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As soldiers came home from World War II, they returned to a different 
America. Cities began to encroach upon the rural landscape, and farms 
and tractors gave way to suburban cul-de-sacs and basketball hoops. The 
economy boomed and the returning GIs enjoyed the cornucopia it produced: 
refrigerators, TVs, dishwashers, and air conditioners. Beneath the surface 
of calm and prosperity, however, there were troubled waters. International 
peace was strained in what became known as the Cold War. Americans wor-
ried about the Soviet Union, communism, and the threat of nuclear war. And 
of course, not everyone was stepping up into the new middle class. The Civil 
Rights movement would bring into focus the poverty and racism that city and 
rural blacks were still enduring. 

American writers of the period captured the anxiety at the heart of 
this new economy. They showed how the society was increasingly divided 
between urban and suburban, North and South, black and white, rich and 
poor and, especially in the sixties, young and old. Characters in fiction of the 
period reflected a national personality split between what was felt and what 
was revealed, between what was said and what was done.

Postmodernism
Postmodernism was a cultural, literary, and artistic movement that emerged 
in the late fifties and lasted, according to some, until around the year 2000. 
Like the modernists, postmodern writers focused on subjective experience 
rather than objective cultural norms, emphasized fragmentation and collage-
like effects, and rejected distinctions between high and low art forms. But 
where modernists mourned the loss of order and sought to create structure 
and meaning through their art, postmodernists seemed to play in the chaos. 
Rather than mourn lost forms, they celebrated diversity and fragmentation 
and took the opportunity to create new forms through experimentation.

Kurt Vonnegut was one of the key figures in postmodern American fic-
tion. He lived through multiple tragedies and then wrote about them with a 
wicked and ironic sense of humor. As an American prisoner of war in Ger-
many, Vonnegut was bombed by America’s allies. While home on leave, his 
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mother committed suicide on Mother’s Day. Later, his sister would succumb 
to cancer the same day that her husband died in a train crash. Vonnegut 
turned such cruelly random events into dark fiction. His joy-filled observa-
tions of a terrifying world appealed to a generation grieved by the Holocaust, 
atomic bombings, and the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy and 
Civil Rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Other writers of the postmodern era applied discontinuity directly to 
their writing, making reading strangely enjoyable work. Like Ireland’s James 
Joyce, Nobel Prize-winner William Faulkner took readers into the chaos of 
the mind with the writing style called stream of consciousness. In this form, a 
character’s point of view is revealed through disjointed and illogical interior 
monologue meant to replicate the “free association” of thoughts and emo-
tions. 

A small group of writers known as the Beat Generation appeared in 
the fifties and sixties with disruptive fiction and spontaneous poetry. Jack 
Kerouac, William Burroughs, and Allen Ginsberg led the way for a new 
youth culture. They merged genres, like the western and the detective 
story, with playful prose. They even invited readers to re-order the words 
of their poems and the loose pages of their fiction in order to create new 
meanings.

Space Race, Sci Fi, and Suburban Angst
As the United States and the Soviet Union competed to be the first to put 
a man on the moon, Americans became obsessed with space as a new fron-
tier. Did the future hold a Martian home with shiny kitchen gadgets? Known 
for science fiction and fantasy, Ray Bradbury explored the possibilities of 
a society in which the gadgets were limitless but so were the unforeseen 
consequences. Bradbury, like Vonnegut, imagined fantastic worlds in which 
human inventiveness outpaced common sense, often in terrifying ways.

Bradbury’s stories expressed the growing unease Americans felt with 
20th-century progress. Writers such as John Updike and John Cheever 
joined the warning cry. Writing from the suburban front, they showed us 
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that a bigger house didn’t make a man any happier with his job or his wife. 
They suggested that America’s worries about communism and the atom 
bomb couldn’t compare with man’s anxiety over the emptiness of everyday 
life. Updike has been compared to the greatest novelists of the 19th cen-
tury, and Cheever has been dubbed the “Chekhov of the Suburbs” after the 
revered Russian writer.

If the sameness of suburbia—the persistent homogeneity of its people, 
cars, and houses—rattled some writers, others gave voice to problems 
simmering outside the new suburbs. Ernest J. Gaines describes the pain 
of racism as though it were the throb of an unending toothache. Flannery 
O’Connor takes us on a city bus ride with segregated blacks, white Dixie 
matriarchs, and annoyingly righteous new Southern liberals. Mixing fable, 
myth, and city grit, Bernard Malamud gives us a taste of the North, where 
immigrant sons seek peace with their ancient heritages and with what it 
means to be American. 
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Before You Read

Ray Bradbury  1920–

About the Author

	 The Author’s Style
Bradbury’s skill as a science fiction writer lies 
in his ability to convey a simultaneous sense of 
the familiar and the alien. His work reveals both 
the attractiveness and the dangers of science by 
creating contemporary settings that are fascinat-
ing but about to spin out of control. He has even 
“predicted” scientific innovations such as virtual 
reality, or artificial environment technologies, by 
imagining them in his fiction before they became 
realities. 

Adept at making readers laugh, marvel, or 
shudder, Bradbury uses eerie details to fore-
shadow how his stories might end. A consistent  

 
theme in the author’s work is that too much 
of anything isn’t good for anyone. The author 
is known for his skillful use of descriptive lan- 
guage, particularly for striking and memorable 
metaphors and similes. A versatile author, he also 
writes poetry and children’s stories.

Bradbury uses the technique of giving his 
made-up technologies general names that could 
be used anywhere. In the story you are about to 
read, for example, readers soon realize that what 
happens in the “Happylife Home” system may 
not be unique to this particular family. In fact, he 
implies it could happen anywhere. 

Ray Bradbury is known for writing highly imagi-
native fantasies about science and technology. 
Yet oddly enough, he himself has never flown 
in an airplane nor learned to drive. The author 
grew up in the Midwest, attended high school 
in California, and never went to college. Two of 
the most striking things about Bradbury are his 
sheer literary output and his legendary energy. In 
an introduction to The Stories of Ray Bradbury in 
1980, he explained that ideas simply come to him: 
“My [stories] run up and bite me on the leg—I 
respond by writing down everything that goes on 
during the bite. When I finish, the idea lets go and 
runs off.” 

Bradbury sold his first short story at age 19. 

Since then, he has writ-
ten hundreds more, many  
of which he adapted for tele-
vision’s Ray Bradbury’s Theater. 
He has also worked in ani-
mated film, published more than 30 books, and  
served as a consultant for science-related projects, 
including an exhibit at Epcot Center in Florida and 
a space ride at Euro-Disney in France. 

Among his most famous novels are The 
Martian Chronicles, Fahrenheit 451, and Something 
Wicked This Way Comes, all of which were made 
into movies. He is the recipient of many awards, 
including the World Fantasy Award for Lifetime 
Achievement.

Before You Read
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 eorge, 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 

G“

Ray Bradbury

397

The Veldt

Literary Lens: Theme  In order to communicate the theme of the 
story, Bradbury juxtaposes (or places side by side) two concepts or ideas in 
order to compare them. Watch for juxtapositions in this story.
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crystalline :
sparkling ; 
made of 
crystal

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 veldt1 appeared,  
in three dimensions; on all sides, in colors 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 the 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 burn-

ing 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,” he said, amused. “Nothing over there I 

can see but cleaned bone, and the vultures dropping for what’s left.”

1 veldt: a grassland with scattered shrubs or trees
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“Did you hear 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.

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 super-
reactionary, supersensitive color film and mental tape film behind glass 
screens. It’s all odorophonics and sonics, Lydia. Here’s my handkerchief.”

And here were the lions  

now, fifteen feet away,  

so real, so feverishly and  

star tlingly real that you  

could feel the prickling fur  

on your hand . . . 
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“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 he 
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 darn 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 
can not. 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.
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“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.
	
A t dinner they ate alone, for Wendy and Peter were at a special plastic  
carnival across town and had 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.
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 had 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, he let the lights glow softly on 

ahead of him, extinguished 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 sub-
sided 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 
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messages

Post-War Voices	 The Veldt



★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★

402

abstractedly:
absentmindedly

2 Pegasus: a flying horse in Greek mythology

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 word. How often had he seen Pegasus2 flying in the sky 
ceiling, or seen fountains of red fireworks, or heard angel voices singing. But 
now, this 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 Aladdin!” he said.
Nothing happened. The lions mumbled in their baked pelts.
“Aladdin!”
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—”
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joviality:
cheer fulness

3 agate: having colors blended like clouds

4 Tom Swift . . . Lion: title of a book in a series of adventure novels by Victor Appleton

5 �Rima: a character in Green Mansions, an early 20th-century romance novel by British author William Henry Hudson.  
Raised in a rain forest of South America, Rima is able to speak the language of the forest, including the songs of birds.

“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 agate3 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.
“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,”4 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,5 lovely and mysterious, lurking in the trees with 
colorful flights of butterflies, like animated bouquets, lingering on her long 
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neurotic :
mentally or 
emotionally  
dis turbed

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 some-
thing that lay in the corner 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 had 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 occa-

sionally’? We’ve never lifted a hand. They’re insufferable—let’s admit it. They  

“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—”
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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.”
“Nevertheless, I’ve noticed they’ve been decidedly cool toward us since.”
“I think I’ll have Dave 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.

“F ather?” 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.”
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“That sounds dreadful! Would I have to tie my own shoes instead of let-
ting 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.

“A m 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 con-
stantly, but, oh, really nothing.”

They walked down the hall. “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.
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“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 had 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 how 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.”
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6 spoor: a track or trail left by a wild animal

“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.”
“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.6 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 

Ray Bradbury	 Unit 4



★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★

409

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 swab-
bers and massagers, and every other machine he 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 wait-
ing 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 only 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 vacu-
umed 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!”
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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.
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 had sounded familiar.

“W ell, 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 up 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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Read and Think Critically
Analyze, Define, Connect

	 1.	� Theme  Analyze how Bradbury uses juxtaposition to communicate the 
theme of the story. Cite examples of juxtaposition on a chart like the one 
below. Use these examples to determine the theme of the story.

Concept Juxtaposed Concept

The African veldt The beautiful forest with Rima

	2.	� Bradbury is a master of neologism, or newly created words. Examine the 
context in which automaticity and odorophonics (page 398) are used. Based 
upon how they are used in the text, write dictionary definitions for each. 

	3.	�I t is probably no accident that the children in this story, Wendy and Peter, 
have the same names as the children in Peter Pan. What connections are you 
able to make between Peter Pan and “The Veldt”? Analyze the impact of the 
author’s choice for the characters’ names on the story.

	4.	�L ook at the exchange of dialogue between George and Lydia on page 400. 
What does this dialogue tell you about their parenting?

	5.	 �The Author’s Style  Ray Bradbury credits his interest in writing to see-
ing a tent magic show at a carnival when he was a child. Read the quotation 
below. Cite examples of magic found in “The Veldt.”
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Bradbury the Magician

People call me a science fiction writer, but I don’t think that’s quite true.  
I think that I am a magician who is capable of making things appear and  
disappear right in front of you and you don’t know how it happened.

—Ray Bradbury

Read and Think Critically
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Before You Read

William Faulkner  1897–1962

About the Author

	 The Author’s Style
Faulkner’s frequent themes are the burdens of 
Southern history, race relations in the South, and 
the alienation and loneliness of 20th-century life. 
Much of his fiction concerns powerless people, 
both black and white. These characters are caught 
between violence and injustice at one extreme, 
and at the other, a sense that without sympathy 
and equity everyone is doomed. Faulkner often 
spoke out against segregation.

Faulkner’s fiction often involves two dis-
tinct types of people. One type is the people 
of a dignified pre-Civil War Southern culture 
who had noble convictions but were responsible 
for slavery. The other type is people who rep-
resent a more recent way of life that is crudely  

 
enterprising, dishonest, ruthless, and violent. He 
frequently uses the Sartoris and Snopes families 
to represent these two types. 

The sense of individuals threatened by seem-
ingly overwhelming natural and social forces is 
reinforced by Faulkner’s prose style, which builds 
powerful momentum through the use of com-
plex sentence structures. His sentences include 
strings of adjectives, extended figures of speech, 
and parenthetical statements. Another feature 
of Faulkner’s dense style is his presentation of 
the thoughts of characters, such as the mentally 
handicapped Benjy in The Sound and the Fury, who 
have difficulty expressing themselves in a way that 
others can understand.

★★★★★★★★★★★

One of the 20th century’s greatest writers, 
William Faulkner was a high school dropout who 
only briefly attended college. He grew up the 
eldest of four sons in Oxford, Mississippi, and 
found success in writing about what he knew best. 
He once commented, “. . . I discovered my own 
little postage stamp of native soil was worth writ-
ing about and that I would never live long enough 
to exhaust it . . .”

Drawing upon family and regional history, he  
created the mythical Yoknapatawpha County and  
populated it with a gallery of memorable charac- 
ters that first appeared in his novel Sartoris in 
1929. That same year, he married his childhood  

sweetheart, Estelle Oldham.  
The couple had two daughters. 

Because he felt finan-
cially responsible for a 
large extended family, Faulkner couldn’t make 
enough money on his novels alone, most of 
which were out of print by 1945. He wrote 
short stories for quick publication and for 20 
years worked in Hollywood as a screenwriter. 
Eventually his novels came back into high regard,  
and by the time of his death in 1962, he had won 
all the major prizes. He is perhaps best remem-
bered for The Sound and the Fury, As I Lay Dying, 
and Absalom, Absalom!
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 he store in which the Justice of the Peace’s court was sitting  
smelled of cheese. The boy, crouched on his nail keg at the 
back of the crowded room, knew he smelled cheese, and 
more: from where he sat he could see the ranked shelves close- 
packed with the solid, squat, dynamic shapes of tin cans  
whose labels his stomach read, not from the lettering which meant 
nothing to his mind but from the scarlet devils and the silver 
curve of fish—this, the cheese which he knew he smelled and  
the hermetic meat which his intestines believed he smelled coming  
in intermittent gusts momentary and brief between the other con-
stant one, the smell and sense just a little of fear because mostly of  
despair and grief, the old fierce pull of blood. He could not see the  
table where the Justice sat and before which his father and his 
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Barn Burning

hermetic :
in an airtight seal

Literary Lens: Stream of Consciousness  Faulkner is a master of 
the stream of consciousness technique, the representation of a character’s 
internal psychological and subconscious states. Watch for this in the story.

T
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Hay Ledge , Andrew Wyeth, 1957, Greenville County Museum of Art

father’s enemy (our enemy he thought in that despair; ourn! mine and hisn 
both! He’s my father!) stood, but he could hear them, the two of them that is, 
because his father had said no word yet:

“But what proof have you, Mr. Harris?”
“I told you. The hog got into my corn. I caught it up and sent it back to  

him. He had no fence that would hold it. I told him so, warned him. The 
next time I put the hog in my pen. When he came to get it I gave him enough  
wire to patch up his pen. The next time I put the hog up and kept it. I rode 
down to his house and saw the wire I gave him still rolled on to the spool in 
his yard. I told him he could have the hog when he paid me a dollar pound 
fee. That evening a nigger1 came with the dollar and got the hog. He was a 
strange nigger. He said, ‘He say to tell you wood and hay kin burn.’ I said, 

William Faulkner	 Unit 4

1 nigger: Although used by authors to reflect common speech of earlier time periods, this term for African Americans 
is extremely offensive and racist.
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‘What?’ ‘That whut he say to tell you,’ the nig-
ger said. ‘Wood and hay kin burn.’ That night 
my barn burned. I got the stock out but I lost 
the barn.”

“Where is the nigger? Have you got him?”
“He was a strange nigger, I tell you. I don’t 

know what became of him.”
“But that’s not proof. Don’t you see that’s 

not proof?”
“Get that boy up here. He knows.” For 

a moment the boy thought too that the 
man meant his older brother until Harris 
said, “Not him. The little one. The boy,” 
and, crouching, small for his age, small and 
wiry like his father, in patched and faded 
jeans even too small for him, with straight, 
uncombed, brown hair and eyes gray and 
wild as storm scud, he saw the men between 
himself and the table part and become a 
lane of grim faces, at the end of which he 
saw the Justice, a shabby, collarless, graying 
man in spectacles, beckoning him. He felt no 
floor under his bare feet; he seemed to walk 

beneath the palpable weight of the grim turning faces. His father, stiff in 
his black Sunday coat donned not for the trial but for the moving, did not 
even look at him. He aims for me to lie, he thought, again with that frantic 
grief and despair. And I will have to do hit.

“What’s your name, boy?” the Justice said.
“Colonel Sartoris Snopes,” the boy whispered.
“Hey?” the Justice said. “Talk louder. Colonel Sartoris? I reckon anybody 

named for Colonel Sartoris in this country can’t help but tell the truth, can 
they?” The boy said nothing. Enemy! Enemy! he thought; for a moment he 
could not even see, could not see that the Justice’s face was kindly nor dis-
cern that his voice was troubled when he spoke to the man named Harris: 
“Do you want me to question this boy?” But he could hear, and during those  
subsequent long seconds while there was absolutely no sound in the crowded 
little room save that of quiet and intent breathing it was as if he had swung 

palpable :
solid; touchable
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1 provost’s: belonging to the keeper of a prison

2 calico: inexpensive cotton fabric with patterned figures

outward at the end of a grape vine, over a ravine, and at the top of the swing 
had been caught in a prolonged instant of mesmerized gravity, weightless 
in time.

“No!” Harris said violently, explosively. “Damnation! Send him out 
of here!” Now time, the fluid world, rushed beneath him again, the voices 
coming to him again through the smell of cheese and sealed meat, the fear 
and despair and the old grief of blood.

“This case is closed. I can’t find against you, Snopes, but I can give you 
advice. Leave this country and don’t come back to it.”

His father spoke for the first time, his voice cold and harsh, level, with-
out emphasis: “I aim to. I don’t figure to stay in a country among people 
who . . . ” he said something unprintable and vile, addressed to no one.

“That’ll do,” the Justice said. “Take your wagon and get out of this country  
before dark. Case dismissed.”

His father turned, and he followed the stiff black coat, the wiry figure 
walking a little stiffly from where a Confederate provost’s1 man’s musket 
ball had taken him in the heel on a stolen horse thirty years ago, followed 
the two backs now, since his older brother had appeared from somewhere 
in the crowd, no taller than the father but thicker, chewing tobacco steadily, 
between the two lines of grim-faced men and out of the store and across 
the worn gallery and down the sagging steps and among the dogs and half-
grown boys in the mild May dust, where as he passed a voice hissed:

“Barn burner!”
Again he could not see, whirling; there was a face in a red haze, moon-

like, bigger than the full moon, the owner of it half again his size, he leaping  
in the red haze toward the face, feeling no blow, feeling no shock when his  
head struck the earth, scrabbling up and leaping again, feeling no blow this  
time either and tasting no blood, scrabbling up to see the other boy in full  
flight and himself already leaping into pursuit as his father’s hand jerked him  
back, the harsh, cold voice speaking above him: “Go get in the wagon.”

It stood in a grove of locusts and mulberries across the road. His two 
hulking sisters in their Sunday dresses and his mother and her sister in calico2  
and sunbonnets were already in it, sitting on and among the sorry residue 
of the dozen and more movings which even the boy could remember—the 
battered stove, the broken beds and chairs, the clock inlaid with mother-of- 
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pearl,3 which would not run, stopped at some fourteen minutes past two 
o’clock of a dead and forgotten day and time, which had been his mother’s 
dowry.4 She was crying, though when she saw him she drew her sleeve across  
her face and began to descend from the wagon. “Get back,” the father said.

“He’s hurt. I got to get some water and wash his . . . ”
“Get back in the wagon,” his father said. He got in too, over the tail-gate.  

His father mounted to the seat where the older brother already sat and struck  
the gaunt mules two savage blows with the peeled willow, but without heat. 
It was not even sadistic; it was exactly that same quality which in later years  
would cause his descendants to over-run the engine before putting a motor 
car into motion, striking and reining back in the same movement. The wagon  
went on, the store with its quiet crowd of grimly watching men dropped 
behind; a curve in the road hid it. Forever  
he thought. Maybe he’s done satisfied now, 
now that he has . . . stopping himself, not  
to say it aloud even to himself. His 
mother’s hand touched his shoulder.

“Does hit hurt?” she said.
“Naw,” he said. “Hit don’t hurt. 

Lemme be.”
“Can’t you wipe some of the blood 

off before hit dries?”
“I’ll wash to-night,” he said.  

“Lemme be, I tell you.”
The wagon went on. He did not 

know where they were going. None of 
them ever did or ever asked, because it 
was always somewhere, always a house 
of sorts waiting for them a day or two 
days or even three days away. Likely his 
father had already arranged to make a  
crop on another farm before he . . . 
Again he had to stop himself. He (the father) always did. There was  
something about his wolflike independence and even courage when  
the advantage was at least neutral which impressed strangers, as if they  

sadistic :
taking pleasure 
in others’ pain

H is father mounted to the seat  

where the older brother already  

sat and struck the gaunt mules two  

savage blows with the peeled  

willow, but without heat. It was not  

even sadistic; it was exactly that same 

quality which in later years would cause  

his descendants to over-run the engine 

before putting a motor car into motion, 

striking and reining back in the same 

movement.

3 mother-of-pearl: a hard, pearly substance that lines the inside of a mollusk shell, often used in jewelry

4 dowry: gift or property given to the new household by the bride’s family at the time of marriage 
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got from his latent ravening ferocity not so 
much a sense of dependability as a feeling 
that his ferocious conviction in the rightness 
of his own actions would be of advantage to 
all whose interest lay with his.

That night they camped, in a grove of oaks 
and beeches where a spring ran. The nights 
were still cool and they had a fire against it, of 
a rail lifted from a nearby fence and cut into 
lengths—a small fire, neat, niggard almost, a 
shrewd fire; such fires were his father’s habit 

and custom always, even in freezing weather. Older, the boy might have 
remarked this and wondered why not a big one; why should not a man  
who had not only seen the waste and extravagance of war, but who had in 
his blood an inherent voracious prodigality5 with material not his own, 
have burned everything in sight? Then he might have gone a step farther  
and thought that that was the reason: that niggard blaze was the living  
fruit of nights passed during those four years in the woods hiding  
from all men, blue or gray, with his strings of horses (captured horses,  
he called them). And older still, he might have divined the true reason: 
that the element of fire spoke to some deep mainspring of his father’s being, 
as the element of steel or of powder spoke to other men, as the one  
weapon for the preservation of integrity, else breath were not worth  
the breathing, and hence to be regarded with respect and used with  
discretion.

But he did not think this now and he had seen those same niggard  
blazes all his life. He merely ate his supper beside it and was already half 
asleep over his iron plate when his father called him, and once more he 
followed the stiff back, the stiff and ruthless limp, up the slope and on to 
the starlit road where, turning, he could see his father against the stars but 
without face or depth—a shape black, flat, and bloodless as though cut 
from tin in the iron folds of the frockcoat which had not been made for 
him, the voice harsh like tin and without heat like tin:

“You were fixing to tell them. You would have told him.” He didn’t 
answer. His father struck him with the flat of his hand on the side of the 
head, hard but without heat, exactly as he had struck the two mules at the 
store, exactly as he would strike either of them with any stick in order to 

He merely ate his supper beside  

it and was already half asleep over his 

iron plate when his father called him, 

and once more he followed the stiff 

back, the stiff and ruthless limp, up the 

slope and on to the starlit road . . . 

5 prodigality: extravagance

voracious :
greedy; insatiable

divined:
guessed ;  
f igured out
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kill a horse fly, his voice still without heat or anger: “You’re getting to be a 
man. You got to learn. You got to learn to stick to your own blood or you 
ain’t going to have any blood to stick to you. Do you think either of them, 
any man there this morning, would? Don’t you know all they wanted was a 
chance to get at me because they knew I had them beat? Eh?” Later, twenty 
years later, he was to tell himself, “If I had said they wanted only truth, 
justice, he would have hit me again.” But now he said nothing. He was not 
crying. He just stood there. “Answer me,” his father said.

“Yes,” he whispered. His father turned.
“Get on to bed. We’ll be there tomorrow.”
To-morrow they were there. In the early afternoon the wagon stopped 

before a paintless two-room house identical almost with the dozen others  
it had stopped before even in the boy’s ten years, and again, as on the other  
dozen occasions, his mother and aunt got down and began to unload the  
wagon, although his two sisters and his father and brother had not moved.

“Likely hit ain’t fitten for hawgs,” one of the sisters said.
“Nevertheless, fit it will and you’ll hog it and like it,” his father said. 

“Get out of them chairs and help your Ma unload.”
The two sisters got down, big, bovine, in a flutter of cheap ribbons; one 

of them drew from the jumbled wagon bed a battered lantern, the other 
a worn broom. His father handed the reins to the older son and began to 
climb stiffly over the wheel. “When they get unloaded, take the team to the 
barn and feed them.” Then he said, and at first the boy thought he was still 
speaking to his brother: “Come with me.”

“Me?” he said.
“Yes,” his father said. “You.”
“Abner,” his mother said. His father paused and looked back—the harsh 

level stare beneath the shaggy, graying, irascible brows.
“I reckon I’ll have a word with the man that aims to begin to-morrow 

owning me body and soul for the next eight months.”
They went back up the road. A week ago—or before last night, that is— 

he would have asked where they were going, but not now. His father had 
struck him before last night but never before had he paused afterward to 
explain why; it was as if the blow and the following calm, outrageous voice 
still rang, repercussed, divulging nothing to him save the terrible handicap of 
being young, the light weight of his few years, just heavy enough to pre-
vent his soaring free of the world as it seemed to be ordered but not heavy 

bovine :
cowlike

irascible :

grumpy ; bad- 
tempered
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enough to keep him footed solid in it, to resist it and try to change the 
course of its events.

 Presently he could see the grove of oaks and cedars and the other  
flowering trees and shrubs where the house would be, though not the  
house yet. They walked beside a fence massed with honeysuckle and 
Cherokee roses and came to a gate swinging open between two brick  
pillars, and now, beyond a sweep of drive, he saw the house for the first  
time and at that instant he forgot his father and the terror and despair  
both, and even when he remembered his father again (who had not  
stopped) the terror and despair did not return. Because, for all the twelve 
movings, they had sojourned until now in a poor country, a land 
of small farms and fields and houses, and he had never seen a house  

like this before. Hit’s big as a  
courthouse he thought quietly,  
with a surge of peace and joy  
whose reason he could not have 
thought into words, being too  
young for that: They are safe 
from him. People whose lives 
are a part of this peace and  
dignity are beyond his touch, he 
no more to them than a buzzing 
wasp: capable of stinging for a little  
moment but that’s all; the spell of 
this peace and dignity rendering  
even the barns and stable and  
cribs which belong to it impervious  
to the puny f lames he might 

contrive . . . this, the peace and joy, ebbing for an instant as he  
looked again at the stiff black back, the stiff and implacable limp  
of the figure which was not dwarfed by the house, for the reason that  
it had never looked big anywhere and which now, against the  
serene columned backdrop, had more than ever that impervious  
quality of something cut ruthlessly from tin, depthless, as though,  
sidewise to the sun, it would cast no shadow. Watching him, the boy 
remarked the absolutely undeviating course which his father held and  
saw the stiff foot come squarely down in a pile of fresh droppings where 

W atching him, the boy remarked  

the absolutely undeviating course which his  

father held and saw the stiff foot come  

squarely down in a pile of fresh droppings  

where a horse had stood in the drive and  

which his father could have avoided by a  

simple change of stride.

sojourned:
wandered

impervious :
invulnerable ; 
impenetrable

implacable :
relentless ;  
uncompromising
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a horse had stood in the drive and which his father could have avoided 
by a simple change of stride. But it ebbed only for a moment, though he 
could not have thought this into words either, walking on in the spell of 
the house, which he could even want but without envy, without sorrow, 
certainly never with that ravening and jealous rage which unknown to him 
walked in the ironlike black coat before him: Maybe he will feel it too. Maybe 
it will even change him now from what maybe he couldn’t help but be.

They crossed the portico.6 Now he could hear his father’s stiff foot as it 
came down on the boards with clocklike finality, a sound out of all propor-
tion to the displacement of the body it bore and which was not dwarfed 
either by the white door before it, as though it had attained to a sort of 
vicious and ravening minimum not to be dwarfed by anything—the flat, 
wide, black hat, the formal coat of broadcloth which had once been black 
but which had now that friction-glazed greenish cast of the bodies of old 
house flies, the lifted sleeve which was too large, the lifted hand like a curled 
claw. The door opened so promptly that the boy knew the Negro must have 
been watching them all the time, an old man with neat grizzled hair, in a 
linen jacket, who stood barring the door with his body, saying, “Wipe yo 
foots, white man, fo you come in here. Major ain’t home nohow.”

“Get out of my way, nigger,” his father said, without heat too, flinging 
the door back and the Negro also and entering, his hat still on his head. 
And now the boy saw the prints of the stiff foot on the doorjamb and saw 
them appear on the pale rug behind the machinelike deliberation of the 
foot which seemed to bear (or transmit) twice the weight which the body 
compassed. The Negro was shouting “Miss Lula! Miss Lula!” somewhere 
behind them, then the boy, deluged as though by a warm wave by a suave 
turn of carpeted stair and a pendant glitter of chandeliers and a mute gleam 
of gold frames, heard the swift feet and saw her too, a lady—perhaps he had 
never seen her like before either—in a gray, smooth gown with lace at the 
throat and an apron tied at the waist and the sleeves turned back, wiping 
cake or biscuit dough from her hands with a towel as she came up the hall, 
looking not at his father at all but at the tracks on the blond rug with an 
expression of incredulous amazement.

“I tried,” the Negro cried. “I tole him to . . . ”
“Will you please go away?” she said in a shaking voice. “Major de Spain 

is not at home. Will you please go away?”

6 portico: a covered porch, often at the entrance to a house

deluged:
f looded ;  
overwhelmed
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His father had not spoken again. He did not speak again. He did not 
even look at her. He just stood stiff in the center of the rug, in his hat, the 
shaggy iron-gray brows twitching slightly above the pebble-colored eyes 
as he appeared to examine the house with brief deliberation. Then with 
the same deliberation he turned; the boy watched him pivot on the good 
leg and saw the stiff foot drag round the arc of the turning, leaving a final 
long and fading smear. His father never looked at it, he never once looked 
down at the rug. The Negro held the door. It closed behind them, upon the 
hysteric and indistinguishable woman-wail. His father stopped at the top of 
the steps and scraped his boot clean on the edge of it. At the gate he stopped 
again. He stood for a moment, planted stiffly on the stiff foot, looking back 
at the house. “Pretty and white, ain’t it?” he said. “That’s sweat. Nigger 
sweat. Maybe it ain’t white enough yet to suit him. Maybe he wants to mix 
some white sweat with it.”

Two hours later the boy was chopping wood behind the house within 
which his mother and aunt and the two sisters (the mother and aunt, not 
the two girls, he knew that; even at this distance and muffled by walls the 
flat loud voices of the two girls emanated an incorrigible idle inertia) were 
setting up the stove to prepare a meal, when he heard the hooves and saw 
the linen-clad man on a fine sorrel mare, whom he recognized even before 
he saw the rolled rug in front of the Negro youth following on a fat bay car-
riage horse—a suffused, angry face vanishing, still at full gallop, beyond 
the corner of the house where his father and brother were sitting in the two 
tilted chairs; and a moment later, almost before he could have put the axe 
down, he heard the hooves again and watched the sorrel mare go back out 
of the yard, already galloping again. Then his father began to shout one of 
the sisters’ names, who presently emerged backward from the kitchen door 
dragging the rolled rug along the ground by one end while the other sister 
walked behind it.

“If you ain’t going to tote, go on and set up the wash pot,” the first said.
“You, Sarty!” the second shouted. “Set up the wash pot!” His father 

appeared at the door, framed against that shabbiness, as he had been 
against that other bland perfection, impervious to either, the mother’s  
anxious face at his shoulder.

“Go on,” the father said. “Pick it up.” The two sisters stooped, broad, 
lethargic; stooping, they presented an incredible expanse of pale cloth and 
a flutter of tawdry ribbons.

incorrigible :
unruly; incurable

inertia :
tendency to 
remain in 
motion or at 
rest

sorrel :
brownish-
orange

suffused:
f lushed

lethargic :
lazy ; sluggish

tawdry:
cheap ; tasteless
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scoriations :
grooves; furrows

“If I thought enough of a rug to have to git hit all the way from France 
I wouldn’t keep hit where folks coming in would have to tromp on hit,” the 
first said. They raised the rug.

“Abner,” the mother said. “Let me do it.”
“You go back and git dinner,” his father 

said. “I’ll tend to this.”
From the woodpile through the rest of 

the afternoon the boy watched them, the rug 
spread flat in the dust beside the bubbling 
wash-pot, the two sisters stooping over it with 
that profound and lethargic reluctance, while 
the father stood over them in turn, impla-
cable and grim, driving them though never 
raising his voice again. He could smell the 
harsh homemade lye they were using; he saw 
his mother come to the door once and look 
toward them with an expression not anxious now but very like despair; he 
saw his father turn, and he fell to with the axe and saw from the corner of 
his eye his father raise from the ground a flattish fragment of field stone and 
examine it and return to the pot, and this time his mother actually spoke: 
“Abner. Abner. Please don’t. Please, Abner.”

Then he was done too. It was dusk; the whippoorwills7 had already 
begun. He could smell coffee from the room where they would presently 
eat the cold food remaining from the mid-afternoon meal, though when 
he entered the house he realized they were having coffee again probably 
because there was a fire on the hearth, before which the rug now lay spread 
over the backs of the two chairs. The tracks of his father’s foot were gone. 
Where they had been were now long, water-cloudy scoriations resembling 
the sporadic course of a lilliputian8 mowing machine.

It still hung there while they ate the cold food and then went to bed,  
scattered without order or claim up and down the two rooms, his mother in  
one bed, where his father would later lie, the older brother in the other, him-
self, the aunt, and the two sisters on pallets on the floor. But his father was  
not in bed yet. The last thing the boy remembered was the depthless,  
harsh silhouette of the hat and coat bending over the rug and it seemed to 

The tracks of his father’s  

foot were gone. Where they  

had been were now long,  

water-cloudy scoriations  

resembling the sporadic  

course of a lilliputian mowing  

machine.

7 whippoorwills: nocturnal birds named for the sound of their call

8 lilliputian: of or relating to the miniature people on the island of Lilliput, from Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels
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him that he had not even closed his eyes when the silhouette was standing 
over him, the fire almost dead behind it, the stiff foot prodding him awake. 
“Catch up the mule,” his father said.

When he returned with the mule his father was standing in the black 
door, the rolled rug over his shoulder. “Ain’t you going to ride?” he said.

“No. Give me your foot.”
He bent his knee into his father’s hand, the wiry, surprising power 

flowed smoothly, rising, he rising with it, on to the mule’s bare back (they 
had owned a saddle once; the boy could 
remember it though not when or where) 
and with the same effortlessness his father 
swung the rug up in front of him. Now in 
the starlight they retraced the afternoon’s 
path, up the dusty road rife with hon-
eysuckle, through the gate and up the 
black tunnel of the drive to the lightless 
house, where he sat on the mule and felt 
the rough warp of the rug drag across his 
thighs and vanish.

“Don’t you want me to help?” he whis- 
pered. His father did not answer and now 
he heard again that stiff foot striking the 

hollow portico with that wooden and clocklike deliberation, that outra-
geous overstatement of the weight it carried. The rug, hunched, not flung 
(the boy could tell that even in the darkness) from his father’s shoulder 
struck the angle of wall and floor with a sound unbelievably loud, thunder-
ous, then the foot again, unhurried and enormous; a light came on in the 
house and the boy sat, tense, breathing steadily and quietly and just a little 
fast, though the foot itself did not increase its beat at all, descending the 
steps now; now the boy could see him.

“Don’t you want to ride now?” he whispered. “We kin both ride now,” 
the light within the house altering now, flaring up and sinking. He’s coming 
down the stairs now, he thought. He had already ridden the mule up beside 
the horse block; presently his father was up behind him and he doubled the  
reins over and slashed the mule across the neck, but before the animal could  
begin to trot the hard, thin arm came round him, the hard knotted hand 
jerking the mule back to a walk.

“Don’t you want me to help?”  

he whispered. His father did  

not answer and now he heard again  

that stiff foot striking the hollow 

portico with that wooden and clocklike 

deliberation, that outrageous 

overstatement of the weight it carried.
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In the first red rays of the sun they were in the lot, putting plow gear on 
the mules. This time the sorrel mare was in the lot before he heard it at all, 
the rider collarless and even bareheaded, trembling, speaking in a shaking 
voice as the woman in the house had done, his father merely looking up 
once before stooping again to the hame he was buckling, so that the man 
on the mare spoke to his stooping back:

“You must realize you have ruined that rug. Wasn’t there anybody here, 
any of your women . . .” he ceased, shaking, the boy watching him, the 
older brother leaning now in the stable door, chewing, blinking slowly and 
steadily at nothing apparently. “It cost a hundred dollars. But you never 
had a hundred dollars. You never will. So I’m going to charge you twenty 
bushels of corn against your crop. I’ll add it in your contract and when you 
come to the commissary9 you can sign it. That won’t keep Mrs. de Spain 
quiet but maybe it will teach you to wipe your feet off before you enter 
her house again.”

Then he was gone. The boy looked at his father, who still had not spo-
ken or even looked up again, who was now adjusting the logger-head in the 
hame.10

“Pap,” he said. His father looked at him—the inscrutable face, the shaggy  
brows beneath which the gray eyes glinted coldly. Suddenly the boy went 
toward him, fast, stopping as suddenly. “You done the best you could!” he 
cried. “If he wanted hit done different why didn’t he wait and tell you how? 
He won’t git no twenty bushels! He won’t get none! We’ll gether hit and 
hide it! I kin watch . . . ”

“Did you put the cutter back in that straight stock like I told you?”
“No, sir,” he said.
“Then go do it.”
That was Wednesday. During the rest of that week he worked steadily,  

at what was within his scope and some which was beyond it, with an  
industry that did not need to be driven nor even commanded twice; he  
had this from his mother, with the difference that some at least of what 
he did he liked to do, such as splitting wood with the half-size axe  
which his mother and aunt had earned, or saved money somehow,  
to present him with at Christmas. In company with the two older  
women (and on one afternoon, even one of the sisters), he built pens for 

 9 commissary: a general store for food and supplies

10 logger-head in the hame: parts of a horse’s bridle
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partisan:
biased ; loyal 
to a cause

11 shoat: a young hog

12 buster: a plow

13 cravat: a necktie

the shoat11 and the cow which were a part of his father’s contract with the 
landlord, and one afternoon, his father being absent, gone somewhere on 
one of the mules, he went to the field.

They were running a middle buster12 now, his brother holding the 
plow straight while he handled the reins, and walking beside the straining 
mule, the rich black soil shearing cool and damp against his bare ankles, 
he thought Maybe this is the end of it. Maybe even that twenty bushels that seems 
hard to have to pay for just a rug will be a cheap price for him to stop forever and 
always from being what he used to be; thinking, dreaming now, so that his 
brother had to speak sharply to him to mind the mule: Maybe he even won’t 

collect the twenty bushels. Maybe it will all add up 
and balance and vanish—corn, rug, fire; the terror 
and grief, the being pulled two ways like between 
two teams of horses—gone, done with for ever and 
ever.

Then it was Saturday; he looked up from 
beneath the mule he was harnessing and  
saw his father in the black coat and hat.  
“Not that,” his father said. “The wagon gear.” 
And then, two hours later, sitting in the  
wagon bed behind his father and brother on  
the seat, the wagon accomplished a final curve, 
and he saw the weathered paintless store  
with its tattered tobacco- and patent-medicine 

posters and the tethered wagons and saddle animals below the gallery. He 
mounted the gnawed steps behind his father and brother, and there again  
was the lane of quiet, watching faces for the three of them to walk through.  
He saw the man in spectacles sitting at the plank table and he  
did not need to be told this was a Justice of the Peace; he  
sent one glare of fierce, exultant, partisan defiance at the man in 
collar and cravat13 now, whom he had seen but twice before in his  
life, and that on a galloping horse, who now wore on his face an expression 
not of rage but of amazed unbelief which the boy could not have known  
was at the incredible circumstance of being sued by one of his own tenants, 

Maybe this is the end  

of it. Maybe even that twenty  

bushels that seems hard to have  

to pay for just a rug will be a cheap 

price for him to stop forever and 

always from being what he used  

to be . . . 
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and came and stood against his father and cried at the Justice: “He ain’t 
done it! He ain’t burnt . . . ”

“Go back to the wagon,” his father said.
“Burnt?” the Justice said. “Do I understand this rug was burned too?”
“Does anybody here claim it was?” his father said. “Go back to the 

wagon.” But he did not, he merely retreated to the rear of the room, crowded 
as that other had been, but not to sit down this time, instead, to stand  
pressing among the motionless bodies, listening to the voices:

“And you claim twenty bushels of corn is too high for the damage you 
did to the rug?”

“He brought the rug to me and said he wanted the tracks washed out of 
it. I washed the tracks out and took the rug back to him.”

“But you didn’t carry the rug back to him in the same condition it was 
in before you made the tracks on it.”

His father did not answer, and now for perhaps half a minute there was 
no sound at all save that of breathing, the faint steady suspiration of com-
plete and intent listening.

“You decline to answer that, Mr. Snopes?” Again his father did not  
answer. “I’m going to find against you, Mr. Snopes. I’m going to find that you 
were responsible for the injury to Major de Spain’s rug and hold you liable for  
it. But twenty bushels of corn seems a little high for a man in your circum-
stances to have to pay. Major de Spain claims it cost a hundred dollars. October  
corn will be worth about fifty cents. I figure that if Major de Spain can stand a 
ninety-five dollar loss on something he paid cash for, you can stand a five-
dollar loss you haven’t earned yet. I hold you in damages to Major de Spain 
to the amount of ten bushels of corn over and above your contract with him, 
to be paid to him out of your crop at gathering time. Court adjourned.”

It had taken no time hardly, the morning was but half begun. He thought  
they would return home and perhaps back to the field, since they were late, 
far behind all other farmers. But instead his father passed on behind the 
wagon, merely indicating with his hand for the older brother to follow with 
it, and crossed the road toward the blacksmith shop opposite, pressing on 
after his father, overtaking him, speaking, whispering up at the harsh, calm 
face beneath the weathered hat: “He won’t git no ten bushels neither. He 
won’t git one. We’ll . . . ” until his father glanced for an instant down at him, 
the face absolutely calm, the grizzled eyebrows tangled above the cold eyes, 
the voice almost pleasant, almost gentle:

“You think so? Well, we’ll wait til October anyway.”

suspiration:
deep breath ; 
sigh
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The matter of the wagon—the setting of a spoke or two and the tightening 
of the tires—did not take long either, the business of the tires accomplished 
by driving the wagon into the spring branch behind the shop and letting it 
stand there, the mules nuzzling into the water from time to time, and the 
boy on the seat with the idle reins, looking up the slope and through the 
sooty tunnel of the shed where the slow hammer rang and where his father 
sat on an upended cypress bolt, easily, either talking or listening, still sitting 
there when the boy brought the dripping wagon up out of the branch and 
halted it before the door.

“Take them on to the shade and hitch,” his father said. He did so and 
returned. His father and the smith and a third man squatting on his heels 
inside the door were talking, about crops and animals; the boy, squatting 
too in the ammoniac dust and hoof-parings14 and scales of rust, heard his 
father tell a long and unhurried story out of the time before the birth of the 
older brother even when he had been a professional horsetrader. And then 
his father came up beside him where he stood before a tattered last year’s 
circus poster on the other side of the store, gazing rapt and quiet at the scarlet 
horses, the incredible poisings and convolutions of tulle15 and tights and the 
painted leers of comedians, and said, “It’s time to eat.”

But not at home. Squatting beside his brother against the front wall, 
he watched his father emerge from the store and produce from a paper 
sack a segment of cheese and divide it carefully and deliberately into three 
with his pocket knife and produce crackers from the same sack. They all 
three squatted on the gallery and ate, slowly, without talking; then in the 
store again, they drank from a tin dipper tepid water smelling of the cedar 
bucket and of living beech trees. And still they did not go home. It was a 
horse lot this time, a tall rail fence upon and along which men stood and 
sat and out of which one by one horses were led, to be walked and trotted 
and then cantered back and forth along the road while the slow swapping 
and buying went on and the sun began to slant westward, they—the three 
of them—watching and listening, the older brother with his muddy eyes 
and his steady, inevitable tobacco, the father commenting now and then on 
certain of the animals, to no one in particular.

It was after sundown when they reached home. They ate supper by  
lamp-light, then, sitting on the doorstep, the boy watched the night fully 

14 hoof-parings: clippings that are pared away from a horse’s hoof during shoeing

15 tulle: a netted fabric

ammoniac :
foul-smelling ; 
cough-inducing

rapt :
enchanted

convolutions:
twis ts ; intr icate 
designs

cantered:
loped ; trot ted

William Faulkner	 Unit 4



★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★

429

accomplish, listening to the whippoorwills and the frogs, when he heard his 
mother’s voice: “Abner! No! No! Oh, God. Oh, God. Abner!” and he rose, 
whirled, and saw the altered light through the door where a candle stub 
now burned in a bottle neck on the table and his father, still in the hat and 
coat, at once formal and burlesque as though dressed carefully for some 
shabby and ceremonial violence, emptying the reservoir of the lamp back 
into the five-gallon kerosene can from which it had been filled, while the 
mother tugged at his arm until he shifted the lamp to the other hand and 
flung her back, not savagely or viciously, just hard, into the wall, her hands 
flung out against the wall for balance, her 
mouth open and in her face the same quality 
of hopeless despair as had been in her voice. 
Then his father saw him standing in the door.

“Go to the barn and get that can of oil we 
were oiling the wagon with,” he said. The boy 
did not move. Then he could speak.

“What . . . ” he cried. “What are you . . . ”
“Go get that oil,” his father said. “Go.”
Then he was moving, running, outside the house, toward the stable: this  

the old habit, the old blood which he had not been permitted to choose for  
himself, which had been bequeathed him willy nilly and which had run for 
so long (and who knew where, battening on what of outrage and savagery  
and lust) before it came to him. I could keep on, he thought. I could run on and 
on and never look back, never need to see his face again. Only I can’t. I can’t, the 
rusted can in his hand now, the liquid sploshing in it as he ran back to the 
house and into it, into the sound of his mother’s weeping in the next room, 
and handed the can to his father.

“Ain’t you going to even send a nigger?” he cried. “At least you sent a 
nigger before!”

This time his father didn’t strike him. The hand came even faster than 
the blow had, the same hand which had set the can on the table with almost 
excruciating care flashing from the can toward him too quick for him to fol- 
low it, gripping him by the back of his shirt and on to tiptoe before he had 
seen it quit the can, the face stooping at him in breathless and frozen feroc-
ity, the cold, dead voice speaking over him to the older brother who leaned  
against the table, chewing with that steady, curious, sidewise motion of cows:

“Empty the can into the big one and go on. I’ll catch up with you.”
“Better tie him up to the bedpost,” the brother said.

burlesque:
comic;  
ridiculous

bequeathed:
handed down

I  could run on and on and  

never look back, never  

need to see his face again.
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rifeness :
abundance

“Do like I told you,” the father said. Then the boy was moving, his 
bunched shirt and the hard, bony hand between his shoulder-blades, his 
toes just touching the floor, across the room and into the other one, past 
the sisters sitting with spread heavy thighs in the two chairs over the cold 
hearth, and to where his mother and aunt sat side by side on the bed, the 
aunt’s arms about his mother’s shoulders.

“Hold him,” the father said. The aunt made a startled movement. “Not 
you,” the father said. “Lennie. Take hold of him. I want to see you do it.” 
His mother took him by the wrist. “You’ll hold him better than that. If he 

gets loose don’t you know what he is going to 
do? He will go up yonder.” He jerked his head 
toward the road. “Maybe I’d better tie him.”

“I’ll hold him,” his mother whispered.
“See you do then.” Then his father was 

gone, the stiff foot heavy and measured upon 
the boards, ceasing at last.

Then he began to struggle. His mother 
caught him in both arms, he jerking and 

wrenching at them. He would be stronger in the end, he knew that. But he 
had no time to wait for it. “Lemme go!” he cried. “I don’t want to have to 
hit you!”

“Let him go!” the aunt said. “If he don’t go, before God, I am going up 
there myself!”

“Don’t you see I can’t?” his mother cried. “Sarty! Sarty! No! No! Help 
me, Lizzie!”

Then he was free. His aunt grasped at him but it was too late. He whirled,  
running, his mother stumbled forward on to her knees behind him, crying to  
the nearest sister: “Catch him, Net! Catch him!” But that was too late too, the  
sister (the sisters were twins, born at the same time, yet either of them now 
gave the impression of being, encompassing as much living meat and vol-
ume and weight as any other two of the family) not yet having begun to rise 
from the chair, her head, face, alone merely turned, presenting to him in the 
flying instant an astonishing expanse of young female features untroubled 
by any surprise even, wearing only an expression of bovine interest. Then he 
was out of the room, out of the house, in the mild dust of the starlit road and 
the heavy rifeness of honeysuckle, the pale ribbon unspooling with terrific 
slowness under his running feet, reaching the gate at last and turning in, 

He whirled, running, his mother 

stumbled forward on to her knees 

behind him, crying to the nearest 

sister : “Catch him, Net! Catch him!”
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running, his heart and lungs drumming, on up the drive toward the lighted 
house, the lighted door. He did not knock, he burst in, sobbing for breath, 
incapable for the moment of speech; he saw the astonished face of the Negro 
in the linen jacket without knowing when the Negro had appeared.

“De Spain!” he cried, panted. “Where’s . . . . ” then he saw the white man 
too emerging from a white door down the hall. “Barn!” he cried. “Barn!”

“What?” the white man said. “Barn?”
“Yes!” the boy cried. “Barn!”
“Catch him!” the white man shouted.
But it was too late this time too. The Negro grasped his shirt, but the 

entire sleeve, rotten with washing, carried away, and he was out that door 
too and in the drive again, and had actually never ceased to run even while 
he was screaming into the white man’s face.

Behind him the white man was shouting, “My horse! Fetch my horse!” 
and he thought for an instant of cutting across the park and climbing the 
fence into the road, but he did not know the park nor how high the vine-
massed fence might be and he dared not risk it. So he ran on down the drive,  
blood and breath roaring; presently he was in the road again though he  
could not see it. He could not hear either: the galloping mare was almost 
upon him before he heard her, and even then he held his course, as if the very  
urgency of his wild grief and need must in a moment more find him wings, 
waiting until the ultimate instant to hurl himself aside and into the weed-
choked roadside ditch as the horse thundered past and on, for an instant 
in furious silhouette against the stars, the 
tranquil early summer night sky which, even 
before the shape of the horse and rider van-
ished, strained abruptly and violently upward: 
a long, swirling roar incredible and soundless, 
blotting the stars, and he springing up and 
into the road again, running again, knowing 
it was too late yet still running even after he 
heard the shot and, an instant later, two shots, 
pausing now without knowing he had ceased 
to run, crying “Pap! Pap!,” running again before he knew he had begun to 
run, stumbling, tripping over something and scrabbling up again without 
ceasing to run, looking backward over his shoulder at the glare as he got up, 
running on among the invisible trees, panting, sobbing, “Father! Father!”

“W hat?” the white man said.  

“Barn?”  

   “Yes!” the boy cried. “Barn!”  

   “Catch him!” the white man shouted.
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booty:
plunder;  
winnings

quiring:
questioning

16 cav’ry: cavalry, or soldiers mounted on horseback

17 �Malbrouck: John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough (1650–1722); successful English general whose name evolved 
into Malbrough and Malbrouch in popular English and French songs

At midnight he was sitting on the crest of a hill. He did not know it was 
midnight and he did not know how far he had come. But there was no glare 
behind him now and he sat now, his back toward what he had called home 
for four days anyhow, his face toward the dark woods which he would enter 
when breath was strong again, small, shaking steadily in the chill darkness, 
hugging himself into the remainder of his thin, rotten shirt, the grief and 
despair now no longer terror and fear but just grief and despair. Father. My 
father, he thought. “He was brave!” he cried suddenly, aloud but not loud, 
no more than a whisper: “He was! He was in the war! He was in Colonel 
Sartoris’ cav’ry!”16 not knowing that his father had gone to that war a pri-
vate in the fine old European sense, wearing no uniform, admitting the 
authority of and giving fidelity to no man or army or flag, going to war as 
Malbrouck17 himself did: for booty—it meant nothing and less than noth-
ing to him if it were enemy booty or his own.

The slow constellations wheeled on. It would be dawn and then sun-up 
after a while and he would be hungry. But that would be to-morrow and 
now he was only cold, and walking would cure that. His breathing was 
easier now and he decided to get up and go on, and then he found that 
he had been asleep because he knew it was almost dawn, the night almost 
over. He could tell that from the whippoorwills. They were everywhere 
now among the dark trees below him, constant and inflectioned and cease-
less, so that, as the instant for giving over to the day birds drew nearer and 
nearer, there was no interval at all between them. He got up. He was a little 
stiff, but walking would cure that too as it would the cold, and soon there 
would be the sun. He went on down the hill, toward the dark woods within 
which the liquid silver voices of the birds called unceasing—the rapid and 
urgent beating of the urgent and quiring heart of the late spring night. He 
did not look back.
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Read and Think Critically
Describe, Explain, Analyze

	 1.	� Stream of Consciousness  Based on what you learned from following 
his stream of consciousness, write a one-paragraph description of the 
boy. 

	2.	� The boy views his father’s clothing and even his face and body as “ironlike.” 
Cite examples from the text that support the boy’s description of his father. 

	 3.	� Reread the second sentence of the story. What do you think is meant by 
“the old fierce pull of blood”? Explain the multiple meanings of the word 
blood as it used in this sentence. 

	4.	�A nalyze the character of the father. What clues suggest the man’s 
motivation? What do you think drives the father’s need to burn things?

	5.	 �The Author’s Style  Faulkner is known for making time stand still during 
crystallized moments in his fiction. Identify and analyze a passage in which 
motion is arrested. What “artificial means,” or techniques of literature, does 
he use to accomplish this?

Arrested Motion

�The aim of every artist is to arrest motion, which is life,  
by artif icial means.

—William Faulkner 
Lion in the Garden: Interviews with William Faulkner 1926–1962

Read and Think Critically
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Before You Read

Bernard Malamud  1914–1986

About the Author

	 The Author’s Style 
“Life is a tragedy full of joy,” Malamud said in an 
interview with the New York Times. This paradox 
can be seen in his characters who weep and pray, 
curse and rejoice. Malamud was one of several 
Jewish writers whose stories about exiled, vulner-
able people were acclaimed by wide audiences in 
the decades following the Holocaust. His char-
acters are realistic and usually unremarkable in 
personality and occupation. They are not always 
Jewish, but their drab, everyday suffering can be 
seen as symbolic of a struggling humanity.

Malamud’s plots are fairly straightforward 
and often have the tone of a fable or folk-
tale. This fable-like quality owes something to 
the rhythm and flavor of Yiddish speech that  
 

Malamud captures in both third-person narration 
and dialogue. Many of his stories have to do with 
questions raised by Jews who find themselves in 
conflict with non-Jews. More generally, though, 
his characters are simply trying to live in a world 
where they have to pay too much for making bad 
choices and having bad luck. 

It is not uncommon for Malamud to use 
dreams and miracles to enable his characters to 
transcend their usual ways of thinking and find 
dignity and hope despite their constant burden of 
suffering.  In his novel, The Natural, one character 
says to another, “We have two lives . . . the life 
we learn with and the life we live with after that. 
Suffering is what brings us toward happiness.”

★★★★★★★★★★★

Born to parents who were part of the Russian 
Jewish immigrant community that he would grow  
up to write about, Bernard Malamud spent his 
formative years in Brooklyn. He studied at City 
College of New York, which was then a school for  
poor but bright students, and went on to earn a  
master’s degree in English at Columbia University.

Always a careful writer, Malamud then 
worked for eight years as a clerk in the Bureau 
of Census in Washington, D.C., perfecting his 
writing at night. During this time he published his  
first short stories. Like many writers, Malamud  

 
used teaching as well as writ-
ing to support his family, 
returning to his alma mater, 
Erasmus Hall High School, to teach evening classes.  
He went on to teach at prestigious schools such 
as Harvard as his literary reputation grew.

An enthusiastic world traveler, Malamud 
sometimes used the places he visited as settings 
in his fiction. Among his best-known works are 
a collection of stories, The Magic Barrel, and his 
novels The Natural and The Fixer.

Before You Read	
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  anischevitz, a tailor, in his fifty-first year suffered many  
  reverses and indignities. Previously a man of comfortable  
means, he overnight lost all he had when his establishment  
caught fire, after a metal container of cleaning fluid ex- 
ploded, and burned to the ground. Although Manischevitz  
was insured against fire, damage suits by two customers  
who had been hurt in the flames deprived him of every  
penny he had saved. At almost the same time, his son, of much  
promise, was killed in the war, and his daughter, without so  
much as a word of warning, married a lout and disappeared with 
him as off the face of the earth. Thereafter Manischevitz was 
victimized by excruciating backaches and found himself unable  
to work even as a presser—the only kind of work available to him—

M

Bernard Malamud
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Angel Levine

Literary Lens: Archetype  Malamud’s stories often have the flavor of a folk-
tale. Angels are archetypes, or frequently used characters, in myths and fables. As 
you read, consider how Angel Levine is different from or similar to angels in other 
fables you have read. 

Post-War Voices	 Angel Levine



★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★

436

affront :
insult

meager:
poor ; simple

for more than an hour or two daily, because 
beyond that the pain from standing was mad-
dening. His Fanny, a good wife and mother, 
who had taken in washing and sewing, began 
before his eyes to waste away. Suffering short-
ness of breath, she at last became seriously ill  
and took to her bed. The doctor, a former cus-
tomer of Manischevitz, who out of pity treated 
them, at first had difficulty diagnosing her ail- 
ment, but later put it down as hardening of the  
arteries at an advanced stage. He took 

Manischevitz aside, prescribed complete rest for her, and in whispers gave 
him to know there was little hope.

Throughout his trials Manischevitz had remained somewhat stoic, 
almost unbelieving that all this had descended on his head, as if it were 
happening, let us say, to an acquaintance or some distant relative; it was, 
in sheer quantity of woe, incomprehensible. It was also ridiculous, unjust, 
and because he had always been a religious man, an affront to God. 
Manischevitz believed this in all his suffering. When his burden had grown 
too crushingly heavy to be borne he prayed in his chair with shut hollow 
eyes: “My dear God, sweetheart, did I deserve that this should happen to 
me?” Then recognizing the worthlessness of it, he set aside the complaint 
and prayed humbly for assistance: “Give Fanny back her health, and to me 
for myself that I shouldn’t feel pain in every step. Help now or tomorrow is 
too late.” And Manischevitz wept.

M anischevitz’s flat, which he had moved into after the disastrous  
fire, was a meager one, furnished with a few sticks of chairs, a table,  
and bed, in one of the poorer sections of the city. There were  
three rooms: a small, poorly papered living room; an apology for a kitchen  
with a wooden icebox; and the comparatively large bedroom where  
Fanny lay in a sagging secondhand bed, gasping for breath. The bedroom  
was the  warmest room in the house and it was here, after his outburst to  
God, that Manischevitz, by the light of two small bulbs overhead, sat  
reading his Jewish newspaper. He was not truly reading because his 
thoughts were everywhere; however the print offered a convenient  
resting place for his eyes, and a word or two, when he permitted  

The bedroom was the  

warmest room in the house and  

it was here, after his outburst to 

God, that Manischevitz, by the  

light of two small bulbs overhead, 

sat reading his Jewish newspaper.
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prepossessing:
impressive

1 derby: a stiff felt hat with a narrow brim

himself to comprehend them, had the momentary effect of help-
ing him forget his troubles. After a short while he discovered, to his 
surprise, that he was actively scanning the news, searching for an  
item of great interest to him. Exactly what he thought he would read 
he couldn’t say—until he realized, with 
some astonishment, that he was expect-
ing to discover something about himself. 
Manischevitz put his paper down and  
looked up with the distinct impression that 
someone had come into the apartment, 
though he could not remember having heard 
the sound of the door opening. He looked around: the room was very still, 
Fanny sleeping, for once, quietly. Half frightened, he watched her until he 
was satisfied she wasn’t dead; then, still disturbed by the thought of an 
unannounced visitor, he stumbled into the living room and there had the 
shock of his life, for at the table sat a black man reading a newspaper he had 
folded up to fit into one hand.

“What do you want here?” Manischevitz asked in fright.
The Negro put down the paper and glanced up with a gentle expression.  

“Good evening.” He seemed not to be sure of himself, as if he had got into 
the wrong house. He was a large man, bonily built, with a heavy head 
covered by a hard derby,1 which he made no attempt to remove. His eyes 
seemed sad, but his lips, above which he wore a slight mustache, sought 
to smile; he was not otherwise prepossessing. The cuffs of his sleeves, 
Manischevitz noted, were frayed to the lining, and the dark suit was badly 
fitted. He had very large feet. Recovering from his fright, Manischevitz 
guessed he had left the door open and was being visited by a case worker 
from the Welfare Department—some came at night—for he had recently 
applied for welfare. Therefore he lowered himself into a chair opposite the 
Negro, trying, before the man’s uncertain smile, to feel comfortable. The 
former tailor sat stiffly but patiently at the table, waiting for the investigator 
to take out his pad and pencil and begin asking questions; but before long 
he became convinced the man intended to do nothing of the sort.

“Who are you?” Manischevitz at last asked uneasily.
“If I may, insofar as one is able to, identify myself, I bear the name of 

Alexander Levine.”

“W hat do you want here?” 

Manischevitz asked in fright.

Post-War Voices	 Angel Levine



prerogatives :
r ights ; options

sonorous :
full-sounding ; 
resonant
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In spite of his troubles Manischevitz felt a smile growing on his lips. 
“You said Levine?” he politely inquired.

The Negro nodded. “That is exactly right.”
Carrying the jest further, Manischevitz asked, “You are maybe Jewish?”
“All my life I was, willingly.”
The tailor hesitated. He had heard of black Jews but had never met one. 

It gave an unusual sensation.
Recognizing in afterthought something odd about the tense of Levine’s 

remark, he said doubtfully, “You ain’t Jewish anymore?”
Levine at this point removed his hat, revealing a very white part in his 

black hair, but quickly replaced it. He replied, “I have recently been disin-
carnated into an angel. As such, I offer you my humble assistance, if to offer 
is within my province and power—in the best sense.” He lowered his eyes 
in apology. “Which calls for added explanation: I am what I am granted to 
be, and at present the completion is in the future.”

“What kind of angel is this?” Manischevitz gravely asked.
“A bona fide angel of God, within prescribed limitations,” answered 

Levine, “not to be confused with the members of any particular sect, order, 
or organization here on earth operating under a similar name.”

Manischevitz was thoroughly disturbed. He had been expecting some-
thing, but not this. What sort of mockery was it—provided that Levine was 
an angel—of a faithful servant who had from childhood lived in the syna-
gogues, concerned with the word of God?

To test Levine he asked, “Then where are your wings?”
The Negro blushed as well as he could. Manischevitz understood 

this from his altered expression. “Under certain circumstances we lose  
privileges and prerogatives upon returning to earth, no matter for what 
purpose or endeavoring to assist whomsoever.”

“So tell me,” Manischevitz said triumphantly, “how did you get here?”
“I was translated.”
Still troubled, the tailor said, “If you are a Jew, say the blessing for bread.”
Levine recited it in sonorous Hebrew.
Although moved by the familiar words Manischevitz still felt doubt he 

was dealing with an angel.
“If you are an angel,” he demanded somewhat angrily, “give me the 

proof.”
Levine wet his lips. “Frankly, I cannot perform either miracles or near-
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salubrious :
health-promoting; 
wholesome

supine :
passively ;  
l is t lessly

inveighing:
protesting

miracles, due to the fact that I am in a condition of probation. How long 
that will persist or even consist depends on the outcome.”

Manischevitz racked his brains for some means of causing Levine posi-
tively to reveal his true identity, when the Negro spoke again:

“It was given me to understand that both your wife and you require 
assistance of a salubrious nature?”

The tailor could not rid himself of the feeling that he was the butt of a 
jokester. Is this what a Jewish angel looks like? he asked himself. This I am 
not convinced.

He asked a last question. “So if God sends to me an angel, why a black? 
Why not a white that there are so many of them?”

“It was my turn to go next,” Levine explained.
Manischevitz could not be persuaded. “I think you are a faker.”
Levine slowly rose. His eyes indicated disappointment and worry. 

“Mr. Manischevitz,” he said tonelessly, “if you should desire me to be of 
assistance to you any time in the near future, or possibly before, I can be 
found”—he glanced at his fingernails—”in Harlem.”

He was by then gone.
	
T he next day Manischevitz felt some relief from his backache and was   
able to work four hours at pressing. The day after, he put in six hours; 
and the third day four again. Fanny sat up a little and asked for some 
halvah2 to suck. But after the fourth day the stabbing, breaking ache  
afflicted his back, and Fanny again lay supine, breathing with blue-lipped 
difficulty.

Manischevitz was profoundly disappointed at the return of his active pain  
and suffering. He had hoped for a longer interval of easement, long enough 
to have a thought other than of himself and his troubles. Day by day, minute  
after minute, he lived in pain, pain his only memory, questioning the  neces-
sity of it, inveighing, though with affection, against God. Why so much, 
Gottenyu?3 If He wanted to teach His servant a lesson for some reason, some 
cause—the nature of His nature—to teach him, say, for reasons of his weak- 
ness, his pride, perhaps, during his years of prosperity, his frequent neglect of  
God—to give him a little lesson, why then any of the tragedies that had hap-
pened to him, any one would have sufficed to chasten him. But all together—

2 halvah: a sweet sesame candy

3 Gottenyu: Hebrew for “dear God”
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4 tenement: low-quality apartment housing

the loss of both his children, his means of livelihood, Fanny’s health and 
his—that was too much to ask one frail-boned man to endure. Who, after all,  
was Manischevitz that he had been given so much to suffer? A tailor. 
Certainly not a man of talent. Upon him suffering was largely wasted.  
It went nowhere, into nothing: into more suffering. His pain did not earn 
him bread, nor fill the cracks in the wall, nor lift, in the middle of the 
night, the kitchen table; only lay upon him, sleepless, so sharply oppressive  
that he could many times have cried out yet not heard himself this  
misery.

In this mood he gave no thought to Mr. Alexander Levine, but at 
moments when the pain wavered, slightly diminishing, he sometimes won-
dered if he had been mistaken to dismiss him. A black Jew and angel to  
boot—very hard to believe, but suppose he had been sent to succor him, 

and he, Manischevitz, was in his blindness too 
blind to understand? It was this thought that 
put him on the knife-point of agony.

Therefore the tailor, after much self-ques-
tioning and continuing doubt, decided he 
would seek the self-styled angel in Harlem. Of 
course he had great difficulty because he had 
not asked for specific directions, and move-
ment was tedious to him. The subway took him 
to 116th Street, and from there he wandered in 
the open dark world. It was vast and its lights lit 

nothing. Everywhere were shadows, often moving. Manischevitz hobbled 
along with the aid of a cane and, not knowing where to seek in the black-
ened tenement4 buildings, would look fruitlessly through store windows. 
In the stores he saw people and everybody was black. It was an amazing  
thing to observe. When he was too tired, too unhappy to go farther, 
Manischevitz stopped in front of a tailor’s shop. Out of familiarity with the 
appearance of it, with some sadness he entered. The tailor, an old skinny man  
with a mop of woolly gray hair, was sitting cross legged on his workbench, 
sewing a pair of tuxedo pants that had a razor slit all the way down the seat.

“You’ll excuse me, please, gentleman,” said Manischevitz, admiring the 
tailor’s deft thimbled fingerwork, “but you know maybe somebody by the 
name Alexander Levine?”

Who, after all, was Manischevitz 

that he had been given so much to 

suffer? A tailor. Cer tainly not a man  

of talent. Upon him suffering was 

largely wasted.

succor:
relieve; rescue
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antagonistic :
hostile

The tailor, who, Manischevitz thought, seemed a little antagonistic to 
him, scratched his scalp.

“Cain’t say I ever heared dat name.”
“Alex-ander Lev-ine,” Manischevitz repeated it.
The man shook his head. “Cain’t say I heared.”
Manischevitz remembered to say: “He is an angel, maybe.”
“Oh, him,” said the tailor, clucking. “He hang out in dat honky tonk 

down here a ways.” He pointed with his skinny finger and returned to sew-
ing the pants.

Manischevitz crossed the street against a red light and was almost run 
down by a taxi. On the block after the next, the sixth store from the corner 
was a cabaret, and the name in sparkling lights was Bella’s. Ashamed to 
go in, Manischevitz gazed through the neon lit window, and when the 
dancing couples had parted and drifted away, he discovered at a table on 
the side, toward the rear, Alexander Levine.

He was sitting alone, a cigarette butt hanging from the corner of his 
mouth, playing solitaire with a dirty pack of cards, and Manischevitz felt 
a touch of pity for him, because Levine had deteriorated in appearance. 
His derby hat was dented and had a gray smudge. His ill fitting suit was 
shabbier, as if he had been sleeping in it. His shoes and trouser cuffs were 
muddy, and his face covered with an impenetrable stubble the color of lico-
rice. Manischevitz, though deeply disappointed, was about to enter, when 
a big-breasted Negress in a purple evening gown appeared before Levine’s 
table, and with much laughter through many white teeth, broke into a vig-
orous shimmy. Levine looked at Manischevitz with a haunted expression, 
but the tailor was too paralyzed to move or acknowledge it. As Bella’s gyra-
tions continued Levine rose, his eyes lit in excitement. She embraced him 
with vigor, both his hands clasped around her restless buttocks, and they 
tangoed together across the floor, loudly applauded by the customers. She 
seemed to have lifted Levine off his feet and his large shoes hung limp as 
they danced. They slid past the windows where Manischevitz, white faced, 
stood staring in. Levine winked slyly and the tailor left for home.

F anny lay at death’s door. Through shrunken lips she muttered con-
cerning her childhood, the sorrow of the marriage bed, the loss of her 
children; yet wept to live. Manischevitz tried not to listen, but even 
without ears he would have heard. It was not a gift. The doctor panted  
up the stairs, a broad but bland, unshaven man (it was Sunday), and soon 
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Blues , Archibald Motley Jr . , 1929

shook his head. A day at most, or two. He left at once to spare himself 
Manischevitz’s multiplied sorrow; the man who never stopped hurting. He 
would someday get him into a public home.

Manischevitz visited a synagogue and there spoke to God, but God had  
absented Himself. The tailor searched his heart and found no hope. When 
she died, he would live dead. He considered taking his life although he knew 
he wouldn’t. Yet it was something to consider. Considering, you existed. He  
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opalescent :
reflecting 
rainbow-colored 
light

invalidism:
a disabled con-
dit ion

railed against God—Can you love a rock, a broom, an emptiness? Baring 
his chest, he smote the naked bones, cursing himself for having, beyond 
belief, believed.

Asleep in a chair that afternoon, he dreamed of Levine. He was stand-
ing before a faded mirror, preening small decaying opalescent wings. 
“This means,” mumbled Manischevitz, as he broke out of sleep, “that it is 
possible he could be an angel.” Begging a neighbor lady to look in on Fanny 
and occasionally wet her lips with water, he drew on his thin coat, gripped 
his walking stick, exchanged some pennies for a subway token, and rode to 
Harlem. He knew this act was the last desperate one of his woe: to go seek-
ing a black magician to restore his wife to invalidism. Yet if there was no 
choice, he did at least what was chosen.

He hobbled to Bella’s, but the place seemed to have changed hands. It 
was now, as he breathed, a synagogue in a store. In the front, toward him, 
were several rows of empty wooden benches. In the rear stood the Ark, its 
portals of rough wood covered with rainbows of sequins; under it a long 
table on which lay the sacred scroll unrolled, illuminated by the dim light 
from a bulb on a chain overhead. Around the table, as if frozen to it and the 
scroll, which they all touched with their fingers, sat four Negroes wearing 
skullcaps.5 Now as they read the Holy Word, Manischevitz could, through 
the plate-glass window, hear the singsong chant of their voices. One of 
them was old, with a gray beard. One was bubble-eyed. One was hump-
backed. The fourth was a boy, no older than thirteen. Their heads moved 
in rhythmic swaying. Touched by this sight from his childhood and youth, 
Manischevitz entered and stood silent in the rear.

“Neshoma,” said bubble eyes, pointing to the word with a stubby finger. 
“Now what dat mean?”

“That’s the word that means soul,” said the boy. He wore eyeglasses.
“Let’s git on wid de commentary,” said the old man.
“Ain’t necessary,” said the humpback. “Souls is immaterial substance. 

That’s all. The soul is derived in that manner. The immateriality is derived 
from the substance, and they both, causally an otherwise, derived from the 
soul. There can be no higher.”

“That’s the highest.”
“Over de top.”
“Wait a minute,” said bubble eyes. “I don’t see what is dat immaterial 

5 skullcaps: close-fitting caps without brims, worn by many Jews
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substance. How come de one gits hitched up to de odder?” He addressed 
the humpback.

“Ask me something hard. Because it is substanceless immateriality. It 
couldn’t be closer together, like all the parts of the body under one skin—
closer.”

“Hear now,” said the old man.
“All you done is switched de words.”
“It’s the primum mobile, the substanceless substance from which comes all  

things that were incepted in the idea—you, me, and every thing and -body else.”
“Now how did all dat happen? Make it sound simple.”
“It de speerit,” said the old man. “On the face of de water moved de 

speerit. An dat was good. It say so in the Book. From de speerit ariz de man.”
“But now listen here. How come it become substance if it all de time a 

spirit?”
“God alone done dat.”
“Holy! Holy! Praise His Name.”
“But has dis spirit got some kind of a shade or color?” asked bubble 

eyes, deadpan.
“Man, of course not. A spirit is a spirit.”
“Then how come we is colored?” he said with a triumphant glare.
“Ain’t got nothing to do wid dat.”
“I still like to know.”
“God put the spirit in all things,” answered the boy. “He put it in the 

green leaves and the yellow flowers. He put it with the gold in the fishes and 
the blue in the sky. That’s how come it came to us.”

“Amen.”
“Praise Lawd and utter loud His speechless Name.”
“Blow de bugle till it bust the sky.”
They fell silent, intent upon the next word. Manischevitz, with doubt, 

approached them.
“You’ll excuse me,” he said. “I am looking for Alexander Levine. You 

know him maybe?”
“That’s the angel,” said the boy.
“Oh, him,” snuffed bubble eyes.
“You’ll find him at Bella’s. It’s the establishment right down the street,” 

the humpback said.
Manischevitz said he was sorry that he could not stay, thanked them, and  
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tippling :
dr ink ing liquor

gales :
bursts

girding:
streng thening ; 
prepar ing

limped across the street. It was already night. The city was dark and he could 
barely find his way.

But Bella’s was bursting with jazz and the blues. Through the window 
Manischevitz recognized the dancing crowd and among them sought  
Levine. He was sitting loose-lipped at Bella’s 
side table. They were tippling from an almost 
empty whiskey fifth.6 Levine had shed his 
old clothes, wore a shiny new checkered suit, 
pearl-gray derby hat, cigar, and big, two-tone, 
button shoes. To the tailor’s dismay, a drunken 
look had settled upon his formerly dignified 
face. He leaned toward Bella, tickled her ear-
lobe with his pinky while whispering words 
that sent her into gales of raucous laughter. 
She fondled his knee.

Manischevitz, girding himself, pushed 
open the door and was not welcomed.

“This place reserved.”
“Beat it, pale puss.”
“Exit, Yankel, Semitic trash.”
But he moved toward the table where Levine sat, the crowd breaking 

before him as he hobbled forward.
“Mr. Levine,” he spoke in a trembly voice. “Is here Manischevitz.”
Levine glared blearily. “Speak yo piece, son.”
Manischevitz shivered. His back plagued him. Tremors tormented his 

legs. He looked around, everybody was all ears.
“You’ll excuse me. I would like to talk to you in a private place.”
“Speak, Ah is a private pusson.”
Bella laughed piercingly. “Stop it, boy, you killin me.”
Manischevitz, no end disturbed, considered fleeing, but Levine 

addressed him:
“Kindly state the pu’pose of yo communication with yo’s truly.”
The tailor wet his cracked lips. “You are Jewish. This I am sure.”
Levine rose, nostrils flaring. “Anythin else yo got to say?”
Manischevitz’s tongue lay like a slab of stone.
“Speak now or fo’ever hold off.”

6 whiskey fifth: one-fifth of a gallon of whiskey

Levine had shed his old clothes, 

wore a shiny new checkered suit, 

pearl-gray derby hat, cigar, and big, 

two-tone, button shoes. To the 

tailor’s dismay, a drunken look had 

settled upon his formerly dignified 

face.
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Tears blinded the tailor’s eyes. Was ever man so tried? Should he say he 
believed a half-drunk Negro was an angel?

The silence slowly petrified.
Manischevitz was recalling scenes of his youth as a wheel in his mind 

whirred: believe, do not, yes, no, yes, no. The pointer pointed to yes, to 
between yes and no, to no, no it was yes. He sighed. It moved but one still 
had to make a choice.

“I think you are an angel from God.” He said it in a broken voice, 
thinking, If you said it, it was said. If you believed it, you must say it. If you 
believed, you believed.

The hush broke. Everybody talked but the music began and they went 
on dancing. Bella, grown bored, picked up the cards and dealt herself a 
hand.

Levine burst into tears. “How you have humiliated me.”
Manischevitz apologized.
“Wait’ll I freshen up.” Levine went to the men’s room and returned in 

his old suit.
No one said goodbye as they left.
They rode to the flat via subway. As they walked up the stairs 

Manischevitz pointed with his cane at his door.
“That’s all been taken care of,” Levine said. “You go in while I take 

off.”
Disappointed that it was so soon over, but torn by curiosity,  

Manischevitz followed the angel up three flights to the roof. When he got 
there the door was already padlocked.

Luckily he could see through a small broken window. He heard an odd 
noise, as though of a whirring of wings, and, when he strained for a wider 
view, could have sworn he saw a dark figure borne aloft on a pair of strong 
black wings.

A feather drifted down. Manischevitz gasped as it turned white, but it 
was only snowing.

He rushed downstairs. In the flat Fanny wielded a dust mop under the 
bed, and then upon the cobwebs on the wall.

“A wonderful thing, Fanny,” Manischevitz said. “Believe me, there are 
Jews everywhere.”
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Read and Think Critically
Analyze, Conclude, Explain

	 1.	� Archetype  Analyze Malamud’s use of the angel archetype in the story. In 
what ways does Malamud change the archetypical character to support the 
themes of the story?

	2.	� Angel Levine’s appearance changes every time Manischevitz sees him. Use a 
chart like the one below to track the changes in Angel Levine’s appearance. 
What can you conclude about the reasons for these changes? 

Angel Levine’s Appearance Description

In the Manischevitz’s living room

At Bella’s the first time

At Bella’s the second time, before 
going to the men’s room

After going to the men’s room  
at Bella’s

While ascending

	3.	�W hat does the last line of the story reveal about the themes of the story? 
Analyze how several themes interact and build upon each other throughout 
the story.

	4.	The Author’s Style  Malamud’s fiction has these qualities:

	 •  �the spare prose is occasionally interrupted by sudden bursts of emotional 
or metaphorical language;

	 •  �miraculous events take place in grim city neighborhoods.

�Identify an example of these two aspects of Malamud’s style and explain what 
impact or meaning each gives to the story.

Read and Think Critically
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Before You Read

John Cheever  1912–1982

About the Author

	 The Author’s Style

★★★★★★★★★★★

“I can’t write without a reader,” John Cheever 
once said. “It’s precisely like a kiss, you can’t do it 
alone.” (Christian Science Monitor)

The author began his relationship with read-
ers early in life. In 1930, when he was 18, his  
first short story, “Expelled,” was published  
in The New Republic. The story was based on a real-  
life incident; the year before, Cheever 
had been expelled from Thayer Academy in 
Massachusetts, a prestigious boarding school. 
That same year his affluent East Coast fam-
ily had lost its wealth in the stock market 
crash. The author went on to write dozens of 
short stories and several novels, but before he 
was able to devote himself to fiction full time,  

 
Cheever wrote synop-
ses of films for MGM and 
taught in a New York 
State prison. Throughout his life, he suffered  
from alcoholism, which resulted in a stay in a 
rehabilitation clinic in 1975. 

Cheever is best known as a writer of short 
stories, many of which were first published in The 
New Yorker and later collected into The Stories of 
John Cheever, which won the Pulitzer Prize, the 
National Book Critics Circle Award, and the 
American Book Award in 1978. His 1957 novel 
The Wapshot Chronicle is on the Modern Library’s 
list of the 100 Best Novels of the 20th Century.

Before You Read	

Many of Cheever’s stories offer a glimpse of the 
moral and emotional lives of upper-middle-class 
people from New York City or its suburbs. Using 
his hometown of Quincy, Massachusetts, as a 
model, the author lifts the veil off suburban life, 
revealing the sadness and dissatisfaction beneath 
prosperity and success.

Cheever’s characters are often extremely 
odd and detached from reality; generally we don’t 
learn much about how they make a living, but the 
author pays close attention to how they behave 
socially and at home. Usually they are devoted 
to tradition and habit, partly because of a des-
perate need for status and security. Often their 

behavior is exaggerated both individually and in 
groups. The characters’ obsessions—which are 
revealed in fantasies or dreams as well as quirky 
behavior—are the author’s way of enabling us to 
understand them even when they can’t under-
stand themselves. 

Cheever conveys all of this in a polite and 
elegant prose style. His style includes sophisti-
cated vocabulary and complex sentences with 
subordinate clauses and qualifying phrases. An 
ironic tone satirizes both the characters and their 
way of life, revealing them to be both ridiculous 
and sad in the end.



1 �upzoning: allowing an increased population density in an area; in this case, the construction of a retire- 
ment community that houses many people as opposed to a single-family dwelling that houses only a few 
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 he Wrysons wanted things in the suburb of Shady Hill to  
remain exactly as they were. Their dread of change—of irregu-
larity of any sort—was acute, and when the Larkin estate was 
sold for an old people’s rest home, the Wrysons went to the 
Village Council meeting and demanded to know what sort of 
old people these old people were going to be. The Wrysons’ 
civic activities were confined to upzoning,1 but they were very  
active in this field, and if you were invited to their house for cock- 
tails, the chances were that you would be asked to sign an upzoning  
petition before you got away. This was something more than a natu-
ral desire to preserve the character of the community. They seemed 

T

John Cheever

449

The
Wrysons

Literary Lens: Satire  Cheever was an accomplished practitioner of 
satire, which is the exposure of vices and shortcomings through humor 
or exaggeration. Watch for examples of satire in this story.
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rectitude:
r ighteousness ; 
propriety

contentious:
argumentative

lewd:
obscene

to sense that there was a stranger at the 
gates—unwashed, tirelessly scheming, 
foreign, the father of disorderly children 
who would ruin their rose garden and 
depreciate their real-estate investment, 
a man with a beard, a garlic breath, and 
a book. The Wrysons took no part in 
the intellectual life of the community. 
There was hardly a book in their house, 
and, in a place where even cooks were 
known to have Picasso reproductions 
hanging above their washstands, the 
Wrysons’ taste in painting stopped at 

marine sunsets and bowls of flowers. Donald Wryson was a large man 
with thinning fair hair and the cheerful air of a bully, but he was a bully 
only in the defense of rectitude, class distinctions, and the orderly appear-
ance of things. Irene Wryson was not a totally unattractive woman, but she 
was both shy and contentious—especially contentious on the subject of 
upzoning. They had one child, a little girl named Dolly, and they lived in a 
pleasant house on Alewives Lane, and they went in for gardening. This was 
another way of keeping up the appearance of things, and Donald Wryson 
was very critical of a neighbor who had ragged syringa bushes and a bare 
spot on her front lawn. They led a limited social life; they seemed to have 
no ambitions or needs in this direction, although at Christmas each year 
they sent out about six hundred cards. The preparation and addressing  
of these must have occupied their evenings for at least two weeks. Donald 
had a laugh like a jackass, and people who did not like him were care-
ful not to sit in the same train coach with him. The Wrysons were stiff;  
they were inflexible. They seemed to experience not distaste but alarm 
when they found quack grass in their lawn or heard of a contemplated 
divorce among their neighbors. They were odd, of course. They were not  
as odd as poor, dizzy Flossie Dolmetch, who was caught forging drug 
prescriptions and was discovered to have been under the influence of 
morphine for three years. They were not as odd as Caruthers Mason, with 
his collection of two thousand lewd photographs, or as odd as Mrs. Temon, 
who, with those two lovely children in the next room—But why go on? They 
were odd.

There was hardly a book in their 

house, and, in a place where even 

cooks were known to have Picasso 

reproductions hanging above their 

washstands, the Wrysons’ taste in  

painting stopped at marine sunsets  

and bowls of flowers.
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hapless :
unlucky

Irene Wryson’s oddness centered on a dream. She dreamed once or twice 
a month that someone—some enemy or hapless American pilot—had  
exploded a hydrogen bomb. In the light of day, her dream was inadmissible,  
for she could not relate it to her garden, her interest in upzoning, or her com-
fortable way of life. She could not bring herself to tell her husband at breakfast  
that she had dreamed about the hydrogen bomb. Faced with the pleasant table  
and its view of the gar-
den—faced even with rain  
and snow—she could not  
find it in herself to explain 
what had troubled her 
sleep. The dream cost her  
much in energy and com-
posure, and often left her  
deeply depressed. Its 
sequence of events varied,  
but it usually went like this.

The dream was set in 
Shady Hill—she dreamed 
that she woke in her own 
bed. Donald was always 
gone. She was at once 
aware of the fact that 
the bomb had exploded. 
Mattress stuffing and a 
trickle of brown water 
were coming through a 
big hole in the ceiling. The  
sky was gray—lightless—
although there were in the 
west a few threads of red 
light, like those charming 
vapor trails we see in the 
air after the sun has set. 
She didn’t know if these 
were vapor trails or some part of that force that would destroy the marrow in  
her bones. The gray air seemed final. The sky would never shine with light 

Jane and Elizabeth , Fairfield Porter , 1967, The Parrish Art Museum
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auxiliary:
assisting;  
supplementary

din :
loud, persistent
noise

palliative :
remedy

again. From her window she could see a river, and now, as she watched, boats  
began to come upstream. At first, there were only two or three. Then there 
were tens, and then there were hundreds. There were outboards, excursion 
boats, yachts, schooners with auxiliary motors; there were even rowboats. 
The number of boats grew until the water was covered with them, and the 
noise of motors rose to a loud din. The jockeying for position in this retreat 
up the river became aggressive and then savage. She saw men firing pistols  
at one another, and a rowboat, in which there was a family with little chil-
dren, smashed and sunk by a cruiser. She cried, in her dream, to see this  
inhumanity as the world was ending. She cried, and she went on watching, 
as if some truth was being revealed to her—as if she had always known this 

to be the human condition, as if she had 
always known the world to be dangerous 
and the comforts of her life in Shady Hill 
to be the merest palliative.

Then in her dream she turned away 
from the window and went through the 
bathroom that connected their room 
and Dolly’s. Her daughter was sleeping 
sweetly, and she woke her. At this point, 
her emotions were at their strongest. The 
force and purity of the love that she felt 
toward this fragrant child was an agony. 

She dressed the little girl and put a snowsuit on her and led her into the  
bathroom. She opened the medicine cabinet, the one place in the house  
that the Wrysons, in their passion for neatness, had not put in order. It was 
crowded with leftover medicines from Dolly’s trifling illnesses—cough  
syrups, calamine lotion for poison ivy, aspirin, and physics.  
And the mild pefume of these remnants and the tenderness  
she had felt for her daughter when she was ill—as if the door  
of the medicine cabinet had been a window opening onto some daz-
zling summer of the emotions—made her cry again. Among the bottles 
was one that said “Poison,” and she reached for this and unscrewed 
the top, and shook into her left hand a pill for herself and one for  
the girl. She told the trusting child some gentle lie, and was about to put the 
pill between her lips when the ceiling of the bathroom collapsed and they 
stood knee deep in plaster and dirty water. She groped around in the water 
for the poison, but it was lost, and the dream usually ended in this way. And 

And how could she lean across  

the breakfast table and explain her  

pallor to her husky husband with  

this detailed vision of the end of the 

world? He would have laughed his 

jackass laugh.
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pallor:
paleness

unmitigated:
unrelieved

melancholy:
sadness

2 spats: fancy, old-fashioned shoes or leg coverings

3 Calvary: an experience of intense mental suffering; also the place in the Bible where Jesus was crucif ied

4 Lady Baltimore cake: a fluffy, layered cake filled with raisins, nuts, cherries, and sherry

how could she lean across the breakfast table and explain her pallor to her 
husky husband with this detailed vision of the end of the world? He would 
have laughed his jackass laugh.

D onald Wryson’s oddness could be traced easily enough to his 
childhood. He had been raised in a small town in the Middle West  
that couldn’t have had much to recommend it, and his father, an old-
fashioned commercial traveler, with a hothouse rose in his buttonhole and 
buff-colored spats,2 had abandoned his wife and his son when the boy was 
young. Mrs. Wryson had few friends and no family. With her husband gone, 
she got a job as a clerk in an insurance office, and took up, with her son, a 
life of unmitigated melancholy and need. She never forgot the horror of 
her abandonment, and she leaned so heavily for support on her son that 
she seemed to threaten his animal spirits. Her life was a Calvary,3 as she 
often said, and the most she could do was to keep body and soul together.

She had been young and fair and happy once, and the only way she had  
of evoking these lost times was by giving her son baking lessons. When the  
nights were long and cold and the wind whistled around the four-family 
house where they lived, she would light a fire in the kitchen range and drop  
an apple peel onto the stove lid for the fra-
grance. Then Donald would put on an apron 
and scurry around, getting out the necessary 
bowls and pans, measuring out flour and 
sugar, separating eggs. He learned the contents 
of every cupboard. He knew where the spices 
and the sugar were kept, the nutmeats and 
the citron, and when the work was done, he 
enjoyed washing the bowls and pans and put-
ting them back where they belonged. Donald 
loved these hours himself, mostly because 
they seemed to dispel the oppression that stood unlifted over those years 
of his mother’s life—and was there any reason why a lonely boy should 
rebel against the feeling of security that he found in the kitchen on a  
stormy night? She taught him how to make cookies and muffins and banana 
bread and, finally, a Lady Baltimore cake.4 It was sometimes after eleven 

She never forgot the horror of 

her abandonment, and she leaned so 

heavily for suppor t on her son that 

she seemed to threaten his animal 

spirits.
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reconciled :
accepting of ; 
ready for

gallant :
noble ; self- 
sacr if icing

o’clock when their work was done. “We do have a good time together, don’t 
we, son?” Mrs. Wryson would ask. “We have a lovely time together, don’t 
we, you and me? Oh, hear that wind howling! Think of the poor sailors at 
sea.” Then she would embrace him, she would run her fingers through his 
light hair, and sometimes, although he was much too big, she would draw 
him onto her lap.

All of that was long ago. Mrs. Wryson was dead, and when Donald 
stood at the edge of her grave he had not felt any very great grief. She had 
been reconciled to dying years before she did die, and her conversation 
had been full of gallant references to the grave. Years later, when Donald 
was living alone in New York, he had been overtaken suddenly, one spring 
evening, by a depression as keen as any in his adolescence. He did not 
drink, he did not enjoy books or movies or the theatre, and, like his mother, 
he had few friends. Searching desperately for some way to take himself 
out of this misery, he hit on the idea of baking a Lady Baltimore cake. He 
went out and bought the ingredients—deeply ashamed of himself—and 
sifted the flour and chopped the nuts and citron in the kitchen of the little 
walk-up apartment where he lived. As he stirred the cake batter, he felt his 
depression vanish. It was not until he had put the cake in the oven and sat 
down to wipe his hands on his apron that he realized how successful he had 
been in summoning the ghost of his mother and the sense of security he 
had experienced as a child in her kitchen on stormy nights. When the cake 
was done he iced it, ate a slice, and dumped the rest into the garbage. 

The next time he felt troubled, he resisted the temptation to bake a cake, 
but he was not always able to do this, and during the eight or nine years  
he had been married to Irene he must have baked eight or nine cakes. He 
took extraordinary precautions, and she knew nothing of this. She believed 
him to be a complete stranger to the kitchen. And how could he at the 
breakfast table—all two hundred and sixteen pounds of him—explain 
that he looked sleepy because he had been up until three baking a Lady 
Baltimore cake, which he had hidden in the garage?

G iven these unpleasant facts, then, about these not attractive people,  
we can dispatch them brightly enough, and who but Dolly would ever 
miss them? Donald Wryson, in his crusading zeal for upzoning, was out 
in all kinds of weather, and let’s say that one night, when he was return-
ing from a referendum in an ice storm, his car skidded down Hill Street, 
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forbearance:
patience ; leniency

struck the big elm at the corner, and was demolished. Finis.5 His poor 
widow, either through love or dependence, was inconsolable. Getting out 
of bed one morning, a month or so after the loss of her husband, she got  
her feet caught in the dust ruffle and fell and broke her hip. Weakened by a 
long convalescence, she contracted pneumonia and departed this life. This 
leaves us with Dolly to account for, and what a sad tale we can write for this 
little girl. During the months in which her parents’ will is in probate,6 she 
lives first on the charity and then on the forbearance of her neighbors. 
Finally, she is sent to live with her only relative, a cousin of her mother’s,  
who is a schoolteacher in Los Angeles. How many hundreds of nights will she 
cry herself to sleep in bewilderment and loneliness. How strange and cold  
the world will seem. There is little to remind her 
of her parents except at Christmas, when, for-
warded from Shady Hill, will come Greetings 
from Mrs. Sallust Trevor, who has been living  
in Paris and does not know about the accident;  
Salutations from the Parkers, who live in Mexico 
and never did get their lists straight; Season’s 
Greetings from Meyers’ Drugstore; Merry 
Christmas from the Perry Browns; Santissimas 
from the Oak Tree Italian Restaurant; A Joyeux 
Noël from Dodie Smith. Year after year, it will 
be this little girl’s responsibility to throw into 
the wastebasket these cheerful holiday greetings that have followed her  
parents to and beyond the grave. . . . But this did not happen, and if it had, it 
would have thrown no light on what we know.

What happened was this: Irene Wryson had her dream one night. When 
she woke, she saw that her husband was not in bed. The air smelled sweet. 
Sweating suddenly, the beating of her heart strained with terror, she realized  
that the end had come. What could that sweetness in the air be but atomic 
ash? She ran to the window, but the river was empty. Half asleep and feeling 
cruelly lost as she was, she was kept from waking Dolly only by a healthy 
curiosity. There was smoke in the hallway, but it was not the smoke of any 
common fire. The sweetness made her feel sure that this was lethal ash. Led 
on by the smell, she went on down the stairs and through the dining room 

The air smelled sweet. Sweating 

suddenly, the beating of her hear t  

strained with terror, she realized  

that the end had come. What  

could that sweetness in the air  

be but atomic ash?

5 Finis: Middle English for “the end”

6 probate: the process of legally determining if a last will and testament is genuine
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into the lighted kitchen. Donald was asleep with his head on the table and 
the room was full of smoke. “Oh, my darling,” she cried, and woke him. 

“I burned it,” he said when he saw the smoke pouring from the oven. “I 
burned the damned thing.”

“I thought it was the hydrogen bomb,” she said. 
“It’s a cake,” he said. “I burned it. What made you think it was the 

hydrogen bomb?”
“If you wanted something to eat, you should have waked me,” she 

said.
She turned off the oven, and opened the window to let out the smell of 

smoke and let in the smell of nicotiana and other night flowers. She may 
have hesitated for a moment, for what would the stranger at the gates—that 
intruder with his beard and his book—have made of this couple, in their 
nightclothes, in the smoke-filled kitchen at half past four in the morning? 
Some comprehension—perhaps momentary—of the complexity of life 
must have come to them, but it was only momentary. There were no further 
explanations. He threw the cake, which was burned to a cinder, into the 
garbage, and they turned out the lights and climbed the stairs, more mysti-
fied by life than ever, and more interested than ever in a good appearance.
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Read and Think Critically
Analyze, Conclude, Infer

	 1.	�Satire  Analyze the use of satire in the story. What human vices and follies 
are satirized in this story? Support your answer with examples from the text.

	2.	� Reread the three paragraphs that concern Irene Wryson’s dream beginning 
on page 451. What can you conclude about her fears and obsessions?

	3.	� The word wry means “ironically or grimly humorous.” It is probably not an 
accident that the word is embedded in the Wrysons’ name. In what way is 
the meaning of their name played out in the Wrysons’ story?

	4.	� In her dream, Irene Wryson checks on her sleeping daughter and “the force 
and purity of the love that she felt toward this fragrant child was an agony.” 
What do you think can make a pure and strong love feel agonizing? 

	5.	Why is Donald Wryson so secretive about baking cakes?

	6.	 �The Author’s Style  Cheever has the gift for revealing the psychology 
of characters, especially when the characters don’t understand themselves. 
Choose either Irene or Donald Wryson. What can you infer about their 
character that they don’t understand themselves? Use personality traits, 
fears, motivations, mannerisms, and attitudes mentioned explicitly in the 
text to support your inferences.

Read and Think Critically
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Before You Read

Kurt Vonnegut  1922–2007

About the Author

	 The Author’s Style
In many of Vonnegut’s stories, the narrative 
tone is unemotional and nonjudgmental. This is 
a satirist’s strategy for forcing us to respond to 
what we see because, at least on the surface, the 
author himself isn’t taking any stands. 

Generally, Vonnegut’s stories and novels 
lean in the direction of fable rather than realistic 
fiction. His often-exaggerated characters and  
fantastic plots are meant to wake us up by tak-
ing us outside our own society, whose faults 
and attitudes we tend to overlook. In the novel 
Slaughterhouse-Five, for example, his use of the  

 
science fiction technique of time travel enables 
Vonnegut to deliver a biting critique not only of 
contemporary culture, but also of the Vietnam 
War, which was going on at the time the novel 
was published. Frequent Vonnegut targets include 
consumerism, ecology, and war.

Vonnegut sometimes discusses oppression as 
if he were resigned to it, but his ironic tone tells 
us that he is criticizing its tragic human cost. By 
making matter-of-fact statements about outra-
geous actions, the writer is forcing the reader to 
evaluate and decide what matters.

★★★★★★★★★★★

“As a kid I was a jokemaker,” Kurt Vonnegut 
recalled of his boyhood in Indianapolis. “I was the 
youngest member of my family, and the youngest 
child in any family is always a jokemaker because 
a joke is the only way he can enter into adult 
conversation.” (Christian Century)

The author’s rollicking but edgy humor is 
one reason he is not only praised by critics but 
also popular with readers. Although much of 
what he wrote can be considered science fiction, 
an overall tone of black humor, absurdism, and 
satire transcends that label and puts his writing in 
the literary mainstream.

Before becoming a freelance writer in 1950, 
Vonnegut served as a soldier in World War II and 
worked at General Electric Company. Awarded a 

Purple Heart for his military 
service, Vonnegut and other 
prisoners of war were forced 
to take refuge in an under-
ground meatlocker for several days during the 
firebombing of Dresden, Germany. 

That experience became the basis of his 
hugely successful 1969 novel, Slaughterhouse-Five, 
which attracted a cultlike following. Other well-
known works include a collection of short sto-
ries called Welcome to the Monkey House and the  
novels Cat’s Cradle and The Sirens of Titan. The 
unpretentious writer once commented that he 
would rather have written the television show 
Cheers than anything he has written. Some of his 
works have been adapted for stage and screen.
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Kurt Vonnegut

 he year was 2081, and everybody was finally equal. They  
weren’t only equal before God and the law. They were equal  
every which way. Nobody was smarter than anybody else. Nobody 
was better looking than anybody else. Nobody was stronger  
or quicker than anybody else. All this equality was due to the 
211th, 212th, and 213th Amendments to the Constitution, and  
to the unceasing vigilance of agents of the United States 
Handicapper General. 

Some things about living still weren’t quite right, though. April, 
for instance, still drove people crazy by not being springtime. And 
it was in that clammy month that the H-G men took George and 
Hazel Bergeron’s fourteen-year-old son, Harrison, away. 

 It was tragic, all right, but George and Hazel couldn’t think 
about it very hard. Hazel had a perfectly average intelligence, which 

T

459

Harrison 
Bergeron

vigilance :
watchfulness ;  
caution

Literary Lens: Absurdism  The absurdists were a group of artists of 
the 1950s and 1960s who attempted to show the absurdity of the human condi-
tion and to satirize social attitudes and institutions. These authors used extreme 
illogic, black humor, and dark fantasy to expose what they felt to be the futility and 
despair of modern society. Watch for aspects of the absurd in this short story.
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1 sashweights: narrow lead weights

2 birdshot: lead that is inside shotgun shells

3 ball peen hammer: hammer with one rounded head, usually used for working with metal 

meant she couldn’t think about anything except in short bursts. And 
George, while his intelligence was way above normal, had a little mental 
handicap radio in his ear. He was required by law to wear it at all times. 
It was tuned to a government transmitter. Every twenty seconds or so, the 
transmitter would send out some sharp noise to keep people like George 
from taking unfair advantage of their brains. 

George and Hazel were watching television. There were tears on Hazel’s 
cheeks, but she’d forgotten for the moment what they were about. 

On the television screen were ballerinas. 
A buzzer sounded in George’s head. His thoughts fled in panic, like 

bandits from a burglar alarm. 
“That was a real pretty dance, that dance they just did,” said Hazel. 
“Huh?” said George. 
“That dance—it was nice,” said Hazel. 
“Yup,” said George. He tried to think a little about the ballerinas. They 

weren’t really very good—no better than anybody else would have been, 
anyway. They were burdened with sashweights1 and bags of birdshot,2 and 
their faces were masked, so that no one, seeing a free and graceful gesture or 
a pretty face, would feel like something the cat drug in. George was toying 
with the vague notion that maybe dancers shouldn’t be handicapped. But 
he didn’t get very far with it before another noise in his ear radio scattered 
his thoughts. 

George winced. So did two out of the eight ballerinas.
Hazel saw him wince. Having no mental handicap herself, she had to 

ask George what the latest sound had been. 
“Sounded like somebody hitting a milk bottle with a ball peen ham-

mer,”3 said George. 
“I’d think it would be real interesting, hearing all the different sounds,” 

said Hazel, a little envious. “All the things they think up.” 
“Um,” said George. 
“Only, if I was Handicapper General, you know what I would do?” 

said Hazel. Hazel, as a matter of fact, bore a strong resemblance to the 
Handicapper General, a woman named Diana Moon Glampers. “If I was 
Diana Moon Glampers,” said Hazel, “I’d have chimes on Sunday—just 
chimes. Kind of in honor of religion.” 

Kurt Vonnegut	 Unit 4
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glimmeringly:
intermit tently ; 
unsteadily

“I could think, if it was just chimes,” said 
George. 

“Well—maybe make ‘em real loud,” said 
Hazel. “I think I’d make a good Handicapper 
General.” 

“Good as anybody else,” said George. 
“Who knows better’n I do what normal 

is?” said Hazel. 
“Right,” said George. He began to think 

glimmeringly about his abnormal son who 
was now in jail, about Harrison, but a twenty- 
one-gun salute in his head stopped that. 

“Boy!” said Hazel, “that was a doozy, wasn’t 
it?” 

It was such a doozy that George was 
white and trembling and tears stood on the 
rims of his red eyes. Two of the eight ballerinas had collapsed to the studio 
floor, holding their temples. 

“All of a sudden you look so tired,” said Hazel. “Why don’t you stretch out  
on the sofa, so’s you can rest your handicap bag on the pillows, honey-
bunch.” She was referring to the forty-seven pounds of birdshot in a canvas  
bag, which was padlocked around George’s neck. “Go on and rest the bag for  
a little while,” she said. “I don’t care if you’re not equal to me for a while.” 

George weighed the bag with his hands. “I don’t mind it,” he said. “I 
don’t notice it anymore. It’s just a part of me.”

“You been so tired lately—kind of wore out,” said Hazel. “If there was 
just some way we could make a little hole in the bottom of the bag, and just 
take out a few of them lead balls. Just a few.” 

“Two years in prison and two thousand dollars fine for every ball I took 
out,” said George. “I don’t call that a bargain.” 

“If you could just take a few out when you came home from work,” said 
Hazel. “I mean—you don’t compete with anybody around here. You just 
set around.” 

“If I tried to get away with it,” said George, “then other people’d get 
away with it—and pretty soon we’d be right back to the dark ages again, 
with everybody competing against everybody else. You wouldn’t like that, 
would you?” 

“A ll of a sudden you look so  

tired,” said Hazel. “Why don’t you  

stretch out on the sofa, so’s you  

can rest your handicap bag on  

the pillows, honeybunch.” She was 

referring to the for ty-seven pounds  

of birdshot in a canvas bag, which  

was padlocked around George’s  

neck.

Post-War Voices	 Harrison Bergeron



4 grackle: a large blackbird

★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★

462

“I’d hate it,” said Hazel. 
“There you are,” said George. “The minute 

people start cheating on laws, what do you 
think happens to society?” 

If Hazel hadn’t been able to come up with 
an answer to this question, George couldn’t 
have supplied one. A siren was going off in his 
head. 

“Reckon it’d fall all apart,” said Hazel. 
“What would?” said George blankly. 
“Society,” said Hazel uncertainly. “Wasn’t 

that what you just said?” 
“Who knows?” said George. 
The television program was suddenly interrupted for a news bulletin. It 

wasn’t clear at first as to what the bulletin was about, since the announcer, 
like all announcers, had a serious speech impediment. For about half 
a minute, and in a state of high excitement, the announcer tried to say, 
“Ladies and gentlemen—” 

He finally gave up, handed the bulletin to a ballerina to read. 
“That’s all right—” Hazel said of the announcer, “he tried. That’s the big 

thing. He tried to do the best he could with what God gave him. He should 
get a nice raise for trying so hard.” 

“Ladies and gentlemen—” said the ballerina, reading the bulletin. She 
must have been extraordinarily beautiful, because the mask she wore was 
hideous. And it was easy to see that she was the strongest and most graceful 
of all the dancers, for her handicap bags were as big as those worn by two-
hundred-pound men. 

And she had to apologize at once for her voice, which was a very unfair 
voice for a woman to use. Her voice was a warm, luminous, timeless melody. 
“Excuse me—” she said, and she began again, making her voice absolutely 
uncompetitive. “Harrison Bergeron, age fourteen,” she said in a grackle4 

squawk, “has just escaped from jail, where he was held on suspicion of 
plotting to overthrow the government. He is a genius and an athlete, is 
under-handicapped, and should be regarded as extremely dangerous.” 

A police photograph of Harrison Bergeron was flashed on the screen, 
upside down, then sideways, upside down again, then right side up. The 

And she had to apologize  

at once for her voice, which  

was a very unfair voice for  

a woman to use. Her voice  

was a warm, luminous, timeless 

melody.
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hindrances :
handicaps ; 
obstructions

whanging:
sharp ; 
pounding

snaggle-
tooth:
broken ;  
ir regular

picture showed the full length of Harrison against a background calibrated 
in feet and inches. He was exactly seven feet tall. 

The rest of Harrison’s appearance was Halloween and hardware. 
Nobody had ever borne heavier handicaps. He had outgrown hindrances 
faster than the H-G men could think them up. Instead of a little ear radio 
for a mental handicap, he wore a tremendous pair of earphones, and spec-
tacles with thick wavy lenses. The spectacles were intended to make him not 
only half blind, but to give him whanging headaches besides. 

Scrap metal was hung all over him. Ordinarily, there was a certain 
symmetry, a military neatness to the handicaps issued to strong people, 
but Harrison looked like a walking junkyard. In the race of life, Harrison 
carried three hundred pounds. 

And to offset his good looks, the H-G men required that he wear at all 
times a red rubber ball for a nose, keep his eyebrows shaved off, and cover 
his even white teeth with black caps at snaggletooth random. 

“If you see this boy,” said the ballerina, “do not—I repeat, do not—try 
to reason with him.” 

There was the shriek of a door being torn from its hinges.
Screams and barking cries of consternation came from the television 

set. The photograph of Harrison Bergeron on the screen jumped again and 
again, as though dancing to the tune of an 
earthquake. 

George Bergeron correctly identified the 
earthquake, and well he might have—for 
many was the time his own home had danced 
to the same crashing tune. “Oh, no—” said 
George, “that must be Harrison.” 

The realization was blasted from his mind 
instantly by the sound of an automobile colli-
sion in his head. 

When George could open his eyes again, 
the photograph of Harrison was gone. A living,  
breathing Harrison filled the screen. 

Clanking, clownish, and huge, Harrison stood in the center of 
the studio. The knob of the uprooted studio door was still in his 
hand. Ballerinas, technicians, musicians, and announcers cowered  
on their knees before him, expecting to die. 

Screams and barking cries  

of consternation came from  

the television set. The photograph  

of Harrison Bergeron on the  

screen jumped again and again, as 

though dancing to the tune of an 

ear thquake.
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“I am the Emperor!” cried Harrison. “Do you hear? I am the Emperor! 
Everybody must do what I say at once!” He stamped his foot and the studio 
shook. 

“Even as I stand here—” he bellowed, “crippled, hobbled, sickened—I 
am a greater ruler than any man who ever lived! Now watch me become 
what I can become!” 

Harrison tore the straps of his handicap harness like wet tissue paper, 
tore straps guaranteed to support five thousand pounds. 

Harrison’s scrap-iron handicaps crashed to the floor. 
Harrison thrust his thumbs under the bar of the padlock that secured his 

head harness. The bar snapped like celery. Harrison smashed his headphones  
and spectacles against the wall. 

He flung away his rubber-ball nose, revealed a man that would have 
awed Thor, the god of thunder. 

“I shall now select my Empress!” he said, looking down on the cower-
ing people. “Let the first woman 
who dares rise to her feet claim 
her mate and her throne!” 

A moment passed, and then  
a ballerina arose, swaying like 
a willow. Harrison plucked the 
mental handicap from her ear, 
snapped off her physical handi-
caps with marvelous delicacy. Last 
of all, he removed her mask. 

She was blindingly beautiful. 
“Now—” said Harrison, taking  

her hand, “shall we show the people the meaning of the word dance? 
Music!” he commanded. 

The musicians scrambled back into their chairs, and Harrison stripped 
them of their handicaps, too. “Play your best,” he told them, “and I’ll make 
you barons and dukes and earls.” 

The music began. It was normal at first—cheap, silly, false. But Harrison 
snatched two musicians from their chairs, waved them like batons as he sang  
the music as he wanted it played. He slammed them back into their chairs. 

The music began again and was much improved. 

A  moment passed, and then a  

ballerina arose, swaying like a willow. Harrison 

plucked the mental handicap from her ear, 

snapped off her physical handicaps with 

marvelous delicacy. Last of all, he removed her 

mask.
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Stick Man

1983
Jonathan Borofsky

Harrison and his Empress merely listened to the music for a while—
listened gravely, as though synchronizing their heartbeats with it. 

They shifted their weight to their toes. 
Harrison placed his big hands on the girl’s tiny waist, letting her sense 

the weightlessness that would soon be hers. 
And then, in an explosion of joy and grace, into the air they sprang! 
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Not only were the laws of the land abandoned, but the law of gravity 
and the laws of motion as well. 

They reeled, whirled, swiveled, flounced, capered, gamboled, and 
spun. 

They leaped like deer on the moon. 
The studio ceiling was thirty feet high, but each leap brought the dancers  

nearer to it. 
It became their obvious intention to kiss the ceiling. 
They kissed it. 
And then, neutralizing gravity with love and pure will, they remained 

suspended in air inches below the ceiling, and they kissed each other for a 
long, long time. 

It was then that Diana Moon Glampers, the Handicapper General, came 
into the studio with a double-barreled ten-gauge shotgun. She fired twice, 
and the Emperor and the Empress were dead before they hit the floor. 

Diana Moon Glampers loaded the gun again. She aimed it at the musi-
cians and told them they had ten seconds to get their handicaps back on. 

It was then that the Bergerons’ television tube burned out. 
Hazel turned to comment about the blackout to George. But George 

had gone out into the kitchen for a can of beer. 
George came back in with the beer, paused while a handicap signal 

shook him up. And then he sat down again. “You been crying?” he said to 
Hazel. 

“Yup,” she said, 
“What about?” he said. 
“I forget,” she said. “Something real sad on television.” 
“What was it?” he said. 
“It’s all kind of mixed up in my mind,” said Hazel. 
“Forget sad things,” said George. 
“I always do,” said Hazel. 
“That’s my girl,” said George. He winced. There was the sound of a rivet-

ing gun in his head. 
“Gee—I could tell that one was a doozy,” said Hazel. 
“You can say that again,” said George. 
“Gee—” said Hazel, “I could tell that one was a doozy.” 

gamboled:
leapt ; frolicked
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Read and Think Critically
Explain, Brainstorm, Analyze

	 1.	 �Absurdism  From the story, detail at least one example of extreme illogic, 
black humor, or dark fantasy. Then explain why you think Vonnegut uses 
the device. 

	2.	�W hy do you think the Handicapper General and others in charge want 
everyone to be equal? 

	 3.	“�All people are created equal” is a basic tenet of American democracy. How 
is this notion exploited in “Harrison Bergeron”? 

	4.	 �Satirists are quick to identify the evils and excesses of society and those in 
power, but they often don’t have ready solutions to the problems they point 
out. What evil is Vonnegut satirizing? Brainstorm for possible solutions to 
the problem.

	5.	�The Author’s Style  A pessimist is a person who generally considers  
reality to be dismal and expects the worst outcome; an optimist is just the 
opposite. Consider the quotation by Vonnegut below as you analyze the 
short story “Harrison Bergeron.” Do you think Vonnegut leans more toward  
pessimism or optimism? Explain your response.

Laughter and Tears

Laughter and tears are both responses to frustration and exhaustion. I 
myself prefer to laugh, since there is less cleaning up to do afterward.

—Kurt Vonnegut, 
Quotations to Cheer You Up When the World Is Getting You Down

Read and Think Critically
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Before You Read

Flannery O’Connor  1925–1964

About the Author

	 The Author’s Style 
O’Connor was a devout Catholic who lived in  
the South, a region historically intolerant toward 
her religion. Her stories focus on the need for sal-
vation in a world that is beset by evil. O’Connor’s 
characters often reveal through their manners 
and everyday behavior how obsessed they are 
by race and social class. Worse, they often think 
their wrongful actions and attitudes make them 
“good people.” 

These characters, who speak in the idiom of 
rural Georgia, often fail to see the moral implica-
tions of their own words. In the end, they are 
often shaken out of their narrow habits of mind 
by shocking, even violent, events. 

When O’Connor’s characters are saved  

 
from their meanness and shallowness, it is not  
through their own efforts. Instead, it is by myste- 
rious events, sudden evidence of what O’Connor 
thought of as the grace of God. She is critical of 
the prideful and the smug—people who think  
they always know what is right—and these char- 
acters often pay a high price for the humbling  
insights they reach. O’Connor’s stories some-
times read like modern parables of spiritual  
enlightenment. Bizarre characters, comical 
descriptions, and grotesque metaphors for the 
way things look or feel also mark her style.  The 
physical deformities of her characters often 
reflect their moral shortcomings. Her stories 
often concern an individual’s relationship to God.

★★★★★★★★★★★

When Flannery O’Connor was growing up in 
Milledgeville, Georgia, she lived right across the 
street from the looming cathedral her family 
attended. Her intense Catholicism was to have a 
strong influence on her life and work.

Also influential was her parents’ encourage-
ment in developing her talents. O’Connor was a  
shy and talented only child who wrote, drew car- 
toons, and attended an experimental private 
school. The author showed ingenuity and a certain 
fascination with freakishness at a young age, when 
she taught a “frizzled” chicken (one whose feathers  
grew inward) to walk backwards. This fascination 
would later turn up in her writing.

O’Connor went to college in the South  

and published her first story 
in 1946. Not long after receiv-
ing her master’s degree from 
the well-known University of 
Iowa Writers’ Workshop, she was stricken with 
lupus, the chronic inflammatory disease that had 
killed her father. She returned home to live with 
her mother and raise peacocks on her family’s 
ancestral farm while continuing to write until her 
death in 1964.

Remembered primarily as a short story 
writer, O’Connor’s best-known works include 
the novel The Violent Bear It Away and the short 
story collections A Good Man Is Hard to Find and 
Everything That Rises Must Converge.

Before You Read	



1 since they had been integrated: since blacks had been allowed to ride the same buses as whites 
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    er doctor had told Julian’s mother that she must lose twenty  
   pounds on account of her blood pressure, so on Wednesday nights 
Julian had to take her downtown on the bus for a reducing class at  
the Y. The reducing class was designed for working girls over fifty, 
who weighed from 165 to 200 pounds. His mother was one of the 
slimmer ones, but she said ladies did not tell their age or weight. 
She would not ride the buses by herself at night since they had been 
integrated,1 and because the reducing class was one of her few plea-
sures, necessary for her health, and free, she said Julian could at least put 
himself out to take her, considering all she did for him. Julian did not 
like to consider all she did for him, but every Wednesday night he  

Flannery O’Connor
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Everything 
That Rises 

Must Converge

Literary Lens: Motif  In literature, recurrent images, objects, phrases, 
or actions are called motifs. The repetition of such elements tends to unify 
a work of literature. Watch for motifs in this story.

H
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jaunty:
showy ; s tylish

f lorid :
f lowery ; 
ornate in 
s tyle

2 �Saint Sebastian . . . piercing him: Sebastian was tied to a tree and shot with arrows for being a Christian during 
the reign of Roman emperor Diocletian, 284–305 A.D.

braced himself and took 
her.

She was almost ready to 
go, standing before the hall 
mirror, putting on her hat, 
while he, his hands behind 
him, appeared pinned 
to the door frame, wait-
ing like Saint Sebastian for 
the arrows to begin pierc-
ing him.2 The hat was new 
and had cost her seven dol-
lars and a half. She kept 
saying, “Maybe I shouldn’t 
have paid that for it. No, I 
shouldn’t have. I’ll take it 
off and return it tomorrow. I 
shouldn’t have bought it.”

Julian raised his eyes to 
heaven. “Yes, you should 
have bought it,” he said. 
“Put it on and let’s go.” It 
was a hideous hat. A pur-
ple velvet flap came down 
on one side of it and stood 
up on the other; the rest 
of it was green and looked 
like a cushion with the 

stuffing out. He decided it was less comical than jaunty and  
pathetic. Everything that gave her pleasure was small and depressed him.

She lifted the hat one more time and set it down slowly on top of  
her head. Two wings of gray hair protruded on either side of her florid  
face, but her eyes, sky-blue, were as innocent and untouched by  
experience as they must have been when she was ten. Were it not that  
she was a widow who had struggled fiercely to feed and clothe and put  

Mor ality Was Her Own , Daphne Confar
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him through school and who was supporting 
him still, “until he got on his feet,” she might 
have been a little girl that he had to take to 
town.

“It’s all right, it’s all right,” he said. “Let’s 
go.” He opened the door himself and started 
down the walk to get her going. The sky was a  
dying violet and the houses stood out darkly 
against it, bulbous liver-colored monstrosities  
of a uniform ugliness though no two 
were alike. Since this had been a fash-
ionable neighborhood forty years ago, 
his mother persisted in thinking they did well to have an apartment  
in it. Each house had a narrow collar of dirt around it in which sat, usu-
ally, a grubby child. Julian walked with his hands in his pockets, his head 
down and thrust forward and his eyes glazed with the determination to  
make himself completely numb during the time he would be sacrificed to 
her pleasure.

The door closed and he turned to find the dumpy figure, surmounted  
by the atrocious hat, coming toward him. “Well,” she said, “you only  
live once and paying a little more for it, I at least won’t meet myself coming 
and going.”

“Some day I’ll start making money,” Julian said gloomily—he knew 
he never would—“and you can have one of those jokes whenever you take 
the fit.” But first they would move. He visualized a place where the nearest 
neighbors would be three miles away on either side.

“I think you’re doing fine,” she said, drawing on her gloves. “You’ve only 
been out of school a year. Rome wasn’t built in a day.”

She was one of the few members of the Y reducing class who arrived  
in hat and gloves and who had a son who had been to college. “It takes  
time,” she said, “and the world is in such a mess. This hat looked better on  
me than any of the others, though when she brought it out I said, ‘Take  
that thing back. I wouldn’t have it on my head,’ and she said, ‘Now wait till  
you see it on,’ and when she put it on me, I said, ‘We-ull,’ and she said, ‘If  
you ask me, that hat does something for you and you do something for the 
hat, and besides,’ she said, ‘with that hat, you won’t meet yourself coming and 
going.’”

The door closed and he turned  

to find the dumpy figure, surmounted 

by the atrocious hat, coming toward 

him. “Well,” she said, “you only live 

once and paying a little more for it,  

I at least won’t meet myself coming 

and going.”

bulbous :
round ; 
resembling a 
bulb
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Julian thought he could have stood his lot better if she had been selfish,  
if she had been an old hag who drank and screamed at him. He walked 
along, saturated in depression, as if in the midst of his martyrdom he had 
lost his faith. Catching sight of his long, hopeless, irritated face, she stopped 
suddenly with a grief-stricken look, and pulled back on his arm. “Wait on 
me,” she said. “I’m going back to the house and take this thing off and 
tomorrow I’m going to return it. I was out of my head. I can pay the gas bill 
with that seven-fifty.”

He caught her arm in a vicious grip. “You are not going to take it back,” 
he said. “I like it.”

“Well,” she said, “I don’t think I ought . . . ”
“Shut up and enjoy it,” he muttered, more depressed than ever.
“With the world in the mess it’s in,” she said, “it’s a wonder we can enjoy 

anything. I tell you, the bottom rail is on the top.”
Julian sighed.
“Of course,” she said, “if you know who you are, you can go anywhere.” 

She said this every time he took her to the reducing class. “Most of them in 
it are not our kind of people,” she said, “but I can be gracious to anybody. 
I know who I am.”

“They don’t give a damn for your graciousness,” Julian said savagely. 
“Knowing who you are is good for one generation only. You haven’t the 
foggiest idea where you stand now or who you are.”

She stopped and allowed her eyes to flash at him. “I most certainly 
do know who I am,” she said, “and if you don’t know who you are, I’m 
ashamed of you.”

“Oh hell,” Julian said.
“Your great-grandfather was a former governor of this state,” she said. 

“Your grandfather was a prosperous landowner. Your grandmother was a 
Godhigh.”

“Will you look around you,” he said tensely, “and see where you are 
now?” and he swept his arm jerkily out to indicate the neighborhood, 
which the growing darkness at least made less dingy.

“You remain what you are,” she said. “Your great-grandfather had a 
plantation and two hundred slaves.”

“There are no more slaves,” he said irritably.
“They were better off when they were,” she said. He groaned to see that 

she was off on that topic. She rolled onto it every few days like a train on an  

Flannery O’Connor	 Unit 4



★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★

473

open track. He knew every stop, every junction, every swamp along the way, 
and knew the exact point at which her conclusion would roll majestically 
into the station: “It’s ridiculous. It’s simply not realistic. They should rise, 
yes, but on their own side of the fence.”

“Let’s skip it,” Julian said.
“The ones I feel sorry for,” she said, “are 

the ones that are half white. They’re tragic.”
“Will you skip it?”
“Suppose we were half white. We would 

certainly have mixed feelings.”
“I have mixed feelings now,” he groaned.
“Well let’s talk about something pleas-

ant,” she said. “I remember going to Grandpa’s 
when I was a little girl. Then the house had 
double stairways that went up to what was 
really the second floor—all the cooking was 
done on the first. I used to like to stay down in the kitchen on account of 
the way the walls smelled. I would sit with my nose pressed against the 
plaster and take deep breaths. Actually the place belonged to the Godhighs 
but your grandfather Chestny paid the mortgage and saved it for them. They 
were in reduced circumstances,” she said, “but reduced or not, they never 
forgot who they were.”

“Doubtless that decayed mansion reminded them,” Julian muttered. 
He never spoke of it without contempt or thought of it without longing.  
He had seen it once when he was a child before it had been sold. The 
double stairways had rotted and been torn down. Negroes were living  
in it. But it remained in his mind as his mother had known it. It  
appeared in his dreams regularly. He would stand on the wide porch,  
listening to the rustle of oak leaves, then wander through the high- 
ceilinged hall into the parlor that opened onto it and gaze at the worn  
rugs and faded draperies. It occurred to him that it was he, not she,  
who could have appreciated it. He preferred its threadbare elegance to  
anything he could name and it was because of it that all the  
neighborhoods they had lived in had been a torment to him—whereas  
she had hardly known the difference. She called her insensitivity “being 
adjustable.”

“And I remember the old darky3 who was my nurse, Caroline. There was 

3 darky: derogatory term for a black person 

He preferred its threadbare 

elegance to anything he could name 

and it was because of it that all the 

neighborhoods they had lived in had 

been a torment to him—whereas  

she had hardly known the difference.
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no better person in the world. I’ve always had a great respect for my colored 
friends,” she said. “I’d do anything in the world for them and they’d . . . ”

“Will you for God’s sake get off that subject?” Julian said. When he got  
on a bus by himself, he made it a point to sit down beside a Negro, in  
reparation as it were for his mother’s sins.

“You’re mighty touchy tonight,” she said. “Do you feel all right?”
“Yes I feel all right,” he said. “Now lay off.”
She pursed her lips. “Well, you certainly are in a vile humor,” she 

observed. “I just won’t speak to you at all.”
They had reached the bus stop. There was no bus in sight and Julian, 

his hands still jammed in his pockets and his head thrust forward, scowled 
down the empty street. The frustration of having to wait on the bus as well 
as ride on it began to creep up his neck like a hot hand. The presence of his 
mother was borne in upon him as she gave a pained sigh. He looked at her 
bleakly. She was holding herself very erect under the preposterous hat, 
wearing it like a banner of her imaginary dignity. There was in him an evil 
urge to break her spirit. He suddenly unloosened his tie and pulled it off 
and put it in his pocket.

She stiffened. “Why must you look like that when you take me to town?” 
she said. “Why must you deliberately embarrass me?”

“If you’ll never learn where you are,” he said, “you can at least learn 
where I am.”

“You look like a—thug,” she said.
“Then I must be one,” he murmured.
“I’ll just go home,” she said. “I will not bother you. If you can’t do a little 

thing like that for me . . . ”
Rolling his eyes upward, he put his tie back on. “Restored to my class,” 

he muttered. He thrust his face toward her and hissed. “True culture is in 
the mind, the mind,” he said, and tapped his head, “the mind.”

“It’s in the heart,” she said, “and in how you do things and how you do 
things is because of who you are.”

“Nobody in the damn bus cares who you are.”
“I care who I am,” she said icily.
The lighted bus appeared on top of the next hill and as it approached, they 

moved out into the street to meet it. He put his hand under her elbow and 
hoisted her up on the creaking step. She entered with a little smile, as if she  
were going into a drawing room where everyone had been waiting for her.  

reparation:
compensation ; 
atonement

vile :
foul ; miserable

preposterous:
r idiculous
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malevolent :
evil ; spiteful

subsided:
slumped ;  
set tled back

While he put in the tokens, she sat down on one of the broad front seats for 
three which faced the aisle. A thin woman with protruding teeth and long yel- 
low hair was sitting on the end of it. His mother moved up beside her and left  
room for Julian beside herself. He sat down and looked at the floor across the 
aisle where a pair of thin feet in red and white canvas sandals were planted.

His mother immediately began a general conversation meant to attract 
anyone who felt like talking. “Can it get any hotter?” she said and removed 
from her purse a folding fan, black with a Japanese scene on it, which she 
began to flutter before her.

“I reckon it might could,” the woman with the protruding teeth said, 
“but I know for a fact my apartment couldn’t get no hotter.”

“It must get the afternoon sun,” his mother said. She sat forward and 
looked up and down the bus. It was half filled. Everybody was white. “I see 
we have the bus to ourselves,” she said. Julian cringed.

“For a change,” said the woman across the aisle, the owner of the red 
and white canvas sandals. “I come on one the other day and they were thick 
as fleas—up front and all through.”

“The world is in a mess everywhere,” his mother said. “I don’t know 
how we’ve let it get in this fix.”

“What gets my goat is all those boys from good families stealing auto-
mobile tires,” the woman with the protruding teeth said. “I told my boy, I 
said you may not be rich but you been raised right and if I ever catch you in 
any such mess, they can send you on to the reformatory. Be exactly where 
you belong.”

“Training tells,” his mother said. “Is your boy in high school?”
“Ninth grade,” the woman said.
“My son just finished college last year. He wants to write but he’s selling 

typewriters until he gets started,” his mother said.
The woman leaned forward and peered at Julian. He threw her such a 

malevolent look that she subsided against the seat. On the floor across the 
aisle there was an abandoned newspaper. He got up and got it and opened it  
out in front of him. His mother discreetly continued the conversation in a 
lower tone but the woman across the aisle said in a loud voice, “Well that’s nice.  
Selling typewriters is close to writing. He can go right from one to the other.”

“I tell him,” his mother said, “that Rome wasn’t built in a day.”
Behind the newspaper Julian was withdrawing into the inner  

compartment of his mind where he spent most of his time. This was a kind of  
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disenchanted:
disil lusioned ; 
disappointed

mental bubble in which he established himself when he could not bear to  
be a part of what was going on around him. From it he could see out and judge 
but in it he was safe from any kind of penetration from without. It was the 
only place where he felt free of the general idiocy of his fellows. His mother  
had never entered it but from it he could see her with absolute clarity.

The old lady was clever enough and he 
thought that if she had started from any of the 
right premises, more might have been expected 
of her. She lived according to the laws of her 
own fantasy world, outside of which he had 
never seen her set foot. The law of it was to 
sacrifice herself for him after she had first cre-
ated the necessity to do so by making a mess 
of things. If he had permitted her sacrifices, it 
was only because her lack of foresight had made 
them necessary. All of her life had been a strug-
gle to act like a Chestny without the Chestny 
goods, and to give him everything she thought 
a Chestny ought to have; but since, said she, it 
was fun to struggle, why complain? And when 
you had won, as she had won, what fun to look 

back on the hard times! He could not forgive her that she had enjoyed the 
struggle and that she thought she had won.

What she meant when she said she had won was that she had brought 
him up successfully and had sent him to college and that he had turned 
out so well—good looking (her teeth had gone unfilled so that his could 
be straightened), intelligent (he realized he was too intelligent to be a suc-
cess), and with a future ahead of him (there was of course no future ahead 
of him). She excused his gloominess on the grounds that he was still grow-
ing up and his radical ideas on his lack of practical experience. She said he 
didn’t yet know a thing about “life,” that he hadn’t even entered the real 
world—when already he was as disenchanted with it as a man of fifty.

The further irony of all this was that in spite of her, he had turned out so 
well. In spite of going to only a third-rate college, he had, on his own initia-
tive, come out with a first-rate education; in spite of growing up dominated 
by a small mind, he had ended up with a large one; in spite of all her foolish  
views, he was free of prejudice and unafraid to face facts. Most miraculous 

Most miraculous of all,  

instead of being blinded  

by love for her as she was  

for him, he had cut himself  

emotionally free of her and  

could see her with com- 

plete objectivity. He was not 

dominated by his mother.
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of all, instead of being blinded by love for her as she was for him, he had cut 
himself emotionally free of her and could see her with complete objectivity. 
He was not dominated by his mother.

The bus stopped with a sudden jerk and shook him from his medita-
tion. A woman from the back lurched forward with little steps and barely 
escaped falling in his newspaper as she righted herself. She got off and a 
large Negro got on. Julian kept his paper lowered to watch. It gave him a 
certain satisfaction to see injustice in daily operation. It confirmed his view 
that with a few exceptions there was no one worth knowing within a radius 
of three hundred miles. The Negro was well dressed and carried a briefcase. 
He looked around and then sat down on the other end of the seat where the 
woman with the red and white canvas sandals was sitting. He immediately 
unfolded a newspaper and obscured himself behind it. Julian’s mother’s 
elbow at once prodded insistently into his ribs. “Now you see why I won’t 
ride on these buses by myself,” she whispered.

The woman with the red and white canvas sandals had risen at the same 
time the Negro sat down and had gone further back in the bus and taken 
the seat of the woman who had got off. His mother leaned forward and cast 
her an approving look.

Julian rose, crossed the aisle, and sat down in the place of the woman 
with the canvas sandals. From this position, he looked serenely across at his 
mother. Her face had turned an angry red. He stared at her, making his eyes 
the eyes of a stranger. He felt his tension suddenly lift as if he had openly 
declared war on her.

He would have liked to get in conversation with the Negro and to 
talk with him about art or politics or any subject that would be above the 
comprehension of those around them, but the man remained entrenched 
behind his paper. He was either ignoring the change of seating or had never 
noticed it. There was no way for Julian to convey his sympathy.

His mother kept her eyes fixed reproachfully on his face. The woman 
with the protruding teeth was looking at him avidly as if he were a type of 
monster new to her.

“Do you have a light?” he asked the Negro.
Without looking away from his paper, the man reached in his pocket 

and handed him a packet of matches.
“Thanks,” Julian said. For a moment he held the matches foolishly. A 

no smoking sign looked down upon him from over the door. This alone 
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stolidly:
dully ; without 
emotion

would not have deterred him; he had no cigarettes. He had quit smoking 
some months before because he could not afford it. “Sorry,” he muttered 
and handed back the matches. The Negro lowered the paper and gave him 
an annoyed look. He took the matches and raised the paper again.

His mother continued to gaze at him but she did not take advantage 
of his momentary discomfort. Her eyes retained their battered look. Her 
face seemed to be unnaturally red, as if her blood pressure had risen. Julian 
allowed no glimmer of sympathy to show on his face. Having got the advan-
tage, he wanted desperately to keep it and carry it through. He would have 
liked to teach her a lesson that would last her a while, but there seemed no 
way to continue the point. The Negro refused to come out from behind his 
paper.

Julian folded his arms and looked stolidly before him, facing her but as 
if he did not see her, as if he had ceased to recognize her existence. He visu-
alized a scene in which, the bus having reached their stop, he would remain 
in his seat and when she said, “Aren’t you going to get off?” he would look 
at her as at a stranger who had rashly addressed him. The corner they got off 
on was usually deserted, but it was well lighted and it would not hurt her to 
walk by herself the four blocks to the Y. He decided to wait until the time 
came and then decide whether or not he would let her get off by herself. He 
would have to be at the Y at ten to bring her back, but he could leave her 
wondering if he was going to show up. There was no reason for her to think 
she could always depend on him.

He retired again into the high-ceilinged room sparsely settled with large 
pieces of antique furniture. His soul expanded momentarily but then he 
became aware of his mother across from him and the vision shriveled. He 
studied her coldly. Her feet in little pumps dangled like a child’s and did 
not quite reach the floor. She was training on him an exaggerated look of 
reproach. He felt completely detached from her. At that moment he could 
with pleasure have slapped her as he would have slapped a particularly 
obnoxious child in his charge.

He began to imagine various unlikely ways by which he could teach her 
a lesson. He might make friends with some distinguished Negro professor 
or lawyer and bring him home to spend the evening. He would be entirely 
justified but her blood pressure would rise to 300. He could not push her 
to the extent of making her have a stroke, and moreover, he had never 
been successful at making any Negro friends. He had tried to strike up an  
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acquaintance on the bus with some of the better types, with ones that 
looked like professors or ministers or lawyers. One morning he had sat 
down next to a distinguished-looking dark brown man who had answered 
his questions with a sonorous solemnity but who had turned out to be an 
undertaker. Another day he had sat down beside a cigar-smoking Negro 
with a diamond ring on his finger, but after a few stilted pleasantries, the 
Negro had rung the buzzer and risen, slipping two lottery tickets into 
Julian’s hand as he climbed over him to leave.

He imagined his mother lying desperately ill and his being able to secure 
only a Negro doctor for her. He toyed with that 
idea for a few minutes and then dropped it for 
a momentary vision of himself participating  
as a sympathizer in a sit-in demonstration. 
This was possible but he did not linger with it. 
Instead, he approached the ultimate horror. He  
brought home a beautiful suspiciously Negroid 
woman. Prepare yourself, he said. There is 
nothing you can do about it. This is the woman  
I’ve chosen. She’s intelligent, dignified, even good, and she’s suffered and 
she hasn’t thought it fun. Now persecute us, go ahead and persecute us. 
Drive her out of here, but remember, you’re driving me too. His eyes were 
narrowed and through the indignation he had generated, he saw his mother 
across the aisle, purple-faced, shrunken to the dwarf-like proportions of her 
moral nature, sitting like a mummy beneath the ridiculous banner of her 
hat.

He was tilted out of his fantasy again as the bus stopped. The door 
opened with a sucking hiss and out of the dark a large, gaily dressed, sullen-
looking colored woman got on with a little boy. The child, who might have 
been four, had on a short plaid suit and a Tyrolean hat with a blue feather in  
it. Julian hoped that he would sit down beside him and that the woman 
would push in beside his mother. He could think of no better arrangement.

As she waited for her tokens, the woman was surveying the seating 
possibilities—he hoped with the idea of sitting where she was least wanted. 
There was something familiar-looking about her but Julian could not place 
what it was. She was a giant of a woman. Her face was set not only to meet 
opposition but to seek it out. The downward tilt of her large lower lip was 
like a warning sign: don’t tamper with me. Her bulging figure was encased in 

solemnity:
ser iousness ;  
dignity

She was a giant of a woman. 

Her face was set not only to meet 

opposition but to seek it out.
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a green crepe dress and her feet overflowed 
in red shoes. She had on a hideous hat. A 
purple velvet flap came down on one side 
of it and stood up on the other; the rest of 
it was green and looked like a cushion with 
the stuffing out. She carried a mammoth 
red pocketbook that bulged throughout as 
if it were stuffed with rocks.

To Julian’s disappointment, the little 
boy climbed up on the empty seat beside 
his mother. His mother lumped all chil-
dren, black and white, into the common 

category, “cute,” and she thought little Negroes were on the whole cuter 
than little white children. She smiled at the little boy as he climbed on the 
seat.

Meanwhile the woman was bearing down upon the empty seat beside 
Julian. To his annoyance, she squeezed herself into it. He saw his mother’s 
face change as the woman settled herself next to him and he realized with 
satisfaction that this was more objectionable to her than it was to him. Her 
face seemed almost gray and there was a look of dull recognition in her 
eyes, as if suddenly she had sickened at some awful confrontation. Julian 
saw that it was because she and the woman had, in a sense, swapped sons. 
Though his mother would not realize the symbolic significance of this, she 
would feel it. His amusement showed plainly on his face.

The woman next to him muttered something unintelligible to herself. 
He was conscious of a kind of bristling next to him, a muted growling like 
that of an angry cat. He could not see anything but the red pocketbook 
upright on the bulging green thighs. He visualized the woman as she had 
stood waiting for her tokens—the ponderous figure, rising from the red 
shoes upward over the solid hips, the mammoth bosom, the haughty face, 
to the green and purple hat.

His eyes widened.
The vision of the two hats, identical, broke upon him with the radiance  

of a brilliant sunrise. His face was suddenly lit with joy. He could not believe  
that Fate had thrust upon his mother such a lesson. He gave a loud chuckle 
so that she would look at him and see that he saw. She turned her eyes on 
him slowly. The blue in them seemed to have turned a bruised purple. For a 

The vision of the two hats,  

identical, broke upon him with the 

radiance of a brilliant sunrise. His  

face was suddenly lit with joy. He  

could not believe that Fate had  

thrust upon his mother such a 

lesson.
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incipient :
beginning

contagion:
spreading 
infection

moment he had an uncomfortable sense of her innocence, but it lasted only 
a second before principle rescued him. Justice entitled him to laugh. His grin  
hardened until it said to her as plainly as if he were saying aloud: Your pun- 
ishment exactly fits your pettiness. This should teach you a permanent lesson.

Her eyes shifted to the woman. She seemed unable to bear looking at  
him and to find the woman preferable. He became conscious again of the 
bristling presence at his side. The woman was rumbling like a volcano about 
to become active. His mother’s mouth began to twitch slightly at one corner.  
With a sinking heart, he saw incipient signs of recovery on her face and  
realized that this was going to strike her suddenly as funny and was going 
to be no lesson at all. She kept her eyes on the woman and an amused smile 
came over her face as if the woman were a monkey that had stolen her hat. 
The little Negro was looking up at her with large fascinated eyes. He had 
been trying to attract her attention for some time.

“Carver!” the woman said suddenly. “Come heah!”
When he saw that the spotlight was on him at last, Carver drew his feet 

up and turned himself toward Julian’s mother and giggled.
“Carver!” the woman said. “You heah me? Come heah!”
Carver slid down from the seat but remained squatting with his back 

against the base of it, his head turned slyly around toward Julian’s mother, 
who was smiling at him. The woman reached a hand across the aisle and 
snatched him back to her. He righted himself and hung backwards on her 
knees, grinning at Julian’s mother. “Isn’t he cute?” Julian’s mother said to 
the woman with the protruding teeth.

“I reckon he is,” the woman said without conviction.
The Negress yanked him upright but he eased out of her grip and shot 

across the aisle and scrambled, giggling wildly, onto the seat beside his love.
“I think he likes me,” Julian’s mother said, and smiled at the woman. It was  

the smile she used when she was being particularly gracious to an inferior. 
Julian saw everything lost. The lesson had rolled off her like rain on a roof.

The woman stood up and yanked the little boy off the seat as if she were 
snatching him from contagion. Julian could feel the rage in her at having 
no weapon like his mother’s smile. She gave the child a sharp slap across his 
leg. He howled once and then thrust his head into her stomach and kicked 
his feet against her shins. “Be-have,” she said vehemently.

The bus stopped and the Negro who had been reading the newspaper 
got off. The woman moved over and set the little boy down with a thump 
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between herself and Julian. She held him firmly by the knee. In a moment 
he put his hands in front of his face and peeped at Julian’s mother through 
his fingers.

“I see yoooooooo!” she said and put her hand in front of her face and 
peeped at him.

The woman slapped his hand down. “Quit yo’ foolishness,” she said, 
“before I knock the living Jesus out of you!”

Julian was thankful that the next stop was theirs. He reached up and 
pulled the cord. The woman reached up and pulled it at the same time. Oh 
my God, he thought. He had the terrible intuition that when they got off 
the bus together, his mother would open her purse and give the little boy a 
nickel. The gesture would be as natural to her as breathing. The bus stopped 
and the woman got up and lunged to the front, dragging the child, who 
wished to stay on, after her. Julian and his mother got up and followed. As 
they neared the door, Julian tried to relieve her of her pocketbook.

“No,” she murmured, “I want to give the little boy a nickel.”
“No!” Julian hissed. “No!”
She smiled down at the child and opened her bag. The bus door opened 

and the woman picked him up by the arm and descended with him, hang-
ing at her hip. Once in the street she set him down and shook him.

Julian’s mother had to close her purse while she got down the bus step 
but as soon as her feet were on the ground, she opened it again and began 
to rummage inside. “I can’t find but a penny,” she whispered, “but it looks 
like a new one.”

“Don’t do it!” Julian said fiercely between his teeth. There was a street-
light on the corner and she hurried to get under it so that she could better 
see into her pocketbook. The woman was heading off rapidly down the 
street with the child still hanging backward on her hand.

“Oh little boy!” Julian’s mother called and took a few quick steps and 
caught up with them just beyond the lamp-post. “Here’s a bright new penny  
for you,” and she held out the coin, which shone bronze in the dim light.

The huge woman turned and for a moment stood, her shoulders lifted 
and her face frozen with frustrated rage, and stared at Julian’s mother. Then 
all at once she seemed to explode like a piece of machinery that had been 
given one ounce of pressure too much. Julian saw the black fist swing out 
with the red pocketbook. He shut his eyes and cringed as he heard the 
woman shout, “He don’t take nobody’s pennies!” When he opened his eyes, 
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the woman was disappearing down the street with the little boy staring 
wide-eyed over her shoulder. Julian’s mother was sitting on the sidewalk.

“I told you not to do that,” Julian said angrily. “I told you not to do that!”
He stood over her for a minute, gritting his teeth. Her legs were stretched 

out in front of her and her hat was on her lap. 
He squatted down and looked her in the face. 
It was totally expressionless. “You got exactly 
what you deserved,” he said. “Now get up.”

He picked up her pocketbook and put 
what had fallen out back in it. He picked the 
hat up off her lap. The penny caught his eye 
on the sidewalk and he picked that up and let 
it drop before her eyes into the purse. Then he 
stood up and leaned over and held his hands 
out to pull her up. She remained immobile. He 
sighed. Rising above them on either side were 
black apartment buildings, marked with irregular rectangles of light. At the 
end of the block a man came out of a door and walked off in the opposite 
direction. “All right,” he said, “suppose somebody happens by and wants to 
know why you’re sitting on the sidewalk?”

She took the hand and, breathing hard, pulled heavily up on it and  
then stood for a moment, swaying slightly as if the spots of light in the  
darkness were circling around her. Her eyes, shadowed and confused,  
finally settled on his face. He did not try to conceal his irritation.  
“I hope this teaches you a lesson,” he said. She leaned forward  
and her eyes raked his face. She seemed trying to determine his  
identity. Then, as if she found nothing familiar about him, she started  
off with a headlong movement in the wrong direction.

“Aren’t you going on to the Y?” he asked.
“Home,” she muttered.
“Well, are we walking?”
For answer she kept going. Julian followed along, his hands behind 

him. He saw no reason to let the lesson she had had go without backing it 
up with an explanation of its meaning. She might as well be made to under-
stand what had happened to her. “Don’t think that was just an uppity Negro 
woman,” he said. “That was the whole colored race which will no longer take  
your condescending pennies. That was your black double. She can wear the  

She took the hand and, breathing 

hard, pulled heavily up on it and  

then stood for a moment, swaying 

slightly as if the spots of light in  

the darkness were circling around  

her.
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same hat as you, and to be sure,” he added gratuitously (because he thought  
it was funny), “it looked better on her than it did on you. What all this 
means,” he said, “is that the old world is gone. The old manners are obsolete 
and your graciousness is not worth a damn.” He thought bitterly of the house 
that had been lost for him. “You aren’t who you think you are,” he said.

She continued to plow ahead, paying no attention to him. Her hair had 
come undone on one side. She dropped her pocketbook and took no notice. 
He stooped and picked it up and handed it to her but she did not take it.

“You needn’t act as if the world had come to an end,” he said, “because 
it hasn’t. From now on you’ve got to live in a new world and face a few reali-
ties for a change. Buck up,” he said, “it won’t kill you.”

She was breathing fast.
“Let’s wait on the bus,” he said.
“Home,” she said thickly.
“I hate to see you behave like this,” he said. “Just like a child. I should 

be able to expect more of you.” He decided to stop where he was and make 
her stop and wait for a bus. “I’m not going any farther,” he said, stopping. 
“We’re going on the bus.”

She continued to go on as if she had not heard him. He took a few steps 
and caught her arm and stopped her. He looked into her face and caught his 
breath. He was looking into a face he had never seen before. “Tell Grandpa 
to come get me,” she said.

He stared, stricken.
“Tell Caroline to come get me,” she said.
Stunned, he let her go and she lurched forward again, walking as if one 

leg were shorter than the other. A tide of darkness seemed to be sweeping 
her from him. “Mother!” he cried. “Darling, sweetheart, wait!” Crumpling, 
she fell to the pavement. He dashed forward and fell at her side, crying, 
“Mamma, Mamma!” He turned her over. Her face was fiercely distorted. 
One eye, large and staring, moved slightly to the left as if it had become 
unmoored. The other remained fixed on him, raked his face again, found 
nothing and closed.

“Wait here, wait here!” he cried and jumped up and began to run for 
help toward a cluster of lights he saw in the distance ahead of him. “Help, 
help!” he shouted, but his voice was thin, scarcely a thread of sound. The lights 
drifted farther away the faster he ran and his feet moved numbly as if they 
carried him nowhere. The tide of darkness seemed to sweep him back to 
her, postponing from moment to moment his entry into the world of guilt 
and sorrow.

gratuitously:
unnecessar ily ; 
unk indly

obsolete :
outdated ;  
useless

unmoored:
disconnected

Flannery O’Connor	 Unit 4



★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★

485

Read and Think Critically
Analyze, Explain, Determine

	 1.	� Motif  What motifs did you notice in this story? In what ways do these 
repeated elements unify the story? 

	2.	�R eread the first paragraph of the story. What do you know about Julian’s 
mother from the very beginning?

	3.	�A nalyze the concept of martyrdom in the story. What sacrifices are made in 
this story, and by whom?

	4.	� Explain the significance of the title of the story. Understanding that converge 
means “to come together and unite with a common focus,” what in the story 
rises and therefore must converge?

	5.	�I t has been said that good literature raises more questions than it answers. 
O’Connor in particular is known for the profound questions her fiction 
poses. Determine some questions that O’Connor raises but purposely does 
not answer.

	6.	 �The Author’s Style  Many of O’Connor’s stories contain unexpected, 
sometimes violent, actions. Read the quotation below by O’Connor and 
consider “Everything That Rises Must Converge” in light of her statement.  
What action or gesture do you think indicates the “real heart of the story”?

O’Connor on the Unexpected

I often ask myself what makes a story work, and what makes it hold 
up as a story, and I have decided that it is probably some action, some 
gesture of a character that is unlike any other in the story, one which 
indicates where the real heart of the story lies. This would have to be an 
action or a gesture which was both totally right and totally unexpected; 
it would have to be one that was both in character and beyond charac-
ter; it would have to suggest both the world and eternity. . . . It would be 
a gesture that somehow made contact with mystery.

—Flannery O’Connor

Read and Think Critically
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A&P

Before You Read

John Updike  1932–2009

About the Author

	 The Author’s Style 
Updike’s fiction typically chronicles everyday 
incidents from middle-class lives. His stories 
often reflect the eventual influence of cultural 
movements or historical events, such as the 
Civil Rights marches or the Vietnam War, 
on the lives of his characters. Yet he is more 
interested in the way personal choices affect 
family relationships and how personal deci-
sions and behavior change individual lives. For 
this reason, Updike shows us how characters 
think and feel through ordinary incidents rather  

 
than confrontations with catastrophe. 

Often, Updike uses humor, irony, and pathos 
to suggest that people are not tragic figures but 
works in progress—especially when they are 
struggling through the difficulties of adolescence. 
His stories are gently realistic and pay careful 
attention to the nuances of personality. It is not 
uncommon for an Updike story to end with a 
sense that whatever a character has learned from 
a particular incident, there is more to come.

★★★★★★★★★★★

As the recipient of two Pulitzer Prizes and a 
man who has twice been on the cover of Time 
magazine, John Updike is one of America’s most 
celebrated authors.

Updike grew up in Shillington, Pennsylvania, 
on an 80-acre farm, a setting much like the 
American Protestant, small-town middle class 
he often uses as the backdrop for his work. 
President and co-valedictorian of his high 
school class, he worked summers at his home-
town newspaper, Reading Eagle, before enter-
ing Harvard, where he wrote for the Harvard 
Lampoon. While studying art at Oxford University 
in England, Updike met E. B. White (author 
of Charlotte’s Web).  White offered him a posi-
tion as a columnist at The New Yorker, where  

Updike eventually published 
many stories. 

Among Updike’s best-
known work is the “Rabbit” 
novel series, about a former star athlete who is 
unable to recapture the glory he knew in school 
when trapped by marriage and life in a small town. 
Updike was quoted in Writers on Writing as saying, 
“When I write, I aim in my mind not toward New 
York but toward a vague spot a little to the east 
of Kansas. I think of the books on library shelves, 
without their jackets, years old, and a countryish 
teen-aged boy finding them, and having them speak 
to him.  The reviews, the stacks in Brentano’s, are 
just hurdles to get over, to place the books on 
that shelf.”
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 n walks these three girls in nothing but bathing suits. I’m in 
the third checkout slot, with my back to the door, so I don’t 
see them until they’re over by the bread. The one that caught 
my eye first was the one in the plaid green two-piece. She was 
a chunky kid, with a good tan and a sweet broad soft-looking 
can with those two crescents of white just under it, where the 
sun never seems to hit, at the top of the backs of her legs. I  
stood there with my hand on a box of HiHo crackers trying to 
remember if I rang it up or not. I ring it up again and the customer 
starts giving me hell. She’s one of these cash-register-watchers, a 
witch about fifty with rouge on her cheekbones and no eyebrows, 
and I know it made her day to trip me up. She’d been watching cash  
registers for fifty years and probably never seen a mistake before. 

I

John Updike
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A&P

Literary Lens: Voice  Listen for the voice of the narrator in this story.
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1 �burned . . . Salem: refers to the women who were burned for allegedly practicing witchcraft  
in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692

By the time I got her feathers smoothed and her goodies into a bag—she  
gives me a little snort in passing, if she’d been born at the right time they 
would have burned her over in Salem1—by the time I get her on her way the  
girls had circled around the bread and were coming back, without a pushcart,  

back my way along the counters, in the aisle 
between the checkouts and the Special bins. They  
didn’t even have shoes on. There was this chunky  
one, with the two-piece—it was bright green and  
the seams on the bra were still sharp and her 
belly was still pretty pale so I guessed she just got  
it (the suit)—there was this one, with one of 
those chubby berry-faces, the lips all bunched 
together under her nose, this one, and a tall one, 
with black hair that hadn’t quite frizzed right, 

and one of these sunburns right across under the eyes, and a chin that was 
too long—you know, the kind of girl other girls think is very “striking” and 
“attractive” but never quite makes it, as they very well know, which is why 
they like her so much—and then the third one, that wasn’t quite so tall. She 
was the queen. She kind of led them, the other two peeking around and mak- 
ing their shoulders round. She didn’t look around, not this queen, she just 
walked straight on slowly, on these long white primadonna legs. She came 
down a little hard on her heels, as if she didn’t walk in bare feet that much, 
putting down her heels and then letting the weight move along to her toes as  
if she was testing the floor with every step, putting a little deliberate extra 
action into it. You never know for sure how girls’ minds work (do you really 
think it’s a mind in there or just a little buzz like a bee in a glass jar?) but you  
got the idea she had talked the other two into coming here with her, and now  
she was showing them how to do it, walk slow and hold yourself straight. 

She had on a kind of dirty-pink—beige maybe, I don’t know—bathing 
suit with a little nubble all over it and, what got me, the straps were down. 
They were off her shoulders looped loose around the cool tops of her arms, 
and I guess as a result the suit had slipped a little on her, so all around the 
top of the cloth there was a shining rim. If it hadn’t been there you wouldn’t 
have known there could have been anything whiter than those shoulders. 
With the straps pushed off, there was nothing between the top of the suit and  
the top of her head except just her, this clean bare plane of the top of her 

She didn’t look around, not this 

queen, she just walked straight 

on slowly, on these long white 

primadonna legs.
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chest down from the shoulder bones like a dented sheet of metal tilted in 
the light. I mean, it was more than pretty. 

She had a sort of oaky hair that the sun and salt had bleached, done up  
in a bun that was unravelling, and a kind of prim face. Walking into the A & P  
with your straps down, I suppose it’s the only kind of face you can have. She 
held her head so high her neck, coming up out of those white shoulders, 
looked kind of stretched, but I didn’t mind. The longer her neck was, the 
more of her there was. 

She must have felt 
in the corner of her eye 
me and over my shoul-
der Stokesie in the 
second slot watching, 
but she didn’t tip. Not 
this queen. She kept 
her eyes moving across 
the racks, and stopped, 
and turned so slow it 
made my stomach rub 
the inside of my apron, 
and buzzed to the 
other two, who kind of 
huddled against her for 
relief, and then they 
all three of them went 
up the cat-and-dog 
food-breakfast-cereal-
macaroni-rice-raisins-
seasonings-spreads-
spaghetti-soft drinks-
crackers-and-cookies 
aisle. From the third 
slot I look straight up this aisle to the meat counter, and I watched them all  
the way. The fat one with the tan sort of fumbled with the cookies, but on 
second thought she put the package back. The sheep pushing their carts 
down the aisle—the girls were walking against the usual traffic (not that we  
have one-way signs or anything)—were pretty hilarious. You could see them,  

Measure , Victor Maldonado
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fuselage :
central body 
por tion of an 
airplane

when Queenie’s white shoulders dawned 
on them, kind of jerk, or hop, or hiccup,  
but their eyes snapped back to their 
own baskets and on they pushed. I bet 
you could set off dynamite in an A & P  
and the people would by and large keep 
reaching and checking oatmeal off their 
lists and muttering “Let me see, there was 
a third thing, began with A, asparagus, 
no, ah, yes, applesauce!” or whatever it is 
they do mutter. But there was no doubt, 
this jiggled them. A few houseslaves in 
pin curlers even looked around after 
pushing their carts past to make sure 

what they had seen was correct. 
You know, it’s one thing to have a girl in a bathing suit down on the 

beach, where what with the glare nobody can look at each other much any-
way, and another thing in the cool of the A & P, under the fluorescent lights, 
against all those stacked packages, with her feet paddling along naked over 
our checker-board green-and-cream rubber-tile floor. 

“Oh Daddy,” Stokesie said beside me. “I feel so faint.” 
“Darling,” I said, “Hold me tight.” Stokesie’s married, with two babies 

chalked up on his fuselage already, but as far as I can tell that’s the only 
difference. He’s twenty-two, and I was nineteen this April. 

“Is it done?” he asks, the responsible married man finding his voice. I 
forgot to say he thinks he’s going to be manager some sunny day, maybe in 
1990 when it’s called the Great Alexandrov and Petrooshki Tea Company 
or something. 

What he meant was, our town is five miles from a beach, with a big sum- 
mer colony out on the Point, but we’re right in the middle of town, and the 
women generally put on a shirt or shorts or something before they get out of  
the car into the street. And anyway these are usually women with six children  
and varicose veins mapping their legs and nobody, including them, could 
care less. As I say, we’re right in the middle of town, and if you stand at our 
front doors you can see two banks and the Congregational church and the 
newspaper store and three real-estate offices and about twenty-seven old  
free-loaders tearing up Central Street because the sewer broke again. It’s  

What he meant was, our town is 

 five miles from a beach, with a big 

summer colony out on the Point, but 

we’re right in the middle of town,  

and the women generally put on a  

shir t or shor ts or something before  

they get out of the car into the  

street.
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not as if we’re on the Cape;2 we’re north of Boston and there’s people in this 
town haven’t seen the ocean for twenty years. 

The girls had reached the meat counter and were asking McMahon 
something. He pointed, they pointed, and they shuffled out of sight behind 
a pyramid of Diet Delight peaches. All that was left for us to see was old 
McMahon patting his mouth and looking after them sizing up their joints. 
Poor kids, I began to feel sorry for them, they couldn’t help it. 

N ow here comes the sad part of the story, at least my family says it’s  
sad, but I don’t think it’s so sad myself. The store’s pretty empty, it  
being Thursday afternoon, so there was nothing much to do except lean 
on the register and wait for the girls to show up again. The whole store was 
like a pinball machine and I didn’t know which tunnel they’d come out of. 
After a while they come around out of the far aisle, around the light bulbs, 
records at discount of the Caribbean Six or Tony Martin Sings or some 
such gunk you wonder they waste the wax on, six-packs of candy bars, and 
plastic toys done up in cellophane that fall apart when a kid looks at them 
anyway. Around they come, Queenie still leading the way, and holding a 
little gray jar in her hand. Slots Three through Seven are unmanned and 
I could see her wondering between Stokes and me, but Stokesie with his 
usual luck draws an old party in baggy gray 
pants who stumbles up with four giant cans of 
pineapple juice (what do these bums do with all 
that pineapple juice? I’ve often asked myself) so 
the girls come to me. Queenie puts down the jar 
and I take it into my fingers icy cold. Kingfish 
Fancy Herring Snacks in Pure Sour Cream: 
49¢. Now her hands are empty, not a ring or a 
bracelet, bare as God made them, and I wonder 
where the money’s coming from. Still with that 
prim look she lifts a folded dollar bill out of the 
hollow at the center of her nubbled pink top. The jar went heavy in my hand. 
Really, I thought that was so cute. 

Then everybody’s luck begins to run out. Lengel comes in from haggling 
with a truck full of cabbages on the lot and is about to scuttle into the door  
marked manager behind which he hides all day when the girls touch his eye. 

2 Cape: Cape Cod, Massachusetts

Still with that prim look she lifts a 

folded dollar bill out of the hollow at  

the center of her nubbled pink top.  

The jar went heavy in my hand.  

Really, I thought that was so cute.
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Lengel’s pretty dreary, teaches Sunday school and the rest, but he doesn’t 
miss that much. He comes over and says, “Girls, this isn’t the beach.” 

Queenie blushes, though maybe it’s just a brush of sunburn I was 
noticing for the first time, now that she was so close. “My mother asked 
me to pick up a jar of herring snacks.” Her voice kind of startled me, the 
way voices do when you see the people first, coming out so flat and dumb 
yet kind of tony, too, the way it ticked over “pick up” and “snacks.” All of a 
sudden I slid right down her voice into her living room. Her father and the 
other men were standing around in ice-cream coats and bow ties and the 
women were in sandals picking up herring snacks on toothpicks off a big 
glass plate and they were all holding drinks the color of water with olives 
and sprigs of mint in them. When my parents have somebody over they get 
lemonade and if it’s a real racy affair Schlitz in tall glasses with “They’ll Do 
It Every Time” cartoons stencilled on. 

“That’s all right,” Lengel said. “But this isn’t the beach.” His repeating 
this struck me as funny, as if it had just occurred to him, and he had been 
thinking all these years the A & P was a great big dune and he was the head 
lifeguard. He didn’t like my smiling—as I say he doesn’t miss much—but he  
concentrates on giving the girls that sad Sunday-school-superintendent 
stare. 

Queenie’s blush is no sunburn now, and the plump one in plaid, that I 
liked better from the back—a really sweet can—pipes up, “We weren’t doing 
any shopping. We just came in for the one thing.” 

“That makes no difference,” Lengel tells her, and I could see from the 
way his eyes went that he hadn’t noticed 
she was wearing a two-piece before. “We 
want you decently dressed when you come 
in here.” 

“We are decent,” Queenie says suddenly, 
her lower lip pushing, getting sore now 
that she remembers her place, a place from 
which the crowd that runs the A & P must 
look pretty chummy. Fancy Herring Snacks 
flashed in her very blue eyes. 

“Girls, I don’t want to argue with you. 
After this come in here with your shoulders 
covered. It’s our policy.” He turns his back. 

They keep right on going,  

into the electric eye; the door flies 

open and they flicker across the  

lot to their car, Queenie and Plaid  

and Big Tall Goony-Goony (not that  

as raw material she was so bad), 

leaving me with Lengel and a kink  

in his eyebrow.
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That’s policy for you. Policy is what the kingpins want. What the others 
want is juvenile delinquency. 

All this while, the customers had been showing up with their carts but, 
you know, sheep, seeing a scene, they had all bunched up on Stokesie, who 
shook open a paper bag as gently as peeling a peach, not wanting to miss 
a word. I could feel in the silence everybody getting nervous, most of all 
Lengel, who asks me, “Sammy, have you rung up their purchase?” 

I thought and said “No” but it wasn’t about that I was thinking. I go 
through the punches, 4, 9, groc, tot—it’s more complicated than you think, 
and after you do it often enough, it begins to make a little song, that you 
hear words to, in my case “Hello (bing) there, you (gung) hap-py pee-pul 
(splat)!”—the splat being the drawer flying out. I uncrease the bill, tenderly 
as you may imagine, it just having come from between the two smoothest 
scoops of vanilla I had ever known were there, and pass a half and a penny 
into her narrow pink palm, and nestle the herrings in a bag and twist its 
neck and hand it over, all the time thinking. 

The girls, and who’d blame them, are in a hurry to get out, so I say “I 
quit” to Lengel quick enough for them to hear, hoping they’ll stop and 
watch me, their unsuspected hero. They keep right on going, into the 
electric eye; the door flies open and they flicker across the lot to their car, 
Queenie and Plaid and Big Tall Goony-Goony (not that as raw material she 
was so bad), leaving me with Lengel and a kink in his eyebrow. 

“Did you say something, Sammy?” 
“I said I quit.” 
“I thought you did.” 
“You didn’t have to embarrass them.” 
“It was they who were embarrassing us.” 
I started to say something that came out “Fiddle-de-do.” It’s a saying of 

my grandmother’s, and I know she would have been pleased. 
“I don’t think you know what you’re saying,” Lengel said. 
“I know you don’t,” I said. “But I do.” I pull the bow at the back of my 

apron and start shrugging it off my shoulders. A couple customers that had 
been heading for my slot begin to knock against each other, like scared pigs 
in a chute. 

Lengel sighs and begins to look very patient and old and gray. He’s been  
a friend of my parents for years. “Sammy, you don’t want to do this to your 
Mom and Dad,” he tells me. It’s true, I don’t. But it seems to me that once 
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you begin a gesture it’s fatal not to go through with it. I fold the apron, 
“Sammy” stitched in red on the pocket, and put it on the counter, and 
drop the bow tie on top of it. The bow tie is theirs, if you’ve ever wondered. 
“You’ll feel this for the rest of your life,” Lengel says, and I know that’s 
true, too, but remembering how he made that pretty girl blush makes me 
so scrunchy inside I punch the No Sale tab and the machine whirs “pee-
pul” and the drawer splats out. One advantage to this scene taking place in 
summer, I can follow this up with a clean exit, there’s no fumbling around 
getting your coat and galoshes, I just saunter into the electric eye in my white 
shirt that my mother ironed the night before, and the door heaves itself 
open, and outside the sunshine is skating around on the asphalt. 

I look around for my girls, but they’re gone, of course. There wasn’t 
anybody but some young married3 screaming with her children about some 
candy they didn’t get by the door of a powder-blue Falcon station wagon. 
Looking back in the big windows, over the bags of peat moss and aluminum 
lawn furniture stacked on the pavement, I could see Lengel in my place in 
the slot, checking the sheep through. His face was dark gray and his back 
stiff, as if he’d just had an injection of iron, and my stomach kind of fell as 
I felt how hard the world was going to be to me hereafter.

3 young married: term for a young married woman
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Read and Think Critically
Describe, Analyze, Predict

	 1.	� Voice  Based on Sammy’s narrative voice, describe his character. What 
specific phrases capture Sammy’s personality?  

	2.	�A nalyze the author’s use of details in describing the setting. List and explain 
passages in the story that make you feel as if you really are in a grocery 
store. 

	 3.	� Near the end of the story Sammy says, “ . . . it seems to me that once you 
begin a gesture it’s fatal not to go through with it.” Do you agree? Explain 
why or why not.

	4.	� Explain the last line of the story: “. . . my stomach kind of fell as I felt how 
hard the world was going to be to me hereafter.” What do you think Sammy 
has learned from this incident? Make a prediction about some of the hard 
things Sammy will face in the world.

	5.	 �The Author’s Style  Updike is known for his skill at depicting the ten-
sions and frustrations of small-town and suburban life in America. Explain the 
conflicts he explores in this story. Support your answer with specific details 
from the story.
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Before You Read

Ernest J. Gaines  1933–

About the Author

	 The Author’s Style
In his novels and stories, Gaines is concerned 
with the divisive and destructive effects of racial 
distinctions on American society—the values, pri- 
orities, and behavior of a troubled culture. Gaines’  
stories contain ordinary characters and everyday  
events set in southern Louisiana—people coming  
to terms with the rules and expectations that 
define their culture and shape their lives. 

The author uses first-person narrators to 
make clear his characters’ feelings, personalities,  
and social standing. Many of his narrators are 
men or young men, intent on understanding  

 
the nature and meaning of manhood. Using 
the dialect of their time and place, his African 
American characters describe their circum- 
stances and explain the strategies they have 
developed for coping with them. Gaines reveals 
the effects of arbitrary racial distinctions not only 
through black-white interactions, as in his novel 
The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, but also 
through interactions within African American 
families and communities. In the story you are 
about to read, “The Sky Is Gray,” he gives us 
both.

★★★★★★★★★★★

Ernest J. Gaines dedicated his novel, The 
Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, to his handi-
capped aunt. She had not only inspired the book  
but also raised him in his birthplace of Louisiana 
after his parents moved to California.  The author 
noted that although his aunt had never walked a 
day in her life, she taught him the importance of 
standing.

Gaines was picking cotton in plantation 
fields by the age of nine and attending a school 
where the sessions depended on the planting  
and harvesting seasons. African American chil-
dren didn’t go to school past eighth grade there, 
so at 15 he moved to San Francisco to join his 
mother and stepfather. He recalls, “I had a choice  

of going to three places—the 
library, the YMCA, and the 
movie house. I didn’t have 
any money so I couldn’t go to 
the movies. I went to the YMCA and I got beaten 
up by a guy who knew how to box, so I quit that 
and went to the library. Little old ladies can’t hit 
that hard.”

After graduating from San Francisco State 
University and spending two years in the army, 
Gaines was awarded a fellowship to Stanford 
University that enabled him to quit his job and 
devote himself to writing. One of his eight novels, 
A Lesson Before Dying, won the National Book 
Award in 1993.
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 o’n be coming in a few minutes. Coming round that bend down 
there full speed. And I’m go’n get out my handkerchief and wave it 
down, and we go’n get on it and go.

I keep looking for it, but Mama don’t look that 
way no more. She’s looking down the road where we just  
come from. It’s a long old road, and far’s you can see you don’t see 
nothing but gravel. You got dry weeds on both sides, and you got 
trees on both sides, and fences on both sides, too. And you got 
cows in the pastures and they standing close together. And when 
we was coming out here to catch the bus I seen the smoke coming 
out of the cows’s noses.

I look at my mama and I know what she’s thinking. I been with  
Mama so much, just me and her, I know what she’s thinking all the  
time. Right now it’s home—Auntie and them. She’s thinking if they 

G
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I

The Sky Is Gray

Literary Lens: First-Person Point of View  “The Sky is Gray” 
is narrated by an African American boy. As you read, consider why Gaines 
chose to use first-person point of view.

Post-War Voices	 The Sky Is Gray



★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★★

498

got enough wood—if she left enough there to keep them warm till we get 
back. She’s thinking if it go’n rain and if any of them go’n have to go out 
in the rain. She’s thinking ’bout the hog—if he go’n get out, and if Ty and 
Val be able to get him back in. She always worry like that when she leaves 
the house. She don’t worry too much if she leave me there with the smaller 
ones, ’cause she know I’m go’n look after them and look after Auntie and 
everything else. I’m the oldest and she say I’m the man.

I look at my mama and I love my mama. She’s wearing that black coat 
and that black hat and she’s looking sad. I love my mama and I want put my 
arm round her and tell her. But I’m not supposed to do that. She say that’s 
weakness and that’s crybaby stuff, and she don’t want no crybaby round 
her. She don’t want you to be scared, either. ’Cause Ty’s scared of ghosts and 
she’s always whipping him. I’m scared of the dark, too, but I make ’tend I 
ain’t. I make ’tend I ain’t ’cause I’m the oldest, and I got to set a good sample 
for the rest. I can’t ever be scared and I can’t ever cry. And that’s why I never 
said nothing ’bout my teeth. It’s been hurting me and hurting me close to a 
month now, but I never said it. I didn’t say it ’cause I didn’t want to act like a 
crybaby, and ’cause we didn’t have enough money to go have it pulled. But, 
Lord, it been hurting me. And look like it wouldn’t start till at night when 
you was trying to get yourself little sleep. Then soon ’s you shut your eyes—
ummm-ummm, Lord, look like it go right down to your heartstring.

“Hurting, hanh?” Ty’d say.
I’d shake my head, but I wouldn’t open my mouth for nothing. You 

open your mouth and let that wind in, and it almost kill you.
I’d just lay there and listen to them snore. Ty there, right ’side me, and 

Auntie and Val over by the fireplace. Val younger than me and Ty, and he  
sleeps with Auntie. Mama sleeps round the other side with Louis and Walker.

I’d just lay there and listen to them, and listen to that wind out there, 
and listen to that fire in the fireplace. Sometimes it’d stop long enough to 
let me get little rest. Sometimes it just hurt, hurt, hurt. Lord, have mercy.

II
Auntie knowed it was hurting me. I didn’t tell anybody but Ty, 
’cause we buddies and he ain’t go’n tell nobody. But some kind of  
way Auntie found out. When she asked me, I told her no, nothing was 
wrong. But she knowed it all the time. She told me to mash up a piece of 
aspirin and wrap it in some cotton and jugg it down in that hole. I did it,  
but it didn’t do no good. It stopped for a little while, and started right back 
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1 �Sign of the Cross: a Roman Catholic symbolic gesture that signif ies the shape of the cross

again. Auntie wanted to tell Mama, but I told her, “Uh-uh.” ’Cause I knowed 
we didn’t have any money, and it just was go’n make her mad again. So 
Auntie told Monsieur Bayonne, and Monsieur Bayonne came over to the 
house and told me to kneel down ’side him on the fireplace. He put his 
finger in his mouth and made the Sign of the Cross1 on my jaw. The tip of 
Monsieur Bayonne’s finger is some hard, ’cause he’s always playing on that 
guitar. If we sit outside at night we can always hear Monsieur Bayonne play-
ing on his guitar. Sometimes we leave him out there playing on the guitar.

Monsieur Bayonne made the Sign of the Cross over and over on my jaw, 
but that didn’t do no good. Even when he prayed and told me to pray some, 
too, that tooth still hurt me.

“How you feeling?” he say.
“Same,” I say.
He kept on praying and making the Sign of the Cross and I kept on 

praying, too.
“Still hurting?” he say.
“Yes, sir.”
Monsieur Bayonne mashed harder and harder on my jaw. He mashed so 

hard he almost pushed me over on Ty. But then he stopped.
“What kind of prayers you praying, boy?” he say.
“Baptist,” I say.
“Well, I’ll be—no wonder that tooth killing him. I’m going one way and 

he pulling the other. Boy, don’t you know any Catholic prayers?”
“I know ‘Hail Mary,’” I say.
“Then you better start saying it.”
“Yes, sir.”
He started mashing on my jaw again, and I could hear him praying at 

the same time. And, sure enough, after while it stopped hurting me.
Me and Ty went outside where Monsieur Bayonne’s two hounds was and 

we started playing with them. “Let’s go hunting,” Ty say. “All right,” I say; and  
we went on back in the pasture. Soon the hounds got on a trail, and me and 
Ty followed them all ’cross the pasture and then back in the woods, too. And  
then they cornered this little old rabbit and killed him, and me and Ty made  
them get back, and we picked up the rabbit and started back home. But 
my tooth had started hurting me again. It was hurting me plenty now, but 
I wouldn’t tell Monsieur Bayonne. That night I didn’t sleep a bit, and first 
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thing in the morning Auntie told me to go 
back and let Monsieur Bayonne pray over 
me some more. Monsieur Bayonne was 
in his kitchen making coffee when I got 
there. Soon ’s he seen me he knowed what 
was wrong.

“All right, kneel down there ’side that 
stove,” he say. “And this time make sure 
you pray Catholic. I don’t know nothing 
’bout that Baptist, and I don’t want to 
know nothing ’bout him.”

III
Last night Mama say, “Tomorrow we going to town.”

“It ain’t hurting me no more,” I say. “I can eat anything on it.”
“Tomorrow we going to town,” she say.
And after she finished eating, she got up and went to bed. She always 

go to bed early now. ’Fore Daddy went in the Army, she used to stay up late. 
All of us sitting out on the gallery or round the fire. But now, look like soon 
’s she finish eating she go to bed.

This morning when I woke up, her and Auntie was standing ’fore the 
fireplace. She say: “Enough to get there and get back. Dollar and a half to 
have it pulled. Twenty-five for me to go, twenty-five for him. Twenty-five 
for me to come back, twenty-five for him. Fifty cents left. Guess I get a little 
piece of salt meat with that.”

“Sure can use it,” Auntie say. “White beans and no salt meat ain’t white 
beans.”

“I do the best I can,” Mama say.
They was quiet after that, and I made ’tend I was still sleep.
“James, hit the floor,” Auntie say.
I still made ’tend I was asleep. I didn’t want them to know I was listening.
“All right,” Auntie say, shaking me by the shoulder. “Come on. Today’s 

the day.”
I pushed the cover down to get out, and Ty grabbed it and pulled it back.
“You, too, Ty,” Auntie say.
“I ain’t getting no teef pulled,” Ty say.
“Don’t mean it ain’t time to get up.” Auntie say. “Hit it, Ty.”
Ty got up grumbling.

“A ll right, kneel down there ’side  

that stove,” he say. “And this time  

make sure you pray Catholic. I don’t 

know nothing ’bout that Baptist, and  

I don’t want to know nothing ’bout  

him.”
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“James, you hurry up and get in your clothes and eat your food,” Auntie 
say. “What time y’all coming back?” she said to Mama.

“That ’leven o’clock bus,” Mama say. “Got to get back in that field this 
evening.”

“Get a move on you, James,” Auntie say.
I went in the kitchen and washed my face, then I ate my breakfast. I was 

having bread and syrup. The bread was warm and hard and tasted good. 
And I tried to make it last a long time.

Ty came back there grumbling and mad at me.
“Got to get up,” he say. “I ain’t having no teefes pulled. What I got to be 

getting up for?”
Ty poured some syrup in his pan and got a piece of bread. He didn’t wash  

his hands, neither his face, and I could see that white stuff in his eyes.
“You the one getting your teef pulled,” he say. “What I got to get up for. 

I bet if I was getting a teef pulled you wouldn’t be getting up. Shucks; syrup 
again. I’m getting tired of this old syrup. Syrup, syrup, syrup. I’m go’n take 
with the sugar diabetes. I want some bacon sometime.”

“Go out in the field and work and you can have your bacon,” Auntie 
say. She stood in the middle door looking at Ty. “You better be glad you got 
syrup. Some people ain’t got that—hard ’s time is.”

“Shucks,” Ty say. “How can I be strong?”
“I don’t know too much ’bout your strength,” Auntie say; “but I know 

where you go’n be hot at, you keep that grumbling up. James, get a move on 
you; your mama waiting.”

I ate my last piece of bread and went in the front room. Mama was 
standing ’fore the fireplace warming her hands. I put on my coat and my 
cap, and we left the house.

IV
I look down there again, but it still ain’t coming. I almost say, “It ain’t 
coming yet,” but I keep my mouth shut. ’Cause that’s something else she  
don’t like. She don’t like for you to say something just for nothing. She 
can see it ain’t coming. I can see it ain’t coming, so why say it ain’t com-
ing. I don’t say it, I turn and look at the river that’s back of us. It’s so cold 
the smoke’s just raising up from the water. I see a bunch of pool-doos2 not 
too far out—just on the other side of the lilies. I’m wondering if you can 

2 pool-doos: slang for mud-hens, or duck-like birds
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eat pool-doos. I ain’t too sure, ’cause I ain’t 
never ate none. But I done ate owls and black-
birds, and I done ate redbirds, too. I didn’t 
want to kill the redbirds, but she made me  
kill them. They had two of them back there. 
One in my trap, one in Ty’s trap. Me and Ty  
was go’n play with them and let them go, but  
she made me kill them ’cause we needed  
the food.

“I can’t,” I say. “I can’t.”
“Here,” she say. “Take it.”
“I can’t,” I say. “I can’t. I can’t kill him, Mama, please.”
“Here,” she say. “Take this fork, James.”
“Please, Mama, I can’t kill him,” I say.
I could tell she was go’n hit me. I jerked back, but I didn’t jerk back soon 

enough.
“Take it,” she say.
I took it and reached in for him, but he kept on hopping to the back.
“I can’t, Mama,” I say. The water just kept on running down my face. “I 

can’t,” I say.
“Get him out of there,” she say.
I reached in for him and he kept on hopping to the back. Then I reached 

in farther, and he pecked me on the hand.
“I can’t, Mama,” I say.
She slapped me again.
I reached in again, but he kept on hopping out of my way. Then he 

hopped to one side and I reached there. The fork got him on the leg and I 
heard his leg pop. I pulled my hand out ’cause I had hurt him.

“Give it here,” she say, and jerked the fork out of my hand.
She reached in and got the little bird right in the neck. I heard the fork 

go in his neck, and I heard it go in the ground. She brought him out and 
helt him right in front of me.

“That’s one,” she say. She shook him off and gived me the fork. “Get the 
other one.”

“I can’t, Mama,” I say. “I’ll do anything, but don’t make me do that.”
She went to the corner of the fence and broke the biggest switch over 

there she could find. I knelt ’side the trap, crying.
“Get him out of there,” she say.

She went to the corner of  

the fence and broke the biggest 

switch over there she could find.  

I knelt ’side the trap, crying.
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“I can’t, Mama.”
She started hitting me ’cross the back. I went down on the ground, crying.
“Get him,” she say.
“Octavia?” Auntie say.
’Cause she had come out of the house and she was standing by the tree 

looking at us.
“Get him out of there,” Mama say.
“Octavia,” Auntie say, “explain to him. Explain to him. Just don’t beat 

him. Explain to him.”
But she hit me and hit me and hit me.
I’m still young—I ain’t no more than eight; but I know now; I know  

why I had to do it. (They was so little, though. They was so little. I ’mem-
ber how I picked the feathers off them and cleaned them and helt them  
over the fire. Then we all ate them. Ain’t had but a little bitty piece each, 
but we all had a little bitty piece, and everybody just looked at me ’cause 
they was so proud.) Suppose she had to go away? That’s why I had to do 
it. Suppose she had to go away like Daddy went away? Then who was go’n 
look after us? They had to be somebody left to carry on. I didn’t know it 
then, but I know it now. Auntie and Monsieur Bayonne talked to me and 
made me see.

V
Time I see it I get out my handkerchief and start waving. It’s still ’way down 
there, but I keep waving anyhow. Then it come up and stop and me and 
Mama get on. Mama tell me go sit in the back while she pay. I do like she 
say, and the people look at me. When I pass the little sign that say “White” 
and “Colored,” I start looking for a seat. I just see one of them back there, 
but I don’t take it, ’cause I want my mama to sit down herself. She comes in 
the back and sit down, and I lean on the seat. They got seats in the front, 
but I know I can’t sit there, ’cause I have to sit back of the sign. Anyhow, I 
don’t want sit there if my mama go’n sit back here.

They got a lady sitting ’side my mama and she looks at me and smiles 
little bit. I smile back, but I don’t open my mouth, ’cause the wind’ll get in 
and make that tooth ache. The lady take out a pack of gum and reach me a 
slice, but I shake my head. The lady just can’t understand why a little boy’ll 
turn down gum, and she reach me a slice again. This time I point to my jaw. 
The lady understands and smiles little bit, and I smile little bit, but I don’t 
open my mouth, though.
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They got a girl sitting ’cross from me. She got on a red overcoat and her 
hair’s plaited in one big plait. First, I make ’tend I don’t see her over there, 
but then I start looking at her little bit. She make ’tend she don’t see me, 
either, but I catch her looking that way. She got a cold, and every now and 
then she h’ist that little handkerchief to her nose. She ought to blow it, but 
she don’t. Must think she’s too much a lady or something.

Every time she h’ist that little handkerchief, the lady side her say some-
thing in her ear. She shakes her head and lays her hands in her lap again. 

Then I catch her kind of looking where I’m at. 
I smile at her little bit. But think she’ll smile 
back? Uh-uh. She just turn up her little old 
nose and turn her head. Well, I show her both 
of us can turn us head. I turn mine too and 
look out at the river.

The river is gray. The sky is gray. They have 
pool-doos on the water. The water is wavy, and 
the pool-doos go up and down. The bus go 
round a turn, and you got plenty trees hiding 
the river. Then the bus go round another turn, 
and I can see the river again.

I look toward the front where all the white people sitting. Then I look 
at that little old gal again. I don’t look right at her, ’cause I don’t want all 
them people to know I love her. I just look at her little bit, like I’m looking 
out that window over there. But she knows I’m looking that way, and she 
kind of look at me, too. The lady sitting ’side her catch her this time, and 
she leans over and says something in her ear.

“I don’t love him nothing,” that little old gal says out loud.
Everybody back there hear her mouth, and all of them look at us and 

laugh.
“I don’t love you, either,” I say. “So you don’t have to turn up your nose, 

Miss.”
“You the one looking,” she say.
“I wasn’t looking at you,” I say. “I was looking out that window, there.”
“Out that window my foot,” she say. “I seen you. Everytime I turned 

round you was looking at me.”
“You must have been looking yourself if you seen me all them times,” I say.
“Shucks,” she say. “I got me all kind of boyfriends.”
“I got girlfriends, too,” I say.

They got a girl sitting ’cross  

from me. She got on a red  

overcoat and her hair’s plaited  

in one big plait. First, I make ’tend  

I don’t see her over there, but  

then I star t looking at her little bit.
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“Well, I just don’t want you getting your hopes up,” she say.
I don’t say no more to that little old gal ’cause I don’t want have to bust 

her in the mouth. I lean on the seat where Mama sitting, and I don’t even 
look that way no more. When we get to Bayonne, she jugg her little old 
tongue out at me. I make ’tend I’m go’n hit her, and she duck down ’side her 
mama. And all the people laugh at us again.

VI
Me and Mama get off and start walking in town. Bayonne is a little 
bitty town. Baton Rouge is a hundred times bigger than Bayonne. I went 
to Baton Rouge once—me, Ty, Mama, and Daddy. But that was ’way 
back yonder, ’fore Daddy went in the Army. I wonder when we go’n  
see him again. I wonder when. Look like he ain’t ever coming back home. . . .  
Even the pavement all cracked in Bayonne. Got grass shooting right out 
in the sidewalk. Got weeds in the ditch, too; just like they got at home.

It’s some cold in Bayonne. Look like it’s colder than it is home. The wind 
blows in my face, and I feel that stuff running down my nose. I sniff. Mama 
says use that handkerchief. I blow my nose and put it back.

We pass a school and see them white children playing in the yard.  
Big old red school, and them children just running and playing. Then  
we pass a café, and I see a bunch of people in there eating. I wish I was 
in there ’cause I’m cold. Mama tells me keep my eyes in front where they 
belong.

We pass stores that’s got dummies, and we pass another café, and then 
we pass a shoe shop, and that bald-head man in there fixing on a shoe. I 
look at him and I butt into that white lady, and Mama jerks me in front and 
tells me stay there.

We come up to the courthouse, and I see the flag waving there. This flag 
ain’t like the one we got at school. This one here ain’t got but a handful of 
stars. One at the school got a big pile of stars—one for every state. We pass 
it and we turn and there it is—the dentist office. Me and Mama go in, and 
they got people sitting everywhere you look. They even got a little boy in 
there younger than me.

Me and Mama sit on that bench, and a white lady come in there and 
ask me what my name is. Mama tells her and the white lady goes on back. 
Then I hear somebody hollering in there. Soon ’s that little boy hear him 
hollering, he starts hollering, too. His mama pats him and pats him, trying 
to make him hushup, but he ain’t thinking ’bout his mama.
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The man that was hollering in there comes out holding his jaw. He is a 
big old man and he’s wearing overalls and a jumper.

“Got it, hanh?” another man asks him.
The man shakes his head—don’t want to open his mouth.
“Man, I thought they was killing you in there,” the other man says. 

“Hollering like a pig under a gate.”
The man don’t say nothing. He just heads for the door, and the other 

man follows him.
“John Lee,” the white lady says. “John Lee Williams.”
The little boy juggs his head down in his mama’s lap and holler more 

now. His mama tells him go with the nurse, but he ain’t thinking ’bout his 
mama. His mama tells him again, but he don’t even hear her. His mama 
picks him up and takes him in there, and even when the white lady shuts 
the door I can still hear little old John Lee.

“I often wonder why the Lord let a child like that suffer,” a lady says to 
my mama. The lady’s sitting right in front of us on another bench. She’s got 
a white dress and a black sweater. She must be a nurse or something herself, 
I reckon.

“Not us to question,” a man says.
“Sometimes I don’t know if we shouldn’t,” the lady says.
“I know definitely we shouldn’t,” the man says. The man looks like a 

preacher. He’s big and fat and he’s got on a black suit. He’s got a gold chain, 
too.

“Why?” the lady said.
“Why anything?” the preacher says.
“Yes,” the lady says. “Why anything?”
“Not us to question,” the preacher says.
The lady looks at the preacher a little while and looks at Mama again.
“And look like it’s the poor who suffers the most,” she says. “I don’t 

understand it.”
“Best not to even try,” the preacher says. “He works in mysterious 

ways—wonders to perform.”
Right then little John Lee bust out hollering, and everybody turn their 

head to listen.
“He’s not a good dentist,” the lady says. “Dr. Robillard is much better. 

But more expensive. That’s why most of the colored people come here. The 
white people go to Dr. Robillard. Y’all from Bayonne?”
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Sunday Morning Breakfast, Romare Bearden, 1967

“Down the river,” my mama says. And that’s all she go’n say, ’cause she 
don’t talk much. But the lady keeps on looking at her, and so she says, “Near 
Morgan.”

“I see,” the lady says.

VII
“That’s the trouble with the black people in the country today,” some 
body else says. This one here’s sitting on the same side me and Mama’s  
sitting, and he is kind of sitting in front of that preacher. He looks like a 
teacher or somebody that goes to college. He’s got on a suit, and he’s got a 
book that he’s been reading. “We don’t question is exactly our problem,” 
he says. “We should question and question and question—question every-
thing.”
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The preacher just looks at him a long time. He done put a toothpick or 
something in his mouth, and he just keeps turning it and turning it. You 
can see he don’t like that boy with that book.

“Maybe you can explain to me what you mean,” he says.
“I said what I meant,” the boy says. “Question everything. Every stripe, 

every star, every word spoken. Everything.”
“It ’pears to me that this young lady and I was talking ’bout God, young 

man,” the preacher says.
“Question Him, too,” the boy says.
“Wait,” the preacher says. “Wait now.”
“You heard me right,” the boy says. “His existence as well as everything 

else. Everything.”
The preacher just looks across the room at the boy. You can see he’s get-

ting madder and madder. But mad or no mad, the boy ain’t thinking ’bout 
him. He looks at that preacher just ’s hard ’s the preacher looks at him.

“Is this what they coming to?” the preacher says. “Is this what we edu-
cating them for?”

“You’re not educating me,” the boy says. “I wash dishes at night so that I 
can go to school in the day. So even the words you spoke need questioning.”

The preacher just looks at him and shakes his head.
“When I come in this room and seen you there with your book, I said to 

myself, ‘There’s an intelligent man.’ How wrong a person can be.”
“Show me one reason to believe in the existence of a God,” the boy says.
“My heart tells me,” the preacher says.
“‘My heart tells me,’” the boy says. “‘My heart tells me.’ Sure. ‘My heart 

tells me.’ And as long as you listen to what your heart tells you, you will 
have only what the white man gives you and nothing more. Me, I don’t lis-
ten to my heart. The purpose of the heart is to pump blood throughout the 
body, and nothing else.”

“Who’s your paw, boy?” the preacher says.
“Why?”
“Who is he?”
“He’s dead.”
“And your mom?”
“She’s in Charity Hospital with pneumonia. Half killed herself, working 

for nothing.”
“And ’cause he’s dead and she’s sick, you mad at the world?”
“I’m not mad at the world. I’m questioning it with cold logic, sir. What 
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do words like Freedom, Liberty, God, White, Colored mean? I want to 
know. That’s why you are sending us to school, to read and to ask questions. 
And because we ask these questions, you call us mad. No sir, it is not us 
who are mad.”

“You keep saying ‘us’?”
“‘Us.’ Yes—us. I’m not alone.”
The preacher just shakes his head. Then he looks at everybody in the 

room—everybody. Some of the people look down at the floor, keep from 
looking at him. I think of look ’way myself, but soon ’s I know he done turn 
his head, I look that way again.

“I’m sorry for you,” he says to the boy.
“Why?” the boy says. “Why not be sorry for 

yourself? Why are you so much better off than I 
am? Why aren’t you sorry for these other people 
in here? Why not be sorry for the lady who had 
to drag her child into the dentist office? Why not 
be sorry for the lady sitting on that bench over 
there? Be sorry for them. Not for me. Some way 
or the other I’m going to make it.”

“No, I’m sorry for you,” the preacher says.
“Of course, of course,” the boy says, nodding 

his head. “You’re sorry for me because I rock that 
pillar you’re leaning on.”

“You can’t never rock the pillar I’m leaning on, young man. It’s stronger 
than anything man can ever do.”

“You believe in God because a man told you to believe in God,” the 
boy says. “A white man told you to believe in God. And why? To keep you 
ignorant so he can keep his feet on your neck.”

“So now we the ignorant?” the preacher says.
“Yes,” the boy says. “Yes.” And he opens his book again.
The preacher just looks at him sitting there. The boy done forgot all 

about him. Everybody else make ’tend they done forgot the squabble, too.
Then I see that preacher getting up real slow. Preacher’s a great big old 

man and he got to brace himself to get up. He comes over where the boy is 
sitting. He just stands there a little while looking down at him, but the boy 
don’t raise his head.

“Get up, boy,” preacher says.

“You believe in God because  

a man told you to believe in God,” 

the boy says. “A white man told you 

to believe in God. And why? To keep 

you ignorant so he can keep his feet 

on your neck.”
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The boy looks up at him, then he shuts his book real slow and stands 
up. Preacher just hauls back and hit him in the face. The boy falls back 
’gainst the wall, but he straightens himself up and looks right back at the 
preacher.

“You forgot the other cheek,” he says.
The preacher hauls back and hit him again on the other side. But this 

time the boy braces himself and don’t fall.
“That hasn’t changed a thing,” he says.
The preacher just looks at the boy. The preacher’s breathing real hard 

like he just run up a big hill. The boy sits down and opens his book again.
“I feel sorry for you,” the preacher says. “I never felt so sorry for a man 

before.”
The boy makes ’tend he don’t even hear that preacher. He keeps on reading 

his book. The preacher goes back and gets his hat off the chair.
“Excuse me,” he says to us. “I’ll come back some other time. Y’all, please 

excuse me.”
And he looks at the boy and goes out the room. The boy h’ist his hand 

up to his mouth one time to wipe ’way some blood. All the rest of the time 
he keeps on reading. And nobody else in there say a word.

VIII
Little John Lee and his mama come out the dentist office, and the 
nurse calls somebody else in. Then little bit later they come out, and 
the nurse calls another name. But fast ’s she calls somebody in there,  
somebody else comes in the place where we sitting, and the room stays  
full.

The people coming in now, all of them wearing big coats. One of them 
says something ’bout sleeting, another one says he hope not. Another one 
says he think it ain’t nothing but rain. ’Cause, he says, rain can get awful 
cold this time of year.

All round the room they talking. Some of them talking to people right 
by them, some of them talking to people clear ’cross the room, some of 
them talking to anybody’ll listen. It’s a little bitty room, no bigger than 
us kitchen, and I can see everybody in there. The little old room’s full of 
smoke, ’cause you got two old men smoking pipes over by that side door. I 
think I feel my tooth thumping me some, and I hold my breath and wait. I 
wait and wait, but it don’t thump me no more. Thank God for that.

I feel like going to sleep, and I lean ’gainst the wall. But I’m scared to  
go to sleep. Scared ’cause the nurse might call my name and I won’t hear  
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her. And Mama might go to sleep, too, and 
she’ll be mad if neither one of us heard the 
nurse.

I look up at Mama. I love my mama. And 
when cotton come I’m go’n get her a new coat. 
And I ain’t go’n get a black one, either. I think 
I’m go’n get her a red one.

“They got some books over there,” I say. 
“Want read one of them?”

Mama looks at the books, but she don’t 
answer me.

“You got yourself a little man there,” the lady says.
Mama don’t say nothing to the lady, but she must’ve smiled, ’cause I 

seen the lady smiling back. The lady looks at me a little while, like she’s 
feeling sorry for me.

“You sure got that preacher out here in a hurry,” she says to that boy.
The boy looks up at her and looks in his book again. When I grow up I 

want to be just like him. I want clothes like that and I want to keep a book 
with me too.

“You really don’t believe in God?” the lady says.
“No,” he says.
“But why?” the lady says.
“Because the wind is pink,” he says.
“What?” the lady says.
The boy don’t answer her no more. He just reads in his book.
“Talking ’bout the wind is pink,” that old lady says. She’s sitting on the 

same bench with the boy and she’s trying to look in his face. The boy makes 
’tend the old lady ain’t even there. He just keeps on reading. “Wind is pink,” 
she says again. “Eh, Lord, what children go’n be saying next?”

The lady ’cross from us bust out laughing.
“That’s a good one,” she says. “The wind is pink. Yes sir, that’s a good one.”
“Don’t you believe the wind is pink?” the boy says. He keeps his head 

down in the book.
“Course I believe it, honey,” the lady says. “Course I do.” She looks at us 

and winks her eye. “And what color is grass, honey?”
“Grass? Grass is black.”
She bust out laughing again. The boy looks at her.
“Don’t you believe grass is black?” he says.

I  love my mama. And when  

cotton come I’m go’n get her  

a new coat. And I ain’t go’n  

get a black one, either. I think  

I’m go’n get her a red one.
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The lady quits her laughing and looks at him. Everybody else looking at 
him, too. The place quiet, quiet.

“Grass is green, honey,” the lady says. “It was green yesterday, it’s green 
today, and it’s go’n be green tomorrow.”

“How do you know it’s green?”
“I know because I know.”
“You don’t know it’s green,” the boy says. “You believe it’s green because 

someone told you it was green. If someone had told you it was black you’d 
believe it was black.”

“It’s green,” the lady says. “I know green when I see green.”
“Prove it’s green,” the boy says.
“Sure, now,” the lady says. “Don’t tell me it’s coming to that.”
“It’s coming to just that,” the boy says. “Words mean nothing. One 

means no more than the other.”
“That’s what it all coming to?” the old lady says. That old lady got on a 

turban and she got on two sweaters. She got a green sweater under a black 
sweater. I can see the green sweater ’cause some of the buttons on the other 
sweater’s missing.

“Yes ma’am,” he says. “Words mean nothing. Action is the only thing. 
Doing. That’s the only thing.”

“Other words, you want the Lord to come down here and show Hisself 
to you?” she says.

“Exactly, ma’am,” he says.
“You don’t mean that, I’m sure?” she says.
“I do, ma’am,” he says.
“Done, Jesus,” the lady says, shaking her head.
“I didn’t go ’long with that preacher at first,” the other lady says; “but 

now—I don’t know. When a person says the grass is black, he’s either a 
lunatic or something’s wrong.”

“Prove it to me that it’s green,” the boy says.
“It’s green because the people say it’s green.”
“Those same people say we’re citizens of these United States,” the boy 

says.
“I think I’m a citizen,” the lady says.
“Citizens have certain rights,” the boy says. “Name me one right that 

you have. One right, granted by the Constitution, that you can exercise in 
Bayonne.”
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The lady don’t answer him. She just looks at him like she don’t know 
what he’s talking ’bout. I know I don’t.

“Things changing,” she says.
“Things are changing because some black men have begun to think 

with their brains and not their hearts,” the boy says.
“You trying to say these people don’t believe in God?”
“I’m sure some of them do. Maybe most of them do. But they don’t 

believe that God is going to touch these white people’s hearts and change 
things tomorrow. Things change through action. By no other way.”

Everybody sit quiet and look at the boy. Nobody says a thing. Then the 
lady ’cross the room from me and Mama just shakes her head.

“Let’s hope that not all your generation feel the same way you do,” she 
says.

“Think what you please, it doesn’t matter,” the boy says. “But it will be 
men who listen to their heads and not their hearts who will see that your 
children have a better chance than you had.”

“Let’s hope they ain’t all like you, though,” the old lady says. “Done 
forgot the heart absolutely.”

“Yes ma’am, I hope they aren’t all like me,” the boys says. “Unfortunately, 
I was born too late to believe in your God. Let’s hope that the ones who 
come after will have your faith—if not in your God, then in something else, 
something definitely that they can lean on. I haven’t anything. For me, the 
wind is pink, the grass is black.”

IX
The nurse comes in the room where we are all sitting and waiting and  
says the doctor won’t take no more patients till one o’clock this evening. My 
mama jumps up off the bench and goes up to the white lady.

“Nurse, I have to go back in the field this evening,” she says.
“The doctor is treating his last patient now,” the nurse says. “One o’clock 

this evening.”
“Can I at least speak to the doctor?” my mama asks.
“I’m his nurse,” the lady says.
“My little boy’s sick,” my mama says. “Right now his tooth almost kill-

ing him.”
The nurse looks at me. She’s trying to make up her mind if to let me 

come in. I look at her real pitiful. The tooth ain’t hurting me at all, but 
Mama say it is, so I make ’tend for her sake.
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“This evening,” the nurse says, and goes on back in the office.
“Don’t feel ’jected, honey,” the lady says to Mama. “I been round them a 

long time—they take you when they want to. If you was white, that’s some-
thing else; but we the wrong color.”

Mama don’t say nothing to the lady, and me and her go outside and 
stand ’gainst the wall. It’s cold out there. I can feel that wind going through 
my coat. Some of the other people come out of the room and go up the 
street. Me and Mama stand there a little while and we start walking. I don’t  
know where we going. When we come to the other street we just stand there.

“You don’t have to make water, do you?” Mama says. “No, ma’am,” I say.
We go up on the street. Walking real slow. I can tell Mama don’t know 

where she’s going. When we come to a store we stand there and look at 
the dummies. I look at a little boy wearing a brown overcoat. He’s got on 
brown shoes, too. I look at my old shoes and look at his’n again. You wait 
till summer, I say.

Me and Mama walk away. We come up to another store and we stop and 
look at them dummies, too. Then we go on again. We pass a café where the 
white people in there eating. Mama tells me keep my eyes in front where 
they belong, but I can’t help from seeing them people eat. My stomach 
starts to growling ’cause I’m hungry. When I see people eating, I get hungry; 
when I see a coat, I get cold.

A man whistles at my mama when we go by a filling station. She makes 
’tend she don’t even see him. I look back and I feel like hitting him in the 
mouth. If I was bigger, I say; if I was bigger, you’d see.

We keep on going. I’m getting colder and colder, but I don’t say nothing. 
I feel that stuff running down my nose and I sniff.

“That rag,” Mama says.
I get it out and wipe my nose. I’m getting cold all over now—my face, 

my hands, my feet, everything. We pass another little café, but this’n for 
white people, too, and we can’t go in there, either. So we just walk. I’m 
so cold now I’m ’bout ready to say it. If I knowed where we was going I 
wouldn’t be so cold, but I don’t know where we going. We go, we go, we go. 
We walk clean out of Bayonne. Then we cross the street and we come back. 
Same thing I seen when I got off the bus this morning. Same old trees, same 
old walks, same old weeds, same old cracked pave—same old everything.

I sniff again.
“That rag,” Mama says.
I wipe my nose real fast and jugg that handkerchief back in my pocket 
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’fore my hands gets too cold. I raise my head and I can see David’s hardware 
store. When we come up to it, we go in. I don’t know why, but I’m glad.

It’s warm in there. It’s so warm in there you don’t ever want to leave. I 
look for the heater, and I see it over by them barrels. Three white men stand-
ing round the heater talking in Creole. One of them comes over to see what 
my mama want.

“Got any axe handles?” she says.
Me, Mama and the white man start to the back, but Mama stops me 

when we come up to the heater. She and the white man go on. I hold my 
hands over the heater and look at them. They go all the way to the back, and 
I see the white man pointing to the axe handles ’gainst the wall.

Mama takes one of them and shakes it like she’s trying to figure how 
much it weighs. Then she rubs her hand over it from one end to the other 
end. She turns it over and looks at the other side, then she shakes it again, 
and shakes her head and puts it back. She gets another one and she does it  
just like she did the first one, then she shakes her head. Then she gets a 
brown one and do it that, too. But she don’t like this one, either. Then she 
gets another one, but ’fore she shakes it or anything, she looks at me. Look 
like she’s trying to say something to me, but I don’t know what it is. All I 
know is I done got warm now and I’m feeling right smart better. Mama 
shakes this axe handle just like she did the others, and shakes her head and 
says something to the white man. The white man just looks at his pile of axe  
handles, and when Mama pass him to come to the front, the white man just 
scratch his head and follows her. She tells me to come on and we go on out 
and start walking again.

We walk and walk, and no time at all I’m cold again. Look like I’m colder  
now ’cause I can still remember how good it was back there. My stomach 
growls and I suck it in to keep Mama from hearing it. She’s walking right ’side  
me, and it growls so loud you can hear it a mile. But Mama don’t say a word.

X
When we come to the courthouse, I look at the clock. It’s got quarter  
to twelve. Mean we got another hour and a quarter to be out here in the 
cold. We go and stand ’side a building. Something hits my cap and I look 
up at the sky. Sleet’s falling.

I look at Mama standing there. I want stand close ’side her, but she don’t 
like that. She say that’s crybaby stuff. She say you got to stand for yourself, 
by yourself.
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“Let’s go back to that office,” she says.
We cross the street. When we get to the dentist office I try to open the 

door, but I can’t. I twist and twist, but I can’t. Mama pushes me to the side 
and she twist the knob, but she can’t open the door, either. She turns ’way 
from the door. I look at her, but I don’t move and I don’t say nothing. I done 
seen her like this before and I’m scared of her.

“You hungry?” she says. She says it like she’s mad at me, like I’m the 
cause of everything.

“No, ma’am,” I say.
“You want eat and walk back, or you rather don’t eat and ride?”
“I ain’t hungry,” I say.
I ain’t just hungry, but I’m cold, too. I’m so hungry and cold I want to 

cry. And look like I’m getting colder and colder. My feet done got numb. I try 
to work my toes, but I don’t even feel them. Look like I’m go’n die. Look like 
I’m go’n stand right here and freeze to death. I think ’bout home. I think 
’bout Val and Auntie and Ty and Louis and Walker. It’s ’bout twelve o’clock 
and I know they eating dinner now. I can hear Ty making jokes. He done 
forgot ’bout getting up early this morning and right now he’s probably mak-
ing jokes. Always trying to make somebody laugh. I wish I was right there 
listening to him. Give anything in the world if I was home round the fire.

“Come on,” Mama says.
We start walking again. My feet so numb I can’t hardly feel them. We 

turn the corner and go on back up the street. The clock in the courthouse 
starting hitting for twelve.

The sleet’s coming down plenty now. They hit the pave and bounce like 
rice. Oh, Lord; oh, Lord, I pray. Don’t let me die, don’t let me die, don’t let 
me die, Lord.

XI
Now I know where we going. We going back of town where the colored  
people eat. I don’t care if I don’t eat. I been hungry before. I can stand it. 
But I can’t stand the cold.

I can see we go’n have a long walk. It’s ’bout a mile down there. But I 
don’t mind. I know when I get there I’m go’n warm myself. I think I can 
hold out. My hands numb in my pockets and my feet numb, too, but if I 
keep moving I can hold out. Just don’t stop no more, that’s all.

The sky’s gray. The sleet keeps on falling. Falling like rain now—plenty, 
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plenty. You can hear it hitting the pave. You can see it bouncing. Sometimes 
it bounces two times ’fore it settles.

We keep on going. We don’t say nothing. We just keep on going, keep 
on going.

I wonder what Mama’s thinking. I hope she ain’t mad at me. When sum-
mer come I’m go’n pick plenty cotton and get her a coat. I’m go’n get her a 
red one.

I hope they’d make it summer all the time. I’d be glad if it was summer 
all the time—but it ain’t. We got to have winter, too. Lord, I hate the winter. 
I guess everybody hate the winter.

I don’t sniff this time, I get out my handkerchief and wipe my nose. My 
hands’s so cold I can hardly hold the handkerchief.

I think we getting close, but we ain’t there yet. I wonder where every-
body is. Can’t see a soul but us. Look like we the only two people moving 
round today. Must be too cold for the rest of the people to move round in.

I can hear my teeth. I hope they don’t knock together too hard and make 
that bad one hurt. Lord, that’s all I need, for that bad one to start off.

I hear a church bell somewhere. But today ain’t Sunday. They must be 
ringing for a funeral or something.

I wonder what they doing at home. They must be eating. Monsieur 
Bayonne might be there with his guitar. One day Ty played with Monsieur 
Bayonne’s guitar and broke one of the strings. Monsieur Bayonne was some 
mad with Ty. He say Ty wasn’t go’n ever ’mount to nothing. Ty can go just 
like Monsieur Bayonne when he ain’t there. Ty can make everybody laugh 
when he starts to mocking Monsieur Bayonne.

I used to like to be with Mama and Daddy. We used to be happy. But 
they took him in the Army. Now, nobody happy no more . . . . I be glad 
when Daddy comes home.

Monsieur Bayonne say it wasn’t fair for them to take Daddy and give 
Mama nothing and give us nothing. Auntie say, “Shhh, Etienne. Don’t let 
them hear you talk like that.” Monsieur Bayonne say, “It’s God truth. What 
they giving his children? They have to walk three and a half miles to school 
hot or cold. That’s anything to give for a paw? She’s got to work in the field 
rain or shine just to make ends meet. That’s anything to give for a husband?” 
Auntie say, “Shhh, Etienne, shhh.” “Yes, you right,” Monsieur Bayonne say. 
“Best don’t say it in front of them now. But one day they go’n find out. One 
day.” “Yes, I suppose so,” Auntie say. “Then what, Rose Mary?” Monsieur 
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Bayonne say. “I don’t know, Etienne,” Auntie say. “All we can do is us job, 
and leave everything else in His hand . . . ”

We getting closer, now. We getting closer. I can even see the railroad 
tracks.

We cross the tracks, and now I see the café. Just to get in there, I say. Just 
to get in there. Already I’m starting to feel little better.

XII
We go in. Ahh, it’s good. I look for the heater; there ’gainst the 

wall. One of them little brown ones. I just stand there and hold my 
hands over it. I can’t open my hands too wide ’cause they almost froze.

Mama’s standing right ’side me. She done unbuttoned her coat. Smoke 
rises out of the coat, and the coat smells like a wet dog.

I move to the side so Mama can have room. She opens out her hands 
and rubs them together. I rub mine together, too, ’cause this keep them 

from hurting. If you let them warm too fast, 
they hurt you sure. But if you let them warm 
just little bit at a time, and you keep rubbing 
them, they be all right every time.

They got just two more people in the café. 
A lady back of the counter, and a man on this 
side of the counter. They been watching us ever 
since we come in.

Mama gets out the handkerchief and 
count up the money. Both of us know  
how much money she’s got there. Three dol-

lars. No, she ain’t got three dollars, ’cause she had to pay us way up here. 
She ain’t got but two dollars and a half left. Dollar and half to get my tooth 
pulled, and fifty cents for us to go back on, and fifty cents worth of salt 
meat.

She stirs the money round with her finger. Most of the money is change 
’cause I can hear it rubbing together. She stirs it and stirs it. Then she looks 
at the door. It’s still sleeting. I can hear it hitting ’gainst the wall like rice.

“I ain’t hungry, Mama,” I say.
“Got to pay them something for they heat,” she says.
She takes a quarter out the handkerchief and ties the handkerchief up 

again. She looks over her shoulder at the people, but she still don’t move. I  
hope she don’t spend the money. I don’t want her spending it on me. I’m 

You see, one day, I’m go’n  

make all this up. I want say it now;  

I want tell her how I feel right now; 

but Mama don’t like us to talk like 

that.
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hungry, I’m almost starving I’m so hungry, but I don’t want her spending 
the money on me.

She flips the quarter over like she’s thinking. She’s must be thinking 
’bout us walking back home. Lord, I sure don’t want walk home. If I thought 
it’d do any good to say something, I’d say it. But Mama makes up her own 
mind ’bout things.

She turns ’way from the heater right fast, like she better hurry up and 
spend the quarter ’fore she change her mind. I watch her go toward the 
counter. The man and the lady look at her, too. She tells the lady something 
and the lady walks away. The man keeps on looking at her. Her back’s 
turned to the man, and she don’t even know he’s standing there.

The lady puts some cakes and a glass of milk on the counter. Then she 
pours up a cup of coffee and set it ’side the other stuff. She’s looking real 
sad. I say to myself, I’m go’n make all this up one day. You see, one day, I’m 
go’n make all this up. I want say it now; I want tell her how I feel right now; 
but Mama don’t like us to talk like that.

“I can’t eat all this,” I say.
They ain’t got but just three little old cakes there. I’m so hungry right 

now, the Lord knows I can eat a hundred times three, but I want my mama 
to have one.

Mama don’t even look my way. She knows I’m hungry, she knows I want 
it. I let it stay there a little while, then I get it and eat it. I eat just on my front 
teeth, though, ’cause if cake touch that back tooth I know what’ll happen. 
Thank God it ain’t hurt me at all today.

After I finish eating I see the man go to the juke box. He drops a nickel 
in it, then he just stand there a little while looking at the record. Mama tells 
me keep my eyes in front where they belong. I turn my head like she say, 
but then I hear the man coming toward us.

“Dance, pretty?” he says.
Mama gets up to dance with him. But ’fore you know it, she done 

grabbed the little man in the collar and done heaved him ’side the wall. He 
hit the wall so hard he stop the juke box from playing.

“Some pimp,” the lady back of the counter says. “Some pimp.”
The little man jumps up off the floor and starts toward my mama. ’Fore 

you know it, Mama done sprung open her knife and she’s waiting for him.
“Come on,” she says. “Come on. I’ll gut you from your neighbo to your 

throat. Come on.”
I got up to the little man to hit him, but Mama makes me come and 
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stand ’side her. The little man looks at me and Mama and goes on back to 
the counter.

“Some pimp,” the lady back of the counter says. “Some pimp.” She starts 
laughing and pointing at the little man. “Yes sir, you a pimp, all right. Yes 
sir-ree.”

XIII
“Fasten that coat, let’s go,” Mama says.

“You don’t have to leave,” the lady says.
Mama don’t answer the lady, and we right out in the cold again. I’m  

warm right now—my hands, my ears, my feet—but I know this ain’t go’n 
last too long. It done sleet so much now you got ice everywhere you look.

We cross the railroad tracks, and soon’s we do, I get cold. That wind 
goes through this little old coat like it ain’t even there. I got on a shirt and 
a sweater under the coat, but that wind don’t pay them no mind. I look up 
and I can see we got a long way to go. I wonder if we go’n make it ’fore I get 
too cold.

We cross over to walk on the sidewalk. They got just one sidewalk back 
here, and it’s over there.

After we go just a little piece, I smell bread cooking. I look, then I see a 
baker shop. When we get closer, I can smell it more better, I shut my eyes 
and make ’tend I’m eating. But I keep them shut too long and I butt up 
’gainst a telephone post. Mama grabs me and see if I’m hurt. I ain’t bleeding 
or nothing and she turns me loose.

I can feel I’m getting colder and colder, and I look up to see how far  
we still got to go. Uptown is ’way up yonder. A half mile more, I reckon. I try 
to think of something. They say think and you won’t get cold. I think of that 
poem, “Annabel Lee.” I ain’t been to school in so long—this bad weather—I 
reckon they done passed “Annabel Lee” by now. But passed it or not, I’m 
sure Miss Walker go’n make me recite it when I get there. That woman don’t 
never forget nothing. I ain’t never seen nobody like that in my life.

I’m still getting cold. “Annabel Lee” or no “Annabel Lee,” I’m still getting  
cold. But I can see we getting closer. We getting there gradually.

Soon’s we turn the corner, I see a little old white lady up in front of us. 
She’s the only lady on the street. She’s all in black and she’s got a long black 
rag over her head.

“Stop,” she says.
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Me and Mama stop and look at her. She must be crazy to be out in all this  
bad weather. Ain’t got but a few other people out there, and all of them’s men.

“Y’all done ate?” she says.
“Just finish,” Mama says.
“Y’all must be cold then?” she says.
“We headed for the dentist,” Mama says. “We’ll warm up when we get 

there.”
“What dentist?” the old lady says. “Mr. Bassett?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Mama says.
“Come on in,” the old lady says. “I’ll telephone him and tell him y’all 

coming.”
Me and Mama follow the old lady in the store. It’s a little bitty store, and it 

don’t have much in there. The old lady takes off her head rag and folds it up.
“Helena?” somebody calls from the back.
“Yes, Alnest?” the old lady says.
“Did you see them?”
“They’re here. Standing beside me.”
“Good. Now you can stay inside.”
The old lady looks at Mama. Mama’s waiting to hear what she brought 

us in here for. I’m waiting for that, too.
“I saw y’all each time you went by,” she says. “I came out to catch you, 

but you were gone.”
“We went back of town,” Mama says.
“Did you eat?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The old lady looks at Mama a long time, like she’s thinking Mama might 

be just saying that. Mama looks right back at her. The old lady looks at me 
to see what I have to say. I don’t say nothing. I sure ain’t going ’gainst my 
Mama.

“There’s food in the kitchen,” she says to Mama. “I’ve been keeping it 
warm.”

Mama turns right around and starts for the door.
“Just a minute,” the old lady says. Mama stops. “The boy’ll have to work 

for it. It isn’t free.”
“We don’t take no handout,” Mama says.
“I’m not handing out anything,” the old lady says. “I need my garbage 

moved to the front. Ernest has a bad cold and can’t go out there.”
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“James’ll move it for you,” Mama says.
“Not unless you eat,” the old lady says. “I’m old, but I have my pride, 

too, you know.”
Mama can see she ain’t go’n beat this old lady down, so she just shakes 

her head.
“All right,” the old lady says. “Come into the kitchen.”
She leads the way with that rag in her hand. The kitchen is a little bitty 

little old thing, too. The table and the stove just ’bout fill it up. They got 
a little room to the side. Somebody in there laying ’cross the bed—’cause 
I can see one of his feet. Must be the person she was talking to: Ernest or 
Alnest—something like that.

“Sit down,” the old lady says to Mama. “Not you,” she says to me. “You 
have to move the cans.”

“Helena?” the man says in the other room.
“Yes, Alnest?” the old lady says.
“Are you going out there again?”
“I must show the boy where the garbage is Alnest,” the old lady says.
“Keep that shawl over your head,” the old man says.
“You don’t have to remind me, Alnest. Come, boy,” the old lady says.
We go out in the yard. Little old back yard ain’t no bigger than the store 

or the kitchen. But it can sleet here just like it can sleet in any big back yard. 
And ’fore you know it, I’m trembling.

“There,” the old lady says, pointing to the cans. I pick up one of the cans 
and set it right back down. The can’s so light, I’m go’n see what’s inside of it.

“Here,” the old lady says. “Leave that can alone.”
I look back at her standing there in that door. She’s got that black rag 

wrapped around her shoulders, and she’s pointing one of her little old fin-
gers at me.

“Pick it up and carry it to the front,” she says. I go by her with the can, 
and she’s looking at me all the time. I’m sure the can’s empty. I’m sure she 
could’ve carried it herself—maybe both of them at the same time. “Set it on 
the sidewalk by the door and come back for the other one,” she says.

I go and come back, and Mama looks at me when I pass her. I get the 
other can and take it to the front. It don’t feel a bit heavier than the first 
one. I tell myself I ain’t go’n be nobody’s fool, and I’m go’n look inside this 
can to see just what I been hauling. First, I look up the street, then down the 
street. Nobody coming. Then I look over my shoulder toward the door. That  
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little old lady done slipped up there quiet’s mouse, watching me again. Look 
like she knowed what I was go’n do.

“Ehh, Lord,” she says. “Children, children. Come in here, boy, and go 
wash your hands.”

I follow her in the kitchen. She point toward the bathroom, and I go in 
there and wash up. Little bitty old bathroom, but it’s clean, clean. I don’t use 
any of her towels; I wipe my hands on my pants leg.

When I come back in the kitchen, the old lady done dished up the food. 
Rice, gravy, meat—and she even got some lettuce and tomato in a saucer. 
She even got a glass of milk and a piece of cake there, too. It looks so good, 
I almost start eating ’fore I say my blessing.

“Helena?” the old man says.
“Yes, Alnest?”
“Are they eating?”
“Yes,” she says.
“Good,” he says. “Now you’ll stay inside.”
The old lady goes in there where he is and I can hear them talking. I 

look at Mama. She’s eating slow like she’s thinking. I wonder what’s the 
matter now. I reckon she’s thinking ’bout home.

The old lady comes back in the kitchen.
“I talked to Dr. Bassett’s nurse,” she says. “Dr. Bassett will take you as 

soon as you get there.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Mama says.
“Perfectly all right,” the old lady says. “Which one is it?”
Mama nods toward me. The old lady looks at me real sad. I look sad, too.
“You’re not afraid, are you?” she says.
“No ma’am,” I say.
“That’s a good boy,” the old lady says. “Nothing to be afraid of. Dr. 

Bassett will not hurt you.”
When me and Mama get through eating, we thank the old lady again.
“Helena, are they leaving?” the old man says.
“Yes, Alnest.”
“Tell them I say good-bye.”
“They can hear you, Alnest.”
“Good-bye both mother and son,” the old man says. “And may God be 

with you.”
Me and Mama tell the old man good-bye, and we follow the old lady in 
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the front room. Mama opens the door to go out, but she stops and comes 
back in the store.

“You sell salt meat?” she says.
“Yes.”
“Give me two bits worth.”
“That isn’t very much salt meat,” the old lady says.
“That’s all I have,” Mama says.
The old lady goes back of the counter and cuts a big piece off the chunk. 

Then she wraps it up and put it in a paper bag.
“Two bits,” she says.
“That looks like awful lot of meat for a quarter,” Mama says.
“Two bits,” the old lady says. “I’ve been selling salt meat behind this 

counter twenty-five years. I think I know what I’m doing.”
“You got a scale there,” Mama says.
“What?” the old lady says.
“Weigh it,” Mama says.
“What?” the old lady says. “Are you telling me how to run my business?”
“Thanks very much for the food,” Mama says.
“Just a minute,” the old lady says.
“James,” Mama says to me. I move toward the door.
“Just one minute, I said,” the old lady says.
Me and Mama stop again and look at her. The old lady takes the meat 

out of the bag and unwraps it and cuts ’bout half of it off. Then she wraps 
it up again and juggs it back in the bag and gives the bag to Mama. Mama 
lays the quarter on the counter.

“Your kindness will never be forgotten,” she says. “James,” she says to 
me.

We go out, and the old lady comes to the door to look at us. After we go 
a little piece I look back, and she’s still there watching us.

The sleet’s coming down heavy, heavy now, and I turn up my coat collar 
to keep my neck warm. My Mama tells me turn it right back down.

“You not a bum,” she says. “You a man.”
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Read and Think Critically
Analyze, Explain, Compare and Contrast

	 1.	� First-Person Point of view  Analyze the author’s use of first-person 
point of view. How does this affect the tone of the story? 

	2.	� Every stop along the way in this trip to the dentist offers a lesson for James, 
the protagonist. Explain these lessons in detail.

	 3.	� By some standards, the mother’s treatment of the boy appears harsh, even 
cruel. What is your opinion of the mother’s treatment of the boy? Use spe-
cific examples to support your position.

	4.	� Both “The Black Ball” in the previous unit and this story concern African 
American parents dealing with the effects of racial discrimination on their 
children. Use a chart like the one below to compare and contrast literary ele-
ments of the two stories. Consider point of view, tone, the dénouement 
(final outcome of the plot), and themes of the stories.

Literary Element The Sky Is Gray The Black Ball

Point of view The story is told by the boy. The story is told by the father.

	5.	� The passage in the dentist’s waiting room (pages 507–510) explores  
the themes of faith and reason. Summarize the positions of the preacher and 
the young man in the waiting room. Given the ending of the story, which 
position do you think James will adopt in life?

	6.	 �The Author’s Style  Tone is an important element of this story. 
Describe the tone, and then analyze how the author achieves it.

Read and Think Critically
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Responding to Unit Four

Key Ideas and Details

	 1. 	An integral part of the conflict of a story is its resolution, or the manner 
in which the main conflict is worked out. In some stories the conflict is resolved 
completely; in others, the author leaves an ambiguous ending, forcing readers to draw 
their own conclusions. Consider your experience reading the stories in this unit. In your 
opinion, which story has the most satisfying resolution? Explain your choice.

	 2. 	Some stories yield most of their pleasure on first reading. Others, like people, are 
harder to get to know but are well worth knowing. Which story in this unit did you like 
best on first reading, and which grew on you the most after examining it more closely? 
Explain.

Craft and Structure

	 3.	 “Barn Burning,” “Angel Levine,” and “Everything That Rises Must Converge” all contain 
images or references to wings or flight. Choose one of these stories and explain the 
imagery related to flight. In what ways does the author use the images?

	4.	� Several writers in this unit use satire to communicate important themes. Choose a 
work of satire from this unit and analyze how the writer uses satire both to entertain 
and to inform.

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas

	 5.	 “�Everything That Rises Must Converge” and “The Sky Is Gray” both deal with 
interactions between races. Analyze the themes related to race in each story.  

	 6.	C ompare and contrast the attitudes the children in “The Veldt” and “Barn Burning” have 
toward their parents. What were the end results of these attitudes?

	7.	 Harrison in “Harrison Bergeron” is a larger-than-life protagonist. Other characters, such 
as Sammy in “A & P” and Manischevitz in “Angel Levine,” share qualities of the antihero. 
Of the two types of protagonists—larger-than-life or antihero—which do you think best 
represents the human condition? Use references to any of the stories you have read in 
this unit to support your evaluation.

Responding to Unit Four
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Writing About the Literature

Comparing Styles

William Faulkner’s style is often characterized as difficult and obscure. John Updike’s 
style in “A & P,” on the other hand, is very accessible, or easy to understand. Write 
a short essay in which you compare and contrast the styles of these two authors.  
What do you think are the strengths and weaknesses of each?

Universality

One of the hallmarks of good literature is that while it has a unique setting and com-
pelling characters, it also deals with universal themes—emotions and problems that 
affect everyone. Pick your favorite story from this unit. Write an essay evaluating 
what elements make it both unique and universal.

Writing with Style

A Setting of Your Own

The setting of a story often influences its tone. For example, Gaines’ description of the  
setting in “The Sky Is Gray” creates an almost oppressive tone, whereas Bradbury’s 
description of the nursery in “The Veldt” creates an ominous tone. Select a location 
you know well, such as a store or a location in your school. Describe it in the tone of 
one of the short stories in this unit. Feel free to exaggerate the tone of your selected 
author. See if your classmates can guess the source of your “influence.”

In Your Own Style

In “The Veldt,” “Barn Burning,” and “Everything That Rises Must Converge,” parents 
and children have difficulty communicating. In your own style, write a scene that 
shows a parent and son or daughter struggling to understand each other. You will 
want to make choices about setting the scene, using dialogue, and showing nonverbal 
communication.

Responding to Unit Four


