CHAPTER SEVEN

Emotion and Humor

Interpretive fiction presents the reader with significant and there-
fore durable insights into life. But these insights represent something
more than mere intellectual comprehension; otherwise, the story does
nothing that cannot be done as well or better by psychology, history,
or philosophy. Fiction derives its unique value from its power to give
felr insights. Its truths take a deeper hold on our minds because they
are conveyed through our feelings. Its effectiveness in awakening a sen-
suous and emotional apprehension of experience that enriches under-
standing is what distinguishes imaginative literature from other forms
of discourse.

All successful stories arouse emotions in the reader. The adven-
ture thriller causes fear, excitement, suspense, anxiety, exultation, sur-
prise. Some stories make us laugh; some cause us to thrill with horror;
some make us cry. We value all the arts precisely because they enrich
and diversify our emotional life.

A truly significant story pursues emotion indirectly, not directly.
Emotion accompanying and producing insight, not emotion for itself,
is the aim of the interpretive story. It presents a sample of experience
truthfully; the emotions it arouses flow naturally from the experience
presented.

Over a century and a half ago, in a review of Hawthorne’s Tales,
Edgar Allan Poe made a famous but misleading pronouncement about
the short story:

A skilful literary artist has constructed a tale. If wise, he has not
fashioned his thoughts to accommodate his incidents; but having
conceived with deliberate care, a certain unique or single effect to
be brought out, he then invents such incidents—he then combines
such events as may best aid him in establishing this preconceived
effect. If his very initial sentence tend not to the outbringing of this
effect, then he has failed in his first step. In the whole composition
there should be no word written, of which the tendency, direct or
indirect, is not to the one preestablished design.
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Poe’s formulation has been enormously influential, for both good and
bad. Historically it is important as one of the first discussions of the
short story as a unique form. Critically it is important because Poe so
clearly enunciates here the basic critical principle of all art—the prin-
ciple of artistic unity, requiring all details and elements of a piece to
contribute harmoniously to the total design. Its influence has been
deleterious because of the emphasis Poe put on a “unique” and “pre-
conceived” effect.

The serious writer is an interpreter, not an inventor. Like a good
actor, the writer is an intermediary between a segment of experience
and an audience. The actor must pay some consideration to the audi-
ence—being careful, for instance, to face roward it, not away from it.
But the great actor is the one who is wrapped up in the thoughts and
feelings of a role, not the one who is continually stealing glances at the
audience to determine the effect of a gesture or bit of business. The
actor who begins taking cues from the audience rather than from the
script soon becomes a “ham,” exaggerating and falsifying for the sake
of effects. The writer, too, though paying some consideration to the
reader, focuses primarily on the subject. The writer who begins to
think primarily of the effect of the tale on the reader begins to manip-
ulate the material, to heighten reality, to contrive and falsify for the
sake of effects. The serious writer selects and arranges material in or-
der to convey most effectively the feeling or truth of a human situa-
tion. The commercial writer selects and arranges the material so as to
stimulate a response in the reader.

Discriminating readers, then, will distinguish between contrived
emotion and that which springs naturally from a human story truly
told. They will mark a difference between the story that attempts to
“play upon” the feelings directly, as if readers were pianos, and one
that draws emotion forth as naturally as a plucked string draws forth
sympathetic vibrations from another instrument in a room. The dif-
ference between the two types of story is the difference between escape
and interpretation. In interpretive fiction, emotion is the by-product,
not the goal.

No doubt there is pleasure in having our emotions directly stimu-
lated, and in some forms such pleasure is both delightful and inno-
cent. We all enjoy the laugh that follows a good joke, and the story
that attempts no more than to provoke laughter may be both pleasant
and harmless. There is a difference, nevertheless, between the story
written for humor’s sake and that in which humor springs from a way
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of viewing experience. Humor may be as idle as the wisecrack or as
vicious as the practical joke; it becomes of significant value when it
flows from a comic perception of life.

Most of us enjoy the gooseflesh and the tingle along the spine
produced by the successful ghost story. There is something agreeable
in letting our blood be chilled by bats in the moonlight, guttering can-
dles, creaking doors, eerie shadows, piercing screams, inexplicable
bloodstains, and weird noises. But the terror aroused by tricks and ex-
ternal “machinery” is a far cry from the terror evoked by some ter-
rifying treatment of the human situation. The horror we experience
in watching the Werewolf or Dracula or the Frankenstein monster is
far less significant than that we get from watching the bloody ambi-
tion of Macbeth or the jealousy of Othello. In the first, terror is the
end-product; in the second, it is the natural accompaniment of a pow-
erful revelation of life. In the first, we are always aware of a basic un-
reality; in the second, reality is terrifying.

The story designed merely to provoke laughter or to arouse terror
may be an enjoyable and innocent pleasure. The story directed at
stimulating tears belongs to a less innocent category. The difference is
that the humor story and the terror story seldom ask to be taken for
more than what they are: pleasant diversions to help us pass the time
agreeably. We enjoy the custard pie in the face and the ghost in the
moonlight without taking them seriously. The fiction that depends on
such ingredients is pure escape. The tear-jerker, however, asks to be
taken seriously. Like the fraudulent street beggar who artfully dis-
poses his rags, puts on dark glasses over perfectly good eyes, holds out
a tin cup, and wails about his seven starving children (there are really
only two, and he doesn’t know what has become of them), the tear-
jerker cheats us. It is escape literature posing as its opposite; it is
counterfeit interpretation. It cheats us by exaggerating and falsifying
reality by asking for compassion that is not deserved.

The quality in a story that aims at drawing forth unmerited ten-
der feeling is known as sentimentality. Sentimentality is not the
same as genuine emotion. Sentimentality is contrived or excessive or
faked emotion. A story contains genuine emotion when it treats life
faithfully and perceptively. The sentimentalized story oversimplifies
and sweetens life to get its feeling. It exaggerates, manipulates, and
prettifies. It mixes tears with sugar.

Genuine emotion, like character, is presented indirectly—it is
dramatized. It cannot be produced by words that identify emotions,
like angry, sad, pathetic, heart-breaking, or passionate. A writer draws
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forth genuine emotion by producing a character in a situation that
deserves our sympathy and showing us enough about the character
and the situation to make them real and convincing.

Sentimental writers are recognizable by a number of character-
istics. First, they often try to make words do what the situation
faithfully presented by itself will not do. They editorialize—that is,
comment on the story and, in a manner, instruct us how to feel. Or
they overwrite and poeticize—use an immoderately heightened and
distended language to accomplish their effects. Second, they make an
excessively selective use of detail. All artists, of course, must be selec-
tive in their use of detail, but good writers use representative details
while sentimentalists use details that all point one way—toward pro-
ducing emotion rather than conveying truth. The little child that dies
will be shown as always uncomplaining and cheerful under adversity,
never as naughty, querulous, or ungrateful. It will possibly be an or-
phan or the only child of a mother who loves it dearly; in addition, it
may be lame, hungry, ragged, and possessed of one toy, from which it
cannot be parted. The villain will be all villain, with a cruel laugh and
a sharp whip, though he may reform at the end, for sentimentalists are
firm believers in the heart of gold beneath the rough exterior. In short,
reality will be unduly heightened and drastically oversimplified. Third,
sentimentalists rely heavily on the stock response—an emotion that
has its source outside the facts established by the story. In some read-
ers certain situations and objects—babies, mothers, grandmothers,
young love, patriotism, worship—produce an almost automatic re-
sponse, whether the immediate situation warrants it or not. Senti-
mental writers, to affect such readers, have only to draw out certain
stops, as on an organ, to produce an easily anticipated effect. They de-
pend on stock materials to produce a stock response. They thus need
not go to the trouble of picturing the situation in realistic and con-
vincing detail. Finally, sentimental writers present, nearly always, a
fundamentally “sweet” picture of life. They rely not only on stock
characters and situations but also on stock themes. For them every
cloud has its silver lining, every bad event its good side, every storm
its rainbow. If the little child dies, it goes to heaven or makes some life
better by its death. Virtue is characteristically triumphant: the villain
is defeated, the ne’er-do-well redeemed. True love is rewarded in
some fashion; it is love—never hate—that makes the world go round.
In short, sentimental writers specialize in the sad but sweet. The tears
called for are warm tears, never bitter. There is always sugar at the
bottom of the cup.
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For experienced readers, emotion is a highly valued but not easily
achieved component of a story. It is a by-product, not the end-product.
It is gained by honestly portrayed characters in honestly drawn situa-
tions that reflect the complexity, the ambiguity, and the endless vari-
ety of life. It is produced by a carefully exercised restraint on the part
of the writer rather than by “pulling out all the stops.” It is one of the
chief rewards of art.

EXERCISES

The six stories that follow are paired. In the first pair, both stories depict ter-
ror, but one of them is more purely interpretive than the other. In the second
pair, both stories are humorous, but again one of them is interpretive, the
other escapist. In the third pair, both stories contain sentiment, but one of
them is guilty of sentimentality. For each pair, decide which story is more au-
thentic or significant and give reasons for your choice.

McKnight Malmar
The Storm

She inserted her key in the lock and turned the knob. The March wind
snatched the door out of her hand and slammed it against the wall. It took
strength to close it against the pressure of the gale, and she had no sooner
closed it than the rain came in a pounding downpour, beating noisily against
the windows as if trying to follow her in. She could not hear the taxi as it
started up and went back down the road.

She breathed a sigh of thankfulness at being home again and in time.
In rain like this, the crossroads always were flooded. Half an hour later her
cab could not have got through the rising water, and there was no alternative
route.

There was no light anywhere in the house. Ben was not home, then. As
she turned on the lamp by the sofa she had a sense of anticlimax. All the way
home—she had been visiting her sister—she had seen herself going into a
lighted house, to Ben, who would be sitting by the fire with his paper. She
had taken delight in picturing his happy surprise at seeing her, home a week
earlier than he had expected her. She had known just how his round face
would light up, how his eyes would twinkle behind his glasses, how he would
catch her by the shoulders and look down into her face to see the changes a
month had made in her, and then kiss her resoundingly on both cheeks, like
a French general bestowing a decoration. Then she would make coffee and
find a piece of cake, and they would sit together by the fire and talk.

THE STORM First published in 1944. McKnight Malmar (1903-1985) was born in
Albany, New York, grew up in suburban New York City, and spent the rest of her life in
Virginia.
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But Ben wasn’t here. She looked at the clock on the mantel and saw it
was nearly ten. Perhaps he had not planned to come home tonight, as he was
not expecting her; even before she had left he frequently was in the city all
night because business kept him too late to catch the last train. If he did not
come soon, he would not be able to make it at all.

She did not like the thought. The storm was growing worse. She could
hear the wild lash of the trees, the whistle of the wind around the corners of
the little house. For the first time she regretted this move to the far suburbs.
There had been neighbors at first, a quarter-mile down the road; but they
moved away several months ago, and now their house stood empty.

She had thought nothing of the lonesomeness. It was perfect here—for
two. She had taken such pleasure in fixing up her house—her very own
house—and caring for it that she had not missed company other than Ben.
But now, alone and with the storm trying to batter its way in, she found it
frightening to be so far away from other people. There was no one this side of
the crossroads; the road that passed the house wandered past farmland into
nothingness in the thick woods a mile farther on.

She hung her hat and her coat in the closet and went to stand before the
hall mirror to pin up the soft strands of hair that the wind had loosened.
She did not really see the pale face with its blunt nose, the slender, almost
childish figure in its grown-up black dress, or the big brown eyes that looked
back at her.

She fastened the last strands into the pompadour and turned away from
the mirror. Her shoulders drooped a little. There was something childlike
about her, like a small girl craving protection, something immature and yet
appealing, in spite of her plainness. She was thirty-one and had been
married for fifteen months. The fact that she had married at all still seemed a
miracle to her.

Now she began to walk through the house, turning on lights as she went.
Ben had left it in fairly good order. There was very little trace of an untidy
masculine presence; but then, he was a tidy man. She began to realize that
the house was cold. Of course, Ben would have lowered the thermostat. He
was very careful about things like that. He would not tolerate waste.

No wonder it was cold; the thermostat was set at fifty-eight. She pushed
the little needle up to seventy, and the motor in the cellar started so suddenly
and noisily that it frightened her for a moment.

She went into the kitchen and made some coffee. While she waited for it
to drip she began to prowl around the lower floor. She was curiously restless
and could not relax. Yet it was good to be back again among her own things,
in her own home. She studied the living-room with fresh eyes. Yes, it was a
pleasant room even though it was small. The bright, flowered chintzes on the
furniture and at the windows were cheerful and pretty, and the lowboy she
had bought three months ago was just right for the middle of the long wall.
But her plants, set so bravely along the window sill, had died. Ben had
forgotten to water them, in spite of all her admonitions, and now they
drooped, shrunken and pale, in whitened, powdery soil. The sight of them
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added to the depression that was beginning to blot out all the pleasure of
homecoming.

She returned to the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee, wishing
that Ben would come home to share it with her. She carried her cup into the
living-room and set it on the small, round table beside Ben’s special big
chair. The furnace was still mumbling busily, sending up heat, but she was
colder than ever. She shivered and got an old jacket of Ben’s from the closet
and wrapped it around her before she sat down.

The wind hammered at the door and the windows, and the air was full of
the sound of water, racing in the gutters, pouring from the leaders, thudding
on the roof. Listening, she wished for Ben almost feverishly. She never had
felt so alone. And he was such a comfort. He had been so good about her
going for this long visit, made because her sister was ill. He had seen to
everything and had put her on the train with her arms loaded with books and
candy and fruit. She knew those farewell gifts had meant a lot to him—he
didn’t spend money easily. To be quite honest, he was a little close.

But he was a good husband. She sighed unconsciously, not knowing it
was because of youth and romance missed. She repeated it to herself, firmly,
as she sipped her coffee. He was a good husband. Suppose he was ten years
older than she, and a little set in his ways; a little—perhaps—dictatorial at
times, and moody. He had given her what she thought she wanted, security
and a home of her own; if security were not enough, she could not blame
him for it.

Her eye caught a shred of white protruding under a magazine on the
table beside her. She put out a hand toward it, yet her fingers were almost
reluctant to grasp it. She pulled it out nevertheless and saw that it was, as she
had known instinctively, another of the white envelopes. It was empty, and it
bore, as usual, the neat, typewritten address: Benj. T. Willsom, Esq., Wild-
wood Road, Fairport, Conn. The postmark was New York Ciry. It never
varied.

She felt the familiar constriction about the heart as she held it in her
hands. What these envelopes contained she never had known. What she did
know was their effect on Ben. After receiving one—one came every month
or two—he was irritable, at times almost ugly. Their peaceful life together
fell apart. At first she had questioned him, had striven to soothe and comfort
him; but she soon had learned that this only made him angry, and of late she
had avoided any mention of them. For a week after one came they shared the
same room and the same table like two strangers, in a silence that was morose
on his part and a little frightened on hers.

This one was postmarked three days before. If Ben got home tonight he
would probably be cross, and the storm would not help his mood. Just the
same she wished he would come.

She tore the envelope into tiny pieces and tossed them into the fireplace.
The wind shook the house in its giant grip, and a branch crashed on the roof.
As she straightened, a movement at the window caught her eye.

She froze there, not breathing, still half-bent toward the cold fireplace,
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her hand still extended. The glimmer of white at the window behind the
sheeting blur of rain had been—she was sure of it—a human face. There had
been eyes. She was certain there had been eyes staring in at her.

The wind’s shout took on a personal, threatening note. She was rigid for
a long time, never taking her eyes from the window. But nothing moved
there now except the water on the windowpane; beyond it there was black-
ness, and that was all. The only sounds were the thrashing of the trees, the
roar of water, and the ominous howl of the wind.

She began to breathe again, at last found courage to turn out the light and
go to the window. The darkness was a wall, impenetrable and secret, and the
blackness within the house made the storm close in, as if it were a pack of
wolves besieging the house. She hastened to put on the light again.

She must have imagined those staring eyes. Nobody could be out on a
night like this. Nobody. Yet she found herself terribly shaken.

If only Ben would come home. If only she were not so alone.

She shivered and pulled Ben’s coat tighter about her and told herself she
was becoming a morbid fool. Nevertheless, she found the aloneness intoler-
able. Her ears strained to hear prowling footsteps outside the windows. She
became convinced that she did hear them, slow and heavy.

Perhaps Ben could be reached at the hotel where he sometimes stayed.
She no longer cared whether her homecoming was a surprise to him. She
wanted to hear his voice. She went to the telephone and lifted the receiver.

The line was quite dead.

The wires were down, of course.

She fought panic. The face at the window had been an illusion, a trick of
the light reflected on the sluicing pane; and the sound of footsteps was an
illusion, too. Actual ones would be inaudible in the noise made by the wild
storm. Nobody would be out tonight. Nothing threatened her, really. The
storm was held at bay beyond these walls, and in the morning the sun would
shine again.

The thing to do was to make herself as comfortable as possible and settle
down with a book. There was no use going to bed—she couldn’t possibly
sleep. She would only lie there wide awake and think of that face at the
window, hear the footsteps.

She would get some wood for a fire in the fireplace. She hesitated at the
top of the cellar stairs. The light, as she switched it on, seemed insufficient;
the concrete wall at the foot of the stairs was dank with moisture and some-
how gruesome. And wind was chilling her ankles. Rain was beating in
through the outside door to the cellar, because that door was standing open.

The inner bolt sometimes did not hold, she knew very well. If it had not
been carefully closed, the wind could have loosened it. Yet the open door
increased her panic. It seemed to argue the presence of something less im-
personal than the gale. It took her a long minute to nerve herself to go down
the steps and reach out into the darkness for the doorknob.

In just that instant she was soaked; but her darting eyes could find noth-
ing outdoors but the black, wavering shapes of the maples at the side of the
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house. The wind helped her and slammed the door resoundingly. She
jammed the bolt home with all her strength and then tested it to make sure it
would hold. She almost sobbed with the relief of knowing it to be firm
against any intruder.

She stood with her wet clothes clinging to her while the thought came
that turned her bones to water. Suppose—suppose the face at the window
had been real, after all. Suppose its owner had found shelter in the only
shelter to be had within a quarter-mile—this cellar.

She almost flew up the stairs again, but then she took herself firmly in
hand. She must not let herself go. There had been many storms before; just
because she was alone in this one, she must not let morbid fancy run away
with her. But she could not throw off the reasonless fear that oppressed her,
although she forced it back a little. She began to hear again the tread of the
prowler outside the house. Although she knew it to be imagination, it was
fearfully real—the crunch of feet on gravel, slow, persistent, heavy, like the
patrol of a sentinel.

She had only to get an armful of wood. Then she could have a fire, she
would have light and warmth and comfort. She would forget these terrors.

The cellar smelled of dust and old moisture. The beams were fuzzed with
cobwebs. There was only one light, a dim one in the corner. A little rivulet
was running darkly down the wall and already had formed a foot-square pool
on the floor.

The woodpile was in the far corner away from the light. She stopped and
peered around. Nobody could hide here. The cellar was too open, the sup-
porting stanchions too slender to hide a man.

The oil burner went off with a sharp click. Its mutter, she suddenly
realized, had had something human and companionable about it. Nothing
was down here with her now but the snarl of the storm.

She almost ran to the woodpile. Then something made her pause and
turn before she bent to gather the logs.

What was it? Not a noise. Something she had seen as she hurried across
that dusty floor. Something odd.

She searched with her eyes. It was a spark of light she had seen, where no
spark should be.

An inexplicable dread clutched at her heart. Her eyes widened, round
and dark as a frightened deer’s. Her old trunk that stood against the wall was
open just a crack; from the crack came this tiny pinpoint of reflected light to
prick the cellar’s gloom.

She went toward it like a woman hypnotized. It was only one more in-
significant thing, like the envelope on the table, the vision of the face at
the window, the open door. There was no reason for her to feel smothered
in terror.

Yet she was sure she had not only closed, but clamped the lid on the
trunk; she was sure because she kept two or three old coats in it, wrapped in
newspapers and tightly shut away from moths.
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Now the lid was raised perhaps an inch. And the twinkle of light was still
there.

She threw back the lid.

For a long moment she stood looking down into the trunk, while each
detail of its contents imprinted itself on her brain like an image on a film.
Each tiny detail was indelibly clear and never to be forgotten.

She could not have stirred a muscle in that moment. Horror was a black
cloak thrown around her, stopping her breath, hobbling her limbs.

Then her face dissolved into formlessness. She slammed down the lid
and ran up the stairs like a mad thing. She was breathing again, in deep,
sobbing breaths that tore at her lungs. She shut the door at the top of the
stairs with a crash that shook the house; then she turned the key. Gasping she
clutched one of the sturdy maple chairs by the kitchen table and wedged it
under the knob with hands she could barely control.

The wind took the house in its teeth and shook it as a dog shakes a rat.

Her first impulse was to get out of the house. But in the time it took to get
to the front door she remembered the face at the window.

Perhaps she had not imagined it. Perhaps it was the face of a murderer—
a murderer waiting for her out there in the storm; ready to spring on her out
of the dark.

She fell into the big chair, her huddled body shaken by great tremors.
She could not stay here—not with that thing in her trunk. Yet she dared not
leave. Her whole being cried out for Ben. He would know what to do. She
closed her eyes, opened them again, rubbed them hard. The picture still
burned into her brain as if it had been etched with acid. Her hair, loosened,
fell in soft straight wisps about her forehead, and her mouth was slack with
terror.

Her old trunk had held the curled-up body of a woman.

She had not seen the face; the head had been tucked down into the hol-
low of the shoulder, and a shower of fair hair had fallen over it. The woman
had worn a red dress. One hand had rested near the edge of the trunk, and on
its third finger there had been a man’s ring, a signet bearing the raised figure
of a rampant lion with a small diamond between its paws. It had been the
diamond that caught the light. The little bulb in the corner of the cellar had
picked out this ring from the semidarkness and made it stand out like a
beacon.

She never would be able to forget it. Never forget how the woman
looked: the pale, luminous flesh of her arms; her doubled-up knees against
the side of the trunk, with their silken covering shining softly in the gloom;
the strands of hair that covered her face . . .

Shudders continued to shake her. She bit her tongue and pressed her
hand against her jaw to stop the chattering of her teeth. The salty taste of
blood in her mouth steadied her. She tried to force herself to be rational, to
plan; yet all the time the knowledge that she was imprisoned with the body of
a murdered woman kept beating at her nerves like a flail.

45

50

55



60

65

70

248  CHAPTER SEVEN / EMOTION AND HUMOR

She drew the coat closer about her, trying to dispel the mortal cold that
held her. Slowly something beyond the mere fact of murder, of death, began
to penetrate her mind. Slowly she realized that beyond this fact there would
be consequences. That body in the cellar was not an isolated phenomenon;
some train of events had led to its being there and would follow its discovery
there.

There would be policemen.

At first the thought of policemen was a comforting one; big, brawny men
in blue, who would take the thing out of her cellar, take it away so she never
need think of it again.

Then she realized it was &er cellar—hers and Ben’s; and policemen are
suspicious and prying. Would they think sZe killed the woman? Could they
be made to believe she never had seen her before?

Or would they think Ben had done it? Would they take the letters in the
white envelopes, and Ben’s absences on business, and her own visit to her
sister, about which Ben was so helpful, and out of them build a double life
for him? Would they insist that the woman had been a discarded mistress,
who had hounded him with letters until out of desperation he had killed her?
That was a fantastic theory, really; but the police might do that.

They might.

Now a sudden new panic invaded her. The dead woman must be taken
out of the cellar, must be hidden. The police must never connect her with
this house.

Yet the dead woman was bigger than she herself was; she could never
move her.

Her craving for Ben became a frantic need. If only he would come home!
Come home and take that body away, hide it somewhere so the police could
not connect it with this house. He was strong enough to do it.

Even with the strength to move the body by herself she would not dare
do it, because there was the prowler—real or imaginary—outside the
house. Perhaps the cellar door had not been open by chance. Or perhaps
it had been, and the murderer, seeing it so welcoming, had seized the op-
portunity to plant the evidence of his crime upon the Willsoms’ innocent
shoulders.

She crouched there, shaking. It was as if the jaws of a great trap had
closed on her: on one side the storm and the silence of the telephone, on the
other the presence of the prowler and of that still, cramped figure in her
trunk. She was caught between them, helpless.

As if to accent her helplessness, the wind stepped up its shriek and a tree
crashed thunderously out in the road. She heard glass shatter.

Her quivering body stiffened like a drawn bow. Was it the prowler at-
tempting to get in? She forced herself to her feet and made a round of the
windows on the first floor and the one above. All the glass was intact,
staunchly resisting the pounding of the rain.

Nothing could have made her go into the cellar to see if anything had
happened there.
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The voice of the storm drowned out all other sounds, yet she could not
rid herself of the fancy that she heard footsteps going round and round the
house, that eyes sought an opening and spied upon her.

She pulled the shades down over the shiny black windows. It helped a
little to make her feel more secure, more sheltered; but only a very little. She
told herself sternly that the crash of glass had been nothing more than a
branch blown through a cellar window.

The thought brought her no comfort—just the knowledge that it would
not disturb that other woman. Nothing could comfort her now but Ben’s
plump shoulder and his arms around her and his neat, capable mind plan-
ning to remove the dead woman from this house.

A kind of numbness began to come over her, as if her capacity for fear
were exhausted. She went back to the chair and curled up in it. She prayed
mutely for Ben and for daylight.

The clock said half-past twelve.

She huddled there, not moving and not thinking, not even afraid, only
numb for another hour. Then the storm held its breath for a moment, and in
the brief space of silence she heard footsteps on the walk—actual footsteps,
firm and quick and loud. A key turned in the lock. The door opened and Ben
came in.

He was dripping, dirty, and white with exhaustion. But it was Ben. Once
she was sure of it she flung herself on him, babbling incoherently of what she
had found.

He kissed her lightly on the cheek and took her arms down from around
his neck. “Here, here, my dear. You’ll get soaked. I’'m drenched to the skin.”
He removed his glasses and handed them to her, and she began to dry them
for him. His eyes squinted at the light. “I had to walk in from the crossroads.
What a night!” He began to strip off rubbers and coat and shoes. “You’ll
never know what a difference it made, finding the place lighted. Lord, but
it’s good to be home.”

She tried again to tell him of the past hours, but again he cut her short.
“Now, wait a minute, my dear. I can see you’re bothered about something.
Just wait until I get into some dry things; then I’ll come down and we’ll
straighten it out. Suppose you rustle up some coffee and toast. 'm done
up—the whole trip out was a nightmare, and I didn’t know if I'd ever make it
from the crossing. I’ve been hours.”

He did look tired, she thought with concern. Now that he was back, she
could wait. The past hours had taken on the quality of a nightmare, horrify-
ing but curiously unreal. With Ben here, so solid and commonplace and
cheerful, she began to wonder if the hours were nightmare. She even began to
doubt the reality of the woman in the trunk, although she could see her as
vividly as ever. Perhaps only the storm was real.

She went to the kitchen and began to make fresh coffee. The chair,
still wedged against the kitchen door, was a reminder of her terror. Now
that Ben was home it seemed silly, and she put it back in its place by the
table.
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He came down very soon, before the coffee was ready. How good it was
to see him in that old gray bathrobe of his, his hands thrust into its pockets.
How normal and wholesome he looked with his round face rubbed pink by a
rough towel and his hair standing up in damp little spikes around his bald
spot. She was almost shamefaced when she told him of the face at the win-
dow, the open door, and finally of the body in the trunk. None of it, she saw
quite clearly now, could possibly have happened.

Ben said so, without hesitation. But he came to put an arm around her.
“You poor child. The storm scared you to death, and I don’t wonder. It’s
given you the horrors.”

She smiled dubiously. “Yes. I’'m almost beginning to think so. Now that
you’re back, it seems so safe. But—but you will look in the trunk, Ben? I’ve
got to know. I can see her so plainly. How could I imagine a thing like that?”

He said indulgently, “Of course I’ll look, if it will make you feel better.
I’ll do it now. Then I can have my coffee in peace.”

He went to the cellar door and opened it and snapped on the light. Her
heart began to pound once more, a deafening roar in her ears. The opening
of the cellar door opened, again, the whole vista of fear: the body, the police,
the suspicions that would cluster about her and Ben. The need to hide this
evidence of somebody’s crime.

She could not have imagined it; it was incredible that she could have
believed, for a minute, that her mind had played such tricks on her. In an-
other moment Ben would know it, too.

She heard the thud as he threw back the lid of the trunk. She clutched at
the back of a chair, waiting for his voice. It came in an instant.

She could not believe it. It was as cheerful and reassuring as before. He
said, “There’s nothing here but a couple of bundles. Come take a look.”

Nothing!

Her knees were weak as she went down the stairs, down into the cellar
again.

It was still musty and damp and draped with cobwebs. The rivulet
was still running down the wall, but the pool was larger now. The light was
still dim.

It was just as she remembered it except that the wind was whistling
through a broken window and rain was splattering in on the bits of shattered
glass on the floor. The branch lying across the sill had removed every scrap
of glass from the frame and left not a single jagged edge.

Ben was standing by the open trunk, waiting for her. His stocky body
was a bulwark. “See,” he said, “there’s nothing. Just some old clothes of
yours, I guess.”

She went to stand beside him.Was she losing her mind? Would she, now,
see that crushed figure in there, see the red dress and the smooth shining
knees, when Ben could not? And the ring with the diamond between the
lion’s paws?

Her eyes looked, almost reluctantly, into the trunk. “It s empty!”

There were the neat, newspaper-wrapped packages she had put away so
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carefully, just as she had left them deep in the bottom of the trunk. And
nothing else.

She must have imagined the body. She was light with the relief the
knowledge brought her, and yet confused and frightened, too. If her mind
could play such tricks, if she could imagine anything so gruesome in the
complete detail with which she had seen the dead woman in the trunk, the
thought of the future was terrifying. When might she not have another such
hallucination?

The actual, physical danger did not exist, however, and never existed.
The threat of the law hanging over Ben had been based on a dream.

“I—dreamed it all, I must have,” she admitted. “Yet it was so horribly
clear and I wasn’t asleep.” Her voice broke. “I thought—oh, Ben, I
thought—”

“What did you think, my dear?” His voice was odd, not like Ben’s at all.
It had a cold cutting edge to it.

He stood looking down at her with an immobility that chilled her more
than the cold wind that swept in through the broken window. She tried to
read his face, but the light from the little bulb was too weak. It left his
features shadowed in broad, dark planes that made him look like a stranger,
and somehow sinister.

She said, “I—" and faltered.

He still did not move, but his voice hardened. “What was it you
thought?”

She backed away from him.

He moved, then. It was only to take his hands from his pockets to stretch
his arms toward her; but she stood for an instant staring at the thing that left
her stricken, with a voiceless scream forming in her throat.

She was never to know whether his arms had been outstretched to take
her within their shelter or to clutch at her white neck. For she turned and
fled, stumbling up the stairs in a mad panic of escape.

He shouted, “Janet! Janet!” His steps were heavy behind her. He tripped
on the bottom step and fell on one knee and cursed.

Terror lent her strength and speed. She could not be mistaken. Although
she had seen it only once, she knew that on the little finger of his left hand
there had been the same, the unmistakable ring the dead woman had worn.

The blessed wind snatched the front door from her and flung it wide, and
she was out in the safe, dark shelter of the storm.

QUESTIONS

1. By what means does this story create and build suspense? What uses does
it make of mystery? At what points does it employ surprise?

2. Is the ending of the story determinate or indeterminate?

3. From what point of view is the story told? What advantages has this point
of view for this story? Are there any places where the contents of Janet’s
consciousness are suppressed, at least temporarily? For what purpose?
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4. Put together an account of Ben’s activities that will explain as many as
possible of the phenomena that Janet observes—or thinks she observes—
during the course of the evening. Are any left unexplained? Is any motiva-
tion provided for the murder of the woman in the trunk? How?

5. What are the chief features of Ben’s characterization? Why is he character-
ized as he is? Has the characterization been fashioned to serve the story or
the story to serve the characterization?

. To what extent does the story depend on coincidence?

. What is the main purpose of the story? Does it have a theme? If so, what?

8. What do you find most effective in the story?

~N O

Nadine Gordimer
Once Upon a Time

Someone has written to ask me to contribute to an anthology of stories
for children. I reply that I don’t write children’s stories; and he writes back
that at a recent congress/book fair/seminar a certain novelist said every
writer ought to write at least one story for children. I think of sending a
postcard saying I don’t accept that I “ought” to write anything.

And then last night I woke up—or rather was awakened without know-
ing what had roused me.

A voice in the echo-chamber of the subconscious?

A sound.

A creaking of the kind made by the weight carried by one foot after
another along a wooden floor. I listened. I felt the apertures of my ears dis-
tend with concentration. Again: the creaking. I was waiting for it; waiting to
hear if it indicated that feet were moving from room to room, coming up the
passage—to my door. I have no burglar bars, no gun under the pillow, but I
have the same fears as people who do take these precautions, and my win-
dowpanes are thin as rime, could shatter like a wineglass. A woman was
murdered (how do they put it) in broad daylight in a house two blocks away,
last year, and the fierce dogs who guarded an old widower and his collection
of antique clocks were strangled before he was knifed by a casual laborer he
had dismissed without pay.

I was staring at the door, making it out in my mind rather than seeing it,
in the dark. I lay quite still—a victim already—the arrhythmia of my heart
was fleeing, knocking this way and that against its body-cage. How finely
tuned the senses are, just out of rest, sleep! I could never listen intently as

ONCE UPON A TIME First published in 1989. Nadine Gordimer was born in 1923 in a
small town near Johannesburg, South Africa, and graduated from the University of Wit-
watersrand. She has taught at several American universities, but continues to reside in
her native country. A prolific writer, Gordimer has published more than twenty books
of fiction (novels and short story collections). In addition to England’s prestigious
Booker Prize for Fiction, she received the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1991.
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that in the distractions of the day; I was reading every faintest sound, identi-
fying and classifying its possible threat.

But I learned that I was to be neither threatened nor spared. There was
no human weight pressing on the boards, the creaking was a buckling, an
epicenter of stress. I was in it. The house that surrounds me while I sleep is
built on undermined ground; far beneath my bed, the floor, the house’s
foundations, the stopes and passages of gold mines have hollowed the rock,
and when some face trembles, detaches and falls, three thousand feet below,
the whole house shifts slightly, bringing uneasy strain to the balance and
counterbalance of brick, cement, wood and glass that hold it as a structure
around me. The misbeats of my heart tailed off like the last muffled flour-
ishes on one of the wooden xylophones made by the Chopi and Tsonga®
migrant miners who might have been down there, under me in the earth at
that moment. The stope where the fall was could have been disused, drip-
ping water from its ruptured veins; or men might now be interred there in
the most profound of tombs.

I couldn’t find a position in which my mind would let go of my body—
release me to sleep again. So I began to tell myself a story; a bedtime story.

In a house, in a suburb, in a city, there were a man and his wife who loved
each other very much and were living happily ever after. They had a little
boy, and they loved him very much. They had a cat and a dog that the little
boy loved very much. They had a car and a caravan trailer for holidays, and a
swimming-pool which was fenced so that the little boy and his playmates
would not fall in and drown. They had a housemaid who was absolutely
trustworthy and an itinerant gardener who was highly recommended by the
neighbors. For when they began to live happily ever after they were warned,
by that wise old witch, the husband’s mother, not to take on anyone off the
street. They were inscribed in a medical benefit society, their pet dog was
licensed, they were insured against fire, flood damage and theft, and sub-
scribed to the local Neighborhood Watch, which supplied them with a
plaque for their gates lettered YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED over the sil-
houette of a would-be intruder. He was masked; it could not be said if he was
black or white, and therefore proved the property owner was no racist.

It was not possible to insure the house, the swimming pool or the car
against riot damage. There were riots, but these were outside the city, where
people of another color were quartered. These people were not allowed into
the suburb except as reliable housemaids and gardeners, so there was noth-
ing to fear, the husband told the wife. Yet she was afraid that some day such
people might come up the street and tear off the plaque YOU HAVE BEEN
WARNED and open the gates and stream in . . . Nonsense, my dear, said the
husband, there are police and soldiers and tear-gas and guns to keep them
away. But to please her—for he loved her very much and buses were being

Chopi and Tsonga: two peoples from Mozambique, northeast of South Africa
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burned, cars stoned, and schoolchildren shot by the police in those quarters
out of sight and hearing of the suburb—he had electronically controlled
gates fitted. Anyone who pulled off the sign YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED
and tried to open the gates would have to announce his intentions by press-
ing a button and speaking into a receiver relayed to the house. The little boy
was fascinated by the device and used it as a walkie-talkie in cops and robbers
play with his small friends.

The riots were suppressed, but there were many burglaries in the suburb
and somebody’s trusted housemaid was tied up and shut in a cupboard by
thieves while she was in charge of her employers’ house. The trusted house-
maid of the man and wife and little boy was so upset by this misfortune
befalling a friend left, as she herself often was, with responsibility for the
possessions of the man and his wife and the little boy that she implored her
employers to have burglar bars attached to the doors and windows of the
house, and an alarm system installed. The wife said, She is right, let us take
heed of her advice. So from every window and door in the house where they
were living happily ever after they now saw the trees and sky through bars,
and when the little boy’s pet cat tried to climb in by the fanlight to keep him
company in his little bed at night, as it customarily had done, it set off the
alarm keening through the house.

The alarm was often answered—it seemed—Dby other burglar alarms, in
other houses, that had been triggered by pet cats or nibbling mice. The
alarms called to one another across the gardens in shrills and bleats and wails
that everyone soon became accustomed to, so that the din roused the inhabi-
tants of the suburb no more than the croak of frogs and musical grating of
cicadas’ legs. Under cover of the electronic harpies’ discourse intruders
sawed the iron bars and broke into homes, taking away hi-fi equipment,
television sets, cassette players, cameras and radios, jewelry and clothing,
and sometimes were hungry enough to devour everything in the refrigerator
or paused audaciously to drink the whiskey in the cabinets or patio bars.
Insurance companies paid no compensation for single malt,” a loss made
keener by the property owner’s knowledge that the thieves wouldn’t even
have been able to appreciate what it was they were drinking.

Then the time came when many of the people who were not trusted
housemaids and gardeners hung about the suburb because they were unem-
ployed. Some importuned for a job: weeding or painting a roof; anything,
baas,” madam. But the man and his wife remembered the warning about
taking on anyone off the street. Some drank liquor and fouled the street with
discarded bottles. Some begged, waiting for the man or his wife to drive the
car out of the electronically operated gates. They sat about with their feet in
the gutters, under the jacaranda trees that made a green tunnel of the
street—for it was a beautiful suburb, spoilt only by their presence—and
sometimes they fell asleep lying right before the gates in the midday sun.

single malt: an expensive Scotch whiskey baas: boss
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The wife could never see anyone go hungry. She sent the trusted housemaid
out with bread and tea, but the trusted housemaid said these were loafers and
tsotsts,” who would come and tie her and shut her in a cupboard. The hus-
band said, She’s right. Take heed of her advice. You only encourage them
with your bread and tea. They are looking for their chance . . . And he
brought the little boy’s tricycle from the garden into the house every night,
because if the house was surely secure, once locked and with the alarm set,
someone might still be able to climb over the wall or the electronically closed
gates into the garden.

You are right, said the wife, then the wall should be higher. And the wise
old witch, the husband’s mother, paid for the extra bricks as her Christmas
present to her son and his wife—the little boy got a Space Man outfit and a
book of fairy tales.

But every week there were more reports of intrusion: in broad daylight
and the dead of night, in the early hours of the morning, and even in the
lovely summer twilight—a certain family was at dinner while the bedrooms
were being ransacked upstairs. The man and his wife, talking of the latest
armed robbery in the suburb, were distracted by the sight of the little boy’s
pet cat effortlessly arriving over the seven-foot wall, descending first with a
rapid bracing of extended forepaws down on the sheer vertical surface, and
then a graceful launch, landing with swishing tail within the property. The
whitewashed wall was marked with the cat’s comings and goings; and on the
street side of the wall there were larger red-earth smudges that could have
been made by the kind of broken running shoes, seen on the feet of unem-
ployed loiterers, that had no innocent destination.

When the man and wife and little boy took the pet dog for its walk round
the neighborhood streets they no longer paused to admire this show of roses
or that perfect lawn; these were hidden behind an array of different varieties
of security fences, walls and devices. The man, wife, little boy and dog
passed a remarkable choice: there was the low-cost option of pieces of bro-
ken glass embedded in cement along the top of walls, there were iron grilles
ending in lance-points, there were attempts at reconciling the aesthetics of
prison architecture with the Spanish Villa style (spikes painted pink) and
with the plaster urns of neoclassical fagades (twelve-inch pikes finned like
zigzags of lightning and painted pure white). Some walls had a small board
affixed, giving the name and telephone number of the firm responsible for
the installation of the devices. While the little boy and the pet dog raced
ahead, the husband and wife found themselves comparing the possible effec-
tiveness of each style against its appearance; and after several weeks when
they paused before this barricade or that without needing to speak, both
came out with the conclusion that only one was worth considering. It was the
ugliest but the most honest in its suggestion of the pure concentration-camp
style, no frills, all evident efficacy. Placed the length of walls, it consisted of a

tsotsis: hooligans
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continuous coil of stiff and shining metal serrated into jagged blades, so that
there would be no way of climbing over it and no way through its tunnel
without getting entangled in its fangs. There would be no way out, only a
struggle getting bloodier and bloodier, a deeper and sharper hooking and
tearing of flesh. The wife shuddered to look at it. You’re right, said the
husband, anyone would think twice . . . And they took heed of the advice on
a small board fixed to the wall: Consult DRAGON’S TEETH The People
For Total Security.

Next day a gang of workmen came and stretched the razor-bladed coils
all round the walls of the house where the husband and wife and little boy
and pet dog and cat were living happily ever after. The sunlight flashed and
slashed, off the serrations, the cornice of razor thorns encircled the home,
shining. The husband said, Never mind. It will weather. The wife said,
You’re wrong. They guarantee it’s rust-proof. And she waited until the little
boy had run off to play before she said, I hope the cat will take heed . .. The
husband said, Don’t worry, my dear, cats always look before they leap. And
it was true that from that day on the cat slept in the little boy’s bed and kept
to the garden, never risking a try at breaching security.

One evening, the mother read the little boy to sleep with a fairy story
from the book the wise old witch had given him at Christmas. Next day he
pretended to be the Prince who braves the terrible thicket of thorns to enter
the palace and kiss the Sleeping Beauty back to life: he dragged a ladder to
the wall, the shining coiled tunnel was just wide enough for his little body to
creep in, and with the first fixing of its razor-teeth in his knees and hands and
head he screamed and struggled deeper into its tangle. The trusted house-
maid and the itinerant gardener, whose “day” it was, came running, the first
to see and to scream with him, and the itinerant gardener tore his hands
trying to get at the little boy. Then the man and his wife burst wildly into the
garden and for some reason (the cat, probably) the alarm set up wailing
against the screams while the bleeding mass of the little boy was hacked out
of the security coil with saws, wire-cutters, choppers, and they carried it—
the man, the wife, the hysterical trusted housemaid and the weeping gar-
dener—into the house.

QUESTIONS

1. The opening section of the story is told by a writer who is awakened by a
frightening sound in the night. What two causes for the sound does she
consider? Ultimately, which is the more significant cause for fear? How do
these together create an emotional background for the “children’s story”
that she tells?

2. What stylistic devices does the writer use to create the atmosphere of chil-
dren’s stories?

3. To what extent does the story explore the motives for the behavior of the
wife and husband, the husband’s mother, the servants, and the people who
surround the suburb and the house? What motives can you infer for these
people? What ironies do they display in their actions?
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4. Why do the wife and husband keep increasing the security devices of their
home? What is ironic about the conclusion of the story?

5. Can you fix the blame for the calamity that befalls the child? What are
the possible meanings for the repeated phrase “YOU HAVE BEEN
WARNED”?

6. What details in the introductory section and in the children’s story imply
the nature of the social order in which both occur?

7. Compare this story with “The Storm” as a study in fear. What are the most
significant differences? What are the themes of the two stories?

Fames Thurber

The Catbird Seat

Mr. Martin bought the pack of Camels on Monday night in the most
crowded cigar store on Broadway. It was theater time and seven or eight men
were buying cigarettes. The clerk didn’t even glance at Mr. Martin, who
put the pack in his overcoat pocket and went out. If any of the staffat F & S
had seen him buy the cigarettes, they would have been astonished, for it
was generally known that Mr. Martin did not smoke, and never had. No one
saw him.

It was just a week to the day since Mr. Martin had decided to rub out
Mrs. Ulgine Barrows. The term “rub out” pleased him because it suggested
nothing more than the correction of an error—in this case an error of Mr.
Fitweiler. Mr. Martin had spent each night of the past week working out his
plan and examining it. As he walked home now he went over it again. For the
hundredth time he resented the element of imprecision, the margin of guess-
work that entered into the business. The project as he had worked it out was
casual and bold, the risks were considerable. Something might go wrong
anywhere along the line. And therein lay the cunning of his scheme. No one
would ever see in it the cautious, painstaking hand of Erwin Martin, head of
the filing department at F & S of whom Mr. Fitweiler had once said, “Man is
fallible but Martin isn’t.” No one would see his hand, that is, unless it were
caught in the act.

Sitting in his apartment, drinking a glass of milk, Mr. Martin reviewed
his case against Mrs. Ulgine Barrows, as he had every night for seven nights.
He began at the beginning. Her quacking voice and braying laugh had first
profaned the halls of F & S on March 7, 1941 (Mr. Martin had a head for
dates). Old Roberts, the personnel chief, had introduced her as the newly
appointed special adviser to the president of the firm, Mr. Fitweiler. The

THE CATBIRD SEAT First published in 1942 in The New Yorker. At that time the Dodgers
were located in Brooklyn, and Red Barber, originally from Mississippi, was the beloved
radio announcer for all the Dodgers’ games. James Thurber (1894—1961), cartoonist
and writer, was born and grew up in Columbus, Ohio. In 1925, after a year’s sojourn in
France, he joined the staff of The New Yorker, with which he was associated until his
death.
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woman had appalled Mr. Martin instantly, but he hadn’t shown it. He had
given her his dry hand, a look of studious concentration, and a faint smile.
“Well,” she had said, looking at the papers on his desk, “are you lifting the
oxcart out of the ditch?” As Mr. Martin recalled the moment, over his milk,
he squirmed slightly. He must keep his mind on her crimes as a special
adviser, not on her peccadillos as a personality. This he found difficult to do,
in spite of entering an objection and sustaining it. The faults of the woman as
a woman kept chattering on in his mind like an unruly witness. She had, for
almost two years now, baited him. In the halls, in the elevator, even in his
own office, into which she romped now and then like a circus horse, she was
constantly shouting these silly questions at him. “Are you lifting the oxcart
out of the ditch? Are you tearing up the pea patch? Are you hollering down
the rain barrel? Are you scraping around the bottom of the pickle barrel? Are
you sitting in the catbird seat?”

It was Joey Hart, one of Mr. Martin’s two assistants, who had explained
what the gibberish meant. “She must be a Dodger fan,” he had said. “Red
Barber announces the Dodger games over the radio and he uses those expres-
sions—picked ’em up down South.” Joey had gone on to explain one or two.
“Tearing up the pea patch” meant going on a rampage; “sitting in the cat-
bird seat” meant sitting pretty, like a batter with three balls and no strikes on
him. Mr. Martin dismissed all this with an effort. It had been annoying, it
had driven him near to distraction, but he was too solid a man to be moved to
murder by anything so childish. It was fortunate, he reflected as he passed on
to the important charges against Mrs. Barrows, that he had stood up under it
so well. He had maintained always an outward appearance of polite toler-
ance. “Why, I even believe you like the woman,” Miss Paird, his other assis-
tant, had once said to him. He had simply smiled.

A gavel rapped in Mr. Martin’s mind and the case was resumed. Mrs.
Ulgine Barrows stood charged with willful, blatant, and persistent attempts
to destroy the efficiency and system of F & S. It was competent, material,
and relevant to review her advent and rise to power. Mr. Martin had got the
story from Miss Paird, who seemed always able to find things out. Accord-
ing to her, Mrs. Barrows had met Mr. Fitweiler at a party, where she had
rescued him from the embraces of a powerfully built drunken man who
had mistaken the president of F & S for a famous retired Middle Western
football coach. She had led him to a sofa and somehow worked upon him a
monstrous magic. The aging gentleman had jumped to the conclusion
there and then that this was a woman of singular attainments, equipped to
bring out the best in him and the firm. A week later he had introduced her
into F & S as his special adviser. On that day confusion got its foot in the
door. After Miss Tyson, Mr. Brundage and Mr. Bartlett had been fired and
Mr. Munson had taken his hat and stalked out, mailing in his resignation
later, old Roberts had been emboldened to speak to Mr. Fitweiler. He
mentioned that Mr. Munson’s department had been “a little disrupted”
and hadn’t they perhaps better resume the old system there? Mr. Fitweiler
had said certainly not. He had the greatest faith in Mrs. Barrows’s
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ideas. “They require a little seasoning, a little seasoning, is all,” he had
added. Mr. Roberts had given it up. Mr. Martin reviewed in detail all the
changes wrought by Mrs. Barrows. She had begun chipping at the cornices
of the firm’s edifice and now she was swinging at the foundation with a
pickaxe.

Mr. Martin came now, in his summing up, to the afternoon of Monday,
November 2, 1942—just one week ago. On that day, at 3 P.M., Mrs. Barrows
had bounced into his office. “Boo!” she had yelled. “Are you scraping
around the bottom of the pickle barrel?” Mr. Martin had looked at her from
under his green eyeshade, saying nothing. She had begun to wander about
the office, taking it in with her great, popping eyes. “Do you really need all
these filing cabinets?” she had demanded suddenly. Mr. Martin’s heart had
jumped. “Each of these files,” he had said, keeping his voice even, “plays an
indispensable part in the system of F & S.” She had brayed at him, “Well,
don’t tear up the pea patch!” and gone to the door. From there she had
bawled, “But you sure have got a lot of fine scrap in here!” Mr. Martin could
no longer doubt that the finger was on his beloved department. Her pickaxe
was on the upswing, poised for the first blow. It had not come yet; he had
received no blue memo from the enchanted Mr. Fitweiler bearing nonsensi-
cal instructions deriving from the obscene woman. But there was no doubt in
Mr. Martin’s mind that one would be forthcoming. He must act quickly.
Already a precious week had gone by. Mr. Martin stood up in his living
room, still holding his milk glass. “Gentlemen of the jury,” he said to him-
self, “I demand the death penalty for this horrible person.”

The next day Mr. Martin followed his routine, as usual. He polished his
glasses more often and once sharpened an already sharp pencil, but not even
Miss Paird noticed. Only once did he catch sight of his victim; she swept past
him in the hall with a patronizing “Hi!” At five-thirty he walked home, as
usual, and had a glass of milk, as usual. He had never drunk anything stron-
ger in his life—unless you could count ginger ale. The late Sam Schlosser,
the S of F & S, had praised Mr. Martin at a staff meeting several years before
for his temperate habits. “Our most efficient worker neither drinks nor
smokes,” he had said. “The results speak for themselves.” Mr. Fitweiler had
sat by, nodding approval.

Mr. Martin was still thinking about that red-letter day as he walked over
to the Schrafft’s on Fifth Avenue near Forty-sixth Street. He got there, as he
always did, at eight o’clock. He finished his dinner and the financial page of
the Sun at a quarter to nine, as he always did. It was his custom after dinner
to take a walk. This time he walked down Fifth Avenue at a casual pace. His
gloved hands felt moist and warm, his forehead cold. He transferred the
Camels from his overcoat to a jacket pocket. He wondered, as he did so, if
they did not represent an unnecessary note of strain. Mrs. Barrows smoked
only Luckies. It was his idea to puff a few puffs on a Camel (after the rubbing-
out), stub it out in the ashtray holding her lipstick-stained Luckies, and thus
drag a small red herring across the trail. Perhaps it was not a good idea. It
would take time. He might even choke, too loudly.
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Mr. Martin had never seen the house on West Twelfth Street where Mrs.
Barrows lived, but he had a clear enough picture of it. Fortunately, she had
bragged to everybody about her ducky first-floor apartment in the perfectly
darling three-story red-brick. There would be no doorman or other atten-
dants; just the tenants of the second and third floors. As he walked along,
Mr. Martin realized that he would get there before nine-thirty. He had con-
sidered walking north on Fifth Avenue from Schrafft’s to a point from which
it would take him until ten o’clock to reach the house. At that hour people
were less likely to be coming in or going out. But the procedure would have
made an awkward loop in the straight thread of his casualness, and he had
abandoned it. It was impossible to figure when people would be entering or
leaving the house, anyway. There was a great risk at any hour. If he ran into
anybody, he would simply have to place the rubbing-out of Ulgine Barrows
in the inactive file forever. The same thing would hold true if there were
someone in her apartment. In that case he would just say that he had been
passing by, recognized her charming house, and thought to drop in.

It was eighteen minutes after nine when Mr. Martin turned into Twelfth
Street. A man passed him, and a man and a woman, talking. There was no
one within fifty paces when he came to the house, halfway down the block.
He was up the steps and in the small vestibule in no time, pressing the bell
under the card that said “Mrs. Ulgine Barrows.” When the clicking in the
lock started he jumped forward against the door. He got inside fast, closing
the door behind him. A bulb in a lantern hung from the hall ceiling on a
chain seemed to give a monstrously bright light. There was nobody on the
stair, which went up ahead of him along the left wall. A door opened down
the hall in the wall on the right. He went toward it swiftly, on tiptoe.

“Well, for God’s sake, look who’s here!” bawled Mrs. Barrows, and her
braying laugh rang out like the report of a shotgun. He rushed past her like a
football tackle, bumping her. “Hey, quit shoving!” she said, closing the door
behind them. They were in her living room, which seemed to Mr. Martin to
be lighted by a hundred lamps. “What’s after you?” she said. “You’re as
jumpy as a goat.” He found he was unable to speak. His heart was wheezing
in his throat. “I—yes,” he finally brought out. She was jabbering and laugh-
ing as she started to help him off with his coat. “No, no,” he said. “I’ll put it
here.” He took it off and put it on a chair near the door. “Your hat and gloves,
too,” she said. “You’re in a lady’s house.” He put his hat on top of the coat.
Mrs. Barrows seemed larger than he had thought. He kept his gloves on. “I
was passing by,” he said. “I recognized—is there anyone here?” She laughed
louder than ever. “No,” she said, “we’re all alone. You’re as white as a sheet,
you funny man. Whatever /as come over you? I’ll mix you a toddy.” She
started toward a door across the room. “Scotch-and-soda be all right? But
say, you don’t drink, do you?” She turned and gave him her amused look.
Mr. Martin pulled himself together. “Scotch-and-soda will be all right,” he
heard himself say. He could hear her laughing in the kitchen.

Mr. Martin looked quickly around the living room for the weapon. He
had counted on finding one there. There were andirons and a poker and
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something in a corner that looked like an Indian club. None of them would
do. It couldn’t be that way. He began to pace around. He came to a desk. On
it lay a metal paper knife with an ornate handle. Would it be sharp enough?
He reached for it and knocked over a small brass jar. Stamps spilled out of it
and it fell to the floor with a clatter. “Hey,” Mrs. Barrows yelled from the
kitchen, “are you tearing up the pea patch?” Mr. Martin gave a strange
laugh. Picking up the knife, he tried its point against his left wrist. It was
blunt. It wouldn’t do.

When Mrs. Barrows reappeared, carrying two highballs, Mr. Martin,
standing there with his gloves on, became acutely conscious of the fantasy he
had wrought. Cigarettes in his pocket, a drink prepared for him—it was all
too grossly improbable. It was more than that; it was impossible. Somewhere
in the back of his mind a vague idea stirred, sprouted. “For heaven’s sake,
take off those gloves,” said Mrs. Barrows. “I always wear them in the house,”
said Mr. Martin. The idea began to bloom, strange and wonderful. She put
the glasses on a coffee table in front of a sofa and sat on the sofa. “Come over
here, you odd little man,” she said. Mr. Martin went over and sat beside her.
It was difficult getting a cigarette out of the pack of Camels, but he managed
it. She held a match for him, laughing. “Well,” she said, handing him his
drink, “this is perfectly marvelous. You with a drink and a cigarette.”

Mr. Martin puffed, not too awkwardly, and took a gulp of the highball.
“I drink and smoke all the time,” he said. He clinked his glass against hers.
“Here’s nuts to that old windbag, Fitweiler,” he said, and gulped again. The
stuff tasted awful, but he made no grimace. “Really, Mr. Martin,” she said,
her voice and posture changing, “you are insulting our employer.” Mrs. Bar-
rows was now all special adviser to the president. “I am preparing a bomb,”
said Mr. Martin, “which will blow the old goat higher than hell.” He had
only had a little of the drink, which was not strong. It couldn’t be that. “Do
you take dope or something?” Mrs. Barrows asked coldly. “Heroin,” said
Mr. Martin. “I’ll be coked to the gills when I bump the old buzzard off.”
“Mr. Martin!” she shouted, getting to her feet. “That will be all of that. You
must go at once.” Mr. Martin took another swallow of his drink. He tapped
his cigarette out in the ashtray and put the pack of Camels on the coffee
table. Then he got up. She stood glaring at him. He walked over and put on
his hat and coat. “Not a word about this,” he said, and laid an index finger
against his lips. All Mrs. Barrows could bring out was “Really!” Mr. Martin
put his hand on the doorknob. “I’m sitting in the catbird seat,” he said. He
stuck his tongue out at her and left. Nobody saw him go.

Mr. Martin got to his apartment, walking, well before eleven. No one
saw him go in. He had two glasses of milk after brushing his teeth, and he felt
elated. It wasn’t tipsiness, because he hadn’t been tipsy. Anyway, the walk
had worn off all effects of the whiskey. He got in bed and read a magazine for
a while. He was asleep before midnight.

Mr. Martin got to the office at eight-thirty the next morning, as usual. At
a quarter to nine, Ulgine Barrows, who had never before arrived at work
before ten, swept into his office. “I’'m reporting to Mr. Fitweiler now!” she
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shouted. “If he turns you over to the police, it’s no more than you deserve!”
Mr. Martin gave her a look of shocked surprise. “I beg your pardon?” he
said. Mrs. Barrows snorted and bounced out of the room, leaving Miss Paird
and Joey Hart staring after her. “What’s the matter with that old devil now?”
asked Miss Paird. “I have no idea,” said Mr. Martin, resuming his work. The
other two looked at him and then at each other. Miss Paird got up and went
out. She walked slowly past the closed door of Mr. Fitweiler’s office. Mrs.
Barrows was yelling inside, but she was not braying. Miss Paird could not
hear what the woman was saying. She went back to her desk.

Forty-five minutes later, Mrs. Barrows left the president’s office and
went into her own, shutting the door. It wasn’t until half an hour later that
Mr. Fitweiler sent for Mr. Martin. The head of the filing department, neat,
quiet, attentive, stood in front of the old man’s desk. Mr. Fitweiler was pale
and nervous. He took his glasses off and twiddled them. He made a small,
bruffing sound in his throat. “Martin,” he said, “you have been with us more
than twenty years.” “Twenty-two, sir,” said Mr. Martin. “In that time,” pur-
sued the president, “your work and your—uh—manner have been exempl-
ary.” “I trust so, sir,” said Mr. Martin. “I have understood, Martin,” said
Mr. Fitweiler, “that you have never taken a drink or smoked.” “That is
correct, sir,” said Mr. Martin. “Ah, yes,” Mr. Fitweiler polished his glasses.
“You may describe what you did after leaving the office yesterday, Martin,”
he said. Mr. Martin allowed less than a second for his bewildered pause.
“Certainly, sir,” he said. “I walked home. Then went to Schrafft’s for dinner.
Afterward I walked home again. I went to bed early, sir, and read a magazine
for a while. I was asleep before eleven.” “Ah, yes,” said Mr. Fitweiler again.
He was silent for a moment, searching for the proper words to say to the head
of the filing department. “Mrs. Barrows,” he said finally, “Mrs. Barrows has
worked hard, Martin, very hard. It grieves me to report that she has suffered
a severe breakdown. It has taken the form of a persecution complex accom-
panied by distressing hallucinations.” “I am very sorry, sir,” said Mr. Mar-
tin. “Mrs. Barrows is under the delusion,” continued Mr. Fitweiler, “that
you visited her last evening and behaved yourself in an—uh—unseemly
manner.” He raised his hand to silence Mr. Martin’s little pained outcry. “It
is the nature of these psychological diseases,” Mr. Fitweiler said, “to fix upon
the least likely and most innocent party as the—uh—source of persecution.
These matters are not for the lay mind to grasp, Martin. I’ve just had my
psychiatrist, Dr. Fitch, on the phone. He would not, of course, commit
himself, but he made enough generalizations to substantiate my suspicions. I
suggested to Mrs. Barrows, when she had completed her—uh—story to me
this morning, that she visit Dr. Fitch, for I suspected a condition at once.
She flew, I regret to say, into a rage, and demanded—uh—requested that I
call you on the carpet. You may not know, Martin, but Mrs. Barrows had
planned a reorganization of your department—subject to my approval, of
course, subject to my approval. This brought you, rather than anyone else,
to her mind—but again that is a phenomenon for Dr. Fitch and not for us.
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So, Martin, I am afraid Mrs. Barrows’s usefulness here is at an end.” “I am
dreadfully sorry, sir,” said Mr. Martin.

It was at this point that the door to the office blew open with the sudden-
ness of a gas-main explosion and Mrs. Barrows catapulted through it. “Is the
little rat denying it?” she screamed. “He can’t get away with that!” Mr.
Martin got up and moved discreetly to a point beside Mr. Fitweiler’s chair.
“You drank and smoked at my apartment,” she bawled at Mr. Martin, “and
you know it! You called Mr. Fitweiler an old windbag and said you were
going to blow him up when you got coked to the gills on your heroin!” She
stopped yelling to catch her breath and a new glint came into her popping
eyes. “If you weren’t such a drab, ordinary little man,” she said, “I’d think
you’d planned it all. Sticking your tongue out, saying you were sitting in the
catbird seat, because you thought no one would believe me when I told it!
My God, it’s really too perfect!” She brayed loudly and hysterically, and the
fury was on her again. She glared at Mr. Fitweiler. “Can’t you see how he has
tricked us, you old fool? Can’t you see his little game?” But Mr. Fitweiler
had been surreptitiously pressing all the buttons under the top of his desk
and employees of F & S began pouring into the room. “Stockton,” said Mr.
Fitweiler, “you and Fishbein will take Mrs. Barrows to her home. Mrs.
Powell, you will go with them.” Stockton, who had played a little football in
high school, blocked Mrs. Barrows as she made for Mr. Martin. It took him
and Fishbein together to force her out of the door into the hall, crowded with
stenographers and office boys. She was still screaming imprecations at Mr.
Martin, tangled and contradictory imprecations. The hubbub finally died
out down the corridor.

“I regret that this has happened,” said Mr. Fitweiler. “I shall ask you to
dismiss it from your mind, Martin.” “Yes sir,” said Mr. Martin, anticipating
his chief’s “That will be all” by moving to the door. “I will dismiss it.” He
went out and shut the door, and his step was light and quick in the hall.
When he entered his department he had slowed down to his customary
gait, and he walked quietly across the room to the W20 file, wearing a look of
studious concentration.

QUESTIONS

1. How is suspense aroused and maintained in the story? What is the story’s
principal surprise?

2. Through whose consciousness are the events of the story chiefly seen? Are
there any departures from this strictly limited point of view? Where in the
story are we taken most fully into Mr. Martin’s mind? For what purpose?

3. At what point in the story do Mr. Martin’s plans change? What happens to
the point of view at this point? What does Thurber’s handling of the point
of view here tell us about the seriousness of the story’s purpose?

4. Characterize Mr. Martin and Mrs. Barrows respectively. In what ways are
they character foils?
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5. Analyze the story in terms of its conflicts. What kinds of conflict are in-
volved? Is there any internal conflict? What kind of conflict that mighr be
expected in a murder story is missing?

6. Evaluate the surprise ending of the story by the criteria suggested on
page 45.

7. What insights into the life of a business office does the story provide? What
kind of insight does the story not provide? What is the story’s greatest
improbability?

8. What are the main sources of the story’s humor?

9. Why does Thurber choose this particular expression of Mrs. Barrows’s for
his title rather than one of her others?

Frank O’Connor
The Drunkard

It was a terrible blow to Father when Mr. Dooley on the terrace died. Mr.
Dooley was a commercial traveler with two sons in the Dominicans and a car
of his own, so socially he was miles ahead of us, but he had no false pride.
Mr. Dooley was an intellectual, and, like all intellectuals, the thing he loved
best was conversation, and in his own limited way Father was a well-read
man and could appreciate an intelligent talker. Mr. Dooley was remarkably
intelligent. Between business acquaintances and clerical contacts, there was
very little he didn’t know about what went on in town, and evening after
evening he crossed the road to our gate to explain to Father the news behind
the news. He had a low, palavering voice and a knowing smile, and Father
would listen in astonishment, giving him a conversational lead now and
again, and then stump triumphantly in to Mother with his face aglow and
ask: “Do you know what Mr. Dooley is after telling me?” Ever since, when
somebody has given me some bit of information off the record I have found
myself on the point of asking: “Was it Mr. Dooley told you that?”

Till I actually saw him laid out in his brown shroud with the rosary beads
entwined between his waxy fingers I did not take the report of his death
seriously. Even then I felt there must be a catch and that some summer
evening Mr. Dooley must reappear at our gate to give us the lowdown on the
next world. But Father was very upset, partly because Mr. Dooley was about
one age with himself, a thing that always gives a distinctly personal turn to
another man’s demise; partly because now he would have no one to tell him
what dirty work was behind the latest scene at the Corporation.® You could

THE DRUNKARD First published in 1948. Frank O’Connor (1903-1966) was born
Michael O’Donovan, the only child of very poor, Roman Catholic parents in Cork, Ire-
land. He used his mother’s maiden name as a pseudonym when he began to publish.
“The Drunkard” is based on an incident from his boyhood in Cork, as revealed in the
first two chapters of his autobiographical volume, An Only Son (1961).

Corporation: the officials of the city (mayor, aldermen, councillors)
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count on your fingers the number of men in Blarney Lane who read the
papers as Mr. Dooley did, and none of these would have overlooked the fact
that Father was only a laboring man. Even Sullivan, the carpenter, a mere
nobody, thought he was a cut above Father. It was certainly a solemn event.

“Half past two to the Curragh,” Father said meditatively, putting down
the paper.

“But you’re not thinking of going to the funeral?” Mother asked in
alarm.

“’Twould be expected,” Father said, scenting opposition. “I wouldn’t
give it to say to them.”

“I think,” said Mother with suppressed emotion, “it will be as much as
anyone will expect if you go to the chapel with him.”

(“Going to the chapel,” of course, was one thing, because the body was
removed after work, but going to a funeral meant the loss of a half-day’s pay.)

“The people hardly know us,” she added.

“God between us and all harm,” Father replied with dignity, “we’d be
glad if it was our own turn.”

To give Father his due, he was always ready to lose a half day for the sake
of an old neighbor. It wasn’t so much that he liked funerals as that he was a
conscientious man who did as he would be done by, and nothing could have
consoled him so much for the prospect of his own death as the assurance of a
worthy funeral. And, to give Mother her due, it wasn’t the half-day’s pay she
begrudged, badly as we could afford it.

Drink, you see, was Father’s great weakness. He could keep steady for
months, even for years, at a stretch, and while he did he was as good as gold.
He was first up in the morning and brought the mother a cup of tea in bed,
stayed home in the evenings and read the paper; saved money and bought
himself a new blue serge suit and bowler hat. He laughed at the folly of men
who, week in, week out, left their hard-earned money with the publicans;
and sometimes, to pass an idle hour, he took pencil and paper and calculated
precisely how much he saved each week through being a teetotaller. Being a
natural optimist he sometimes continued this calculation through the whole
span of his prospective existence and the total was breathtaking. He would
die worth hundreds.

If T had only known it, this was a bad sign; a sign he was becoming
stuffed up with spiritual pride and imagining himself better than his neigh-
bors. Sooner or later, the spiritual pride grew till it called for some form of
celebration. Then he took a drink—not whiskey, of course; nothing like
that—just a glass of some harmless drink like lager beer. That was the end of
Father. By the time he had taken the first he already realized that he had
made a fool of himself, took a second to forget it and a third to forget that he
couldn’t forget, and at last came home reeling drunk. From this on it was
“The Drunkard’s Progress,” as in the moral prints. Next day he stayed in
from work with a sick head while Mother went off to make his excuses at the
works, and inside a fortnight he was poor and savage and despondent again.
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Once he began he drank steadily through everything down to the kitchen
clock. Mother and I knew all the phases and dreaded all the dangers. Fu-
nerals were one.

“I have to go to Dunphy’s to do a half-day’s work,” said Mother in dis-
tress. “Who’s to look after Larry?”

“T’ll look after Larry,” Father said graciously. “The little walk will do
him good.”

There was no more to be said, though we all knew I didn’t need anyone to
look after me, and that I could quite well have stayed home and looked after
Sonny, but I was being attached to the party to act as a brake on Father. As a
brake I had never achieved anything, but Mother still had great faith in me.

Next day, when I got home from school, Father was there before me and
made a cup of tea for both of us. He was very good at tea, but too heavy in the
hand for anything else; the way he cut bread was shocking. Afterwards, we
went down the hill to the church, Father wearing his best blue serge and a
bowler cocked to one side of his head with the least suggestion of the masher.
To his great joy he discovered Peter Crowley among the mourners. Peter was
another danger signal, as I knew well from certain experiences after Mass on
Sunday morning: a mean man, as Mother said, who only went to funerals for
the free drinks he could get at them. It turned out that he hadn’t even known
Mr. Dooley! But Father had a sort of contemptuous regard for him as one of
the foolish people who wasted their good money in public-houses when they
could be saving it. Very little of his own money Peter Crowley wasted!

It was an excellent funeral from Father’s point of view. He had it all well
studied before we set off after the hearse in the afternoon sunlight.

“Five carriages!” he exclaimed. “Five carriages and sixteen covered
cars! There’s one alderman, two councillors and ’tis unknown how many
priests. I didn’t see a funeral like this from the road since Willie Mack, the
publican, died.”

“Ah, he was well liked,” said Crowley in his husky voice.

“My goodness, don’t I know that?” snapped Father. “Wasn’t the man
my best friend? Two nights before he died—only two nights—he was over
telling me the goings-on about the housing contract. Them fellows in the
Corporation are night and day robbers. But even I never imagined he was as
well connected as that.”

Father was stepping out like a boy, pleased with everything: the other
mourners, and the fine houses along Sunday’s Well. I knew danger signals
were there in full force: a sunny day, a fine funeral and a distinguished com-
pany of clerics and public men were bringing out all the natural vanity and
flightiness of Father’s character. It was with something like genuine pleasure
that he saw his old friend lowered into the grave; with the sense of having
performed a duty and the pleasant awareness that however much he would
miss poor Mr. Dooley in the long summer evenings, it was he and not poor
Mr. Dooley who would do the missing.

“We’ll be making tracks before they break up,” he whispered to Crowley
as the gravediggers tossed in the first shovelfuls of clay, and away he went,
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hopping like a goat from grassy hump to hump. The drivers, who were
probably in the same state as himself, though without months of abstinence
to put an edge on it, looked up hopefully.

“Are they nearly finished, Mick?” bawled one.

“All over now bar the last prayers,” trumpeted Father in the tone of one
who brings news of great rejoicing.

The carriages passed us in a lather of dust several hundred yards from the
public-house, and Father, whose feet gave him trouble in hot weather,
quickened his pace, looking nervously over his shoulder for any sign of the
main body of mourners crossing the hill. In a crowd like that a man might be
kept waiting.

When we did reach the pub the carriages were drawn up outside, and
solemn men in black ties were cautiously bringing out consolation to mys-
terious females whose hands reached out modestly from behind the drawn
blinds of the coaches. Inside the pub there were only the drivers and a couple
of shawly women. I felt if I was to act as a brake at all, this was the time, so I
pulled Father by the coattails.

“Dadda, can’t we go home now?” I asked.

“Two minutes now,” he said, beaming affectionately. “Just a bottle of
lemonade and we’ll go home.”

This was a bribe, and I knew it, but I was always a child of weak charac-
ter. Father ordered lemonade and two pints. I was thirsty and swallowed my
drink at once. But that wasn’t Father’s way. He had long months of absti-
nence behind him and an eternity of pleasure before. He took out his pipe,
blew through it, filled it, and then lit it with loud pops, his eyes bulging
above it. After that he deliberately turned his back on the pint, leaned one
elbow on the counter in the attitude of a man who did not know there was a
pint behind him, and deliberately brushed the tobacco from his palms. He
had settled down for the evening. He was steadily working through all the
important funerals he had ever attended. The carriages departed and the
minor mourners drifted in till the pub was half full.

“Dadda,” I said, pulling his coat again, “can’t we go home now?”

“Ah, your mother won’t be in for a long time yet,” he said benevolently
enough. “Run out in the road and play, can’t you.”

It struck me very cool, the way grown-ups assumed that you could play
all by yourself on a strange road. I began to get bored as I had so often been
bored before. I knew Father was quite capable of lingering there till night-
fall. I knew I might have to bring him home, blind drunk, down Blarney
Lane, with all the old women at their doors, saying: “Mick Delaney is on it
again.” I knew that my mother would be half crazy with anxiety; that next
day Father wouldn’t go out to work; and before the end of the week she
would be running down to the pawn with the clock under her shawl. I could
never get over the lonesomeness of the kitchen without a clock.

I was still thirsty. I found if I stood on tiptoe I could just reach Father’s
glass, and the idea occurred to me that it would be interesting to know what
the contents were like. He had his back to it and wouldn’t notice. I took
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down the glass and sipped cautiously. It was a terrible disappointment. I was
astonished that he could even drink such stuff. It looked as if he had never
tried lemonade.

I should have advised him about lemonade but he was holding forth
himself in great style. I heard him say that bands were a great addition to a
funeral. He put his arms in the position of someone holding a rifle in reverse
and hummed a few bars of Chopin’s Funeral March. Crowley nodded rever-
ently. I took a longer drink and began to see that porter might have its advan-
tages. I felt pleasantly elevated and philosophic. Father hummed a few bars
of the Dead March in Saul. It was a nice pub and a very fine funeral, and I
felt sure that poor Mr. Dooley in Heaven must be highly gratified. At the
same time I thought they might have given him a band. As Father said,
bands were a great addition.

But the wonderful thing about porter was the way it made you stand
aside, or rather float aloft like a cherub rolling on a cloud, and watch yourself
with your legs crossed, leaning against a bar counter, not worrying about
trifles but thinking deep, serious, grown-up thoughts about life and death.
Looking at yourself like that, you couldn’t help thinking after a while how
funny you looked, and suddenly you got embarrassed and wanted to giggle.
But by the time I had finished the pint, that phase too had passed; I found it
hard to put back the glass, the counter seemed to have grown so high. Melan-
cholia was supervening again.

“Well,” Father said reverently, reaching behind him for his drink, “God
rest the poor man’s soul, wherever he is!” He stopped, looked first at the
glass, and then at the people around him. “Hello,” he said in a fairly good-
humored tone, as if he were just prepared to consider it a joke, even if it was
in bad taste, “who was at this?”

There was silence for a moment while the publican and the old women
looked first at Father and then at his glass.

“There was no one at it, my good man,” one of the women said with an
offended air. “Is it robbers you think we are?”

“Ah, there’s no one here would do a thing like that, Mick,” said the
publican in a shocked tone.

“Well, someone did it,” said Father, his smile beginning to wear off.

“If they did, they were them that were nearer it,” said the woman darkly,
giving me a dirty look; and at the same moment the truth began to dawn
on Father. I suppose I must have looked a bit starry-eyed. He bent and
shook me.

“Are you all right, Larry?” he asked in alarm.

Peter Crowley looked down at me and grinned.

“Could you beat that?” he exclaimed in a husky voice.

I could and without difficulty. I started to get sick. Father jumped back
in holy terror that I might spoil his good suit, and hastily opened the back
door.

“Run! run! run!” he shouted.
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I saw the sunlit wall outside with the ivy overhanging it, and ran. The
intention was good but the performance was exaggerated, because I lurched
right into the wall, hurting it badly, as it seemed to me. Being always very
polite, I said “Pardon” before the second bout came on me. Father, still
concerned for his suit, came up behind and cautiously held me while I
got sick.

“That’s a good boy!” he said encouragingly. “You’ll be grand when you
get that up.”

Begor, I was not grand! Grand was the last thing I was. I gave one unmer-
ciful wail out of me as he steered me back to the pub and put me sitting on
the bench near the shawlies. They drew themselves up with an offended air,
still sore at the suggestion that they had drunk his pint.

“God help us!” moaned one, looking pityingly at me. “Isn’t it the likes of
them would be fathers?”

“Mick,” said the publican in alarm, spraying sawdust on my tracks,
“that child isn’t supposed to be in here at all. You’d better take him home
quick in case a bobby would see him.”

“Merciful God!” whimpered Father, raising his eyes to heaven and clap-
ping his hands silently as he only did when distraught. “What misfortune
was on me? Or what will his mother say? . . . If women might stop at home
and look after their children themselves!” he added in a snarl for the benefit
of the shawlies. “Are them carriages all gone, Bill?”

“The carriages are finished long ago, Mick,” replied the publican.

“T’ll take him home,” Father said despairingly. . . . “I’ll never bring you
out again,” he threatened me. “Here,” he added, giving me the clean hand-
kerchief from his breast pocket, “put that over your eye.”

The blood on the handkerchief was the first indication I got that I was
cut, and instantly my temple began to throb and I set up another howl.
“Whisht, whisht, whisht!” Father said testily, steering me out the door.
“One’d think you were killed. That’s nothing. We’ll wash it when we get
home.”

“Steady now, old scout!” Crowley said, taking the other side of me.
“You’ll be all right in a minute.”

I never met two men who knew less about the effects of drink. The first
breath of fresh air and the warmth of the sun made me groggier than ever and
I pitched and rolled between wind and tide till Father started to whimper
again.

“God Almighty, and the whole road out! What misfortune was on me
didn’t stop at my work! Can’t you walk straight?”

I couldn’t. I saw plain enough that, coaxed by the sunlight, every woman
old and young in Blarney Lane was leaning over her half-door or sitting on
her doorstep. They all stopped gabbling to gape at the strange spectacle of
two sober, middle-aged men bringing home a drunken small boy with a cut
over his eye. Father, torn between the shamefast desire to get me home as
quick as he could, and the neighborly need to explain that it wasn’t his fault,
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finally halted outside Mrs. Roche’s. There was a gang of old women outside a
door at the opposite side of the road. I didn’t like the look of them from the
first. They seemed altogether too interested in me. I leaned against the wall
of Mrs. Roche’s cottage with my hands in my trousers pockets, thinking
mournfully of poor Mr. Dooley in his cold grave on the Curragh, who would
never walk down the road again, and, with great feeling, I began to sing a
favorite song of Father’s.

Though lost to Mononia and cold in the grave
He returns to Kincora no more.

“Wisha, the poor child!” Mrs. Roche said, “Haven’t he a lovely voice,
God bless him!”

That was what I thought myself, so I was the more surprised when Fa-
ther said “Whisht!” and raised a threatening finger at me. He didn’t seem to
realize the appropriateness of the song, so I sang louder than ever.

“Whisht, I tell you!” he snapped, and then tried to work up a smile
for Mrs. Roche’s benefit. “We’re nearly home now. I’ll carry you the rest of
the way.”

But, drunk and all as I was, I knew better than to be carried home igno-
miniously like that.

“Now,” I said severely, “can’t you leave me alone? I can walk all right.
’Tis only my head. All I want is a rest.”

“But you can rest at home in bed,” he said viciously, trying to pick me
up, and I knew by the flush on his face that he was very vexed.

“Ah, Jasus,” I said crossly, “what do I want to go home for? Why the hell
can’t you leave me alone?”

For some reason the gang of old women at the other side of the road
thought this was very funny. They nearly split their sides over it. A gassy
fury began to expand in me at the thought that a fellow couldn’t have a drop
taken without the whole neighborhood coming out to make game of him.

“Who are ye laughing at?” I shouted, clenching my fists at them. “I’ll
make ye laugh at the other side of yeer faces if ye don’t let me pass.”

They seemed to think this funnier still; I had never seen such ill-
mannered people.

“Go away, ye bloody bitches!” I said.

“Whisht, whisht, whisht, I tell you!” snarled Father, abandoning all
pretence of amusement and dragging me along behind him by the hand.
I was maddened by the women’s shrieks of laughter. I was maddened by
Father’s bullying. I tried to dig in my heels but he was too powerful for me,
and I could only see the women by looking back over my shoulder.

“Take care or I’ll come back and show ye!” I shouted. “T’ll teach ye to let
decent people pass. Fitter for ye to stop at home an wash yeer dirty faces.”

“>Twill be all over the road,” whimpered Father. “Never again, never
again, not if I live to be a thousand!”

To this day I don’t know whether he was forswearing me or the drink. By
way of a song suitable to my heroic mood I bawled “The Boys of Wexford,”
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as he dragged me in home. Crowley, knowing he was not safe, made off and
Father undressed me and put me to bed. I couldn’t sleep because of the
whirling in my head. It was very unpleasant, and I got sick again. Father
came in with a wet cloth and mopped up after me. I lay in a fever, listening to
him chopping sticks to start a fire. After that I heard him lay the table.

Suddenly the front door banged open and Mother stormed in with Sonny
in her arms, not her usual gentle, timid self, but a wild, raging woman. It was
clear that she had heard it all from the neighbors.

“Mick Delaney,” she cried hysterically, “what did you do to my son?”

“Whisht, woman, whisht, whisht!” he hissed, dancing from one foot to
the other. “Do you want the whole road to hear?”

“Ah,” she said with a horrifying laugh, “the road knows all about it by
this time. The road knows the way you filled your unfortunate innocent child
with drink to make sport for you and that other rotten, filthy brute.”

“But I gave him no drink,” he shouted, aghast at the horrifying inter-
pretation the neighbors had chosen to give his misfortune. “He took it
while my back was turned. What the hell do you think I am?”

“Ah,” she replied bitterly, “everyone knows what you are now. God for-
give you, wasting our hard-earned few ha’pence on drink, and bringing up
your child to be a drunken corner-boy like yourself.”

Then she swept into the bedroom and threw herself on her knees by the
bed. She moaned when she saw the gash over my eye. In the kitchen Sonny
set up a loud bawl on his own, and a moment later Father appeared in the
bedroom door with his cap over his eyes, wearing an expression of the most
intense self-pity.

“That’s a nice way to talk to me after all I went through,” he whined.
“That’s a nice accusation, that I was drinking. Not one drop of drink crossed
my lips the whole day. How could it when he drank it all? I’'m the one that
ought to be pitied, with my day ruined on me, and I after being made a show
for the whole road.”

But the next morning, when he got up and went out quietly to work with
his dinner-basket, Mother threw herself on me in the bed and kissed me. It
seemed it was all my doing, and I was being given a holiday till my eye got
better.

“My brave little man!” she said with her eyes shining. “It was God did it
you were there.You were his guardian angel.”

QUESTIONS

1. What are the sources of humor in this story? Does the humor arise from
observation of life or from distortion of life? What elements of the story
seem to you funniest?

2. Is this a purely humorous story, or are there undertones of pathos in it? If
the latter, from what does the pathos arise?

3. List what seem to you the chief insights into life and character presented
by the story.
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. Is the title seriously meant? To whom does it refer?
. The boy’s drunkenness is seen from four perspectives. What are they, and
how do they differ?

6. What is the principal irony in the story?

7. The story is told in retrospect by a man recalling an incident from his boy-
hood. What does this removal in time do to the treatment of the material?

8. Which story—this one or “The Catbird Seat”—is more purely an inter-
pretive story? Discuss.

9. Did Larry’s father forswear liquor? Support your answer with evidence

from the story.

(S, e

Truman Capote
A Christmas Memory

Imagine a morning in late November. A coming of winter morning more
than twenty years ago. Consider the kitchen of a spreading old house in a
country town. A great black stove is its main feature; but there is also a big
round table and a fireplace with two rocking chairs placed in front of it. Just
today the fireplace commenced its seasonal roar.

A woman with shorn white hair is standing at the kitchen window. She is
wearing tennis shoes and a shapeless gray sweater over a summery calico
dress. She is small and sprightly, like a bantam hen; but, due to a long
youthful illness, her shoulders are pitifully hunched. Her face is remark-
able—not unlike Lincoln’s, craggy like that, and tinted by sun and wind;
but it is delicate too, finely boned, and her eyes are sherry-colored and timid.
“Oh my,” she exclaims, her breath smoking the windowpane, “it’s fruitcake
weather!”

The person to whom she is speaking is myself. I am seven; she is sixty-
something. We are cousins, very distant ones, and we have lived together—
well, as long as I can remember. Other people inhabit the house, relatives;
and though they have power over us, and frequently make us cry, we are not,
on the whole, too much aware of them. We are each other’s best friend. She
calls me Buddy, in memory of a boy who was formerly her best friend. The
other Buddy died in the 1880’s, when she was still a child. She is still a child.

“I knew it before I got out of bed,” she says, turning away from the
window with a purposeful excitement in her eyes. “The courthouse bell
sounded so cold and clear. And there were no birds singing; they’ve gone to
warmer country, yes indeed. Oh, Buddy, stop stuffing biscuit and fetch our
buggy. Help me find my hat. We’ve thirty cakes to bake.”

A CHRISTMAS MEMORY First published in 1956. Truman Capote (1924—1984) was
born in New Orleans. His parents divorced when he was four, and Capote lived until he
was nine or ten with a family of distant and elderly cousins in the small town of Monroe-
ville, Alabama. Miss Sook Faulk, the real-life distant cousin on whom this story is based,
died in 1938 while Capote was a student in a military academy in New York State.
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It’s always the same: a morning arrives in November, and my friend, as
though officially inaugurating the Christmas time of year that exhilarates her
imagination and fuels the blaze of her heart, announces: “It’s fruitcake
weather! Fetch our buggy. Help me find my hat.”

The hat is found, a straw cartwheel corsaged with velvet roses out-of-
doors has faded: it once belonged to a more fashionable relative. Together,
we guide our buggy, a dilapidated baby carriage, out to the garden and into a
grove of pecan trees. The buggy is mine; that is, it was bought for me when I
was born. It is made of wicker, rather unraveled, and the wheels wobble like
a drunkard’s legs. But it is a faithful object; springtimes, we take it to the
woods and fill it with flowers, herbs, wild fern for our porch pots; in the
summer, we pile it with picnic paraphernalia and sugar-cane fishing poles
and roll it down to the edge of a creek; it has its winter uses, too: as a truck
for hauling firewood from the yard to the kitchen, as a warm bed for
Queenie, our tough little orange and white rat terrier who has survived dis-
temper and two rattlesnake bites. Queenie is trotting beside it now.

Three hours later we are back in the kitchen hulling a heaping buggyload
of windfall pecans. Our backs hurt from gathering them: how hard they were
to find (the main crop having been shaken off the trees and sold by the
orchard’s owners, who are not us) among the concealing leaves, the frosted,
deceiving grass. Caarackle! A cheery crunch, scraps of miniature thunder
sound as the shells collapse and the golden mound of sweet oily ivory meat
mounts in the milk-glass bowl. Queenie begs to taste, and now and again my
friend sneaks her a mite, though insisting we deprive ourselves. “We
mustn’t, Buddy. If we start, we won’t stop. And there’s scarcely enough as
there is. For thirty cakes.” The kitchen is growing dark. Dusk turns the
window into a mirror: our reflections mingle with the rising moon as we
work by the fireside in the firelight. At last, when the moon is quite high, we
toss the final hull into the fire and, with joined sighs, watch it catch flame.
The buggy is empty, the bowl is brimful.

We eat our supper (cold biscuits, bacon, blackberry jam) and discuss
tomorrow. Tomorrow the kind of work I like best begins: buying. Cherries
and citron, ginger and vanilla and canned Hawaiian pineapple, rinds and
raisins and walnuts and whiskey and oh, so much flour, butter, so many eggs,
spices, flavoring: why we’ll need a pony to pull the buggy home.

But before these purchases can be made, there is the question of money.
Neither of us has any. Except for skinflint sums persons in the house occa-
sionally provide (a dime is considered very big money); or what we earn
ourselves from various activities: holding rummage sales, selling buckets of
hand-picked blackberries, jars of homemade jam and apple jelly and peach
preserves, rounding up flowers for funerals and weddings. Once we won
seventy-ninth prize, five dollars, in a national football contest. Not that we
know a fool thing about football. It’s just that we enter any contest we hear
about: at the moment our hopes are centered on the fifty-thousand-dollar
Grand Prize being offered to name a new brand of coffee (we suggest “A.M.”;
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and, after some hesitation, for my friend thought it perhaps sacrilegious, the
slogan “A.M.! Amen!”). To tell the truth, our only really profitable enter-
prise was the Fun and Freak Museum we conducted in a backyard woodshed
two summers ago. The Fun was a stereopticon with slide views of Washing-
ton and New York lent us by a relative who had been to those places (she was
furious when she discovered why we’d borrowed it); the Freak was a three-
legged biddy chicken hatched by one of our hens. Everyone hereabouts
wanted to see that biddy: we charged grownups a nickel, kids two cents. And
took in a good twenty dollars before the museum shut down due to the de-
cease of the main attraction.

But one way and another we do each year accumulate Christmas savings,
a Fruitcake Fund. These moneys we keep hidden in an ancient bead purse
under a loose board under the floor under a chamber pot under my friend’s
bed. The purse is seldom removed from this safe location except to make a
deposit, or, as happens every Saturday, a withdrawal; for on Saturdays I am
allowed ten cents to go to the picture show. My friend has never been to a
picture show, nor does she intend to: “I’d rather hear you tell the story,
Buddy. That way I can imagine it more. Besides, a person my age shouldn’t
squander their eyes. When the Lord comes, let me see him clear.” In addi-
tion to never having seen a movie, she has never: eaten in a restaurant, trav-
eled more than five miles from home, received or sent a telegram, read any-
thing except funny papers and the Bible, worn cosmetics, cursed, wished
someone harm, told a lie on purpose, let a hungry dog go hungry. Here are a
few things she has done, does do: killed with a hoe the biggest rattlesnake
ever seen in this county (sixteen rattles), dip snuff (secretly), tame hum-
mingbirds (just try it) till they balance on her finger, tell ghost stories (we
both believe in ghosts) so tingling they chill you in July, talk to herself, take
walks in the rain, grow the prettiest japonicas in town, know the recipe for
every sort of old-time Indian cure, including a magical wart remover.

Now, with supper finished, we retire to the room in a faraway part of the
house where my friend sleeps in a scrap-quilt-covered iron bed painted rose
pink, her favorite color. Silently, wallowing in the pleasures of conspiracy,
we take the bead purse from its secret place and spill its contents on the scrap
quilt. Dollar bills, tightly rolled and green as May buds. Somber fifty-cent
pieces, heavy enough to weight a dead man’s eyes. Lovely dimes, the liveliest
coin, the one that really jingles. Nickels and quarters, worn smooth as creek
pebbles. But mostly a hateful heap of bitter-odored pennies. Last summer
others in the house contracted to pay us a penny for every twenty-five flies we
killed. Oh, the carnage of August: the flies that flew to heaven! Yet it was not
work in which we took pride. And, as we sit counting pennies, it is as though
we were back tabulating dead flies. Neither of us has a head for figures; we
count slowly, lose track, start again. According to her calculation, we have
$12.73. According to mine, exactly $13. “I do hope you’re wrong, Buddy.
We can’t mess around with thirteen. The cakes will fall. Or put somebody in
the cemetery. Why, I wouldn’t dream of getting out of bed on the thir-
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teenth.” This is true: she always spends thirteenths in bed. So, to be on the
safe side, we subtract a penny and toss it out the window.

Of the ingredients that go into our fruitcakes, whiskey is the most expen-
sive, as well as the hardest to obtain: State laws forbid its sale. But everybody
knows you can buy a bottle from Mr. Haha Jones. And the next day, having
completed our more prosaic shopping, we set out for Mr. Haha’s business
address, a “sinful” (to quote public opinion) fish-fry and dancing café down
by the river. We’ve been there before, and on the same errand; but in pre-
vious years our dealings have been with Haha’s wife, an iodine-dark Indian
woman with brazzy peroxided hair and a dead-tired disposition. Actually,
we’ve never laid eyes on her husband, though we’ve heard that he’s an Indian
too. A giant with razor scars across his cheeks. They call him Haha because
he’s so gloomy, a man who never laughs. As we approach his café (a large log
cabin festooned inside and out with chains of garish-gay naked lightbulbs
and standing by the river’s muddy edge under the shade of river trees where
moss drifts through the branches like gray mist) our steps slow down. Even
Queenie stops prancing and sticks close by. People have been murdered in
Haha’s café. Cut to pieces. Hit on the head. There’s a case coming up in court
next month. Naturally these goings-on happen at night when the colored
lights cast crazy patterns and the victrola wails. In the daytime Haha’s is
shabby and deserted. I knock at the door, Queenie barks, my friend calls:
“Mrs. Haha, ma’am? Anyone to home?”

Footsteps. The door opens. Our hearts overturn. It’s Mr. Haha Jones
himself! And he s a giant; he does have scars; he doesn’t smile. No, he glowers
at us through Satan-tilted eyes and demands to know: “What you want with
Haha?”

For a moment we are too paralyzed to tell. Presently my friend half-finds
her voice, a whispery voice at best: “If you please, Mr. Haha, we’d like a
quart of your finest whiskey.”

His eyes tilt more. Would you believe it? Haha is smiling! Laughing, too.
“Which one of you is a drinkin’ man?”

“It’s for making fruitcakes, Mr. Haha. Cooking.”

This sobers him. He frowns. “That’s no way to waste good whiskey.”
Nevertheless, he retreats into the shadowed café and seconds later appears
carrying a bottle of daisy yellow unlabeled liquor. He demonstrates its spar-
kle in the sunlight and says: “Two dollars.”

We pay him with nickels and dimes and pennies. Suddenly, jangling the
coins in his hands like a fistful of dice, his face softens. “Tell you what,” he
proposes, pouring the money back into our bead purse, “just send me one of
them fruitcakes instead.”

“Well,” my friend remarks on our way home, “there’s a lovely man. We’ll
put an extra cup of raisins in /s cake.”

The black stove, stoked with coal and firewood, glows like a lighted
pumpkin. Eggbeaters whirl, spoons spin round in bowls of butter and
sugar, vanilla sweetens the air, ginger spices it; melting, nose-tingling odors
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saturate the kitchen, suffuse the house, drift out to the world on puffs of
chimney smoke. In four days our work is done. Thirty-one cakes, dampened
with whiskey, bask on window sills and shelves.

Who are they for?

Friends. Not necessarily neighbor friends: indeed, the larger share are
intended for persons we’ve met maybe once, perhaps not at all. People
who’ve struck our fancy. Like President Roosevelt. Like the Reverend and
Mrs. J. C. Lucey, Baptist missionaries to Borneo who lectured here last
winter. Or the little knife grinder who comes through town twice a year. Or
Abner Packer, the driver of the six o’clock bus from Mobile, who exchanges
waves with us every day as he passes in a dust-cloud whoosh. Or the young
Wistons, a California couple whose car one afternoon broke down outside
the house and who spent a pleasant hour chatting with us on the porch
(young Mr. Wiston snapped our picture, the only one we’ve ever had taken).
Is it because my friend is shy with everyone except strangers that these
strangers, and merest acquaintances, seem to us our truest friends? I think
yes. Also, the scrapbooks we keep of thank-you’s on White House station-
ery, time-to-time communications from California and Borneo, the knife
grinder’s penny post cards, make us feel connected to eventful worlds be-
yond the kitchen with its view of a sky that stops.

Now a nude December fig branch grates against the window. The
kitchen is empty, the cakes are gone; yesterday we carted the last of them to
the post office, where the cost of stamps turned our purse inside out. We’re
broke. That rather depresses me, but my friend insists on celebrating—with
two inches of whiskey left in Haha’s bottle. Queenie has a spoonful in a bowl
of coffee (she likes her coffee chicory-flavored and strong). The rest we di-
vide between a pair of jelly glasses. We’re both quite awed at the prospect of
drinking straight whiskey; the taste of it brings screwed-up expressions and
sour shudders. But by and by we begin to sing, the two of us singing differ-
ent songs simultaneously. I don’t know the words to mine, just: Come on
along, come on along, to the dark-town strutters’ ball. But I can dance: that’s
what I mean to be, a tap dancer in the movies. My dancing shadow rollicks
on the walls; our voices rock the chinaware; we giggle: as if unseen hands
were tickling us. Queenie rolls on her back, her paws plow the air, something
like a grin stretches her black lips. Inside myself, I feel warm and sparky as
those crumbling logs, carefree as the wind in the chimney. My friend waltzes
round the stove, the hem of her poor calico skirt pinched between her fingers
as though it were a party dress: Show me the way to go home, she sings, her
tennis shoes squeaking on the floor. Show me the way to go home.

Enter: two relatives. Very angry. Potent with eyes that scold, tongues
that scald. Listen to what they have to say, the words tumbling together into
a wrathful tune: “A child of seven! whiskey on his breath! are you out of your
mind? feeding a child of seven! must be loony! road to ruination! remember
Cousin Kate? Uncle Charlie? Uncle Charlie’s brother-in-law? shame! scan-
dal! humiliation! kneel, pray, beg the Lord!”
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Queenie sneaks under the stove. My friend gazes at her shoes, her chin
quivers, she lifts her skirt and blows her nose and runs to her room. Long
after the town has gone to sleep and the house is silent except for the chim-
ings of clocks and the sputter of fading fires, she is weeping into a pillow
already as wet as a widow’s handkerchief.

“Don’t cry,” I say, sitting at the bottom of her bed and shivering despite
my flannel nightgown that smells of last winter’s cough syrup, “Don’t cry,” I
beg, teasing her toes, tickling her feet, “you’re too old for that.”

“It’s because,” she hiccups, “I am too old. Old and funny.”

“Not funny. Fun. More fun than anybody. Listen. If you don’t stop
crying you’ll be so tired tomorrow we can’t go cut a tree.”

She straightens up. Queenie jumps on the bed (where Queenie is not
allowed) to lick her cheeks. “I know where we’ll find pretty trees, Buddy.
And holly, too. With berries big as your eyes. It’s way off in the woods.
Farther than we’ve ever been. Papa used to bring us Christmas trees from
there: carry them on his shoulder. That’s fifty years ago. Well now: I can’t
wait for morning.”

Morning. Frozen rime lusters the grass; the sun, round as an orange and
orange as hot-weather moons, balances on the horizon, burnishes the sil-
vered winter woods. A wild turkey calls. A renegade hog grunts in the under-
growth. Soon, by the edge of knee-deep, rapid-running water, we have to
abandon the buggy. Queenie wades the stream first, paddles across barking
complaints at the swiftness of the current, the pneumonia-making coldness
of it. We follow, holding our shoes and equipment (a hatchet, a burlap sack)
above our heads. A mile more: of chastising thorns, burs and briers that
catch at our clothes; of rusty pine needles brilliant with gaudy fungus and
molted feathers. Here, there, a flash, a flutter, an ecstasy of shrillings remind
us that not all the birds have flown south. Always, the path unwinds through
lemony sun pools and pitch vine tunnels. Another creek to cross: a disturbed
armada of speckled trout froths the water round us, and frogs the size of
plates practice belly flops; beaver workmen are building a dam. On the far-
ther shore, Queenie shakes herself and trembles. My friend shivers, too: not
with cold but enthusiasm. One of her hat’s ragged roses sheds a petal as she
lifts her head and inhales the pine-heavy air. “We’re almost there; can you
smell it, Buddy?” she says, as though we were approaching an ocean.

And, indeed, it is a kind of ocean. Scented acres of holiday trees, prickly-
leafed holly. Red berries shiny as Chinese bells: black crows swoop upon
them screaming. Having stuffed our burlap sacks with enough greenery and
crimson to garland a dozen windows, we set about choosing a tree. “It
should be,” muses my friend, “twice as tall as a boy. So a boy can’t steal the
star.” The one we pick is twice as tall as me. A brave handsome brute that
survives thirty hatchet strokes before it keels with a creaking rending cry.
Lugging it like a kill, we commence the long trek out. Every few yards we
abandon the struggle, sit down and pant. But we have the strength of trium-
phant huntsmen; that and the tree’s virile, icy perfume revive us, goad us on.
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Many compliments accompany our sunset return along the red clay road to
town; but my friend is sly and noncommital when passers-by praise the trea-
sure perched on our buggy: what a fine tree and where did it come from?
“Yonderways,” she murmurs vaguely. Once a car stops and the rich mill
owner’s lazy wife leans out and whines: “Giveya two-bits cash for that ol
tree.” Ordinarily my friend is afraid of saying no; but on this occasion she
promptly shakes her head: “We wouldn’t take a dollar.” The mill owner’s
wife persists. “A dollar, my foot! Fifty cents. That’s my last offer. Goodness,
woman, you can get another one.” In answer, my friend gently reflects: “I
doubt it. There’s never two of anything.”

Home: Queenie slumps by the fire and sleeps till tomorrow, snoring loud
as a human.

A trunk in the attic contains: a shoebox of ermine tails (off the opera cape
of a curious lady who once rented a room in the house), coils of frazzled tinsel
gone gold with age, one silver star, a brief rope of dilapidated, undoubtedly
dangerous candy-like bulbs. Excellent decorations, as far as they go, which
isn’t far enough: my friend wants our tree to blaze “like a Baptist window,”
droop with weighty snows of ornament. But we can’t afford the made-in-
Japan splendors at the five-and-dime. So we do what we’ve always done: sit
for days at the kitchen table with scissors and crayons and stacks of colored
paper. I make sketches and my friend cuts them out: lots of cats, fish too
(because they’re easy to draw), some apples, some watermelons, a few
winged angels devised from saved-up sheets of Hershey-bar tin foil. We use
safety pins to attach these creations to the tree; as a final touch, we sprinkle
the branches with shredded cotton (picked in August for this purpose). My
friend, surveying the effects, clasps her hands together. “Now honest,
Buddy. Doesn’t it look good enough to eat?” Queenie tries to eat an angel.

After weaving and ribboning holly wreaths for all the front windows, our
next project is the fashioning of family gifts. Tie-dye scarves for the ladies,
for the men a home-brewed lemon and licorice and aspirin syrup to be taken
“at the first Symptoms of a Cold and after Hunting.” But when it comes time
for making each other’s gift, my friend and I separate to work secretly. I
would like to buy her a pearl-handled knife, a radio, a whole pound of choco-
late-covered cherries (we tasted some once, and she always swears: “I could
live on them, Buddy, Lord yes I could—and that’s not taking His name in
vain”). Instead, I am building her a kite. She would like to give me a bicycle
(she’s said so on several million occasions: “If only I could, Buddy. It’s bad
enough in life to do without something you want; but confound it, what gets
my goat is not being able to give somebody something you want them to have.
Only one of these days I will, Buddy. Locate you a bike. Don’t ask how. Steal
it, maybe™). Instead, I’'m fairly certain that she is building me a kite—the
same as last year, and the year before: the year before that we exchanged
slingshots. All of which is fine by me. For we are champion kite-fliers who
study the wind like sailors; my friend, more accomplished than I, can get a
kite aloft when there isn’t enough breeze to carry clouds.
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Christmas Eve afternoon we scrape together a nickel and go to the
butcher’s to buy Queenie’s traditional gift, a good gnawable beef bone. The
bone, wrapped in funny paper, is placed high in the tree near the silver star.
Queenie knows it’s there. She squats at the foot of the tree staring up in a
trance of greed: when bedtime arrives she refuses to budge. Her excitement
is equaled by my own. I kick the covers and turn my pillow as though it were
a scorching summer’s night. Somewhere a rooster crows: falsely, for the sun
is still on the other side of the world.

“Buddy, are you awake?” It is my friend, calling from her room, which is
next to mine; and an instant later she is sitting on my bed holding a candle.
“Well, I can’t sleep a hoot,” she declares. “My mind’s jumping like a jack
rabbit. Buddy, do you think Mrs. Roosevelt will serve our cake at dinner?”
We huddle in the bed, and she squeezes my hand I-love-you. “Seems like
your hand used to be so much smaller. I guess I hate to see you grow up.
When you’re grown up, will we still be friends?” I say always. “But I feel so
bad, Buddy. I wanted so bad to give you a bike. I tried to sell my cameo Papa
gave me. Buddy”—she hesitates, as though embarrassed—“I made you an-
other kite.” Then I confess that I made her one, too; and we laugh. The
candle burns too short to hold. Out it goes, exposing the starlight, the stars
spinning at the window like a visible caroling that slowly, slowly daybreak
silences. Possibly we doze; but the beginnings of dawn splash us like cold
water: we’re up, wide-eyed and wandering while we wait for others to waken.
Quite deliberately my friend drops a kettle on the kitchen floor. I tap-dance
in front of closed doors. One by one the household emerges, looking as
though they’d like to kill us both; but it’s Christmas, so they can’t. First, a
gorgeous breakfast: just everything you can imagine—from flapjacks and
fried squirrel to hominy grits and honey-in-the-comb. Which puts everyone
in a good humor except my friend and I. Frankly, we’re so impatient to get at
the presents we can’t eat a mouthful.

Well, I’'m disappointed. Who wouldn’t be? With socks, a Sunday school
shirt, some handkerchiefs, a hand-me-down sweater and a year’s subscrip-
tion to a religious magazine for children. The Little Shepherd. It makes me
boil. It really does.

My friend has a better haul. A sack of Satsumas, that’s her best present.
She is proudest, however, of a white wool shawl knitted by her married
sister. But she says her favorite gift is the kite I built her. And it is very
beautiful; though not as beautiful as the one she made me, which is blue
and scattered with gold and green Good Conduct stars; moreover, my name is
painted on it, “Buddy.”

“Buddy, the wind is blowing.”

The wind is blowing, and nothing will do till we’ve run to a pasture below
the house where Queenie has scooted to bury her bone (and where, a winter
hence, Queenie will be buried, too). There, plunging through the healthy
waist-high grass, we unreel our Kkites, feel them twitching at the string like
sky fish as they swim into the wind. Satisfied, sun-warmed, we sprawl in the
grass and peel Satsumas and watch our kites cavort. Soon I forget the socks
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and hand-me-down sweater. I’'m as happy as if we’d already won the fifty-
thousand-dollar Grand Prize in that coffee-naming contest.

“My, how foolish I am!” my friend cries, suddenly alert, like a woman
remembering too late she has biscuits in the oven. “You know what I've
always thought?” she asks in a tone of discovery, and not smiling at me but a
point beyond. “I’ve always thought a body would have to be sick and dying
before they saw the Lord. And I imagined that when He came it would be
like looking at the Baptist window: pretty as colored glass with the sun pour-
ing through, such a shine you don’t know it’s getting dark. And it’s been a
comfort: to think of that shine taking away all the spooky feeling. But I’ll
wager it never happens. I’ll wager at the very end a body realizes the Lord
has already shown Himself. That things as they are”—her hand circles in a
gesture that gathers clouds and kites and grass and Queenie pawing earth
over her bone—“just what they’ve always seen, was seeing Him. As for me, I
could leave the world with today in my eyes.”

This is our last Christmas together.

Life separates us. Those who Know Best decide that I belong in a mili-
tary school. And so follows a miserable succession of bugle-blowing prisons,
grim reveille-ridden summer camps. I have a new home too. But it doesn’t
count. Home is where my friend is, and there I never go.

And there she remains, puttering around the kitchen. Alone with
Queenie. Then alone. (“Buddy dear,” she writes in her wild hard-to-read
script, “yesterday Jim Macy’s horse kicked Queenie bad. Be thankful she
didn’t feel much. I wrapped her in a Fine Linen sheet and rode her in the
buggy down to Simpson’s pasture where she can be with all her Bones . . .”).
For a few Novembers she continues to bake her fruitcakes single-handed;
not as many, but some: and, of course, she always sends me “the best of the
batch.” Also, in every letter she encloses a dime wadded in toilet paper: “See
a picture show and write me the story.” But gradually in her letters she tends
to confuse me with her other friend, the Buddy who died in the 1880’s; more
and more thirteenths are not the only days she stays in bed: a morning arrives
in November, a leafless birdless coming of winter morning, when she cannot
rouse herself to exclaim: “Oh my, it’s fruitcake weather!”

And when that happens, I know it. A message saying so merely confirms
a piece of news some secret vein had already received, severing from me an
irreplaceable part of myself, letting it loose like a kite on a broken string.
That is why, walking across a school campus on this particular December
morning, I keep searching the sky. As if I expected to see, rather like hearts,
a lost pair of kites hurrying toward heaven.

QUESTIONS
1. Although the Christmas memory of the title is more than twenty years old,

it is recollected in the present tense. How is this managed? What advan-
tages has it for the story?
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2. What does the narrator mean by saying that his more than sixty-year-old
friend “is still a child”? Is she like a child in more than one sense? Cite in-
stances of behavior to support different meanings. What does she herself
mean when she says that she is “old and funny” (paragraph 27)? What are
her chief sources of pleasure? Why does she make a perfect companion for
the narrator? Are there places where she exhibits a superior wisdom to that
of the adults in the story? Is she in any sense a developing character?

3. If the narrator and his friend—and Queenie—Dbe taken as the protagonists
of the story, who are the antagonists? At what points do they enter the
story, and with what results? What are the sources of conflict? What people
ultimately have the upper hand?

4. Where does the primary interest of the story lie? What are the principal
sources of its appeal? Does it illuminate human character?

5. Can you formulate a theme for the story?

Benjamin Capps
The Night Old Santa Claus Came

Imagine a white schoolhouse sitting on a hill. It had two large rooms.
The one on the north was full of desks, blackboards, a bookshelf, a teacher’s
desk, a pedal organ, and everything needed for the seventeen pupils who
attended Mama’s school. It smelled like chalk dust and ink and glue.

The other room in the schoolhouse was ours. It was the only place at
Anarene for us to live, but it was a good home. It had a kitchen and closet
curtained off at one end, with a kerosene cook stove and linoleum on the
floor; the rest of our room had a lumber floor and two beds, one for me and
Bill, one for Mama and Roy, and in between our wood-burning heater stove.

Roy was five years old. I was going on eight. Bill was nine. Mama was
ancient, at least thirty, maybe even thirty-one. The pupils who came were
different ages, two in highschool, two in the first grade, the rest scattered in
between. They walked in across the prairie and through the mesquite brush
from every direction each school morning. From schoolhouse hill you could
only see where four other families lived; the other kids had long walks, and
one rode horseback.

At one end of the white painted schoolhouse rose a flagpole, where we
flew the U.S. flag on good days; at the other end stood the cistern with its
squeaky pully and fuzzy rope to draw drinking water. Out on the flat ground
we had three swings and a see-saw, a baseball field to play scrub, a garage for
Mama’s Model-T, and the woodpile and toilets. From schoolhouse hill you

THE NIGHT OLD SANTA CLAUS CAME First published in 1981. Benjamin Capps was born
in 1922 in Dundee near Wichita Falls, Texas, and from the age of eight was raised on a
ranch nearby. He attended Texas Tech, and in 1944 was commissioned a second lieu-
tenant in the Air Corps and flew forty bombing missions in the Pacific. After the war he
completed his education at the University of Texas. He is the author of eight novels and
has been honored by the Western Writers of America and by the Cowboy Hall of Fame
and Western Heritage Center. He lives in Grand Prairie, Texas.
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could see a long way, and it looked lonely out there—not much happening,
except a few white-face cattle grazing.

That winter Mama said she hoped it would snow at the right time so we
would have a white Christmas, but we would take whatever God sent. He did
not often send the best snow to West Texas, but usually north wind and
blowing sleet.

Mama was rich. Since she was the principal as well as the teacher and also
mopped the schoolhouse floor, she got paid a hundred dollars a month. They
had said when we first came there that you could not be a teacher at Anarene
unless you could whip the biggest boy in school. They did not know her; she
had fierce eyes. She was beautiful, but she could look at a big boy and say, “I
thought you were older and more responsible than that,” and he would start
blushing and stammering.

But usually she gave rewards. If a big girl made ninety on spelling, Mama
would let her sit in one of the long desks and teach a smaller kid his reading
lesson. Or if a big boy did good in Geography, Mama would let him bring in
wood or stoke the fire or draw water for the water keg.

We had been thinking about Christmas and one Saturday Mama gave me
and Bill and Roy each fifty cents for gift money. We could spend it any way
we wanted to, but Mama said, “Remember, it’s better to give than to re-
ceive.” Even more exciting, we were going shopping that day to the great city
of Wichita Falls. She needed to buy some bright crepe paper and things for
decorations. She did not ask the school trustees about such things, but used
her own money because she made such a big salary.

Mama knew how to get to Wichita Falls and all the streets and stores, for
she went up there sometimes to junior college. She had got her certificate
that showed she was smart enough to teach school a long time ago by taking a
test at the capital of Archer County. But she said that in her spare time she
might as well further her education. So she got assignments from Wichita
Falls and did them at night after us kids went to bed and sent them in
through the mail. Anyway, me and Bill and Roy found ourselves in the big-
gest nickel and dime store in the world with fifty cents in our pockets.

Everything looked bright and colorful and shiny, hundreds of things in
trays and hanging up wherever you looked. And the store smelled good. I
could have walked around in there for weeks just looking.

Roy was dumb. He could not see past his own nose. We were not sup-
posed to spy on what each other bought, but I could not take care of him and
not let him get lost without seeing what he did. And here’s exactly what he
did. He bought himself a thirty-five-cent wind-up caterpillar tractor made
out of tin with rubber tracks. Then he lost a dime and never could find it.
The last nickel he spent for a sack of yellow candy corn, which he stuffed
down before he even got back to the car. Me and Bill told him how dumb he
was and said, “Boy, you’re going to be sorry when it comes time to put gifts
on the Christmas tree.” It didn’t seem to bother him, but we said, “You wait
and see!”
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I got Mama a new spatula to turn pancakes and Bill got her a hand-
kerchief with flowers embroidered in the corner. I got the other two kids a
pewter whistle with a bird on top; you could put a little water in it and it
would make a tweeting sound. But I didn’t know whether I wanted to give
Roy a present or not; a kid of five ought to be more responsible than that.

The school days got long during the week before Christmas, but we all
had to work decorating the room for the tree and program the night all the
parents would come. Mama said that our studies must not stop, so each pupil
must show each day that he learned some lessons before he could help deco-
rate. By the time for the last recess each day we had all earned the right to
work on green and red pasted chains or twisted crepe-paper chains or
Christmas posters for the walls or little cut-out figures for the tree. A big girl
named Myrtle Farmer made a star and put silver tinfoil on it. A boy named
Tots, who could draw real good, made beautiful scenes on the blackboards
with colored chalk. Some girls got to string popcorn which Mama popped,
and we all teased them and accused them of eating some.

During those days Mama changed our breakfast Bible reading too. Each
morning in our room when we washed our hands and sat down to eat, she
would read a few verses, then say a short prayer. Usually she read straight
through the Bible, including somebody begat somebody and they begat
somebody else. Then we would eat our oatmeal with canned milk and maybe
have hot chocolate. Now she skipped over to Isaiah and explained that it
meant that Jesus was coming. Three days before Christmas she started read-
ing about the Christ in the New Testament.

The last school day before the holiday was the day to get the tree. Two
big boys, Auzy Brown and Garland Andrews, went to hunt it on a creek a
long way off. They had got their Algebra and other lessons caught up, so
they left early. The only trees with leaves were chaparral bushes, but Mama
said leaves didn’t matter, except we had to have a tree that could come in the
door and would not be too high for the ceiling. The smaller boys could not
g0, because the big boys were taking an axe. We watched from the school-
house hill and when we saw them dragging the tree over the prairie, we ran to
help bring it. We struggled and pushed from every side to get it in the door
and stood up. Later in the day some boys went to get mistletoe.

Mama had a habit of going with a coal oil lamp into the schoolroom to
work on her college after us kids went to bed. Bill said part of the time she
prayed in there and asked God to make her know how to be a good father as
well as a mother and to be a good teacher of young minds. Bill could have
been wrong; a boy of nine is not so smart, but it could be true. Anyway,
before the holidays Mama practiced on the organ at night in her spare time.
She could play good enough for us to sing in school, but she was afraid Mrs.
Meaders, the lady who usually played for community programs, would not
get over her flu before Christmas, so she had to be ready. We would lay in bed
nearly asleep and listen to her away over there in the other half of the school-
house, softly playing, “Oh, Little Town of Bethlehem” and “Silent Night.”
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On Christmas Eve morning before breakfast Mama said we would read a
little more than usual. She read: “And there were in the same country shep-
herds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And, lo,
the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone
round about them; and they were sore afraid. And the angel said unto them,
Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to
all people.” And she read all of it about the shepherds coming to visit the new
baby Jesus.

After breakfast we started wrapping presents, each one working in a
different place, me on one bed, Mama on one, and Bill behind the kitchen
curtain, to keep the presents a surprise. Roy tried to play with his caterpillar
tractor, which now had the spring broken and one track lost. Then he played
with the stove wood some. Finally he stood out in the middle of the room and
started bawling.

After a minute Mama went over to him and asked, “What’s the matter,
honey? Don’t cry.”

He didn’t want to say. She knelt down and petted him and kept saying,
“Don’t cry. What’s the matter?”

Finally he said, “I love you, Mama.”

“I know you do, honey. Don’t cry.”

“I would give you my tractor, but you already seen it and it wouldn’t be a
surprise.”

She got the whole story out of him and said, “I ought to spank you good.”
But she smiled a little and went to her purse hanging on the nail. She got out
a nickel for him to buy her a present and asked me if I would go down to the
store with him.

We put on our coats. Roy no sooner got out the door than he started
running. It was about a minute run to the store. Before we got there he was
laughing and talking just like he’d never done anything wrong in his life. He
bought Mama a Peanut Pattie candy bar about the size of a pancake, only
thicker, with peanuts sticking out of the top and wrapped in clear paper.

On the way back up the hill he began to open the sack and I said, “What
are you doing?”

“Nothing, I’m just going to look at it.”

Isaid, “Leave it in the sack. What are you doing?” I had thought at first
that it was useless for me to go with him, since there are no rattlesnakes in
winter and you won’t get on a cactus if you stay in the road; but it was a good
thing I went—to protect Mama’s present.

He said, “I just want to smell of it.”

“Roy,” I told him, “don’t you unwrap that! What do you think you’re
doing?”

“I’m just going to take a little bite. Mama won’t care.”

“Don’t you dare! Haven’t you got a lick of sense?” I got tough with him.
“You put that back in that sack and don’t you touch it! I’ll knock you right
on the seat of your pants!”
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He knew I meant it. I watched him all the way home and until he got it
wrapped in red paper and tied with a string and had put Mama’s name on it.

God did not send us a white Christmas that day, but the air was still and
cold and clear, like you could see a hundred miles. Later, when dark came,
the sky was like purple velvet and the stars were like diamonds, and you
could imagine looking up there that you could hear the tune of “Silent
Night.”

Mama had pumped up and lighted the two gasoline lanterns in the
schoolroom, and the schoolhouse hill seemed the most wonderful place a
person could possibly be when the people started coming in across the prai-
rie from every direction, driving and walking, most of them laughing. There
must have been a hundred, or at least forty. They brought presents to put on
the tree for each other. Everyone said how great the schoolroom looked with
all our decoration.

It looked as good as a five and ten cent store, not so shiny, but happier.
Our chains and ribbons, mostly red and green, looped around on the walls,
and the popcorn looked like snow. It was a whole roomful of people, all
smiling, and everyone talking at once, until the program started. The lady
with the flu was well, so she played the pedal organ and Mama announced.
We all sang “Jingle Bells” and other songs. Then the kids who had practiced
up gave readings. Two girls and a boy, who could sing good together, sang
“Hark, the Herald Angels Sing.” Bill, who was good at memory, said,
“>Twas the Night Before Christmas.”

When Santa Claus came in, dressed in red and white, saying “Ho! Ho!
Ho! Have all you boys and girls been good this year?” it was thrilling, but us
big kids knew it was Mr. Charlie Graham dressed up that way. The dumb
little kids like Roy thought he had just got in on his sled from the North Pole.
I had learned about Santa Claus a long time ago, before our daddy died. I
even knew where Mama kept the red suit and beard, in a box on top of the
green metal bookcase.

The program lasted real late, at least till ten o’clock. All the grown people
told Mama thank you before they left. You could hear their voices and laugh-
ter going away into the clear, cold night. When we got in our room, after we
had looked at our gifts a minute, Roy began talking about hanging up stock-
ings; he’d been talking to the other kids about it.

Mama said, “Boys, we’ve had a big Christmas. I don’t think we need to
hang up our stockings this year. We will have some goodies to eat in the next
few days.”

Roy said, “Well, I want to hang mine up.”

“We’ve had a big Christmas,” she said. “Don’t you think we should just
go to bed and have a good, lazy night’s sleep?”

He didn’t know what she meant about getting a night’s sleep; she meant
she didn’t have to practice the organ or do any college lessons tonight and she
didn’t want any other duties in her spare time. See, she had several things to
do all the time, being principal, like getting the trustees to haul firewood and
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getting all the right textbooks and getting chalk and stuff, then keeping up
with all the lessons with two in highschool, and making state reports, and
getting the broken window fixed, and entertaining the community, and prac-
ticing the organ, and furthering her education, and doing all the things
mamas like to do such as wash clothes and cook oatmeal and make stew and
put patches on your overalls. So she said to us, like it was the last word,
“Well, ’'m going to bed. Tomorrow I’'m going to bake chicken and make
dressing.” Me and Bill sniggered.

Roy, that dumb kid, took his socks up to the curtain which marked off
the kitchen, got two clothes pins, stood on a chair, and hung his socks to the
top of the curtain. I could read his dumb mind; this was between him and
Santa Claus. After Mama blew out the lamp, me and Bill lay there laughing.
Boy, was that kid going to learn something! If your mama says Old Santa
Claus ain’t coming, then he sure ain’t coming anymore tonight! I would have
laughed forever if I hadn’t been so sleepy.

We nearly always waked up when Mama was building the fire in the
morning, because the stove clanked. When she saw us sitting up in bed, she
said, “Christmas gift!” It was a joke meaning you had to give them a gift if
they said it first, but nobody really did it. Suddenly Roy hopped out of bed
and ran toward his socks. I and Bill got to sniggering again.

About that time Roy squealed. His socks were so full he had to take them
down one at a time. He ran and started spilling goodies out onto the bed.

Me and Bill looked at Mama. Why in the world had she done that? How
could she be such a traitor? It wasn’t fair. We liked candy and things as much
as him, and he was the one who hadn’t acted grown up, but he got a reward
for being dumb.

“Jump up, lazy bones,” Mama said to me and Bill. How could she be so
cheerful when she had acted like a traitor to us? “It’s a nice day,” she said.
“Get your clothes on.”

I didn’t even want to speak to her as I walked over the cold floor to the
chair where I left my clothes. A crazy thought was going through my mind:
Could it be possible that there really is a Santa Claus who fills up the stock-
ings of dumb little kids? I got my shoes and socks out from under the chair. I
couldn’t get my socks on. Something was the matter with them. Lumpy. I
nearly cried as old as I was because my mind was still going over the idea if
there is really a Santa Claus for dumb little kids.

In my socks was one orange, one apple, fourteen pecans, nine little
pieces of hard candy, one big piece of wavy ribbon candy, eleven English
walnuts, four Brazil nuts, twelve almonds, and a third of a Peanut Pattie.

We all offered Mama a piece of our candy, and she said she would take a
small piece of peppermint, because she didn’t care for anything that was too
sweet. When she got a chance, she winked at me and Bill. I believe it was a
year before Roy ever figured out how come Old Santa Claus put a third of a
Peanut Pattie in his sock that night.
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QUESTIONS

1.

Who is the protagonist of this story—the narrator, the mother, or little
Roy? Characterize each of them. How does the story judge any failings or
weaknesses that they display?

. What period in time is the narrator remembering? (What date is implied

by “Mama’s Model-T” in paragraph 4?) What details of the story give a
sense of the quality of life that the narrator is recalling? How are we ex-
pected to feel about the family’s deprivations?

. Explore the ironic contrasts between the narrator’s present evaluation of

himself as a child and the child’s self-evaluations. Is there any blame at-
tached to the child’s?

. What was the narrator’s evaluation of Roy’s behavior? What does he feel

about it now?

. What are the similarities between this story and Truman Capote’s “A

Christmas Memory”? Consider character (including stock characters),
plot, point of view, and theme.

. Which of these two stories is designed to leave us with a happy glow?

Which takes us into a deeper understanding of life?



