POINT OF VIEW

Richard Wright Edwidge Danticat
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Edgar Allan Poe

One of the first choices writers make is who tells the story. This choice determines the
story’s point of view—the vantage point from which events are presented. The im-
plications of this choice are far-reaching.

Consider the following scenario. Five
EXPLORE ONLINE >

people witness a crime and are questioned

by the police. Their stories agree on cer- To complete a tutorial on “Point of View," visit
tain points: a crime was committed, a body your Literature CourseMate, accessed through
was found, and the crime occurred at noon. www.cengagebrain.com.

But in other ways their stories are different.
The man who fled the scene was either tall
or of average height; his hair was either dark or light; he either was carrying an object
or was empty-handed. The events that led up to the crime and even the description
of the crime itself are markedly different, depending on who tells the story. Thus, the
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narrator—the person telling the story—determines what details are included in the
story and how they are arranged—in short, the plot. In addition, the perspective of
the narrator affects the story’s style, language, and themes.

The narrator of a work of fiction is not the same as the writer—even when a writer
uses the first-person I. Writers create narrators to tell their stories. Often the person-
alities and opinions of narrators are far different from those of the author. The term
persona—which literally means “mask”—is used for such narrators. By assuming this
mask, a writer expands the creative possibilities of a work.

When deciding on a point of view for a work of fiction, a writer can choose to tell
the story either in the first person or in the third person.

)X( First-Person Narrators

Sometimes the narrator is a character who uses the first person (I or sometimes
we) to tell the story. Often this narrator is a major character—Sammy in John
Updike’s “A&P” (p. 234) and the boy in James Joyce’s “Araby” (p. 358), for
example—who tells his or her own story and is the focus of that story. Sometimes,
however, a first-person narrator tells a story that is primarily about someone else.
Such a narrator may be a minor character who plays a relatively small part in the
story or simply an observer who reports events experienced or related by others.
The narrator of William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily” (p. 220), for example, is an
unidentified witness to the story’s events. By using we instead of I, this narrator
speaks on behalf of all the town’s residents, expressing their shared views of their
neighbor, Emily Grierson, as the following excerpt illustrates:

We did not say she was crazy then. We believed she had to do that. We remem-
bered all the young men her father had driven away, and we knew that with noth-
ing left, she would have to cling to that which had robbed her, as people will.

Weriters gain a number of advantages when they use first-person narrators. First,
they are able to present incidents convincingly. Readers are more willing a statement
like “My sister changed a lot after that day” than they are the impersonal observations
of a third-person narrator. The first-person narrator also simplifies a writer’s task of
selecting details. Only the events and details that the narrator could actually have
observed or experienced can be introduced into the story.

Another major advantage of first-person narrators is that their restricted view can
create irony—a discrepancy between what is said and what readers believe to be true.
Irony may be dramatic, situational, or verbal. Dramatic irony occurs when a narrator
(or a character) perceives less than readers doj; situational irony occurs when what
happens is at odds with what readers are led to expect; verbal irony occurs when the
narrator says one thing but actually means another.

“Gryphon,” by Charles Baxter (p. 245), illustrates all three kinds of irony. Baxter cre-
ates dramatic irony when he has his main character see less than readers do. For ex-
ample, at the end of the story, the young boy does not yet realize what readers already
know—that he has learned more from Miss Ferenczi’s way of teaching than from Mr.
Hibler’s. The setting of the story—a conventional school—creates situational irony
because it contrasts with the unexpected events that unfold there. In addition, many
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of the narrator’s comments create verbal irony because they convey the opposite of
their literal meaning. At the end of the story, for example, after the substitute, Miss
Ferenczi, has been fired, the narrator relates another teacher’s comment that life will
now return to “normal” and that their regular teacher will soon return to test them
on their “knowledge.” This comment is ironic in light of all Miss Ferenczi has done to
redefine the narrator’s ideas about “normal” education and about “knowledge.”

Unreliable Narrators

Sometimes first-person narrators are self-serving, mistaken, confused, unstable, or
even insane. These unreliable narrators, whether intentionally or unintention-
ally, misrepresent events and misdirect readers. In Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Cask of
Amontillado” (p. 325), for example, the narrator, Montresor, tells his story to justify a
crime he committed fifty years before. Montresor’s version of what happened is not
accurate, and perceptive readers know it: his obvious self-deception, his sadistic ma-
nipulation of Fortunato, his detached description of the cold-blooded murder, and his
lack of remorse lead readers to question his sanity and, therefore, to distrust his version
of events. This distrust creates an ironic distance between readers and narrator.

The narrator of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” (p. 376) is also
an unreliable narrator. Suffering from “nervous depression,” she unintentionally dis-
torts the facts when she says that the shapes in her bedroom wallpaper are changing
and moving. Moreover, she does not realize what is wrong with her or why, or how
her husband’s “good intentions” are hurting her. Readers, however, see the disparity
between the narrator’s interpretation of events and their own, and this irony enriches
their understanding of the story.

Some narrators are unreliable because they are naive. Because they are immature,
sheltered, or innocent of evil, these narrators are not aware of the significance of the
events they are relating. Having the benefit of experience, readers interpret events
differently from the way these narrators do. When we read a passage by a child
narrator—such as the following one from J. D. Salinger’s classic 1951 novel The
Catcher in the Rye—we are aware of the narrator’s innocence, and we know his inter-
pretation of events is flawed:

Anyway, I keep picturing all these little kids playing some game in this big field of
rye and all. Thousands of little kids, and nobody’s around—nobody big, I mean—
except me. And I'm standing on the edge of some crazy cliff. What [ have to do, I
have to catch everybody if they start to go over the cliff—I mean if they’re running
and they don’t look where they’re going I have to come out from somewhere and
catch them. I'd just be the catcher in the rye. . . .

The irony in the preceding passage comes from our knowledge that the naive narrator,
Holden Caulfield, cannot stop children from growing up. Ultimately, they all fall off
the “crazy cliff” and mature into adults. Although Holden is not aware of the futility of
trying to protect children from the dangers of adulthood, readers know that his efforts
are doomed from the start.

A naive narrator’s background can also limit his or her ability to understand a
situation. The narrator in Sherwood Anderson’s 1922 short story “I'm a Fool,” for
example, lies to impress a rich girl he meets at a racetrack. At the end of the story,
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the boy regrets the fact that he lied, believing that if he had told the truth, he could
have seen the girl again. The reader knows, however, that the narrator (a laborer at
the racetrack) is deceiving himself because the social gap that separates him and the
girl could never be bridged.

Keep in mind that all first-person narrators are, in a sense, unreliable because
they present a situation as only one person sees it. When you read, you should look
for discrepancies between a narrator’s view of events and your own. Discovering
that a story has an unreliable narrator enables you not only to question the accuracy
of the narrative but also to recognize the irony in the narrator’s version of events.
In this way, you gain insight into the story and learn something about the writer’s
purpose.

)ﬁ( Third-Person Narrators

Sometimes a writer uses the third person (he, she, they) to tell the story from the point
of view of a narrator who is not a character. Third-person narrators fall into three
categories: omniscient, limited omniscient, and objective.

Omniscient Narrators

Some third-person narrators are omniscient (all-knowing) narrators, moving at will
from one character’s mind to another’s. One advantage of omniscient narrators is that
they have none of the naiveté, dishonesty, gullibility, or mental instability that can
characterize first-person narrators. In addition, because omniscient narrators are not
characters in the story, their perception is not limited to what any one character can
observe or comprehend. As a result, they can present a more inclusive view of events
and characters than first-person narrators can.

Omniscient narrators can also convey their attitude toward their subject matter.
For example, the omniscient narrator in the South African writer Nadine Gordimer’s
1989 short story “Once upon a Time” uses sentence structure, word choice, repetition,
and sarcasm to express distaste for the scene being described:

In a house, in a suburb, in a city, there were a man and his wife who loved each
other very much and were living happily ever after. They had a little boy, and they
loved him very much. They had a cat and a dog that the little boy loved very much.
They had a car and a caravan trailer for holidays, and a swimming-pool which was
fenced so that the little boy and his playmates would not fall in and drown. They
had a housemaid who was absolutely trustworthy and an itinerant gardener who was
highly recommended by the neighbours. For when they began to live happily ever
after they were warned, by that wise old witch, the husband’s mother, not to take
on anyone off the street.

Occasionally, omniscient narrators move not only in and out of the minds of the
characters but also in and out of a persona (representing the voice of the author) who
speaks directly to readers. This narrative technique was popular with writers during
the eighteenth century, when the novel was a new literary form. [t permitted writers
to present themselves as masters of artifice, able to know and control all aspects of
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experience. Few contemporary writers would give themselves the license that Henry
Fielding does in the following passage from Tom Jones (1 ):

And true it was that [Mr. Alworthy] did many of these things; but had he done
nothing more I should have left him to have recorded his own merit on some fair
freestone over the door of that hospital. Matters of a much more extraordinary
kind are to be the subject of this history, or I should grossly misspend my time in
writing so voluminous a work; and you my sagacious friend, might with equal profit
and pleasure travel through some pages which certain droll authors have been face-
tiously pleased to call The History of England.

A contemporary example of this type of omniscient point of view occurs in Ursula
K. LeGuin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas.” This story presents a de-
scription of a city that in the narrator’s words is “like a city in a fairy tale.” As the
story proceeds, however, the description of Omelas changes, and the narrator’s tone
changes as well: “Do you believe? Do you accept the festival, the city, the joy? No?
Then let me describe one more thing.” By undercutting her own narrative, the narra-
tor underscores the ironic theme of the story, which suggests that it is impossible for
human beings to ever achieve an ideal society.

Limited Omniscient Narrators

Third-person narrators can have limited omniscience, focusing on only what a single
character experiences. In other words, nothing is revealed that the character does not
see, hear, feel, or think.

Limited omniscient narrators, like all third-person narrators, have certain advan-
tages over first-person narrators. When a writer uses a first-person narrator, the narra-
tor’s personality and speech color the story, creating a personal or even an idiosyncratic
narrative. Also, the first-person narrator’s character flaws or lack of knowledge may limit
his or her awareness of the significance of events. Limited omniscient narrators are more
flexible: they take readers into a particular character’s mind just as a first-person narra-
tor does, but without the first-person narrator’s subjectivity, self-deception, or naiveté.
In the following example from Anne Tyler’s “Teenage Wasteland” (p. 644), the limited
omniscient narrator presents the story from the point of view of a single character, Daisy:

Daisy and Matt sat silent, shocked. Matt rubbed his forehead with his fingertips.
Imagine, Daisy thought, how they must look to Mr. Lanham: an overweight house-
wife in a cotton dress and a too-tall, too-thin insurance agent in a baggy, frayed suit.
Failures, both of them—the kind of people who are always hurrying to catch up,
missing the point of things that everyone else grasps at once. She wished she’d worn
nylons instead of knee socks.

Here the point of view gives readers the impression that they are standing off to the side
watching Daisy and her husband Matt. However, at the same time that we have the
advantage of this objective view, we are also able to see into the mind of one character.

Objective Narrators

Third-person objective narrators, who tell a story from an objective (or dramatic)
point of view, remain entirely outside the characters’ minds. With objective narrators,
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events unfold the way they would in a play or a movie: narrators tell the story by pre-
senting dialogue and recounting events; they do not reveal the characters’ (or their
own) thoughts or attitudes. Thus, they allow readers to interpret the actions of the
characters without any interference. Ernest Hemingway uses the objective point of
view in his short story “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place” (1933):

The waiter took the brandy bottle and another saucer from the counter inside the
café and marched out to the old man’s table. He put down the saucer and poured
the glass full of brandy.

“You should have killed yourself last week,” he said to the deaf man. The old
man motioned with his finger. “A little more,” he said. The waiter poured on into
the glass so that the brandy slopped over and ran down the stem into the top saucer
of the pile. “Thank you,” the old man said. The waiter took the bottle back inside
the café. He sat down at the table with his colleague again.

The story’s narrator is distant, seemingly emotionless, and this perspective is consis-
tent with the author’s purpose: for Hemingway, the attitude of the narrator reflects
the stunned, almost anesthetized condition of people in the post—World War I world.

)§( Selecting an Appropriate Point of View

The main criterion writers use when they decide on a point of view from which to tell
a story is how the point of view they select will affect their narrative. The passages
that follow illustrate the options available to writers.

Limited Omniscient Point of View

In the following passage from the short story “Doe Season” (p. 470), David Michael
Kaplan uses a third-person limited omniscient narrator to tell the story of Andy, a
nine-year-old girl who is going hunting with her father for the first time:

They were always the same woods, she thought sleepily as they drove through the
early morning darkness—deep and immense, covered with yesterday’s snowfall,
which had frozen overnight. They were the same woods that lay behind her house,
and they stretch all the way to here, she thought, for miles and miles, longer than I could
walk in a day, or a week even, but they are still the same woods. The thought made her
feel good: it was like thinking of God; it was like thinking of the space between here
and the moon; it was like thinking of all the foreign countries from her geography
book where even now, Andy knew, people were going to bed, while they—she and
her father and Charlie Spoon and Mac, Charlie’s eleven-year-old son—were driving
deeper into the Pennsylvania countryside, to go hunting.

They had risen long before dawn. Her mother, yawning and not trying to hide
her sleepiness, cooked them eggs and French toast. Her father smoked a cigarette
and flicked ashes into his saucer while Andy listened, wondering Why doesn’t he
come? and Won't he ever come? until at last a car pulled into the graveled drive and
honked. “That will be Charlie Spoon,” her father said; he always said “Charlie
Spoon,” even though his real name was Spreun, because Charlie was, in a sense,
shaped like a spoon, with a large head and a narrow waist and chest.

Here the limited omniscient point of view has the advantage of allowing the narra-
tor to focus on the thoughts, fears, and reactions of the child while at the same time
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giving readers information about Andy that she herself is too immature or unsophisti-
cated to know. Rather than simply presenting the thoughts of the child (represented
in the story by italics), the third-person narrator makes connections between ideas
and displays a level of language and a degree of insight that readers would not accept
from Andy as a first-person narrator. In addition, the limited omniscient perspective
enables the narrator to maintain some distance.

First-Person Point of View (Child)
Consider how different the passage would be if it were narrated by nine-year-old Andy:

“I like the woods,” I thought. “They’re big and scary. I wonder if they’re the same
woods that are behind my house. They go on for miles. They’re bigger than I could
walk in a day, or a week even.” It was neat to think that while we were driving into
the woods people were going to bed in other countries.

When I woke up this morning, I couldn’t wait to go hunting. My mother was cook-
ing breakfast, but all I could think of was, “When will he come?” and “Won’t he ever
come?” Finally, [ heard a car honk. “That will be Charlie Spoon,” my father said. I think
he called him “Charlie Spoon” because he thought Charlie was shaped like a big spoon.

As a first-person narrator, nine-year-old Andy must have the voice of a child; more-
over, she is restricted to only those observations that a nine-year-old could reasonably
make. Because of these limitations, the passage lacks the level of vocabulary, syntax,
and insight necessary to develop the central character and the themes of the story.
This point of view could succeed only if Andy’s words established an ironic contrast
between her naive sensibility and the reality of the situation.

First-Person Point of View (Adult)

The writer could have avoided these problems and still gained the advantages of
using a first-person narrator by having Andy tell her story as an adult looking back
on a childhood experience. (This technique is used by James Joyce in “Araby” [p. 358],
Charles Baxter in “Gryphon” [p. 245], and Alberto Alvaro Rios in “The Secret
Lion” [p. 183].)

“They are always the same woods,” I thought sleepily as we drove through the early
morning darkness—deep and immense, covered with yesterday’s snowfall, which
had frozen overnight. “They’re the same woods that lie behind my house, and they
stretch all the way to here,” I thought. I knew that they stretched for miles and
miles, longer than I could walk in a day, or even in a week but that they were still
the same woods. Knowing this made me feel good: I thought it was like thinking

of God; it was like thinking of the space between that place and the moon; it was
like thinking of all the foreign countries from my geography book where even then,
[ knew, people were going to bed, while we—my father and I and Charlie Spoon
and Mac, Charlie’s eleven-year-old son—were driving deeper into the Pennsylvania
countryside, to go hunting.

We had risen before dawn. My mother, who was yawning and not trying to hide
her sleepiness, cooked us eggs and French toast. My father smoked a cigarette and
flicked ashes into his saucer while I listened, wondering, “Why doesn’t he come?”
and “Won’t he ever come?” until at last a car pulled into our driveway and honked.
“That will be Charlie Spoon,” my father said. He always said “Charlie Spoon,” even
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though his real name was Spreun, because Charlie was, in a sense, shaped like a
spoon, with a large head and a narrow waist and chest.

Although this passage presents the child’s point of view, it does not use a child’s
voice; the language and scope of the passage are too sophisticated for a child. By us-
ing a mature style, the adult narrator considers ideas that a child could not possibly
understand, such as the symbolic significance of the woods. In so doing, however, he
sacrifices the objectivity and detachment that characterize the third-person limited
omniscient narrator of the original story.

Omniscient Point of View

The writer could also have used an omniscient narrator to tell his story. In this case,
the narrator would be free to reveal and comment not only on Andy’s thoughts but
also on those of her father, and possibly even on the thoughts of her mother and
Charlie Spoon.

In the following passage, the omniscient narrator interprets the behavior of the
characters and tells what each one is thinking.

They were always the same woods, she thought sleepily as they drove through the
early morning darkness—deep and immense, covered with yesterday’s snowfall,
which had frozen overnight. They were the same woods that lay behind her house,
and they stretch all the way to here, she thought, for miles and miles, longer than I
could walk in a day, or a week even, but they are still the same woods.

They had risen before dawn. The mother, yawning and not trying to hide her
sleepiness, cooked them eggs and French toast. She looked at her husband and her
daughter and wondered if she was doing the right thing by allowing them to go
hunting together. “After all,” she thought, “he’s not the most careful person. Will
he watch her? Make sure that no harm comes to her?”

The father smoked a cigarette and flicked ashes into his saucer. He was listen-
ing to the sounds of the early morning. “I know everything will be all right,” he
thought. “It’s about time Andy went hunting. When I was her age. . . .” Andy
listened, wondering Why doesn’t he come? and Won’t he ever come? until at last a
car pulled into the graveled drive and honked. Suddenly the father cocked his head
and said, “That will be Charlie Spoon.”

Andy thought it was funny that her father called Charlie “Spoon” even though
his real name was Spreun, because Charlie was, in a sense, shaped like a spoon, with
a large head and a narrow waist and chest.

Certainly this point of view has its advantages; for example, the wide scope of this
perspective provides a great deal of information about the characters. However, the
use of an omniscient point of view deprives the story of its focus on Andy.

Objective Point of View

Finally, the writer could have used an objective narrator. This point of view would
eliminate all interpretation by the narrator and force readers to make judgments solely
on the basis of what the characters say and do.

Andy sat sleepily staring into her cereal. She played with the dry flakes of bran as
they floated in the surface of the milk.
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Andy’s mother, yawning, cooked them eggs and French toast. She looked at her hus-
band and her daughter, paused for a second, and then went about what she was doing.

Andy’s father smoked a cigarette and flicked ashes into his saucer. He looked out
the window and said, “I wonder where Charlie Spoon is?”

Andy squirmed restlessly and repeatedly looked up at the clock that hung above
the stove.

The disadvantage of this point of view is that it creates a great deal of distance between
the characters and the readers. Instead of gaining the intimate knowledge of Andy that
the limited omniscient point of view provides—knowledge even greater than she herself
has—readers must infer what she thinks and feels without any help from the narrator.

(v CHECKLIST Selecting an Appropriate Point of View: Review )
First-Person Narrators (use / or we)
» Major character telling his or her own story “Every morning | lay on the
floor in the front parlour watching her door.” (James Joyce, “Araby”)
» Minor character as witness “And so she died. ... We did not
even know she was sick; we had long since given up trying to get
information. ...” (William Faulkner, “A Rose for Emily”)
Third-Person Narrators (use HE, SHE, and THEY)
» Omniscient—able to move at will from character to character and com-
ment about them “In a house, in a suburb, in a city, there were a man
and his wife who loved each other very much. ...” (Nadine Gordimer,
“Once upon a Time")
» Limited omniscient—restricts focus to a single character “The wagon
went on. He did not know where they were going.” (William Faulkner,
“Barn Burning”)
» Objective (dramatic)—simply reports the dialogue and the actions of
characters “*You'll be drunk,” the waiter said. The old man looked at
him. The waiter went away.” (Ernest Hemingway, “A Clean, Well-Lighted
Place”)
AN J
e - . - N
v/ CHECKLIST Writing about Point of View
What is the dominant point of view from which the story is told?
Is the narrator a character in the story? If so, is he or she a participant in the
story’s events or just a witness?

continued on next page
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Does the story’s point of view create irony?
If the story has a first-person narrator, is the narrator reliable or unreliable?

If the story has a third-person narrator, is he or she omniscient? Does he or
she have limited omniscience? Is the narrator objective?

What are the advantages of the story’s point of view? What are the
disadvantages?

Does the point of view remain consistent throughout the story, or does it
shift?

How might a different point of view change the story?

RICHARD WRIGHT (1908-1960) was born near Natchez, Mississippi,
the son of sharecroppers. He had little formal schooling but as a young
man was a voracious reader, especially of naturalistic fiction. Relocat-
ing to Chicago in the late 1920s, Wright worked as a postal clerk until
1935, when he joined the Federal Writers' Project. Deeply troubled by the
economic and social oppression of African Americans, Wright joined the
Communist Party in 1932, and his early poems and stories reflect a dis-
tinctly Marxist perspective. In 1944, he broke with the party because of its
stifling effect on his creativity.

Wright began to reach a mainstream audience when a group of four
long stories on the theme of racial oppression and violence was judged best manuscript in a contest
sponsored by Story magazine; these stories were published as Uncle Tom'’s Children in 1938. Two years
later, Wright published his most famous work, Native Son, an angry and brutal novel exploring the moral
devastation wrought by a racist society. The autobiographical Black Boy was published in 1945. Wright
eventually left the United States for Paris in protest against the treatment of African Americans in his
native country. His later work was concerned with national independence movements in Africa and else-
where in the Third World.

The following story, published in the posthumous collection Eight Men (1961), is uncharacteristic of
Wright's work in a number of ways—not least of which is that it is told through the eyes of a white
protagonist.

Source: ©AP Photo/Robert Kradin

Cultural Context In 1957, the year “Big Black Good Man” was written, President Eisenhower sent para-
troopers to Little Rock, Arkansas, to forestall violence over desegregation of the public schools. The crisis
began on September 2, when Governor Orval Faubus ordered the Arkansas National Guard to blockade
Central High School in Little Rock to prevent the entrance of nine black students. On September 20, NAACP
lawyers Thurgood Marshall and Wiley Brandon obtained an injunction from the federal district court that
ordered the troops removed. On September 25, the students entered the school, escorted by members of
the 101st Airborne Division of the United States Army.
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Big Black Good Man (1957)

Through the open window Olaf Jenson could smell the sea and hear the occasional
foghorn of a freighter; outside, rain pelted down through an August night, drumming
softly upon the pavements of Copenhagen,! inducing drowsiness, bringing dreamy
memory, relaxing the tired muscles of his work-wracked body. He sat slumped in a
swivel chair with his legs outstretched and his feet propped atop an edge of his desk.
An inch of white ash tipped the end of his brown cigar and now and then he inserted
the end of the stogie? into his mouth and drew gently upon it, letting wisps of blue
smoke eddy from the corners of his wide, thin lips. The watery gray irises behind the
thick lenses of his eyeglasses gave him a look of abstraction, of absentmindedness,
of an almost genial idiocy. He sighed, reached for his half-empty bottle of beer, and
drained it into his glass and downed it with a long slow gulp, then licked his lips.
Replacing the cigar, he slapped his right palm against his thigh and said half aloud:

“Well, I'll be sixty tomorrow. I'm not rich, but I'm not poor either . . . Really, I
can’t complain. Got good health. Traveled all over the world and had my share of girls
when [ was young . . . And my Karen’s a good wife. I own my home. Got no debts. And
[ love digging in my garden in the spring . . . Grew the biggest carrots of anybody last
year. Ain’t saved much money, but what the hell . . . Money ain’t everything. Got a
good job. Night portering ain’t too bad.” He shook his head and yawned. “Karen and
[ could of had some children, though. Would of been good company . . . *Specially
for Karen. And I could of taught ’em languages . . . English, French, German, Danish,
Dutch, Swedish, Norwegian, and Spanish . . .” He took the cigar out of his mouth and
eyed the white ash critically. “Hell of a lot of good language learning did me . . . Never
got anything out of it. But those ten years in New York were fun . . . Maybe I could of got
rich if I'd stayed in America . . . Maybe. But I'm satisfied. You can’t have everything.”

Behind him the office door opened and a young man, a medical student occupying
room number nine, entered.

“Good evening,” the student said.

“Good evening,” Olaf said, turning.

The student went to the keyboard and took hold of the round, brown knob that
anchored his key.

“Rain, rain, rain,” the student said.

“That’s Denmark for you,” Olaf smiled at him.

“This dampness keeps me clogged up like a drainpipe,” the student complained.

“That’s Denmark for you,” Olaf repeated with a smile.

“Good night,” the student said.

“Good night, son,” Olaf sighed, watching the door close.

Well, my tenants are my children, Olaf told himself. Almost all of his children
were in their rooms now . . . Only seventy-two and forty-four were missing . . . Seventy-
two might’ve gone to Sweden . . . And forty-four was maybe staying at his girl’s place
tonight, like he sometimes did . . . He studied the pear-shaped blobs of hard rubber,

1Copenhagen: The capital of Denmark.
Zstogie: A cheap cigar.
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reddish brown like ripe fruit, that hung from the keyboard, then glanced at his watch.
Only room thirty, eighty-one, and one hundred and one were empty . . . And it was
almost midnight. In a few moments he could take a nap. Nobody hardly ever came
looking for accommodations after midnight, unless a stray freighter came in, bringing
thirsty, women-hungry sailors. Olaf chuckled softly. Why in hell was I ever a sailor?
The whole time I was at sea | was thinking and dreaming about women. Then why
didn’t I stay on land where women could be had? Hunh? Sailors are crazy . . .

But he liked sailors. They reminded him of his youth, and there was something
so direct, simple, and childlike about them. They always said straight out what they
wanted, and what they wanted was almost always women and whisky . . . “Well,
there’s no harm in that . . . Nothing could be more natural,” Olaf sighed, looking
thirstily at his empty beer bottle. No; he’d not drink any more tonight; he’d had
enough; he’d go to sleep . . .

He was bending forward and loosening his shoelaces when he heard the office door
crack open. He lifted his eyes, then sucked in his breath. He did not straighten; he just
stared up and around at the huge black thing that filled the doorway. His reflexes re-
fused to function; it was not fear; it was just simple astonishment. He was staring at the
biggest, strangest, and blackest man he’d ever seen in all his life.

“Good evening,” the black giant said in a voice that filled the small office. “Say,
you got a room?”

Olaf sat up slowly, not to answer but to look at this brooding black vision; it towered
darkly some six and a half feet into the air, almost touching the ceiling, and its skin
was so black that it had a bluish tint. And the sheer bulk of the man! . . . His chest
bulged like a barrel; his rocklike and humped shoulders hinted of mountain ridges;
the stomach ballooned like a threatening stone; and the legs were like telephone
poles . . . The big black cloud of a man now lumbered into the office, bending to get
its buffalolike head under the door frame, then advanced slowly upon Olaf, like a
stormy sky descending.

“You got a room?” the big black man asked again in a resounding voice.

Olaf now noticed that the ebony giant was well dressed, carried a wonderful new
suitcase, and wore black shoes that gleamed despite the raindrops that peppered their
toes.

“You're American?” Olaf asked him.

“Yeah, man; sure,” the black giant answered.

“Sailor?”

“Yeah. American Continental Lines.”

Olaf had not answered the black man’s question. It was not that the hotel did not
admit men of color; Olaf took in all comers—blacks, yellows, whites, and browns . . .
To Olaf, men were men, and, in his day, he’d worked and eaten and slept and fought
with all kinds of men. But this particular black man . . . Well, he didn’t seem human.
Too big, too black, too loud, too direct, and probably too violent to boot . . . Olaf’s
five feet seven inches scarcely reached the black giant’s shoulder and his frail body
weighed less, perhaps, than one of the man’s gigantic legs . . . There was something
about the man’s intense blackness and ungainly bigness that frightened and insulted
Olaf; he felt as though this man had come here expressly to remind him how puny,
how tiny, and how weak and how white he was. Olaf knew, while registering his
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reactions, that he was being irrational and foolish; yet, for the first time in his life,
he was emotionally determined to refuse a man a room solely on the basis of the
man’s size and color . . . Olaf’s lips parted as he groped for the right words in which
to couch his refusal, but the black giant bent forward and boomed:

“I asked you if you got a room. I got to put up somewhere tonight, man.”

“Yes, we got a room,” Olaf murmured.

And at once he was ashamed and confused. Sheer fear had made him yield.
And he seethed against himself for his involuntary weakness. Well, he’d look
over his book and pretend that he’d made a mistake; he’d tell this hunk of blackness
that there was really no free room in the hotel, and that he was so sorry . . . Then, just
as he took out the hotel register to make believe that he was poring over it, a thick roll
of American bank notes, crisp and green, was thrust under his nose.

“Keep this for me, will you?” the black giant commanded. “Cause I’'m gonna get
drunk tonight and I don’t wanna lose it.”

Olaf stared at the roll; it was huge, in denominations of fifties and hundreds. Olaf’s
eyes widened.

“How much is there?” he asked.

“Two thousand six hundred,” the giant said. “Just put it into an envelope and write
‘Jim’ on it and lock it in your safe, hunh?”

The black mass of man had spoken in a manner that indicated that it was taking
it for granted that Olaf would obey. Olaf was licked. Resentment clogged the pores
of his wrinkled white skin. His hands trembled as he picked up the money. No; he
couldn’t refuse this man . . . The impulse to deny him was strong, but each time he was
about to act upon it something thwarted him, made him shy off. He clutched about
desperately for an idea. Oh yes, he could say that if he planned to stay for only one
night, then he could not have the room, for it was against the policy of the hotel to
rent rooms for only one night . . .

“How long are you staying? Just tonight?” Olaf asked.

“Naw. I'll be here for five or six days, I reckon,” the giant answered off
handedly.

“You take room number thirty,” Olaf heard himself saying. “It’s forty kroner
a day.”

“That’s all right with me,” the giant said.

With slow, stiff movements, Olaf put the money in the safe and then turned and
stared helplessly up into the living, breathing blackness looming above him. Suddenly
he became conscious of the outstretched palm of the black giant; he was silently de-
manding the key to the room. His eyes downcast, Olaf surrendered the key, marveling
at the black man’s tremendous hands . . . He could kill me with one blow, Olaf told
himself in fear.

Feeling himself beaten, Olaf reached for the suitcase, but the black hand of the
giant whisked it out of his grasp.

“That’s too heavy for you, big boy; I'll take it,” the giant said.

Olaf let him. He thinks I'm nothing . . . He led the way down the corridor, sensing
the giant’s lumbering presence behind him. Olaf opened the door of number thirty
and stood politely to one side, allowing the black giant to enter. At once the room
seemed like a doll’s house, so dwarfed and filled and tiny it was with a great living
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blackness . . . Flinging his suitcase upon a chair, the giant turned. The two men looked
directly at each other now. Olaf saw that the giant’s eyes were tiny and red, buried, it
seemed, in muscle and fat. Black cheeks spread, flat and broad, topping the wide and
flaring nostrils. The mouth was the biggest that Olaf had ever seen on a human face;
the lips were thick, pursed, parted, showing snow-white teeth. The black neck was like
abull’s. .. The giant advanced upon Olaf and stood over him.

“I want a bottle of whiskey and a woman,” he said. “Can you fix me up?”

“Yes,” Olaf whispered, wild with anger and insult.

But what was he angry about? He’d had requests like this every night from all
sorts of men and he was used to fulfilling them; he was a night porter in a cheap,
water-front Copenhagen hotel that catered to sailors and students. Yes, men needed
women, but this man, Olaf felt, ought to have a special sort of woman. He felt a deep
and strange reluctance to phone any of the women whom he habitually sent to men.
Yet he had promised. Could he lie and say that none was available? No. That sounded
too fishy. The black giant sat upon the bed, staring straight before him. Olaf moved
about quickly, pulling down the window shades, taking the pink coverlet off the bed,
nudging the giant with his elbow to make him move as he did so . . . That’s the way
to treat "im . . . Show 'im [ ain’t scared of 'im . . . But he was still seeking for an excuse
to refuse. And he could think of nothing. He felt hypnotized, mentally immobilized.
He stood hesitantly at the door.

“You send the whiskey and the woman quick, pal?” the black giant asked,
rousing himself from a brooding stare.

“Yes,” Olaf grunted, shutting the door.

Goddamn, Olaf sighed. He sat in his office at his desk before the phone. Why did
he have to come here?. .. I'm not prejudiced . . . No, not atall . . . But . .. He couldn’t
think any more. God oughtn’t make men as big and black as that . . . But what the
hell was he worrying about? He’d sent women of all races to men of all colors . . . So
why not a woman to the black giant? Oh, only if the man were small, brown, and
intelligent-looking . . . Olaf felt trapped.

With a reflex movement of his hand, he picked up the phone and dialed Lena. She
was big and strong and always cut him in for fifteen per cent instead of the usual ten
per cent. Lena had four small children to feed and clothe. Lena was willing; she was,
she said, coming over right now. She didn’t give a good goddamn about how big and
black the man was . . .

“Why you ask me that?” Lena wanted to know over the phone. “You never asked
that before . . .”

“But this one is big,” Olaf found himself saying.

“He’s just a man,” Lena told him, her voice singing stridently, laughingly over
the wire. “You just leave that to me. You don’t have to do anything. I'll handle ’im.”

Lena had a key to the hotel door downstairs, but tonight Olaf stayed awake. He
wanted to see her. Why? He didn’t know. He stretched out on the sofa in his office,
but sleep was far from him. When Lena arrived, he told her again how big and black
the man was.

“You told me that over the phone,” Lena reminded him.

Olaf said nothing. Lena flounced off on her errand of mercy. Olaf shut the
office door, then opened it and left it ajar. But why? He didn’t know. He lay upon
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the sofa and stared at the ceiling. He glanced at his watch; it was almost two
o’clock . . . She’s staying in there a long time . . . Ah, God, but he could do with a
drink . . . Why was he so damned worked up and nervous about a nigger and a white
whore?. .. He’d never been so upset in all his life. Before he knew it, he had drifted off
to sleep. Then he heard the office door swinging creakingly open on its rusty hinges.
Lena stood in it, grim and businesslike, her face scrubbed free of powder and rouge.
Olaf scrambled to his feet, adjusting his eyeglasses, blinking.

“How was it?” he asked her in a confidential whisper.

Lena’s eyes blazed.

“What the hell’s that to you?” she snapped. “There’s your cut,” she said, flinging
him his money, tossing it upon the covers of the sofa. “You're sure nosy tonight. You
wanna take over my work?”

Olaf’s pasty cheeks burned red.

“You go to hell,” he said, slamming the door.

“P’ll meet you there!” Lena’s shouting voice reached him dimly.

He was being a fool; there was no doubt about it. But, try as he might, he could
not shake off a primitive hate for that black mountain of energy, of muscle, of bone;
he envied the easy manner in which it moved with such a creeping and powerful mo-
tion; he winced at the booming and commanding voice that came to him when the
tiny little eyes were not even looking at him; he shivered at the sight of those vast and
clawlike hands that seemed always to hint of death . . .

Olaf kept his counsel. He never spoke to Karen about the sordid doings at the
hotel. Such things were not for women like Karen. He knew instinctively that Karen
would have been amazed had he told her that he was worried sick about a nigger and a
blonde whore . . . No; he couldn’t talk to anybody about it, not even the hard-bitten’
old bitch who owned the hotel. She was concerned only about money; she didn’t give
a damn about how big and how black a client was as long as he paid his room rent.

Next evening, when Olaf arrived for duty, there was no sight or sound of the black
giant. A little later after one o’clock in the morning he appeared, left his key, and
went out wordlessly. A few moments past two the giant returned, took his key from
the board, and paused.

“I want that Lena again tonight. And another bottle of whiskey,” he said boomingly.

“Pll call her and see if she’s in,” Olaf said.

“Do that,” the black giant said and was gone.

He thinks he’s God, Olaf fumed. He picked up the phone and ordered Lena and
a bottle of whiskey, and there was a taste of ashes in his mouth. On the third night
came the same request: Lena and whiskey. When the black giant appeared on the fifth
night, Olaf was about to make a sarcastic remark to the effect that maybe he ought to
marry Lena, but he checked it in time . . . After all, he could kill me with one hand,
he told himself.

Olaf was nervous and angry with himself for being nervous. Other black sailors
came and asked for girls and Olaf sent them, but with none of the fear and loathing that
he sent Lena and a bottle of whiskey to the giant . .. All right, the black giant’s stay was

3hard-bitten: Stubborn, tough.
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almost up. He’d said that he was staying for five or six nights; tomorrow night was the
sixth night and that ought to be the end of this nameless terror.

On the sixth night Olaf sat in his swivel chair with his bottle of beer and waited,
his teeth on edge, his fingers drumming the desk. But what the hell am I fretting for?
... The hell with ’im . . . Olaf sat and dozed. Occasionally he’d awaken and listen to
the foghorns of freighters sounding as ships came and went in the misty Copenhagen
harbor. He was half asleep when he felt a rough hand on his shoulder. He blinked
his eyes open. The giant, black and vast and powerful, all but blotted out his vision.

“What I owe you, man?” the giant demanded. “And [ want my money.”

“Sure,” Olaf said, relieved, but filled as always with fear of this living wall of black
flesh.

With fumbling hands, he made out the bill and received payment, then gave the
giant his roll of money, laying it on the desk so as not to let his hands touch the flesh of
the black mountain. Well, his ordeal was over. It was past two o’clock in the morning.
Olaf even managed a wry smile and muttered a guttural “Thanks” for the generous tip
that the giant tossed him.

Then a strange tension entered the office. The office door was shut and Olaf was
alone with the black mass of power, yearning for it to leave. But the black mass of power
stood still, immobile, looking down at Olaf. And Olaf could not, for the life of him,
guess at what was transpiring in that mysterious black mind. The two of them simply
stared at each other for a full two minutes, the giant’s tiny little beady eyes blinking
slowly as they seemed to measure and search Olaf’s face. Olaf’s vision dimmed for a
second as terror seized him and he could feel a flush of heat overspread his body. Then
Olaf sucked in his breath as the devil of blackness commanded:

“Stand up!”

Olaf was paralyzed. Sweat broke on his face. His worst premonitions about this
black beast were coming true. This evil blackness was about to attack him, maybe kill
him . . . Slowly Olaf shook his head, his terror permitting him to breathe:

“What're you talking about?”

“Stand up, I say!” the black giant bellowed.

As though hypnotized, Olaf tried to rise; then he felt the black paw of the beast
helping him roughly to his feet.

They stood an inch apart. Olaf’s pasty-white features were glued to the giant’s
swollen black face. The ebony ensemble of eyes and nose and mouth and cheeks
looked down at Olaf, silently; then, with a slow and deliberate movement of his
gorillalike arms, he lifted his mammoth hands to Olaf’s throat. Olaf had long known
and felt that this dreadful moment was coming; he felt trapped in a nightmare. He
could not move. He wanted to scream, but could find no words. His lips refused to
open; his tongue felt icy and inert. Then he knew that his end had come when the
giant’s black fingers slowly, softly encircled his throat while a horrible grin of delight
broke out on the sooty face . . . Olaf lost control of the reflexes of his body and he felt a
hot stickiness flooding his underwear . . . He stared without breathing, gazing into the
grinning blackness of the face that was bent over him, feeling the black fingers caress-
ing his throat and waiting to feel the sharp, stinging ache and pain of the bones in his
neck being snapped, crushed . . . He knew all along that I hated ’im . . . Yes, and now
he’s going to kill me for it, Olaf told himself with despair.
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The black fingers still circled Olaf’s neck, not closing, but gently massaging it, as it
were, moving to and fro, while the obscene face grinned into his. Olaf could feel the
giant’s warm breath blowing on his eyelashes and he felt like a chicken about to have
its neck wrung and its body tossed to flip and flap dyingly in the dust of the barnyard
... Then suddenly the black giant withdrew his fingers from Olaf’s neck and stepped
back a pace, still grinning. Olaf sighed, trembling, his body seeming to shrink; he
waited. Shame sheeted him for the hot wetness that was in his trousers. Oh, God, he’s
teasing me . . . He’s showing me how easily he can kill me . . . He swallowed, waiting,
his eyes stones of gray.

The giant’s barrel-like chest gave forth a low, rumbling chuckle of delight.

“You laugh?” Olaf asked whimperingly.

“Sure I laugh,” the giant shouted.

“Please don’t hurt me,” Olaf managed to say.

“I wouldn’t hurt you, boy,” the giant said in a tone of mockery. “So long.”

And he was gone. Olaf fell limply into the swivel chair and fought off losing con-
sciousness. Then he wept. He was showing me how easily he could kill me . . . He made
me shake with terror and then laughed and left . . . Slowly, Olaf recovered, stood, then
gave vent to a string of curses:

“Goddamn ’im! My gun’s right there in the desk drawer; I should of shot ’im. Jesus,
[ hope the ship he’s on sinks . . . I hope he drowns and the sharks eat ’im . . .”

Later, he thought of going to the police, but sheer shame kept him back; and, any-
way, the giant was probably on board his ship by now. And he had to get home and
clean himself. Oh, Lord, what could he tell Karen? Yes, he would say that his stomach
had been upset . . . He’d change clothes and return to work. He phoned the hotel
owner that he was ill and wanted an hour off; the old bitch said that she was coming
right over and that poor Olaf could have the evening off.

Olaf went home and lied to Karen. Then he lay awake the rest of the night
dreaming of revenge. He saw that freighter on which the giant was sailing; he saw
it springing a dangerous leak and saw a torrent of sea water flooding, gushing into
all the compartments of the ship until it found the bunk in which the black giant
slept. Ah, yes, the foamy, surging waters would surprise that sleeping black bastard
of a giant and he would drown, gasping and choking like a trapped rat, his tiny eyes
bulging until they glittered red, the bitter water of the sea pounding his lungs until
they ached and finally burst . . . The ship would sink slowly to the bottom of the
cold, black, silent depths of the sea and a shark, a white one, would glide aimlessly
about the shut portholes until it found an open one and it would slither inside and
nose about until it found that swollen, rotting, stinking carcass of the black beast
and it would then begin to nibble at the decomposing mass of tarlike flesh, eating
the bones clean . . . Olaf always pictured the giant’s bones as being jet black and
shining.

Once or twice, during these fantasies of cannibalistic revenge, Olaf felt a little
guilty about all the many innocent people, women and children, all white and blonde,
who would have to go down into watery graves in order that that white shark could
devour the evil giant’s black flesh . . . But, despite feelings of remorse, the fantasy lived
persistently on, and when Olaf found himself alone, it would crowd and cloud his
mind to the exclusion of all else, affording him the only revenge he knew. To make
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me suffer just for the pleasure of it, he fumed. Just to show me how strong he was . . .
Olaf learned how to hate, and got pleasure out of it.

Summer fled on wings of rain. Autumn flooded Denmark with color. Winter made
rain and snow fall on Copenhagen. Finally spring came, bringing violets and roses.
Olaf kept to his job. For many months he feared the return of the black giant. But
when a year had passed and the giant had not put in an appearance, Olaf allowed his
revenge fantasy to peter out, indulging in it only when recalling the shame that the
black monster had made him feel.

Then one rainy August night, a year later, Olaf sat drowsing at his desk, his bottle of
beer before him, tilting back in his swivel chair, his feet resting atop a corner of his desk,
his mind mulling over the more pleasant aspects of his life. The office door cracked open.
Olaf glanced boredly up and around. His heart jumped and skipped a beat. The black
nightmare of terror and shame that he had hoped that he had lost forever was again
upon him . . . Resplendently dressed, suitcase in hand, the black looming mountain
filled the doorway. Olaf’s thin lips parted and a silent moan, half a curse, escaped them.

“Hi,” the black giant boomed from the doorway.

Olaf could not reply. But a sudden resolve swept him: this time he would even the
score. If this black beast came within so much as three feet of him, he would snatch
his gun out of the drawer and shoot him dead, so help him God . . .

“No rooms tonight,” Olaf heard himself announcing in a determined voice.

The black giant grinned; it was the same infernal grimace of delight and triumph
that he had had when his damnable black fingers had been around his throat . . .

“Don’t want no room tonight,” the giant announced.

“Then what are you doing here?” Olaf asked in a loud but tremulous voice.

The giant swept toward Olaf and stood over him; and Olaf could not move, despite
his oath to kill him . . .

“What do you want then?” Olaf demanded once more, ashamed that he could not
lift his voice above a whisper.

The giant still grinned, then tossed what seemed the same suitcase upon Olaf’s sofa
and bent over it; he zippered it open with a sweep of his clawlike hand and rummaged
in it, drawing forth a flat, gleaming white object done up in glowing cellophane. Olaf
watched with lowered lids, wondering what trick was now being played on him. Then,
before he could defend himself, the giant had whirled and again long, black, snakelike
fingers were encircling Olaf’s throat . . . Olaf stiffened, his right hand clawing blindly
for the drawer where the gun was kept. But the giant was quick.

“Wait,” he bellowed, pushing Olaf back from the desk.

The giant turned quickly to the sofa and, still holding his fingers in a wide circle
that seemed a noose for Olaf’s neck, he inserted the rounded fingers into the top of the
flat, gleaming object. Olaf had the drawer open and his sweaty fingers were now touch-
ing the gun, but something made him freeze. The flat, gleaming object was a shirt and
the black giant’s circled fingers were fitting themselves into its neck . . .

“A perfect fit!” the giant shouted.

Olaf stared, trying to understand. His fingers loosened about the gun. A mixture of
a laugh and a curse struggled in him. He watched the giant plunge his hands into the
suitcase and pull out other flat, gleaming shirts.
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“One, two, three, four, five, six,” the black giant intoned, his voice crisp and
businesslike. “Six nylon shirts. And they’re all yours. One shirt for each time Lena
came . . . See, Daddy-O?”

The black, cupped hands, filled with billowing nylon whiteness, were extended
under Olaf’s nose. Olaf eased his damp fingers from his gun and pushed the drawer
closed, staring at the shirts and then at the black giant’s grinning face.

“Don’t you like ’em?” the giant asked.

Olaf began to laugh hysterically, then suddenly he was crying, his eyes so flooded
with tears that the pile of dazzling nylon looked like snow in the dead of winter. Was
this true? Could he believe it? Maybe this too was a trick? But, no. There were six
shirts, all nylon, and the black giant had had Lena six nights.

“What'’s the matter with you, Daddy-O?” the giant asked. “You blowing your top?
Laughing and crying . . .”

Olaf swallowed, dabbed his withered fists at his dimmed eyes; then he realized that
he had his glasses on. He took them off and dried his eyes and sat up. He sighed, the
tension and shame and fear and haunting dread of his fantasy went from him, and he
leaned limply back in his chair . . .

“Try one on,” the giant ordered.

Olaf fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, let down his suspenders, and pulled
the shirt off. He donned a gleaming nylon one and the giant began buttoning it for
him.

“Perfect, Daddy-O,” the giant said.

His spectacled face framed in sparkling nylon, Olaf sat with trembling lips. So he’d
not been trying to kill me after all.

“You want Lena, don’t you?” he asked the giant in a soft whisper. “But I don’t know
where she is. She never came back here after you left—"

“I know where Lena is,” the giant told him. “We been writing to each other. I'm
going to her house. And, Daddy-O, I'm late.” The giant zippered the suitcase shut
and stood a moment gazing down at Olaf, his tiny little red eyes blinking slowly.
Then Olaf realized that there was a compassion in that stare that he had never seen
before.

“And I thought you wanted to kill me,” Olaf told him. “I was scared of you . . .”

“Me? Kill you?” the giant blinked. “When?”

“That night when you put your fingers around my throat—"

“What?” the giant asked, then roared with laughter. “Daddy-O, you're a funny
little man. I wouldn’t hurt you. I like you. You a good man. You helped me.”

Olaf smiled, clutching the pile of nylon shirts in his arms.

“You're a good man too,” Olaf murmured. Then loudly, “You're a big black good
man.”

“Daddy-O, you’re crazy,” the giant said.

He swept his suitcase from the sofa, spun on his heel, and was at the door in one
stride.

“Thanks!” Olaf cried after him.

The black giant paused, turned his vast black head, and flashed a grin.

“Daddy-O, drop dead,” he said and was gone.
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Reading and Reacting

1

10.

. Why do you suppose Wright presents events through Olaf’s eyes? How would the story be

different if Jim told it?

. This story was published in 1957. What attitudes about race does Wright expect his

American readers to have? Do these attitudes predispose readers to identify with Jim or
with Olaf? Explain.

. Why does Olaf dislike Jim? What does the narrator mean in paragraph 24 when he says that

Jim’s “intense blackness and ungainly bigness . . . frightened and insulted Olaf”?

. In what ways do Jim’s words and actions contribute to Olaf’s fears? Do you think Olaf’s

reactions are reasonable, or do you believe he is overreacting?

. The sailor’s name is barely mentioned in the story. Why? List some words used to describe

Jim. Why are these words used? How do they affect your reaction to him?

. Do you think the story’s title is ironic? In what other respects is the story ironic?
. Why do you think Wright set the story in Copenhagen? Could it have been set in the

United States in 19577

. What do you think Jim thinks of Olaf? Do you suppose he realizes the effect he has on him?

How do you explain Jim’s last comment?

. JOURNAL ENTRY What point do you think the story makes about racial prejudice? Do you

think Wright seems optimistic or pessimistic about race relations in the United States?

CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE In his 1982 article “The Short Stories: Uncle Tom’s Children, Eight

Men,” Edward Margolies notes that “Big Black Good Man” was somewhat of a departure
for Wright:

“Big Black Good Man,” which first appeared in Esquire in 1957, is the last short story Wright
published in his lifetime. Possibly it is the last he ever wrote. In any event it represents a more tra-
ditional approach to storytelling in that Wright here avoids confining himself exclusively to dia-
logue. On the other hand, “Big Black Good Man” deviates from the usual Wright short story. For
one thing, the narrative, by Wright’s standards at least, is practically pointless. Scarcely anything
“happens.” There is no violence, practically no external narrative action, and no change of milieu.

Do you agree that the story is “practically pointless”? If not, what point do you think the
story makes?

Related Works: “Battle Royal” (p. 284), “The Cask of Amontillado” (p. 325), “We Wear the
Mask” (p. 988), Trying to Find Chinatown (p. 1549)

EDGAR ALLAN POE (1809-1849) profoundly influenced many writers
all over the world. His tales of psychological terror and the macabre, his
hauntingly musical lyric poems, and his writings on the craft of poetry
and short story writing affected the development of symbolic fiction, the
modern detective story, and the gothic horror tale. In most of Poe’s horror
tales (as in “The Cask of Amontillado”), readers vicariously “live” the story
through the first-person narrator who tells the tale.

Poe was born in 1809, the son of a talented English-born actress who,
deserted by her actor husband, died of tuberculosis before her son’s
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third birthday. Although Poe was raised in material comfort by foster parents in Richmond, Virginia, his
life was increasingly uncertain: his foster mother loved him, but her husband became antagonistic. He
kept the young Poe so short of money at the University of Virginia (and later at West Point) that Poe
resorted to gambling to raise money for food and clothing. Finally, disgraced and debt-ridden, he left
school.

Poe found work as a magazine editor, gaining recognition as a literary critic. In 1836, he married his
frail thirteen-year-old cousin, Virginia Clemm. Poe produced many of his most famous stories and poems in
the next few years, working feverishly to support his tubercular wife, but although his stories were widely
admired, he never achieved financial success. His wife died in 1847. Less than two years after her death,
Poe was found barely conscious on a Baltimore street; three days later, he was dead at age forty. To this
day, the cause of Poe’s death remains a mystery.

Cultural Context Throughout antiquity, catacombs, such as those in Poe's story, were used to bury the
dead. Catacombs are underground cemeteries composed of passages with recesses for tombs. The early
Christian catacombs of Rome, consisting of approximately forty known chambers located in a rough circle
about three miles from the center of the city, are the most extensive of all known catacombs. (Besides
being used for burial, these catacombs were also used by early Christians as a refuge from persecution.)
Funeral feasts were often celebrated in family vaults on the day of burial and on anniversary dates of the
deaths of loved ones.

The Cask of Amontillado (1846)

The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as [ best could, but when he ven-
tured upon insult I vowed revenge. You, who so well know the nature of my soul,
will not suppose, however, that I gave utterance to a threat. At length I would be
avenged; this was a point definitely settled—but the very definitiveness with which
it was resolved precluded the idea of risk. I must not only punish but punish with im-
punity. A wrong is unredressed when retribution overtakes its redresser. It is equally
unredressed when the avenger fails to make himself felt as such to him who has
done the wrong.

It must be understood that neither by word nor deed had I given Fortunato cause
to doubt my good will. I continued, as was my wont, to smile in his face, and he did
not perceive that my smile now was at the thought of his immolation.

He had a weak point—this Fortunato—although in other regards he was a man to
be respected and even feared. He prided himself on his connoisseurship in wine. Few
[talians have the true virtuoso spirit. For the most part their enthusiasm is adopted
to suit the time and opportunity, to practise imposture upon the British and Austrian
millionaires. In painting and gemmary, Fortunato, like his countrymen, was a quack,
but in the matter of old wines he was sincere. In this respect [ did not differ from him
materially;—I was skillful in the Italian vintages myself, and bought largely whenever
[ could.

It was about dusk, one evening during the supreme madness of the carnival season,
that I encountered my friend. He accosted me with excessive warmth, for he had been
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drinking much. The man wore motley! He had on a tight-fitting parti-striped dress,
and his head was surmounted by the conical cap and bells. I was so pleased to see him
that I thought I should never have done wringing his hand.

[ said to him—*“My dear Fortunato, you are luckily met. How remarkably well you
are looking to-day. But I have received a pipe? of what passes for Amontillado,® and
I have my doubts.”

“How?” said he. “Amontillado? A pipe? Impossible! And in the middle of the
carnival!”

“I have my doubts,” I replied; “and I was silly enough to pay the full Amontillado
price without consulting you in the matter. You were not to be found, and [ was fearful
of losing a bargain.”

“Amontillado!”

“I have my doubts.”

“Amontillado!”

“And [ must satisfy them.”

“Amontillado!”

“As you are engaged, | am on my way to Luchresi. If any one has a critical turn it
is he. He will tell me—"

“Luchresi cannot tell Amontillado from Sherry.”

“And yet some fools will have it that his taste is a match for your own.”

“Come, let us go.”

“Whither?”

“To your vaults.”

“My friend, no; I will not impose upon your good nature. I perceive you have an
engagement. Luchresi—"

“I have no engagement;—come.”

“My friend, no. It is not the engagement, but the severe cold with which [ perceive
you are afflicted. The vaults are insufferably damp. They are encrusted with nitre.”*

“Let us go, nevertheless. The cold is merely nothing. Amontillado! You have been
imposed upon. And as for Luchresi, he cannot distinguish Sherry from Amontillado.”

Thus speaking, Fortunato possessed himself of my arm; and putting on a mask of
black silk and drawing a roquelaire® closely about my person, I suffered him to hurry
me to my palazzo.

There were no attendants at home; they had absconded to make merry in honor
of the time. [ had told them that [ should not return until the morning, and had given
them explicit orders not to stir from the house. These orders were sufficient, [ well knew,
to insure their immediate disappearance, one and all, as soon as my back was turned.

[ took from their sconces two flambeaux, and giving one to Fortunato, bowed him
through several suites of rooms to the archway that led into the vaults. I passed down

' motley: The many-colored attire of a court jester.

Zpipe: In the United States and England, a cask containing a volume equal to 126 gallons.
3Amontillado: A pale, dry sherry; literally, a wine “from Montilla” (Spain).

“nitre: Mineral deposits.

Sroquelaire: A short cloak.
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a long and winding staircase, requesting him to be cautious as he followed. We came
at length to the foot of the descent, and stood together upon the damp ground of the
catacombs of the Montresors.

The gait of my friend was unsteady, and the bells upon his cap jingled as he strode.

“The pipe,” he said.

“It is farther on,” said [; “but observe the white web-work which gleams from these
cavern walls.”

He turned towards me, and looked into my eyes with two filmy orbs that distilled
the rheum of intoxication.

“Nitre?” he asked at length.

“Nitre,” [ replied. “How long have you had that cough?”

“Ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh!
ugh!”

My poor friend found it impossible to reply for many minutes.

“It is nothing,” he said at last.

“Come,” 1 said, with decision, “we will go back; your health is precious. You are
rich, respected, admired, beloved; you are happy, as once I was. You are a man to be
missed. For me it is no matter. We will go back; you will be ill, and I cannot be respon-
sible. Besides, there is Luchresi—"

“Enough,” he said; “the cough is a mere nothing; it will not kill me. I shall not die
of a cough.”

“True—true,” I replied; “and, indeed, I had no intention of alarming you unneces-
sarily—but you should use all proper caution. A draught of this Médoc® will defend
us from the damps.”

Here I knocked off the neck of a bottle which I drew from a long row of its fellows
that lay upon the mould.

“Drink,” I said, presenting him the wine.

He raised it to his lips with a leer. He paused and nodded to me familiarly, while
his bells jingled.

“I drink,” he said, “to the buried that repose around us.”

“And I to your long life.”

He again took my arm, and we proceeded.

“These vaults,” he said, “are extensive.”

“The Montresors,” I replied, “were a great and numerous family.”

“I forget your arms.”

“A huge human foot d’or, in a field azure; the foot crushes a serpent rampant whose
fangs are imbedded in the heel.”

“And the motto?”

“Nemo me impune lacessit.

“Good!” he said.

»7

6\édoc: A red wine from the Médoc district, near Bordeaux, France.
7"Nemo me impune lacessit”: “No one insults me with impunity” (Latin); this is the legend on the royal coat of arms
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The wine sparkled in his eyes and the bells jingled. My own fancy grew warm with
the Médoc. We had passed through long walls of piled skeletons, with casks and pun-
cheons® intermingling, into the inmost recesses of the catacombs. I paused again, and
this time I made bold to seize Fortunato by an arm above the elbow.

“The nitre!” I said; “see, it increases. It hangs like moss upon the vaults. We are
below the river’s bed. The drops of moisture trickle among the bones. Come, we will
go back ere it is too late. Your cough—"

“It is nothing,” he said; “let us go on. But first, another draught of the Médoc.”

I broke and reached him a flagon of De Grave.” He emptied it at a breath. His eyes
flashed with a fierce light. He laughed and threw the bottle upwards with a gesticula-
tion I did not understand.

[ looked at him in surprise. He repeated the movement—a grotesque one.

“You do not comprehend?” he said.

“Not L,” I replied.

“Then you are not of the brotherhood.”

“How?”

“You are not of the masons.

“Yes, yes,” | said; “yes, yes.”

“You? Impossible! A mason?”

“A mason,” I replied.

“A sign,” he said, “a sign.”

“It is this,” | answered, producing from beneath the folds of my roquelaire a trowel.

“You jest,” he exclaimed, recoiling a few paces. “But let us proceed to the Amon-
tillado.”

“Be it so,” I said, replacing the tool beneath the cloak and again offering him my
arm. He leaned upon it heavily. We continued our route in search of the Amontil-
lado. We passed through a range of low arches, descended, passed on, and descending
again, arrived at a deep crypt, in which the foulness of the air caused our flambeaux
rather to glow than flame.

At the most remote end of the crypt there appeared another less spacious. Its walls
had been lined with human remains, piled to the vault overhead, in the fashion of the
great catacombs of Paris. Three sides of this interior crypt were still ornamented in this
manner. From the fourth side the bones had been thrown down, and lay promiscu-
ously upon the earth, forming at one point a mound of some size. Within the wall thus
exposed by the displacing of the bones, we perceived a still interior crypt or recess, in
depth about four feet, in width three, in height six or seven. It seemed to have been
constructed for no especial use within itself, but formed merely the interval between
two of the colossal supports of the roof of the catacombs, and was backed by one of
their circumscribing walls of solid granite.

» 10

8puncheons: Barrels.
9De Grave: Correctly, “Graves,” a light wine from the Bordeaux area.

Omasons: Freemasons (members of a secret fraternity). The trowel is a symbol of their alleged origin as a guild of

stonemasons.
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It was in vain that Fortunato, uplifting his dull torch, endeavored to pry into the
depth of the recess. Its termination the feeble light did not enable us to see.

“Proceed,” I said; “herein is the Amontillado. As for Luchresi—"

“He is an ignoramus,” interrupted my friend, as he stepped unsteadily forward,
while I followed immediately at his heels. In an instant he had reached the extremity
of the niche, and finding his progress arrested by the rock, stood stupidly bewildered.
A moment more and I had fettered him to the granite. In its surface were two iron
staples, distant from each other about two feet, horizontally. From one of these de-
pended a short chain, from the other a padlock. Throwing the links about his waist, it
was but the work of a few seconds to secure it. He was too much astounded to resist.
Withdrawing the key I stepped back from the recess.

“Pass your hand,” I said, “over the wall; you cannot help feeling the nitre. Indeed, it
is very damp. Once more let me implore you to return. No? Then [ must positively leave
you. But [ must first render you all the little attentions in my power.”

“The Amontillado!” ejaculated my friend, not yet recovered from his astonishment.

“True,” I replied; “the Amontillado.”

As I said these words I busied myself among the pile of bones of which I have be-
fore spoken. Throwing them aside, I soon uncovered a quantity of building stone and
mortar. With these materials and with the aid of my trowel, I began vigorously to wall
up the entrance of the niche.

[ had scarcely laid the first tier of the masonry when I discovered that the intoxica-
tion of Fortunato had in a great measure worn off. The earliest indication I had of this
was a low moaning cry from the depth of the recess. It was not the cry of a drunken
man. There was a long and obstinate silence. I laid the second tier, and the third, and
the fourth; and then I heard the furious vibrations of the chain. The noise lasted for
several minutes, during which, that I might hearken to it with the more satisfaction,
[ ceased my labors and sat down upon the bones. When at last the clanking subsided,
[ resumed the trowel, and finished without interruption the fifth, the sixth, and the
seventh tier. The wall was now nearly upon a level with my breast. | again paused,
and holding the flambeaux over the mason-work, threw a few feeble rays upon the
figure within.

A succession of loud and shrill screams, bursting suddenly from the throat of the
chained form, seemed to thrust me violently back. For a brief moment I hesitated, I
trembled. Unsheathing my rapier, | began to grope with it about the recess; but the
thought of an instant reassured me. I placed my hand upon the solid fabric of the
catacombs, and felt satisfied. I reapproached the wall; I replied to the yells of him who
clamoured. [ re-echoed, I aided, I surpassed them in volume and in strength. I did this,
and the clamourer grew still.

It was now midnight, and my task was drawing to a close. | had completed the
eighth, the ninth and the tenth tier. | had finished a portion of the last and the elev-
enth; there remained but a single stone to be fitted and plastered in. I struggled with
its weight; | placed it partially in its destined position. But now there came from out
the niche a low laugh that erected the hairs upon my head. It was succeeded by a
sad voice, which I had difficulty in recognizing as that of the noble Fortunato. The
voice said—
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“Ha! ha! hal—he! he! he!—a very good joke, indeed—an excellent jest. We will
have many a rich laugh about it at the palazzo—he! he! he!—over our wine—he!
he! he!”

80 “The Amontillado!” I said.

“He! he! he!l—he! he! he!—yes, the Amontillado. But is it not getting late? Will
not they be awaiting us at the palazzo, the Lady Fortunato and the rest? Let us be
gone.”

“Yes,” I said, “let us be gone.”

“For the love of God, Montresor!”

“Yes,” [ said, “for the love of God.”

85 But to these words I hearkened in vain for a reply. | grew impatient. I called
aloud—

“Fortunato!”

No answer. I called again—

“Fortunato!”

No answer still. [ thrust a torch through the remaining aperture and let it fall
within. There came forth in return only a jingling of the bells. My heart grew sick;
it was the dampness of the catacombs that made it so. | hastened to make an end of
my labour. I forced the last stone into its position; I plastered it up. Against the new
masonry [ re-erected the old rampart of bones. For the half of a century no mortal has
disturbed them. In pace requiescat!!!

Reading and Reacting

1.

Montresor cites a “thousand injuries” and an “insult” as his motives for murdering Fortu-
nato. Given what you learn about the two men during the course of the story, what do you
suppose the “injuries” and “insult” might be?

. Do you find Montresor to be a reliable narrator? If not, what makes you question his version

of events?

. What is Montresor’s concept of personal honor? Is it consistent or inconsistent with the

values of contemporary American society? How relevant are the story’s ideas about revenge
and guilt to present-day society? Explain.

. Does Fortunato ever understand why Montresor hates him? What is Fortunato’s attitude

toward Montresor?

. What is the significance of Montresor’s family coat of arms and motto? What is the

significance of Fortunato’s costume?

. In what ways does Montresor manipulate Fortunato? What weaknesses does Montresor

exploit?

. Why does Montresor wait fifty years to tell his story? How might the story be different if he

had told it the morning after the murder?

. Why does Montresor wait for a reply before he puts the last stone in position? What do you

think he wants Fortunato to say?

"n pace requiescat: “May he rest in peace” (Latin).
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9. JOURNAL ENTRY Do you think the use of a first-person point of view makes you more sympa-
thetic toward Montresor than you would be if his story were told by a third-person narrator?
Why or why not?

10. CriTicAL PERSPECTIVE In his discussion of this story in Edgar Allan Poe: A Study of the Short
Fiction, Charles E. May says, “We can legitimately hypothesize that the listener is a priest
and that Montresor is an old man who is dying and making final confession. . . .”

Do you agree or disagree with May’s hypothesis? Do you think that Montresor has atoned
for his sin? Who else could be listening to Montresor’s story?

Related Works: “A Rose for Emily” (p. 220), “Porphyria’s Lover” (p. 698), Tape (p. 1094),
Trifles (p. 1125)

WILLIAM FAULKNER (1897-1962) (picture and hiography on p. 220) “Barn Burning” (1939) marks the
first appearance of the Snopes clan in Faulkner's fiction. These ruthless, conniving, and unappealing poor
white tenant farmers and traders run roughshod over the aristocratic families of Yoknapatawpha County
in three Faulkner novels: The Hamlet(1940), The Town(1957), and The Mansion (1959). According to Ben
Wasson in Count No Count, Faulkner once told a friend that “somebody said | was a genius writer. The
only thing I'd claim genius for is thinking up that name Snopes.” In Southern literary circles, at least, the
name “Snopes” still serves as a shorthand term for the graceless and greedy (but frequently successful)
opportunists of the “New South.”

Cultural Context Tenant farming is a system of agriculture in which workers (tenants) live on a landowner’s
property while providing labor. One form of tenant farming, which developed in the post-Civil War South,
was known as sharecropping. Although white men, such as Ab Snopes worked as sharecroppers, the
majority of these workers were freed slaves. Sharecropping required a landowner to furnish land and
housing, while a tenant supplied labor. In theory, sharecropping was supposed to benefit both the owners
of the land and the people who farmed it. In practice, however, a sharecropper was lucky to end the year
without owing money for seeds, tools, and so on to the landowner. As a result, a sharecropper would often
find himself (and his family) tied to the land in a never-ending cycle of debt.

Barn Burning (1939)

The store in which the Justice of the Peace’s court was sitting smelled of cheese. The
boy, crouched on his nail keg at the back of the crowded room, knew he smelled
cheese, and more: from where he sat he could see the ranked shelves close-packed
with the solid, squat, dynamic shapes of tin cans whose labels his stomach read, not
from the lettering which meant nothing to his mind but from the scarlet devils and
the silver curve of fish—this, the cheese which he knew he smelled and the hermetic!
meat which his intestines believed he smelled coming in intermittent gusts momen-
tary and brief between the other constant one, the smell and sense just a little of fear

Thermetic: Canned.

NOT FOR SALE



332

CHAPTER 16 ® PoiNT OF VIEW

because mostly of despair and grief, the old fierce pull of blood. He could not see the
table where the Justice sat and before which his father and his father’s enemy (our
enemy he thought in that despair; ourn! mine and hisn both! He’s my father!) stood, but
he could hear them, the two of them that is, because his father had said no word yet:

“But what proof have you, Mr. Harris?”

“I told you. The hog got into my corn. [ caught it up and sent it back to him. He
had no fence that would hold it. I told him so, warned him. The next time I put the
hog in my pen. When he came to get it | gave him enough wire to patch up his pen.
The next time [ put the hog up and kept it.  rode down to his house and saw the wire |
gave him still rolled on to the spool in his yard. I told him he could have the hog when
he paid me a dollar pound fee. That evening a nigger came with the dollar and got the
hog. He was a strange nigger. He said, ‘He say to tell you wood and hay kin burn.’ 1
said, ‘What? ‘That whut he say to tell you,” the nigger said. ‘Wood and hay kin burn.’
That night my barn burned. I got the stock out but I lost the barn.”

“Where is the nigger? Have you got him?”

“He was a strange nigger, I tell you. I don’t know what became of him.”

“But that’s not proof. Don’t you see that’s not proof?”

“Get that boy up here. He knows.” For a moment the boy thought too that the
man meant his older brother until Harris said, “Not him. The little one. The boy,”
and, crouching, small for his age, small and wiry like his father, in patched and faded
jeans even too small for him, with straight, uncombed, brown hair and eyes gray and
wild as storm scud, he saw the men between himself and the table part and become
a lane of grim faces, at the end of which he saw the Justice, a shabby, collarless, gray-
ing man in spectacles, beckoning him. He felt no floor under his bare feet; he seemed
to walk beneath the palpable weight of the grim turning faces. His father, stiff in his
black Sunday coat donned not for the trial but for the moving, did not even look at
him. He aims for me to lie, he thought, again with that frantic grief and despair. And I
will have to do hit.

“What’s your name, boy?” the Justice said.

“Colonel Sartoris Snopes,” the boy whispered.

“Hey?” the Justice said. “Talk louder. Colonel Sartoris? I reckon anybody named
for Colonel Sartoris in this country can’t help but tell the truth, can they?” The boy
said nothing. Enemy! Enemy! he thought; for a moment he could not even see, could
not see that the Justice’s face was kindly nor discern that his voice was troubled when
he spoke to the man named Harris: “Do you want me to question this boy?” But he
could hear, and during those subsequent long seconds while there was absolutely no
sound in the crowded little room save that of quiet and intent breathing it was as if
he had swung outward at the end of a grape vine, over a ravine, and at the top of the
swing had been caught in a prolonged instant of mesmerized gravity, weightless in
time.

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

“This case is closed. I can’t find against you, Snopes, but I can give you advice.
Leave this country and don’t come back to it.”
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His father spoke for the first time, his voice cold and harsh, level, without em-
phasis: “I aim to. I don’t figure to stay in a country among people who . . .” he said
something unprintable and vile, addressed to no one.

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

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

“Barn burner!”

Again he could not see, whirling; there was a face in a red haze, moonlike, big-
ger than the full moon, the owner of it half again his size, he leaping in the red
haze toward the face, feeling no blow, feeling no shock when his head struck
the earth, scrabbling up and leaping again, feeling no blow this time either and tasting
no blood, scrabbling up to see the other boy in full flight and himself already leaping
into pursuit as his father’s hand jerked him back, the harsh, cold voice speaking above
him: “Go get in the wagon.”

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

“He’s hurt. I got to get some water and wash his . . .”

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

“Does hit hurt?” she said.

“Naw,” he said. “Hit don’t hurt. Lemme be.”

“Can’t you wipe some of the blood off before hit dries?”

“Pll wash to-night,” he said. “Lemme be, I tell you.”

Zprovost’s man’s: Military policeman’s.
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The wagon went on. He did not know where they were going. None of them ever
did or ever asked, because it was always somewhere, always a house of sorts waiting for
them a day or two days or even three days away. Likely his father had already arranged
to make a crop on another farm before he . . . Again he had to stop himself. He (the
father) always did. There was something about his wolf-like independence and even
courage when the advantage was at least neutral which impressed strangers, as if they
got from his latent ravening ferocity not so much a sense of dependability as a feeling
that his ferocious conviction in the rightness of his own actions would be of advantage
to all whose interest lay with his.

That night they camped, in a grove of oaks and beeches where a spring ran. The
nights were still cool and they had a fire against it, of a rail lifted from a nearby fence
and cut into lengths—a small fire, neat, niggard almost, a shrewd fire; such fires were
his father’s habit and custom always, even in freezing weather. Older, the boy might
have remarked this and wondered why not a big one; why should not a man who had
not only seen the waste and extravagance of war, but who had in his blood an inher-
ent voracious prodigality with material not his own, have burned everything in sight?
Then he might have gone a step farther and thought that that was the reason: that
niggard blaze was the living fruit of nights passed during those four years in the woods
hiding from all men, blue or gray, with his strings of horses (captured horses, he called
them). And older still, he might have divined the true reason: that the element of
fire spoke to some deep mainspring of his father’s being, as the element of steel or of
powder spoke to other men, as the one weapon for the preservation of integrity, else
breath were not worth the breathing, and hence to be regarded with respect and used
with discretion.

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

“You were fixing to tell them. You would have told him.” He didn’t answer. His
father struck him with the flat of his hand on the side of the head, hard but without
heat, exactly as he had struck the two mules at the store, exactly as he would strike
either of them with any stick in order to kill a horse fly, his voice still without fear or
anger: “You're getting to be a man. You got to learn. You got to learn to stick to your
own blood or you ain’t going to have any blood to stick to you. Do you think either
of them, any man there this morning, would? Don’t you know all they wanted was
a chance to get at me because they knew [ had them beat? Eh?” Later, twenty years
later, he was to tell himself, “If I had said they wanted only truth, justice, he would
have hit me again.” But now he said nothing. He was not crying. He just stood there.
“Answer me,” his father said.

“Yes,” he whispered. His father turned.

“Get on to bed. We'll be there tomorrow.”

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

“Likely hit ain’t fitten for hawgs,” one of the sisters said.

“Nevertheless, fit it will and you'll hog it and like it,” his father said. “Get out of
them chairs and help your Ma unload.”

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

“Me?” he said.

“Yes,” his father said. “You.”

“Abner,” his mother said. His father paused and looked back—the harsh level stare
beneath the shaggy, graying, irascible brows.

“I reckon I’ll have a word with the man that aims to begin tomorrow owning me
body and soul for the next eight months.”

They went back up the road. A week ago—or before last night, that is—he
would have asked where they were going, but not now. His father had struck him
before last night but never before had he paused afterward to explain why; it was
as if the blow and the following calm, outrageous voice still rang, repercussed,
divulging nothing to him save the terrible handicap of being young, the light weight
of his few years, just heavy enough to prevent his soaring free of the world as it seemed
to be ordered but not heavy enough to keep him footed solid in it, to resist it and try
to change the course of its events.

Presently he could see the grove of oaks and cedars and the other flowering trees
and shrubs, where the house would be, though not the house yet. They walked beside a
fence massed with honeysuckle and Cherokee roses and came to a gate swinging open
between two brick pillars, and now, beyond a sweep of drive, he saw the house for
the first time and at that instant he forgot his father and the terror and despair both,
and even when he remembered his father again (who had not stopped) the terror and
despair did not return. Because, for all the twelve movings, they had sojourned until
now in a poor country, a land of small farms and fields and houses, and he had never
seen a house like this before. Hit's big as a courthouse he thought quietly, with a surge
of peace and joy whose reason he could not have thought into words, being too young
for that: They are safe from him. People whose lives are a part of this peace and dignity are
beyond his touch, he no more to them than a buzzing wasp: capable of stinging for a little mo-
ment but that's all; the spell of this peace and dignity rendering even the barns and stable and
cribs which belong to it impervious to the puny flames he might contrive . . . this, the peace
and joy, ebbing for an instant as he looked again at the stiff black back, the stiff and
implacable limp of the figure which was not dwarfed by the house, for the reason that
it had never looked big anywhere and which now, against the serene columned back-
drop, had more than ever that impervious quality of something cut ruthlessly from
tin, depthless, as though, sidewise to the sun, it would cast no shadow. Watching him,
the boy remarked the absolutely undeviating course which his father held and saw the
stiff foot come squarely down in a pile of fresh droppings where a horse had stood in
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the drive and which his father could have avoided by a simple change of stride. But it
ebbed only for a moment, though he could not have thought this into words either,
walking on in the spell of the house, which he could even want but without envy,
without sorrow, certainly never with that ravening and jealous rage which unknown
to him walked in the ironlike black coat before him: Maybe he will feel it too. Maybe it
will even change him now from what maybe he couldn’t help but be.

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

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

“I tried,” the Negro cried, “I tole him to . . .”

“Will you please go away?” she said in a shaking voice. “Major de Spain is not at
home. Will you please go away?”

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

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

“If you ain’t going to tote, go on and set up the wash pot,” the first said.

“You, Sarty!” the second shouted. “Set up the wash pot!” His father appeared at
the door, framed against that shabbiness, as he had been against that other bland per-
fection, impervious to either, the mother’s anxious face at his shoulder.

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

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

“Abner,” the mother said. “Let me do it.”

“You go back and git dinner,” his father said. “I’ll tend to this.”

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

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

[t still hung there while they ate the cold food and then went to bed, scattered
without order or claim up and down the two rooms, his mother in one bed, where his
father would later lie, the older brother in the other, himself, the aunt, and the two

3Jye: A soap made from wood ashes and water, unsuitable for washing fine fabrics.
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sisters on pallets on the floor. But his father was not in bed yet. The last thing the boy
remembered was the depthless, harsh silhouette of the hat and coat bending over the
rug and it seemed to him that he had not even closed his eyes when the silhouette was
standing over him, the fire almost dead behind it, the stiff foot prodding him awake.
“Catch up the mule,” his father said.

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

“No. Give me your foot.”

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

“Don’t you want me to help?” he whispered. His father did not answer and now he
heard again that stiff foot striking the hollow portico with that wooden and clocklike
deliberation, that outrageous overstatement of the weight it carried. The rug, hunched,
not flung (the boy could tell that even in the darkness) from his father’s shoulder struck
the angle of wall and floor with a sound unbelievably loud, thunderous, then the foot
again, unhurried and enormous; a light came on in the house and the boy sat, tense,
breathing steadily and quietly and just a little fast, though the foot itself did not in-
crease its beat at all, descending the steps now; now the boy could see him.

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

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

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

Then he was gone. The boy looked at his father, who still had not spoken or even
looked up again, who was now adjusting the loggerhead in the hame.

4hame: Hamess.
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“Pap,” he said. His father looked at him—the inscrutable face, the shaggy brows
beneath which the gray eyes glinted coldly. Suddenly the boy went toward him, fast,
stopping as suddenly. “You done the best you could!” he cried. “If he wanted hit done
different why didn’t he wait and tell you how? He won’t git no twenty bushels! He
won’t git none! We'll gether hit and hide hit! [ kin watch . ..”

“Did you put the cutter back in that straight stock like I told you?”

“No, sir,” he said.

“Then go do it.”

That was Wednesday. During the rest of that week he worked steadily, at what
was within his scope and some which was beyond it, with an industry that did not
need to be driven nor even commanded twice; he had this from his mother, with the
difference that some at least of what he did he liked to do, such as splitting wood with
the half-size axe which his mother and aunt had earned, or saved money somehow, to
present him with at Christmas. In company with the two older women (and on one
afternoon, even one of the sisters), he built pens for the shoat and the cow which were
a part of his father’s contract with the landlord, and one afternoon, his father being
absent, gone somewhere on one of the mules, he went to the field.

They were running a middle buster now, his brother holding the plow straight
while he handled the reins, and walking beside the straining mule, the rich black soil
shearing cool and damp against his bare ankles, he thought Maybe this is the end of it.
Maybe even that twenty bushels that seems hard to have to pay for just a rug will be a cheap
price for him to stop forever and always from being what he used to be; thinking, dreaming
now, so that his brother had to speak sharply to him to mind the mule: Maybe he even
won'’t collect the twenty bushels. Maybe it will all add up and balance and vanish—corn, rug,
fire; the terror and grief, the being pulled two ways like between two teams of horses—gone,
done with for ever and ever.

Then it was Saturday; he looked up from beneath the mule he was harnessing and
saw his father in the black coat and hat. “Not that,” his father said. “The wagon gear.”
And then, two hours later, sitting in the wagon bed behind his father and brother on
the seat, the wagon accomplished a final curve, and he saw the weathered paintless
store with its tattered tobacco- and patent-medicine posters and the tethered wagons
and saddle animals below the gallery. He mounted the gnawed steps behind his father
and brother, and there again was the lane of quiet, watching faces for the three of
them to walk through. He saw the man in spectacles sitting at the plank table and
he did not need to be told this was a Justice of the Peace; he sent one glare of fierce,
exultant, partisan defiance at the man in collar and cravat now, whom he had seen but
twice before in his life, and that on a galloping horse, who now wore on his face an ex-
pression not of rage but of amazed unbelief which the boy could not have known was
at the incredible circumstance of being sued by one of his own tenants, and came and
stood against his father and cried at the Justice: “He ain’t done it! He ain’t burnt . . .”

“Go back to the wagon,” his father said.

“Burnt?” the Justice said. “Do I understand this rug was burned too?”

“Does anybody here claim it was?” his father said. “Go back to the wagon.” But he
did not, he merely retreated to the rear of the room, crowded as that other had been,
but not to sit down this time, instead, to stand pressing among the motionless bodies,
listening to the voices:
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“And you claim twenty bushels of corn is too high for the damage you did to the rug?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What . . .” he cried. “What are you . . .”

“Go get that oil,” his father said. “Go.”

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

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

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

“Empty the can into the big one and go on. I'll catch up with you.”

“Better tie him to the bedpost,” the brother said.

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

“Hold him,” the father said. The aunt made a startled movement. “Not you,” the
father said. “Lennie. Take hold of him. I want to see you do it.” His mother took him
by the wrist. “You'll hold him better than that. If he gets loose don’t you know what
he is going to do? He will go up yonder.” He jerked his head toward the road. “Maybe
I'd better tie him.”

I'll hold him,” his mother whispered.

“See you do then.” Then his father was gone, the stiff foot heavy and measured
upon the boards, ceasing at last.

Then he began to struggle. His mother caught him in both arms, he jerking and
wrenching at them. He would be stronger in the end, he knew that. But he had no
time to wait for it. “Lemme go!” he cried. “I don’t want to have to hit you!”

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

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

Then he was free. His aunt grasped at him but it was too late. He whirled, running,
his mother stumbled forward on to her knees behind him, crying to the nearest sister:
“Catch him, Net! Catch him!” But that was too late too, the sister (the sisters were
twins, born at the same time, yet either of them now gave the impression of being,
encompassing as much living meat and volume and weight as any other two of the fam-
ily) not yet having begun to rise from the chair, her head, face, alone merely turned,
presenting to him in the flying instant an astonishing expanse of young female features
untroubled by any surprise even, wearing only an expression of bovine interest. Then he
was out of the room, out of the house, in the mild dust of the starlit road and the heavy
rifeness of honeysuckle, the pale ribbon unspooling with terrific slowness under his run-
ning feet, reaching the gate at last and turning in, running, his heart and lungs drum-
ming, on up the drive toward the lighted house, the lighted door. He did not knock, he
burst in, sobbing for breath, incapable for the moment of speech; he saw the astonished
face of the Negro in the linen jacket without knowing when the Negro had appeared.

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

“What?” the white man said. “Barn?”

“Yes!” the boy cried. “Barn!”

“Catch him!” the white man shouted.

But it was too late this time too. The Negro grasped his shirt, but the entire sleeve,
rotten with washing, carried away, and he was out that door too and in the drive again,
and had actually never ceased to run even while he was screaming into the white
man’s face.

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

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

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

Reading and Reacting

1. Is the third-person narrator of “Barn Burning” omniscient, or is his omniscience limited?
Explain.

2. What is the point of view of the italicized passages? What do readers learn from them? Do
they create irony? How would the story have been different without these passages?

3. “Barn Burning” includes a great deal of dialogue. How would you characterize the level of
diction of this dialogue? What information about various characters does it provide?

5Malbrouck: A character in a popular eighteenth-century nursery rhyme about a famous warrior.
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9.

10.

. What conflicts are presented in “Barn Burning”? Are any of these conflicts avoidable?

Which, if any, are resolved in the story? Explain.

. Why does Ab Snopes burn barns? Do you think his actions are justified? Explain your

reasoning.

. What role does the Civil War play in “Barn Burning”? What does Abner Snopes’s behavior

during the war tell readers about his character?

. In the First and Second books of Samuel in the Old Testament, Abner was a relative of

King Saul and commander in chief of his armies. Abner supported King Saul against David
and was killed as a result of his own jealousy and rage. What, if any, significance is there in
the fact that Faulkner names Ab Snopes—Iloyal to no man, fighter “for booty, and father of
the Snopes clan”—after this mighty biblical leader?

. Why does Sarty Snopes insist that his father was brave? How does your knowledge of events

unknown to the boy create irony?

JOURNAL ENTRY How would the story be different if it were told from Ab’s point of view?
From Sarty’s? From the point of view of Ab’s wife? From the point of view of a member of
a community in which the Snopeses have lived?

CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE Critic Edmond L. Volpe argues in his article “‘Barn Burning’: A
Definition of Evil” that “Barn Burning” is not really about the class conflict between the
sharecropping Snopeses and landowners like the de Spains but rather about Sarty:

The story is centered upon Sarty’s emotional dilemma. His conflict would not have been altered in
any way if the person whose barn Ab burns had been a simple poor farmer, rather than an aristocratic
plantation owner. . . . Sarty’s struggle is against the repressive and divisive force his father represents.
The boy’s anxiety is created by his awakening sense of his own individuality. Torn between strong
emotional attachment to the parent and his growing need to assert his own identity, Sarty’s crisis is
psychological and his battle is being waged far below the level of his intellectual and moral awareness.

Do you believe “Barn Burning” is, as Volpe suggests, essentially a coming-of-age story, or do
you believe it is about something else—class conflict, for example?

Related Works: “A Worn Path” (p. 461), “Baca Grande” (p. 724), “My Father as a Guitar”
(p-

774), “Daddy” (p. 776), Fences (p. 1556)

EDWIDGE DANTICAT (1969- ) was born in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, and
immigrated as a child with her parents to New York. Her work focuses
largely on Haitian culture and the immigrant experience. In an interview,
Danticat explained her motivation for writing the story collection Krik? Krak!
(1995), a finalist for the National Book Award: “I wanted to raise the voice
of a lot of the people that | knew growing up, and this was, for the most
part . . . poor people who had extraordinary dreams but also very amazing
obstacles.” Winner of the 1995 Pushcart Short Story Prize and other fiction
awards, Danticat has written the novel The Dew Breaker(2004); the memoir

Source: ©AP Photo/Laurent Rebours

Brother, I'm Dying (2007); the nonfiction collection Create Dangerously: The Immigrant Artist at Work
(2010); and three young adult novels.
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Cultural Context Haiti is a country that has been marked by authoritarian dictators, political unrest,
crushing poverty, turbulent weather conditions, and a devastating earthquake in 2010 that killed over
230,000 people and injured another 300,000. These situations have led many Haitian immigrants to seek
refuge in the United States. According to the 2009 American Community Survey, about 535,000 Haitians
live in the United States, primarily in Florida and New York. In recent years, Haitian asylum seekers have
encountered increased difficulty upon entering the United States, due in large part to the government’s
efforts to monitor immigration more closely after the 9/11 terrorist attacks.

New York Day Women (1991)

Today, walking down the street, | see my mother. She is strolling with a happy gait,
her body thrust toward the poN'T waLk sign and the yellow taxicabs that make
forty-five-degree turns on the corner of Madison and Fifty-seventh Street.

I have never seen her in this kind of neighborhood, peering into Chanel and Tif-
fany’s and gawking at the jewels glowing in the Bulgari windows. My mother never
shops outside of Brooklyn. She has never seen the advertising office where I work. She
is afraid to take the subway, where you may meet those young black militant street
preachers who curse black women for straightening their hair.

Yet, here she is, my mother, who I left at home that morning in her bathrobe, with
pieces of newspapers twisted like rollers in her hair. My mother, who accuses me of
random offenses as | dash out of the house.

* * *

Would you get up and give an old lady like me your subway seat? In this state
of mind, I bet you don’t even give up your seat to a pregnant lady.

*k *k *k

My mother, who is often right about that. Sometimes I get up and give my seat. 5
Other times, I don’t. It all depends on how pregnant the woman is and whether or not
she is with her boyfriend or husband and whether or not he is sitting down.

As my mother stands in front of Carnegie Hall, one taxi driver yells to another,
“What do you think this is, a dance floor?”

My mother waits patiently for this dispute to be settled before crossing the street.

*k % %

In Haiti when you get hit by a car, the owner of the car gets out and kicks you
for getting blood on his bumper.

3 s 3
My mother who laughs when she says this and shows a large gap in her mouth where

she lost three more molars to the dentist last week. My mother, who at fifty-nine, says
dentures are okay.
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# # #
10 You can take them out when they bother you. I'll like them. I’ll like them fine.
# # #

Will it feel empty when Papa kisses you?
Oh no, he doesn’t kiss me that way anymore.

My mother, who watches the lottery drawing every night on channel 11 without
ever having played the numbers.

A third of that money is all I would need. We would pay the mortgage, and your
father could stop driving that taxicab all over Brooklyn.

15 [ follow my mother, mesmerized by the many possibilities of her journey. Even in
a flowered dress, she is lost in a sea of pinstripes and gray suits, high heels and elegant
short skirts, Reebok sneakers, dashing from building to building.

My mother, who won’t go out to dinner with anyone.

If they want to eat with me, let them come to my house, even if I boil water
and give it to them.

My mother, who talks to herself when she peels the skin off poultry.
Fat, you know, and cholesterol. Fat and cholesterol killed your aunt Hermine.

20 My mother, who makes jam with dried grapefruit peel and then puts in cinnamon
bark that I always think is cockroaches in the jam. My mother, whom I have always
bought household appliances for, on her birthday. A nice rice cooker, a blender.
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I trail the red orchids in her dress and the heavy faux leather bag on her shoulders.
Realizing the ferocious pace of my pursuit, I stop against a wall to rest. My mother
keeps on walking as though she owns the sidewalk under her feet.

As she heads toward the Plaza Hotel, a bicycle messenger swings so close to her
that [ want to dash forward and rescue her, but she stands dead in her tracks and lets
him ride around her and then goes on.

My mother stops at a corner hot-dog stand and asks for something. The vendor
hands her a can of soda that she slips into her bag. She stops by another vendor sell-
ing sundresses for seven dollars each. I can tell that she is looking at an African print
dress, contemplating my size. I think to myself, Please Ma, don’t buy it. It would be
just another thing that I would bury in the garage or give to Goodwill.

Why should we give to Goodwill when there are so many people back home
who need clothes? We save our clothes for the relatives in Haiti.

Twenty years we have been saving all kinds of things for the relatives in Haiti. I
need the place in the garage for an exercise bike.

You are pretty enough to be a stewardess. Only dogs like bones.

This mother of mine, she stops at another hot-dog vendor’s and buys a frankfurter
that she eats on the street. | never knew that she ate frankfurters. With her blood
pressure, she shouldn’t eat anything with sodium. She has to be careful with her heart,
this day woman.

I cannot just swallow salt. Salt is heavier than a hundred bags of shame.

She is slowing her pace, and now I am too close. If she turns around, she might see
me. | let her walk into the park before I start to follow again.

My mother walks toward the sandbox in the middle of the park. There a woman
is waiting with a child. The woman is wearing a leotard with biker’s shorts and has
small weights in her hands. The woman kisses the child good-bye and surrenders
him to my mother; then she bolts off, running on the cemented stretches in the
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The child given to my mother has frizzy blond hair. His hand slips into hers easily,
like he’s known her for a long time. When he raises his face to look at my mother, it
is as though he is looking at the sky.

My mother gives this child the soda that she bought from the vendor on the street
corner. The child’s face lights up as she puts a straw in the can for him. This seems to
be a conspiracy just between the two of them.

My mother and the child sit and watch the other children play in the sandbox.
The child pulls out a comic book from a knapsack with Big Bird on the back. My
mother peers into his comic book. My mother, who taught herself to read as a little
girl in Haiti from the books that her brothers brought home from school.

My mother, who has now lost six of her seven sisters in Ville Rose! and has never
had the strength to return for their funerals.

Many graves to kiss when I go back. Many graves to kiss.

She throws away the empty soda can when the child is done with it. I wait and
watch from a corner until the woman in the leotard and biker’s shorts returns, sweaty
and breathless, an hour later. My mother gives the woman back her child and strolls
farther into the park.

[ turn around and start to walk out of the park before my mother can see me. My
lunch hour is long since gone. I have to hurry back to work. [ walk through a cluster
of joggers, then race to a Sweden Tours bus. [ stand behind the bus and take a peek at
my mother in the park. She is standing in a circle, chatting with a group of women
who are taking other people’s children on an afternoon outing. They look like a Third
World Parent-Teacher Association meeting.

[ quickly jump into a cab heading back to the office. Would Ma have said hello
had she been the one to see me first?

As the cab races away from the park, it occurs to me that perhaps one day [ would
chase an old woman down a street by mistake and that old woman would be somebody
else’s mother, who I would have mistaken for mine.

Day women come out when nobody expects them.

Tonight on the subway, I will get up and give my seat to a pregnant woman or a
lady about Ma’s age.

Wille Rose: Fictional Haitian town.
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My mother, who stuffs thimbles in her mouth and then blows up her cheeks like
Dizzy Gillespie? while sewing yet another Raggedy Ann doll that she names Suzette
after me.

I will have all these little Suzettes in case you never have any babies, which
looks more and more like it is going to happen.

My mother who had me when she was thirty-three—"dge du Christ—at the age
that Christ died on the cross.

That’s a blessing, believe you me, even if American doctors say by that time 45
you can make retarded babies.

My mother, who sews lace collars on my company softball T-shirts when she does
my laundry.

Why can’t you look like a lady playing softball?

% % %

My mother, who never went to any of my Parent-Teacher Association meetings
when I was in school.

You’re so good anyway. What are they going to tell me? I don’t want to make
you ashamed of this day woman. Shame is heavier than a hundred bags of salt.

Reading and Reacting

1. Who is the narrator of the story? How does the narrative point of view shape the story?

2. How is the narrator different from her mother? What details in the story lead you to your
conclusion?

3. The story consists of alternating passages—one in standard type and then one in boldface
type. How does the point of view of the story shift between these two kinds of passages?

’Dizzy Gillespie: American jazz trumpeter (1917-1993).
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The story begins when the narrator says, “Today, walking down the street, I see my mother.”
What motivates the narrator to follow her mother?

The narrator tells her story in the present tense. What would she have gained or lost by
telling it in the past tense?

Why does the narrator hide from her mother? Why doesn’t she greet her?

How would you characterize the relationship between the narrator and her mother?

In paragraph 28, the narrator’s mother says, “Salt is heavier than a hundred bags of shame.”
However, the story ends with her saying, “Shame is heavier than a hundred bags of salt”
(par. 49). What does she mean? What is the significance of this shift?

9. JOURNAL ENTRY Write a paragraph in which you define “day woman.” Include some ex-

10.

amples from the story to help you develop your definition.

CRiTICAL PERSPECTIVE In a 2000 interview with the literary journal Brick, Edwidge Dan-
ticat explains how, as a Haitian immigrant living in the United States, she has a dualistic
relationship with Haiti:

I have come to terms with the fact that my relationship with Haiti is different than someone who
lives there . . . I love being there, there’s a kind of peace about it that I can’t explain. But I realize
that 'm not living, 'm staying for a certain period of time, at the end of which I travel back. And
so, it’s a relationship of insider/outsider.

How does “New York Day Women” convey the narrator’s relationship of “insider/outsider”
relationship with her mother and with Haiti?

Related Works: “Girl” (p. 139), “I Stand Here Ironing” (p. 296), “Two Kinds” (p. 636), “Those
Winter Sundays” (p. 889), The Cuban Swimmer (p. 1454)

WRITING SUGGESTIONS: Point of View

1. How would Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado” be different if it were told by a minor
character who observed the events? Rewrite the story from this point of view—or tell
the story that precedes the story, explaining the “thousand injuries” and the “insult.”

2. Assume that you are Jim, the sailor in “Big Black Good Man,” and that you are
keeping a journal of your travels. Write the journal entries for the time you spent in
Copenhagen. Include your impressions of Olaf, Lena, the hotel, and anything else
that caught your attention. Make sure you present your version of the key events
described in the story—especially Olaf’s reaction to you.

3. Both “The Cask of Amontillado” and “Barn Burning” deal with crimes that es-
sentially go unpunished and with the emotions that accompany these crimes. In
what sense does each story’s use of point of view shape its treatment of the crime in
question? For instance, how does point of view determine how much readers know
about the motives for the crime, the crime’s basic circumstances, and the extent to
which the crime is justified?

4. Write a story in which you retell “New York Day Women” from the mother’s point
of view. Be true to the original story. Be sure to reveal what she is thinking at various
points in the story.
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