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“A Good Man is Hard to Find” 
Flannery O’Connor 

 
The grandmother didn't want to go to Florida. She wanted to visit some of her connections in 
east Tennes- see and she was seizing at every chance to change Bailey's mind. Bailey was the 
son she lived with, her only boy. He was sitting on the edge of his chair at the table, bent over the 
orange sports section of the Journal. "Now look here, Bailey," she said, "see here, read this," and 
she stood with one hand on her thin hip and the other rattling the newspaper at his bald head. 
"Here this fellow that calls himself The Misfit is aloose from the Federal Pen and headed toward 
Florida and you read here what it says he did to these people. Just you read it. I wouldn't take my 
children in any direction with a criminal like that aloose in it. I couldn't answer to my conscience 
if I did."  

Bailey didn't look up from his reading so she wheeled around then and faced the children's 
mother, a young woman in slacks, whose face was as broad and innocent as a cabbage and was 
tied around with a green head-kerchief that had two points on the top like rabbit's ears. She was 
sitting on the sofa, feeding the baby his apricots out of a jar. "The children have been to Florida 
before," the old lady said. "You all ought to take them somewhere else for a change so they 
would see different parts of the world and be broad. They never have been to east Tennessee."  

The children's mother didn't seem to hear her but the eight-year-old boy, John Wesley, a stocky 
child with glasses, said, "If you don't want to go to Florida, why dontcha stay at home?" He and 
the little girl, June Star, were reading the funny papers on the floor.  

"She wouldn't stay at home to be queen for a day," June Star said without raising her yellow 
head.  

"Yes and what would you do if this fellow, The Misfit, caught you?" the grandmother asked.  

"I'd smack his face," John Wesley said.  

"She wouldn't stay at home for a million bucks," June Star said. "Afraid she'd miss something. 
She has to go everywhere we go."  

"All right, Miss," the grandmother said. "Just re- member that the next time you want me to curl 
your hair."  

June Star said her hair was naturally curly.  

The next morning the grandmother was the first one in the car, ready to go. She had her big black 
valise that looked like the head of a hippopotamus in one corner, and underneath it she was 
hiding a basket with Pitty Sing, the cat, in it. She didn't intend for the cat to be left alone in the 
house for three days because he would miss her too much and she was afraid he might brush 
against one of her gas burners and accidentally asphyxiate himself. Her son, Bailey, didn't like to 
arrive at a motel with a cat.  

She sat in the middle of the back seat with John Wesley and June Star on either side of her. 
Bailey and the children's mother and the baby sat in front and they left Atlanta at eight forty-five 
with the mileage on the car at 55890. The grandmother wrote this down because she thought it 
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would be interesting to say how many miles they had been when they got back. It took them 
twenty minutes to reach the outskirts of the city.  

The old lady settled herself comfortably, removing her white cotton gloves and putting them up 
with her purse on the shelf in front of the back window. The children's mother still had on slacks 
and still had her head tied up in a green kerchief, but the grandmother had on a navy blue straw 
sailor hat with a bunch of white violets on the brim and a navy blue dress with a small white dot 
in the print. Her collars and cuffs were white organdy trimmed with lace and at her neckline she 
had pinned a purple spray of cloth violets containing a sachet. In case of an accident, anyone 
seeing her dead on the highway would know at once that she was a lady.  

She said she thought it was going to be a good day for driving, neither too hot nor too cold, and 
she cautioned Bailey that the speed limit was fifty-five miles an hour and that the patrolmen hid 
themselves behind billboards and small clumps of trees and sped out after you before you had a 
chance to slow down. She pointed out interesting details of the scenery: Stone Mountain; the 
blue granite that in some places came up to both sides of the highway; the brilliant red clay banks 
slightly streaked with purple; and the various crops that made rows of green lace-work on the 
ground. The trees were full of silver-white sunlight and the meanest of them sparkled. The 
children were reading comic magazines and their mother and gone back to sleep.  

"Let's go through Georgia fast so we won't have to look at it much," John Wesley said.  

"If I were a little boy," said the grandmother, "I wouldn't talk about my native state that way. 
Tennessee has the mountains and Georgia has the hills."  

"Tennessee is just a hillbilly dumping ground," John Wesley said, "and Georgia is a lousy state 
too."  

"You said it," June Star said.  

"In my time," said the grandmother, folding her thin veined fingers, "children were more 
respectful of their native states and their parents and everything else. People did right then. Oh 
look at the cute little pickaninny!" she said and pointed to a Negro child standing in the door of a 
shack. "Wouldn't that make a picture, now?" she asked and they all turned and looked at the little 
Negro out of the back window. He waved  

"He didn't have any britches on," June Star said.  

"He probably didn't have any," the grandmother explained. "Little riggers in the country don't 
have things like we do. If I could paint, I'd paint that picture," she said.  

The children exchanged comic books.  

The grandmother offered to hold the baby and the children's mother passed him over the front 
seat to her. She set him on her knee and bounced him and told him about the things they were 
passing. She rolled her eyes and screwed up her mouth and stuck her leathery thin face into his 
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smooth bland one. Occasionally he gave her a faraway smile. They passed a large cotton field 
with five or fix graves fenced in the middle of it, like a small island. "Look at the graveyard!" the 
grandmother said, pointing it out. "That was the old family burying ground. That belonged to the 
plantation."  

"Where's the plantation?" John Wesley asked.  

"Gone With the Wind" said the grandmother. "Ha. Ha."  

When the children finished all the comic books they had brought, they opened the lunch and ate 
it. The grandmother ate a peanut butter sandwich and an olive and would not let the children 
throw the box and the paper napkins out the window. When there was nothing else to do they 
played a game by choosing a cloud and making the other two guess what shape it suggested. 
John Wesley took one the shape of a cow and June Star guessed a cow and John Wesley said, no, 
an automobile, and June Star said he didn't play fair, and they began to slap each other over the 
grandmother.  

The grandmother said she would tell them a story if they would keep quiet. When she told a 
story, she rolled her eyes and waved her head and was very dramatic. She said once when she 
was a maiden lady she had been courted by a Mr. Edgar Atkins Teagarden from Jasper, Georgia. 
She said he was a very good-looking man and a gentleman and that he brought her a watermelon 
every Saturday afternoon with his initials cut in it, E. A. T. Well, one Saturday, she said, Mr. 
Teagarden brought the watermelon and there was nobody at home and he left it on the front 
porch and returned in his buggy to Jasper, but she never got the watermelon, she said, because a 
nigger boy ate it when he saw the initials, E. A. T. ! This story tickled John Wesley's funny bone 
and he giggled and giggled but June Star didn't think it was any good. She said she wouldn't 
marry a man that just brought her a watermelon on Saturday. The grandmother said she would 
have done well to marry Mr. Teagarden because he was a gentle man and had bought Coca-Cola 
stock when it first came out and that he had died only a few years ago, a very wealthy man.  

They stopped at The Tower for barbecued sand- wiches. The Tower was a part stucco and part 
wood filling station and dance hall set in a clearing outside of Timothy. A fat man named Red 
Sammy Butts ran it and there were signs stuck here and there on the building and for miles up 
and down the highway saying, TRY RED SAMMY'S FAMOUS BARBECUE. NONE LIKE 
FAMOUS RED SAMMY'S! RED SAM! THE FAT BOY WITH THE HAPPY LAUGH. A 
VETERAN! RED SAMMY'S YOUR MAN!  

Red Sammy was lying on the bare ground outside The Tower with his head under a truck while a 
gray monkey about a foot high, chained to a small chinaberry tree, chattered nearby. The monkey 
sprang back into the tree and got on the highest limb as soon as he saw the children jump out of 
the car and run toward him.  

Inside, The Tower was a long dark room with a counter at one end and tables at the other and 
dancing space in the middle. They all sat down at a board table next to the nickelodeon and Red 
Sam's wife, a tall burnt-brown woman with hair and eyes lighter than her skin, came and took 
their order. The children's mother put a dime in the machine and played "The Tennessee Waltz," 
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and the grandmother said that tune always made her want to dance. She asked Bailey if he would 
like to dance but he only glared at her. He didn't have a naturally sunny disposition like she did 
and trips made him nervous. The grandmother's brown eyes were very bright. She swayed her 
head from side to side and pretended she was dancing in her chair. June Star said play something 
she could tap to so the children's mother put in another dime and played a fast number and June 
Star stepped out onto the dance floor and did her tap routine.  

"Ain't she cute?" Red Sam's wife said, leaning over the counter. "Would you like to come be my 
little girl?"  

"No I certainly wouldn't," June Star said. "I wouldn't live in a broken-down place like this for a 
million bucks!" and she ran back to the table.  

"Ain't she cute?" the woman repeated, stretching her mouth politely.  

"Arn't you ashamed?" hissed the grandmother.  

Red Sam came in and told his wife to quit lounging on the counter and hurry up with these 
people's order. His khaki trousers reached just to his hip bones and his stomach hung over them 
like a sack of meal swaying under his shirt. He came over and sat down at a table nearby and let 
out a combination sigh and yodel. "You can't win," he said. "You can't win," and he wiped his 
sweating red face off with a gray handkerchief. "These days you don't know who to trust," he 
said. "Ain't that the truth?"  

"People are certainly not nice like they used to be," said the grandmother.  

"Two fellers come in here last week," Red Sammy said, "driving a Chrysler. It was a old beat-up 
car but it was a good one and these boys looked all right to me. Said they worked at the mill and 
you know I let them fellers charge the gas they bought? Now why did I do that?"  

"Because you're a good man!" the grandmother said at once.  

"Yes'm, I suppose so," Red Sam said as if he were struck with this answer.  

His wife brought the orders, carrying the five plates all at once without a tray, two in each hand 
and one balanced on her arm. "It isn't a soul in this green world of God's that you can trust," she 
said. "And I don't count nobody out of that, not nobody," she repeated, looking at Red Sammy.  

"Did you read about that criminal, The Misfit, that's escaped?" asked the grandmother.  

"I wouldn't be a bit surprised if he didn't attack this place right here," said the woman. "If he 
hears about it being here, I wouldn't be none surprised to see him. If he hears it's two cent in the 
cash register, I wouldn't be a tall surprised if he . . ."  

"That'll do," Red Sam said. "Go bring these people their Co'-Colas," and the woman went off to 
get the rest of the order.  
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"A good man is hard to find," Red Sammy said. "Everything is getting terrible. I remember the 
day you could go off and leave your screen door unlatched. Not no more."  

He and the grandmother discussed better times. The old lady said that in her opinion Europe was 
entirely to blame for the way things were now. She said the way Europe acted you would think 
we were made of money and Red Sam said it was no use talking about it, she was exactly right. 
The children ran outside into the white sunlight and looked at the monkey in the lacy chinaberry 
tree. He was busy catching fleas on himself and biting each one carefully between his teeth as if 
it were a delicacy.  

They drove off again into the hot afternoon. The grandmother took cat naps and woke up every 
few minutes with her own snoring. Outside of Toombsboro she woke up and recalled an old 
plantation that she had visited in this neighborhood once when she was a young lady. She said 
the house had six white columns across the front and that there was an avenue of oaks leading up 
to it and two little wooden trellis arbors on either side in front where you sat down with your 
suitor after a stroll in the garden. She recalled exactly which road to turn off to get to it. She 
knew that Bailey would not be willing to lose any time looking at an old house, but the more she 
talked about it, the more she wanted to see it once again and find out if the little twin arbors were 
still standing. "There was a secret:-panel in this house," she said craftily, not telling the truth but 
wishing that she were, "and the story went that all the family silver was hidden in it when 
Sherman came through but it was never found . . ."  

"Hey!" John Wesley said. "Let's go see it! We'll find it! We'll poke all the woodwork and find it! 
Who lives there? Where do you turn off at? Hey Pop, can't we turn off there?"  

"We never have seen a house with a secret panel!" June Star shrieked. "Let's go to the house with 
the secret panel! Hey Pop, can't we go see the house with the secret panel!"  

"It's not far from here, I know," the grandmother said. "It wouldn't take over twenty minutes."  

Bailey was looking straight ahead. His jaw was as rigid as a horseshoe. "No," he said.  

The children began to yell and scream that they wanted to see the house with the secret panel. 
John Wesley kicked the back of the front seat and June Star hung over her mother's shoulder and 
whined desperately into her ear that they never had any fun even on their vacation, that they 
could never do what THEY wanted to do. The baby began to scream and John Wesley kicked the 
back of the seat so hard that his father could feel the blows in his kidney.  

"All right!" he shouted and drew the car to a stop at the side of the road. "Will you all shut up? 
Will you all just shut up for one second? If you don't shut up, we won't go anywhere."  

"It would be very educational for them," the grandmother murmured.  

"All right," Bailey said, "but get this: this is the only time we're going to stop for anything like 
this. This is the one and only time."  
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"The dirt road that you have to turn down is about a mile back," the grandmother directed. "I 
marked it when we passed."  

"A dirt road," Bailey groaned.  

After they had turned around and were headed toward the dirt road, the grandmother recalled 
other points about the house, the beautiful glass over the front doorway and the candle-lamp in 
the hall. John Wesley said that the secret panel was probably in the fireplace.  

"You can't go inside this house," Bailey said. "You don't know who lives there."  

"While you all talk to the people in front, I'll run around behind and get in a window," John 
Wesley suggested.  

"We'll all stay in the car," his mother said.  

They turned onto the dirt road and the car raced roughly along in a swirl of pink dust. The 
grandmother recalled the times when there were no paved roads and thirty miles was a day's 
journey. The dirt road was hilly and there were sudden washes in it and sharp curves on 
dangerous embankments. All at once they would be on a hill, looking down over the blue tops of 
trees for miles around, then the next minute, they would be in a red depression with the dust-
coated trees looking down on them.  

"This place had better turn up in a minute," Bailey said, "or I'm going to turn around."  

The road looked as if no one had traveled on it in months.  

"It's not much farther," the grandmother said and just as she said it, a horrible thought came to 
her. The thought was so embarrassing that she turned red in the face and her eyes dilated and her 
feet jumped up, upsetting her valise in the corner. The instant the valise moved, the newspaper 
top she had over the basket under it rose with a snarl and Pitty Sing, the cat, sprang onto Bailey's 
shoulder.  

The children were thrown to the floor and their mother, clutching the baby, was thrown out the 
door onto the ground; the old lady was thrown into the front seat. The car turned over once and 
landed right-side-up in a gulch off the side of the road. Bailey remained in the driver's seat with 
the cat gray-striped with a broad white face and an orange nose clinging to his neck like a 
caterpillar.  

As soon as the children saw they could move their arms and legs, they scrambled out of the car, 
shouting, "We've had an ACCIDENT!" The grandmother was curled up under the dashboard, 
hoping she was injured so that Bailey's wrath would not come down on her all at once. The 
horrible thought she had had before the accident was that the house she had remembered so 
vividly was not in Georgia but in Tennessee.  
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Bailey removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flung it out the window against the 
side of a pine tree. Then he got out of the car and started looking for the children's mother. She 
was sitting against the side of the red gutted ditch, holding the screaming baby, but she only had 
a cut down her face and a broken shoulder. "We've had an ACCIDENT!" the children screamed 
in a frenzy of delight.  

"But nobody's killed," June Star said with disappointment as the grandmother limped out of the 
car, her hat still pinned to her head but the broken front brim standing up at a jaunty angle and 
the violet spray hanging off the side. They all sat down in the ditch, except the children, to 
recover from the shock. They were all shaking.  

"Maybe a car will come along," said the children's mother hoarsely.  

"I believe I have injured an organ," said the grandmother, pressing her side, but no one answered 
her. Bailey's teeth were clattering. He had on a yellow sport shirt with bright blue parrots 
designed in it and his face was as yellow as the shirt. The grandmother decided that she would 
not mention that the house was in Tennessee.  

The road was about ten feet above and they could see only the tops of the trees on the other side 
of it. Behind the ditch they were sitting in there were more woods, tall and dark and deep. In a 
few minutes they saw a car some distance away on top of a hill, coming slowly as if the 
occupants were watching them. The grandmother stood up and waved both arms dramatically to 
attract their attention. The car continued to come on slowly, disappeared around a bend and 
appeared again, moving even slower, on top of the hill they had gone over. It was a big black 
battered hearselike automobile. There were three men in it.  

It came to a stop just over them and for some minutes, the driver looked down with a steady 
expressionless gaze to where they were sitting, and didn't speak. Then he turned his head and 
muttered something to the other two and they got out. One was a fat boy in black trousers and a 
red sweat shirt with a silver stallion embossed on the front of it. He moved around on the right 
side of them and stood staring, his mouth partly open in a kind of loose grin. The other had on 
khaki pants and a blue striped coat and a gray hat pulled down very low, hiding most of his face. 
He came around slowly on the left side. Neither spoke.  

The driver got out of the car and stood by the side of it, looking down at them. He was an older 
man than the other two. His hair was just beginning to gray and he wore silver-rimmed 
spectacles that gave him a scholarly look. He had a long creased face and didn't have on any shirt 
or undershirt. He had on blue jeans that were too tight for him and was holding a black hat and a 
gun. The two boys also had guns.  

"We've had an ACCIDENT!" the children screamed.  

The grandmother had the peculiar feeling that the bespectacled man was someone she knew. His 
face was as familiar to her as if she had known him all her life but she could not recall who he 
was. He moved away from the car and began to come down the embankment, placing his feet 
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carefully so that he wouldn't slip. He had on tan and white shoes and no socks, and his ankles 
were red and thin. "Good afternoon," he said. "I see you all had you a little spill."  

"We turned over twice!" said the grandmother.  

"Once", he corrected. "We seen it happen. Try their car and see will it run, Hiram," he said 
quietly to the boy with the gray hat.  

"What you got that gun for?" John Wesley asked. "Whatcha gonna do with that gun?"  

"Lady," the man said to the children's mother, "would you mind calling them children to sit 
down by you? Children make me nervous. I want all you all to sit down right together there 
where you're at."  

"What are you telling US what to do for?" June Star asked.  

Behind them the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth. "Come here," said their mother.  

"Look here now," Bailey began suddenly, "we're in a predicament! We're in . . ."  

The grandmother shrieked. She scrambled to her feet and stood staring. "You're The Misfit!" she 
said. "I recognized you at once!"  

"Yes'm," the man said, smiling slightly as if he were pleased in spite of himself to be known, 
"but it would have been better for all of you, lady, if you hadn't of reckernized me."  

Bailey turned his head sharply and said something to his mother that shocked even the children. 
The old lady began to cry and The Misfit reddened.  

"Lady," he said, "don't you get upset. Sometimes a man says things he don't mean. I don't reckon 
he meant to talk to you thataway."  

"You wouldn't shoot a lady, would you?" the grandmother said and removed a clean 
handkerchief from her cuff and began to slap at her eyes with it.  

The Misfit pointed the toe of his shoe into the ground and made a little hole and then covered it 
up again. "I would hate to have to," he said.  

"Listen," the grandmother almost screamed, "I know you're a good man. You don't look a bit like 
you have common blood. I know you must come from nice people!"  

"Yes mam," he said, "finest people in the world." When he smiled he showed a row of strong 
white teeth. "God never made a finer woman than my mother and my daddy's heart was pure 
gold," he said. The boy with the red sweat shirt had come around behind them and was standing 
with his gun at his hip. The Misfit squatted down on the ground. "Watch them children, Bobby 
Lee," he said. "You know they make me nervous." He looked at the six of them huddled together 
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in front of him and he seemed to be embarrassed as if he couldn't think of anything to say. "Ain't 
a cloud in the sky," he remarked, looking up at it. "Don't see no sun but don't see no cloud 
neither."  

"Yes, it's a beautiful day," said the grandmother. "Listen," she said, "you shouldn't call yourself 
The Misfit because I know you're a good man at heart. I can just look at you and tell."  

"Hush!" Bailey yelled. "Hush! Everybody shut up and let me handle this!" He was squatting in 
the position of a runner about to sprint forward but he didn't move.  

"I pre-chate that, lady," The Misfit said and drew a little circle in the ground with the butt of his 
gun.  

"It'll take a half a hour to fix this here car," Hiram called, looking over the raised hood of it.  

"Well, first you and Bobby Lee get him and that little boy to step over yonder with you," The 
Misfit said, pointing to Bailey and John Wesley. "The boys want to ast you something," he said 
to Bailey. "Would you mind stepping back in them woods there with them?"  

"Listen," Bailey began, "we're in a terrible predicament! Nobody realizes what this is," and his 
voice cracked. His eyes were as blue and intense as the parrots in his shirt and he remained 
perfectly still.  

The grandmother reached up to adjust her hat brim as if she were going to the woods with him 
but it came off in her hand. She stood staring at it and after a second she let it fall on the ground. 
Hiram pulled Bailey up by the arm as if he were assisting an old man. John Wesley caught hold 
of his father's hand and Bobby I,ee followed. They went off toward the woods and just as they 
reached the dark edge, Bailey turned and supporting himself against a gray naked pine trunk, he 
shouted, "I'll be back in a minute, Mamma, wait on me!"  

"Come back this instant!" his mother shrilled but they all disappeared into the woods.  

"Bailey Boy!" the grandmother called in a tragic voice but she found she was looking at The 
Misfit squatting on the ground in front of her. "I just know you're a good man," she said 
desperately. "You're not a bit common!"  

"Nome, I ain't a good man," The Misfit said after a second ah if he had considered her statement 
carefully, "but I ain't the worst in the world neither. My daddy said I was a different breed of dog 
from my brothers and sisters. 'You know,' Daddy said, 'it's some that can live their whole life out 
without asking about it and it's others has to know why it is, and this boy is one of the latters. 
He's going to be into everything!"' He put on his black hat and looked up suddenly and then 
away deep into the woods as if he were embarrassed again. "I'm sorry I don't have on a shirt 
before you ladies," he said, hunching his shoulders slightly. "We buried our clothes that we had 
on when we escaped and we're just making do until we can get better. We borrowed these from 
some folks we met," he explained.  
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"That's perfectly all right," the grandmother said. "Maybe Bailey has an extra shirt in his 
suitcase."  

"I'll look and see terrectly," The Misfit said.  

"Where are they taking him?" the children's mother screamed.  

"Daddy was a card himself," The Misfit said. "You couldn't put anything over on him. He never 
got in trouble with the Authorities though. Just had the knack of handling them."  

"You could be honest too if you'd only try," said the grandmother. "Think how wonderful it 
would be to settle down and live a comfortable life and not have to think about somebody 
chasing you all the time."  

The Misfit kept scratching in the ground with the butt of his gun as if he were thinking about it. 
"Yestm, somebody is always after you," he murmured.  

The grandmother noticed how thin his shoulder blades were just behind his hat because she was 
standing up looking down on him. "Do you every pray?" she asked.  

He shook his head. All she saw was the black hat wiggle between his shoulder blades. "Nome," 
he said.  

There was a pistol shot from the woods, followed closely by another. Then silence. The old 
lady's head jerked around. She could hear the wind move through the tree tops like a long 
satisfied insuck of breath. "Bailey Boy!" she called.  

"I was a gospel singer for a while," The Misfit said. "I been most everything. Been in the arm 
service both land and sea, at home and abroad, been twict married, been an undertaker, been with 
the railroads, plowed Mother Earth, been in a tornado, seen a man burnt alive oncet," and he 
looked up at the children's mother and the little girl who were sitting close together, their faces 
white and their eyes glassy; "I even seen a woman flogged," he said.  

"Pray, pray," the grandmother began, "pray, pray . . ."  

I never was a bad boy that I remember of," The Misfit said in an almost dreamy voice, "but 
somewheres along the line I done something wrong and got sent to the penitentiary. I was buried 
alive," and he looked up and held her attention to him by a steady stare.  

"That's when you should have started to pray," she said. "What did you do to get sent to the 
penitentiary that first time?"  

"Turn to the right, it was a wall," The Misfit said, looking up again at the cloudless sky. "Turn to 
the left, it was a wall. Look up it was a ceiling, look down it was a floor. I forget what I done, 
lady. I set there and set there, trying to remember what it was I done and I ain't recalled it to this 
day. Oncet in a while, I would think it was coming to me, but it never come."  
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"Maybe they put you in by mistake," the old lady said vaguely.  

"Nome," he said. "It wasn't no mistake. They had the papers on me."  

"You must have stolen something," she said.  

The Misfit sneered slightly. "Nobody had nothing I wanted," he said. "It was a head-doctor at the 
penitentiary said what I had done was kill my daddy but I known that for a lie. My daddy died in 
nineteen ought nineteen of the epidemic flu and I never had a thing to do with it. He was buried 
in the Mount Hopewell Baptist churchyard and you can go there and see for yourself."  

"If you would pray," the old lady said, "Jesus would help you."  

"That's right," The Misfit said.  

"Well then, why don't you pray?" she asked trembling with delight suddenly.  

"I don't want no hep," he said. "I'm doing all right by myself."  

Bobby Lee and Hiram came ambling back from the woods. Bobby Lee was dragging a yellow 
shirt with bright blue parrots in it.  

"Thow me that shirt, Bobby Lee," The Misfit said. The shirt came flying at him and landed on 
his shoulder and he put it on. The grandmother couldn't name what the shirt reminded her of. 
"No, lady," The Misfit said while he was buttoning it up, "I found out the crime don't matter. 
You can do one thing or you can do another, kill a man or take a tire off his car, because sooner 
or later you're going to forget what it was you done and just be punished for it."  

The children's mother had begun to make heaving noises as if she couldn't get her breath. 
"Lady," he asked, "would you and that little girl like to step off yonder with Bobby Lee and 
Hiram and join your husband?"  

"Yes, thank you," the mother said faintly. Her left arm dangled helplessly and she was holding 
the baby, who had gone to sleep, in the other. "Hep that lady up, Hiram," The Misfit said as she 
struggled to climb out of the ditch, "and Bobby Lee, you hold onto that little girl's hand."  

"I don't want to hold hands with him," June Star said. "He reminds me of a pig."  

The fat boy blushed and laughed and caught her by the arm and pulled her off into the woods 
after Hiram and her mother.  

Alone with The Misfit, the grandmother found that she had lost her voice. There was not a cloud 
in the sky nor any sun. There was nothing around her but woods. She wanted to tell him that he 
must pray. She opened and closed her mouth several times before anything came out. Finally she 
found herself saying, "Jesus. Jesus," meaning, Jesus will help you, but the way she was saying it, 
it sounded as if she might be cursing.  
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"Yes'm, The Misfit said as if he agreed. "Jesus shown everything off balance. It was the same 
case with Him as with me except He hadn't committed any crime and they could prove I had 
committed one because they had the papers on me. Of course," he said, "they never shown me 
my papers. That's why I sign myself now. I said long ago, you get you a signature and sign 
everything you do and keep a copy of it. Then you'll know what you done and you can hold up 
the crime to the punishment and see do they match and in the end you'll have something to prove 
you ain't been treated right. I call myself The Misfit," he said, "because I can't make what all I 
done wrong fit what all I gone through in punishment."  

There was a piercing scream from the woods, followed closely by a pistol report. "Does it seem 
right to you, lady, that one is punished a heap and another ain't punished at all?"  

"Jesus!" the old lady cried. "You've got good blood! I know you wouldn't shoot a lady! I know 
you come from nice people! Pray! Jesus, you ought not to shoot a lady. I'll give you all the 
money I've got!"  

"Lady," The Misfit said, looking beyond her far into the woods, "there never was a body that 
give the undertaker a tip."  

There were two more pistol reports and the grandmother raised her head like a parched old 
turkey hen crying for water and called, "Bailey Boy, Bailey Boy!" as if her heart would break.  

"Jesus was the only One that ever raised the dead," The Misfit continued, "and He shouldn't have 
done it. He shown everything off balance. If He did what He said, then it's nothing for you to do 
but thow away everything and follow Him, and if He didn't, then it's nothing for you to do but 
enjoy the few minutes you got left the best way you can by killing somebody or burning down 
his house or doing some other meanness to him. No pleasure but meanness," he said and his 
voice had become almost a snarl.  

"Maybe He didn't raise the dead," the old lady mumbled, not knowing what she was saying and 
feeling so dizzy that she sank down in the ditch with her legs twisted under her.  

"I wasn't there so I can't say He didn't," The Misfit said. "I wisht I had of been there," he said, 
hitting the ground with his fist. "It ain't right I wasn't there because if I had of been there I would 
of known. Listen lady," he said in a high voice, "if I had of been there I would of known and I 
wouldn't be like I am now." His voice seemed about to crack and the grandmother's head cleared 
for an instant. She saw the man's face twisted close to her own as if he were going to cry and she 
murmured, "Why you're one of my babies. You're one of my own children !" She reached out 
and touched him on the shoulder. The Misfit sprang back as if a snake had bitten him and shot 
her three times through the chest. Then he put his gun down on the ground and took off his 
glasses and began to clean them.  

Hiram and Bobby Lee returned from the woods and stood over the ditch, looking down at the 
grandmother who half sat and half lay in a puddle of blood with her legs crossed under her like a 
child's and her face smiling up at the cloudless sky.  
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Without his glasses, The Misfit's eyes were red-rimmed and pale and defenseless-looking. "Take 
her off and thow her where you thown the others," he said, picking up the cat that was rubbing 
itself against his leg.  

"She was a talker, wasn't she?" Bobby Lee said, sliding down the ditch with a yodel.  

"She would of been a good woman," The Misfit said, "if it had been somebody there to shoot her 
every minute of her life."  

"Some fun!" Bobby Lee said.  

"Shut up, Bobby Lee," The Misfit said. "It's no real pleasure in life."  
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“A Rose for Emily” 
William Faulkner 

I 

WHEN Miss Emily Grierson died, our whole town went to her funeral: the men through a sort of 
respectful affection for a fallen monument, the women mostly out of curiosity to see the inside of 
her house, which no one save an old man-servant--a combined gardener and cook--had seen in at 
least ten years. 

It was a big, squarish frame house that had once been white, decorated with cupolas and spires 
and scrolled balconies in the heavily lightsome style of the seventies, set on what had once been 
our most select street. But garages and cotton gins had encroached and obliterated even the 
august names of that neighborhood; only Miss Emily's house was left, lifting its stubborn and 
coquettish decay above the cotton wagons and the gasoline pumps-an eyesore among eyesores. 
And now Miss Emily had gone to join the representatives of those august names where they lay 
in the cedar-bemused cemetery among the ranked and anonymous graves of Union and 
Confederate soldiers who fell at the battle of Jefferson. 

Alive, Miss Emily had been a tradition, a duty, and a care; a sort of hereditary obligation upon 
the town, dating from that day in 1894 when Colonel Sartoris, the mayor--he who fathered the 
edict that no Negro woman should appear on the streets without an apron-remitted her taxes, the 
dispensation dating from the death of her father on into perpetuity. Not that Miss Emily would 
have accepted charity. Colonel Sartoris invented an involved tale to the effect that Miss Emily's 
father had loaned money to the town, which the town, as a matter of business, preferred this way 
of repaying. Only a man of Colonel Sartoris' generation and thought could have invented it, and 
only a woman could have believed it. 

When the next generation, with its more modern ideas, became mayors and aldermen, this 
arrangement created some little dissatisfaction. On the first of the year they mailed her a tax 
notice. February came, and there was no reply. They wrote her a formal letter, asking her to call 
at the sheriff's office at her convenience. A week later the mayor wrote her himself, offering to 
call or to send his car for her, and received in reply a note on paper of an archaic shape, in a thin, 
flowing calligraphy in faded ink, to the effect that she no longer went out at all. The tax notice 
was also enclosed, without comment. 

They called a special meeting of the Board of Aldermen. A deputation waited upon her, knocked 
at the door through which no visitor had passed since she ceased giving china-painting lessons 
eight or ten years earlier. They were admitted by the old Negro into a dim hall from which a 
stairway mounted into still more shadow. It smelled of dust and disuse--a close, dank smell. The 
Negro led them into the parlor. It was furnished in heavy, leather-covered furniture. When the 
Negro opened the blinds of one window, they could see that the leather was cracked; and when 
they sat down, a faint dust rose sluggishly about their thighs, spinning with slow motes in the 
single sun-ray. On a tarnished gilt easel before the fireplace stood a crayon portrait of Miss 
Emily's father. 

They rose when she entered--a small, fat woman in black, with a thin gold chain descending to 
her waist and vanishing into her belt, leaning on an ebony cane with a tarnished gold head. Her 
skeleton was small and spare; perhaps that was why what would have been merely plumpness in 
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another was obesity in her. She looked bloated, like a body long submerged in motionless water, 
and of that pallid hue. Her eyes, lost in the fatty ridges of her face, looked like two small pieces 
of coal pressed into a lump of dough as they moved from one face to another while the visitors 
stated their errand. 

She did not ask them to sit. She just stood in the door and listened quietly until the spokesman 
came to a stumbling halt. Then they could hear the invisible watch ticking at the end of the gold 
chain. 

Her voice was dry and cold. "I have no taxes in Jefferson. Colonel Sartoris explained it to me. 
Perhaps one of you can gain access to the city records and satisfy yourselves." 

"But we have. We are the city authorities, Miss Emily. Didn't you get a notice from the sheriff, 
signed by him?" 

"I received a paper, yes," Miss Emily said. "Perhaps he considers himself the sheriff . . . I have 
no taxes in Jefferson." 

"But there is nothing on the books to show that, you see We must go by the--" 

"See Colonel Sartoris. I have no taxes in Jefferson." 

"But, Miss Emily--" 

"See Colonel Sartoris." (Colonel Sartoris had been dead almost ten years.) "I have no taxes in 
Jefferson. Tobe!" The Negro appeared. "Show these gentlemen out." 

II 

So SHE vanquished them, horse and foot, just as she had vanquished their fathers thirty years 
before about the smell. 

That was two years after her father's death and a short time after her sweetheart--the one we 
believed would marry her --had deserted her. After her father's death she went out very little; 
after her sweetheart went away, people hardly saw her at all. A few of the ladies had the temerity 
to call, but were not received, and the only sign of life about the place was the Negro man--a 
young man then--going in and out with a market basket. 

"Just as if a man--any man--could keep a kitchen properly, "the ladies said; so they were not 
surprised when the smell developed. It was another link between the gross, teeming world and 
the high and mighty Griersons. 

A neighbor, a woman, complained to the mayor, Judge Stevens, eighty years old. 

"But what will you have me do about it, madam?" he said. 
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"Why, send her word to stop it," the woman said. "Isn't there a law?" 

"I'm sure that won't be necessary," Judge Stevens said. "It's probably just a snake or a rat that 
nigger of hers killed in the yard. I'll speak to him about it." 

The next day he received two more complaints, one from a man who came in diffident 
deprecation. "We really must do something about it, Judge. I'd be the last one in the world to 
bother Miss Emily, but we've got to do something." That night the Board of Aldermen met--three 
graybeards and one younger man, a member of the rising generation. 

"It's simple enough," he said. "Send her word to have her place cleaned up. Give her a certain 
time to do it in, and if she don't. .." 

"Dammit, sir," Judge Stevens said, "will you accuse a lady to her face of smelling bad?" 

So the next night, after midnight, four men crossed Miss Emily's lawn and slunk about the house 
like burglars, sniffing along the base of the brickwork and at the cellar openings while one of 
them performed a regular sowing motion with his hand out of a sack slung from his shoulder. 
They broke open the cellar door and sprinkled lime there, and in all the outbuildings. As they 
recrossed the lawn, a window that had been dark was lighted and Miss Emily sat in it, the light 
behind her, and her upright torso motionless as that of an idol. They crept quietly across the lawn 
and into the shadow of the locusts that lined the street. After a week or two the smell went away. 

That was when people had begun to feel really sorry for her. People in our town, remembering 
how old lady Wyatt, her great-aunt, had gone completely crazy at last, believed that the 
Griersons held themselves a little too high for what they really were. None of the young men 
were quite good enough for Miss Emily and such. We had long thought of them as a tableau, 
Miss Emily a slender figure in white in the background, her father a spraddled silhouette in the 
foreground, his back to her and clutching a horsewhip, the two of them framed by the back-flung 
front door. So when she got to be thirty and was still single, we were not pleased exactly, but 
vindicated; even with insanity in the family she wouldn't have turned down all of her chances if 
they had really materialized. 

When her father died, it got about that the house was all that was left to her; and in a way, people 
were glad. At last they could pity Miss Emily. Being left alone, and a pauper, she had become 
humanized. Now she too would know the old thrill and the old despair of a penny more or less. 

The day after his death all the ladies prepared to call at the house and offer condolence and aid, 
as is our custom Miss Emily met them at the door, dressed as usual and with no trace of grief on 
her face. She told them that her father was not dead. She did that for three days, with the 
ministers calling on her, and the doctors, trying to persuade her to let them dispose of the body. 
Just as they were about to resort to law and force, she broke down, and they buried her father 
quickly. 
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We did not say she was crazy then. We believed she had to do that. We remembered all the 
young men her father had driven away, and we knew that with nothing left, she would have to 
cling to that which had robbed her, as people will. 

III 

SHE WAS SICK for a long time. When we saw her again, her hair was cut short, making her 
look like a girl, with a vague resemblance to those angels in colored church windows--sort of 
tragic and serene. 

The town had just let the contracts for paving the sidewalks, and in the summer after her father's 
death they began the work. The construction company came with riggers and mules and 
machinery, and a foreman named Homer Barron, a Yankee--a big, dark, ready man, with a big 
voice and eyes lighter than his face. The little boys would follow in groups to hear him cuss the 
riggers, and the riggers singing in time to the rise and fall of picks. Pretty soon he knew 
everybody in town. Whenever you heard a lot of laughing anywhere about the square, Homer 
Barron would be in the center of the group. Presently we began to see him and Miss Emily on 
Sunday afternoons driving in the yellow-wheeled buggy and the matched team of bays from the 
livery stable. 

At first we were glad that Miss Emily would have an interest, because the ladies all said, "Of 
course a Grierson would not think seriously of a Northerner, a day laborer." But there were still 
others, older people, who said that even grief could not cause a real lady to forget noblesse 

oblige- - 

without calling it noblesse oblige. They just said, "Poor Emily. Her kinsfolk should come to her." 
She had some kin in Alabama; but years ago her father had fallen out with them over the estate 
of old lady Wyatt, the crazy woman, and there was no communication between the two families. 
They had not even been represented at the funeral.  

And as soon as the old people said, "Poor Emily," the whispering began. "Do you suppose it's 
really so?" they said to one another. "Of course it is. What else could . . ." This behind their 
hands; rustling of craned silk and satin behind jalousies closed upon the sun of Sunday afternoon 
as the thin, swift clop-clop-clop of the matched team passed: "Poor Emily." 

She carried her head high enough--even when we believed that she was fallen. It was as if she 
demanded more than ever the recognition of her dignity as the last Grierson; as if it had wanted 
that touch of earthiness to reaffirm her imperviousness. Like when she bought the rat poison, the 
arsenic. That was over a year after they had begun to say "Poor Emily," and while the two female 
cousins were visiting her. 

"I want some poison," she said to the druggist. She was over thirty then, still a slight woman, 
though thinner than usual, with cold, haughty black eyes in a face the flesh of which was strained 
across the temples and about the eyesockets as you imagine a lighthouse-keeper's face ought to 
look. "I want some poison," she said. 
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"Yes, Miss Emily. What kind? For rats and such? I'd recom--" 

"I want the best you have. I don't care what kind." 

The druggist named several. "They'll kill anything up to an elephant. But what you want is--" 

"Arsenic," Miss Emily said. "Is that a good one?" 

"Is . . . arsenic? Yes, ma'am. But what you want--" 

"I want arsenic." 

The druggist looked down at her. She looked back at him, erect, her face like a strained flag. 
"Why, of course," the druggist said. "If that's what you want. But the law requires you to tell 
what you are going to use it for." 

Miss Emily just stared at him, her head tilted back in order to look him eye for eye, until he 
looked away and went and got the arsenic and wrapped it up. The Negro delivery boy brought 
her the package; the druggist didn't come back. When she opened the package at home there was 
written on the box, under the skull and bones: "For rats." 

IV 

So THE NEXT day we all said, "She will kill herself"; and we said it would be the best thing. 
When she had first begun to be seen with Homer Barron, we had said, "She will marry him." 
Then we said, "She will persuade him yet," because Homer himself had remarked--he liked men, 
and it was known that he drank with the younger men in the Elks' Club--that he was not a 
marrying man. Later we said, "Poor Emily" behind the jalousies as they passed on Sunday 
afternoon in the glittering buggy, Miss Emily with her head high and Homer Barron with his hat 
cocked and a cigar in his teeth, reins and whip in a yellow glove. 

Then some of the ladies began to say that it was a disgrace to the town and a bad example to the 
young people. The men did not want to interfere, but at last the ladies forced the Baptist 
minister--Miss Emily's people were Episcopal-- to call upon her. He would never divulge what 
happened during that interview, but he refused to go back again. The next Sunday they again 
drove about the streets, and the following day the minister's wife wrote to Miss Emily's relations 
in Alabama. 

So she had blood-kin under her roof again and we sat back to watch developments. At first 
nothing happened. Then we were sure that they were to be married. We learned that Miss Emily 
had been to the jeweler's and ordered a man's toilet set in silver, with the letters H. B. on each 
piece. Two days later we learned that she had bought a complete outfit of men's clothing, 
including a nightshirt, and we said, "They are married." We were really glad. We were glad 
because the two female cousins were even more Grierson than Miss Emily had ever been. 
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So we were not surprised when Homer Barron--the streets had been finished some time since--
was gone. We were a little disappointed that there was not a public blowing-off, but we believed 
that he had gone on to prepare for Miss Emily's coming, or to give her a chance to get rid of the 
cousins. (By that time it was a cabal, and we were all Miss Emily's allies to help circumvent the 
cousins.) Sure enough, after another week they departed. And, as we had expected all along, 
within three days Homer Barron was back in town. A neighbor saw the Negro man admit him at 
the kitchen door at dusk one evening. 

And that was the last we saw of Homer Barron. And of Miss Emily for some time. The Negro 
man went in and out with the market basket, but the front door remained closed. Now and then 
we would see her at a window for a moment, as the men did that night when they sprinkled the 
lime, but for almost six months she did not appear on the streets. Then we knew that this was to 
be expected too; as if that quality of her father which had thwarted her woman's life so many 
times had been too virulent and too furious to die. 

When we next saw Miss Emily, she had grown fat and her hair was turning gray. During the next 
few years it grew grayer and grayer until it attained an even pepper-and-salt iron-gray, when it 
ceased turning. Up to the day of her death at seventy-four it was still that vigorous iron-gray, like 
the hair of an active man. 

From that time on her front door remained closed, save for a period of six or seven years, when 
she was about forty, during which she gave lessons in china-painting. She fitted up a studio in 
one of the downstairs rooms, where the daughters and granddaughters of Colonel Sartoris' 
contemporaries were sent to her with the same regularity and in the same spirit that they were 
sent to church on Sundays with a twenty-five-cent piece for the collection plate. Meanwhile her 
taxes had been remitted. 

Then the newer generation became the backbone and the spirit of the town, and the painting 
pupils grew up and fell away and did not send their children to her with boxes of color and 
tedious brushes and pictures cut from the ladies' magazines. The front door closed upon the last 
one and remained closed for good. When the town got free postal delivery, Miss Emily alone 
refused to let them fasten the metal numbers above her door and attach a mailbox to it. She 
would not listen to them. 

Daily, monthly, yearly we watched the Negro grow grayer and more stooped, going in and out 
with the market basket. Each December we sent her a tax notice, which would be returned by the 
post office a week later, unclaimed. Now and then we would see her in one of the downstairs 
windows--she had evidently shut up the top floor of the house--like the carven torso of an idol in 
a niche, looking or not looking at us, we could never tell which. Thus she passed from generation 
to generation--dear, inescapable, impervious, tranquil, and perverse. 

And so she died. Fell ill in the house filled with dust and shadows, with only a doddering Negro 
man to wait on her. We did not even know she was sick; we had long since given up trying to get 
any information from the Negro 
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He talked to no one, probably not even to her, for his voice had grown harsh and rusty, as if from 
disuse. 

She died in one of the downstairs rooms, in a heavy walnut bed with a curtain, her gray head 
propped on a pillow yellow and moldy with age and lack of sunlight. 

V 

THE NEGRO met the first of the ladies at the front door and let them in, with their hushed, 
sibilant voices and their quick, curious glances, and then he disappeared. He walked right 
through the house and out the back and was not seen again. 

The two female cousins came at once. They held the funeral on the second day, with the town 
coming to look at Miss Emily beneath a mass of bought flowers, with the crayon face of her 
father musing profoundly above the bier and the ladies sibilant and macabre; and the very old 
men --some in their brushed Confederate uniforms--on the porch and the lawn, talking of Miss 
Emily as if she had been a contemporary of theirs, believing that they had danced with her and 
courted her perhaps, confusing time with its mathematical progression, as the old do, to whom all 
the past is not a diminishing road but, instead, a huge meadow which no winter ever quite 
touches, divided from them now by the narrow bottle-neck of the most recent decade of years. 

Already we knew that there was one room in that region above stairs which no one had seen in 
forty years, and which would have to be forced. They waited until Miss Emily was decently in 
the ground before they opened it. 

The violence of breaking down the door seemed to fill this room with pervading dust. A thin, 
acrid pall as of the tomb seemed to lie everywhere upon this room decked and furnished as for a 
bridal: upon the valance curtains of faded rose color, upon the rose-shaded lights, upon the 
dressing table, upon the delicate array of crystal and the man's toilet things backed with tarnished 
silver, silver so tarnished that the monogram was obscured. Among them lay a collar and tie, as 
if they had just been removed, which, lifted, left upon the surface a pale crescent in the dust. 
Upon a chair hung the suit, carefully folded; beneath it the two mute shoes and the discarded 
socks. 

The man himself lay in the bed. 

For a long while we just stood there, looking down at the profound and fleshless grin. The body 
had apparently once lain in the attitude of an embrace, but now the long sleep that outlasts love, 
that conquers even the grimace of love, had cuckolded him. What was left of him, rotted beneath 
what was left of the nightshirt, had become inextricable from the bed in which he lay; and upon 
him and upon the pillow beside him lay that even coating of the patient and biding dust. 

Then we noticed that in the second pillow was the indentation of a head. One of us lifted 
something from it, and leaning forward, that faint and invisible dust dry and acrid in the nostrils, 
we saw a long strand of iron-gray hair. 
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 “A Worn Path” 
 Eudora Welty  

 
It was December—a bright frozen day in the early morning. Far out in the country there was an 
old Negro woman with her head tied in a red rag, coming along a path through the pinewoods. 
Her name was Phoenix Jackson. She was very old and small and she walked slowly in the dark 
pine shadows, moving a little from side to side in her steps, with the balanced heaviness and 
lightness of a pendulum in a grandfather clock. She carried a thin, small cane made from an 
umbrella, and with this she kept tapping the frozen earth in front of her. This made a grave and 
persistent noise in the still air that seemed meditative, like the chirping of a solitary little bird. 
 
She wore a dark striped dress reaching down to her shoe tops, and an equally long apron of 
bleached sugar sacks, with a full pocket: all neat and tidy, but every time she took a step she 
might have fallen over her shoelaces, which dragged from her unlaced shoes. She looked straight 
ahead. Her eyes were blue with age. Her skin had a pattern all its own of numberless branching 
wrinkles and as though a whole little tree stood in the middle of her forehead, but a golden color 
ran underneath, and the two knobs of her cheeks were illumined by a yellow burning under the 
dark. Under the red rag her hair came down on her neck in the frailest of ringlets, still black, and 
with an odor like copper. 
 
Now and then there was a quivering in the thicket. Old Phoenix said, 'Out of my way, all you 
foxes, owls, beetles, jack rabbits, coons and wild animals! ... Keep out from under these feet, 
little bob-whites ... Keep the big wild hogs out of my path. Don't let none of those come running 
my direction. I got a long way.' Under her small black-freckled hand her cane, limber as a buggy 
whip, would switch at the brush as if to rouse up any hiding things. 
 
On she went. The woods were deep and still. The sun made the pine needles almost too bright to 
look at, up where the wind rocked. The cones dropped as light as feathers. Down in the hollow 
was the mourning dove—it was not too late for him. 
 
The path ran up a hill. 'Seem like there is chains about my feet, time I get this far,' she said, in the 
voice of argument old people keep to use with themselves. 'Something always take a hold of me 
on this hill—pleads I should stay.' 
 
After she got to the top, she turned and gave a full, severe look behind her where she had come. 
'Up through pines,' she said at length. 'Now down through oaks.' 
 
Her eyes opened their widest, and she started down gently. But before she got to the bottom of 
the hill a bush caught her dress. 
 
Her fingers were busy and intent, but her skirts were full and long, so that before she could pull 
them free in one place they were caught in another. It was not possible to allow the dress to tear. 
'I in the thorny bush,' she said. 'Thorns, you doing your appointed work. Never want to let folks 
pass—no, sir. Old eyes thought you was a pretty little green bush.' 
 
Finally, trembling all over, she stood free, and after a moment dared to stoop for her cane. 
 
'Sun so high!' she cried, leaning back and looking, while the thick tears went over her eyes. 'The 
time getting all gone here.' 
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At the foot of this hill was a place where a log was laid across the creek. 
 
'Now comes the trial,' said Phoenix. Putting her right foot out, she mounted the log and shut her 
eyes. Lifting her skirt, leveling her cane fiercely before her like a festival figure in some parade, 
she began to march across. Then she opened her eyes and she was safe on the other side. 
 
'I wasn't as old as I thought,' she said. 
 
But she sat down to rest. She spread her skirts on the bank around her and folded her hands over 
her knees. Up above her was a tree in a pearly cloud of mistletoe. She did not dare to close her 
eyes, and when a little boy brought her a plate with a slice of marble-cake on it she spoke to him. 
'That would be acceptable,' she said. But when she went to take it there was just her own hand in 
the air. 
 
So she left that tree, and had to go through a barbed-wire fence. There she had to creep and 
crawl, spreading her knees and stretching her fingers like a baby trying to climb the steps. But 
she talked loudly to herself: she could not let her dress be torn now, so late in the day, and she 
could not pay for having her arm or her leg sawed off if she got caught fast where she was. 
 
At last she was safe through the fence and risen up out in the clearing. Big dead trees, like black 
men with one arm, were standing in the purple stalks of the withered cotton field. There sat a 
buzzard. 
 
'Who you watching?' 
 
In the furrow she made her way along. 
 
'Glad this not the season for bulls,' she said, looking sideways, 'and the good Lord made his 
snakes to curl up and sleep in the winter. A pleasure I don't see no two-headed snake coming 
around that tree, where it come once. It took a while to get by him, back in the summer.' 
 
She passed through the old cotton and went into a field of dead corn. It whispered and shook, and 
was taller than her head. 'Through the maze now,' she said, for there was no path. 
 
Then there was something tall, black, and skinny there, moving before her. 
 
At first she took it for a man. It could have been a man dancing in the field. But she stood still 
and listened, and it did not make a sound. It was as silent as a ghost. 
 
'Ghost,' she said sharply, 'who be you the ghost of? For I have heard of nary death close by.' 
 
But there was no answer, only the ragged dancing in the wind. 
 
She shut her eyes, reached out her hand, and touched a sleeve. She found a coat and inside that 
an emptiness, cold as ice. 
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'You scarecrow,' she said. Her face lighted. 'I ought to be shut up for good,' she said with 
laughter. 'My senses is gone. I too old. I the oldest people I ever know. Dance, old scarecrow,' 
she said, 'while I dancing with you.' 
 
She kicked her foot over the furrow, and with mouth drawn down shook her head once or twice 
in a little strutting way. Some husks blew down and whirled in streamers about her skirts. 
 
Then she went on, parting her way from side to side with the cane, through the whispering field. 
At last she came to the end, to a wagon track where the silver grass blew between the red ruts. 
The quail were walking around like pullets, seeming all dainty and unseen. 
 
'Walk pretty,' she said. 'This the easy place. This the easy going.' She followed the track, swaying 
through the quiet bare fields, through the little strings of trees silver in their dead leaves, past 
cabins silver from weather, with the doors and windows boarded shut, all like old women under a 
spell sitting there. 'I walking in their sleep,' she said, nodding her head vigorously. 
 
In a ravine she went where a spring was silently flowing through a hollow log. Old Phoenix bent 
and drank. 'Sweet gum makes the water sweet,' she said, and drank more. 'Nobody know who 
made this well, for it was here when I was born.' 
 
The track crossed a swampy part where the moss hung as white as lace from every limb. 'Sleep 
on, alligators, and blow your bubbles.' Then the cypress trees went into the road. Deep, deep it 
went down between the high green-colored banks. Overhead the live oaks met, and it was as dark 
as a cave. 
 
A big black dog with a lolling tongue came up out of the weeds by the ditch. She was meditating, 
and not ready, and when he came at her she only hit him a little with her cane. Over she went in 
the ditch, like a little puff of milkweed. 
 
Down there, her senses drifted away. A dream visited her, and she reached her hand up, but 
nothing reached down and gave her a pull. So she lay there and presently went to talking. 'Old 
woman,' she said to herself, 'that black dog come up out of the weeds to stall you off, and now 
there he sitting on his fine tail, smiling at you.' 
 
A white man finally came along and found her—a hunter, a young man, with his dog on a chain. 
 
'Well, Granny!' he laughed. 'What are you doing there?' 
 
'Lying on my back like a June bug waiting to be turned over, mister,' she said, reaching up her 
hand. 
 
He lifted her up, gave her a swing in the air, and set her down. 'Anything broken, Granny?' 
 
'No sir, them old dead weeds is springy enough,' said Phoenix, when she had got her breath. 'I 
thank you for your trouble.' 
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'Where do you live, Granny?' he asked, while the two dogs were growling at each other. 
 
'Away back yonder, sir, behind the ridge. You can't even see it from here.' 
 
'On your way home?' 
 
'No sir, I going to town.' 
 
'Why, that's too far! That's as far as I walk when I come out myself, and I get something for my 
trouble.' He patted the stuffed bag he carried, and there hung down a little closed claw. It was 
one of the bobwhites, with its beak hooked bitterly to show it was dead. 'Now you go on home, 
Granny!' 
 
'I bound to go to town, mister,' said Phoenix. 'The time come around.' 
 
He gave another laugh, filling the whole landscape. 'I know you old colored people! Wouldn't 
miss going to town to see Santa Claus!' 
 
But something held Old Phoenix very still. The deep lines in her face went into a fierce and 
different radiation. Without warning, she had seen with her own eyes a flashing nickel fall out of 
the man's pocket onto the ground. 
 
'How old are you, Granny?' he was saying. 
 
'There is no telling, mister,' she said, 'no telling.' 
 
Then she gave a little cry and clapped her hands and said, 'Git on away from here, dog! Look! 
Look at that dog!' She laughed as if in admiration. 'He ain't scared of nobody. He a big black 
dog.' She whispered, 'Sic him!' 
 
'Watch me get rid of that cur,' said the man. 'Sic him, Pete! Sic him!' 
 
Phoenix heard the dogs fighting, and heard the man running and throwing sticks. She even heard 
a gunshot. But she was slowly bending forward by that time, further and further forward, the lids 
stretched down over her eyes, as if she were doing this in her sleep. Her chin was lowered almost 
to her knees. The yellow palm of her hand came out from the fold of her apron. Her fingers slid 
down and along the ground under the piece of money with the grace and care they would have in 
lifting an egg from under a setting hen. Then she slowly straightened up; she stood erect, and the 
nickel was in her apron pocket. A bird flew by. Her lips moved. 'God watching me the whole 
time. I come to stealing.' 
 
The man came back, and his own dog panted about them. 'Well, I scared him off that time,' he 
said, and then he laughed and lifted his gun and pointed it at Phoenix. 
 
She stood straight and faced him. 
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'Doesn't the gun scare you?' he said, still pointing it. 
 
'No, sir, I seen plenty go off closer by, in my day, and for less than what I done,' she said, 
holding utterly still. 
 
He smiled, and shouldered the gun. 'Well, Granny,' he said, 'you must be a hundred years old, 
and scared of nothing. I'd give you a dime if I had any money with me. But you take my advice 
and stay home, and nothing will happen to you.' 
 
'I bound to go on my way, mister,' said Phoenix. She inclined her head in the red rag. Then they 
went in different directions, but she could hear the gun shooting again and again over the hill. 
 
She walked on. The shadows hung from the oak trees to the road like curtains. Then she smelled 
wood smoke, and smelled the river, and she saw a steeple and the cabins on their steep steps. 
Dozens of little black children whirled around her. There ahead was Natchez shining. Bells were 
ringing. She walked on. 
 
In the paved city it was Christmas time. There were red and green electric lights strung and 
crisscrossed everywhere, and all turned on in the daytime. Old Phoenix would have been lost if 
she had not distrusted her eyesight and depended on her feet to know where to take her. 
 
She paused quietly on the sidewalk, where people were passing by. A lady came along in the 
crowd, carrying an armful of red, green, and silver-wrapped presents; she gave off perfume like 
the red roses in hot summer, and Phoenix stopped her. 
 
'Please, missy, will you lace up my shoe?' She held up her foot. 
 
'What do you want, Grandma?' 
 
'See my shoe,' said Phoenix. 'Do all right for out in the country, but wouldn't look right to go in a 
big building.' 
 
'Stand still then, Grandma,' said the lady. She put her packages down on the sidewalk beside her 
and laced and tied both shoes tightly. 
 
'Can't lace 'em with a cane,' said Phoenix. 'Thank you, missy. I doesn't mind asking a nice lady to 
tie up my shoe, when I gets out on the street.' 
 
Moving slowly and from side to side, she went into the big building, and into a tower of steps, 
where she walked up and around and around until her feet knew to stop.  
 
She entered a door, and there she saw nailed up on the wall the document that had been stamped 
with the gold seal and framed in the gold frame, which matched the dream that was hung up in 
her head. 
 
'Here I be,' she said. There was a fixed and ceremonial stiffness over her body. 
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'A charity case, I suppose,' said an attendant who sat at the desk before her. 
 
But Phoenix only looked above her head. There was sweat on her face, the wrinkles in her skin 
shone like a bright net. 
 
'Speak up, Grandma,' the woman said. 'What's your name? We must have your history, you 
know. Have you been here before? What seems to be the trouble with you?' 
 
Old Phoenix only gave a twitch to her face as if a fly were bothering her. 
 
'Are you deaf?' cried the attendant.  
 
But then the nurse came in.  
 
'Oh, that's just old Aunt Phoenix,' she said. 'She doesn't come for herself—she has a little 
grandson. She makes these trips just as regular as clockwork. She lives away back off the Old 
Natchez Trace.' She bent down. 'Well, Aunt Phoenix, why don't you just take a seat? We won't 
keep you standing after your long trip.' She pointed. 
 
The old woman sat down, bolt upright in the chair. 
 
'Now, how is the boy?' asked the nurse. 
 
Old Phoenix did not speak. 
 
'I said, how is the boy?' 
 
But Phoenix only waited and stared straight ahead, her face very solemn and withdrawn into 
rigidity. 
 
'Is his throat any better?' asked the nurse. 'Aunt Phoenix, don't you hear me? Is your grandson's 
throat any better since the last time you came for the medicine?' 
 
With her hands on her knees, the old woman waited, silent, erect and motionless, just as if she 
were in armor. 
 
'You mustn't take up our time this way, Aunt Phoenix,' the nurse said. 'Tell us quickly about your 
grandson, and get it over. He isn't dead, is he?' 
 
At last there came a flicker and then a flame of comprehension across her face, and she spoke. 
 
'My grandson. It was my memory had left me. There I sat and forgot why I made my long trip.' 
 
'Forgot?' The nurse frowned. 'After you came so far?' 
Then Phoenix was like an old woman begging a dignified forgiveness for waking up frightened 
in the night. 'I never did go to school—I was too old at the Surrender,' she said in a soft voice. 
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'I'm an old woman without an education. It was my memory fail me. My little grandson, he is 
just the same, and I forgot it in the coming.' 
 
'Throat never heals, does it?' said the nurse, speaking in a loud, sure voice to Old Phoenix. By 
now she had a card with something written on it, a little list. 'Yes. Swallowed lye. When was 
it?—January—two—three years ago—' 
 
Phoenix spoke unasked now. 'No, missy, he not dead, he just the same. Every little while his 
throat begin to close up again, and he not able to swallow. He not get his breath. He not able to 
help himself. So the time come around, and I go on another trip for the soothing-medicine.' 
 
'All right. The doctor said as long as you came to get it, you could have it,' said the nurse. 'But 
it's an obstinate case.' 
 
'My little grandson, he sit up there in the house all wrapped up, waiting by himself,' Phoenix 
went on. 'We is the only two left in the world. He suffer and it don't seem to put him back at all. 
He got a sweet look. He going to last. He wear a little patch-quilt and peep out, holding his 
mouth open like a little bird. I remembers so plain now. I not going to forget him again, no, the 
whole enduring time. I could tell him from all the others in creation.' 
 
'All right.' The nurse was trying to hush her now. She brought her a bottle of medicine. 'Charity,' 
she said, making a check mark in a book. 
 
Old Phoenix held the bottle close to her eyes, and then carefully put it into her pocket. 
 
'I thank you,' she said. 
 
'It's Christmas time, Grandma,' said the attendant. 'Could I give you a few pennies out of my 
purse?'  
 
'Five pennies is a nickel,' said Phoenix stiffly. 
 
'Here's a nickel,' said the attendant. 
 
Phoenix rose carefully and held out her hand. She received the nickel and then fished the other 
nickel out of her pocket and laid it beside the new one. She stared at her palm closely, with her 
head on one side. 
 
Then she gave a tap with her cane on the floor. 'This is what come to me to do,' she said. 'I going 
to the store and buy my child a little windmill they sells, made out of paper. He going to find it 
hard to believe there such a thing in the world. I'll march myself back where he waiting, holding 
it straight up in this hand.' 
 
She lifted her free hand, gave a little nod, turned around, and walked out of the doctor's office. 
Then her slow step began on the stairs, going down. 
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 “A&P” 
John Updike 

 
In walks these three girls in nothing but bathing suits. I'm in the third check-out slot, with my 
back to the door, so I don't see them until they're over by the bread. The one that caught my eye 
first was the one in the plaid green two-piece. She was a chunky kid, with a good tan and a sweet 
broad soft-looking can with those two crescents of white just under it, where the sun never seems 
to hit, at the top of the backs of her legs. I stood there with my hand on a box of HiHo crackers 
trying to remember if I rang it up or not. I ring it up again and the customer starts giving me hell. 
She's one of these cash-register-watchers, a witch about fifty with rouge on her cheekbones and 
no eyebrows, and I know it made her day to trip me up. She'd been watching cash registers forty 
years and probably never seen a mistake before.  
 
By the time I got her feathers smoothed and her goodies into a bag -- she gives me a little snort 
in passing, if she'd been born at the right time they would have burned her over in Salem -- by 
the time I get her on her way the girls had circled around the bread and were coming back, 
without a pushcart, back my way along the counters, in the aisle between the check-outs and the 
Special bins. They didn't even have shoes on. There was this chunky one, with the two-piece -- it 
was bright green and the seams on the bra were still sharp and her belly was still pretty pale so I 
guessed she just got it (the suit) -- there was this one, with one of those chubby berry-faces, the 
lips all bunched together under her nose, this one, and a tall one, with black hair that hadn't quite 
frizzed right, and one of these sunburns right across under the eyes, and a chin that was too long 
-- you know, the kind of girl other girls think is very "striking" and "attractive" but never quite 
makes it, as they very well know, which is why they like her so much -- and then the third one, 
that wasn't quite so tall. She was the queen. She kind of led them, the other two peeking around 
and making their shoulders round. She didn't look around, not this queen, she just walked 
straight on slowly, on these long white prima donna legs. She came down a little hard on her 
heels, as if she didn't walk in her bare feet that much, putting down her heels and then letting the 
weight move along to her toes as if she was testing the floor with every step, putting a little 
deliberate extra action into it. You never know for sure how girls' minds work (do you really 
think it's a mind in there or just a little buzz like a bee in a glassjar?) but you got the idea she had 
talked the other two into coming in here with her, and now she was showing them how to do it, 
walk slow and hold yourself straight.  
 
She had on a kind of dirty-pink - - beige maybe, I don't know -- bathing suit with a little nubble 
all over it and, what got me, the straps were down. They were off her shoulders looped loose 
around the cool tops of her arms, and I guess as a result the suit had slipped a little on her, so all 
around the top of the cloth there was this shining rim. If it hadn't been there you wouldn't have 
known there could have been anything whiter than those shoulders. With the straps pushed off, 
there was nothing between the top of the suit and the top of her head except just her, this clean 
bare plane of the top of her chest down from the shoulder bones like a dented sheet of metal 
tilted in the light. I mean, it was more than pretty.  
 
She had sort of oaky hair that the sun and salt had bleached, done up in a bun that was 
unravelling, and a kind of prim face. Walking into the A & P with your straps down, I suppose 
it's the only kind of face you can have. She held her head so high her neck, coming up out of 
those white shoulders, looked kind of stretched, but I didn't mind. The longer her neck was, the 
more of her there was.  
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She must have felt in the corner of her eye me and over my shoulder Stokesie in the second slot 
watching, but she didn't tip. Not this queen. She kept her eyes moving across the racks, and 
stopped, and turned so slow it made my stomach rub the inside of my apron, and buzzed to the 
other two, who kind of huddled against her for relief, and they all three of them went up the cat-
and-dog-food-breakfast-cereal-macaroni-ri ce-raisins-seasonings-spreads-spaghetti-soft drinks- 
rackers-and- cookies aisle. From the third slot I look straight up this aisle to the meat counter, 
and I watched them all the way. The fat one with the tan sort of fumbled with the cookies, but on 
second thought she put the packages back. The sheep pushing their carts down the aisle -- the 
girls were walking against the usual traffic (not that we have one-way signs or anything) -- were 
pretty hilarious. You could see them, when Queenie's white shoulders dawned on them, kind of 
jerk, or hop, or hiccup, but their eyes snapped back to their own baskets and on they pushed. I 
bet you could set off dynamite in an A & P and the people would by and large keep reaching and 
checking oatmeal off their lists and muttering "Let me see, there was a third thing, began with A, 
asparagus, no, ah, yes, applesauce!" or whatever it is they do mutter. But there was no doubt, this 
jiggled them. A few house-slaves in pin curlers even looked around after pushing their carts past 
to make sure what they had seen was correct.  
 
You know, it's one thing to have a girl in a bathing suit down on the beach, where what with the 
glare nobody can look at each other much anyway, and another thing in the cool of the A & P, 
under the fluorescent lights, against all those stacked packages, with her feet paddling along 
naked over our checkerboard green-and-cream rubber-tile floor.  
 
"Oh Daddy," Stokesie said beside me. "I feel so faint."  
 
"Darling," I said. "Hold me tight." Stokesie's married, with two babies chalked up on his fuselage 
already, but as far as I can tell that's the only difference. He's twenty-two, and I was nineteen this 
April.  
 
"Is it done?" he asks, the responsible married man finding his voice. I forgot to say he thinks he's 
going to be manager some sunny day, maybe in 1990 when it's called the Great Alexandrov and 
Petrooshki Tea Company or something.  
 
What he meant was, our town is five miles from a beach, with a big summer colony out on the 
Point, but we're right in the middle of town, and the women generally put on a shirt or shorts or 
something before they get out of the car into the street. And anyway these are usually women 
with six children and varicose veins mapping their legs and nobody, including them, could care 
less. As I say, we're right in the middle of town, and if you stand at our front doors you can see 
two banks and the Congregational church and the newspaper store and three real-estate offices 
and about twenty-seven old free-loaders tearing up Central Street because the sewer broke again. 
It's not as if we're on the Cape; we're north of Boston and there's people in this town haven't seen 
the ocean for twenty years.  
 
The girls had reached the meat counter and were asking McMahon something. He pointed, they 
pointed, and they shuffled out of sight behind a pyramid of Diet Delight peaches. All that was 
left for us to see was old McMahon patting his mouth and looking after them sizing up their 
joints. Poor kids, I began to feel sorry for them, they couldn't help it.  
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Now here comes the sad part of the story, at least my family says it's sad but I don't think it's sad 
myself. The store's pretty empty, it being Thursday afternoon, so there was nothing much to do 
except lean on the register and wait for the girls to show up again. The whole store was like a 
pinball machine and I didn't know which tunnel they'd come out of. After a while they come 
around out of the far aisle, around the light bulbs, records at discount of the Caribbean Six or 
Tony Martin Sings or some such gunk you wonder they waste the wax on, sixpacks of candy 
bars, and plastic toys done up in cellophane that faIl apart when a kid looks at them anyway. 
Around they come, Queenie still leading the way, and holding a little gray jar in her hand. Slots 
Three through Seven are unmanned and I could see her wondering between Stokes and me, but 
Stokesie with his usual luck draws an old party in baggy gray pants who stumbles up with four 
giant cans of pineapple juice (what do these bums do with all that pineapple juice' I've often 
asked myself) so the girls come to me. Queenie puts down the jar and I take it into my fingers icy 
cold. Kingfish Fancy Herring Snacks in Pure Sour Cream: 49¢. Now her hands are empty, not a 
ring or a bracelet, bare as God made them, and I wonder where the money's coming from. Still 
with that prim look she lifts a folded dollar bill out of the hollow at the center of her nubbled 
pink top. The jar went heavy in my hand. Really, I thought that was so cute.  
 
Then everybody's luck begins to run out. Lengel comes in from haggling with a truck full of 
cabbages on the lot and is about to scuttle into that door marked MANAGER behind which he 
hides all day when the girls touch his eye. Lengel's pretty dreary, teaches Sunday school and the 
rest, but he doesn't miss that much. He comes over and says, "Girls, this isn't the beach."  
 
Queenie blushes, though maybe it's just a brush of sunburn I was noticing for the first time, now 
that she was so close. "My mother asked me to pick up a jar of herring snacks." Her voice kind 
of startled me, the way voices do when you see the people first, coming out so flat and dumb yet 
kind of tony, too, the way it ticked over "pick up" and "snacks." All of a sudden I slid right down 
her voice into her living room. Her father and the other men were standing around in ice-cream 
coats and bow ties and the women were in sandals picking up herring snacks on toothpicks off a 
big plate and they were all holding drinks the color of water with olives and sprigs of mint in 
them. When my parents have somebody over they get lemonade and if it's a real racy affair 
Schlitz in tall glasses with "They'll Do It Every Time" cartoons stenciled on.  
 
"That's all right," Lengel said. "But this isn't the beach." His repeating this struck me as funny, as 
if it had just occurred to him, and he had been thinking all these years the A & P was a great big 
dune and he was the head lifeguard. He didn't like my smiling -- -as I say he doesn't miss much -- 
but he concentrates on giving the girls that sad Sunday- school-superintendent stare.  
 
Queenie's blush is no sunburn now, and the plump one in plaid, that I liked better from the back -
- a really sweet can -- pipes up, "We weren't doing any shopping. We just came in for the one 
thing."  
 
"That makes no difference," Lengel tells her, and I could see from the way his eyes went that he 
hadn't noticed she was wearing a two-piece before. "We want you decently dressed when you 
come in here."  
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"We are decent," Queenie says suddenly, her lower lip pushing, getting sore now that she 
remembers her place, a place from which the crowd that runs the A & P must look pretty 
crummy. Fancy Herring Snacks flashed in her very blue eyes.  
 
"Girls, I don't want to argue with you. After this come in here with your shoulders covered. It's 
our policy." He turns his back. That's policy for you. Policy is what the kingpins want. What the 
others want is juvenile delinquency.  
 
All this while, the customers had been showing up with their carts but, you know, sheep, seeing a 
scene, they had all bunched up on Stokesie, who shook open a paper bag as gently as peeling a 
peach, not wanting to miss a word. I could feel in the silence everybody getting nervous, most of 
all Lengel, who asks me, "Sammy, have you rung up this purchase?"  
 
I thought and said "No" but it wasn't about that I was thinking. I go through the punches, 4, 9, 
GROC, TOT -- it's more complicated than you think, and after you do it often enough, it begins 
to make a lttle song, that you hear words to, in my case "Hello (bing) there, you (gung) hap-py 
pee-pul (splat)"-the splat being the drawer flying out. I uncrease the bill, tenderly as you may 
imagine, it just having come from between the two smoothest scoops of vanilla I had ever known 
were there, and pass a half and a penny into her narrow pink palm, and nestle the herrings in a 
bag and twist its neck and hand it over, all the time thinking.  
 
The girls, and who'd blame them, are in a hurry to get out, so I say "I quit" to Lengel quick 
enough for them to hear, hoping they'll stop and watch me, their unsuspected hero. They keep 
right on going, into the electric eye; the door flies open and they flicker across the lot to their car, 
Queenie and Plaid and Big Tall Goony-Goony (not that as raw material she was so bad), leaving 
me with Lengel and a kink in his eyebrow.  
 
"Did you say something, Sammy?"  
 
"I said I quit."  
 
"I thought you did."  
 
"You didn't have to embarrass them."  
 
"It was they who were embarrassing us."  
 
I started to say something that came out "Fiddle-de-doo." It's a saying of my grand- mother's, and 
I know she would have been pleased.  
 
"I don't think you know what you're saying," Lengel said.  
 
"I know you don't," I said. "But I do." I pull the bow at the back of my apron and start shrugging 
it off my shoulders. A couple customers that had been heading for my slot begin to knock against 
each other, like scared pigs in a chute.  
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Lengel sighs and begins to look very patient and old and gray. He's been a friend of my parents 
for years. "Sammy, you don't want to do this to your Mom and Dad," he tells me. It's true, I 
don't. But it seems to me that once you begin a gesture it's fatal not to go through with it. I fold 
the apron, "Sammy" stitched in red on the pocket, and put it on the counter, and drop the bow tie 
on top of it. The bow tie is theirs, if you've ever wondered. "You'll feel this for the rest of your 
life," Lengel says, and I know that's true, too, but remembering how he made that pretty girl 
blush makes me so scrunchy inside I punch the No Sale tab and the machine whirs "pee-pul" and 
the drawer splats out. One advantage to this scene taking place in summer, I can follow this up 
with a clean exit, there's no fumbling around getting your coat and galoshes, I just saunter into 
the electric eye in my white shirt that my mother ironed the night before, and the door heaves 
itself open, and outside the sunshine is skating around on the asphalt.  
 
I look around for my girls, but they're gone, of course. There wasn't anybody but some young 
married screaming with her children about some candy they didn't get by the door of a powder-
blue Falcon station wagon. Looking back in the big windows, over the bags of peat moss and 
aluminum lawn furniture stacked on the pavement, I could see Lengel in my place in the slot, 
checking the sheep through. His face was dark gray and his back stiff, as if he'djust had an 
injection of iron, and my stomach kind of fell as I felt how hard the world was going to be to me 
hereafter.  
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“Eleven” 
Sandra Cisneros 

 

 

What they don't understand about birthdays and what they never tell you is that when you're 
eleven, you're also ten, and nine, and eight, and seven, and six, and five, and four, and three, and two, 
and one. And when you wake up on your eleventh birthday you expect to feel eleven, but you don't. You 
open your eyes and everything's just like yesterday, only it's today. And you don't feel eleven at all. You 
feel like you're still ten. And you are--underneath the year that makes you eleven.  

Like some days you might say something stupid, and that's the part of you that's still ten. Or 
maybe some days you might need to sit on your mama's lap because you're scared, and that's the part of 
you that's five. And maybe one day when you're all grown up maybe you will need to cry like if you're 
three, and that's okay. That's what I tell Mama when she's sad and needs to cry. Maybe she's feeling 
three.  

Because the way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like the rings inside a tree trunk or like 
my little wooden dolls that fit one inside the other, each year inside the next one. That's how being 
eleven years old is.  

You don't feel eleven. Not right away. It takes a few days, weeks even, sometimes even months 
before you say Eleven when they ask you. And you don't feel smart eleven, not until you're almost 
twelve. that's the way it is. Only today I wish I didn't have only eleven years rattling inside me like 
pennies in a tin Band-Aid box. Today I wish I was one hundred and two instead of eleven because if I 
was one hundred and two I'd have known what to say when Mrs. Price put the red sweater on my desk. I 
would've known how to tell her it wasn't mine instead of just sitting there with that look on my face and 
nothing coming out of my mouth.  

"Whose is this?" Mrs. Price says, and she holds the red sweater up in the air for all the class to 
see. "Whose? It's been sitting in the coatroom for a month."  

"Not mine," says everybody. "Not mine."  
"It has to belong to somebody," Mrs. Price keeps saying, but nobody can remember. It's an ugly 

sweater with red plastic buttons and a collar and sleeves all stretched out like you could use it for a jump 
rope. It's maybe a thousand years old and even if it belonged to me I wouldn't say so.  

Maybe because I'm skinny, maybe because she doesn't like me, that stupid Sylvia Saldivar says, 
"I think it belongs to Rachel." An ugly sweater like that, all raggedy and old, but Mrs. Price believes her. 
Mrs. Price takes the sweater and puts it right on my desk, but when I open my mouth nothing comes out.  

"That's not, I don't, you're not...Not mine," I finally say in a little voice that was maybe me when 
I was four.  

"Of course it's yours," Mrs. Price says. "I remember you wearing it once." Because she's old and 
the teacher, she's right and I'm not.  

Not mine, not mine, not mine, but Mrs. Price is already turning to page thirty-two, and math 
problem number four. I don't know why but all of a sudden I'm feeling sick inside, like the part of me 
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that's three wants come out of my eyes,only I squeeze them shut tight and bite down on my teeth really 
hard and try to remember today when I am eleven, eleven. Mama is making a cake for me tonight, and 
when Papa comes home everybody will sing Happy Birthday, Happy Birthday to you.  

But when the sick feeling goes away and I open my eyes, the red sweater's still sitting there like 
a big red mountain. I move the red sweater to the corner of my desk with y ruler. I move my pencil and 
books and eraser as far from it as possible. I even move my chair a little to the right. Not mine, not mine, 
not mine.  

In my head I'm thinking how long till lunchtime, how long till I can take the red sweater and 
throw over the schoolyard fence, or leave it hanging on a parking meter, or bunch it up into a little ball 
and toss it in the alley. Except when math period ends Mrs. Price says loud and in front of everybody, 
"Now, Rachel, that's enough," because she sees I've shoved the red sweater to the tippy-tip corner of my 
desk and it's hanging all over the edge like a waterfall, but I don't care.  

"Rachel," Mrs. Price says. She says it like she's getting mad. "you put that sweater on right now 
and no more nonsense."  

"But it's not-"  
"Now!" Mrs. Price says. This is when I wish I wasn't eleven, because all the years inside of me--

ten, nine, eight, seven, six five, four, three, two one--are pushing at the back of my eyes when I put one 
arm through one sleeve of the sweater that smells like cottage cheese, and then the other arm through the 
other and stand there with my arms apart like if the sweater hurts me and it does, all itchy and full of 
germs that aren't even mine.  

That's when everything I've been holding in since this morning, since when Mrs. Price put the 
sweater on my desk, finally lest go, and all of a sudden I'm crying in front of everybody. I wish I was 
invisible but I'm not. I'm eleven and it's my birthday today and I'm crying like I'm three in front of 
everybody. I put my head down on the desk and bury my stupid clown-sweater arms. My face all hot 
and spit coming out of me, until there aren't any more tears left in my eyes, and it's just my body shaking 
like when you have the hiccups, and my whole head hurts like when you drink milk too fast.  

But the worst part is right before the bell rings for lunch. That stupid Phyllis Lopez, who is even 
dumber than Sylvia Saldivar, says she remembers the red sweater is hers! I take it off right away and 
give it to her, only Mrs. Price pretends like everything's okay.  

Today I'm eleven. There's a cake Mama's making for tonight, and when Papa comes home from 
work we'll eat it. There'll be candles and presents and everybody will sing Happy Birthday, Happy 
Birthday to you, Rachel, only it's too late.  

I'm eleven today. I'm eleven, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, and one, but I 
wish I was one hundred and two. I wish I was anything but eleven, because I want today to be far away 
already, far away like a runaway balloon, like a tiny o in the sky, so tiny-tiny you have to close your 
eyes to see it.  
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“Indian Education” 
Sherman Alexie 

 
 
First Grade 
 My hair was too short and my U.S. Government glasses were horn-rimmed, ugly, and all that 
first winter in school, the other Indian boys chased me from one corner of the playground to the 
other. They pushed me down, buried me in the snow until I couldn’t breathe, thought I’d never 
breathe again. 

They stole my glasses and threw them over my head, around my outstretched hands, just 
beyond my reach, until someone tripped me and sent me falling again, facedown in the snow. 

I was always falling down; my Indian name was Junior Falls Down. Sometimes it was 
Bloody Nose or Steal-His-Lunch. Once it was Cries-Like-a-White-Boy, even though none of us had 
seen a white boy cry. 

Then it was Friday morning recess and Frenchy SiJohn threw snowballs at me while the rest 
of the Indian boys tortured some other top-yogh-yaught kid, another weakling. But Frenchy was 
confident enough to torment me all by himself, and most days I would have let him. 

But the little warrior in me roared to life that day and knocked Frenchy to the ground, held 
his head against the snow, and punched him so hard the my knuckles and the snow make 
symmetrical bruises on his face. He almost looked like he was wearing war paint. 

But he wasn’t the warrior. I was. And I chanted It’s a good day to die, it’s a good day to die, 
all the way down to the principle’s office. 
 

Second Grade 

Betty Towle, missionary teacher, redheaded and so ugly that no one ever had a puppy crush 
on her, made me stay in for recess fourteen days straight. 

“Tell me you’re sorry,” she said. 
“Sorry for what?” I asked. 
“Everything,” she said and made me stand straight for fifteen minutes, eagle-armed with 

books in each hand. One was a math book; the other was English. But all I learned was that gravity 
can be painful. 

For Halloween I drew a picture of her riding a broom with a scrawny cat on the back. She 
said that her God would never forgive me for that. 

Once, she gave the class a spelling test but set me aside and gave me a test designed for 
junior high students. When I spelled all the words right, she crumpled up the paper and made me eat 
it. 

“You’ll learn respect,” she said. 
She sent a letter home with me that told my parents to either cut my braids or keep me home 

from class. My parents came in the next day and dragged their braids across Betty Towle’s desk. 
“Indians, indians, indians.” She said it without capitalization. She called me “indian, indian, 

indian. “ 
And I said, Yes I am, I am Indian. Indian, I am. 

 
Third Grade 

My traditional Native American art career began and ended with my very first portrait: Stick 

Indian Taking a Piss in My Backyard. 
As I circulated the original print around the classroom, Mrs. Schluter intercepted and 

confiscated my art. 
Censorship, I might cry now. Freedom of expression, I would write in editorials to the tribal 

newspaper. 
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In the third grade, though, I stood alone in the corner, faced the wall, and waited for the 

punishment to end. 
I’m still waiting. 
 

Fourth Grade 

“You should be a doctor when you grow up,” Mr. Schluter told me, even though his wife, the 
third grade teacher, thought I was crazy beyond my years. My eyes always looked like I had just hit-
and-run someone. 

“Guilty,” she said. “You always look guilty.” 
“Why should I be a doctor?” I asked Mr. Schluter. 
“So you can come back and help the tribe. So you can heal people.” 
That was the year my father drank a gallon of vodka a day and the same year that my mother 

started two hundred quilts but never finished any. They sat in separate, dark places in our HUD house 
and wept savagely.  

I ran home after school, heard their Indian tears, and looked in the mirror. Doctor Victor, I 
called myself, invented and education, talked to my reflection. Doctor Victor to the emergency room. 

 
Fifth Grade 

I picked up a basketball for the first time and made my first shot. No. I missed my first shot, 
missed the basket completely, and the ball landed in the dirt and sawdust, sat there just like I had sat 
there only minutes before. 

But it felt good, that ball in my hands, all those possibilities and angles. It was mathematics, 
geometry. It was beautiful. 

 
At that same moment, my cousin Steven Ford sniffed rubber cement from a paper bag and 

leaned back on the merry-go-round. His ears rang, his mouth was dry, and everyone seemed so far 
away. 

But it felt good, that buzz in his head, all those colors and noises. It was chemistry, biology. 
It was beautiful. 

 
Oh, do you remember those sweet, almost innocent choices that the Indian boys were forced to 
make? 
 
Sixth Grade 

Randy, the new Indian kid from the white town of Springdale, got into a fight an hour after 
he first walked into the reservation school. 

Stevie Flett called him out, called him a squaw man, called him a pussy, and called him a 
punk. 

Randy and Stevie, and the rest of the Indian boys, walked out into the playground. 
“Throw the first punch,” Stevie said as they squared off. 
“No,” Randy said. 
“Throw the first punch,” Stevie said again. 
“No,” Randy said again. 
“Throw the first punch!” Stevie said for the third time, and Randy reared back and pitched a 

knuckle fastball that broke Stevie’s nose. 
We all stood there in silence, in awe. 
That was Randy, my soon-to-be first and best friend, who taught me the most valuable lesson 

about living in the white world: Always throw the first punch. 

38



 
 

 
 Seventh Grade 

I leaned through the basement window of the HUD house and kissed the white girl who 
would later be raped by her foster-parent father, who was also white. They both lived on the 
reservation, though, and when the headlines and stories filled the papers later, not one word was 
made of their color. 

 Just Indians being Indians, someone must have said somewhere and they were wrong. 
But on the day I leaned out through the basement window of the HUD house and kissed the 

white girl, I felt the good-byes I was saying to my entire tribe. I held my lips tight against her lips, a 
dry, clumsy, and ultimately stupid kiss. 

But I was saying good-bye to my tribe, to all the Indian girls and women I might have loved, 
to all the Indian men who might have called me cousin, even brother, 

I kissed that white girl and when I opened my eyes, I was gone from the reservation, living in 
a farm town where a beautiful white girl asked my name. 

“Junior Polatkin,” I said, and she laughed. 
After that, no one spoke to me for another five hundred years. 
 

Eighth Grade 

At the farm town junior high, in the boys’ bathroom, I could hear voices from the girls’ 
bathroom, nervous whispers of anorexia and bulimia. I could hear the white girls’ forced vomiting, a 
sound so familiar and natural to me after years of listening to my father’s hangovers. 

“Give me your lunch if you’re just going to throw it up,” I said to one of those girls once. 
I sat back and watched them grow skinny from self pity. 
 

Back on the reservation, my mother stood in line to get us commodities. We carried them home, 
happy to have food, and opened the canned beef that even the dogs wouldn’t eat. 

But we ate it day after day and grew skinny from self pity. 
 

There is more than one way to starve. 
 

Ninth Grade 

At the farm town high school dance, after a basketball game in an overheated gym where I 
had scored twenty-seven points and pulled down thirteen rebounds, I passed out during a slow song. 

As my white friends revived me and prepared to take me to the emergency room where 
doctors would later diagnose my diabetes, the Chicano teacher ran up to us. 

“Hey,” he said. “What’s that boy been drinking? I know all about these Indian kids. They 
start drinking real young.” 
 
Sharing dark skin doesn’t necessarily make two men brothers. 
 
Tenth Grade 

 I passed the written test easily and nearly flunked the driving, but still received my 
Washington State driver’s license on the same day that Wally Jim killed himself by driving his car 
into a pine tree. 
 No traces of alcohol in his blood, good job, wife and two kids. 

“Why’d he do it?” asked a white Washington State trooper. 
 All the Indians shrugged their shoulders, looked down at the ground. 
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 “Don’t know,” we all said, but when we look in the mirror, see the history of our tribe in our 
eyes, taste failure in the tap water, and shake with old tears, we understand completely. 
 Believe me, everything looks like a noose if you stare at it long enough. 
 
Eleventh Grade 

 Last night I missed two free throws which would have won the game against the best team in 
the state. The farm town high school I played for is nicknamed the “Indians,” and I’m probably the 
only actual Indian ever to play for a team with such a mascot. 
 This morning I pick up the sports page and read the headline: INDIANS LOSE AGAIN.  
 Go ahead and tell me none of this is supposed to hurt me very much. 
 
Twelfth Grade 
 I walk down the aisle, valedictorian of this farm town high school, and my cap doesn’t fit 
because I’ve grown my hair longer than it’s ever been. Later, I stand as the school-board chairman 
recites my awards and accomplishments, and scholarships. 
 I try to remain stoic for the photographers as I look toward the future. 
 
Back home on the reservation, my former classmates graduate: a few can’t read, one or two are just 
given attendance diplomas, most look forward to the parties, The bright students are shaken, 
frightened, because they don’t know what comes next. 
They smile for the photographer as they look back toward tradition. The tribal newspaper runs my 
photograph and the photograph of my former classmates side by side. 
 
 Postscript: Class Reunion 

 Victor said, “Why should we organize a reservation high school reunion? My graduating 
class has a reunion every weekend at the Powwow Tavern.” 
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“Miss Brill” 
Katherine Mansfield 

ALTHOUGH it was so brilliantly fine–the blue sky powdered with gold and great spots of light 
like white wine splashed over the Jardins Publiques–Miss Brill was glad that she had decided on 
her fur. The air was motionless, but when you opened your mouth there was just a faint chill, like 
a chill from a glass of iced water before you sip, and now and again a leaf came drifting–from 
nowhere, from the sky. Miss Brill put up her hand and touched her fur. Dear little thing! It was 
nice to feel it again. She had taken it out of its box that afternoon, shaken out the moth powder, 
given it a good brush, and rubbed the life back into the dim little eyes. "What has been 
happening to me?" said the sad little eyes. Oh, how sweet it was to see them snap at her again 
from the red eiderdown! . . . But the nose, which was of some black composition, wasn't at all 
firm. It must have had a knock, somehow. Never mind–a little dab of black sealing-wax when 
the time came–when it was absolutely necessary . . . Little rogue! Yes, she really felt like that 
about it. Little rogue biting its tail just by her left ear. She could have taken it off and laid it on 
her lap and stroked it. She felt a tingling in her hands and arms, but that [Page 183] came from 
walking, she supposed. And when she breathed, something light and sad–no, not sad, exactly–
something gentle seemed to move in her bosom.  

There were a number of people out this afternoon, far more than last Sunday. And the band 
sounded louder and gayer. That was because the Season had begun. For although the band 
played all the year round on Sundays, out of season it was never the same. It was like some one 
playing with only the family to listen; it didn't care how it played if there weren't any strangers 
present. Wasn't the conductor wearing a new coat, too? She was sure it was new. He scraped 
with his foot and flapped his arms like a rooster about to crow, and the bandsmen sitting in the 
green rotunda blew out their cheeks and glared at the music. Now there came a little "flutey" bit–
very pretty!–a little chain of bright drops. She was sure it would be repeated. It was; she lifted 
her head and smiled.  

Only two people shared her "special" seat: a fine old man in a velvet coat, his hands clasped over 
a huge carved walking-stick, and a big old woman, sitting upright, with a roll of knitting on her 
embroidered apron. They did not speak. This was disappointing, for Miss Brill always looked 
forward to the conversation. She had become really quite expert, she thought, at listening as 
though she didn't listen, at sitting in other people's lives just for a minute while they talked round 
her. [Page 184]  

She glanced, sideways, at the old couple. Perhaps they would go soon. Last Sunday, too, hadn't 
been as interesting as usual. An Englishman and his wife, he wearing a dreadful Panama hat and 
she button boots. And she'd gone on the whole time about how she ought to wear spectacles; she 
knew she needed them; but that it was no good getting any; they'd be sure to break and they'd 
never keep on. And he'd been so patient. He'd suggested everything–gold rims, the kind that 
curve round your ears, little pads inside the bridge. No, nothing would please her. "They'll 
always be sliding down my nose!" Miss Brill had wanted to shake her.  

The old people sat on a bench, still as statues. Never mind, there was always the crowd to watch. 
To and fro, in front of the flower beds and the band rotunda, the couples and groups paraded, 
stopped to talk, to greet, to buy a handful of flowers from the old beggar who had his tray fixed 
to the railings. Little children ran among them, swooping and laughing; little boys with big white 
silk bows under their chins, little girls, little French dolls, dressed up in velvet and lace. And 
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sometimes a tiny staggerer came suddenly rocking into the open from under the trees, stopped, 
stared, as suddenly sat down "flop," until its small high-stepping mother, like a young hen, 
rushed scolding to its rescue. Other people sat on the benches and green chairs, but they were 
nearly always the same, Sunday after Sunday, [Page 185] and–Miss Brill had often noticed–
there was something funny about nearly all of them. They were odd, silent, nearly all old, and 
from the way they stared they looked as though they'd just come from dark little rooms or even–
even cupboards!  

Behind the rotunda the slender trees with yellow leaves down drooping, and through them just a 
line of sea, and beyond the blue sky with gold-veined clouds.  

Tum-tum-tum tiddle-um! tiddle-um! tum tiddley-um tum ta! blew the band.  

Two young girls in red came by and two young soldiers in blue met them, and they laughed and 
paired and went off arm-in-arm. Two peasant women with funny straw hats passed, gravely, 
leading beautiful smoke-coloured donkeys. A cold, pale nun hurried by. A beautiful woman 
came along and dropped her bunch of violets, and a little boy ran after to hand them to her, and 
she took them and threw them away as if they'd been poisoned. Dear me! Miss Brill didn't know 
whether to admire that or not! And now an ermine toque and a gentleman in gray met just in 
front of her. He was tall, stiff, dignified, and she was wearing the ermine toque she'd bought 
when her hair was yellow. Now everything, her hair, her face, even her eyes, was the same 
colour as the shabby ermine, and her hand, in its cleaned glove, lifted to dab her lips, was a tiny 
yellowish paw. Oh, she was so pleased to see him–delighted! She rather thought they were going 
[Page 186] to meet that afternoon. She described where she'd been–everywhere, here, there, 
along by the sea. The day was so charming–didn't he agree? And wouldn't he, perhaps? . . . But 
he shook his head, lighted a cigarette, slowly breathed a great deep puff into her face, and even 
while she was still talking and laughing, flicked the match away and walked on. The ermine 
toque was alone; she smiled more brightly than ever. But even the band seemed to know what 
she was feeling and played more softly, played tenderly, and the drum beat, "The Brute! The 
Brute!" over and over. What would she do? What was going to happen now? But as Miss Brill 
wondered, the ermine toque turned, raised her hand as though she'd seen someone else, much 
nicer, just over there, and pattered away. And the band changed again and played more quickly, 
more gayly than ever, and the old couple on Miss Brill's seat got up and marched away, and such 
a funny old man with long whiskers hobbled along in time to the music and was nearly knocked 
over by four girls walking abreast.  

Oh, how fascinating it was! How she enjoyed it! How she loved sitting here, watching it all! It 
was like a play. It was exactly like a play. Who could believe the sky at the back wasn't painted? 
But it wasn't till a little brown dog trotted on solemn and then slowly trotted off, like a little 
"theatre" dog, a little dog that had been drugged, that Miss Brill discovered what it was [Page 

187] that made it so exciting. They were all on stage. They weren't only the audience, not only 
looking on; they were acting. Even she had a part and came every Sunday. No doubt somebody 
would have noticed if she hadn't been there; she was part of the performance after all. How 
strange she'd never thought of it like that before! And yet it explained why she made such point 
of starting from home at just the same time each week–so as not to be late for the performance–
and it also explained why she had a queer, shy feeling at telling her English pupils how she spent 
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her Sunday afternoons. No wonder! Miss Brill nearly laughed out loud. She was on the stage. 
She thought of the old invalid gentleman to whom she read the newspaper four afternoons a 
week while he slept in the garden. She had got quite used to the frail head on the cotton pillow, 
the hollowed eyes, the open mouth and the high pinched nose. If he'd been dead she mightn't 
have noticed for weeks; she wouldn't have minded. But suddenly he knew he was having the 
paper read to him by an actress! "An actress!" The old head lifted; two points of light quivered in 
the old eyes. "An actress–are ye?" And Miss Brill smoothed the newspaper as though it were the 
manuscript of her part and said gently; "Yes, I have been an actress for a long time."  

The band had been having a rest. Now they started again. And what they played was warm, 
[Page 188] sunny, yet there was just a faint chill–a something, what was it?–not sadness–no, not 
sadness–a something that made you want to sing. The tune lifted, lifted, the light shone; and it 
seemed to Miss Brill that in another moment all of them, all the whole company, would begin 
singing. The young ones, the laughing ones who were moving together, they would begin and the 
men's voices, very resolute and brave, would join them. And then she too, she too, and the others 
on the benches–they would come in with a kind of accompaniment–something low, that scarcely 
rose or fell, something so beautiful–moving. . . . And Miss Brill's eyes filled with tears and she 
looked smiling at all the other members of the company. Yes, we understand, we understand, she 
thought–though what they understood she didn't know.  

Just at that moment a boy and girl came and sat down where the old couple had been. They were 
beautifully dressed; they were in love. The hero and heroine, of course, just arrived from his 
father's yacht. And still soundlessly singing, still with that trembling smile, Miss Brill prepared 
to listen.  

"No, not now," said the girl. "Not here, I can't."  

"But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the end there?" asked the boy. "Why does she 
come here at all–who wants her? Why doesn't she keep her silly old mug at home?" [Page 189]  

"It's her fu-ur which is so funny," giggled the girl. "It's exactly like a fried whiting."  

"Ah, be off with you!" said the boy in an angry whisper. Then: "Tell me, ma petite chère–"  

"No, not here," said the girl. "Not yet."    

On her way home she usually bought a slice of honeycake at the baker's. It was her Sunday treat. 
Sometimes there was an almond in her slice, sometimes not. It made a great difference. If there 
was an almond it was like carrying home a tiny present–a surprise–something that might very 
well not have been there. She hurried on the almond Sundays and struck the match for the kettle 
in quite a dashing way.  

But to-day she passed the baker's by, climbed the stairs, went into the little dark room–her room 
like a cupboard–and sat down on the red eiderdown. She sat there for a long time. The box that 
the fur came out of was on the bed. She unclasped the necklet quickly; quickly, without looking, 
laid it inside. But when she put the lid on she thought she heard something crying.  
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“My Kid’s Dog” 
Ron Hansen 

 
My kid’s dog died. 

 Sparky. 
 I hated that dog. 
 The feeling was mutual. 
 We got off on the wrong foot.  Whining in his pen those first nights.  My squirt gun in his 
face and him blinking from the water.  And then the holes in the yard.  The so-called accidents in 
the house.  His nose snuffling into my Brooks Brothers trousers.  Him slurping my fine Pilsner 
beer or sneaking bites of my Dagwood sandwich when I fell asleep on the sofa.  Also his 
inability to fetch, take a joke, to find the humor in sudden air horns.  To be dandled, 
roughhoused, or teased.  And then the growling, the skulking, the snapping at my ankles, the 
hiding from me under the house, and literally thousands of abject refusals to obey.  Like, Who 

the hell are you? 
 You’d have thought he was a cat.  When pushed to the brink I shouted, “I’ll cut your face 
off and show it to you,” and the small-brained mammal just stared at me. 
 But with the kids or my wife little Foo-Foo was a changeling, conning them with the tail, 
the prance, the peppiness, the soft chocolate eyes, the sloppy expressions of love, the easy tricks 
that if I performed I’d get no credit for. 
 Oh, we understood each other all right.  I was on to him. 
 And then, at age ten, and none too soon, he kicked the bucket.  You’d think that would be 
it.  End of story.  But no, he had to get even. 
 Those who have tears, prepare to shed them. 
 I was futzing with the hinges on the front-yard gate on a Saturday afternoon, my tattersall 
shirtsleeves rolled up and mind off in Oklahoma, when I noticed Fido in the California shade, 
snoozing, but for once a little wistful too, and far more serene than he usually was in my 
offensive presence.  I tried to surprise him with my standard patriarchal shout, but it was a no go, 
so I walked over and prodded the little guy with my wingtip.  Nothing doing.  And not so much 
as a flutter in his oddly abstracted face.  Surely this was the big sleep, I thought. 
 She who must be obeyed was at the mall, provisioning, so I was safe from objection or 
inquiry on that account.  I then made an inventory of my progeny: Buzz in the collegiate East, in 
the realms of heart-attack tuitions, Zack in the netherworld of the surf shop, Suzy, my last kid, on 
her bike and somewhere with her cousin.  Were I to bury Rover with due haste and dispatch I 
could forestall the waterworks, even convince them that he’d signed up with the circus, run afoul 
of Cruella de Vil – anything but died. 
 I got a green tarpaulin from the garage and laid it out on the front lawn where I hesitated 
before using my shoe to roll Spot into his funeral shroud, then dragged him back into the victory 
garden where summer’s dying zucchini plants were in riot.  With trusty spade I dug his burial 
place, heaped earth atop him, tamped it down with satisfying whumps. 
 I was feeling good about myself, heroic, as if, miraculously, compassion and charity had 
invaded not only my bones but my sinewy muscle tissues.  I fixed myself a tall glass of gin and 
tonic and watched the first quarter of the USC football game. 
 And then pangs of conscience assailed me.  Hadn’t my investigation of said demise of 
Precious been rather cursory?  Wouldn’t I, myself, closely cross-examine a suspect whose 
emotions were clouded, whose nefarious wishes were well established, whose veterinary skills 
were without credential?  The innocence of my childhood had been spoiled with the tales of 
Edgar Allan Poe, so it was not difficult to conjure images of Scruffy clawing through tarpaulin 
and earth as he fought for one last gasp of air, air that others could more profitably use. 
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 I marched out to the garage with aforementioned spade and with great lumbar strain 
exhumed our darling lapdog.  Considering the circumstances, he seemed none the worse for 
wear, but I did detect a marked disinclination to respirate, which I took as a sign either of his 
inveterate stubbornness or of his having reached the Stygian shore.  The latter seemed more 
likely.  I heard in my fuddled head a line from The Wild Bunch when a critically injured gunman 
begs his outlaw gang to “finish it.”  And in the healing spirit of Hippocrates I lifted high the 
shovel and whanged it down on Harvey’s head. 
 To my relief, not a whimper issued from him.  I was confident he was defunct. 
 With care, I shrouded and buried him again, committing earth to earth and dust to dust 
and so on, and with sprite-like step conveyed myself to the kitchen where I made another gin and 
tonic and, in semi-prone position, settled into the game’s third quarter, the fabled Trojan running 
attack grinding out, it would seem, another win. 
 

I was shocked awake by the impertinence of a ringing telephone, which I, with due 
caution, answered.  It was my wife’s friend Vicki inquiring about the pooch, for it was her 
assertion that Snip had fancied a taste of her son’s upper calf and without invitation or 
permission to do so had partaken of same within the last twenty-four hours.  Even while I was 
wondering what toxicity lurked in the child’s leg and to what extent the poison was culpably 
responsible for our adored pet’s actionable extinction, a loss we would feel for our lifetimes, 
Vicki insisted that I have the dog checked out by a vet to ascertain if he had rabies. 
 Cause of death: rabies? It seemed unlikely.  Notwithstanding his surliness, there’d been 
no Cujo-esque frothing or lunging at car windows; but my familiarity with torts has made me 
both careful and rather unctuous in confrontations with a plaintiff, and so I assured the 
complainant that I would accede to her request.  
 Off to the back yard again, my pace that of a woebegone trudge, and with my implement 
of agriculture I displaced the slack and loosened earth.  This was getting old.  With an accusatory 
tone I said, “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you,” and I took his silence as a plea of nolo 
contendere. 
 My plan, of course, was to employ the Oldsmobile 88 to transport my burden to the 
canine’s autopsy at Dr. Romo’s office just a half mile away.  However, upon settling into its 
plush front seat, it came to my attention that Zack – he who is but a sojourner on this earth – had 
not thought to replenish the fuel he’d used up on his trip to the Hollywood Bowl last night.  The 
vehicle was not in a condition of plentitude.  Would not ferry us farther than a block. 
 With Buster lying in the altogether on the driveway, not yet unsightly but no calendar 
page, I went into the house and found an old leather suitcase in the attic, then stuffed the mutt 
into the larger flapped compartment before hefting him on his final journey to those veterinary 
rooms he always shivered in. 
 

I am, as I may have implied, a man of depth, perspicacity, and nearly Olympian strength, 
but I found myself hauling my heavy and lifeless cargo to Dr. Romo’s with a pronounced lack of 
vigor and resolve.  The September afternoon was hot, the Pasadena streets were vacant, the entire 
world seemed to have found entertainment and surcease in ways that I had not.  I was, in a word, 
in a sweaty snit, and after many panting and pain-filled stops, my spine in Quasimodo 
configuration and my right arm gradually inching longer than my left, it was all I could do not to 
heave the suitcase containing Wonderdog into and haulaway behind the Chinese restaurant. 
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 But during our joint ordeal I had developed a grudging affection for our pet; he who’d 
been so quick to defend my kith and kin against the noise of passing trucks, who took loud notice 
of the squirrels outside, who held fast in the foyer, hackles raised, fearlessly barking, whenever 
company arrived at the front door.  With him I seemed clam, masterful, and uneccentric, the 
Superior Man that the I Ching talks so much about.  Without him, I thought, I would be 
otherwise. 
 I put down the suitcase to shake the ache from my fingers and subtract affliction from my 
back, and it was then that my final indignity came.  An angel of mercy spied my plight, braked 
his ancient Cadillac, and got out, his facial piercings and tattoos and shoot-the-marbles eyes 
belying the kindness and decency of his heart as he asked, “Can I help you with that suitcase?” 
 “I can handle it.” 
 “Are you sure?” 
 “I’m just two blocks away.” 
 “What the heck’s in it?” he asked. 
 And for some reason I said, “A family heirloom.” 
 “Wow!” he said.  “Why don’t you put it in my trunk and I’ll help you with it?  I got 
nothin’ better to do.” 
 Well, I did not just fall of the turnip truck.  I would have been, in other circumstances, 
suspicious.  But I was all too aware of the weight and worthlessness of my cumbrance, and so I 
granted his specified offer, hoisting the deceased into the Seville and slamming down the trunk 
lid.  And, in evidence of our fallen state, my Samaritan immediately took off without me, jeering 
and peeling rubber and speeding west toward Los Angeles. 
 I could only lift my hand in a languid wave.  So long, old sport. 
 Our world being the location of penance and recrimination, it was only right that my last 
kid should pedal up to me on her bike just then and ask, “Daddy, what are you doing here?” 
 Waving to a guy, I thought, who’s about to become an undertaker. 
 And then I confessed.  Sparky’s sudden death, the burial, not the exhumation and 
execution attempt, but the imputation of rabies and my arduous efforts to acquit his reputation 
with a pilgrimage to the vet’s. 
 Suzy took it in with sangfroid for a little while, but then the lip quivered and tears spilled 
from her gorgeous eyes, and as I held her close she begged me to get her another dog just like 
Sparky.  And that was Sparky’s final revenge, for I said, “Okay, honey.  Another dog, just like 
him.” 
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“Herbert West: Reanimator” 
H.P. Lovecraft 

I. From The Dark 

Of Herbert West, who was my friend in college and in after life, I can speak only with extreme 
terror. This terror is not due altogether to the sinister manner of his recent disappearance, but was 
engendered by the whole nature of his life-work, and first gained its acute form more than 
seventeen years ago, when we were in the third year of our course at the Miskatonic University 
Medical School in Arkham. While he was with me, the wonder and diabolism of his experiments 
fascinated me utterly, and I was his closest companion. Now that he is gone and the spell is 
broken, the actual fear is greater. Memories and possibilities are ever more hideous than realities.  

The first horrible incident of our acquaintance was the greatest shock I ever experienced, and it is 
only with reluctance that I repeat it. As I have said, it happened when we were in the medical 
school where West had already made himself notorious through his wild theories on the nature of 
death and the possibility of overcoming it artificially. His views, which were widely ridiculed by 
the faculty and by his fellow-students, hinged on the essentially mechanistic nature of life; and 
concerned means for operating the organic machinery of mankind by calculated chemical action 
after the failure of natural processes. In his experiments with various animating solutions, he had 
killed and treated immense numbers of rabbits, guinea-pigs, cats, dogs, and monkeys, till he had 
become the prime nuisance of the college. Several times he had actually obtained signs of life in 
animals supposedly dead; in many cases violent signs but he soon saw that the perfection of his 
process, if indeed possible, would necessarily involve a lifetime of research. It likewise became 
clear that, since the same solution never worked alike on different organic species, he would 
require human subjects for further and more specialised progress. It was here that he first came 
into conflict with the college authorities, and was debarred from future experiments by no less a 
dignitary than the dean of the medical school himself -- the learned and benevolent Dr. Allan 
Halsey, whose work in behalf of the stricken is recalled by every old resident of Arkham.  

I had always been exceptionally tolerant of West’s pursuits, and we frequently discussed his 
theories, whose ramifications and corollaries were almost infinite. Holding with Haeckel that all 
life is a chemical and physical process, and that the so-called "soul" is a myth, my friend 
believed that artificial reanimation of the dead can depend only on the condition of the tissues; 
and that unless actual decomposition has set in, a corpse fully equipped with organs may with 
suitable measures be set going again in the peculiar fashion known as life. That the psychic or 
intellectual life might be impaired by the slight deterioration of sensitive brain-cells which even a 
short period of death would be apt to cause, West fully realised. It had at first been his hope to 
find a reagent which would restore vitality before the actual advent of death, and only repeated 
failures on animals had shewn him that the natural and artificial life-motions were incompatible. 
He then sought extreme freshness in his specimens, injecting his solutions into the blood 
immediately after the extinction of life. It was this circumstance which made the professors so 
carelessly sceptical, for they felt that true death had not occurred in any case. They did not stop 
to view the matter closely and reasoningly.  

It was not long after the faculty had interdicted his work that West confided to me his resolution 
to get fresh human bodies in some manner, and continue in secret the experiments he could no 
longer perform openly. To hear him discussing ways and means was rather ghastly, for at the 
college we had never procured anatomical specimens ourselves. Whenever the morgue proved 
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inadequate, two local negroes attended to this matter, and they were seldom questioned. West 
was then a small, slender, spectacled youth with delicate features, yellow hair, pale blue eyes, 
and a soft voice, and it was uncanny to hear him dwelling on the relative merits of Christchurch 
Cemetery and the potter’s field. We finally decided on the potter’s field, because practically 
every body in Christchurch was embalmed; a thing of course ruinous to West’s researches.  

I was by this time his active and enthralled assistant, and helped him make all his decisions, not 
only concerning the source of bodies but concerning a suitable place for our loathsome work. It 
was I who thought of the deserted Chapman farmhouse beyond Meadow Hill, where we fitted up 
on the ground floor an operating room and a laboratory, each with dark curtains to conceal our 
midnight doings. The place was far from any road, and in sight of no other house, yet precautions 
were none the less necessary; since rumours of strange lights, started by chance nocturnal 
roamers, would soon bring disaster on our enterprise. It was agreed to call the whole thing a 
chemical laboratory if discovery should occur. Gradually we equipped our sinister haunt of 
science with materials either purchased in Boston or quietly borrowed from the college -- 
materials carefully made unrecognisable save to expert eyes -- and provided spades and picks for 
the many burials we should have to make in the cellar. At the college we used an incinerator, but 
the apparatus was too costly for our unauthorised laboratory. Bodies were always a nuisance -- 
even the small guinea-pig bodies from the slight clandestine experiments in West’s room at the 
boarding-house.  

We followed the local death-notices like ghouls, for our specimens demanded particular 
qualities. What we wanted were corpses interred soon after death and without artificial 
preservation; preferably free from malforming disease, and certainly with all organs present. 
Accident victims were our best hope. Not for many weeks did we hear of anything suitable; 
though we talked with morgue and hospital authorities, ostensibly in the college’s interest, as 
often as we could without exciting suspicion. We found that the college had first choice in every 
case, so that it might be necessary to remain in Arkham during the summer, when only the 
limited summer-school classes were held. In the end, though, luck favoured us; for one day we 
heard of an almost ideal case in the potter’s field; a brawny young workman drowned only the 
morning before in Summer’s Pond, and buried at the town’s expense without delay or 
embalming. That afternoon we found the new grave, and determined to begin work soon after 
midnight.  

It was a repulsive task that we undertook in the black small hours, even though we lacked at that 
time the special horror of graveyards which later experiences brought to us. We carried spades 
and oil dark lanterns, for although electric torches were then manufactured, they were not as 
satisfactory as the tungsten contrivances of today. The process of unearthing was slow and sordid 
-- it might have been gruesomely poetical if we had been artists instead of scientists -- and we 
were glad when our spades struck wood. When the pine box was fully uncovered, West 
scrambled down and removed the lid, dragging out and propping up the contents. I reached down 
and hauled the contents out of the grave, and then both toiled hard to restore the spot to its 
former appearance. The affair made us rather nervous, especially the stiff form and vacant face 
of our first trophy, but we managed to remove all traces of our visit. When we had patted down 
the last shovelful of earth, we put the specimen in a canvas sack and set out for the old Chapman 
place beyond Meadow Hill.  
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On an improvised dissecting-table in the old farmhouse, by the light of a powerful acetylene 
lamp, the specimen was not very spectral looking. It had been a sturdy and apparently 
unimaginative youth of wholesome plebeian type -- large-framed, grey-eyed, and brown-haired -
- a sound animal without psychological subtleties, and probably having vital processes of the 
simplest and healthiest sort. Now, with the eyes closed, it looked more asleep than dead; though 
the expert test of my friend soon left no doubt on that score. We had at last what West had 
always longed for -- a real dead man of the ideal kind, ready for the solution as prepared 
according to the most careful calculations and theories for human use. The tension on our part 
became very great. We knew that there was scarcely a chance for anything like complete 
success, and could not avoid hideous fears at possible grotesque results of partial animation. 
Especially were we apprehensive concerning the mind and impulses of the creature, since in the 
space following death some of the more delicate cerebral cells might well have suffered 
deterioration. I, myself, still held some curious notions about the traditional "soul" of man, and 
felt an awe at the secrets that might be told by one returning from the dead. I wondered what 
sights this placid youth might have seen in inaccessible spheres, and what he could relate if fully 
restored to life. But my wonder was not overwhelming, since for the most part I shared the 
materialism of my friend. He was calmer than I as he forced a large quantity of his fluid into a 
vein of the body’s arm, immediately binding the incision securely.  

The waiting was gruesome, but West never faltered. Every now and then he applied his 
stethoscope to the specimen, and bore the negative results philosophically. After about three-
quarters of an hour without the least sign of life he disappointedly pronounced the solution 
inadequate, but determined to make the most of his opportunity and try one change in the 
formula before disposing of his ghastly prize. We had that afternoon dug a grave in the cellar, 
and would have to fill it by dawn -- for although we had fixed a lock on the house, we wished to 
shun even the remotest risk of a ghoulish discovery. Besides, the body would not be even 
approximately fresh the next night. So taking the solitary acetylene lamp into the adjacent 
laboratory, we left our silent guest on the slab in the dark, and bent every energy to the mixing of 
a new solution; the weighing and measuring supervised by West with an almost fanatical care.  

The awful event was very sudden, and wholly unexpected. I was pouring something from one 
test-tube to another, and West was busy over the alcohol blast-lamp which had to answer for a 
Bunsen burner in this gasless edifice, when from the pitch-black room we had left there burst the 
most appalling and daemoniac succession of cries that either of us had ever heard. Not more 
unutterable could have been the chaos of hellish sound if the pit itself had opened to release the 
agony of the damned, for in one inconceivable cacophony was centered all the supernal terror 
and unnatural despair of animate nature. Human it could not have been -- it is not in man to make 
such sounds -- and without a thought of our late employment or its possible discovery, both West 
and I leaped to the nearest window like stricken animals; overturning tubes, lamp, and retorts, 
and vaulting madly into the starred abyss of the rural night. I think we screamed ourselves as we 
stumbled frantically toward the town, though as we reached the outskirts we put on a semblance 
of restraint -- just enough to seem like belated revellers staggering home from a debauch.  

We did not separate, but managed to get to West’s room, where we whispered with the gas up 
until dawn. By then we had calmed ourselves a little with rational theories and plans for 
investigation, so that we could sleep through the day -- classes being disregarded. But that 
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evening two items in the paper, wholly unrelated, made it again impossible for us to sleep. The 
old deserted Chapman house had inexplicably burned to an amorphous heap of ashes; that we 
could understand because of the upset lamp. Also, an attempt had been made to disturb a new 
grave in the potter’s field, as if by futile and spadeless clawing at the earth. That we could not 
understand, for we had patted down the mould very carefully.  

And for seventeen years after that West would look frequently over his shoulder, and complain 
of fancied footsteps behind him. Now he has disappeared.  

 
This is the first installment of “Herbert West: Reanimator,” which was originally published in a 

pulp magazine in six parts.  If you liked this, check out the rest of the story! 
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“The Cranes“ 
Peter Meinke 

 
Oh!'' she said, ''What are those, the huge white ones?'' Along the marshy shore two tall and 
stately birds, staring motionless toward the Gulf, towered above the bobbing egrets and scurrying 
plovers. 

''Well, I can't believe it,'' he said. ''I've been coming here for years and never saw one. . . . ''   

''But what are they?'' she persisted. ''Don't make me guess or anything, it makes me feel dumb.'' 
They leaned forward in the car and the shower curtain spread over the front seat crackled and 
hissed. 

''They've got to be whooping cranes, nothing else so big!'' One of the birds turned gracefully, as 
if to acknowledge the old Dodge parked alone in the tall grasses. ''See the black legs and black 
wingtips? Big! Why don't I have my binoculars?'' He looked at his wife and smiled. 

''Well,'' he continued after a while, ''I've seen enough birds. But whooping cranes, they're rare. 
Not many left.'' 

''They're lovely. They make the little birds look like clowns.'' 

''I could use a few dozen,'' he said. ''A few laughs never hurt anybody.''  

''Are you all right?'' She put a hand on his thin arm. ''Maybe this is the wrong thing. I feel I'm 
responsible.'' 

''God, no!'' His voice changed. ''No way. I can't smoke, can't drink martinis, no coffee, no candy. 
I not only can't leap buildings in a single bound, I can hardly get up the goddamn stairs.'' 

She was smiling. ''Do you remember the time you drank 13 martinis and asked that young priest 
to step outside and see whose side God was on?'' 

''What a jerk I was! How have you put up with me all this time?'' 

''Oh, no! I was proud of you! You were so funny, and that priest was a snot.'' 

''Now you tell me.'' The cranes were moving slowly over a small hillock, wings opening and 
closing like bellows. ''It's all right. It's enough,'' he said again. ''How old am I anyway, 130?'' 

''Really,'' she said. ''It's me. Ever since the accident it's been one thing after another. I'm just a lot 
of trouble to everybody.'' 

''Let's talk about something else,'' he said. ''Do you want to listen to the radio? How about turning 
on that preacher station so we can throw up?'' 

''No,'' she said, ''I just want to watch the birds. And listen to you.'' 

''You must be pretty tired of that.'' 
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She turned her head from the window and looked into his eyes. ''I never got tired of listening to 
you. Never.'' 

''Well, that's good,'' he said. ''It's just that when my mouth opens, your eyes tend to close.'' 

''They do not!'' she said, and began to laugh, but the laugh turned into a cough and he had to pat 
her back until she stopped. They leaned back in the silence and looked toward the Gulf stretching 
out beyond the horizon. In the distance, the water looked like metal, still and hard.  

''I wish they'd court,'' he said. ''I wish we could see them court, the cranes. They put on a show. 
He bows like Nijinsky and jumps straight up in the air.'' 

''What does she do?'' 

''She lies down and he lands on her.'' 

''No,'' she said, ''I'm serious.'' 

''Well, I forget. I've never seen it. But I do remember that they mate for life and live a long time. 
They're probably older than we are! Their feathers are falling out and their kids never write.'' 

She was quiet again. He turned in his seat, picked up an object wrapped in a plaid towel, and 
placed it between them in the front. 

''Here's looking at you, kid,'' he said. 

''Do they really mate for life? I'm glad -- they're so beautiful.'' 

''Yep. Audubon said that's why they're almost extinct: a failure of imagination.'' 

''I don't believe that,'' she said. ''I think there'll always be whooping cranes.'' 

''Why not?'' he said. 

''I wish the children were more settled. I keep thinking it's my fault.'' 

''You think everything's your fault. Nicaragua. Ozone depletion. Nothing is your fault. They'll be 
fine, and anyway, they're not children anymore. Kids are different today, that's all. You were 
terrific.'' He paused. ''You were terrific in ways I couldn't tell the kids about.'' 

''I should hope not.'' She laughed and began coughing again, but held his hand when he reached 
over. When the cough subsided they sat quietly, looking down at their hands as if they were 
objects in a museum. 

''I used to have pretty hands,'' she said. 
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''I remember.'' 

''Do you? Really?'' 

''I remember everything,'' he said. 

''You always forgot everything.'' 

''Well, now I remember.'' 

''Did you bring something for your ears?'' 

''No, I can hardly hear anything anyway!'' But his head turned at a sudden squabble among the 
smaller birds. The cranes were stepping delicately away from the commotion. 

''I'm tired,'' she said. 

''Yes.'' He leaned over and kissed her, barely touching her lips. ''Tell me,'' he said, ''did I really 
drink 13 martinis?'' 

But she had already closed her eyes and only smiled. Outside the wind ruffled the bleached-out 
grasses, and the birds in the white glare seemed almost transparent. The hull of the car gleamed 
beetle-like -- dull and somehow sinister in its metallic isolation from the world around it. 

At the shot, the two cranes plunged upward, their great wings beating the air and their long 
slender necks pointed like arrows toward the sun. 
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“The Handsomest Drowned Man In The World” 
Gabriel Garcia Marquez 

 

 

    THE FIRST CHILDREN who saw the dark and slinky bulge approaching through the sea let 
themselves think it was an enemy ship. Then they saw it had no flags or masts and they thought 
it was a whale. But when it washed up on the beach, they removed the clumps of seaweed, the 
jellyfish tentacles, and the remains of fish and flotsam, and only then did they see that it was a 
drowned man.  
    They had been playing with him all afternoon, burying him in the sand and digging him up 
again, when someone chanced to see them and spread the alarm in the village. The men who 
carried him to the nearest house noticed that he weighed more than any dead man they had ever 
known, almost as much as a horse, and they said to each other that maybe he'd been floating too 
long and the water had got into his bones. When they laid him on the floor they said he'd been 
taller than all other men because there was barely enough room for him in the house, but they 
thought that maybe the ability to keep on growing after death was part of the nature of certain 
drowned men. He had the smell of the sea about him and only his shape gave one to suppose that 
it was the corpse of a human being, because the skin was covered with a crust of mud and scales.  
 
    They did not even have to clean off his face to know that the dead man was a stranger. The 
village was made up of only twenty-odd wooden houses that had stone courtyards with no 
flowers and which were spread about on the end of a desert-like cape. There was so little land 
that mothers always went about with the fear that the wind would carry off their children and the 
few dead that the years had caused among them had to be thrown off the cliffs. But the sea was 
calm and bountiful and all the men fitted into seven boats. So when they found the drowned man 
they simply had to look at one another to see that they were all there.  
 
    That night they did not go out to work at sea. While the men went to find out if anyone was 
missing in neighboring villages, the women stayed behind to care for the drowned man. They 
took the mud off with grass swabs, they removed the underwater stones entangled in his hair, and 
they scraped the crust off with tools used for scaling fish. As they were doing that they noticed 
that the vegetation on him came from faraway oceans and deep water and that his clothes were in 
tatters, as if he had sailed through labyrinths of coral. They noticed too that he bore his death 
with pride, for he did not have the lonely look of other drowned men who came out of the sea or 
that haggard, needy look of men who drowned in rivers. But only when they finished cleaning 
him off did they become aware of the kind of man he was and it left them breathless. Not only 
was he the tallest, strongest, most virile, and best built man they had ever seen, but even though 
they were looking at him there was no room for him in their imagination.  
 
    They could not find a bed in the village large enough to lay him on nor was there a table solid 
enough to use for his wake. The tallest men's holiday pants would not fit him, nor the fattest 
ones' Sunday shirts, nor the shoes of the one with the biggest feet. Fascinated by his huge size 
and his beauty, the women then decided to make him some pants from a large piece of sail and a 
shirt from some bridal brabant linen so that he could continue through his death with dignity. As 
they sewed, sitting in a circle and gazing at the corpse between stitches, it seemed to them that 
the wind had never been so steady nor the sea so restless as on that night and they supposed that 
the change had something to do with the dead man. They thought that if that magnificent man 
had lived in the village, his house would have had the widest doors, the highest ceiling, and the 
strongest floor, his bedstead would have been made from a midship frame held together by iron 
bolts, and his wife would have been the happiest woman. They thought that he would have had 
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so much authority that he could have drawn fish out of the sea simply by calling their names and 
that he would have put so much work into his land that springs would have burst forth from 
among the rocks so that he would have been able to plant flowers on the cliffs. They secretly 
compared him to their own men, thinking that for all their lives theirs were incapable of doing 
what he could do in one night, and they ended up dismissing them deep in their hearts as the 
weakest, meanest and most useless creatures on earth. They were wandering through that maze 
of fantasy when the oldest woman, who as the oldest had looked upon the drowned man with 
more compassion than passion, sighed: 'He has the face of someone called Esteban.'  
 
    It was true. Most of them had only to take another look at him to see that he could not have 
any other name. The more stubborn among them, who were the youngest, still lived for a few 
hours with the illusion that when they put his clothes on and he lay among the flowers in patent 
leather shoes his name might be Lautaro. But it was a vain illusion. There had not been enough 
canvas, the poorly cut and worse sewn pants were too tight, and the hidden strength of his heart 
popped the buttons on his shirt. After midnight the whistling of the wind died down and the sea 
fell into its Wednesday drowsiness. The silence put an end to any last doubts: he was Esteban. 
The women who had dressed him, who had combed his hair, had cut his nails and shaved him 
were unable to hold back a shudder of pity when they had to resign themselves to his being 
dragged along the ground. It was then that they understood how unhappy he must have been with 
that huge body since it bothered him even after death. They could see him in life, condemned to 
going through doors sideways, cracking his head on crossbeams, remaining on his feet during 
visits, not knowing what to do with his soft, pink, sea lion hands while the lady of the house 
looked for her most resistant chair and begged him, frightened to death, sit here, Esteban, please, 
and he, leaning against the wall, smiling, don't bother, ma'am, I'm fine where I am, his heels raw 
and his back roasted from having done the same thing so many times whenever he paid a visit, 
don't bother, ma'am, I'm fine where I am, just to avoid the embarrassment of breaking up the 
chair, and never knowing perhaps that the ones who said don't go, Esteban, at least wait till the 
coffee's ready, were the ones who later on would whisper the big boob finally left, how nice, the 
handsome fool has gone. That was what the women were thinking beside the body a little before 
dawn. Later, when they covered his face with a handkerchief so that the light would not bother 
him, he looked so forever dead, so defenseless, so much like their men that the first furrows of 
tears opened in their hearts. It was one of the younger ones who began the weeping. The others, 
coming to, went from sighs to wails, and the more they sobbed the more they felt like weeping, 
because the drowned man was becoming all the more Esteban for them, and so they wept so 
much, for he was the more destitute, most peaceful, and most obliging man on earth, poor 
Esteban. So when the men returned with the news that the drowned man was not from the 
neighboring villages either, the women felt an opening of jubilation in the midst of their tears. 
'Praise the Lord,' they sighed, 'he's ours!'  
 
    The men thought the fuss was only womanish frivolity. Fatigued because of the difficult 
nighttime inquiries, all they wanted was to get rid of the bother of the newcomer once and for all 
before the sun grew strong on that arid, windless day. They improvised a litter with the remains 
of foremasts and gaffs, tying it together with rigging so that it would bear the weight of the body 
until they reached the cliffs. They wanted to tie the anchor from a cargo ship to him so that he 
would sink easily into the deepest waves, where fish are blind and divers die of nostalgia, and 
bad currents would not bring him back to shore, as had happened with other bodies. But the more 
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they hurried, the more the women thought of ways to waste time. They walked about like startled 
hens, pecking with the sea charms on their breasts, some interfering on one side to put a scapular 
of the good wind on the drowned man, some on the other side to put a wrist compass on him , 
and after a great deal of get away from there, woman, stay out of the way, look, you almost made 
me fall on top of the dead man, the men began to feel mistrust in their livers and started 
grumbling about why so many main-altar decorations for a stranger, because no matter how 
many nails and holy-water jars he had on him, the sharks would chew him all the same, but the 
women kept piling on their junk relics, running back and forth, stumbling, while they released in 
sighs what they did not in tears, so that the men finally exploded with since when has there ever 
been such a fuss over a drifting corpse, a drowned nobody, a piece of cold Wednesday meat. One 
of the women, mortified by so much lack of care, then removed the handkerchief from the dead 
man's face and the men were left breathless too.  
 
    He was Esteban. It was not necessary to repeat it for them to recognize him. If they had been 
told Sir Walter Raleigh, even they might have been impressed with his gringo accent, the macaw 
on his shoulder, his cannibal-killing blunderbuss, but there could be only one Esteban in the 
world and there he was, stretched out like a sperm whale, shoeless, wearing the pants of an 
undersized child, and with those stony nails that had to be cut with a knife. They only had to take 
the handkerchief off his face to see that he was ashamed, that it was not his fault that he was so 
big or so heavy or so handsome, and if he had known that this was going to happen, he would 
have looked for a more discreet place to drown in, seriously, I even would have tied the anchor 
off a galleon around my nick and staggered off a cliff like someone who doesn't like things in 
order not to be upsetting people now with this Wednesday dead body, as you people say, in order 
not to be bothering anyone with this filthy piece of cold meat that doesn't have anything to do 
with me. There was so much truth in his manner that even the most mistrustful men, the ones 
who felt the bitterness of endless nights at sea fearing that their women would tire of dreaming 
about them and begin to dream of drowned men, even they and others who were harder still 
shuddered in the marrow of their bones at Esteban's sincerity.  
 
    That was how they came to hold the most splendid funeral they could ever conceive of for an 
abandoned drowned man. Some women who had gone to get flowers in the neighboring villages 
returned with other women who could not believe what they had been told, and those women 
went back for more flowers when they saw the dead man, and they brought more and more until 
there were so many flowers and so many people that it was hard to walk about. At the final 
moment it pained them to return him to the waters as an orphan and they chose a father and 
mother from among the best people, and aunts and uncles and cousins, so that through him all 
the inhabitants of the village became kinsmen. Some sailors who heard the weeping from a 
distance went off course and people heard of one who had himself tied to the mainmast, 
remembering ancient fables about sirens. While they fought for the privilege of carrying him on 
their shoulders along the steep escarpment by the cliffs, men and women became aware for the 
first time of the desolation of their streets, the dryness of their courtyards, the narrowness of their 
dreams as they faced the splendor and beauty of their drowned man. They let him go without an 
anchor so that he could come back if he wished and whenever he wished, and they all held their 
breath for the fraction of centuries the body took to fall into the abyss. They did not need to look 
at one another to realize that they were no longer all present, that they would never be. But they 
also knew that everything would be different from then on, that their houses would have wider 
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doors, higher ceilings, and stronger floors so that Esteban's memory could go everywhere 
without bumping into beams and so that no one in the future would dare whisper the big boob 
finally died, too bad, the handsome fool has finally died, because they were going to paint their 
house fronts gay colors to make Esteban's memory eternal and they were going to break their 
backs digging for springs among the stones and planting flowers on the cliffs so that in future 
years at dawn the passengers on great liners would awaken, suffocated by the smell of gardens 
on the high seas, and the captain would have to come down from the bridge in his dress uniform, 
with his astrolabe, his pole star, and his row of war medals and, pointing to the promontory of 
roses on the horizon, he would say in fourteen languages, look there, where the wind is so 
peaceful now that it's gone to sleep beneath the beds, over there, where the sun's so bright that 
the sunflowers don't know which way to turn, yes, over there, that's Esteban's village. 
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“The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” 
Ursula K. LeGuin 

 

 
 

With a clamor of bells that set the swallows soaring, the Festival of Summer came to the city Omelas, 
bright-towered by the sea. The ringing of the boats in harbor sparkled with flags. In the streets between 
houses with red roofs and painted walls, between old moss-grown gardens and under avenues of trees, 
past great parks and public buildings, processions moved. Some were decorous: old people in long stiff 
robes of mauve and gray, grave master workmen, quiet, merry women carrying their babies and chatting 
as they walked. In other streets the music beat faster, a shimmering of gong and tambourine, and the 
people went dancing, the procession was a dance. Children dodged in and out, their high calls rising like 
the swallows' crossing flights over the music and the singing. All the processions wound towards the 
north side of the city, where on the great water-meadow called the Green Fields boys and girls, naked in 
the bright air, with mud-stained feet and ankles and long, lithe arms, exercised their restive horses before 
the race. The horses wore no gear at all but a halter without bit. Their manes were braided with 
streamers of silver, gold, and green. They flared their nostrils and pranced and boasted to one another; 
they were vastly excited, the horse being the only animal who has adopted our ceremonies as his own. 
Far off to the north and west the mountains stood up half encircling Omelas on her bay. The air of 
morning was so clear that the snow still crowning the Eighteen Peaks burned with white-gold fire across 
the miles of sunlit air, under the dark blue of the sky. There was just enough wind to make the banners 
that marked the racecourse snap and flutter now and then. In the silence of the broad green meadows one 
could hear the music winding throughout the city streets, farther and nearer and ever approaching, a 
cheerful faint sweetness of the air from time to time trembled and gathered together and broke out into 
the great joyous clanging of the bells. 
 
Joyous! How is one to tell about joy? How describe the citizens of Omelas? 
 
They were not simple folk, you see, though they were happy. But we do not say the words of cheer 
much anymore. All smiles have become archaic. Given a description such as this one tends to make 
certain assumptions. Given a description such as this one tends to look next for the King, mounted on a 
splendid stallion and surrounded by his noble knights, or perhaps in a golden litter borne by great-
muscled slaves. But there was no king. They did not use swords, or keep slaves. They were not 
barbarians, I do not know the rules and laws of their society, but I suspect that they were singularly few. 
As they did without monarchy and slavery, so they also got on without the stock exchange, the 
advertisement, the secret police, and the bomb. Yet I repeat that these were not simple folk, not dulcet 
shepherds, noble savages, bland utopians. There were not less complex than us. 
 
The trouble is that we have a bad habit, encouraged by pedants and sophisticates, of considering 
happiness as something rather stupid. Only pain is intellectual, only evil interesting. This is the treason 
of the artist: a refusal to admit the banality of evil and the terrible boredom of pain. If you can't lick 'em, 
join 'em. If it hurts, repeat it. But to praise despair is to condemn delight, to embrace violence is to lose 
hold of everything else. We have almost lost hold; we can no longer describe happy man, nor make any 
celebration of joy. How can I tell you about the people of Omelas? 
   
They were not naive and happy children--though their children were, in fact, happy. They were mature, 
intelligent, passionate adults whose lives were not wretched. O miracle! But I wish I could describe it 
better. I wish I could convince you. Omelas sounds in my words like a city in a fairy tale, long ago and 
far away, once upon a time. Perhaps it would be best if you imagined it as your own fancy bids, 
assuming it will rise to the occasion, for certainly I cannot suit you all. For instance, how about 
technology? I think that there would be no cars or helicopters in and above the streets; this follows from 
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the fact that the people of Omelas are happy people. Happiness is based on a just discrimination of what 
is necessary, what is neither necessary nor destructive, and what is destructive. In the middle category, 
however--that of the unnecessary but undestructive, that of comfort, luxury, exuberance, etc.--they could 
perfectly well have central heating, subway trains, washing machines, and all kinds of marvelous 
devices not yet invented here, floating light-sources, fuelless power, a cure for the common cold. Or 
they could have none of that: it doesn't matter. As you like it. I incline to think that people from towns 
up and down the coast have been coming to Omelas during the last days before the Festival on very fast 
little trains and double-decked trams, and that the trains station of Omelas is actually the handsomest 
building in town, though plainer than the magnificent Farmers' Market. But even granted trains, I fear 
that Omelas so far strikes some of you as goody-goody. Smiles, bells, parades, horses, bleh. If so, please 
add an orgy. If an orgy would help, don't hesitate. Let us not, however, have temples from which issue 
beautiful nude priests and priestesses already half in ecstasy and ready to copulate with any man or 
woman, lover or stranger, who desires union with the deep godhead of the blood, although that was my 
first idea. But really it would be better not to have any temples in Omelas--at least, not manned temples. 
Religion yes, clergy no. Surely the beautiful nudes can just wander about, offering themselves like 
divine souffles to the hunger of the needy and the rapture of the flesh. Let them join the processions. Let 
tambourines be struck above the copulations, and the gory of desire be proclaimed upon the gongs, and 
(a not unimportant point) let the offspring of these delightful rituals be beloved and looked after by all. 
One thing I know there is none of in Omelas is guilt. But what else should there be? I thought at first 
there were no drugs, but that is puritanical. For those who like it, the faint insistent sweetness of drooz 
may perfume the ways of the city, drooz which first brings a great lightness and brilliance to the mind 
and limbs, and then after some hours a dreamy languor, and wonderful visions at last of the very arcane 
and inmost secrets of the Universe, as well as exciting the pleasure of sex beyond all belief; and it is not 
habit-forming. For more modest tastes I think there ought to be beer. What else, what else belongs in the 
joyous city? The sense of victory, surely, the celebration of courage. But as we did without clergy, let us 
do without soldiers. The joy built upon successful slaughter is not the right kind of joy; it will not do; it 
is fearful and it is trivial. A boundless and generous contentment, a magnanimous triumph felt not 
against some outer enemy but in communion with the finest and fairest in the souls of all men 
everywhere and the splendor of the world's summer: This is what swells the hearts of the people of 
Omelas, and the victory they celebrate is that of life. I don't think many of them need to take drooz. 
 
Most of the processions have reached the Green Fields by now. A marvelous smell of cooking goes forth 
from the red and blue tents of the provisioners. The faces of small children are amiably sticky; in the 
benign gray beard of a man a couple of crumbs of rich pastry are entangled. The youths and girls have 
mounted their horses and are beginning to group around the starting line of the course. An old woman, 
small, fat, and laughing, is passing out flowers from a basket, and tall young men wear her flowers in 
their shining hair. A child of nine or ten sits at the edge of the crowd alone, playing on a wooden flute. 
 
People pause to listen, and they smile, but they do not speak to him, for he never ceases playing and 
never sees them, his dark eyes wholly rapt in the sweet, thing magic of the tune. 
 
He finishes, and slowly lowers his hands holding the wooden flute. 
 
As if that little private silence were the signal, all at once a trumpet sounds from the pavilion near the 
starting line: imperious, melancholy, piercing. The horses rear on their slender legs, and some of them 
neigh in answer. Sober-faced, the young riders stroke the horses' necks and soothe them, whispering. 
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"Quiet, quiet, there my beauty, my hope..." They begin to form in rank along the starting line. The 
crowds along the racecourse are like a field of grass and flowers in the wind. The Festival of Summer 
has begun. 
 
Do you believe? Do you accept the festival, the city, the joy? No? Then let me describe one more thing. 
 
In a basement under one of the beautiful public buildings of Omelas, or perhaps in the cellar of one of its 
spacious private homes, there is a room. It has one locked door, and no window. A little light seeps in 
dustily between cracks in the boards, secondhand from a cobwebbed window somewhere across the 
cellar. In one corner of the little room a couple of mops, with stiff, clotted, foul-smelling heads, stand 
near a rusty bucket. The floor is dirt, a little damp to the touch, as cellar dirt usually is. 
 
The room is about three paces long and two wide: a mere broom closet or disused tool room. In the 
room, a child is sitting. It could be a boy or a girl. It looks about six, but actually is nearly ten. It is 
feeble-minded. Perhaps it was born defective, or perhaps it has become imbecile through fear, 
malnutrition, and neglect. It picks its nose and occasionally fumbles vaguely with its toes or genitals, as 
it sits hunched in the corner farthest from the bucket and the two mops. It is afraid of the mops. It finds 
them horrible. It shuts its eyes, but it knows the mops are still standing there; and the door is locked; and 
nobody will come. The door is always locked; and nobody ever comes, except that sometimes--the child 
has no understanding of time or interval--sometimes the door rattles terribly and opens, and a person, or 
several people, are there. One of them may come in and kick the child to make it stand up. The others 
never come close, but peer in at it with frightened, disgusted eyes. The food bowl and the water jug are 
hastily filled, the door is locked; the eyes disappear. The people at the door never say anything, but the 
child, who has not always lived in the tool room, and can remember sunlight and its mother's voice, 
sometimes speaks. "I will be good," it says. "Please let me out. I will be good!" They never answer. The 
child used to scream for help at night, and cry a good deal, but now it only makes a kind of whining, 
"eh-haa, eh-haa," and it speaks less and less often. It is so thin there are no calves to its legs; its belly 
protrudes; it lives on a half-bowl of corn meal and grease a day. It is naked. Its buttocks and thighs are a 
mass of festered sores, as it sits in its own excrement continually. 
 
They all know it is there, all the people of Omelas. Some of them have come to see it, others are content 
merely to know it is there. They all know that it has to be there. Some of them understand why, and 
some do not, but they all understand that their happiness, the beauty of their city, the tenderness of their 
friendships, the health of their children, the wisdom of their scholars, the skill of their makers, even the 
abundance of their harvest and the kindly weathers of their skies, depend wholly on this child's 
abominable misery. 
 
This is usually explained to children when they are between eight and twelve, whenever they seem 
capable of understanding; and most of those who come to see the child are young people, though often 
enough an adult comes, or comes back, to see the child. No matter how well the matter has been 
explained to them, these young spectators are always shocked and sickened at the sight. They feel 
disgust, which they had thought themselves superior to. They feel anger, outrage, impotence, despite all 
the explanations. They would like to do something for the child. But there is nothing they can do. If the 
child were brought up into the sunlight out of that vile place, if it were cleaned and fed and comforted, 
that would be a good thing, indeed; but if it were done, in that day and hour all the prosperity and beauty 
and delight of Omelas would wither and be destroyed. Those are the terms. To exchange all the 
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goodness and grace of every life in Omelas for that single, small improvement: to throw away the 
happiness of thousands for the chance of happiness of one: that would be to let guilt within the walls 
indeed. 
 
The terms are strict and absolute; there may not even be a kind word spoken to the child. 
 
Often the young people go home in tears, or in a tearless rage, when they have seen the child and faced 
this terrible paradox. They may brood over it for weeks or years. But as time goes on they begin to 
realize that even if the child could be released, it would not get much good of its freedom: a little vague 
pleasure of warmth and food, no real doubt, but little more. It is too degraded and imbecile to know any 
real joy. It has been afraid too long ever to be free of fear. Its habits are too uncouth for it to respond to 
humane treatment. Indeed, after so long it would probably be wretched without walls about it to protect 
it, and darkness for its eyes, and its own excrement to sit in. Their tears at the bitter injustice dry when 
they begin to perceive the terrible justice of reality, and to accept it. Yet it is their tears and anger, the 
trying of their generosity and the acceptance of their helplessness, which are perhaps the true source of 
the splendor of their lives. Theirs is no vapid, irresponsible happiness. They know that they, like the 
child, are not free. They know compassion. It is the existence of the child, and their knowledge of its 
existence, that makes possible the nobility of their architecture, the poignancy of their music, the 
profundity of their science. It is because of the child that they are so gentle with children. They know 
that if the wretched one were not there sniveling in the dark, the other one, the flute-player, could make 
no joyful music as the young riders line up in their beauty for the race in the sunlight of the first morning 
of summer. 
 
Now do you believe them? Are they not more credible? But there is one more thing to tell, and this is 
quite incredible. 
 
At times one of the adolescent girls or boys who go see the child does not go home to weep or rage, does 
not, in fact, go home at all. Sometimes also a man or a woman much older falls silent for a day or two, 
then leaves home. These people go out into the street, and walk down the street alone. They keep 
walking, and walk straight out of the city of Omelas, through the beautiful gates. They keep walking 
across the farmlands of Omelas. Each one goes alone, youth or girl, man or woman. 
 
Night falls; the traveler must pass down village streets, between the houses with yellow- lit windows, 
and on out into the darkness of the fields. Each alone, they go west or north, towards the mountains. 
They go on. They leave Omelas, they walk ahead into the darkness, and they do not come back. The 
place they go towards is a place even less imaginable to most of us than the city of happiness. I cannot 
describe it at all. It is possible that it does not exist. But they seem to know where they are going, the 
ones who walk away from Omelas. 
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“The Pedestrian” 
Ray Bradbury 

To enter out into that silence that was the city at eight o'clock of a misty evening in 
November, to put your feet upon that buckling concrete walk, to step over grassy seams and 
make your way, hands in pockets, through the silences, that was what Mr. Leonard Mead most 
dearly loved to do. He would stand upon the corner of an intersection and peer down long 
moonlit avenues of sidewalk in four directions, deciding which way to go, but it really made no 
difference; he was alone in this world of A.D. 2053, or as good as alone, and with a final 
decision made, a path selected, he would stride off, sending patterns of frosty air before him like 
the smoke of a cigar. 

Sometimes he would walk for hours and miles and return only at midnight to his house. 
And on his way he would see the cottages and homes with their dark windows, and it was not 
unequal to walking through a graveyard where only the faintest glimmers of firefly light 
appeared in flickers behind the windows. Sudden gray phantoms seemed to manifest upon inner 
room walls where a curtain was still undrawn against the night, or there were whisperings and 
murmurs where a window in a tomblike building was still open.  

Mr. Leonard Mead would pause, cock his head, listen, look, and march on, his feet 
making no noise on the lumpy walk. For long ago he had wisely changed to sneakers when 
strolling at night, because the dogs in intermittent squads would parallel his journey with 
barkings if he wore hard heels, and lights might click on and faces appear and an entire street be 
startled by the passing of a lone figure, himself, in the early November evening.  

On this particular evening he began his journey in a westerly direction, toward the hidden 
sea. There was a good crystal frost in the air; it cut the nose and made the lungs blaze like a 
Christmas tree inside; you could feel the cold light going on and off, all the branches filled with 
invisible snow. He listened to the faint push of his soft shoes through autumn leaves with 
satisfaction, and whistled a cold quiet whistle between his teeth, occasionally picking up a leaf as 
he passed, examining its skeletal pattern in the infrequent lamplights as he went on, smelling 
its rusty smell. 

"Hello, in there," he whispered to every house on every side as he moved. "What's up 
tonight on Channel 4, Channel 7, Channel 9? Where are the cowboys rushing, and do I see the 
United States Cavalry over the next hill to the rescue?"  

The street was silent and long and empty, with only his shadow moving like the shadow 
of a hawk in midcountry. If he closed his eyes and stood very still, frozen, he could imagine 
himself upon the center of a plain, a wintry, windless Arizona desert with no house in a thousand 
miles, and only dry river beds, the streets, for company. 

"What is it now?" he asked the houses, noticing his wrist watch. "Eight-thirty P.M.? Time 
for a dozen assorted murders? A quiz? A revue? A comedian falling off the stage?"  

Was that a murmur of laughter from within a moon-white house? He hesitated, but went 
on when nothing more happened. He stumbled over a particularly uneven section of sidewalk. 
The cement was vanishing under flowers and grass. In ten years of walking by night or day, for 
thousands of miles, he had never met another person walking, not once in all that time. 

He came to a cloverleaf intersection which stood silent where two main highways crossed 
the town. During the day it was a thunderous surge of cars, the gas stations open, a great insect 
rustling and a ceaseless jockeying for position as the scarabbeetles, a faint incense puttering from 
their exhausts, skimmed homeward to the far directions. But now these highways, too, were like 
streams in a dry season, all stone and bed and moon radiance. 

He turned back on a side street, circling around toward his home. He was within a block 
of his destination when the lone car turned a corner quite suddenly and flashed a fierce white 
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cone of light upon him. He stood entranced, not unlike a night moth, stunned by the illumination, 
and then drawn toward it. 

A metallic voice called to him: 
"Stand still. Stay where you are! Don't move!" 
He halted. 
"Put up your hands!" 
"But-" he said. 
"Your hands up! Or we'll Shoot!" 
The police, of course, but what a rare, incredible thing; in a city of three million, there 

was only one police car left, wasn't that correct? Ever since a year ago, 2052, the election year, 
the force had been cut down from three cars to one. Crime was ebbing; there was no need now 
for the police, save for this one lone car wandering and wandering the empty streets. 

"Your name?" said the police car in a metallic whisper. He couldn't see the men in it for 
the bright light in his eyes. 

"Leonard Mead," he said. 
"Speak up!" 
"Leonard Mead!" 
"Business or profession?" 
"I guess you'd call me a writer." 
"No profession," said the police car, as if talking to itself. The light held him fixed, like a 

museum specimen, needle thrust through chest. 
"You might say that, " said Mr. Mead. He hadn't written in years. Magazines and books 

didn't sell any more. Everything went on in the tomblike houses at night now, he thought, 
continuing his fancy. The tombs, ill-lit by television light, where the people sat like the dead, the 
gray or multicolored lights touching their faces, but never really touching them. 

"No profession," said the phonograph voice, hissing. "What are you doing out?" 
"Walking," said Leonard Mead. 
"Walking!" 
"Just walking," he said simply, but his face felt cold. 
"Walking, just walking, walking?" 
"Yes, sir." 
"Walking where? For what?" 
"Walking for air. Walking to see." 
"Your address!" 
"Eleven South Saint James Street." 
"And there is air in your house, you have an air conditioner, Mr. Mead?" 
"Yes." 
"And you have a viewing screen in your house to see with?" 
"No." 
"No?" There was a crackling quiet that in itself was an accusation. 
"Are you married, Mr. Mead?" 
"No." 
"Not married," said the police voice behind the fiery beam, The moon was high and clear 

among the stars and the houses were gray and silent. 
"Nobody wanted me," said Leonard Mead with a smile. 
"Don't speak unless you're spoken to!" 
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Leonard Mead waited in the cold night. 
"Just walking, Mr. Mead?" 
"Yes." 
"But you haven't explained for what purpose." 
"I explained; for air, and to see, and just to walk." 
"Have you done this often?" 
"Every night for years." 
The police car sat in the center of the street with its radio throat faintly humming. 
"Well, Mr. Mead," it said. 
"Is that all?" he asked politely. 
"Yes," said the voice. "Here." There was a sigh, a pop. The back door of the police car 

sprang wide. "Get in." 
"Wait a minute, I haven't done anything!" 
"Get in." 
"I protest!" 
"Mr. Mead." 
He walked like a man suddenly drunk. As he passed the front window of the car he 

looked in. As he had expected, there was no one in the front seat, no one in the car at all. 
"Get in." 
He put his hand to the door and peered into the back seat, which was a little cell, a little 

black jail with bars. It smelled of riveted steel. It smelled of harsh antiseptic; it smelled too clean 
and hard and metallic. There was nothing soft there. 

"Now if you had a wife to give you an alibi," said the iron voice. "But-" 
"Where are you taking me?" 
The car hesitated, or rather gave a faint whirring click, as if information, somewhere, was 

dropping card by punch-slotted card under electric eyes. "To the Psychiatric Center for Research 
on Regressive Tendencies." 

He got in. The door shut with a soft thud. 
The police car rolled through the night avenues, flashing its dim lights ahead. 
They passed one house on one street a moment later, one house in an entire city of houses 

that were dark, but this one particular house had all of its electric lights brightly lit, every 
window a loud yellow illumination, square and warm in the cool darkness. 

"That's my house," said Leonard Mead. 
No one answered him. 
The car moved down the empty river-bed streets and off away, leaving the empty streets 

with the empty side-walks, and no sound and no motion all the rest of the chill November night. 
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“The Story of An Hour” 
Kate Chopin 

 
Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was afflicted with a heart trouble, great care was taken to break to 
her as gently as possible the news of her husband's death.  

It was her sister Josephine who told her, in broken sentences; veiled hints that revealed in half 
concealing. Her husband's friend Richards was there, too, near her. It was he who had been in the 
newspaper office when intelligence of the railroad disaster was received, with Brently Mallard's 
name leading the list of "killed." He had only taken the time to assure himself of its truth by a 
second telegram, and had hastened to forestall any less careful, less tender friend in bearing the 
sad message.  

She did not hear the story as many women have heard the same, with a paralyzed inability to 
accept its significance. She wept at once, with sudden, wild abandonment, in her sister's arms. 
When the storm of grief had spent itself she went away to her room alone. She would have no 
one follow her.  

There stood, facing the open window, a comfortable, roomy armchair. Into this she sank, pressed 
down by a physical exhaustion that haunted her body and seemed to reach into her soul.  

She could see in the open square before her house the tops of trees that were all aquiver with the 
new spring life. The delicious breath of rain was in the air. In the street below a peddler was 
crying his wares. The notes of a distant song which some one was singing reached her faintly, 
and countless sparrows were twittering in the eaves.  

There were patches of blue sky showing here and there through the clouds that had met and piled 
one above the other in the west facing her window.  

She sat with her head thrown back upon the cushion of the chair, quite motionless, except when a 
sob came up into her throat and shook her, as a child who has cried itself to sleep continues to 
sob in its dreams.  

She was young, with a fair, calm face, whose lines bespoke repression and even a certain 
strength. But now there was a dull stare in her eyes, whose gaze was fixed away off yonder on 
one of those patches of blue sky. It was not a glance of reflection, but rather indicated a 
suspension of intelligent thought.  

There was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully. What was it? She did 
not know; it was too subtle and elusive to name. But she felt it, creeping out of the sky, reaching 
toward her through the sounds, the scents, the color that filled the air.  

Now her bosom rose and fell tumultuously. She was beginning to recognize this thing that was 
approaching to possess her, and she was striving to beat it back with her will--as powerless as her 
two white slender hands would have been. When she abandoned herself a little whispered word 
escaped her slightly parted lips. She said it over and over under hte breath: "free, free, free!" The 
vacant stare and the look of terror that had followed it went from her eyes. They stayed keen and 
bright. Her pulses beat fast, and the coursing blood warmed and relaxed every inch of her body.  
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She did not stop to ask if it were or were not a monstrous joy that held her. A clear and exalted 
perception enabled her to dismiss the suggestion as trivial. She knew that she would weep again 
when she saw the kind, tender hands folded in death; the face that had never looked save with 
love upon her, fixed and gray and dead. But she saw beyond that bitter moment a long 
procession of years to come that would belong to her absolutely. And she opened and spread her 
arms out to them in welcome.  

There would be no one to live for during those coming years; she would live for herself. There 
would be no powerful will bending hers in that blind persistence with which men and women 
believe they have a right to impose a private will upon a fellow-creature. A kind intention or a 
cruel intention made the act seem no less a crime as she looked upon it in that brief moment of 
illumination.  

And yet she had loved him--sometimes. Often she had not. What did it matter! What could love, 
the unsolved mystery, count for in the face of this possession of self-assertion which she 
suddenly recognized as the strongest impulse of her being!  

"Free! Body and soul free!" she kept whispering.  

Josephine was kneeling before the closed door with her lips to the keyhold, imploring for 
admission. "Louise, open the door! I beg; open the door--you will make yourself ill. What are 
you doing, Louise? For heaven's sake open the door."  

"Go away. I am not making myself ill." No; she was drinking in a very elixir of life through that 
open window.  

Her fancy was running riot along those days ahead of her. Spring days, and summer days, and all 
sorts of days that would be her own. She breathed a quick prayer that life might be long. It was 
only yesterday she had thought with a shudder that life might be long.  

She arose at length and opened the door to her sister's importunities. There was a feverish 
triumph in her eyes, and she carried herself unwittingly like a goddess of Victory. She clasped 
her sister's waist, and together they descended the stairs. Richards stood waiting for them at the 
bottom.  

Someone was opening the front door with a latchkey. It was Brently Mallard who entered, a little 
travel-stained, composedly carrying his grip-sack and umbrella. He had been far from the scene 
of the accident, and did not even know there had been one. He stood amazed at Josephine's 
piercing cry; at Richards' quick motion to screen him from the view of his wife.  

When the doctors came they said she had died of heart disease--of the joy that kills.  
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“The Tell-tale Heart” 
Edgar Allan Poe 

 

 

TRUE! --nervous --very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that 
I am mad? The disease had sharpened my senses --not destroyed --not dulled them. Above all 
was the sense of hearing acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth. I heard many 
things in hell. How, then, am I mad? Hearken! and observe how healthily --how calmly I can tell 
you the whole story.  

It is impossible to say how first the idea entered my brain; but once conceived, it haunted me day 
and night. Object there was none. Passion there was none. I loved the old man. He had never 
wronged me. He had never given me insult. For his gold I had no desire. I think it was his eye! 
yes, it was this! He had the eye of a vulture --a pale blue eye, with a film over it. Whenever it fell 
upon me, my blood ran cold; and so by degrees --very gradually --I made up my mind to take the 
life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever.  

Now this is the point. You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should have seen me. 
You should have seen how wisely I proceeded --with what caution --with what foresight --with 
what dissimulation I went to work! I was never kinder to the old man than during the whole 
week before I killed him. And every night, about midnight, I turned the latch of his door and 
opened it --oh so gently! And then, when I had made an opening sufficient for my head, I put in a 
dark lantern, all closed, closed, that no light shone out, and then I thrust in my head. Oh, you 
would have laughed to see how cunningly I thrust it in! I moved it slowly --very, very slowly, so 
that I might not disturb the old man's sleep. It took me an hour to place my whole head within the 
opening so far that I could see him as he lay upon his bed. Ha! would a madman have been so 
wise as this, And then, when my head was well in the room, I undid the lantern cautiously-oh, so 
cautiously --cautiously (for the hinges creaked) --I undid it just so much that a single thin ray fell 
upon the vulture eye. And this I did for seven long nights --every night just at midnight --but I 
found the eye always closed; and so it was impossible to do the work; for it was not the old man 
who vexed me, but his Evil Eye. And every morning, when the day broke, I went boldly into the 
chamber, and spoke courageously to him, calling him by name in a hearty tone, and inquiring 
how he has passed the night. So you see he would have been a very profound old man, indeed, to 
suspect that every night, just at twelve, I looked in upon him while he slept.  

Upon the eighth night I was more than usually cautious in opening the door. A watch's minute 
hand moves more quickly than did mine. Never before that night had I felt the extent of my own 
powers --of my sagacity. I could scarcely contain my feelings of triumph. To think that there I 
was, opening the door, little by little, and he not even to dream of my secret deeds or thoughts. I 
fairly chuckled at the idea; and perhaps he heard me; for he moved on the bed suddenly, as if 
startled. Now you may think that I drew back --but no. His room was as black as pitch with the 
thick darkness, (for the shutters were close fastened, through fear of robbers,) and so I knew that 
he could not see the opening of the door, and I kept pushing it on steadily, steadily.  

I had my head in, and was about to open the lantern, when my thumb slipped upon the tin 
fastening, and the old man sprang up in bed, crying out --"Who's there?"  
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I kept quite still and said nothing. For a whole hour I did not move a muscle, and in the 
meantime I did not hear him lie down. He was still sitting up in the bed listening; --just as I have 
done, night after night, hearkening to the death watches in the wall.  

Presently I heard a slight groan, and I knew it was the groan of mortal terror. It was not a groan 
of pain or of grief --oh, no! --it was the low stifled sound that arises from the bottom of the soul 
when overcharged with awe. I knew the sound well. Many a night, just at midnight, when all the 
world slept, it has welled up from my own bosom, deepening, with its dreadful echo, the terrors 
that distracted me. I say I knew it well. I knew what the old man felt, and pitied him, although I 
chuckled at heart. I knew that he had been lying awake ever since the first slight noise, when he 
had turned in the bed. His fears had been ever since growing upon him. He had been trying to 
fancy them causeless, but could not. He had been saying to himself --"It is nothing but the wind 
in the chimney --it is only a mouse crossing the floor," or "It is merely a cricket which has made 
a single chirp." Yes, he had been trying to comfort himself with these suppositions: but he had 
found all in vain. All in vain; because Death, in approaching him had stalked with his black 
shadow before him, and enveloped the victim. And it was the mournful influence of the 
unperceived shadow that caused him to feel --although he neither saw nor heard --to feel the 
presence of my head within the room.  

When I had waited a long time, very patiently, without hearing him lie down, I resolved to open 
a little --a very, very little crevice in the lantern. So I opened it --you cannot imagine how 
stealthily, stealthily --until, at length a simple dim ray, like the thread of the spider, shot from out 
the crevice and fell full upon the vulture eye.  

It was open --wide, wide open --and I grew furious as I gazed upon it. I saw it with perfect 
distinctness --all a dull blue, with a hideous veil over it that chilled the very marrow in my bones; 
but I could see nothing else of the old man's face or person: for I had directed the ray as if by 
instinct, precisely upon the damned spot.  

And have I not told you that what you mistake for madness is but over-acuteness of the sense? --
now, I say, there came to my ears a low, dull, quick sound, such as a watch makes when 
enveloped in cotton. I knew that sound well, too. It was the beating of the old man's heart. It 
increased my fury, as the beating of a drum stimulates the soldier into courage.  

But even yet I refrained and kept still. I scarcely breathed. I held the lantern motionless. I tried 
how steadily I could maintain the ray upon the eve. Meantime the hellish tattoo of the heart 
increased. It grew quicker and quicker, and louder and louder every instant. The old man's terror 
must have been extreme! It grew louder, I say, louder every moment! --do you mark me well I 
have told you that I am nervous: so I am. And now at the dead hour of the night, amid the 
dreadful silence of that old house, so strange a noise as this excited me to uncontrollable terror. 
Yet, for some minutes longer I refrained and stood still. But the beating grew louder, louder! I 
thought the heart must burst. And now a new anxiety seized me --the sound would be heard by a 
neighbour! The old man's hour had come! With a loud yell, I threw open the lantern and leaped 
into the room. He shrieked once --once only. In an instant I dragged him to the floor, and pulled 
the heavy bed over him. I then smiled gaily, to find the deed so far done. But, for many minutes, 
the heart beat on with a muffled sound. This, however, did not vex me; it would not be heard 
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through the wall. At length it ceased. The old man was dead. I removed the bed and examined 
the corpse. Yes, he was stone, stone dead. I placed my hand upon the heart and held it there 
many minutes. There was no pulsation. He was stone dead. His eve would trouble me no more.  

If still you think me mad, you will think so no longer when I describe the wise precautions I took 
for the concealment of the body. The night waned, and I worked hastily, but in silence. First of 
all I dismembered the corpse. I cut off the head and the arms and the legs.  

I then took up three planks from the flooring of the chamber, and deposited all between the 
scantlings. I then replaced the boards so cleverly, so cunningly, that no human eye --not even his 
--could have detected any thing wrong. There was nothing to wash out --no stain of any kind --no 
blood-spot whatever. I had been too wary for that. A tub had caught all --ha! ha!  

When I had made an end of these labors, it was four o'clock --still dark as midnight. As the bell 
sounded the hour, there came a knocking at the street door. I went down to open it with a light 
heart, --for what had I now to fear? There entered three men, who introduced themselves, with 
perfect suavity, as officers of the police. A shriek had been heard by a neighbour during the 
night; suspicion of foul play had been aroused; information had been lodged at the police office, 
and they (the officers) had been deputed to search the premises.  

I smiled, --for what had I to fear? I bade the gentlemen welcome. The shriek, I said, was my own 
in a dream. The old man, I mentioned, was absent in the country. I took my visitors all over the 
house. I bade them search --search well. I led them, at length, to his chamber. I showed them his 
treasures, secure, undisturbed. In the enthusiasm of my confidence, I brought chairs into the 
room, and desired them here to rest from their fatigues, while I myself, in the wild audacity of 
my perfect triumph, placed my own seat upon the very spot beneath which reposed the corpse of 
the victim.  

The officers were satisfied. My manner had convinced them. I was singularly at ease. They sat, 
and while I answered cheerily, they chatted of familiar things. But, ere long, I felt myself getting 
pale and wished them gone. My head ached, and I fancied a ringing in my ears: but still they sat 
and still chatted. The ringing became more distinct: --It continued and became more distinct: I 
talked more freely to get rid of the feeling: but it continued and gained definiteness --until, at 
length, I found that the noise was not within my ears.  

No doubt I now grew very pale; --but I talked more fluently, and with a heightened voice. Yet 
the sound increased --and what could I do? It was a low, dull, quick sound --much such a sound 
as a watch makes when enveloped in cotton. I gasped for breath --and yet the officers heard it 
not. I talked more quickly --more vehemently; but the noise steadily increased. I arose and 
argued about trifles, in a high key and with violent gesticulations; but the noise steadily 
increased. Why would they not be gone? I paced the floor to and fro with heavy strides, as if 
excited to fury by the observations of the men --but the noise steadily increased. Oh God! what 
could I do? I foamed --I raved --I swore! I swung the chair upon which I had been sitting, and 
grated it upon the boards, but the noise arose over all and continually increased. It grew louder --
louder --louder! And still the men chatted pleasantly, and smiled. Was it possible they heard not? 
Almighty God! --no, no! They heard! --they suspected! --they knew! --they were making a 
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mockery of my horror!-this I thought, and this I think. But anything was better than this agony! 
Anything was more tolerable than this derision! I could bear those hypocritical smiles no longer! 
I felt that I must scream or die! and now --again! --hark! louder! louder! louder! louder!  

"Villains!" I shrieked, "dissemble no more! I admit the deed! --tear up the planks! here, here! --It 
is the beating of his hideous heart!"  

-THE END-  
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