. We parted almost as friends. So 
Flora has her place as a good angel in my life and perhaps also in your husband’s life and yours. 

With all my good wishes, Sylvia Jamieson 

As soon as Carla had read this letter she crumpled it up. Then she burned it in the sink. The flames leapt up alarmingly and she turned on 
the tap, then scooped up the soft disgusting black stuff and put it down the toilet as she should have done in the first place. 

She was busy for the rest of that day, and the next, and the next. During that time she had to take two parties out on the trails, she had to 
give lessons to children, individually and in groups. At night when Clark put his arms around her – busy as he was now, he was never too tired, 
never cross – she did not find it hard to be cooperative. 

It was as if she had a murderous needle somewhere in her lungs, and by breathing carefully, she could avoid feeling it. But every once in a 
while she had to take a deep breath, and it was still there. 

 

Sylvia had taken an apartment in the college town where she taught. The house was not up for sale – or at least there wasn’t a sign out in 
front of it. Leon Jamieson had got some kind of posthumous award – news of this was in the papers. There was no mention this time of any 
money. 

 

As the dry golden days of fall came on – an encouraging and profitable season – Carla found that she had got used to the sharp thought that 
had lodged in her. It wasn’t so sharp anymore – in fact, it no longer surprised her. And she was inhabited now by an almost seductive notion, a 
constant low-lying temptation. 

She had only to raise her eyes, she had only to look in one direction, to know where she might go. An evening walk, once her chores for the 
day were finished. To the edge of the woods, and the bare tree where the buzzards had held their party. 

And then the little dirty bones in the grass. The skull with perhaps some shreds of bloodied skin clinging to it. A skull that she could hold like 
a teacup in one hand. Knowledge in one hand. 

Or perhaps not. Nothing there. 

Other things could have happened. He could have chased Flora away. Or tied her in the back of the truck and driven some distance and set 
her loose. Taken her back to the place they’d got her from. Not to have her around, reminding them. 

She might be free. 

The days passed and Carla didn’t go near that place. She held out against the temptation. 
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Turkey Season — Alice Munro 
To Joe Radford 

 

When I was fourteen I got a job at the Turkey Barn for the Christmas season. I was still too young to get a job working in a store or as a 
part-time waitress; I was also too nervous. 

I was a turkey gutter. The other people who worked at the Turkey Barn were Lily and Marjorie and Gladys, who were also gutters; Irene and 
Henry, who were pluckers; Herb Abbott, the foreman, who superintended the whole operation and filled in wherever he was needed. Morgan 
Elliott was the owner and boss. He and his son, Morgy, did the killing. 

Morgy I knew from school. I thought him stupid and despicable and was uneasy about having to consider him in a new and possibly 
superior guise, as the boss’s son. But his father treated him so roughly, yelling and swearing at him, that he seemed no more than the lowest of 
the workers. The other person related to the boss was Gladys. She was his sister, and in her case there did seem to be some privilege of 
position. She worked slowly and went home if she was not feeling well, and was not friendly to Lily and Marjorie, although she was, a little, to 
me. She had come back to live with Morgan and his family after working for many years in Toronto, in a bank. This was not the sort of job she 
was used to. Lily and Marjorie, talking about her when she wasn’t there, said she had had a nervous breakdown. They said Morgan made her 
work in the Turkey Barn to pay for her keep. They also said, with no worry about the contradiction, that she had taken the job because she was 
after a man, and that the man was Herb Abbott. 

 

All I could see when I closed my eyes, the first few nights after working there, was turkeys. I saw them hanging upside down, plucked and 
stiffened, pale and cold, with the heads and necks limp, the eyes and nostrils clotted with dark blood; the remaining bits of feathers – those dark 
and bloody too – seemed to form a crown. I saw them not with aversion but with a sense of endless work to be done. 

Herb Abbott showed me what to do. You put the turkey down on the table and cut its head off with a cleaver. Then you took the loose 
skin around the neck and stripped it back to reveal the crop, nestled in the cleft between the gullet and the windpipe. 

“Feel the gravel,” said Herb encouragingly. He made me close my fingers around the crop. Then he showed me how to work my hand 
down behind it to cut it out, and the gullet and windpipe as well. He used shears to cut the vertebrae. 

“Scrunch, scrunch,” he said soothingly. “Now, put your hand in.” 

I did. It was deathly cold in there, in the turkey’s dark insides. 

“Watch out for bone splinters.” 

Working cautiously in the dark, I had to pull the connecting tissues loose. 

“Ups-a-daisy.” Herb turned the bird over and flexed each leg. “Knees up, Mother Brown. Now.” He took a heavy knife and placed it 
directly on the knee knuckle joints and cut off the shank. 

“Have a look at the worms.” 

Pearly-white strings, pulled out of the shank, were creeping about on their own. 

“That’s just the tendons shrinking. Now comes the nice part!” 

He slit the bird at its bottom end, letting out a rotten smell. 

“Are you educated?” 

I did not know what to say. 

“What’s that smell?” 

“Hydrogen sulfide.” 

“Educated,” said Herb, sighing. “All right. Work your fingers around and get the guts loose. Easy. Easy. Keep your fingers together. Keep 
the palm inwards. Feel the ribs with the back of your hand. Feel the guts fit into your palm. Feel that? Keep going. Break the strings – as many 
as you can. Keep going. Feel a hard lump? That’s the gizzard. Feel a soft lump? That’s the heart. Okay? Okay. Get your fingers around the 
gizzard. Easy. Start pulling this way. That’s right. That’s right. Start to pull her out.” 

 

It was not easy at all. I wasn’t even sure what I had was the gizzard. My hand was full of cold pulp. 

“Pull,” he said, and I brought out a glistening, liverish mass. 

“Got it. There’s the lights. You know what they are? Lungs. There’s the heart. There’s the gizzard. There’s the gall. Now, you don’t ever 
want to break that gall inside or it will taste the entire turkey.” Tactfully, he scraped out what I had missed, including the testicles, which were 
like a pair of white grapes. 

“Nice pair of earrings,” Herb said. 
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Herb Abbott was a tall, firm, plump man. His hair was dark and thin, combed straight back from a widow’s peak, and his eyes seemed to be 
slightly slanted, so that he looked like a pale Chinese or like pictures of the Devil, except that he was smooth-faced and benign. Whatever he did 
around the Turkey Barn – gutting, as he was now, or loading the truck, or hanging the carcasses – was done with efficient, economical 
movements, quickly and buoyantly. “Notice about Herb – he always walks like he had a boat moving underneath him,” Marjorie said, and it 
was true. Herb worked on the lake boats, during the season, as a cook. Then he worked for Morgan until after Christmas. The rest of the time 
he helped around the poolroom, making hamburgers, sweeping up, stopping fights before they got started. That was where he lived: he had a 
room above the poolroom on the main street. 

In all the operations at the Turkey Barn it seemed to be Herb who had the efficiency and honor of the business continually on his mind; it 
was he who kept everything under control. Seeing him in the yard talking to Morgan, who was a thick, short man, red in the face, an 
unpredictable bully, you would be sure that it was Herb who was the boss and Morgan the hired help. But it was not so. 

If I had not had Herb to show me, I don’t think I could have learned turkey gutting at all. I was clumsy with my hands and had been 
shamed for it so often that the least show of impatience on the part of the person instructing me could have brought on a dithering paralysis. I 
could not stand to be watched by anybody but Herb. Particularly, I couldn’t stand to be watched by Lily and Marjorie, two middle-aged sisters, 
who were very fast and thorough and competitive gutters. 

They sang at their work and talked abusively and intimately to the turkey carcasses. 

“Don’t you nick me, you old bugger!” 

“Aren’t you the old crap factory!” 

I had never heard women talk like that. 

Gladys was not a fast gutter, though she must have been thorough; Herb would have talked to her otherwise. She never sang and certainly 
she never swore. I thought her rather old, though she was not as old as Lily and Marjorie; she must have been over thirty. She seemed offended 
by everything that went on and had the air of keeping plenty of bitter judgments to herself. I never tried to talk to her, but she spoke to me one 
day in the cold little washroom off the gutting shed. She was putting pancake makeup on her face. The color of the makeup was so distinct 
from the color of her skin that it was as if she were slapping orange paint over a whitewashed, bumpy wall. 

She asked me if my hair was naturally curly. 

I said yes. 

“You don’t have to get a permanent?” 

“No.” 

“You’re lucky. I have to do mine up every night. The chemicals in my system won’t allow me to get a permanent.” 

There are different ways women have of talking about their looks. Some women make it clear that what they do to keep themselves up is 
for the sake of sex, for men. Others, like Gladys, make the job out to be a kind of housekeeping, whose very difficulties they pride themselves 
on. Gladys was genteel. I could see her in the bank, in a navy-blue dress with the kind of detachable white collar you can wash at night. She 
would be grumpy and correct. 

Another time, she spoke to me about her periods, which were profuse and painful. She wanted to know about mine. There was an uneasy, 
prudish, agitated expression on her face. I was saved by Irene, who was using the toilet and called out, “Do like me, and you’ll be rid of all your 
problems for a while.” Irene was only a few years older than I was, but she was recently – tardily – married, and heavily pregnant. 

Gladys ignored her, running cold water on her hands. The hands of all of us were red and sore-looking from the work. “I can’t use that 
soap. If I use it, I break out in a rash,” Gladys said. “If I bring my own soap in here, I can’t afford to have other people using it, because I pay a 
lot for it – it’s a special anti-allergy soap.” 

I think the idea that Lily and Marjorie promoted – that Gladys was after Herb Abbott – sprang from their belief that single people ought to 
be teased and embarrassed whenever possible, and from their interest in Herb, which led to the feeling that somebody ought to be after him. 
They wondered about him. What they wondered was, How can a man want so little? No wife, no family, no house. The details of his daily life, 
the small preferences, were of interest. Where had he been brought up? (Here and there and all over.) How far had he gone in school? (Far 
enough.) Where was his girlfriend? (Never tell.) Did he drink coffee or tea if he got the choice? (Coffee.) 

When they talked about Gladys’s being after him they must have really wanted to talk about sex – what he wanted and what he got. They 
must have felt a voluptuous curiosity about him, as I did. He aroused this feeling by being circumspect and not making the jokes some men 
did, and at the same time by not being squeamish or gentlemanly. Some men, showing me the testicles from the turkey, would have acted as if 
the very existence of testicles were somehow a bad joke on me, something a girl could be taunted about; another sort of man would have been 
embarrassed and would have thought he had to protect me from embarrassment. A man who didn’t seem to feel one way or the other was an 
oddity – as much to older women, probably, as to me. But what was so welcome to me may have been disturbing to them. They wanted to jolt 
him. They even wanted Gladys to jolt him, if she could. 

There wasn’t any idea then – at least in Logan, Ontario, in the late forties – about homosexuality’s going beyond very narrow confines. 
Women, certainly, believed in its rarity and in definite boundaries. There were homosexuals in town, and we knew who they were: an elegant, 
light-voiced, wavy-haired paperhanger who called himself an interior decorator; the minister’s widow’s fat, spoiled only son, who went so far as 
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to enter baking contests and had crocheted a tablecloth; a hypochondriacal church organist and music teacher who kept the choir and his 
pupils in line with screaming tantrums. Once the label was fixed, there was a good deal of tolerance for these people, and their talents for 
decorating, for crocheting, and for music were appreciated – especially by women. “The poor fellow,” they said. “He doesn’t do any harm.” 
They really seemed to believe – the women did – that it was the penchant for baking or music that was the determining factor, and that it was 
this activity that made the man what he was – not any other detours he might take, or wish to take. A desire to play the violin would be taken as 
more a deviation from manliness than would a wish to shun women. Indeed, the idea was that any manly man would wish to shun women but 
most of them were caught off guard, and for good. 

I don’t want to go into the question of whether Herb was homosexual or not, because the definition is of no use to me. I think that 
probably he was, but maybe he was not. (Even considering what happened later, I think that.) He is not a puzzle so arbitrarily solved. 

 

The other plucker, who worked with Irene, was Henry Streets, a neighbor of ours. There was nothing remarkable about him except that he 
was eighty-six years old and still, as he said of himself, a devil for work. He had whisky in his thermos, and drank it from time to time through 
the day. It was Henry who said to me, in our kitchen, “You ought to get yourself a job at the Turkey Barn. They need another gutter.” Then 
my father said at once, “Not her, Henry. She’s got ten thumbs,” and Henry said he was just joking – it was dirty work. But I was already 
determined to try it – I had a great need to be successful in a job like that. I was almost in the condition of a grown-up person who is ashamed 
of never having learned to read, so much did I feel my ineptness at manual work. Work, to everybody I knew, meant doing things I was no 
good at doing, and work was what people prided themselves on and measured each other by. (It goes without saying that the things I was good 
at, like schoolwork, were suspect or held in plain contempt.) So it was a surprise and then a triumph for me not to get fired, and to be able to 
turn out clean turkeys at a rate that was not disgraceful. I don’t know if I really understood how much Herb Abbott was responsible for this, 
but he would sometimes say, “Good girl,” or pat my waist and say, “You’re getting to be a good gutter – you’ll go a long ways in the world,” 
and when I felt his quick, kind touch through the heavy sweater and bloody smock I wore, I felt my face glow and I wanted to lean back 
against him as he stood behind me. I wanted to rest my head against his wide, fleshy shoulder. When I went to sleep at night, lying on my side, 
I would run my cheek against the pillow and think of that as Herb’s shoulder. 

I was interested in how he talked to Gladys, how he looked at her or noticed her. This interest was not jealousy. I think I wanted something 
to happen with them. I quivered in curious expectation, as Lily and Marjorie did. We all wanted to see the flicker of sexuality in him, hear it in 
his voice, not because we thought it would make him seem more like other men but because we knew that with him it would be entirely 
different. He was kinder and more patient than most women, and as stern and remote, in some ways, as any man. We wanted to see how he 
could be moved. 

If Gladys wanted this too, she didn’t give any signs of it. It is impossible for me to tell with women like her whether they are as thick and 
deadly as they seem, not wanting anything much but opportunities for irritation and contempt, or if they are all choked up with gloomy fires 
and useless passions. 

Marjorie and Lily talked about marriage. They did not have much good to say about it, in spite of their feeling that it was a state nobody 
should be allowed to stay out of. Marjorie said that shortly after her marriage she had gone into the woodshed with the intention of swallowing 
Paris green. 

“I’d have done it,” she said. “But the man came along in the grocery truck and I had to go out and buy the groceries. This was when we 
lived on the farm.” 

Her husband was cruel to her in those days, but later he suffered an accident – he rolled the tractor and was so badly hurt he would be an 
invalid all his life. They moved to town, and Marjorie was the boss now. 

“He starts to sulk the other night and say he don’t want his supper. Well, I just picked up his wrist and held it. He was scared I was going to 
twist his arm. He could see I’d do it. So I say, ‘You what?’ And he says, ‘I’ll eat it.’” 

They talked about their father. He was a man of the old school. He had a noose in the woodshed (not the Paris green woodshed – this 
would be an earlier one, on another farm), and when they got on his nerves he used to line them up and threaten to hang them. Lily, who was 
the younger, would shake till she fell down. This same father had arranged to marry Marjorie off to a crony of his when she was just sixteen. 
That was the husband who had driven her to the Paris green. Their father did it because he wanted to be sure she wouldn’t get into trouble. 

“Hot blood,” Lily said. 

I was horrified, and asked, “Why didn’t you run away?” 

“His word was law,” Marjorie said. 

They said that was what was the matter with kids nowadays – it was the kids that ruled the roost. A father’s word should be law. They 
brought up their own kids strictly, and none had turned out bad yet. When Marjorie’s son wet the bed she threatened to cut off his dingy with 
the butcher knife. That cured him. 

They said ninety percent of the young girls nowadays drank, and swore, and took it lying down. They did not have daughters, but if they did 
and caught them at anything like that they would beat them raw. Irene, they said, used to go to the hockey games with her ski pants slit and 
nothing under them, for convenience in the snowdrifts afterward. Terrible. 



 

Stories for Study — ENGL 2131 — Dr. Pellegrino — 142 

I wanted to point out some contradictions. Marjorie and Lily themselves drank and swore, and what was so wonderful about the strong will 
of a father who would insure you a lifetime of unhappiness? (What I did not see was that Marjorie and Lily were not unhappy altogether – 
could not be, because of their sense of consequence, their pride and style.) I could be enraged then at the lack of logic in most adults’ talk – the 
way they held to their pronouncements no matter what evidence might be presented to them. How could these women’s hands be so gifted, 
so delicate and clever – for I knew they would be as good at dozens of other jobs as they were at gutting; they would be good at quilting and 
darning and painting and papering and kneading dough and setting out seed lings – and their thinking so slapdash, clumsy, infuriating? 

Lily said she never let her husband come near her if he had been drinking. Marjorie said since the time she nearly died with a hemorrhage 
she never let her husband come near her, period. Lily said quickly that it was only when he’d been drinking that he tried anything. I could see 
that it was a matter of pride not to let your husband come near you, but I couldn’t quite believe that “come near” meant “have sex.” The idea 
of Marjorie and Lily being sought out for such purposes seemed grotesque. They had bad teeth, their stomachs sagged, their faces were dull 
and spotty. I decided to take “come near” literally. 

 

The two weeks before Christmas was a frantic time at the Turkey Barn. I began to go in for an hour before school as well as after school 
and on weekends. In the morning, when I walked to work, the streetlights would still be on and the morning stars shining. There was the 
Turkey Barn, on the edge of a white field, with a row of big pine trees behind it, and always, no matter how cold and still it was, these trees were 
lifting their branches and sighing and straining. It seems unlikely that on my way to the Turkey Barn, for an hour of gutting turkeys, I should 
have experienced such a sense of promise and at the same time of perfect, impenetrable mystery in the universe, but I did. Herb had something 
to do with that, and so did the cold snap – the series of hard, clear mornings. The truth is, such feelings weren’t hard to come by then. I would 
get them but not know how they were to be connected with anything in real life. 

One morning at the Turkey Barn there was a new gutter. This was a boy eighteen or nineteen years old, a stranger named Brian. It seemed 
he was a relative, or perhaps just a friend, of Herb Abbott’s. He was staying with Herb. He had worked on a lake boat last summer. He said he 
had got sick of it, though, and quit. 

What he said was “Yeah, fuckin’ boats, I got sick of that.” 

Language at the Turkey Barn was coarse and free, but this was one word never heard there. And Brian’s use of it seemed not careless but 
flaunting, mixing insult and provocation. Perhaps it was his general style that made it so. He had amazing good looks: taffy hair, bright blue 
eyes, ruddy skin, well-shaped body – the sort of good looks nobody disagrees about for a moment. But a single, relentless notion had got such 
a hold on him that he could not keep from turning all his assets into parody. His mouth was wet-looking and slightly open most of the time, his 
eyes were half shut, his expression a hopeful leer, his movements indolent, exaggerated, inviting. Perhaps if he had been put on a stage with a 
microphone and a guitar and let grunt and howl and wriggle and excite, he would have seemed a true celebrant. Lacking a stage, he was 
unconvincing. After a while he seemed just like somebody with a bad case of hiccups – his insistent sexuality was that monotonous and 
meaningless. 

If he had toned down a bit, Marjorie and Lily would probably have enjoyed him. They could have kept up a game of telling him to shut his 
filthy mouth and keep his hands to himself. As it was, they said they were sick of him, and meant it. Once, Marjorie took up her gutting knife. 
“Keep your distance,” she said. “I mean from me and my sister and that kid.” 

She did not tell him to keep his distance from Gladys, because Gladys wasn’t there at the time and Marjorie would probably not have felt 
like protecting her anyway. But it was Gladys Brian particularly liked to bother. She would throw down her knife and go into the washroom 
and stay there ten minutes and come out with a stony face. She didn’t say she was sick anymore and go home, the way she used to. Marjorie 
said Morgan was mad at Gladys for sponging and she couldn’t get away with it any longer. 

Gladys said to me, “I can’t stand that kind of thing. I can’t stand people mentioning that kind of thing and that kind of – gestures. It makes 
me sick to my stomach.” 

I believed her. She was terribly white. But why, in that case, did she not complain to Morgan? Perhaps relations between them were too 
uneasy, perhaps she could not bring herself to repeat or describe such things. Why did none of us complain – if not to Morgan, at least to 
Herb? I never thought of it. Brian seemed just something to put up with, like the freezing cold in the gutting shed and the smell of blood and 
waste. When Marjorie and Lily did threaten to complain, it was about Brian’s laziness. 

He was not a good gutter. He said his hands were too big. So Herb took him off gutting, told him he was to sweep and clean up, make 
packages of giblets, and help load the truck. This meant that he did not have to be in any one place or doing any one job at a given time, so 
much of the time he did nothing. He would start sweeping up, leave that and mop the tables, leave that and have a cigarette, lounge against the 
table bothering us until Herb called him to help load. Herb was very busy now and spent a lot of time making deliveries, so it was possible he 
did not know the extent of Brian’s idleness. 

“I don’t know why Herb don’t fire you,” Marjorie said. “I guess the answer is he don’t want you hanging around sponging on him, with no 
place to go.” 

“I know where to go,” said Brian. 

“Keep your sloppy mouth shut,” said Marjorie. “I pity Herb. Getting saddled.” 
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On the last school day before Christmas we got out early in the afternoon. I went home and changed my clothes and came in to work at 
about three o’clock. Nobody was working. Everybody was in the gutting shed, where Morgan Elliott was swinging a cleaver over the gutting 
table and yelling. I couldn’t make out what the yelling was about, and thought someone must have made a terrible mistake in his work; perhaps 
it had been me. Then I saw Brian on the other side of the table, looking very sulky and mean, and standing well back. The sexual leer was not 
altogether gone from his face, but it was flattened out and mixed with a look of impotent bad temper and some fear. That’s it, I thought, Brian 
is getting fired for being so sloppy and lazy. Even when I made out Morgan saying “pervert” and “filthy” and “maniac,” I still thought that was 
what was happening. Marjorie and Lily, and even brassy Irene, were standing around with downcast, rather pious looks, such as children get 
when somebody is suffering a terrible bawling out at school. Only old Henry seemed able to keep a cautious grin on his face. Gladys was not to 
be seen. Herb was standing closer to Morgan than anybody else. He was not interfering but was keeping an eye on the cleaver. Morgy was 
blubbering, though he didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger. 

Morgan was yelling at Brian to get out. “And out of this town – I mean it – and don’t you wait till tomorrow if you still want your arse in one 
piece! Out!” he shouted, and the cleaver swung dramatically towards the door. Brian started in that direction but, whether he meant to or not, 
he made a swaggering, taunting motion of the buttocks. This made Morgan break into a roar and run after him, swinging the cleaver in a stagy 
way. Brian ran, and Morgan ran after him, and Irene screamed and grabbed her stomach. Morgan was too heavy to run any distance and 
probably could not have thrown the cleaver very far, either. Herb watched from the door way. Soon Morgan came back and flung the cleaver 
down on the table. 

“All back to work! No more gawking around here! You don’t get paid for gawking! What are you getting under way at?” he said, with a hard 
look at Irene. 

“Nothing,” Irene said meekly. 

“If you’re getting under way get out of here.” 

“I’m not.” 

“All right, then!” 

We got to work. Herb took off his blood-smeared smock and put on his jacket and went off, probably to see that Brian got ready to go on 
the suppertime bus. He did not say a word. Morgan and his son went out to the yard, and Irene and Henry went back to the adjoining shed, 
where they did the plucking, working knee-deep in the feathers Brian was supposed to keep swept up. 

“Where’s Gladys?” I said softly. 

“Recuperating,” said Marjorie. She too spoke in a quieter voice than usual, and recuperating was not the sort of word she and Lily normally 
used. It was a word to be used about Gladys, with a mocking intent. 

They didn’t want to talk about what had happened, because they were afraid Morgan might come in and catch them at it and fire them. 
Good workers as they were, they were afraid of that. Besides, they hadn’t seen anything. They must have been annoyed that they hadn’t. All I 
ever found out was that Brian had either done something or shown something to Gladys as she came out of the washroom and she had 
started screaming and having hysterics. 

Now she’ll likely be laid up with another nervous breakdown, they said. And he’ll be on his way out of town. And good riddance, they said, 
to both of them. 

 

I have a picture of the Turkey Barn crew taken on Christmas Eve. It was taken with a flash camera that was someone’s Christmas 
extravagance. I think it was Irene’s. But Herb Abbott must have been the one who took the picture. He was the one who could be trusted to 
know or to learn immediately how to manage anything new, and flash cameras were fairly new at the time. The picture was taken about ten 
o’clock on Christmas Eve, after Herb and Morgy had come back from making the last delivery and we had washed off the gutting table and 
swept and mopped the cement floor. We had taken off our bloody smocks and heavy sweaters and gone into the little room called the 
lunchroom, where there was a table and a heater. We still wore our working clothes: overalls and shirts. The men wore caps and the women 
kerchiefs, tied in the wartime style. I am stout and cheerful and comradely in the picture, transformed into someone I don’t ever remember 
being or pretending to be. I look years older than fourteen. Irene is the only one who has taken off her kerchief, freeing her long red hair. She 
peers out from it with a meek, sluttish, inviting look, which would match her reputation but is not like any look of hers I remember. Yes, it 
must have been her camera; she is posing for it, with that look, more deliberately than anyone else is. Marjorie and Lily are smiling, true to form, 
but their smiles are sour and reckless. With their hair hidden, and such figures as they have bundled up, they look like a couple of tough and 
jovial but testy workmen. Their kerchiefs look misplaced; caps would be better. Henry is in high spirits, glad to be part of the work force, 
grinning and looking twenty years younger than his age. Then Morgy, with his hangdog look, not trusting the occasion’s bounty, and Morgan 
very flushed and bosslike and satisfied. He has just given each of us our bonus turkey. Each of these turkeys has a leg or a wing missing, or a 
malformation of some kind, so none of them are salable at the full price. But Morgan has been at pains to tell us that you often get the best 
meat off the gimpy ones, and he has shown us that he’s taking one home himself. 

We are all holding mugs or large, thick china cups, which contain not the usual tea but rye whisky. Morgan and Henry have been drinking 
since suppertime. Marjorie and Lily say they only want a little, and only take it at all because it’s Christmas Eve and they are dead on their feet. 
Irene says she’s dead on her feet as well but that doesn’t mean she only wants a little. Herb has poured quite generously not just for her but for 
Lily and Marjorie too, and they do not object. He has measured mine and Morgy’s out at the same time, very stingily, and poured in Coca-Cola. 
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This is the first drink I have ever had, and as a result I will believe for years that rye-and-Coca-Cola is a standard sort of drink and will always ask 
for it, until I notice that few other people drink it and that it makes me sick. I didn’t get sick that Christmas Eve, though; Herb had not given 
me enough. Except for an odd taste, and my own feeling of consequence, it was like drinking Coca-Cola. 

I don’t need Herb in the picture to remember what he looked like. That is, if he looked like himself, as he did all the time at the Turkey Barn 
and the few times I saw him on the street – as he did all the times in my life when I saw him except one. 

The time he looked somewhat unlike himself was when Morgan was cursing out Brian and, later, when Brian had run off down the road. 
What was this different look? I’ve tried to remember, because I studied it hard at the time. It wasn’t much different. His face looked softer and 
heavier then, and if you had to describe the expression on it you would have to say it was an expression of shame. But what would he be 
ashamed of? Ashamed of Brian, for the way he had behaved? Surely that would be late in the day; when had Brian ever behaved otherwise? 
Ashamed of Morgan, for carrying on so ferociously and theatrically? Or of himself, because he was famous for nipping fights and displays of 
this sort in the bud and hadn’t been able to do it here? Would he be ashamed that he hadn’t stood up for Brian? Would he have expected 
himself to do that, to stand up for Brian? 

All this was what I wondered at the time. Later, when I knew more, at least about sex, I decided that Brian was Herb’s lover, and that Gladys 
really was trying to get attention from Herb, and that that was why Brian had humiliated her – with or without Herb’s connivance and consent. 
Isn’t it true that people like Herb – dignified, secretive, honorable people – will often choose somebody like Brian, will waste their helpless love 
on some vicious, silly person who is not even evil, or a monster, but just some importunate nuisance? I decided that Herb, with all his 
gentleness and carefulness, was avenging himself on us all – not just on Gladys but on us all – with Brian, and that what he was feeling when I 
studied his face must have been a savage and gleeful scorn. But embarrassment as well – embarrassment for Brian and for himself and for 
Gladys, and to some degree for all of us. Shame for all of us – that is what I thought then. 

Later still, I backed off from this explanation. I got to a stage of backing off from the things I couldn’t really know. It’s enough for me now 
just to think of Herb’s face with that peculiar, stricken look; to think of Brian monkeying in the shade of Herb’s dignity; to think of my own 
mystified concentration on Herb, my need to catch him out, if I could ever get the chance, and then move in and stay close to him. How 
attractive, how delectable, the prospect of intimacy is, with the very person who will never grant it. I can still feel the pull of a man like that, of 
his promising and refusing. I would still like to know things. Never mind facts. Never mind theories, either. 

When I finished my drink I wanted to say something to Herb. I stood beside him and waited for a moment when he was not listening to or 
talking with anyone else and when the increasingly rowdy conversation of the others would cover what I had to say. 

“I’m sorry your friend had to go away.” 

“That’s all right.” 

Herb spoke kindly and with amusement, and so shut me off from any further right to look at or speak about his life. He knew what I was 
up to. He must have known it before, with lots of women. He knew how to deal with it. 

Lily had a little more whisky in her mug and told how she and her best girlfriend (dead now, of liver trouble) had dressed up as men one 
time and gone into the men’s side of the beer parlor, the side where it said MEN ONLY, because they wanted to see what it was like. They sat 
in a corner drinking beer and keeping their eyes and ears open, and nobody looked twice or thought a thing about them, but soon a problem 
arose. 

“Where were we going to go? If we went around to the other side and anybody seen us going into the ladies,’ they would scream bloody 
murder. And if we went into the men’s somebody’d be sure to notice we didn’t do it the right way. Meanwhile the beer was going through us 
like a bugger!” 

“What you don’t do when you’re young!” Marjorie said. 

Several people gave me and Morgy advice. They told us to enjoy ourselves while we could. They told us to stay out of trouble. They said 
they had all been young once. Herb said we were a good crew and had done a good job but he didn’t want to get in bad with any of the 
women’s husbands by keeping them there too late. Marjorie and Lily expressed indifference to their husbands, but Irene announced that she 
loved hers and that it was not true that he had been dragged back from Detroit to marry her, no matter what people said. Henry said it was a 
good life if you didn’t weaken. Morgan said he wished us all the most sincere Merry Christmas. 

When we came out of the Turkey Barn it was snowing. Lily said it was like a Christmas card, and so it was, with the snow whirling around 
the streetlights in town and around the colored lights people had put up outside their doorways. Morgan was giving Henry and Irene a ride 
home in the truck, acknowledging age and pregnancy and Christmas. Morgy took a shortcut through the field, and Herb walked off by himself, 
head down and hands in his pockets, rolling slightly, as if he were on the deck of a lake boat. Marjorie and Lily linked arms with me as if we 
were old comrades. 

“Let’s sing,” Lily said. “What’ll we sing?” 

“‘We Three Kings’?” said Marjorie. “‘We Three Turkey Gutters’?” 

“‘I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas.’” 

“Why dream? You got it!” 

So we sang.  
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Symbols And Signs — Vladimir Nabokov 
 

For the fourth time in as many years, they were confronted with the problem of what birthday present to take to a young man who was 
incurably deranged in his mind. Desires he had none. Man-made objects were to him either hives of evil, vibrant with a malignant activity that 
he alone could perceive, or gross comforts for which no use could be found in his abstract world. After eliminating a number of articles that 
might offend him or frighten him (anything in the gadget line, for instance, was taboo), his parents chose a dainty and innocent trifle—a basket 
with ten different fruit jellies in ten little jars. 

At the time of his birth, they had already been married for a long time; a score of years had elapsed, and now they were quite old. Her drab 
gray hair was pinned up carelessly. She wore cheap black dresses. Unlike other women of her age (such as Mrs. Sol, their next-door neighbor, 
whose face was all pink and mauve with paint and whose hat was a cluster of brookside flowers), she presented a naked white countenance to 
the faultfinding light of spring. Her husband, who in the old country had been a fairly successful businessman, was now, in New York, wholly 
dependent on his brother Isaac, a real American of almost forty years’ standing. They seldom saw Isaac and had nicknamed him the Prince. 

That Friday, their son’s birthday, everything went wrong. The subway train lost its life current between two stations and for a quarter of an 
hour they could hear nothing but the dutiful beating of their hearts and the rustling of newspapers. The bus they had to take next was late and 
kept them waiting a long time on a street corner, and when it did come, it was crammed with garrulous high-school children. It began to rain as 
they walked up the brown path leading to the sanitarium. There they waited again, and instead of their boy, shuffling into the room, as he 
usually did (his poor face sullen, confused, ill-shaven, and blotched with acne), a nurse they knew and did not care for appeared at last and 
brightly explained that he had again attempted to take his life. He was all right, she said, but a visit from his parents might disturb him. The 
place was so miserably understaffed, and things got mislaid or mixed up so easily, that they decided not to leave their present in the office but to 
bring it to him next time they came. 

Outside the building, she waited for her husband to open his umbrella and then took his arm. He kept clearing his throat, as he always did 
when he was upset. They reached the bus-stop shelter on the other side of the street and he closed his umbrella. A few feet away, under a 
swaying and dripping tree, a tiny unfledged bird was helplessly twitching in a puddle. 

During the long ride to the subway station, she and her husband did not exchange a word, and every time she glanced at his old hands, 
clasped and twitching upon the handle of his umbrella, and saw their swollen veins and brown-spotted skin, she felt the mounting pressure of 
tears. As she looked around, trying to hook her mind onto something, it gave her a kind of soft shock, a mixture of compassion and wonder, 
to notice that one of the passengers—a girl with dark hair and grubby red toenails—was weeping on the shoulder of an older woman. Whom 
did that woman resemble? She resembled Rebecca Borisovna, whose daughter had married one of the Soloveichiks—in Minsk, years ago. 

The last time the boy had tried to do it, his method had been, in the doctor’s words, a masterpiece of inventiveness; he would have 
succeeded had not an envious fellow-patient thought he was learning to fly and stopped him just in time. What he had really wanted to do was 
to tear a hole in his world and escape. 

The system of his delusions had been the subject of an elaborate paper in a scientific monthly, which the doctor at the sanitarium had given 
to them to read. But long before that, she and her husband had puzzled it out for themselves. “Referential mania,” the article had called it. In 
these very rare cases, the patient imagines that everything happening around him is a veiled reference to his personality and existence. He 
excludes real people from the conspiracy, because he considers himself to be so much more intelligent than other men. Phenomenal nature 
shadows him wherever he goes. Clouds in the staring sky transmit to each other, by means of slow signs, incredibly detailed information 
regarding him. His in- most thoughts are discussed at nightfall, in manual alphabet, by darkly gesticulating trees. Pebbles or stains or sun flecks 
form patterns representing, in some awful way, messages that he must intercept. Everything is a cipher and of everything he is the theme. All 
around him, there are spies. Some of them are detached observers, like glass surfaces and still pools; others, such as coats in store windows, are 
prejudiced witnesses, lynchers at heart; others, again (running water, storms), are hysterical to the point of insanity, have a distorted opinion of 
him, and grotesquely misinterpret his actions. He must be always on his guard and devote every minute and module of life to the decoding of 
the undulation of things. The very air he exhales is indexed and filed away. If only the interest he provokes were limited to his immediate 
surroundings, but, alas, it is not! With distance, the torrents of wild scandal increase in volume and volubility. The silhouettes of his blood 
corpuscles, magnified a million times, flit over vast plains; and still farther away, great mountains of unbearable solidity and height sum up, in 
terms of granite and groaning firs, the ultimate truth of his being. 

When they emerged from the thunder and foul air of the subway, the last dregs of the day were mixed with the street lights. She wanted to 
buy some fish for supper, so she handed him the basket of jelly jars, telling him to go home. Accordingly, he returned to their tenement house, 
walked up to the third landing, and then remembered he had given her his keys earlier in the day. 

In silence he sat down on the steps and in silence rose when, some ten minutes later, she came trudging heavily up the stairs, smiling wanly 
and shaking her head in deprecation of her silliness. They entered their two-room flat and he at once went to the mirror. Straining the corners 
of his mouth apart by means of his thumbs, with a horrible, mask-like grimace, he removed his new, hopelessly uncomfortable dental plate. He 
read his Russian-language newspaper while she laid the table. Still reading, he ate the pale victuals that needed no teeth. She knew his moods 
and was also silent. 

When he had gone to bed, she remained in the living room with her pack of soiled playing cards and her old photograph albums. Across the 
narrow courtyard, where the rain tinkled in the dark against some ash cans, windows were blandly alight, and in one of them a black-trousered 
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man, with his hands clasped under his head and his elbows raised, could he seen lying supine on an untidy bed. She pulled the blind down and 
examined the photographs. As a baby, he looked more surprised than most babies. A photograph of a German maid they had had in Leipzig 
and her fat-faced fiancé fell out of a fold of the album. She turned the pages of the book: Minsk, the Revolution, Leipzig, Berlin, Leipzig again, 
a slanting house front, badly out of focus. Here was the boy when he was four years old, in a park, shyly, with puckered forehead, looking away 
from an eager squirrel, as he would have from any other stranger. Here was Aunt Rosa, a fussy, angular, wild-eyed old lady, who had lived in a 
tremulous world of bad news, bankruptcies, train accidents, and cancerous growths until the Germans put her to death, together with all the 
people she had worried about. The boy, aged six—that was when he drew wonderful birds with human hands and feet, and suffered from 
insomnia like a grown-up man. His cousin, now a famous chess player. The boy again, aged about eight, already hard to understand, afraid of 
the wallpaper in the passage, afraid of a certain picture in a book, which merely showed an idyllic landscape with rocks on a hillside and an old 
cart wheel hanging from the one branch of a leafless tree. Here he was at ten—the year they left Europe. She remembered the shame, the pity, 
the humiliating difficulties of the journey, and the ugly, vicious, backward children he was with in the special school where he had been placed 
after they arrived in America. And then came a time in his life, coinciding with a long convalescence after pneumonia, when those little phobias 
of his, which his parents had stubbornly regarded as the eccentricities of a prodigiously gifted child, hardened, as it were, into a dense tangle of 
logically interacting illusions, making them totally inaccessible to normal minds. 

All this, and much more, she had accepted, for, after all, living does mean accepting the loss of one joy after another, not even joys in her 
case, mere possibilities of improvement. She thought of the recurrent waves of pain that for some reason or other she and her husband had 
had to endure; of the in visible giants hurting her boy in some unimaginable fashion; of the incalculable amount of tenderness contained in the 
world; of the fate of this tenderness, which is either crushed or wasted, or transformed into madness; of neglected children humming to 
themselves in unswept corners; of beautiful weeds that cannot hide from the farmer. 

It was nearly midnight when, from the living room, she heard her husband moan, and presently he staggered in, wearing over his nightgown 
the old overcoat with the astrakhan collar that he much preferred to his nice blue bathrobe. 

“I can’t sleep!” he cried. 

“Why can’t you sleep?” she asked. “You were so tired.” 

“I can’t sleep because I am dying,” he said, and lay down on the couch. 

“Is it your stomach? Do you want me to call Dr. Solov?” 

“No doctors, no doctors,” he moaned. “To the devil with doctors! We must get him out of there quick. Otherwise, we’ll be responsible.... 
Responsible!” He hurled himself into a sitting position, both feet on the floor, thumping his forehead with his clenched fist. 

“All right,” she said quietly. “We will bring him home tomorrow morning.” 

“I would like some tea,” said her husband and went out to the bathroom. 

Bending with difficulty, she retrieved some playing cards and a photograph or two that had slipped to the floor—the knave of hearts, the 
nine of spades, the ace of spades, the maid Elsa and her bestial beau. He returned in high spirits, saying in a loud voice, “I have it all figured out. 
We will give him the bedroom. Each of us will spend part of the night near him and the other part on this couch. We will have the doctor see 
him at least twice a week. It does not matter what the Prince says. He won’t have much to say anyway, because it will come out cheaper.” 

The telephone rang. It was an unusual hour for it to ring. He stood in the middle of the room, groping with his foot for one slipper that had 
come off, and childishly, toothlessly, gaped at his wife. Since she knew more English than he, she always attended to the calls. 

“Can I speak to Charlie?” a girl’s dull little voice said to her now. 

“What number do you want? . . . No. You have the wrong number.” 

She put the receiver down gently and her hand went to her heart. “It frightened me,” she said. 

He smiled a quick smile and immediately resumed his excited monologue. They would fetch him as soon as it was day. For his own 
protection, they would keep all the knives in a locked drawer. Even at his worst, he presented no danger to other people. 

The telephone rang a second time. 

The same toneless, anxious young voice asked for Charlie. 

“You have the incorrect number. I will tell you what you are doing. You are turning the letter ‘o’ instead of the zero.” She hung up again. 

They sat down to their unexpected, festive midnight tea. He sipped noisily; his face was flushed; every now and then he raised his glass with 
a circular motion, so as to make the sugar dissolve more thoroughly. The vein on the side of his bald head stood out conspicuously, and silvery 
bristles showed on his chin. The birthday present stood on the table. While she poured him another glass of tea, he put on his spectacles and 
reëxamined with pleasure the luminous yellow, green, and red little jars. His clumsy, moist lips spelled out their eloquent labels—apricot, grape, 
beach plum, quince. He had got to crab apple when the telephone rang again. 
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The Things They Carried — Tim O’Brien 
 

First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross carried letters from a girl named Martha, a junior at Mount Sebastian College in New Jersey. They were not 
love letters, but Lieutenant Cross was hoping, so he kept them folded in plastic at the bottom of his rucksack. In the late afternoon, after a day’s 
march, he would dig his foxhole, wash his hands under a canteen, unwrap the letters, hold them with the tips of his fingers, and spend the last 
hour of light pretending. He would imagine romantic camping trips into the White Mountains in New Hampshire. He would sometimes taste 
the envelope flaps, knowing her tongue had been there. More than anything, he wanted Martha to love him as he loved her, but the letters were 
mostly chatty, elusive on the matter of love. She was a virgin, he was almost sure. She was an English major at Mount Sebastian, and she wrote 
beautifully about her professors and roommates and midterm exams, about her respect for Chaucer and her great affection for Virginia Woolf. 
She often quoted lines of poetry; she never mentioned the war, except to say, Jimmy, take care of yourself. The letters weighed 4 ounces. They 
were signed Love, Martha, but Lieutenant Cross understood that Love was only a way of signing and did not mean what he sometimes 
pretended it meant. At dusk, he would carefully return the letters to his rucksack. Slowly, a bit distracted, he would get up and move among his 
men, checking the perimeter, then at full dark he would return to his hole and watch the night and wonder if Martha was a virgin. 

 

The things they carried were largely determined by necessity. Among the necessities or near-necessities were P-38 can openers, pocket 
knives, heat tabs, wristwatches, dog tags, mosquito repellent, chewing gum, candy, cigarettes, salt tablets, packets of Kool-Aid, lighters, matches, 
sewing kits, Military Payment Certificates, C rations, and two or three canteens of water. Together, these items weighed between 12 and 18 
pounds, depending upon a man’s habits or rate of metabolism. Henry Dobbins, who was a big man, carried extra rations; he was especially 
fond of canned peaches in heavy syrup over pound cake. Dave Jensen, who practiced field hygiene, carried a toothbrush, dental floss, and 
several hotel-sized bars of soap he’d stolen on R&R in Sydney, Australia. Ted Lavender, who was scared, carried tranquilizers until he was shot 
in the head outside the village of Than Khe in mid-April. By necessity, and because it was SOP, they all carried steel helmets that weighed 5 
pounds including the liner and camouflage cover. They carried the standard fatigue jackets and trousers. Very few carried underwear. On their 
feet they carried jungle boots—2.1 pounds—and Dave Jensen carried three pairs of socks and a can of Dr. Scholl’s foot powder as a 
precaution against trench foot. Until he was shot, Ted Lavender carried 6 or 7 ounces of premium dope, which for him was a necessity. 
Mitchell Sanders, the RTO, carried condoms. Norman Bowker carried a diary. Rat Kiley carried comic books. Kiowa, a devout Baptist, carried 
an illustrated New Testament that had been presented to him by his father, who taught Sunday school in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. As a 
hedge against bad times, however, Kiowa also carried his grandmother’s distrust of the white man, his grandfather’s old hunting hatchet. 
Necessity dictated. Because the land was mined and booby-trapped, it was SOP for each man to carry a steel-centered, nylon-covered flak 
jacket, which weighed 6.7 pounds, but which on hot days seemed much heavier. Because you could die so quickly, each man carried at least 
one large compress bandage, usually in the helmet band for easy access. Because the nights were cold, and because the monsoons were wet, 
each carried a green plastic poncho that could be used as a raincoat or groundsheet or makeshift tent. With its quilted liner, the poncho 
weighed almost 2 pounds, but it was worth every ounce. In April, for instance, when Ted Lavender was shot, they used his poncho to wrap 
him up, then to carry him across the paddy, then to lift him into the chopper that took him away. 

 

They were called legs or grunts. 

To carry something was to hump it, as when Lieutenant Jimmy Cross humped his love for Martha up the hills and through the swamps. In 
its intransitive form, to hump meant to walk, or to march, but it implied burdens far beyond the intransitive. 

Almost everyone humped photographs. In his wallet, Lieutenant Cross carried two photographs of Martha. The first was a Kodacolor 
snapshot signed Love, though he knew better. She stood against a brick wall. Her eyes were gray and neutral, her lips slightly open as she stared 
straight-on at the camera. At night, sometimes, Lieutenant Cross wondered who had taken the picture, because he knew she had boyfriends, 
because he loved her so much, and because he could see the shadow of the picture-taker spreading out against the brick wall. The second 
photograph had been clipped from the 1968 Mount Sebastian yearbook. It was an action shot—women’s volleyball—and Martha was bent 
horizontal to the floor, reaching, the palms of her hands in sharp focus, the tongue taut, the expression frank and competitive. There was no 
visible sweat. She wore white gym shorts. Her legs, he thought, were almost certainly the legs of a virgin, dry and without hair, the left knee 
cocked and carrying her entire weight, which was just over 117 pounds. Lieutenant Cross remembered touching that left knee. A dark theater, 
he remembered, and the movie was Bonnie and Clyde, and Martha wore a tweed skirt, and during the final scene, when he touched her knee, 
she turned and looked at him in a sad, sober way that made him pull his hand back, but he would always remember the feel of the tweed skirt 
and the knee beneath it and the sound of the gunfire that killed Bonnie and Clyde, how embarrassing it was, how slow and oppressive. He 
remembered kissing her good night at the dorm door. Right then, he thought, he should’ve done something brave. He should’ve carried her up 
the stairs to her room and tied her to the bed and touched that left knee all night long. He should’ve risked it. Whenever he looked at the 
photographs, he thought of new things he should’ve done. 
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* — * — * — * 

What they carried was partly a function of rank, partly of field specialty. 

As a first lieutenant and platoon leader, Jimmy Cross carried a compass, maps, code books, binoculars, and a .45-caliber pistol that weighed 
2.9 pounds fully loaded. He carried a strobe light and the responsibility for the lives of his men. 

As an RTO, Mitchell Sanders carried the PRC-25 radio, a killer, 26 pounds with its battery. 

As a medic, Rat Kiley carried a canvas satchel filled with morphine and plasma and malaria tablets and surgical tape and comic books and all 
the things a medic must carry, including M&M’s for especially bad wounds, for a total weight of nearly 18 pounds. 

As a big man, therefore a machine gunner, Henry Dobbins carried the M-60, which weighed 23 pounds unloaded, but which was almost 
always loaded. In addition, Dobbins carried between 10 and 15 pounds of ammunition draped in belts across his chest and shoulders. 

As PFCs or Spec 4 s, most of them were common grunts and carried the standard M-16 gas-operated assault rifle. The weapon weighed 7.5 
pounds unloaded, 8.2 pounds with its full 20-round magazine. Depending on numerous factors, such as topography and psychology, the 
riflemen carried anywhere from 12 to 20 magazines, usually in cloth bandoliers, adding on another 8.4 pounds at minimum, 14 pounds at 
maximum. When it was available, they also carried M-16 maintenance gear—rods and steel brushes and swabs and tubes of LSA oil—all of 
which weighed about a pound. Among the grunts, some carried the M-79 grenade launcher, 5.9 pounds unloaded, a reasonably light weapon 
except for the ammunition, which was heavy. A single round weighed 10 ounces. The typical load was 25 rounds. But Ted Lavender, who was 
scared, carried 34 rounds when he was shot and killed outside Than Khe, and he went down under an exceptional burden, more than 20 
pounds of ammunition, plus the flak jacket and helmet and rations and water and toilet paper and tranquilizers and all the rest, plus the 
unweighed fear. He was dead weight. There was no twitching or flopping. Kiowa, who saw it happen, said it was like watching a rock fall, or a 
big sandbag or something—just boom, then down—not like the movies where the dead guy rolls around and does fancy spins and goes ass 
over teakettle—not like that, Kiowa said, the poor bastard just flat-fuck fell. Boom. Down. Nothing else. It was a bright morning in mid-April. 
Lieutenant Cross felt the pain. He blamed himself. They stripped off Lavender’s canteens and ammo, all the heavy things, and Rat Kiley said 
the obvious, the guy’s dead, and Mitchell Sanders used his radio to report one U.S. KIA and to request a chopper. Then they wrapped 
Lavender in his poncho. They carried him out to a dry paddy, established security, and sat smoking the dead man’s dope until the chopper 
came. Lieutenant Cross kept to himself. He pictured Martha’s smooth young face, thinking he loved her more than anything, more than his 
men, and now Ted Lavender was dead because he loved her so much and could not stop thinking about her. When the dustoff arrived, they 
carried Lavender aboard. Afterward they burned Than Khe. They marched until dusk, then dug their holes, and that night Kiowa kept 
explaining how you had to be there, how fast it was, how the poor guy just dropped like so much concrete. Boom-down, he said. Like cement. 
 

* — * — * — * 

In addition to the three standard weapons—the M-60, M-16, and M-79—they carried whatever presented itself, or whatever seemed 
appropriate as a means of killing or staying alive. They carried catch-as-catch-can. At various times, in various situations, they carried M-14s and 
CAR-15s and Swedish Ks and grease guns and captured AK-47s and Chi-Coms and RPGs and Simonov carbines and black market Uzis and 
.38-caliber Smith & Wesson handguns and 66 mm LAWs and shotguns and silencers and blackjacks and bayonets and C-4 plastic explosives. 
Lee Strunk carried a slingshot; a weapon of last resort, he called it. Mitchell Sanders carried brass knuckles. Kiowa carried his grandfather’s 
feathered hatchet. Every third or fourth man carried a Claymore antipersonnel mine—3.5 pounds with its firing device. They all carried 
fragmentation grenades—14 ounces each. They all carried at least one M-18 colored smoke grenade—24 ounces. Some carried CS or tear gas 
grenades. Some carried white phosphorus grenades. They carried all they could bear, and then some, including a silent awe for the terrible 
power of the things they carried. 

 

In the first week of April, before Lavender died, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross received a good-luck charm from Martha. It was a simple pebble, 
an ounce at most. Smooth to the touch, it was a milky white color with flecks of orange and violet, oval-shaped, like a miniature egg. In the 
accompanying letter, Martha wrote that she had found the pebble on the Jersey shoreline, precisely where the land touched water at high tide, 
where things came together but also separated. It was this separate-but-together quality, she wrote, that had inspired her to pick up the pebble 
and to carry it in her breast pocket for several days, where it seemed weightless, and then to send it through the mail, by air, as a token of her 
truest feelings for him. Lieutenant Cross found this romantic. But he wondered what her truest feelings were, exactly, and what she meant by 
separate-but-together. He wondered how the tides and waves had come into play on that afternoon along the Jersey shoreline when Martha 
saw the pebble and bent down to rescue it from geology. He imagined bare feet. Martha was a poet, with the poet’s sensibilities, and her feet 
would be brown and bare, the toenails unpainted, the eyes chilly and somber like the ocean in March, and though it was painful, he wondered 
who had been with her that afternoon. He imagined a pair of shadows moving along the strip of sand where things came together but also 
separated. It was phantom jealousy, he knew, but he couldn’t help himself. He loved her so much. On the march, through the hot days of early 
April, he carried the pebble in his mouth, turning it with his tongue, tasting sea salt and moisture. His mind wandered. He had difficulty keeping 
his attention on the war. On occasion he would yell at his men to spread out the column, to keep their eyes open, but then he would slip away 
into daydreams, just pretending, walking barefoot along the Jersey shore, with Martha, carrying nothing. He would feel himself rising. Sun and 
waves and gentle winds, all love and lightness. 
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What they carried varied by mission. 

When a mission took them to the mountains, they carried mosquito netting, machetes, canvas tarps, and extra bug juice. 

If a mission seemed especially hazardous, or if it involved a place they knew to be bad, they carried everything they could. In certain heavily 
mined AOs, where the land was dense with Toe Poppers and Bouncing Betties, they took turns humping a 28-pound mine detector. With its 
headphones and big sensing plate, the equipment was a stress on the lower back and shoulders, awkward to handle, often useless because of 
the shrapnel in the earth, but they carried it anyway, partly for safety, partly for the illusion of safety. 

On ambush, or other night missions, they carried peculiar little odds and ends. Kiowa always took along his New Testament and a pair of 
moccasins for silence. Dave Jensen carried night-sight vitamins high in carotene. Lee Strunk carried his slingshot; ammo, he claimed, would 
never be a problem. Rat Kiley carried brandy and M&M’s candy. Until he was shot, Ted Lavender carried the starlight scope, which weighed 
6.3 pounds with its aluminum carrying case. Henry Dobbins carried his girlfriend’s pantyhose wrapped around his neck as a comforter. They all 
carried ghosts. When dark came, they would move out single file across the meadows and paddies to their ambush coordinates, where they 
would quietly set up the Claymores and lie down and spend the night waiting. 

Other missions were more complicated and required special equipment. In mid-April, it was their mission to search out and destroy the 
elaborate tunnel complexes in the Than Khe area south of Chu Lai. To blow the tunnels, they carried one-pound blocks of pentrite high 
explosives, four blocks to a man, 68 pounds in all. They carried wiring, detonators, and battery-powered clackers. Dave Jensen carried earplugs. 
Most often, before blowing the tunnels, they were ordered by higher command to search them, which was considered bad news, but by and 
large they just shrugged and carried out orders. Because he was a big man, Henry Dobbins was excused from tunnel duty. The others would 
draw numbers. Before Lavender died there were 17 men in the platoon, and whoever drew the number 17 would strip off his gear and crawl in 
headfirst with a flashlight and Lieutenant Cross’s .45-caliber pistol. The rest of them would fan out as security. They would sit down or kneel, 
not facing the hole, listening to the ground beneath them, imagining cobwebs and ghosts, whatever was down there—the tunnel walls 
squeezing in—how the flashlight seemed impossibly heavy in the hand and how it was tunnel vision in the very strictest sense, compression in 
all ways, even time, and how you had to wiggle in—ass and elbows—a swallowed-up feeling—and how you found yourself worrying about 
odd things: Will your flashlight go dead? Do rats carry rabies? If you screamed, how far would the sound carry? Would your buddies hear it? 
Would they have the courage to drag you out? In some respects, though not many, the waiting was worse than the tunnel itself. Imagination 
was a killer. 

On April 16, when Lee Strunk drew the number 17, he laughed and muttered something and went down quickly. The morning was hot and 
very still. Not good, Kiowa said. He looked at the tunnel opening, then out across a dry paddy toward the village of Than Khe. Nothing 
moved. No clouds or birds or people. As they waited, the men smoked and drank Kool-Aid, not talking much, feeling sympathy for Lee 
Strunk but also feeling the luck of the draw. You win some, you lose some, said Mitchell Sanders, and sometimes you settle for a rain check. It 
was a tired line and no one laughed. 

Henry Dobbins ate a tropical chocolate bar. Ted Lavender popped a tranquilizer and went off to pee. 

After five minutes, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross moved to the tunnel, leaned down, and examined the darkness. Trouble, he thought—a cave-in 
maybe. And then suddenly, without willing it, he was thinking about Martha. The stresses and fractures, the quick collapse, the two of them 
buried alive under all that weight. Dense, crushing love. Kneeling, watching the hole, he tried to concentrate on Lee Strunk and the war, all the 
dangers, but his love was too much for him, he felt paralyzed, he wanted to sleep inside her lungs and breathe her blood and be smothered. He 
wanted her to be a virgin and not a virgin, all at once. He wanted to know her. Intimate secrets: Why poetry? Why so sad? Why that grayness in 
her eyes? Why so alone? Not lonely, just alone—riding her bike across campus or sitting off by herself in the cafeteria—even dancing, she 
danced alone—and it was the aloneness that filled him with love. He remembered telling her that one evening. How she nodded and looked 
away. And how, later, when he kissed her, she received the kiss without returning it, her eyes wide open, not afraid, not a virgin’s eyes, just flat 
and uninvolved. 

Lieutenant Cross gazed at the tunnel. But he was not there. He was buried with Martha under the white sand at the Jersey shore. They were 
pressed together, and the pebble in his mouth was her tongue. He was smiling. Vaguely, he was aware of how quiet the day was, the sullen 
paddies, yet he could not bring himself to worry about matters of security. He was beyond that. He was just a kid at war, in love. He was 
twenty-four years old. He couldn’t help it. 

A few moments later Lee Strunk crawled out of the tunnel. He came up grinning, filthy but alive. Lieutenant Cross nodded and closed his 
eyes while the others clapped Strunk on the back and made jokes about rising from the dead. 

Worms, Rat Kiley said. Right out of the grave. Fuckin’ zombie. 

The men laughed. They all felt great relief. 

Spook city, said Mitchell Sanders. 

Lee Strunk made a funny ghost sound, a kind of moaning, yet very happy, and right then, when Strunk made that high happy moaning 
sound, when he went Ahhooooo, right then Ted Lavender was shot in the head on his way back from peeing. He lay with his mouth open. 
The teeth were broken. There was a swollen black bruise under his left eye. The cheekbone was gone. Oh shit, Rat Kiley said, the guy’s dead. 
The guy’s dead, he kept saying, which seemed profound—the guy’s dead. I mean really. 
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The things they carried were determined to some extent by superstition. Lieutenant Cross carried his good-luck pebble. Dave Jensen carried 
a rabbit’s foot. Norman Bowker, otherwise a very gentle person, carried a thumb that had been presented to him as a gift by Mitchell Sanders. 
The thumb was dark brown, rubbery to the touch, and weighed 3 ounces at most. It had been cut from a VC corpse, a boy of fifteen or 
sixteen. They’d found him at the bottom of an irrigation ditch, badly burned, flies in his mouth and eyes. The boy wore black shorts and 
sandals. At the time of his death he had been carrying a pouch of rice, a rifle, and three magazines of ammunition. 

You want my opinion, Mitchell Sanders said, there’s a definite moral here. 

He put his hand on the dead boy’s wrist. He was quiet for a time, as if counting a pulse, then he patted the stomach, almost affectionately, 
and used Kiowa’s hunting hatchet to remove the thumb. 

Henry Dobbins asked what the moral was. 

Moral? 

You know. Moral. 

Sanders wrapped the thumb in toilet paper and handed it across to Norman Bowker. There was no blood. Smiling, he kicked the boy’s 
head, watched the flies scatter, and said, It’s like with that old TV show—Paladin. Have gun, will travel. 

Henry Dobbins thought about it. 

Yeah, well, he finally said. I don’t see no moral. 

There it is, man. 

Fuck off. 

 

They carried USO stationery and pencils and pens. They carried Sterno, safety pins, trip flares, signal flares, spools of wire, razor blades, 
chewing tobacco, liberated joss sticks and statuettes of the smiling Buddha, candles, grease pencils, The Stars and Stripes, fingernail clippers, Psy 
Ops leaflets, bush hats, bolos, and much more. Twice a week, when the resupply choppers came in, they carried hot chow in green mermite 
cans and large canvas bags filled with iced beer and soda pop. They carried plastic water containers, each with a 2-gallon capacity. Mitchell 
Sanders carried a set of starched tiger fatigues for special occasions. Henry Dobbins carried Black Flag insecticide. Dave Jensen carried empty 
sandbags that could be filled at night for added protection. Lee Strunk carried tanning lotion. Some things they carried in common. Taking 
turns, they carried the big PRC-77 scrambler radio, which weighed 30 pounds with its battery. They shared the weight of memory. They took 
up what others could no longer bear. Often, they carried each other, the wounded or weak. They carried infections. They carried chess sets, 
basketballs, Vietnamese-English dictionaries, insignia of rank, Bronze Stars and Purple Hearts, plastic cards imprinted with the Code of 
Conduct. They carried diseases, among them malaria and dysentery. They carried lice and ringworm and leeches and paddy algae and various 
rots and molds. They carried the land itself—Vietnam, the place, the soil—a powdery orange-red dust that covered their boots and fatigues and 
faces. They carried the sky. The whole atmosphere, they carried it, the humidity, the monsoons, the stink of fungus and decay, all of it, they 
carried gravity. They moved like mules. By daylight they took sniper fire, at night they were mortared, but it was not battle, it was just the 
endless march, village to village, without purpose, nothing won or lost. They marched for the sake of the march. They plodded along slowly, 
dumbly, leaning forward against the heat, unthinking, all blood and bone, simple grunts, soldiering with their legs, toiling up the hills and down 
into the paddies and across the rivers and up again and down, just humping, one step and then the next and then another, but no volition, no 
will, because it was automatic, it was anatomy, and the war was entirely a matter of posture and carriage, the hump was everything, a kind of 
inertia, a kind of emptiness, a dullness of desire and intellect and conscience and hope and human sensibility. Their principles were in their feet. 
Their calculations were biological. They had no sense of strategy or mission. They searched the villages without knowing what to look for, not 
caring, kicking over jars of rice, frisking children and old men, blowing tunnels, sometimes setting fires and sometimes not, then forming up 
and moving on to the next village, then other villages, where it would always be the same. They carried their own lives. The pressures were 
enormous. In the heat of early afternoon, they would remove their helmets and flak jackets, walking bare, which was dangerous but which 
helped ease the strain. They would often discard things along the route of march. Purely for comfort, they would throw away rations, blow 
their Claymores and grenades, no matter, because by nightfall the resupply choppers would arrive with more of the same, then a day or two 
later still more, fresh watermelons and crates of ammunition and sunglasses and woolen sweaters—the resources were stunning—sparklers for 
the Fourth of July, colored eggs for Easter—it was the great American war chest—the fruits of science, the smokestacks, the canneries, the 
arsenals at Hartford, the Minnesota forests, the machine shops, the vast fields of corn and wheat—they carried like freight trains; they carried it 
on their backs and shoulders—and for all the ambiguities of Vietnam, all the mysteries and unknowns, there was at least the single abiding 
certainty that they would never be at a loss for things to carry. 

 

After the chopper took Lavender away, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross led his men into the village of Than Khe. They burned everything. They 
shot chickens and dogs, they trashed the village well, they called in artillery and watched the wreckage, then they marched for several hours 
through the hot afternoon, and then at dusk, while Kiowa explained how Lavender died, Lieutenant Cross found himself trembling. 

He tried not to cry. With his entrenching tool, which weighed 5 pounds, he began digging a hole in the earth. 

He felt shame. He hated himself. He had loved Martha more than his men, and as a consequence Lavender was now dead, and this was 
something he would have to carry like a stone in his stomach for the rest of the war. 
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All he could do was dig. He used his entrenching tool like an ax, slashing, feeling both love and hate, and then later, when it was full dark, he 
sat at the bottom of his foxhole and wept. It went on for a long while. In part, he was grieving for Ted Lavender, but mostly it was for Martha, 
and for himself, because she belonged to another world, which was not quite real, and because she was a junior at Mount Sebastian College in 
New Jersey, a poet and a virgin and uninvolved, and because he realized she did not love him and never would. 

 

Like cement, Kiowa whispered in the dark. I swear to God—boom, down. Not a word. 

I’ve heard this, said Norman Bowker. 

A pisser, you know? Still zipping himself up. Zapped while zipping. 

All right, fine. That’s enough. 

Yeah, but you had to see it, the guy just— 

I heard, man. Cement. So why not shut the fuck up? 

Kiowa shook his head sadly and glanced over at the hole where Lieutenant Jimmy Cross sat watching the night. The air was thick and wet. 
A warm dense fog had settled over the paddies and there was the stillness that precedes rain. 

After a time Kiowa sighed. 

One thing for sure, he said. The lieutenant’s in some deep hurt. I mean that crying jag—the way he was carrying on—it wasn’t fake or 
anything, it was real heavy-duty hurt. The man cares. 

Sure, Norman Bowker said. 

Say what you want, the man does care. 

We all got problems. 

Not Lavender. 

No, I guess not, Bowker said. Do me a favor, though. 

Shut up? 

That’s a smart Indian. Shut up. 

Shrugging, Kiowa pulled off his boots. He wanted to say more, just to lighten up his sleep, but instead he opened his New Testament and 
arranged it beneath his head as a pillow. The fog made things seem hollow and unattached. He tried not to think about Ted Lavender, but then 
he was thinking how fast it was, no drama, down and dead, and how it was hard to feel anything except surprise. It seemed unchristian. He 
wished he could find some great sadness, or even anger, but the emotion wasn’t there and he couldn’t make it happen. Mostly he felt pleased to 
be alive. He liked the smell of the New Testament under his cheek, the leather and ink and paper and glue, whatever the chemicals were. He 
liked hearing the sounds of night. Even his fatigue, it felt fine, the stiff muscles and the prickly awareness of his own body, a floating feeling. He 
enjoyed not being dead. Lying there, Kiowa admired Lieutenant Jimmy Cross’s capacity for grief. He wanted to share the man’s pain, he 
wanted to care as Jimmy Cross cared. And yet when he closed his eyes, all he could think was Boom-down, and all he could feel was the 
pleasure of having his boots off and the fog curling in around him and the damp soil and the Bible smells and the plush comfort of night. 

After a moment Norman Bowker sat up in the dark. 

What the hell, he said. You want to talk, talk. Tell it to me. 

Forget it. 

No, man, go on. One thing I hate, it’s a silent Indian. 

 

For the most part they carried themselves with poise, a kind of dignity. Now and then, however, there were times of panic, when they 
squealed or wanted to squeal but couldn’t, when they twitched and made moaning sounds and covered their heads and said Dear Jesus and 
flopped around on the earth and fired their weapons blindly and cringed and sobbed and begged for the noise to stop and went wild and made 
stupid promises to themselves and to God and to their mothers and fathers, hoping not to die. In different ways, it happened to all of them. 
Afterward, when the firing ended, they would blink and peek up. They would touch their bodies, feeling shame, then quickly hiding it. They 
would force themselves to stand. As if in slow motion, frame by frame, the world would take on the old logic—absolute silence, then the wind, 
then sunlight, then voices. It was the burden of being alive. Awkwardly, the men would reassemble themselves, first in private, then in groups, 
becoming soldiers again. They would repair the leaks in their eyes. They would check for casualties, call in dustoffs, light cigarettes, try to smile, 
clear their throats and spit and begin cleaning their weapons. After a time someone would shake his head and say, No lie, I almost shit my 
pants, and someone else would laugh, which meant it was bad, yes, but the guy had obviously not shit his pants, it wasn’t that bad, and in any 
case nobody would ever do such a thing and then go ahead and talk about it. They would squint into the dense, oppressive sunlight. For a few 
moments, perhaps, they would fall silent, lighting a joint and tracking its passage from man to man, inhaling, holding in the humiliation. Scary 
stuff, one of them might say. But then someone else would grin or flick his eyebrows and say, Roger-dodger, almost cut me a new asshole, 
almost. 
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There were numerous such poses. Some carried themselves with a sort of wistful resignation, others with pride or stiff soldierly discipline or 
good humor or macho zeal. They were afraid of dying but they were even more afraid to show it. 

They found jokes to tell. 

They used a hard vocabulary to contain the terrible softness. Greased they’d say. Offed, lit up, zapped while zipping. It wasn’t cruelty, just stage 
presence. They were actors. When someone died, it wasn’t quite dying, because in a curious way it seemed scripted, and because they had their 
lines mostly memorized, irony mixed with tragedy, and because they called it by other names, as if to encyst and destroy the reality of death 
itself. They kicked corpses. They cut off thumbs. They talked grunt lingo. They told stories about Ted Lavender’s supply of tranquilizers, how 
the poor guy didn’t feel a thing, how incredibly tranquil he was. 

There’s a moral here, said Mitchell Sanders. 

They were waiting for Lavender’s chopper, smoking the dead man’s dope. 

The moral’s pretty obvious, Sanders said, and winked. Stay away from drugs. No joke, they’ll ruin your day every time. 

Cute, said Henry Dobbins. 

Mind blower, get it? Talk about wiggy. Nothing left, just blood and brains. 

They made themselves laugh. 

There it is, they’d say. Over and over—there it is, my friend, there it is—as if the repetition itself were an act of poise, a balance between 
crazy and almost crazy, knowing without going, there it is, which meant be cool, let it ride, because Oh yeah, man, you can’t change what can’t 
be changed, there it is, there it absolutely and positively and fucking well is. 

They were tough. 

They carried all the emotional baggage of men who might die. Grief, terror, love, longing—these were intangibles, but the intangibles had 
their own mass and specific gravity, they had tangible weight. They carried shameful memories. They carried the common secret of cowardice 
barely restrained, the instinct to run or freeze or hide, and in many respects this was the heaviest burden of all, for it could never be put down, it 
required perfect balance and perfect posture. They carried their reputations. They carried the soldier’s greatest fear, which was the fear of 
blushing. Men killed, and died, because they were embarrassed not to. It was what had brought them to the war in the first place, nothing 
positive, no dreams of glory or honor, just to avoid the blush of dishonor. They died so as not to die of embarrassment. They crawled into 
tunnels and walked point and advanced under fire. Each morning, despite the unknowns, they made their legs move. They endured. They kept 
humping. They did not submit to the obvious alternative, which was simply to close the eyes and fall. So easy, really. Go limp and tumble to the 
ground and let the muscles unwind and not speak and not budge until your buddies picked you up and lifted you into the chopper that would 
roar and dip its nose and carry you off to the world. A mere matter of falling, yet no one ever fell. It was not courage, exactly; the object was not 
valor. Rather, they were too frightened to be cowards. 

By and large they carried these things inside, maintaining the masks of composure. They sneered at sick call. They spoke bitterly about guys 
who had found release by shooting off their own toes or fingers. Pussies, they’d say. Candy-asses. It was fierce, mocking talk, with only a trace 
of envy or awe, but even so the image played itself out behind their eyes. 

They imagined the muzzle against flesh. So easy: squeeze the trigger and blow away a toe. They imagined it. They imagined the quick, sweet 
pain, then the evacuation to Japan, then a hospital with warm beds and cute geisha nurses. 

And they dreamed of freedom birds. 

At night, on guard, staring into the dark, they were carried away by jumbo jets. They felt the rush of takeoff. Gone! they yelled. And then 
velocity—wings and engines—a smiling stewardess—but it was more than a plane, it was a real bird, a big sleek silver bird with feathers and 
talons and high screeching. They were flying. The weights fell off; there was nothing to bear. They laughed and held on tight, feeling the cold 
slap of wind and altitude, soaring, thinking It’s over, I’m gone!—they were naked, they were light and free—it was all lightness, bright and fast and 
buoyant, light as light, a helium buzz in the brain, a giddy bubbling in the lungs as they were taken up over the clouds and the war, beyond duty, 
beyond gravity and mortification and global entanglements—Sin loi!, they yelled. I’m sorry, motherfuckers, but I’m out of it, I’m goofed, I’m on a space 
cruise, I’m gone!—and it was a restful, unencumbered sensation, just riding the light waves, sailing that big silver freedom bird over the mountains 
and oceans, over America, over the farms and great sleeping cities and cemeteries and highways and the golden arches of McDonald’s, it was 
flight, a kind of fleeing, a kind of falling, falling higher and higher, spinning off the edge of the earth and beyond the sun and through the vast, 
silent vacuum where there were no burdens and where everything weighed exactly nothing—Gone! they screamed. I’m sorry but I’m gone!— and 
so at night, not quite dreaming, they gave themselves over to lightness, they were carried, they were purely borne. 

 

On the morning after Ted Lavender died, First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross crouched at the bottom of his foxhole and burned Martha’s letters. 
Then he burned the two photographs. There was a steady rain falling, which made it difficult, but he used heat tabs and Sterno to build a small 
fire, screening it with his body, holding the photographs over the tight blue flame with the tips of his fingers. 

He realized it was only a gesture. Stupid, he thought. Sentimental, too, but mostly just stupid. 

Lavender was dead. You couldn’t burn the blame. 
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Besides, the letters were in his head. And even now, without photographs, Lieutenant Cross could see Martha playing volleyball in her white 
gym shorts and yellow T-shirt. He could see her moving in the rain. 

When the fire died out, Lieutenant Cross pulled his poncho over his shoulders and ate breakfast from a can. 

There was no great mystery, he decided. 

In those burned letters Martha had never mentioned the war, except to say, Jimmy, take care of yourself. She wasn’t involved. She signed the 
letters Love, but it wasn’t love, and all the fine lines and technicalities did not matter. Virginity was no longer an issue. He hated her. Yes, he did. 
He hated her. Love, too, but it was a hard, hating kind of love. 

The morning came up wet and blurry. Everything seemed part of everything else, the fog and Martha and the deepening rain. 

He was a soldier, after all. 

Half smiling, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross took out his maps. He shook his head hard, as if to clear it, then bent forward and began planning the 
day’s march. In ten minutes, or maybe twenty, he would rouse the men and they would pack up and head west, where the maps showed the 
country to be green and inviting. They would do what they had always done. The rain might add some weight, but otherwise it would be one 
more day layered upon all the other days. 

He was realistic about it. There was that new hardness in his stomach. He loved her but he hated her. 

No more fantasies, he told himself. 

Henceforth, when he thought about Martha, it would be only to think that she belonged elsewhere. He would shut down the daydreams. 
This was not Mount Sebastian, it was another world, where there were no pretty poems or midterm exams, a place where men died because of 
carelessness and gross stupidity. Kiowa was right. Boom-down, and you were dead, never partly dead. 

Briefly, in the rain, Lieutenant Cross saw Martha’s gray eyes gazing back at him. 

He understood. 

It was very sad, he thought. The things men carried inside. The things men did or felt they had to do. 

He almost nodded at her, but didn’t. 

Instead he went back to his maps. He was now determined to perform his duties firmly and without negligence. It wouldn’t help Lavender, 
he knew that, but from this point on he would comport himself as an officer. He would dispose of his good-luck pebble. Swallow it, maybe, or 
use Lee Strunk’s slingshot, or just drop it along the trail. On the march he would impose strict field discipline. He would be careful to send out 
flank security, to prevent straggling or bunching up, to keep his troops moving at the proper pace and at the proper interval. He would insist on 
clean weapons. He would confiscate the remainder of Lavender’s dope. Later in the day, perhaps, he would call the men together and speak to 
them plainly. He would accept the blame for what had happened to Ted Lavender. He would be a man about it. He would look them in the 
eyes, keeping his chin level, and he would issue the new SOPs in a calm, impersonal tone of voice, a lieutenant’s voice, leaving no room for 
argument or discussion. Commencing immediately, he’d tell them, they would no longer abandon equipment along the route of march. They 
would police up their acts. They would get their shit together, and keep it together, and maintain it neatly and in good working order. 

He would not tolerate laxity. He would show strength, distancing himself. 

Among the men there would be grumbling, of course, and maybe worse, because their days would seem longer and their loads heavier, but 
Lieutenant Jimmy Cross reminded himself that his obligation was not to be loved but to lead. He would dispense with love; it was not now a 
factor. And if anyone quarreled or complained, he would simply tighten his lips and arrange his shoulders in the correct command posture. He 
might give a curt little nod. Or he might not. He might just shrug and say, Carry on, then they would saddle up and form into a column and 
move out toward the villages west of Than Khe.  
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A Good Man Is Hard To Find — Flannery O’Connor 
 

The grandmother didn’t want to go to Florida. She wanted to visit some of her connections in east Tennessee and she was seizing at every 
chance to change Bailey’s mind. Bailey was the son she lived with, her only boy. He was sitting on the edge of his chair at the table, bent over 
the orange sports section of the Journal. “Now look here, Bailey,” she said, “see here, read this,” and she stood with one hand on her thin hip 
and the other rattling the newspaper at his bald head. “Here this fellow that calls himself The Misfit is aloose from the Federal Pen and headed 
toward Florida and you read here what it says he did to these people. Just you read it. I wouldn’t take my children in any direction with a 
criminal like that aloose in it. I couldn’t answer to my conscience if I did.” 

Bailey didn’t look up from his reading so she wheeled around then and faced the children’s mother, a young woman in slacks, whose face 
was as broad and innocent as a cabbage and was tied around with a green head-kerchief that had two points on the top like rabbit’s ears. She 
was sitting on the sofa, feeding the baby his apricots out of a jar. “The children have been to Florida before,” the old lady said. “You all ought 
to take them somewhere else for a change so they would see different parts of the world and be broad. They never have been to east 
Tennessee.” 

The children’s mother didn’t seem to hear her but the eight-year-old boy, John Wesley, a stocky child with glasses, said, “If you don’t want to 
go to Florida, why dontcha stay at home?” He and the little girl, June Star, were reading the funny papers on the floor. 

“She wouldn’t stay at home to be queen for a day,” June Star said without raising her yellow head. 

“Yes and what would you do if this fellow, The Misfit, caught you?” the grandmother asked. 

“I’d smack his face,” John Wesley said. 

“She wouldn’t stay at home for a million bucks,” June Star said. “Afraid she’d miss something. She has to go everywhere we go.” 

“All right, Miss,” the grandmother said. “Just remember that the next time you want me to curl your hair.” 

June Star said her hair was naturally curly. 

The next morning the grandmother was the first one in the car, ready to go. She had her big black valise that looked like the head of a 
hippopotamus in one corner, and underneath it she was hiding a basket with Pitty Sing, the cat, in it. She didn’t intend for the cat to be left 
alone in the house for three days because he would miss her too much and she was afraid he might brush against one of her gas burners and 
accidentally asphyxiate himself. Her son, Bailey, didn’t like to arrive at a motel with a cat. 

She sat in the middle of the back seat with John Wesley and June Star on either side of her. Bailey and the children’s mother and the baby sat 
in front and they left Atlanta at eight forty-five with the mileage on the car at 55890. The grandmother wrote this down because she thought it 
would be interesting to say how many miles they had been when they got back. It took them twenty minutes to reach the outskirts of the city. 

The old lady settled herself comfortably, removing her white cotton gloves and putting them up with her purse on the shelf in front of the 
back window. The children’s mother still had on slacks and still had her head tied up in a green kerchief, but the grandmother had on a navy 
blue straw sailor hat with a bunch of white violets on the brim and a navy blue dress with a small white dot in the print. Her collars and cuffs 
were white organdy trimmed with lace and at her neckline she had pinned a purple spray of cloth violets containing a sachet. In case of an 
accident, anyone seeing her dead on the highway would know at once that she was a lady. 

She said she thought it was going to be a good day for driving, neither too hot nor too cold, and she cautioned Bailey that the speed limit 
was fifty-five miles an hour and that the patrolmen hid themselves behind billboards and small clumps of trees and sped out after you before 
you had a chance to slow down. She pointed out interesting details of the scenery: Stone Mountain; the blue granite that in some places came 
up to both sides of the highway; the brilliant red clay banks slightly streaked with purple; and the various crops that made rows of green lace-
work on the ground. The trees were full of silver-white sunlight and the meanest of them sparkled. The children were reading comic magazines 
and their mother and gone back to sleep. 

“Let’s go through Georgia fast so we won’t have to look at it much,” John Wesley said. 

“If I were a little boy,” said the grandmother, “I wouldn’t talk about my native state that way. Tennessee has the mountains and Georgia has 
the hills.” 

“Tennessee is just a hillbilly dumping ground,” John Wesley said, “and Georgia is a lousy state too.” 

“You said it,” June Star said. 

“In my time,” said the grandmother, folding her thin veined fingers, “children were more respectful of their native states and their parents 
and everything else. People did right then. Oh look at the cute little pickaninny!” she said and pointed to a Negro child standing in the door of a 
shack. “Wouldn’t that make a picture, now?” she asked and they all turned and looked at the little Negro out of the back window. He waved 

“He didn’t have any britches on,” June Star said. 

“He probably didn’t have any,” the grandmother explained. “Little riggers in the country don’t have things like we do. If I could paint, I’d 
paint that picture,” she said. 

The children exchanged comic books. 
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The grandmother offered to hold the baby and the children’s mother passed him over the front seat to her. She set him on her knee and 
bounced him and told him about the things they were passing. She rolled her eyes and screwed up her mouth and stuck her leathery thin face 
into his smooth bland one. Occasionally he gave her a faraway smile. They passed a large cotton field with five or fix graves fenced in the 
middle of it, like a small island. “Look at the graveyard!” the grandmother said, pointing it out. “That was the old family burying ground. That 
belonged to the plantation.” 

“Where’s the plantation?” John Wesley asked. 

“Gone With the Wind” said the grandmother. “Ha. Ha.” 

When the children finished all the comic books they had brought, they opened the lunch and ate it. The grandmother ate a peanut butter 
sandwich and an olive and would not let the children throw the box and the paper napkins out the window. When there was nothing else to do 
they played a game by choosing a cloud and making the other two guess what shape it suggested. John Wesley took one the shape of a cow 
and June Star guessed a cow and John Wesley said, no, an automobile, and June Star said he didn’t play fair, and they began to slap each other 
over the grandmother. 

The grandmother said she would tell them a story if they would keep quiet. When she told a story, she rolled her eyes and waved her head 
and was very dramatic. She said once when she was a maiden lady she had been courted by a Mr. Edgar Atkins Teagarden from Jasper, 
Georgia. She said he was a very good-looking man and a gentleman and that he brought her a watermelon every Saturday afternoon with his 
initials cut in it, E. A. T. Well, one Saturday, she said, Mr. Teagarden brought the watermelon and there was nobody at home and he left it on 
the front porch and returned in his buggy to Jasper, but she never got the watermelon, she said, because a nigger boy ate it when he saw the 
initials, E. A. T. ! This story tickled John Wesley’s funny bone and he giggled and giggled but June Star didn’t think it was any good. She said she 
wouldn’t marry a man that just brought her a watermelon on Saturday. The grandmother said she would have done well to marry Mr. 
Teagarden because he was a gentle man and had bought Coca-Cola stock when it first came out and that he had died only a few years ago, a 
very wealthy man. 

They stopped at The Tower for barbecued sandwiches. The Tower was a part stucco and part wood filling station and dance hall set in a 
clearing outside of Timothy. A fat man named Red Sammy Butts ran it and there were signs stuck here and there on the building and for miles 
up and down the highway saying, TRY RED SAMMY’S FAMOUS BARBECUE. NONE LIKE FAMOUS RED SAMMY’S! RED SAM! 
THE FAT BOY WITH THE HAPPY LAUGH. A VETERAN! RED SAMMY’S YOUR MAN! 

Red Sammy was lying on the bare ground outside The Tower with his head under a truck while a gray monkey about a foot high, chained to 
a small chinaberry tree, chattered nearby. The monkey sprang back into the tree and got on the highest limb as soon as he saw the children 
jump out of the car and run toward him. 

Inside, The Tower was a long dark room with a counter at one end and tables at the other and dancing space in the middle. They all sat 
down at a board table next to the nickelodeon and Red Sam’s wife, a tall burnt-brown woman with hair and eyes lighter than her skin, came 
and took their order. The children’s mother put a dime in the machine and played “The Tennessee Waltz,” and the grandmother said that tune 
always made her want to dance. She asked Bailey if he would like to dance but he only glared at her. He didn’t have a naturally sunny 
disposition like she did and trips made him nervous. The grandmother’s brown eyes were very bright. She swayed her head from side to side 
and pretended she was dancing in her chair. June Star said play something she could tap to so the children’s mother put in another dime and 
played a fast number and June Star stepped out onto the dance floor and did her tap routine. 

“Ain’t she cute?” Red Sam’s wife said, leaning over the counter. “Would you like to come be my little girl?” 

“No I certainly wouldn’t,” June Star said. “I wouldn’t live in a broken-down place like this for a million bucks!” and she ran back to the table. 

“Ain’t she cute?” the woman repeated, stretching her mouth politely. 

“Arn’t you ashamed?” hissed the grandmother. 

Red Sam came in and told his wife to quit lounging on the counter and hurry up with these people’s order. His khaki trousers reached just to 
his hip bones and his stomach hung over them like a sack of meal swaying under his shirt. He came over and sat down at a table nearby and let 
out a combination sigh and yodel. “You can’t win,” he said. “You can’t win,” and he wiped his sweating red face off with a gray handkerchief. 
“These days you don’t know who to trust,” he said. “Ain’t that the truth?” 

“People are certainly not nice like they used to be,” said the grandmother. 

“Two fellers come in here last week,” Red Sammy said, “driving a Chrysler. It was a old beat-up car but it was a good one and these boys 
looked all right to me. Said they worked at the mill and you know I let them fellers charge the gas they bought? Now why did I do that?” 

“Because you’re a good man!” the grandmother said at once. 

“Yes’m, I suppose so,” Red Sam said as if he were struck with this answer. 

His wife brought the orders, carrying the five plates all at once without a tray, two in each hand and one balanced on her arm. “It isn’t a soul 
in this green world of God’s that you can trust,” she said. “And I don’t count nobody out of that, not nobody,” she repeated, looking at Red 
Sammy. 

“Did you read about that criminal, The Misfit, that’s escaped?” asked the grandmother. 
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“I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he didn’t attack this place right here,” said the woman. “If he hears about it being here, I wouldn’t be none 
surprised to see him. If he hears it’s two cent in the cash register, I wouldn’t be a tall surprised if he . . .” 

“That’ll do,” Red Sam said. “Go bring these people their Co’-Colas,” and the woman went off to get the rest of the order. 

“A good man is hard to find,” Red Sammy said. “Everything is getting terrible. I remember the day you could go off and leave your screen 
door unlatched. Not no more.” 

He and the grandmother discussed better times. The old lady said that in her opinion Europe was entirely to blame for the way things were 
now. She said the way Europe acted you would think we were made of money and Red Sam said it was no use talking about it, she was exactly 
right. The children ran outside into the white sunlight and looked at the monkey in the lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catching fleas on 
himself and biting each one carefully between his teeth as if it were a delicacy. 

They drove off again into the hot afternoon. The grandmother took cat naps and woke up every few minutes with her own snoring. 
Outside of Toombsboro she woke up and recalled an old plantation that she had visited in this neighborhood once when she was a young 
lady. She said the house had six white columns across the front and that there was an avenue of oaks leading up to it and two little wooden 
trellis arbors on either side in front where you sat down with your suitor after a stroll in the garden. She recalled exactly which road to turn off 
to get to it. She knew that Bailey would not be willing to lose any time looking at an old house, but the more she talked about it, the more she 
wanted to see it once again and find out if the little twin arbors were still standing. “There was a secret:-panel in this house,” she said craftily, not 
telling the truth but wishing that she were, “and the story went that all the family silver was hidden in it when Sherman came through but it was 
never found . . .” 

“Hey!” John Wesley said. “Let’s go see it! We’ll find it! We’ll poke all the woodwork and find it! Who lives there? Where do you turn off at? 
Hey Pop, can’t we turn off there?” 

“We never have seen a house with a secret panel!” June Star shrieked. “Let’s go to the house with the secret panel! Hey Pop, can’t we go see 
the house with the secret panel!” 

“It’s not far from here, I know,” the grandmother said. “It wouldn’t take over twenty minutes.” 

Bailey was looking straight ahead. His jaw was as rigid as a horseshoe. “No,” he said. 

The children began to yell and scream that they wanted to see the house with the secret panel. John Wesley kicked the back of the front seat 
and June Star hung over her mother’s shoulder and whined desperately into her ear that they never had any fun even on their vacation, that 
they could never do what THEY wanted to do. The baby began to scream and John Wesley kicked the back of the seat so hard that his father 
could feel the blows in his kidney. 

“All right!” he shouted and drew the car to a stop at the side of the road. “Will you all shut up? Will you all just shut up for one second? If 
you don’t shut up, we won’t go anywhere.” 

“It would be very educational for them,” the grandmother murmured. 

“All right,” Bailey said, “but get this: this is the only time we’re going to stop for anything like this. This is the one and only time.” 

“The dirt road that you have to turn down is about a mile back,” the grandmother directed. “I marked it when we passed.” 

“A dirt road,” Bailey groaned. 

After they had turned around and were headed toward the dirt road, the grandmother recalled other points about the house, the beautiful 
glass over the front doorway and the candle-lamp in the hall. John Wesley said that the secret panel was probably in the fireplace. 

“You can’t go inside this house,” Bailey said. “You don’t know who lives there.” 

“While you all talk to the people in front, I’ll run around behind and get in a window,” John Wesley suggested. 

“We’ll all stay in the car,” his mother said. 

They turned onto the dirt road and the car raced roughly along in a swirl of pink dust. The grandmother recalled the times when there were 
no paved roads and thirty miles was a day’s journey. The dirt road was hilly and there were sudden washes in it and sharp curves on dangerous 
embankments. All at once they would be on a hill, looking down over the blue tops of trees for miles around, then the next minute, they would 
be in a red depression with the dust-coated trees looking down on them. 

“This place had better turn up in a minute,” Bailey said, “or I’m going to turn around.” 

The road looked as if no one had traveled on it in months. 

“It’s not much farther,” the grandmother said and just as she said it, a horrible thought came to her. The thought was so embarrassing that 
she turned red in the face and her eyes dilated and her feet jumped up, upsetting her valise in the corner. The instant the valise moved, the 
newspaper top she had over the basket under it rose with a snarl and Pitty Sing, the cat, sprang onto Bailey’s shoulder. 

The children were thrown to the floor and their mother, clutching the baby, was thrown out the door onto the ground; the old lady was 
thrown into the front seat. The car turned over once and landed right-side-up in a gulch off the side of the road. Bailey remained in the driver’s 
seat with the cat gray-striped with a broad white face and an orange nose clinging to his neck like a caterpillar. 
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As soon as the children saw they could move their arms and legs, they scrambled out of the car, shouting, “We’ve had an ACCIDENT!” 
The grandmother was curled up under the dashboard, hoping she was injured so that Bailey’s wrath would not come down on her all at once. 
The horrible thought she had had before the accident was that the house she had remembered so vividly was not in Georgia but in Tennessee. 

Bailey removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flung it out the window against the side of a pine tree. Then he got out of the car 
and started looking for the children’s mother. She was sitting against the side of the red gutted ditch, holding the screaming baby, but she only 
had a cut down her face and a broken shoulder. “We’ve had an ACCIDENT!” the children screamed in a frenzy of delight. 

“But nobody’s killed,” June Star said with disappointment as the grandmother limped out of the car, her hat still pinned to her head but the 
broken front brim standing up at a jaunty angle and the violet spray hanging off the side. They all sat down in the ditch, except the children, to 
recover from the shock. They were all shaking. 

“Maybe a car will come along,” said the children’s mother hoarsely. 

“I believe I have injured an organ,” said the grandmother, pressing her side, but no one answered her. Bailey’s teeth were clattering. He had 
on a yellow sport shirt with bright blue parrots designed in it and his face was as yellow as the shirt. The grandmother decided that she would 
not mention that the house was in Tennessee. 

The road was about ten feet above and they could see only the tops of the trees on the other side of it. Behind the ditch they were sitting in 
there were more woods, tall and dark and deep. In a few minutes they saw a car some distance away on top of a hill, coming slowly as if the 
occupants were watching them. The grandmother stood up and waved both arms dramatically to attract their attention. The car continued to 
come on slowly, disappeared around a bend and appeared again, moving even slower, on top of the hill they had gone over. It was a big black 
battered hearselike automobile. There were three men in it. 

It came to a stop just over them and for some minutes, the driver looked down with a steady expressionless gaze to where they were sitting, 
and didn’t speak. Then he turned his head and muttered something to the other two and they got out. One was a fat boy in black trousers and 
a red sweat shirt with a silver stallion embossed on the front of it. He moved around on the right side of them and stood staring, his mouth 
partly open in a kind of loose grin. The other had on khaki pants and a blue striped coat and a gray hat pulled down very low, hiding most of 
his face. He came around slowly on the left side. Neither spoke. 

The driver got out of the car and stood by the side of it, looking down at them. He was an older man than the other two. His hair was just 
beginning to gray and he wore silver-rimmed spectacles that gave him a scholarly look. He had a long creased face and didn’t have on any shirt 
or undershirt. He had on blue jeans that were too tight for him and was holding a black hat and a gun. The two boys also had guns. 

“We’ve had an ACCIDENT!” the children screamed. 

The grandmother had the peculiar feeling that the bespectacled man was someone she knew. His face was as familiar to her as if she had 
known him all her life but she could not recall who he was. He moved away from the car and began to come down the embankment, placing 
his feet carefully so that he wouldn’t slip. He had on tan and white shoes and no socks, and his ankles were red and thin. “Good afternoon,” he 
said. “I see you all had you a little spill.” 

“We turned over twice!” said the grandmother. 

“Once”, he corrected. “We seen it happen. Try their car and see will it run, Hiram,” he said quietly to the boy with the gray hat. 

“What you got that gun for?” John Wesley asked. “Whatcha gonna do with that gun?” 

“Lady,” the man said to the children’s mother, “would you mind calling them children to sit down by you? Children make me nervous. I 
want all you all to sit down right together there where you’re at.” 

“What are you telling US what to do for?” June Star asked. 

Behind them the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth. “Come here,” said their mother. 

“Look here now,” Bailey began suddenly, “we’re in a predicament! We’re in . . .” 

The grandmother shrieked. She scrambled to her feet and stood staring. “You’re The Misfit!” she said. “I recognized you at once!” 

“Yes’m,” the man said, smiling slightly as if he were pleased in spite of himself to be known, “but it would have been better for all of you, 
lady, if you hadn’t of reckernized me.” 

Bailey turned his head sharply and said something to his mother that shocked even the children. The old lady began to cry and The Misfit 
reddened. 

“Lady,” he said, “don’t you get upset. Sometimes a man says things he don’t mean. I don’t reckon he meant to talk to you thataway.” 

“You wouldn’t shoot a lady, would you?” the grandmother said and removed a clean handkerchief from her cuff and began to slap at her 
eyes with it. 

The Misfit pointed the toe of his shoe into the ground and made a little hole and then covered it up again. “I would hate to have to,” he said. 

“Listen,” the grandmother almost screamed, “I know you’re a good man. You don’t look a bit like you have common blood. I know you 
must come from nice people!” 

“Yes mam,” he said, “finest people in the world.” When he smiled he showed a row of strong white teeth. “God never made a finer woman 
than my mother and my daddy’s heart was pure gold,” he said. The boy with the red sweat shirt had come around behind them and was 
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standing with his gun at his hip. The Misfit squatted down on the ground. “Watch them children, Bobby Lee,” he said. “You know they make 
me nervous.” He looked at the six of them huddled together in front of him and he seemed to be embarrassed as if he couldn’t think of 
anything to say. “Ain’t a cloud in the sky,” he remarked, looking up at it. “Don’t see no sun but don’t see no cloud neither.” 

“Yes, it’s a beautiful day,” said the grandmother. “Listen,” she said, “you shouldn’t call yourself The Misfit because I know you’re a good 
man at heart. I can just look at you and tell.” 

“Hush!” Bailey yelled. “Hush! Everybody shut up and let me handle this!” He was squatting in the position of a runner about to sprint 
forward but he didn’t move. 

“I pre-chate that, lady,” The Misfit said and drew a little circle in the ground with the butt of his gun. 

“It’ll take a half a hour to fix this here car,” Hiram called, looking over the raised hood of it. 

“Well, first you and Bobby Lee get him and that little boy to step over yonder with you,” The Misfit said, pointing to Bailey and John 
Wesley. “The boys want to ast you something,” he said to Bailey. “Would you mind stepping back in them woods there with them?” 

“Listen,” Bailey began, “we’re in a terrible predicament! Nobody realizes what this is,” and his voice cracked. His eyes were as blue and 
intense as the parrots in his shirt and he remained perfectly still. 

The grandmother reached up to adjust her hat brim as if she were going to the woods with him but it came off in her hand. She stood 
staring at it and after a second she let it fall on the ground. Hiram pulled Bailey up by the arm as if he were assisting an old man. John Wesley 
caught hold of his father’s hand and Bobby I,ee followed. They went off toward the woods and just as they reached the dark edge, Bailey 
turned and supporting himself against a gray naked pine trunk, he shouted, “I’ll be back in a minute, Mamma, wait on me!” 

“Come back this instant!” his mother shrilled but they all disappeared into the woods. 

“Bailey Boy!” the grandmother called in a tragic voice but she found she was looking at The Misfit squatting on the ground in front of her. 
“I just know you’re a good man,” she said desperately. “You’re not a bit common!” 

“Nome, I ain’t a good man,” The Misfit said after a second ah if he had considered her statement carefully, “but I ain’t the worst in the 
world neither. My daddy said I was a different breed of dog from my brothers and sisters. ‘You know,’ Daddy said, ‘it’s some that can live their 
whole life out without asking about it and it’s others has to know why it is, and this boy is one of the latters. He’s going to be into everything!”‘ 
He put on his black hat and looked up suddenly and then away deep into the woods as if he were embarrassed again. “I’m sorry I don’t have 
on a shirt before you ladies,” he said, hunching his shoulders slightly. “We buried our clothes that we had on when we escaped and we’re just 
making do until we can get better. We borrowed these from some folks we met,” he explained. 

“That’s perfectly all right,” the grandmother said. “Maybe Bailey has an extra shirt in his suitcase.” 

“I’ll look and see terrectly,” The Misfit said. 

“Where are they taking him?” the children’s mother screamed. 

“Daddy was a card himself,” The Misfit said. “You couldn’t put anything over on him. He never got in trouble with the Authorities though. 
Just had the knack of handling them.” 

“You could be honest too if you’d only try,” said the grandmother. “Think how wonderful it would be to settle down and live a comfortable 
life and not have to think about somebody chasing you all the time.” 

The Misfit kept scratching in the ground with the butt of his gun as if he were thinking about it. “Yestm, somebody is always after you,” he 
murmured. 

The grandmother noticed how thin his shoulder blades were just behind his hat because she was standing up looking down on him. “Do 
you every pray?” she asked. 

He shook his head. All she saw was the black hat wiggle between his shoulder blades. “Nome,” he said. 

There was a pistol shot from the woods, followed closely by another. Then silence. The old lady’s head jerked around. She could hear the 
wind move through the tree tops like a long satisfied insuck of breath. “Bailey Boy!” she called. 

“I was a gospel singer for a while,” The Misfit said. “I been most everything. Been in the arm service both land and sea, at home and abroad, 
been twict married, been an undertaker, been with the railroads, plowed Mother Earth, been in a tornado, seen a man burnt alive oncet,” and 
he looked up at the children’s mother and the little girl who were sitting close together, their faces white and their eyes glassy; “I even seen a 
woman flogged,” he said. 

“Pray, pray,” the grandmother began, “pray, pray . . .” 

I never was a bad boy that I remember of,” The Misfit said in an almost dreamy voice, “but somewheres along the line I done something 
wrong and got sent to the penitentiary. I was buried alive,” and he looked up and held her attention to him by a steady stare. 

“That’s when you should have started to pray,” she said. “What did you do to get sent to the penitentiary that first time?” 

“Turn to the right, it was a wall,” The Misfit said, looking up again at the cloudless sky. “Turn to the left, it was a wall. Look up it was a 
ceiling, look down it was a floor. I forget what I done, lady. I set there and set there, trying to remember what it was I done and I ain’t recalled it 
to this day. Oncet in a while, I would think it was coming to me, but it never come.” 

“Maybe they put you in by mistake,” the old lady said vaguely. 
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“Nome,” he said. “It wasn’t no mistake. They had the papers on me.” 

“You must have stolen something,” she said. 

The Misfit sneered slightly. “Nobody had nothing I wanted,” he said. “It was a head-doctor at the penitentiary said what I had done was kill 
my daddy but I known that for a lie. My daddy died in nineteen ought nineteen of the epidemic flu and I never had a thing to do with it. He 
was buried in the Mount Hopewell Baptist churchyard and you can go there and see for yourself.” 

“If you would pray,” the old lady said, “Jesus would help you.” 

“That’s right,” The Misfit said. 

“Well then, why don’t you pray?” she asked trembling with delight suddenly. 

“I don’t want no hep,” he said. “I’m doing all right by myself.” 

Bobby Lee and Hiram came ambling back from the woods. Bobby Lee was dragging a yellow shirt with bright blue parrots in it. 

“Thow me that shirt, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said. The shirt came flying at him and landed on his shoulder and he put it on. The 
grandmother couldn’t name what the shirt reminded her of. “No, lady,” The Misfit said while he was buttoning it up, “I found out the crime 
don’t matter. You can do one thing or you can do another, kill a man or take a tire off his car, because sooner or later you’re going to forget 
what it was you done and just be punished for it.” 

The children’s mother had begun to make heaving noises as if she couldn’t get her breath. “Lady,” he asked, “would you and that little girl 
like to step off yonder with Bobby Lee and Hiram and join your husband?” 

“Yes, thank you,” the mother said faintly. Her left arm dangled helplessly and she was holding the baby, who had gone to sleep, in the other. 
“Hep that lady up, Hiram,” The Misfit said as she struggled to climb out of the ditch, “and Bobby Lee, you hold onto that little girl’s hand.” 

“I don’t want to hold hands with him,” June Star said. “He reminds me of a pig.” 

The fat boy blushed and laughed and caught her by the arm and pulled her off into the woods after Hiram and her mother. 

Alone with The Misfit, the grandmother found that she had lost her voice. There was not a cloud in the sky nor any sun. There was nothing 
around her but woods. She wanted to tell him that he must pray. She opened and closed her mouth several times before anything came out. 
Finally she found herself saying, “Jesus. Jesus,” meaning, Jesus will help you, but the way she was saying it, it sounded as if she might be cursing. 

“Yes’m, The Misfit said as if he agreed. “Jesus shown everything off balance. It was the same case with Him as with me except He hadn’t 
committed any crime and they could prove I had committed one because they had the papers on me. Of course,” he said, “they never shown 
me my papers. That’s why I sign myself now. I said long ago, you get you a signature and sign everything you do and keep a copy of it. Then 
you’ll know what you done and you can hold up the crime to the punishment and see do they match and in the end you’ll have something to 
prove you ain’t been treated right. I call myself The Misfit,” he said, “because I can’t make what all I done wrong fit what all I gone through in 
punishment.” 

There was a piercing scream from the woods, followed closely by a pistol report. “Does it seem right to you, lady, that one is punished a 
heap and another ain’t punished at all?” 

“Jesus!” the old lady cried. “You’ve got good blood! I know you wouldn’t shoot a lady! I know you come from nice people! Pray! Jesus, you 
ought not to shoot a lady. I’ll give you all the money I’ve got!” 

“Lady,” The Misfit said, looking beyond her far into the woods, “there never was a body that give the undertaker a tip.” 

There were two more pistol reports and the grandmother raised her head like a parched old turkey hen crying for water and called, “Bailey 
Boy, Bailey Boy!” as if her heart would break. 

“Jesus was the only One that ever raised the dead,” The Misfit continued, “and He shouldn’t have done it. He shown everything off 
balance. If He did what He said, then it’s nothing for you to do but thow away everything and follow Him, and if He didn’t, then it’s nothing 
for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best way you can by killing somebody or burning down his house or doing some other 
meanness to him. No pleasure but meanness,” he said and his voice had become almost a snarl. 

“Maybe He didn’t raise the dead,” the old lady mumbled, not knowing what she was saying and feeling so dizzy that she sank down in the 
ditch with her legs twisted under her. 

“I wasn’t there so I can’t say He didn’t,” The Misfit said. “I wisht I had of been there,” he said, hitting the ground with his fist. “It ain’t right I 
wasn’t there because if I had of been there I would of known. Listen lady,” he said in a high voice, “if I had of been there I would of known 
and I wouldn’t be like I am now.” His voice seemed about to crack and the grandmother’s head cleared for an instant. She saw the man’s face 
twisted close to her own as if he were going to cry and she murmured, “Why you’re one of my babies. You’re one of my own children !” She 
reached out and touched him on the shoulder. The Misfit sprang back as if a snake had bitten him and shot her three times through the chest. 
Then he put his gun down on the ground and took off his glasses and began to clean them. 

Hiram and Bobby Lee returned from the woods and stood over the ditch, looking down at the grandmother who half sat and half lay in a 
puddle of blood with her legs crossed under her like a child’s and her face smiling up at the cloudless sky. 

Without his glasses, The Misfit’s eyes were red-rimmed and pale and defenseless-looking. “Take her off and thow her where you thown the 
others,” he said, picking up the cat that was rubbing itself against his leg. 
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“She was a talker, wasn’t she?” Bobby Lee said, sliding down the ditch with a yodel. 

“She would of been a good woman,” The Misfit said, “if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life.” 

“Some fun!” Bobby Lee said. 

“Shut up, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said. “It’s no real pleasure in life.” 

  



 

Stories for Study — ENGL 2131 — Dr. Pellegrino — 161 

Sea Oak — George Saunders 
 

At six, Mr. Frendt comes on the P.A. and shouts, “Welcome to Joysticks!” Then he announces Shirts Off. We take off our flightjackets and 
fold them up. We take off our shirts and fold them up. Our scarves we leave on. Thomas Kirster’s our beautiful boy. He’s got long muscles 
and bright-blue eyes. The minute his shirt comes off two fat ladies hustle up the aisle and stick some money in his pants and ask will he be their 
Pilot. He says sure. He brings their salads. He brings their soups. My phone rings and the caller tells me to come see her in the Spitfire mock-
up. Does she want me to be her Pilot? I’m hoping. Inside the Spitfire is Margie, who says she’s been diagnosed with Chronic Shyness 
Syndrome, then hands me an Instamatic and offers me ten bucks for a close-up of Thomas’s tush. 

Do I do it? Yes I do. 

It could be worse. It is worse for Lloyd Betts. Lately he’s put on weight and his hair’s gone thin. He doesn’t get a call all shift and waits zero 
tables and winds up sitting on the P-51 wing, playing solitaire in a hunched-over position that gives him big gut rolls. 

I Pilot six tables and make forty dollars in tips plus five an hour in salary. 

After closing we sit on the floor for Debriefing. “There are times,” Mr. Frendt says, “when one must move gracefully to the next station in 
life, like for example certain women in Africa or Brazil, I forget which, who either color their faces or don some kind of distinctive headdress 
upon achieving menopause. Are you with me? One of our ranks must now leave us. No one is an island in terms of being thought cute 
forever, and so today we must say good-bye to our friend Lloyd. Lloyd, stand up so we can say good-bye to you. I’m sorry We are all so very 
sorry” 

“Oh God,” says Lloyd. “Let this not be true.” 

But it’s true. Lloyd’s finished. We give him a round of applause, and Frendt gives him a Farewell Pen and the contents of his locker in a trash 
bag and out he goes. Poor Lloyd. He’s got a wife and two kids and a sad little duplex on Self-Storage Parkway 

“It’s been a pleasure!” he shouts desperately from the doorway, trying not to burn any bridges. 

What a stressful workplace. The minute your Cute Rating drops you’re a goner. Guests rank us as Knockout, Honeypie, Adequate, or 
Stinker. Not that I’m complaining. At least I’m working. At least I’m not a Stinker like Lloyd. 

I’m a solid Honeypie/Adequate, heading home with forty bucks cash. 
 

* — * — * 

At Sea Oak there’s no sea and no oak, just a hundred subsidized apartments and a rear view of FedEx. Min and Jade are feeding their babies 
while watching How My Child Died Violently. Min’s my sister. Jade’s our cousin. How My Child Died Violently is hosted by Matt Merton, a 
six-foot-five blond who’s always giving the parents shoulder rubs and telling them they’ve been sainted by pain. Today’s show features a ten-
year-old who killed a five-year-old for refusing to join his gang. The ten-year-old strangled the five-year-old with a jump rope, filled his mouth 
with baseball cards, then locked himself in the bathroom and wouldn’t come out until his parents agreed to take him to FunTimeZone, where 
he confessed, then dove screaming into a mesh cage full of plastic balls. The audience is shrieking threats at the parents of the killer while the 
parents of the victim urge restraint and forgiveness to such an extent that finally the audience starts shrieking threats at them too. Then it’s a 
commercial. Min and Jade put down the babies and light cigarettes and pace the room while studying aloud for their GEDs. It doesn’t look 
good. Jade says “regicide” is a virus. Min locates Biafra one planet from Saturn. I offer to help and they start yelling at me for condescending. 

“You’re lucky, man!” my sister says. “You did high school. You got your frigging diploma. We don’t. That’s why we have to do this GED 
shit. If we had our diplomas we could just watch TV and not be all distracted.” 

“Really,” says Jade. “Now shut it, chick! We got to study. Show’s almost on.” 

They debate how many sides a triangle has. They agree that Churchill was in opera. Matt Merton comes back and explains that last week’s 
show on suicide, in which the parents watched a reenactment of their son’s suicide, was a healing process for the parents, then shows a video of 
the parents admitting it was a healing process. 

My sister’s baby is Troy. Jade’s baby is Mac. They crawl off into the kitchen and Troy gets his finger caught in the heat vent. Min rushes over 
and starts pulling. 

“Jesus freaking Christ!” screams Jade. “Watch it! Stop yanking on him and get the freaking Vaseline. You’re going to give him a really long 
arm, man!” 

Troy starts crying. Mac starts crying. I go over and free Troy no problem. Meanwhile Jade and Min get in a slap fight and nearly knock over 
the TV 

“Yo, chick!” Min shouts at the top of her lungs. “I’m sure you’re slapping me? And then you knock over the freaking TV? Don’t you care?” 

“I care!” Jade shouts back. “You’re the slut who nearly pulled off her own kid’s finger for no freaking reason, man!” 

Just then Aunt Bernie comes in from DrugTown in her DrugTown cap and hobbles over and picks up Troy and everything calms way 
down. 

“No need to fuss, little man,” she says. “Everything’s fine. Everything’s just hunky-dory.” 
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“Hunky-dory,” says Min, and gives Jade one last pinch. 

Aunt Bernie’s a peacemaker. She doesn’t like trouble. Once this guy backed over her foot at FoodKing and she walked home with ten 
broken bones. She never got married, because Grandpa needed her to keep house after Grandma died. Then he died and left all his money to a 
woman none of us had ever heard of, and Aunt Bernie started in at DrugTown. But she’s not bitter. Sometimes she’s so nonbitter it gets on 
my nerves. When I say Sea Oak’s a pit she says she’s just glad to have a roof over her head. When I say I’m tired of being broke she says 
Grandpa once gave her pencils for Christmas and she was so thrilled she sat around sketching horses all day on the backs of used envelopes. 
Once I asked was she sorry she never had kids and she said no, not at all, and besides, weren’t we were her kids? 

And I said yes we were. 

But of course we’re not. 

For dinner it’s beanie-wienies. For dessert it’s ice cream with freezer burn. 

“What a nice day we’ve had,” Aunt Bernie says once we’ve got the babies in bed. 

“Man, what an optometrist,” says Jade. 
 

* — * — * 

Next day is Thursday, which means a visit from Ed Anders from the Board of Health. He’s in charge of ensuring that our penises never 
show Also that we don’t kiss anyone. None of us ever kisses anyone or shows his penis except Sonny Vance, who does both, because he’s 
saving up to buy a FaxIt franchise. As for our Penile Simulators, yes, we can show them, we can let them stick out the top of our pants, we can 
even periodically dampen our tight pants with spray bottles so our Simulators really contour, but our real penises, no, those have to stay inside 
our hot uncomfortable oversized Simulators. 

“Sorry fellas, hi fellas,” Anders says as he comes wearily in. “Please know I don’t like this any better than you do. I went to school to learn 
how to inspect meat, but this certainly wasn’t what I had in mind. Ha ha!” 

He orders a Lindbergh Enchilada and eats it cautiously, as if it’s alive and he’s afraid of waking it. Sonny Vance is serving soup to a table of 
hairstylists on a bender and for a twenty shoots them a quick look at his unit. 

Just then Anders glances up from his Lindbergh. 

“Oh for crying out loud,” he says, and writes up a Shutdown and we all get sent home early. Which is bad. Every dollar counts. Lately I’ve 
been sneaking toilet paper home in my briefcase. I can fit three rolls in. By the time I get home they’re usually flat and don’t work so great on 
the roller but still it saves a few bucks. 

I clock out and cut through the strip of forest behind FedEx. Very pretty. A raccoon scurries over a fallen oak and starts nibbling at a rusty 
bike. As I come out of the woods I hear a shot. At least I think it’s a shot. It could be a backfire. But no, it’s a shot, because then there’s another 
one, and some kids sprint across the courtyard yelling that Big Scary Dawgz rule. 

I run home. Min and Jade and Aunt Bernie and the babies are huddled behind the couch. Apparently they had the babies outside when the 
shooting started. Troy’s walker got hit. Luckily he wasn’t in it. It’s supposed to look like a duck but now the beak’s missing. 

“Man, fuck this shit!” Min shouts. 

“Freak this crap you mean,” says Jade. “You want them growing up with shit-mouths like us? Crap-mouths I mean?” 

“I just want them growing up, period,” says Min. 

“Boo-hoo, Miss Dramatic,” says Jade. 

“Fuck off, Miss Ho,” shouts Min. 

“I mean it, jagoff, I’m not kidding,” shouts Jade, and punches Min in the arm. 

“Girls, for crying out loud!” says Aunt Bernie. “We should be thankful. At least we got a home. And at least none of them bullets actually hit 
nobody.” 

“No offense, Bernie?” says Min. “But you call this a freaking home?” 

Sea Oak’s not safe. There’s an ad hoc crackhouse in the laundry room and last week Min found some brass knuckles in the kiddie pool. If I 
had my way I’d move everybody up to Canada. It’s nice there. Very polite. We went for a weekend last fall and got a flat tire and these two 
farmers with bright-red faces insisted on fixing it, then springing for dinner, then starting a college fund for the babies. They sent us the stock 
certificates a week later, along with a photo of all of us eating cobbler at a diner. But moving to Canada takes bucks. Dad’s dead and left us nada 
and Ma now lives with Freddie, who doesn’t like us, plus he’s not exactly rich himself. He does phone polls. This month he’s asking divorced 
women how often they backslide and sleep with their exes. He gets ten bucks for every completed poll. 

So not lucrative, and Canada’s a moot point. 

I go out and find the beak of Troy’s duck and fix it with Elmer’s. 

“Actually you know what?” says Aunt Bernie. “I think that looks even more like a real duck now Because some-times their beaks are 
cracked? I seen one like that down-town.” 
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“Oh my God,” says Min. “The kid’s duck gets shot in the face and she says we’re lucky.” 

“Well, we are lucky,” says Bernie. 

“Somebody’s beak is cracked,” says Jade. 

“You know what I do if something bad happens?” Bernie says. “I don’t think about it. Don’t take it so serious. It ain’t the end of the world. 
That’s what I do. That’s what I always done. That’s how I got where I am.” 

My feeling is, Bernie, I love you, but where are you? You work at DrugTown for minimum. You’re sixty and own nothing. You were 
basically a slave to your father and never had a date in your life. 

“I mean, complain if you want,” she says. “But I think we’re doing pretty darn good for ourselves.” 

“Oh, we’re doing great,” says Min, and pulls Troy out from behind the couch and brushes some duck shards off his sleeper. 
 

* — * — * 

Joysticks reopens on Friday. It’s a madhouse. They’ve got the fog on. A bridge club offers me fifteen bucks to oil-wrestle Mel Turner. So I 
oil-wrestle Mel Turner. They offer me twenty bucks to feed them chicken wings from my hand. So I feed them chicken wings from my hand. 
The afternoon flies by. Then the evening. At nine the bridge club leaves and I get a sorority. They sing intelligent nasty songs and grope my 
Simulator and say they’ll never be able to look their boyfriends’ meager genitalia in the eye again. Then Mr. Frendt comes over and says phone. 
It’s Min. She sounds crazy. Four times in a row she shrieks get home. When I tell her calm down, she hangs up. I call back and no one answers. 
No biggie. Min’s prone to panic. Probably one of the babies is puky. Luckily I’m on FlexTime. 

“I’ll be back,” I say to Mr. Frendt. 

“I look forward to it,” he says. 

I jog across the marsh and through FedEx. Up on the hill there’s a light from the last remaining farm. Sometimes we take the boys to the 
adjacent car wash to look at the cow. Tonight however the cow is elsewhere. 

At home Min and Jade are hopping up and down in front of Aunt Bernie, who’s sitting very very still at one end of the couch. 

“Keep the babies out!” shrieks Min.” I don’t want them seeing something dead!” 

“Shut up, man!” shrieks Jade.” Don’t call her something dead!” 

She squats down and pinches Aunt Bernie’s cheek. 

“Aunt Bernie?” she shrieks. “Fuck!” 

“We already tried that like twice, chick!” shrieks Min. “Why are you doing that shit again? Touch her neck and see if you can feel that beating 
thing!” 

“Shit shit shit!” shrieks Jade. 

I call 911 and the paramedics come out and work hard for twenty minutes, then give up and say they’re sorry and it looks like she’s been 
dead most of the afternoon. The apartment’s a mess. Her money drawer’s empty and her family photos are in the bathtub. 

“Not a mark on her,” says a cop. 

“I suspect she died of fright,” says another. “Fright of the intruder?” 

“My guess is yes,” says a paramedic. 

“Oh God,” says Jade. “God, God, God.” 

I sit down beside Bernie. I think: I am so sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when it happened and sorry you never had any fun in your life and 
sorry I wasn’t rich enough to move you somewhere safe. I remember when she was young and wore pink stretch pants and made us paper 
chains out of DrugTown receipts while singing “Froggie Went A-Courting.” All her life she worked hard. She never hurt anybody. And now 
this. 

Scared to death in a crappy apartment. 

Min puts the babies in the kitchen but they keep crawling out. Aunt Bernie’s in a shroud on this sort of dolly and on the couch are a bunch 
of forms to sign. 

We call Ma and Freddie. We get their machine. 

“Ma, pick up!” says Min. “Something bad happened! Ma, please freaking pick up!” 

But nobody picks up. 

So we leave a message. 
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* — * — * 

Lobton’s Funeral Parlor is just a regular house on a regular street. Inside there’s a rack of brochures with titles like “Why Does My Loved 
One Appear Somewhat Larger?” Lobton looks healthy. Maybe too healthy. He’s wearing a yellow golf shirt and his biceps keep involuntarily 
flexing. Every now and then he touches his delts as if to confirm they’re still big as softballs. 

“Such a sad thing,” he says. 

“How much?” asks Jade. “I mean, like for basic. Not superfancy.” 

“But not crappy either,” says Min. “Our aunt was the best.” 

“What price range were you considering?” says Lobton, cracking his knuckles. We tell him and his eyebrows go up and he leads us to 
something that looks like a moving box. 

“Prior to usage we’ll moisture-proof this with a spray lacquer,” he says. “Makes it look quite woodlike.” 

“That’s all we can get?” says Jade. “Cardboard?” 

“I’m actually offering you a slight break already,” he says, and does a kind of push-up against the wall. “On account of the tragic 
circumstances. This is Sierra Sunset. Not exactly cardboard. More of a fiberboard.” 

“I don’t know” says Min. “Seems pretty gyppy.” 

“Can we think about it?” says Ma. 

“Absolutely,” says Lobton. “Last time I checked this was still America.” 

I step over and take a closer look. There are staples where Aunt Bernie’s spine would be. Down at the foot there’s some writing about 
Folding Tab A into Slot B. 

“No freaking way,” says Jade.” Work your whole life and end up in a Mayflower box? I doubt it.” 

We’ve got zip in savings. We sit at a desk and Lobton does what he calls a Credit Calc. If we pay it out monthly for seven years we can 
afford the Amber Mist, which includes a double-thick balsa box and two coats of lacquer and a one-hour wake. 

“But seven years, jeez,” says Ma. 

“We got to get her the good one,” says Min. “She never had anything nice in her life.” 

So Amber Mist it is. 
 

* — * — * 

We bury her at St. Leo’s, on the hill up near BastCo. Her part of the graveyard’s pretty plain. No angels, no little rock houses, no flowers, just 
a bunch of flat stones like parking bumpers and here and there a Styrofoam cup. Father Brian says a prayer and then one of us is supposed to 
talk. But what’s there to say? She never had a life. Never married, no kids, work work work. Did she ever go on a cruise? All her life it was 
buses. Buses buses buses. Once she went with Ma on a bus to Quigley, Kansas, to gamble and shop at an outlet mall. Someone broke into her 
room and stole her clothes and took a dump in her suitcase while they were at the Roy Clark show. That was it. That was the extent of her 
tourism. After that it was DrugTown, night and day. After fifteen years as Cashier she got demoted to Greeter. People would ask where the 
cold remedies were and she’d point to some big letters on the wall that said Cold Remedies. 

Freddie, Ma’s boyfriend, steps up and says he didn’t know her very long but she was an awful nice lady and left behind a lot of love, etc. etc. 
blah blah blah. While it’s true she didn’t do much in her life, still she was very dear to those of us who knew her and never made a stink about 
anything but was always content with whatever happened to her, etc. etc. blah blah blah. 

Then it’s over and we’re supposed to go away. 

“We gotta come out here like every week,” says Jade. 

“I know I will,” says Min. 

“What, like I won’t?” says Jade. “She was so freaking nice. 

“I’m sure you swear at a grave,” says Min. 

“Since when is freak a swear, chick?” says Jade. 

“Girls,” says Ma. 

“I hope I did okay in what I said about her,” says Freddie in his full-of-crap way, smelling bad of English Navy. “Actually I sort of surprised 
myself.” 

“Bye-bye, Aunt Bernie,” says Min. 

“Bye-bye, Bern,” says Jade. 

“Oh my dear sister,” says Ma. 

I scrunch my eyes tight and try to picture her happy, laughing, poking me in the ribs. But all I can see is her terrified on the couch. It’s awful. 
Out there, somewhere, is whoever did it. Someone came in our house, scared her to death, watched her die, went through our stuff, stole her 
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money. Someone who’s still living, someone who right now might be having a piece of pie or running an errand or scratching his ass, someone 
who, if he wanted to, could drive west for three days or whatever and sit in the sun by the ocean. 

We stand a few minutes with heads down and hands folded. 
 

* — * — * 

Afterward Freddie takes us to Trabanti’s for lunch. Last year Trabanti died and three Vietnamese families went in together and bought the 
place, and it still serves pasta and pizza and the big oil of Trabanti is still on the wall but now from the kitchen comes this very pretty 
Vietnamese music and the food is somehow better. 

Freddie proposes a toast. Min says remember how Bernie always called lunch dinner and dinner supper? Jade says remember how when her 
jaw clicked she’d say she needed oil? 

“She was a excellent lady,” says Freddie. 

“I already miss her so bad,” says Ma. 

“I’d like to kill that fuck that killed her,” says Min. 

“How about let’s don’t say fuck at lunch,” says Ma. 

“It’s just a word, Ma, right?” says Min. “Like pluck is just a word? You don’t mind if I say pluck? Pluck pluck pluck?” 

“Well, shit’s just a word too,” says Freddie. “But we don’t say it at lunch.” 

“Same with puke,” says Ma. 

“Shit puke, shit puke,” says Min. 

The waiter clears his throat. Ma glares at Min. 

“I love you girls’ manners,” Ma says. 

“Especially at a funeral,” says Freddie. 

“This ain’t a funeral,” says Min. 

“The question in my mind is what you kids are gonna do now” says Freddie.” Because I consider this whole thing a wake-up call, meaning 
it’s time for you to pull yourselfs up by the bootstraps like I done and get out of that dangerous craphole you’re living at.” 

“Mr. Phone Poll speaks,” says Min. 

“Anyways it ain’t that dangerous,” says Jade. 

“A woman gets killed and it ain’t that dangerous?” says Freddie. 

“All’s we need is a dead bolt and a eyehole,” says Min. 

“What’s a bootstrap,” says Jade. 

“It’s like a strap on a boot, you doof,” says Min. 

“Plus where we gonna go?” says Min. “Can we move in with you guys?” 

“I personally would love that and you know that,” says Freddie. “But who would not love that is our landlord.” 

“I think what Freddie’s saying is it’s time for you girls to get jobs,” says Ma. 

“Yeah right, Ma,” says Min. “After what happened last time?” 

When I first moved in, Jade and Min were working the info booth at HardwareNiche. Then one day we picked the babies up at day care 
and found Troy sitting naked on top of the washer and Mac in the yard being nipped by a Pekingese and the day-care lady sloshed and playing 
KillerBirds on Nintendo. 

So that was that. No more HardwareNiche. 

“Maybe one could work, one could baby-sit?” says Ma. 

“I don’t see why I should have to work so she can stay home with her baby,” says Min. 

“And I don’t see why I should have to work so she can stay home with her baby,” says Jade. 

“It’s like a freaking veece versa,” says Min. 

“Let me tell you something,” says Freddie. “Something about this country. Anybody can do anything. But first they gotta try. And you guys 
ain’t. Two don’t work and one strips naked? I don’t consider that trying. You kids make squat. And therefore you live in a dangerous craphole. 
And what happens in a dangerous craphole? Bad tragic shit. It’s the freaking American way-you start out in a dangerous craphole and work 
hard so you can someday move up to a somewhat less dangerous craphole. And finally maybe you get a mansion. But at this rate you ain’t even 
gonna make it to the somewhat less dangerous craphole.” 

“Like you live in a mansion,” says Jade. 
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“I do not claim to live in no mansion,” says Freddie. “But then again I do not live in no slum. The other thing I also do not do is strip 
naked.” 

“Thank God for small favors,” says Min. 

“Anyways he’s never actually naked,” says Jade. 

Which is true. I always have on at least a T-back. 

“No wonder we never take these kids out to a nice lunch,” says Freddie. 

“I do not even consider this a nice lunch,” says Min. 
 

* — * — * 

For dinner Jade microwaves some Stars-n-Flags. They’re addictive. They put sugar in the sauce and sugar in the meat nuggets. I think also 
caffeine. Someone told me the brown streaks in the Flags are caffeine. We have like five bowls each. 

After dinner the babies get fussy and Min puts a mush of ice cream and Hershey’s syrup in their bottles and we watch The Worst That 
Could Happen, a half-hour of computer simulations of tragedies that have never actually occurred but theoretically could. A kid gets hit by a 
train and flies into a zoo, where he’s eaten by wolves. A man cuts his hand off chopping wood and while wandering around screaming for help 
is picked up by a tornado and dropped on a preschool during recess and lands on a pregnant teacher. 

“I miss Bernie so bad,” says Min. 

“Me too,” Jade says sadly. 

The babies start howling for more ice cream. 

“That is so cute,” says Jade. “They’re like, Give it the fuck up!” 

“We’ll give it the fuck up, sweeties, don’t worry,” says Min. “We didn’t forget about you.” 

Then the phone rings. It’s Father Brian. He sounds weird. He says he’s sorry to bother us so late. But something strange has happened. 
Something bad. Something sort of, you know, unspeakable. Am I sitting? I’m not but I say I am. 

Apparently someone has defaced Bernie’s grave. 

My first thought is there’s no stone. It’s just grass. How do you deface grass? What did they do, pee on the grass on the grave? But Father’s 
nearly in tears. 

So I call Ma and Freddie and tell them to meet us, and we get the babies up and load them into the K-car. 

“Deface,” says Jade on the way over. “What does that mean, deface?” 

“It means like fucked it up,” says Min. 

“But how?” says Jade. “I mean, like what did they do?” 

“We don’t know, dumbass,” says Min.” That’s why we’re going there.” 

“And why?” says Jade. “Why would someone do that?” 

“Check out Miss Shreelock Holmes,” says Min. “Someone done that because someone is a asshole.” 

“Someone is a big-time asshole,” says Jade. 

Father Brian meets us at the gate with a flashlight and a golf cart. 

“When I saw this,” he says.” I literally sat down in astonishment. Nothing like this has ever happened here. I am so sorry. You seem like nice 
people.” 

We’re too heavy and the wheels spin as we climb the hill, so I get out and jog alongside. 

“Okay, folks, brace yourselves,” Father says, and shuts off the engine. 

Where the grave used to be is just a hole. Inside the hole is the Amber Mist, with the top missing. Inside the Amber Mist is nothing. No 
Aunt Bernie. 

“What the hell,” says Jade. “Where’s Bernie?” 

“Somebody stole Bernie?” says Min. 

“At least you folks have retained your feet,” says Father Brian. “I’m telling you I literally sat right down. I sat right down on that pile of dirt. I 
dropped as if shot. See that mark? That’s where I sat.” 

On the pile of grave dirt is a butt-shaped mark. 

The cops show up and one climbs down in the hole with a tape measure and a camera. After three or four flashes he climbs out and hands 
Ma a pair of blue pumps. 

“Her little shoes,” says Ma. “Oh my God.” 

“Are those them?” says Jade. 
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“Those are them,” says Min. 

“I am freaking out,” says Jade. 

“I am totally freaking out,” says Min. 

“I’m gonna sit,” says Ma, and drops into the golf cart. 

“What I don’t get is who’d want her?” says Min. 

“She was just this lady,” says Jade. 

“Typically it’s teens?” one cop says. “Typically we find the loved one nearby? Once we found the loved one nearby with, you know, a 
cigarette between its lips, wearing a sombrero? These kids today got a lot more nerve than we ever did. I never would’ve dreamed of digging up 
a dead corpse when I was a teen. You might tip over a stone, sure, you might spray-paint something on a crypt, you might, you know, give a 
wino a hotfoot.” 

“But this, jeez,” says Freddie. “This is a entirely different ballgame.” 

“Boy howdy,” says the cop, and we all look down at the shoes in Ma’s hands. 
 

* — * — * 

Next day I go back to work. I don’t feel like it but we need the money. The grass is wet and it’s hard getting across the ravine in my dress 
shoes. The soles are slick. Plus they’re too tight. Several times I fall forward on my briefcase. Inside the briefcase are my T-backs and a thing of 
mousse. 

Right off the bat I get a tableful of MediBen women seated under a banner saying BEST OF LUCK, BEATRICE, NO HARD 
FEELINGS. I take off my shirt and serve their salads. I take off my flight pants and serve their soups. One drops a dollar on the floor and tells 
me feel free to pick it up. 

I pick it up. 

“Not like that, not like that,” she says. “Face the other way, so when you bend we can see your crack.” 

I’ve done this about a million times, but somehow I can’t do it now 

I look at her. She looks at me. 

“What?” she says. “I’m not allowed to say that? I thought that was the whole point.” 

“That is the whole point, Phyllis,” says another lady. “You stand your ground.” 

“Look;” Phyllis says. “Either bend how I say or give back the dollar. I think that’s fair.” 

“You go, girl,” says her friend. 

I give back the dollar. I return to the Locker Area and sit awhile. For the first time ever, I’m voted Stinker. There are thirteen women at the 
MediBen table and they all vote me Stinker. Do the MediBen women know my situation? Would they vote me Stinker if they did? But what 
am I supposed to do, go out and say, Please ladies, my aunt just died, plus her body’s missing? 

Mr. Frendt pulls me aside. 

“Perhaps you need to go home,” he says. “I’m sorry for your loss. But I’d like to encourage you not to behave like one of those Comanche 
ladies who bite off their index fingers when a loved one dies. Grief is good, grief is fine, but too much grief, as we all know, is excessive. If your 
aunt’s death has filled your mouth with too many bitten-off fingers, for crying out loud, take a week off, only don’t take it out on our Guests, 
they didn’t kill your dang aunt.” 

But I can’t afford to take a week off. I can’t even afford to take a few days off. 

“We really need the money,” I say. 

“Is that my problem?” he says. “Am I supposed to let you dance without vigor just because you need the money? Why don’t I put an ad in 
the paper for all sad people who need money? All the town’s sad could come here and strip. Good-bye. Come back when you feel halfway 
normal.” 

From the pay phone I call home to see if they need anything from the FoodSoQuik. 

“Just come home,” Min says stiffly. “Just come straight home.” 

“What is it?” I say. 

“Come home,” she says. 

Maybe someone’s found the body. I imagine Bernie naked, Bernie chopped in two, Bernie posed on a bus bench. I hope and pray that 
something only mildly bad’s been done to her, something we can live with. 

At home the door’s wide open. Min and Jade are sitting very still on the couch, babies in their laps, staring at the rocking chair, and in the 
rocking chair is Bernie. Bernie’s body. 

Same perm, same glasses, same blue dress we buried her in. 
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What’s it doing here? Who could be so cruel? And what are we supposed to do with it? 

Then she turns her head and looks at me. 

“Sit the fuck down,” she says. 

In life she never swore. 

I sit. Min squeezes and releases my hand, squeezes and releases, squeezes and releases. 

“You, mister,” Bernie says to me, “are going to start showing your cock. You’ll show it and show it. You go up to a lady, if she wants to see 
it, if she’ll pay to see it, I’ll make a thumbprint on the forehead. You see the thumbprint, you ask. I’ll try to get you five a day, at twenty bucks a 
pop. So a hundred bucks a day. Seven hundred a week. And that’s cash, so no taxes. No withholding. See? That’s the beauty of it.” 

She’s got dirt in her hair and dirt in her teeth and her hair is a mess and her tongue when it darts out to lick her lips is black. 

“You, Jade,” she says. “Tomorrow you start work. Andersen Labels, Fifth and Rivera. Dress up when you go. Wear something nice. Show a 
little leg. And don’t chomp your gum. Ask for Len. At the end of the month, we take the money you made and the cock money and get a new 
place. Somewhere safe. That’s part one of Phase One. You, Min. You baby-sit. Plus you quit smoking. Plus you learn how to cook. No more 
food out of cans. We gotta eat right to look our best. Because I am getting me so many lovers. Maybe you kids don’t know this but I died a 
freaking virgin. No babies, no lovers. Nothing went in, nothing came out. Ha ha! Dry as a bone, completely wasted, this pretty little thing God 
gave me between my legs. Well I am going to have lovers now, you fucks! Like in the movies, big shoulders and all, and a summer house, and 
nice trips, and in the morning in my room a big vase of flowers, and I’m going to get my nipples hard standing in the breeze from the ocean, 
eating shrimp from a cup, you sons of bitches, while my lover watches me from the veranda, his big shoulders shining, all hard for me, that’s 
one damn thing I will guarantee you kids! Ha ha! You think I’m joking? I ain’t freaking joking. I never got nothing! My life was shit! I was never 
even up in a freaking plane. But that was that life and this is this life. My new life. Cover me up now! With a blanket. I need my beauty rest. Tell 
anyone I’m here, you all die. Plus they die. Whoever you tell, they die. I kill them with my mind. I can do that. I am very freaking strong now. I 
got powers! So no visitors. I don’t exactly look my best. You got it? You all got it?” 

We nod. I go for a blanket. Her hands and feet are shaking and she’s grinding her teeth and one falls out. 

“Put it over me, you fuck, all the way over!” she screams, and I put it over her. 

We sneak off with the babies and whisper in the kitchen. 

“It looks like her,” says Min. 

“It is her,” I say. 

“It is and it ain’t,” says Jade. 

“We better do what she says,” Min says. 

“No shit,” Jade says. 

All night she sits in the rocker under the blanket, shaking and swearing. 

All night we sit in Min’s bed, fully dressed, holding hands. 

“See how strong I am!” she shouts around midnight, and there’s a cracking sound, and when I go out the door’s been torn off the 
microwave but she’s still sitting in the chair. 

 

* — * — * 

In the morning she’s still there, shaking and swearing. 

“Take the blanket off!” she screams.” It’s time to get this show on the road.” 

I take the blanket off. The smell is not good. One ear is now in her lap. She keeps absentmindedly sticking it back on her head. 

“You, Jade!” she shouts. “Get dressed. Go get that job. When you meet Len, bend forward a little. Let him see down your top. Give him 
some hope. He’s a sicko, but we 

need him. You, Min! Make breakfast. Something homemade. Like biscuits.” 

“Why don’t you make it with your powers?” says Min. 

“Don’t be a smartass!” screams Bernie. “You see what I did to that microwave?” 

“I don’t know how to make freaking biscuits,” Min wails. 

“You know how to read, right?” Bernie shouts. “You ever heard of a recipe? You ever been in the grave? It sucks so bad! You regret all the 
things you never did. You little bitches are gonna have a very bad time in the grave unless you get on the stick, believe me! Turn down the 
thermostat! Make it cold. I like cold. Something’s off with my body. I don’t feel right.” 

I turn down the thermostat. She looks at me. 

“Go show your cock!” she shouts. “That is the first part of Phase One. After we get the new place, that’s the end of the first part of Phase 
Two. You’ll still show your cock, but only three days a week. Because you’ll start community college. Pre-law. Pre-law is best. You’ll be a whiz. 
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You ain’t dumb. And Jade’ll work weekends to make up for the decrease in cock money. See? See how that works? Now get out of here. What 
are you gonna do?” 

“Show my cock?” I say. 

“Show your cock, that’s right,” she says, and brushes back her hair with her hand, and a huge wad comes out, leaving her almost bald on 
one side. 

“Oh God,” says Min. “You know what? No way me and the babies are staying here alone.” 

“You ain’t alone,” says Bernie. “I’m here.” 

“Please don’t go,” Min says to me. 

“Oh, stop it,” Bernie says, and the door flies open and I feel a sort of invisible fist punching me in the back. 

Outside it’s sunny. A regular day. A guy’s changing his oil. The clouds are regular clouds and the sun’s the regular sun and the only 
nonregular thing is that my clothes smell like Bernie, a combo of wet cellar and rotten bacon. 

Work goes well. I manage to keep smiling and hide my shaking hands, and my midshift rating is Honeypie. After lunch this older woman 
comes up and says I look so much like a real Pilot she can hardly stand it. 

On her head is a thumbprint. Like Ash Wednesday, only sort of glowing. 

I don’t know what to do. Do I just come out and ask if she wants to see my cock? What if she says no? What if I get caught? What if I show 
her and she doesn’t think it’s worth twenty bucks? 

Then she asks if I’ll surprise her best friend with a birthday table dance. She points out her friend. A pretty girl, no thumbprint. Looks 
somehow familiar. 

We start over and at about twenty feet I realize it’s Angela. 

Angela Silveri. 

We dated senior year. Then Dad died and Ma had to take a job at Patty-Melt Depot. From all the grease Ma got a bad rash and could barely 
wear a blouse. Plus Min was running wild. So Angela would come over and there’d be Min getting high under a tarp on the carport and Ma 
sitting in her bra on a kitchen stool with a fan pointed at her gut. Angela had dreams. She had plans. In her notebook she pasted a picture of an 
office from the J. C. Penney catalogue and under it wrote, My (someday?) office. Once we saw this black Porsche and she said very nice but 
make hers red. The last straw was Ed Edwards, a big drunk, one of Dad’s cousins. Things got so bad Ma rented him the utility room. One 
night Angela and I were making out on the couch late when Ed came in soused and started peeing in the dishwasher. 

What could I say? He’s only barely related to me? He hardly ever does that? 

Angela’s eyes were like these little pies. 

I walked her home, got no kiss, came back, cleaned up the dishwasher as best I could. A few days later I got my class ring in the mail and a 
copy of The Prophet. 

You will always be my first love, she’d written inside. But now my path converges to a higher ground. Be well always. Walk in joy Please 
don’t think me cruel, it’s lust that I want so much in terms of accomplishment, plus I couldn’t believe that guy peed right on your dishes. 

No way am I table dancing for Angela Silveri. No way am I asking Angela Silveri’s friend if she wants to see my cock. No way am I hanging 
around here so Angela can see me in my flight jacket and T-backs and wonder to herself how I went so wrong etc. etc. 

I hide in the kitchen until my shift is done, then walk home very, very slowly because I’m afraid of what Bernie’s going to do to me when I 
get there. 

 

* — * — * 

Min meets me at the door. She’s got flour all over her blouse and it looks like she’s been crying. 

“I can’t take any more of this,” she says. “She’s like falling apart. I mean shit’s falling off her. Plus she made me bake a freaking pie.” 

On the table is a very lumpy pie. One of Bernie’s arms is now disconnected and lying across her lap. 

“What are you thinking of!” she shouts. “You didn’t show your cock even once? You think it’s easy making those thumbprints? You try it, 
smartass! Do you or do you not know the plan? You gotta get us out of here! And to get us out, you gotta use what you got. And you ain’t got 
much. A nice face. And a decent unit. Not huge, but shaped nice.” 

“Bernie, God,” says Min. 

“What, Miss Priss?” shouts Bernie, and slams the severed arm down hard on her lap, and her other ear falls off. 

“I’m sorry, but this is too fucking sickening,” says Min. “I’m going out.” 

“What’s sickening?” says Bernie. “Are you saying I’m sickening? Well, I think you’re sickening. So many wonderful things in life and where’s 
your mind? You think with your lazy ass. Whatever life hands you, you take. You’re not going anywhere. You’re staying home and studying.” 

“I’m what?” says Min. “Studying what? I ain’t studying. Chick comes into my house and starts ordering me to study? I freaking doubt it.” 
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“You don’t know nothing!” Bernie says. “What fun is life when you don’t know nothing? You can’t find your own town on the map. You 
can’t name a single president. When we go to Rome you won’t know nothing about the history. You’re going to study the World Book. Do we 
still have those World Books?” 

“Yeah right,” says Min. “We’re going to Rome.” 

“We’ll go to Rome when he’s a lawyer,” says Bernie. 

“Dream on, chick,” says Min. “And we’ll go to Mars when I’m a stockbreaker.” 

“Don’t you dare make fun of me!” Bernie shouts, and our only vase goes flying across the room and nearly nails Min in the head. 

“She’s been like this all day,” says Min. 

“Like what?” shouts Bernie. “We had a perfectly nice day.” 

“She made me help her try on my bras,” says Min. 

“I never had a nice sexy bra,” says Bernie. 

“And now mine are all ruined,” says Min. “They got this sort of goo on them.” 

“You ungrateful shit!” shouts Bernie. “Do you know what I’m doing for you? I’m saving your boy. And you got the nerve to say I made 
goo on your bras! Troy’s gonna get caught in a crossfire in the courtyard. In September. September eighteenth. He’s gonna get thrown off his 
little trike. With one leg twisted under him and blood pouring out of his ear. It’s a freaking prophecy. You know that word? It means 
prediction. You know that word? You think I’m bullshitting? Well I ain’t bullshitting. I got the power. Watch this: All day Jade sat licking labels 
at a desk by a window. Her boss bought everybody subs for lunch. She’s bringing some home in a green bag.” 

“That ain’t true about Troy, is it?” says Min. “Is it? I don’t believe it.” 

“Turn on the TV!” Bernie shouts. “Give me the changer.” 

I turn on the TV I give her the changer. She puts on Nathan’s Body Shop. Nathan says washboard abs drive the women wild. Then there’s 
a close-up of his washboard abs. 

“Oh yes,” says Bernie. “Them are for me. I’d like to give those a lick. A lick and a pinch. I’d like to sort of straddle those things.” 

Just then Jade comes through the door with a big green bag. 

“Oh God,” says Min. 

“Told you so!” says Bernie, and pokes Min in the ribs. “Ha ha! I really got the power!” 

“I don’t get it,” Min says, all desperate. “What happens? Please. What happens to him? You better freaking tell me.” 

“I already told you,” Bernie says. “He’ll fly about fifteen feet and live about three minutes.” 

“Bernie, God,” Min says, and starts to cry. “You used to be so nice.” 

“I’m still so nice,” says Bernie, and bites into a sub and takes off the tip of her finger and starts chewing it up. 
 

* — * — * 

Just after dawn she shouts out my name. 

“Take the blanket off,” she says. “I ain’t feeling so good.” 

I take the blanket off. She’s basically just this pile of parts: both arms in her lap, head on the arms, heel of one foot touching the heel of the 
other, all of it sort of wrapped up in her dress. 

“Get me a washcloth,” she says.” Do I got a fever? I feel like I got a fever. Oh, I knew it was too good to be true. But okay. New plan. New 
plan. I’m changing the first part of Phase One. If you see two thumbprints, that means the lady’ll screw you for cash. We’re in a fix here. We 
gotta speed this up. There ain’t gonna be nothing left of me. Who’s gonna be my lover now?” 

The doorbell rings. 

“Son of a bitch,” Bernie snarls. 

It’s Father Brian with a box of doughnuts. I step out quick and close the door behind me. He says he’s just checking in. Perhaps we’d like to 
talk? Perhaps we’re feeling some residual anger about Bernie’s situation? Which would of course be completely understandable. Once when he 
was a young priest someone broke in and drew a mustache on the Virgin Mary with a permanent marker, and for weeks he was tortured by 
visions of bending back the finger of the vandal until he or she burst into tears of apology. 

“I knew that wasn’t appropriate,” he says. “I knew that by indulging in that fantasy I was honoring violence. And yet it gave me pleasure. I 
also thought of catching them in the act and boinking them in the head with a rock. I also thought of jumping up and down on their backs 
until something in their spinal column cracked. Actually I had about a million ideas. But you know what I did instead? I scrubbed and scrubbed 
our Holy Mother, and soon she was as good as new. Her statue, I mean. She herself of course is always good as new.” 

From inside comes the sound of breaking glass. Breaking glass and then something heavy falling, and Jade yelling and Min yelling and the 
babies crying. 
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“Oops, I guess?” he says. “I’ve come at a bad time? Look, all I’m trying to do is urge you, if at all possible, to forgive the perpetrators, as I 
forgave the perpetrator that drew on my Virgin Mary. The thing lost, after all, is only your aunt’s body, and what is essential, I assure you, is 
elsewhere, being well taken care of.” 

I nod. I smile. I say thanks for stopping by. I take the doughnuts and go back inside. 

The TV’s broke and the refrigerator’s tipped over and Bernie’s parts are strewn across the living room like she’s been shot out of a cannon. 

“She tried to get up,” says Jade. 

“I don’t know where the hell she thought she was going,” says Min. 

“Come here,” the head says to me, and I squat down. “That’s it for me. I’m fucked. As per usual. Always the bridesmaid, never the bride. 
Although come to think of it I was never even the freaking bridesmaid. Look, show your cock. It’s the shortest line between two points. The 
world ain’t giving away nice lives. You got a trust fund? You a genius? Show your cock. It’s what you got. And remember: Troy in September. 
On his trike. One leg twisted. Don’t forget. And also. Don’t remember me like this. Remember me like how I was that night we all went to 
Red Lobster and I had that new perm. Ah Christ. At least buy me a stone.” 

I rub her shoulder, which is next to her foot. 

“We loved you,” I say. 

“Why do some people get everything and I got nothing?” she says. “Why? Why was that?” 

“I don’t know,” I say. 

“Show your cock,” she says, and dies again. 

We stand there looking down at the pile of parts. Mac crawls toward it and Min moves him back with her foot. 

“This is too freaking much,” says Jade, and starts crying. 

“What do we do now?” says Min. 

“Call the cops,” Jade says. 

“And say what?” says Min. 

We think about this awhile. 

I get a Hefty bag. I get my winter gloves. 

“I ain’t watching,” says Jade. 

“I ain’t watching either;” says Min, and they take the babies into the bedroom. 

I close my eyes and wrap Bernie up in the Hefty bag and twistie-tie the bag shut and lug it out to the trunk of the K-car. I throw in a shovel. 
I drive up to St. Leo’s. I lower the bag into the hole using a bungee cord, then fill the hole back in. 

Down in the city are the nice houses and the so-so houses and the lovers making out in dark yards and the babies crying for their moms, 
and I wonder if, other than Jesus, this has ever happened before. Maybe it happens all the time. Maybe there’s angry dead all over, hiding in 
rooms, covered with blankets, bossing around their scared, embarrassed relatives. Because how would we know? 

I for sure don’t plan on broadcasting this. 

I smooth over the dirt and say a quick prayer: If it was wrong for her to come back, forgive her, she never got beans in this life, plus she was 
trying to help us. 

At the car I think of an additional prayer: But please don’t let her come back again. 
 

* — * — * 

When I get home the babies are asleep and Jade and Min are watching a phone-sex infomercial, three girls in leather jumpsuits eating 
bananas in Slo-mo while across the screen runs a constant disclaimer: “Not Necessarily the Girls Who Man the Phones! Not Necessarily the 
Girls Who Man the Phones!” 

“Them chicks seem to really be enjoying those bananas,” says Min in a thin little voice. 

“I like them jumpsuits though,” says Jade. 

“Yeah them jumpsuits look decent,” says Min. 

Then they look up at me. I’ve never seen them so sad and beat and sick. 

“It’s done,” I say. 

Then we hug and cry and promise never to forget Bernie the way she really was, and I use some Resolve on the rug and they go do some 
reading in their World Books. 

Next day I go in early. I don’t see a single thumbprint. But it doesn’t matter. I get with Sonny Vance and he tells me how to do it. First you 
ask the woman would she like a private tour. Then you show her the fake P-40, the Gallery of Historical Aces, the shower stall where we get 
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oiled up, etc. etc. and then in the hall near the rest room you ask if there’s anything else she’d like to see. It’s sleazy. It’s gross. But when I do it I 
think of September. September and Troy in the crossfire, his little leg bent under him etc. etc. 

Most say no but quite a few say yes. 

I’ve got a place picked out at a complex called Swan’s Glen. They’ve never had a shooting or a knifing and the public school is great and 
every Saturday they have a nature walk for kids behind the clubhouse. 

For every hundred bucks I make, I set aside five for Bernie’s stone. 

What do you write on something like that? LIFE PASSED HER BY? DIED DISAPPOINTED? CAME BACK TO LIFE BUT FELL 
APART? All true, but too sad, and no way I’m writing any of those. 

BERNIE KOWALSKI, it’s going to say: BELOVED AUNT. 

Sometimes she comes to me in dreams. She never looks good. Sometimes she’s wearing a dirty smock. Once she had on handcuffs. Once 
she was naked and dirty and this mean cat was clawing its way up her front. But every time it’s the same thing. 

“Some people get everything and I got nothing,” she says. “Why? Why did that happen?” 

Every time I say I don’t know. 

And I don’t. 

 


