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Story 1 
 

“Say Yes” 

 
A seemingly innocent hypothetical question threatens to undermine a previously happy marriage. 
 
 By Tobias Wolff  
 
They were doing the dishes, his wife washing while he dried. He'd washed the night before. Unlike most 
men he knew, he really pitched in on the housework. A few months earlier he'd overheard a friend of his 
wife's congratulate her on having such a considerate husband, and he thought, I try. Helping out with the 
dishes was a way he had of showing how considerate he was.  
 
They talked about different things and somehow got on the subject of whether white people should 
marry black people. He said that all things considered, he thought it was a bad idea.  
 
"Why?" she asked.  
 
Sometimes his wife got this look where she pinched her brows together and bit her lower lip and stared 
down at something. When he saw her like this he knew he should keep his mouth shut, but he never did. 
Actually it made him talk more. She had that look now.  
 
"Why?" she asked again, and stood there with her hand inside a bowl, not washing it but just holding it 
above the water.  
 
"Listen," he said, "I went to school with blacks, I’ve worked with blacks, and we've always gotten along 
just fine. I don't need you coming along now and implying that I'm a racist."  
 



"I didn't imply anything," she said, and began washing the bowl again, turning it around in her hand as 
though she were shaping it. "I just don't see what's wrong with a white person marrying a black person, 
that's all."  
 
"They don't come from the same culture as we do. Listen to them sometime - they even have their own 
language. That's okay with me, I like hearing them talk" - he did; for some reason it always lifted his mood 
- "but it's different. A person from their culture and a person from our culture could never really know 
each other."  
 
"Like you know me?" his wife asked.  
 
"Yes. Like I know you."  
 
"But if they love each other," she said. She was washing faster now, not looking at him.  
 
Oh boy, he thought. He said, "Don't take my word for it. Look at the statistics. Most of those marriages 
break up."  
 
 
"Statistics." She was piling dishes on the drainboard at a terrific rate, just swiping at them with the cloth. 
Many of them were greasy, and there were flecks of food between the tines of the forks. "All right," she 
said, "what about foreigners? I suppose you think the same thing about two foreigners getting married."  
 
"Yes," he said, "as a matter of fact I do. How can you understand someone who comes from a completely 
different background?"  
 
"Different," said his wife. "Not the same, like us."  
 
"Yes, different," he snapped, angry with her for resorting to this trick of repeating his words so that they 
sounded crass, or hypocritical. "These are dirty," he said, and dumped all the silverware back into the 
sink.  
 
The water had gone flat and gray. She stared down at it, her lips pressed tight together, then plunged her 
hands under the surface. "Oh!" she cried, and jumped back. She took her right hand by the wrist and held 
it up. Her thumb was bleeding.  
 
"Ann, don't move," he said. "Stay right there." He ran upstairs to the bathroom and rummaged in the 
medicine chest for alcohol, cotton, and a Band-Aid. When he came back down she was leaning against the 
refrigerator with her eyes closed, still holding her hand. He took the hand and dabbed at her thumb with 
the cotton. The bleeding had stopped. He squeezed it to see how deep the wound was and a single drop of 
blood welled up, trembling and bright, and fell to the floor. Over the thumb she stared at him accusingly. 
"It's shallow," he said. "Tomorrow you won't even know it's there." He hoped that she appreciated how 
quickly he had come to her aid. He'd acted out of concern for her, with no thought of getting anything in 



return, but now the thought occurred to him that it would be a nice gesture on her part not to start up 
that conversation again, as he was tired of it. "I'll finish up here," he said. "You go and relax."  
 
"That's okay," she said. "I'll dry."  
 
He began to wash the silverware again, giving a lot of attention to the forks.  
 
"So," she said, "you wouldn't have married me if I'd been black."  
 
"For Christ's sake, Ann!"  
 
"Well, that's what you said, didn't you?"  
 
"No, I did not. The whole question is ridiculous. If you had been black we probably wouldn't even have 
met. You would have had your friends and I would have had mine. The only black girl I ever really knew 
was my partner in the debating club, and I was already going out with you by then."  
 
"But if we had met, and I'd been black?"  
 
"Then you probably would have been going out with a black guy." He picked up the rinsing nozzle and 
sprayed the silverware. The water was so hot that the metal darkened to pale blue, then turned silver 
again.  
 
"Let's say I wasn't," she said. "Let's say I am black and unattached and we meet and fall in love." He 
glanced over at her. She was watching him and her eyes were bright.  
 
"Look," he said, taking a reasonable tone, "this is stupid. If you were black you wouldn't be you." As he 
said this he realized it was absolutely true. There was no possible way of arguing with the fact that she 
would not be herself if she were black. So he said it again: "If you were black you wouldn't be you."  
 
"I know," she said, "but let's just say."  
 
He took a deep breath. He had won the argument but he still felt cornered. "Say what?" he asked.  
 
"That I'm black, but still me, and we fall in love. Will you marry me?"  
 
He thought about it.  
 
"Well?" she said, and stepped close to him. Her eyes were even brighter. "Will you marry me?" 
 
"I'm thinking," he said. "You won't, I can tell. You're going to say no."  
 
"Since you put it that way—"  



 
"No more considering, Yes or no."  
 
"Jesus, Ann. All right. No."  
 
She said "Thank you," and walked from the kitchen into the living room. A moment later he heard her 
turning the pages of a magazine. He knew that she was too angry to be actually reading it, but she didn't 
snap through the pages the way he would have done. She turned them slowly, as if she were studying 
every word. She was demonstrating her indifference to him, and it had the effect he knew she wanted it 
to have. It hurt him.  
 
He had no choice but to demonstrate his indifference to her. Quietly, thoroughly, he washed the rest of 
the dishes. Then he dried them and put them away. He wiped the counters and the stove and scoured the 
linoleum where the drop of blood had fallen. While he was at it, he decided, he might as well mop the 
whole floor. When he was done the kitchen looked new, the way it looked when they were first shown the 
house, before they had ever lived here.  
 
He picked up the garbage pail and went outside. The night was clear and he could see a few stars to the 
west, where the lights of the town didn't blur them out. On El Camino the traffic was steady and light, 
peaceful as a river. He felt ashamed that he had let his wife get him into a fight. In another thirty years or 
so they would both be dead. What would all that stuff matter then? He thought of the years they had 
spent together, and how close they were, and how well they knew each other, and his throat tightened so 
that he could hardly breathe. His face and neck began to tingle. Warmth flooded his chest. He stood there 
for a while, enjoying these sensations, then picked up the pail and went out the back gate.  
 
The two mutts from down the street had pulled over the garbage can again. One of them was rolling 
around on his back and the other had something in her mouth. Growling, she tossed it into the air, leaped 
up and caught it, growled again and whipped her head from side to side. When they saw him coming they 
trotted away with short, mincing steps. Normally he would heave rocks at them, but this time he let them 
go.  
 
The house was dark when he came back inside. She was in the bathroom. He stood outside the door and 
called her name. He heard bottles clinking, but she didn't answer him. "Ann, I'm really sorry," he said. "I'll 
make it up to you, I promise."  
 
"How?" she asked.  
 
He wasn't expecting this. But from a sound in her voice, a level and definite note that was strange to him, 
he knew that he had to come up with the right answer. He leaned against the door. "I'll marry you," he 
whispered.  
 
"We'll see," she said. "Go on to bed. I'll be out in a minute."  
 



He undressed and got under the covers. Finally he heard the bathroom door open and close.  
 
"Turn off the light," she said from the hallway.  
 
"What?"  
 
"Turn off the light." He reached over and pulled the chain on the bedside lamp. The room went dark. "All 
right," he said. He lay there, but nothing happened. "All right," he said again. Then he heard a movement 
across the room. He sat up, but he couldn't see a thing. The room  was silent. His heart pounded the way it 
had on their first night together, the way it still did when he woke at a noise in the darkness and waited to 
hear it again - the sound of someone moving through the house, a stranger. 
 
  



Story 2:  

 

“Sonny's Blues” 

 
A bereaved narrator recounts the troubled journey of his younger brother from troubled youth to aspiring 
jazz musician in a racially segregated society. 
 
By James Baldwin 
 
I read about it in the paper, in the subway, on my way to work. I read it, and I couldn't believe 
it, and I read it again. Then perhaps I just stared at it, at the newsprint spelling out his name, 
spelling out the story. I stared at it in the swinging lights of the subway car, and in the faces 
and bodies of the people, and in my own face, trapped in the darkness which roared 
outside. 
 
It was not to be believed and I kept telling myself that, as I walked from the subway station 
to the high school. And at the same time I couldn't doubt it. I was scared, scared for Sonny. 
He became real to me again. A great block of ice got settled in my belly and kept melting 
there slowly all day long, while I taught my classes algebra. It was a special kind of ice. It 
kept melting, sending trickles of ice water all up and down my veins, but it never got less. 
Sometimes it hardened and seemed to expand until I felt my guts were going to come 
spilling out or that I was going to choke or scream. This would always be at a moment when I 
was remembering some specific thing Sonny had once said or done. 
 
When he was about as old as the boys in my classes his face had been bright and open, 
there was a lot of copper in it; and he'd had wonderfully direct brown eyes, and great 
gentleness and privacy. I wondered what he looked like now. He had been picked up, the 
evening before, in a raid on an apartment down-town, for peddling and using heroin. 
I couldn't believe it: but what I mean by that is that I couldn't find any room for it anywhere 
inside me. I had kept it outside me for a long time. I hadn't wanted to know. I had had 
suspicions, but I didn't name them, I kept putting them away. I told myself that Sonny was 
wild, but he wasn't crazy. And he'd always been a good boy, he hadn't ever turned hard or 
evil or disrespectful, the way kids can, so quick, so quick, especially in Harlem. I didn't want 
to believe that I'd ever see my brother going down, coming to nothing, all that light in his 
face gone out, in the condition I'd already seen so many others. Yet it had happened and 
here I was, talking about algebra to a lot of boys who might, every one of them for all I knew, 
be popping off needles every time they went to the head. Maybe it did more for them than 
algebra could. 
 
I was sure that the first time Sonny had ever had horse, he couldn't have been much older 
than these boys were now. These boys, now, were living as we'd been living then, they were 
growing up with a rush and their heads bumped abruptly against the low ceiling of their 
actual possibilities. They were filled with rage. All they really knew were two darknesses, the 



darkness of their lives, which was now closing in on them, and the darkness of the movies, 
which had blinded them to that other darkness, and in which they now, vindictively, 
dreamed, at once more together than they were at any other time, and more alone. 
When the last bell rang, the last class ended, I let out my breath. It seemed I'd been holding 
it for all that time. My clothes were wet-I may have looked as though I'd been sitting in a 
steam bath, all dressed up, all afternoon. I sat alone in the classroom a long time. I listened 
to the boys outside, downstairs, shouting and cursing and laughing. Their laughter struck me 
for perhaps the first time. It was not the joyous laughter which-God knows why-one 
associates with children. It was mocking and insular, its intent was to denigrate. It was 
disenchanted, and in this, also, lay the authority of their curses. Perhaps I was listening to 
them because I was thinking about my brother and in them I heard my brother. And myself. 
One boy was whistling a tune, at once very complicated and very simple, it seemed to be 
pouring out of him as though he were a bird, and it sounded very cool and moving through 
all that harsh, bright air, only just holding its own through all those other sounds. 
 
I stood up and walked over to the window and looked down into the court-yard. It was the 
beginning of the spring and the sap was rising in the boys. A teacher passed through them 
every now and again, quickly, as though he or she couldn't wait to get out of that courtyard, 
to get those boys out of their sight and off their minds. I started collecting my stuff. I thought 
I'd better get home and talk to Isabel. 
 
The courtyard was almost deserted by the time I got downstairs. I saw this boy standing in 
the shadow of a doorway, looking just like Sonny. I almost called his name. Then I saw that it 
wasn't Sonny, but somebody we used to know, a boy from around our block. He'd been 
Sonny's friend. He'd never been mine, having been too young for me, and, anyway, I'd never 
liked him. And now, even though he was a grown-up man, he still hung around that block, 
still spent hours on the street corners, was always high and raggy. I used to run into him 
from time to time and he'd often work around to asking me for a quarter or fifty cents. He 
always had some real good excuse, too, and I always gave it to him. I don't know why. 
But now, abruptly, I hated him. I couldn't stand the way he looked at me, partly like a dog, 
partly like a cunning child. I wanted to ask him what the hell he was doing in the school 
courtyard. 
 
He sort of shuffled over to me, and he said, "I see you got the papers. So you already know 
about it." 
 
"You mean about Sonny? Yes, I already know about it. How come they didn't get you?" 
 
He grinned. It made him repulsive and it also brought to mind what he'd looked like as a kid. 
 
"I wasn't there. I stay away from them people." 
 
"Good for you." I offered him a cigarette and I watched him through the smoke. "You come all 



the way down here just to tell me about Sonny?" 
 
"That's right." He was sort of shaking his head and his eyes looked strange, as though they 
were about to cross. The bright sun deadened his damp dark brown skin and it made his 
eyes look yellow and showed up the dirt in his kinked hair. He smelled funky. I moved a little 
away from him and I said, "Well, thanks. But I already know about it and I got to get home." 
"I'll walk you a little ways," he said. We started walking. There were a couple of lads still 
loitering in the courtyard and one of them said goodnight to me and looked strangely at the 
boy beside me. 
 
"What're you going to do?" he asked me. "I mean, about Sonny?" 
 
"Look. I haven't seen Sonny for over a year, I'm not sure I'm going to do anything. Anyway, 
what the hell can I do?" 
 
"That's right," he said quickly, "ain't nothing you can do. Can't much help old Sonny no more, 
I guess." 
 
It was what I was thinking and so it seemed to me he had no right to say it. 
 
"I'm surprised at Sonny, though," he went on-he had a funny way of talking, he looked 
straight ahead as though he were talking to himself-"I thought Sonny was a smart boy, I 
thought he was too smart to get hung." 
 
"I guess he thought so too," I said sharply, "and that's how he got hung. And how about you? 
You're pretty goddamn smart, I bet." 
 
Then he looked directly at me, just for a minute. "I ain't smart," he said. "If I was smart, I'd 
have reached for a pistol a long time ago." 
 
"Look. Don't tell me your sad story, if it was up to me, I'd give you one." Then I felt guilty- 
guilty, probably, for never having supposed that the poor bastard had a story of his own, 
much less a sad one, and I asked, quickly, "What's going to happen to him now?" 
 
He didn't answer this. He was off by himself some place. 
 
"Funny thing," he said, and from his tone we might have been discussing the quickest way to 
get to Brooklyn, "when I saw the papers this morning, the first thing I asked myself was if I 
had anything to do with it. I felt sort of responsible." 
 
I began to listen more carefully. The subway station was on the corner, just before us, and I 
stopped. He stopped, too. We were in front of a bar and he ducked slightly, peering in, but 
whoever he was looking for didn't seem to be there. The juke box was blasting away with 



something black and bouncy and I half watched the barmaid as she danced her way from 
the juke box to her place behind the bar. And I watched her face as she laughingly 
responded to something someone said to her, still keeping time to the music. When she 
smiled one saw the little girl, one sensed the doomed, still-struggling woman beneath the 
battered face of the semi-whore. 
 
"I never give Sonny nothing," the boy said finally, "but a long time ago I come to school high 
and Sonny asked me how it felt." He paused, I couldn't bear to watch him, I watched the 
barmaid, and I listened to the music which seemed to be causing the pavement to shake. "I 
told him it felt great." The music stopped, the barmaid paused and watched the juke box 
until the music began again. "It did." 
 
All this was carrying me some place I didn't want to go. I certainly didn't want to know how it 
felt. It filled everything, the people, the houses, the music, the dark, quicksilver barmaid, 
with menace; and this menace was their reality. 
 
"What's going to happen to him now?" I asked again. 
 
"They'll send him away some place and they'll try to cure him." He shook his head. "Maybe 
he'll even think he's kicked the habit. Then they'll let him loose"-he gestured, throwing his 
cigarette into the gutter. "That's all." 
 
"What do you mean, that's all?" 
 
But I knew what he meant. 
 
"I mean, that's all." He turned his head and looked at me, pulling down the corners of his 
mouth. "Don't you know what I mean?" he asked, softly. 
 
"How the hell would I know what you mean?" I almost whispered it, I don't know why. 
 
"That's right," he said to the air, "how would he know what I mean?" He turned toward me 
again, patient and calm, and yet I somehow felt him shaking, shaking as though he were 
going to fall apart. I felt that ice in my guts again, the dread I'd felt all afternoon; and again I 
watched the barmaid, moving about the bar, washing glasses, and singing. "Listen. They'll let 
him out and then it'll just start all over again. That's what I mean." 
 
"You mean-they'll let him out. And then he'll just start working his way back in again. You 
mean he'll never kick the habit. Is that what you mean?" 
 
"That's right," he said, cheerfully. "You see what I mean." 
 
"Tell me," I said at last, "why does he want to die? He must want to die, he's killing himself, 



why does he want to die?" 
 
He looked at me in surprise. He licked his lips. "He don't want to die. He wants to live. Don't 
nobody want to die, ever." 
 
Then I wanted to ask him-too many things. He could not have answered, or if he had, I could 
not have borne the answers. I started walking. "Well, I guess it's none of my business." 
 
"It's going to be rough on old Sonny," he said. We reached the subway station. "This is your 
station?" he asked. I nodded. I took one step down. "Damn!" he said, suddenly. I looked up 
at him. He grinned again. "Damn it if I didn't leave all my money home. You ain't got a dollar 
on you, have you? Just for a couple of days, is all." 
 
All at once something inside gave and threatened to come pouring out of me. I didn't hate 
him any more. I felt that in another moment I'd start crying like a child. 
 
"Sure," I said. "Don't sweat." I looked in my wallet and didn't have a dollar, I only had a five. 
 
"Here," I said. "That hold you?" 
 
He didn't look at it-he didn't want to look at it. A terrible, closed look came over his face, as 
though he were keeping the number on the bill a secret from him and me. "Thanks," he said, 
and now he was dying to see me go. "Don't worry about Sonny. Maybe I'll write him or 
something." 
 
"Sure," I said. "You do that. So long." 
 
 
"Be seeing you," he said. I went on down the steps. 
 
And I didn't write Sonny or send him anything for a long time. When I finally did, it was just 
after my little girl died, and he wrote me back a letter which made me feel like a bastard. 
 
Here's what he said: 
 
Dear brother, 
You don't know how much I needed to hear from you. I wanted to write you many a time but I 
dug how much I must have hurt you and so I didn't write. But now I feel like a man who's 
been trying to climb up out of some deep, real deep and funky hole and just saw the sun up 
there, outside. I got to get outside. 
 
I can't tell you much about how I got here. I mean I don't know how to tell you. I guess I was 
afraid of something or I was trying to escape from something and you know I have never 



been very strong in the head (smile). I'm glad Mama and Daddy are dead and can't see 
what's happened to their son and I swear if I'd known what I was doing I would never have 
hurt you so, you and a lot of other fine people who were nice to me and who believed in me. 
I don't want you to think it had anything to do with me being a musician. 
 
It's more than that. Or maybe less than that. I can't get anything straight in my head down 
here and I try not to think about what's going to happen to me when I get outside again. 
Sometime I think I'm going to flip and never get outside and sometime I think I'll come 
straight back. I tell you one thing, though, I'd rather blow my brains out than go through this 
again. But that's what they all say, so they tell me. If I tell you when I'm coming to New York 
and if you could meet me, I sure would appreciate it. Give my love to Isabel and the kids and 
I was sure sorry to hear about little Gracie. I wish I could be like Mama and say the Lord's will 
be done, but I don't know it seems to me that trouble is the one thing that never does get 
stopped and I don't know what good it does to blame it on the Lord. But maybe it does some good if you 
believe it. 
 
Your brother, 
Sonny 
 
Then I kept in constant touch with him and I sent him whatever I could and I went to meet 
him when he came back to New York. When I saw him many things I thought I had forgotten 
came flooding back to me. This was because I had begun, finally, to wonder about Sonny, 
about the life that Sonny lived inside. This life, whatever it was, had made him older and 
thinner and it had deepened the distant stillness in which he had always moved. He looked 
very unlike my baby brother. Yet, when he smiled, when we shook hands, the baby brother 
I'd never known looked out from the depths of his private life, like an animal waiting to be 
coaxed into the light. 
 
"How you been keeping?" he asked me. 
 
"All right. And you?" 
 
"Just fine." He was smiling all over his face. "It's good to see you again." 
 
"It's good to see you." 
 
The seven years' difference in our ages lay between us like a chasm: I wondered if these 
years would ever operate between us as a bridge. I was remembering, and it made it hard to 
catch my breath, that I had been there when he was born; and I had heard the first words he 
had ever spoken. When he started to walk, he walked from our mother straight to me. I 
caught him just before he fell when he took the first steps he ever took in this world. 
 
"How's Isabel?" 



 
"Just fine. She's dying to see you." 
 
"And the boys?" 
 
"They're fine, too. They're anxious to see their uncle." 
 
"Oh, come on. You know they don't remember me." 
 
"Are you kidding? Of course they remember you." 
 
He grinned again. We got into a taxi. We had a lot to say to each other, far too much to know 
how to begin. 
 
As the taxi began to move, I asked, "You still want to go to India?" 
 
He laughed. "You still remember that. Hell, no. This place is Indian enough for me." 
 
"It used to belong to them," I said. 
 
 
And he laughed again. "They damn sure knew what they were doing when they got rid of it." 
Years ago, when he was around fourteen, he'd been all hipped on the idea of going to India. 
He read books about people sitting on rocks, naked, in all kinds of weather, but mostly bad, 
naturally, and walking barefoot through hot coals and arriving at wisdom. I used to say that it 
sounded to me as though they were getting away from wisdom as fast as they could. I think 
he sort of looked down on me for that. 
 
"Do you mind," he asked, "if we have the driver drive alongside the park? On the west side-I 
haven't seen the city in so long." 
 
"Of course not," I said. I was afraid that I might sound as though I were humoring him, but I 
hoped he wouldn't take it that way. 
 
So we drove along, between the green of the park and the stony, lifeless elegance of hotels 
and apartment buildings, toward the vivid, killing streets of our childhood. These streets 
hadn't changed, though housing projects jutted up out of them now like rocks in the middle 
of a boiling sea. Most of the houses in which we had grown up had vanished, as had the 
stores from which we had stolen, the basements in which we had first tried sex, the rooftops 
from which we had hurled tin cans and bricks. But houses exactly like the houses of our past 
yet dominated the landscape, boys exactly like the boys we once had been found 
themselves smothering in these houses, came down into the streets for light and air and 
found themselves encircled by disaster. Some escaped the trap, most didn't. Those who got 



out always left something of themselves behind, as some animals amputate a leg and leave 
it in the trap. It might be said, perhaps, that I had escaped, after all, I was a school teacher; 
or that Sonny had, he hadn't lived in Harlem for years. Yet, as the cab moved uptown 
through streets which seemed, with a rush, to darken with dark people, and as I covertly 
studied Sonny's face, it came to me that what we both were seeking through our separate 
cab windows was that part of ourselves which had been left behind. It's always at the hour of 
trouble and confrontation that the missing member aches. 
 
We hit 110th Street and started rolling up Lenox Avenue. And I'd known this avenue all my 
life, but it seemed to me again, as it had seemed on the day I'd first heard about Sonny's 
trouble, filled with a hidden menace which was its very breath of life. 
 
"We almost there," said Sonny. 
 
"Almost." We were both too nervous to say anything more. 
 
We live in a housing project. It hasn't been up long. A few days after it was up it seemed 
uninhabitably new, now, of course, it's already rundown. It looks like a parody of the good, 
clean, faceless life-God knows the people who live in it do their best to make it a parody. The 
beat-looking grass lying around isn't enough to make their lives green, the hedges will never 
hold out the streets, and they know it. The big windows fool no one, they aren't big enough to 
make space out of no space. They don't bother with the windows, they watch the TV screen 
instead. The playground is most popular with the children who don't play at jacks, or skip 
rope, or roller skate, or swing, and they can be found in it after dark. We moved in partly 
because it's not too far from where I teach, and partly for the kids; but it's really just like the 
houses in which Sonny and I grew up. The same things happen, they'll have the same things 
to remember. The moment Sonny and I started into the house I had the feeling that I was 
simply bringing him back into the danger he had almost died trying to escape. 
 
Sonny has never been talkative. So I don't know why I was sure he'd be dying to talk to me 
when supper was over the first night. Everything went fine, the oldest boy remembered him, 
and the youngest boy liked him, and Sonny had remembered to bring something for each of 
them; and Isabel, who is really much nicer than I am, more open and giving, had gone to a 
lot of trouble about dinner and was genuinely glad to see him. And she's always been able to 
tease Sonny in a way that I haven't. It was nice to see her face so vivid again and to hear her 
laugh and watch her make Sonny laugh. She wasn't, or, anyway, she didn't seem to be, at all 
uneasy or embarrassed. She chatted as though there were no subject which had to be 
avoided and she got Sonny past his first, faint stiffness. And thank God she was there, for I 
was filled with that icy dread again. Everything I did seemed awkward to me, and everything I 
said sounded freighted with hidden meaning. I was trying to remember everything I'd heard 
about dope addiction and I couldn't help watching Sonny for signs. I wasn't doing it out of 
malice. I was trying to find out something about my brother. I was dying to hear him tell me 
he was safe. 



 
"Safe!" my father grunted, whenever Mama suggested trying to move to a neighborhood 
which might be safer for children. "Safe, hell! Ain't no place safe for kids, nor nobody." 
He always went on like this, but he wasn't, ever, really as bad as he sounded, not even on 
weekends, when he got drunk. As a matter of fact, he was always on the lookout for 
"something a little better," but he died before he found it. He died suddenly, during a 
drunken weekend in the middle of the war, when Sonny was fifteen. He and Sonny hadn't 
ever got on too well. And this was partly because Sonny was the apple of his father's eye. It 
was because he loved Sonny so much and was frightened for him, that he was always 
fighting with him. It doesn't do any good to fight with Sonny. Sonny just moves back, inside 
himself, where he can't be reached. But the principal reason that they never hit it off is that 
they were so much alike. Daddy was big and rough and loud-talking, just the opposite of 
Sonny, but they both had-that same privacy. 
 
Mama tried to tell me something about this, just after Daddy died. I was home on leave from 
the army. 
 
This was the last time I ever saw my mother alive. Just the same, this picture gets all mixed 
up in my mind with pictures I had other when she was younger. The way I always see her is 
the way she used to be on a Sunday afternoon, say, when the old folks were talking after the 
big Sunday dinner. I always see her wearing pale blue. She'd be sitting on the sofa. And my 
father would be sitting in the easy chair, not far from her. And the living room would be full of 
church folks and relatives. There they sit, in chairs all around the living room, and the night 
is creeping up outside, but nobody knows it yet. You can see the darkness growing against 
the windowpanes and you hear the street noises every now and again, or maybe the jangling 
beat of a tambourine from one of the churches close by, but it's real quiet in the room. For a 
moment nobody's talking, but every face looks darkening, like the sky outside. And my 
mother rocks a little from the waist, and my father's eyes are closed. Everyone is looking at 
something a child can't see. For a minute they've forgotten the children. Maybe a kid is lying 
on the rug, half asleep. Maybe somebody's got a kid in his lap and is absent-mindedly 
stroking the lad's head. Maybe there's a kid, quiet and big-eyed, curled up in a big chair in 
the comer. The silence, the darkness coming, and the darkness in the faces frighten the 
child obscurely. He hopes that the hand which strokes his forehead will never stop-will never 
die. He hopes that there will never come a time when the old folks won't be sitting around 
the living room, talking about where they've come from, and what they've seen, and what's 
happened to them and their kinfolk. 
 
But something deep and watchful in the child knows that this is bound to end, is already 
ending. In a moment someone will get up and turn on the light. Then the old folks will 
remember the children and they won't talk any more that day. And when light fills the room, 
the child is filled with darkness. He knows that every time this happens he's moved just a 
little closer to that darkness outside. The darkness outside is what the old folks have been 
talking about. It's what they've come from. It's what they endure. The child knows that they 



won't talk any more because if he knows too much about what's happened to them, he'll 
know too much too soon, about what's going to happen to him. 
 
The last time I talked to my mother, I remember I was restless. I wanted to get out and see 
Isabel. We weren't married then and we had a lot to straighten out between us. 
 
There Mama sat, in black, by the window. She was humming an old church song. Lord, you 
brought me from a long ways off. Sonny was out somewhere. Mama kept watching the 
streets. 
 
"I don't know," she said, "if I'll ever see you again, after you go off from here. But I hope you'll 
remember the things I tried to teach you." 
 
"Don't talk like that," I said, and smiled. "You'll be here a long time yet." 
 
She smiled, too, but she said nothing. She was quiet for a long time. And I said, "Mama, 
don't you worry about nothing. I'll be writing all the time, and you be getting the checks...." 
 
"I want to talk to you about your brother," she said, suddenly. "If anything happens to me he 
ain't going to have nobody to look out for him." 
 
"Mama," I said, "ain't nothing going to happen to you or Sonny. Sonny's all right. He's a good 
boy and he's got good sense." 
 
"It ain't a question of his being a good boy," Mama said, "nor of his having good sense. It 
ain't only the bad ones, nor yet the dumb ones that gets sucked under." She stopped, 
looking at me. "Your Daddy once had a brother," she said, and she smiled in a way that 
made me feel she was in pain. "You didn't never know that, did you?" 
 
"No," I said, "I never knew that," and I watched her face. 
 
"Oh, yes," she said, "your Daddy had a brother." She looked out of the window again. "I know 
you never saw your Daddy cry. But I did-many a time, through all these years." 
 
I asked her, "What happened to his brother? How come nobody's ever talked about him?" 
 
This was the first time I ever saw my mother look old. 
 
"His brother got killed," she said, "when he was just a little younger than you are now. I knew 
him. He was a fine boy. He was maybe a little full of the devil, but he didn't mean nobody no 
harm." 
 
Then she stopped and the room was silent, exactly as it had sometimes been on those 



Sunday afternoons. Mama kept looking out into the streets. 
 
"He used to have a job in the mill," she said, "and, like all young folks, he just liked to 
perform on Saturday nights. Saturday nights, him and your father would drift around to 
different places, go to dances and things like that, or just sit around with people they knew, 
and your father's brother would sing, he had a fine voice, and play along with himself on his 
guitar. Well, this particular Saturday night, him and your father was coming home from some 
place, and they were both a little drunk and there was a moon that night, it was bright like 
day. Your father's brother was feeling kind of good, and he was whistling to himself, and he 
had his guitar slung over his shoulder. They was coming down a hill and beneath them was a 
road that turned off from the highway. Well, your father's brother, being always kind of frisky, 
decided to run down this hill, and he did, with that guitar banging and clanging behind him, 
and he ran across the road, and he was making water behind a tree. And your father was 
sort of amused at him and he was still coming down the hill, kind of slow. Then he heard a 
car motor and that same minute his brother stepped from behind the tree, into the road, in 
the moonlight. And he started to cross the road. And your father started to run down the hill, 
he says he don't know why. This car was full of white men. They was all drunk, and when 
they seen your father's brother they let out a great whoop and holler and they aimed the car 
straight at him. They was having fun, they just wanted to scare him, the way they do 
sometimes, you know. But they was drunk. And I guess the boy, being drunk, too, and 
scared, kind of lost his head. By the time he jumped it was too late. Your father says he 
heard his brother scream when the car rolled over him, and he heard the wood of that guitar 
when it give, and he heard them strings go flying, and he heard them white men shouting, 
and the car kept on a-going and it ain't stopped till this day. And, time your father got down 
the hill, his brother weren't nothing but blood and pulp." 
 
Tears were gleaming on my mother's face. There wasn't anything I could say. 
 
"He never mentioned it," she said, "because I never let him mention it before you children. 
Your Daddy was like a crazy man that night and for many a night thereafter. He says he 
never in his life seen anything as dark as that road after the lights of that car had gone 
away. Weren't nothing, weren't nobody on that road, just your Daddy and his brother and 
that busted guitar. Oh, yes. Your Daddy never did really get right again. Till the day he died 
he weren't sure but that every white man he saw was the man that killed his brother." 
She stopped and took out her handkerchief and dried her eyes and looked at me. 
"I ain't telling you all this," she said, "to make you scared or bitter or to make you hate 
nobody. I'm telling you this because you got a brother. And the world ain't changed." 
 
I guess I didn't want to believe this. I guess she saw this in my face. She turned away from 
me, toward the window again, searching those streets. 
 
"But I praise my Redeemer," she said at last, "that He called your Daddy home before me. I 
ain't saying it to throw no flowers at myself, but, I declare, it keeps me from feeling too cast 



down to know I helped your father get safely through this world. Your father always acted 
like he was the roughest, strongest man on earth. And everybody took him to be like that. 
But if he hadn't had me there-to see his tears!" 
 
She was crying again. Still, I couldn't move. I said, "Lord, Lord, Mama, I didn't know it was 
like that." 
 
"Oh, honey," she said, "there's a lot that you don't know. But you are going to find out." She 
stood up from the window and came over to me. "You got to hold on to your brother," she 
said, "and don't let him fall, no matter what it looks like is happening to him and no matter 
how evil you gets with him. You going to be evil with him many a time. But don't you forget 
what I told you, you hear?" 
 
"I won't forget," I said. "Don't you worry, I won't forget. I won't let nothing happen to Sonny." 
 
My mother smiled as though she was amused at something she saw in my face. Then, "You 
may not be able to stop nothing from happening. But you got to let him know you's there." 
Two days later I was married, and then I was gone. And I had a lot of things on my mind and I 
pretty well forgot my promise to Mama until I got shipped home on a special furlough for her 
funeral. 
 
And, after the funeral, with just Sonny and me alone in the empty kitchen, I tried to find out 
something about him. 
 
"What do you want to do?" I asked him. 
 
"I'm going to be a musician," he said. 
 
For he had graduated, in the time I had been away, from dancing to the juke box to finding 
out who was playing what, and what they were doing with it, and he had bought himself a set 
of drums. 
 
"You mean, you want to be a drummer?" I somehow had the feeling that being a drummer 
might be all right for other people but not for my brother Sonny. 
 
"I don't think," he said, looking at me very gravely, "that I'll ever be a good drummer. But I 
think I can play a piano." 
 
I frowned. I'd never played the role of the oldest brother quite so seriously before, had 
scarcely ever, in fact, asked Sonny a damn thing. I sensed myself in the presence of 
something I didn't really know how to handle, didn't understand. So I made my frown a little 
deeper as I asked: "What kind of musician do you want to be?" 
 



He grinned. "How many kinds do you think there are?" 
 
"Be serious," I said. 
 
He laughed, throwing his head back, and then looked at me. "I am serious." 
 
"Well, then, for Christ's sake, stop kidding around and answer a serious question. I mean, do 
you want to be a concert pianist, you want to play classical music and all that, or-or what?" 
 
Long before I finished he was laughing again. "For Christ's sake. Sonny!" 
 
He sobered, but with difficulty. "I'm sorry. But you sound so-scared!" and he was off again. 
"Well, you may think it's funny now, baby, but it's not going to be so funny when you have to 
make your living at it, let me tell you that." I was furious because I knew he was laughing at 
me and I didn't know why. 
 
"No," he said, very sober now, and afraid, perhaps, that he'd hurt me, "I don't want to be a 
classical pianist. That isn't what interests me. I mean"-he paused, looking hard at me, as 
though his eyes would help me to understand, and then gestured helplessly, as though 
perhaps his hand would help-"I mean, I'll have a lot of studying to do, and I'll have to study 
everything, but, I mean, I want to play with-jazz musicians." He stopped. "I want to play jazz," 
he said. 
 
Well, the word had never before sounded as heavy, as real, as it sounded that afternoon in 
Sonny's mouth. I just looked at him and I was probably frowning a real frown by this time. I 
simply couldn't see why on earth he'd want to spend his time hanging around nightclubs, 
clowning around on bandstands, while people pushed each other around a dance floor. It 
seemed-beneath him, somehow. I had never thought about it before, had never been forced 
to, but I suppose I had always put jazz musicians in a class with what Daddy called "good- 
time people." 
 
"Are you serious?" 
 
"Hell, yes, I'm serious." 
 
He looked more helpless than ever, and annoyed, and deeply hurt. 
 
I suggested, helpfully: "You mean-like Louis Armstrong?" 
 
His face closed as though I'd struck him. "No. I'm not talking about none of that old-time, 
down home crap." 
 
"Well, look, Sonny, I'm sorry, don't get mad. I just don't altogether get it, that's all. Name 



somebody-you know, a jazz musician you admire." 
 
"Bird." 
 
"Who?" 
 
"Bird! Charlie Parker! Don't they teach you nothing in the goddamn army?" 
 
I lit a cigarette. I was surprised and then a little amused to discover that I was trembling. 
 
"I've been out of touch," I said. "You'll have to be patient with me. Now. Who's this Parker 
character?" 
 
"He's just one of the greatest jazz musicians alive," said Sonny, sullenly, his hands in his 
pockets, his back to me. "Maybe the greatest," he added, bitterly, "that's probably why you 
never heard of him." 
 
"All right," I said, "I'm ignorant. I'm sorry. I'll go out and buy all the cat's records right away, all 
right?" 
 
"It don't," said Sonny, with dignity, "make any difference to me. I don't care what you listen 
to. Don't do me no favors." 
 
I was beginning to realize that I'd never seen him so upset before. With another part of my 
mind I was thinking that this would probably turn out to be one of those things kids go 
through and that I shouldn't make it seem important by pushing it too hard. Still, I didn't 
think it would do any harm to ask: "Doesn't all this take a lot of time? Can you make a living 
at it?" 
 
He turned back to me and half leaned, half sat, on the kitchen table. "Everything takes time," 
he said, "and-well, yes, sure, I can make a living at it. But what I don't seem to be able to 
make you understand is that it's the only thing I want to do." 
 
"Well, Sonny," I said gently, "you know people can't always do exactly what they want to do-" 
 
"No, I don't know that," said Sonny, surprising me. "I think people ought to do what they want 
to do, what else are they alive for?" 
 
"You getting to be a big boy," I said desperately, "it's time you started thinking about your 
future." 
 
"I'm thinking about my future," said Sonny, grimly. "I think about it all the time." 
 



I gave up. I decided, if he didn't change his mind, that we could always talk about it later. "In 
the meantime," I said, "you got to finish school." We had already decided that he'd have to 
move in with Isabel and her folks. I knew this wasn't the ideal arrangement because Isabel's 
folks are inclined to be dicty and they hadn't especially wanted Isabel to marry me. But I 
didn't know what else to do. "And we have to get you fixed up at Isabel's." 
 
There was a long silence. He moved from the kitchen table to the window. "That's a terrible 
idea. You know it yourself." 
 
"Do you have a better idea?" 
 
He just walked up and down the kitchen for a minute. He was as tall as I was. He had 
started to shave. I suddenly had the feeling that I didn't know him at all. 
 
He stopped at the kitchen table and picked up my cigarettes. Looking at me with a land of 
mocking, amused defiance, he put one between his lips. "You mind?" 
 
"You smoking already?" 
 
He lit the cigarette and nodded, watching me through the smoke. "I just wanted to see if I'd 
have the courage to smoke in front of you." He grinned and blew a great cloud of smoke to 
the ceiling. "It was easy." He looked at my face. "Come on, now. I bet you was smoking at my 
age, tell the truth." 
 
I didn't say anything but the truth was on my face, and he laughed. But now there was 
something very strained in his laugh. "Sure. And I bet that ain't all you was doing." 
 
He was frightening me a little. "Cut the crap," I said. "We already decided that you was going 
to go and live at Isabel's. Now what's got into you all of a sudden?" 
 
"You decided it," he pointed out. "I didn't decide nothing." He stopped in front of me, leaning 
against the stove, arms loosely folded. "Look, brother. I don't want to stay in Harlem no 
more, I really don't." He was very earnest. He looked at me, then over toward the kitchen 
window. There was something in his eyes I'd never seen before, some thoughtfulness, some 
worry all his own. He rubbed the muscle of one arm. "It's time I was getting out of here." 
 
"Where do you want to go. Sonny?" 
 
"I want to join the army. Or the navy, I don't care. If I say I'm old enough, they'll believe me." 
Then I got mad. It was because I was so scared. "You must be crazy. You goddamn fool, what 
the hell do you want to go and join the army for?" 
 
"I just told you. To get out of Harlem." 



 
"Sonny, you haven't even finished school. And if you really want to be a musician, how do you 
expect to study if you're in the army?" 
 
He looked at me, trapped, and in anguish. "There's ways. I might be able to work out some 
kind of deal. Anyway, I'll have the G.I. Bill when I come out." 
 
"If you come out." We stared at each other. "Sonny, please. Be reasonable. I know the setup 
is far from perfect. But we got to do the best we can." 
 
"I ain't learning nothing in school," he said. "Even when I go." He turned away from me and 
opened the window and threw his cigarette out into the narrow alley. I watched his back. "At 
least, I ain't learning nothing you'd want me to learn." He slammed the window so hard I 
thought the glass would fly out, and turned back to me. "And I'm sick of the stink of these 
garbage cans!" 
 
"Sonny," I said, "I know how you feel. But if you don't finish school now, you're going to be 
sorry later that you didn't." I grabbed him by the shoulders. "And you only got another year. It 
ain't so bad. And I'll come back and I swear I'll help you do whatever you want to do. Just try 
to put up with it till I come back. Will you please do that? For me?" 
 
He didn't answer and he wouldn't look at me. 
 
"Sonny. You hear me?" 
 
He pulled away. "I hear you. But you never hear anything I say." 
 
I didn't know what to say to that. He looked out of the window and then back at me. "OK," he 
said, and sighed. "I'll try." 
 
Then I said, trying to cheer him up a little, "They got a piano at Isabel's. You can practice on 
it." 
 
And as a matter of fact, it did cheer him up for a minute. "That's right," he said to himself. "I 
forgot that." His face relaxed a little. But the worry, the thoughtfulness, played on it still, the 
way shadows play on a face which is staring into the fire. 
 
But I thought I'd never hear the end of that piano. At first, Isabel would write me, saying how 
nice it was that Sonny was so serious about his music and how, as soon as he came in from 
school, or wherever he had been when he was supposed to be at school, he went straight to 
that piano and stayed there until suppertime. And, after supper, he went back to that piano 
and stayed there until everybody went to bed. He was at the piano all day Saturday and all 
day Sunday. Then he bought a record player and started playing records. He'd play one 



record over and over again, all day long sometimes, and he'd improvise along with it on the 
piano. Or he'd play one section of the record, one chord, one change, one progression, then 
he'd do it on the piano. Then back to the record. Then back to the piano. 
 
Well, I really don't know how they stood it. Isabel finally confessed that it wasn't like living 
with a person at all, it was like living with sound. And the sound didn't make any sense to 
her, didn't make any sense to any of them- naturally. They began, in a way, to be afflicted by 
this presence that was living in their home. It was as though Sonny were some sort of god, or 
monster. He moved in an atmosphere which wasn't like theirs at all. They fed him and he 
ate, he washed himself, he walked in and out of their door; he certainly wasn't nasty or 
unpleasant or rude. Sonny isn't any of those things; but it was as though he were all 
wrapped up in some cloud, some fire, some vision all his own; and there wasn't any way to 
reach him. 
 
At the same time, he wasn't really a man yet, he was still a child, and they had to watch out 
for him in all kinds of ways. They certainly couldn't throw him out. Neither did they dare to 
make a great scene about that piano because even they dimly sensed, as I sensed, from so 
many thousands of miles away that Sonny was at that piano playing for his life. 
 
But he hadn't been going to school. One day a letter came from the school board and 
Isabel's mother got it-there had, apparently, been other letters but Sonny had torn them up. 
This day, when Sonny came in, Isabel's mother showed him the letter and asked where he'd 
been spending his time. And she finally got it out of him that he'd been down in Greenwich 
Village, with musicians and other characters, in a white girls apartment. And this scared her 
and she started to scream at him and what came up, once she began-though she denies it 
to this day-was what sacrifices they were making to give Sonny a decent home and how little 
he appreciated it. 
 
Sonny didn't play the piano that day. By evening, Isabel's mother had calmed down but then 
there was the old man to deal with, and Isabel herself. Isabel says she did her best to be 
calm but she broke down and started crying. She says she just watched Sonny's face. She 
could tell, by watching him, what was happening with him. And what was happening was that 
they penetrated his cloud, they had reached him. Even if their fingers had been times more 
gentle than human fingers ever are, he could hardly help feeling that they had stripped him 
naked and were spitting on that nakedness. For he also had to see that his presence, that 
music, which was life or death to him, had been torture for them and that they had endured 
it, not at all for his sake but only for mine. And Sonny couldn't take that. He can take it a little 
better today than he could then but he's still not very good at it and, frankly, I don't know 
anybody who is. 
 
The silence of the next few days must have been louder than the sound of all the music ever 
played since time began. One morning, before she went to work, Isabel was in his room for 
something and she suddenly realized that all of his records were gone. And she knew for 



certain that he was gone. And he was. He went as far as the navy would carry him. He finally 
sent me a postcard from some place in Greece and that was the first I knew that Sonny was 
still alive. I didn't see him any more until we were both back in New York and the war had 
long been over. 
 
He was a man by then, of course, but I wasn't willing to see it. He came by the house from 
time to time, but we fought almost every time we met. I didn't like the way he carried 
himself, loose and dreamlike all the time, and I didn't like his friends, and his music seemed 
to be merely an excuse for the life he led. It sounded just that weird and disordered. 
Then we had a fight, a pretty awful fight, and I didn't see him for months. By and by I looked 
him up, where he was living, in a furnished room in the Village, and I tried to make it up. But 
there were lots of other people in the room and Sonny just lay on his bed, and he wouldn't 
come downstairs with me, and he treated these other people as though they were his family 
and I weren't. So I got mad and then he got mad, and then I told him that he might just as 
well be dead as live the way he was living. Then he stood up and he told me not to worry 
about him any more in life, that he was dead as far as I was concerned. Then he pushed me 
to the door and the other people looked on as though nothing were happening, and he 
slammed the door behind me. I stood in the hallway, staring at the door. I heard somebody 
laugh in the room and then the tears came to my eyes. I started down the steps, whistling to 
keep from crying, I kept whistling to myself. You going to need me, baby, one of these cold, 
rainy days. 
 
I read about Sonny's trouble in the spring. Little Grace died in the fall. She was a beautiful 
little girl. But she only lived a little over two years. She died of polio and she suffered. She 
had a slight fever for a couple of days, but it didn't seem like anything and we just kept her 
in bed. And we would certainly have called the doctor, but the fever dropped, she seemed to 
be all right. So we thought it had just been a cold. Then, one day, she was up, playing, Isabel 
was in the kitchen fixing lunch for the two boys when they'd come in from school, and she 
heard Grace fall down in the living room. When you have a lot of children you don't always 
start running when one of them falls, unless they start screaming or something. And, this 
time, Gracie was quiet. Yet, Isabel says that when she heard that thump and then that 
silence, something happened to her to make her afraid. And she ran to the living room and 
there was little Grace on the floor, all twisted up, and the reason she hadn't screamed was 
that she couldn't get her breath. And when she did scream, it was the worst sound, Isabel 
says, that she'd ever heard in all her life, and she still hears it sometimes in her dreams. 
Isabel will sometimes wake me up with a low, moaning, strangling sound and I have to be 
quick to awaken her and hold her to me and where Isabel is weeping against me seems a 
mortal wound. 
 
I think I may have written Sonny the very day that little Grace was buried. I was sitting in the 
living room in the dark, by myself, and I suddenly thought of Sonny. My trouble made his 
real. 
 



One Saturday afternoon, when Sonny had been living with us, or anyway, been in our house, 
for nearly two weeks, I found myself wandering aimlessly about the living room, drinking 
from a can of beer, and trying to work up courage to search Sonny's room. He was out, he 
was usually out whenever I was home, and Isabel had taken the children to see their 
grandparents. Suddenly I was standing still in front of the living room window, watching 
Seventh Avenue. The idea of searching Sonny's room made me still. I scarcely dared to 
admit to myself what I'd be searching for. I didn't know what I'd do if I found it. Or if I didn't. 
On the sidewalk across from me, near the entrance to a barbecue joint, some people were 
holding an old-fashioned revival meeting. The barbecue cook, wearing a dirty white apron, 
his conked hair reddish and metallic in the pale sun, and a cigarette between his lips, stood 
in the doorway, watching them. Kids and older people paused in their errands and stood 
there, along with some older men and a couple of very tough-looking women who watched 
everything that happened on the avenue, as though they owned it, or were maybe owned by 
it. Well, they were watching this, too. The revival was being carried on by three sisters in 
black, and a brother. All they had were their voices and their Bibles and a tambourine. The 
brother was testifying and while he testified two of the sisters stood together, seeming to 
say, amen, and the third sister walked around with the tambourine outstretched and a 
couple of people dropped coins into it. Then the brother's testimony ended and the sister 
who had been taking up the collection dumped the coins into her palm and transferred them 
to the pocket of her long black robe. Then she raised both hands, striking the tambourine 
against the air, and then against one hand, and she started to sing. And the two other 
sisters and the brother joined in. 
 
It was strange, suddenly, to watch, though I had been seeing these meetings all my life. So, 
of course, had everybody else down there. Yet, they paused and watched and listened and I 
stood still at the window. "'Tis the old ship of Zion," they sang, and the sister with the 
tambourine kept a steady, jangling beat, "it has rescued many a thousand!" Not a soul under 
the sound of their voices was hearing this song for the first time, not one of them had been 
rescued. Nor had they seen much in the way of rescue work being done around them. 
Neither did they especially believe in the holiness of the three sisters and the brother, they 
knew too much about them, knew where they lived, and how. The woman with the 
tambourine, whose voice dominated the air, whose face was bright with joy, was divided by 
very little from the woman who stood watching her, a cigarette between her heavy, chapped 
lips, her hair a cuckoo's nest, her face scarred and swollen from many beatings, and her 
black eyes glittering like coal. Perhaps they both knew this, which was why, when, as rarely, 
they addressed each other, they addressed each other as Sister. As the singing filled the air 
the watching, listening faces underwent a change, the eyes focusing on something within; 
the music seemed to soothe a poison out of them; and time seemed, nearly, to fall away 
from the sullen, belligerent, battered faces, as though they were fleeing back to their first 
condition, while dreaming of their last. The barbecue cook half shook his head and smiled, 
and dropped his cigarette and disappeared into his joint. A man fumbled in his pockets for 
change and stood holding it in his hand impatiently, as though he had just remembered a 
pressing appointment further up the avenue. He looked furious. Then I saw Sonny, standing 



on the edge of the crowd. He was carrying a wide, flat notebook with a green cover, and it 
made him look, from where I was standing, almost like a schoolboy. The coppery sun 
brought out the copper in his skin, he was very faintly smiling, standing very still. Then the 
singing stopped, the tambourine turned into a collection plate again. The furious man 
dropped in his coins and vanished, so did a couple of the women, and Sonny dropped some 
change in the plate, looking directly at the woman with a little smile. He started across the 
avenue, toward the house. He has a slow, loping walk, something like the way Harlem 
hipsters walk, only he's imposed on this his own half-beat. I had never really noticed it 
before. 
 
I stayed at the window, both relieved and apprehensive. As Sonny disappeared from my 
sight, they began singing again. And they were still singing when his key turned in the lock. 
 
"Hey," he said. 
 
"Hey, yourself. You want some beer?" 
 
"No. Well, maybe." But he came up to the window and stood beside me, looking out. "What a 
warm voice," he said. 
 
They were singing If I could only hear my mother pray again! 
 
"Yes," I said, "and she can sure beat that tambourine." 
 
"But what a terrible song," he said, and laughed. He dropped his notebook on the sofa and 
disappeared into the kitchen. "Where's Isabel and the kids?" 
 
"I think they want to see their grandparents. You hungry?" 
 
"No." He came back into the living room with his can of beer. "You want to come some place 
with me tonight?" 
 
I sensed, I don't know how, that I couldn't possibly say no. "Sure. Where?" 
 
He sat down on the sofa and picked up his notebook and started leafing through it. "I'm 
going to sit in with some fellows in a joint in the Village." 
 
"You mean, you're going to play, tonight?" 
 
"That's right." He took a swallow of his beer and moved back to the window. He gave me a 
sidelong look. "If you can stand it." 
 
"I'll try," I said. 



 
He smiled to himself and we both watched as the meeting across the way broke up. The 
three sisters and the brother, heads bowed, were singing God be with you till we meet again. 
The faces around them were very quiet. Then the song ended. The small crowd dispersed. 
We watched the three women and the lone man walk slowly up the avenue. 
 
"When she was singing before," said Sonny, abruptly, "her voice reminded me for a minute of 
what heroin feels like sometimes-when it's in your veins. It makes you feel sort of warm and 
cool at the same time. And distant. And- and sure." He sipped his beer, very deliberately not 
looking at me. I watched his face. "It makes you feel-in control. Sometimes you've got to 
have that feeling." 
 
"Do you?" I sat down slowly in the easy chair. 
 
"Sometimes." He went to the sofa and picked up his notebook again. "Some people do." 
 
"In order," I asked, "to play?" And my voice was very ugly, full of contempt and anger. 
"Well"-he looked at me with great, troubled eyes, as though, in fact, he hoped his eyes would 
tell me things he could never otherwise say-"they think so. And if they think so-!" 
 
"And what do you think?" I asked. 
 
He sat on the sofa and put his can of beer on the floor. "I don't know," he said, and I couldn't 
be sure if he were answering my question or pursuing his thoughts. His face didn't tell me. 
"It's not so much to play. It's to stand it, to be able to make it at all. On any level." He frowned 
and smiled: "In order to keep from shaking to pieces." 
 
"But these friends of yours," I said, "they seem to shake themselves to pieces pretty 
goddamn fast." 
 
"Maybe." He played with the notebook. And something told me that I should curb my tongue, 
that Sonny was doing his best to talk, that I should listen. "But of course you only know the 
ones that've gone to pieces. Some don't-or at least they haven't yet and that's just about all 
any of us can say." He paused. "And then there are some who just live, really, in hell, and 
they know it and they see what's happening and they go right on. I don't know." He sighed, 
dropped the notebook, folded his arms. "Some guys, you can tell from the way they play, 
they on something all the time. And you can see that, well, it makes something real for them. 
But of course," he picked up his beer from the floor and sipped it and put the can down 
again, "they want to, too, you've got to see that. Even some of them that say they don't- 
some, not all." 
 
"And what about you?" I asked-I couldn't help it. "What about you? Do you want to?" 
 



He stood up and walked to the window and I remained silent for a long time. Then he sighed. 
 
"Me," he said. Then: "While I was downstairs before, on my way here, listening to that woman 
sing, it struck me all of a sudden how much suffering she must have had to go through-to 
sing like that. It's repulsive to think you have to suffer that much." 
 
I said: "But there's no way not to suffer-is there. Sonny?" 
 
"I believe not," he said and smiled, "but that's never stopped anyone from trying." He looked 
at me. "Has it?" I realized, with this mocking look, that there stood between us, forever, 
beyond the power of time or forgiveness, the fact that I had held silence-so long!-when he 
had needed human speech to help him. He turned back to the window. "No, there's no way 
not to suffer. But you try all kinds of ways to keep from drowning in it, to keep on top of it, 
and to make it seem-well, like you. Like you did something, all right, and now you're suffering 
for it. You know?" I said nothing. "Well you know," he said, impatiently, "why do people 
suffer? Maybe it's better to do something to give it a reason, any reason." 
 
"But we just agreed," I said, "that there's no way not to suffer. Isn't it better, then, just to-take 
it?" 
 
"But nobody just takes it," Sonny cried, "that's what I'm telling you! Everybody tries not to. 
 
You're just hung up on the way some people try-it's not your way!" 
 
The hair on my face began to itch, my face felt wet. "That's not true," I said, "that's not true. I 
don't give a damn what other people do, I don't even care how they suffer. I just care how 
you suffer." And he looked at me. "Please believe me," I said, "I don't want to see you-die- 
trying not to suffer." 
 
"I won't," he said flatly, "die trying not to suffer. At least, not any faster than anybody else." 
 
"But there's no need," I said, trying to laugh, "is there? in killing yourself." 
 
I wanted to say more, but I couldn't. I wanted to talk about will power and how life could be- 
well, beautiful. I wanted to say that it was all within; but was it? or, rather, wasn't that exactly 
the trouble? And I wanted to promise that I would never fail him again. But it would all have 
sounded-empty words and lies. 
 
So I made the promise to myself and prayed that I would keep it. 
 
"It's terrible sometimes, inside," he said, "that's what's the trouble. You walk these streets, 
black and funky and cold, and there's not really a living ass to talk to, and there's nothing 
shaking, and there's no way of getting it out- that storm inside. You can't talk it and you can't 



make love with it, and when you finally try to get with it and play it, you realize nobody's 
listening. So you've got to listen. You got to find a way to listen." 
 
And then he walked away from the window and sat on the sofa again, as though all the wind 
had suddenly been knocked out of him. "Sometimes you'll do anything to play, even cut your 
mother's throat." He laughed and looked at me. "Or your brother's." Then he sobered. "Or 
your own." Then: "Don't worry. I'm all right now and I think I'll be all right. But I can't forget- 
where I've been. I don't mean just the physical place I've been, I mean where I've been. And 
what I've been." 
 
"What have you been, Sonny?" I asked. 
 
He smiled-but sat sideways on the sofa, his elbow resting on the back, his fingers playing 
with his mouth and chin, not looking at me. "I've been something I didn't recognize, didn't 
know I could be. Didn't know anybody could be." He stopped, looking inward, looking 
helplessly young, looking old. "I'm not talking about it now because I feel guilty or anything 
like that-maybe it would be better if I did, I don't know. Anyway, I can't really talk about it. Not 
to you, not to anybody," and now he turned and faced me. "Sometimes, you know, and it was 
actually when I was most out of the world, I felt that I was in it, that I was with it, really, and I 
could play or I didn't really have to play, it just came out of me, it was there. And I don't know 
how I played, thinking about it now, but I know I did awful things, those times, sometimes, to 
people. Or it wasn't that I did anything to them-it was that they weren't real." He picked up 
the beer can; it was empty; he rolled it between his palms: "And other times-well, I needed a 
fix, I needed to find a place to lean, I needed to clear a space to listen-and I couldn't find it, 
and I-went crazy, I did terrible things to me, I was terrible for me." He began pressing the 
beer can between his hands, I watched the metal begin to give. It glittered, as he played with 
it like a knife, and I was afraid he would cut himself, but I said nothing. "Oh well. I can never 
tell you. I was all by myself at the bottom of something, stinking and sweating and crying and 
shaking, and I smelled it, you know? my stink, and I thought I'd die if I couldn't get away from 
it and yet, all the same, I knew that everything I was doing was just locking me in with it. And 
I didn't know," he paused, still flattening the beer can, "I didn't know, I still don't know, 
something kept telling me that maybe it was good to smell your own stink, but I didn't think 
that that was what I'd been trying to do- and-who can stand it?" and he abruptly dropped the 
ruined beer can, looking at me with a small, still smile, and then rose, walking to the window 
as though it were the lodestone rock. I watched his face, he watched the avenue. "I couldn't 
tell you when Mama died-but the reason I wanted to leave Harlem so bad was to get away 
from drugs. And then, when I ran away, that's what I was running from-really. When I came 
back, nothing had changed I hadn't changed I was just-older." And he stopped, drumming 
with his fingers on the windowpane. The sun had vanished, soon darkness would fall. I 
watched his face. "It can come again," he said, almost as though speaking to himself. Then 
he turned to me. "It can come again," he repeated. "I just want you to know that." 
 
"All right," I said, at last. "So it can come again. All right." 



 
He smiled, but the smile was sorrowful. "I had to try to tell you," he said. 
 
"Yes," I said. "I understand that." 
 
"You're my brother," he said, looking straight at me, and not smiling at all. 
 
"Yes," I repeated, "yes. I understand that." 
 
He turned back to the window, looking out. "All that hatred down there," he said, "all that 
hatred and misery and love. It's a wonder it doesn't blow the avenue apart." 
 
We went to the only nightclub on a short, dark street, downtown. We squeezed through the 
narrow, chattering, jampacked bar to the entrance of the big room, where the bandstand 
was. And we stood there for a moment for the lights were very dim in this room and we 
couldn't see. Then, "Hello, boy " said the voice and an enormous black man, much older than 
Sonny or myself, erupted out of all that atmospheric lighting and put an arm around Sonny's 
shoulder. "I been sitting right here," he said, "waiting for you." 
 
He had a big voice, too, and heads in the darkness turned toward us. 
 
Sonny grinned and pulled a little away, and said, "Creole, this is my brother. I told you about 
him." 
 
Creole shook my hand. "I'm glad to meet you, son," he said and it was clear that he was glad 
to meet me there, for Sonny's sake. And he smiled, "You got a real musician in your family," 
and he took his arm from Sonny's shoulder and slapped him, lightly, affectionately, with the 
back of his hand. 
 
 
"Well. Now I've heard it all," said a voice behind us. This was another musician, and a friend 
of Sonny's, a coal-black, cheerful-looking man built close to the ground. He immediately 
began confiding to me, at the top of his lungs, the most terrible things about Sonny, his 
teeth gleaming like a lighthouse and his laugh coming up out of him like the beginning of an 
earthquake. And it turned out that everyone at the bar knew Sonny, or almost everyone- 
some were musicians, working there, or nearby, or not working, some were simply hangers- 
on, and some were there to hear Sonny play. I was introduced to all of them and they were 
all very polite to me. Yet, it was clear that, for them I was only Sonny's brother. Here, I was in 
Sonny's world. Or, rather: his kingdom. Here, it was not even a question that his veins bore 
royal blood. 
 
They were going to play soon and Creole installed me, by myself, at a table in a dark corner. 
Then I watched them, Creole, and the little black man and Sonny, and the others, while they 



horsed around, standing just below the bandstand. The light from the bandstand spilled just 
a little short of them and watching them laughing and gesturing and moving about, I had the 
feeling that they, nevertheless, were being most careful not to step into that circle of light 
too suddenly; that if they moved into the light too suddenly, without thinking, they would 
perish in flame. Then, while I watched, one of them, the small black man, moved into the 
light and crossed the bandstand and started fooling around with his drums. Then-being 
funny and being, also, extremely ceremonious- Creole took Sonny by the arm and led him to 
the piano. A woman's voice called Sonny's name and a few hands started clapping. And 
Sonny, also being funny and being ceremonious, and so touched, I think, that he could have 
cried, but neither hiding it nor showing it, riding it like a man, grinned, and put both hands to 
his heart and bowed from the waist. 
 
Creole then went to the bass fiddle and a lean, very bright-skinned brown man jumped up on 
the bandstand and picked up his horn. So there they were, and the atmosphere on the 
bandstand and in the room began to change and tighten. Someone stepped up to the 
microphone and announced them. Then there were all kinds of murmurs. Some people at 
the bar shushed others. The waitress ran around, frantically getting in the last orders, guys 
and chicks got closer to each other, and the lights on the bandstand, on the quartet, turned 
to a kind of indigo. Then they all looked different there. Creole looked about him for the last 
time, as though he were making certain that all his chickens were in the coop, and then he- 
jumped and struck the fiddle. And there they were. 
 
All I know about music is that not many people ever really hear it. And even then, on the rare 
occasions when something opens within, and the music enters, what we mainly hear, or 
hear corroborated, are personal, private, vanishing evocations. But the man who creates the 
music is hearing something else, is dealing with the roar rising from the void and imposing 
order on it as it hits the air. What is evoked in him, then, is of another order, more terrible 
because it has no words, and triumphant, too, for that same reason. And his triumph, when 
he triumphs, is ours. I just watched Sonny's face. His face was troubled, he was working 
hard, but he wasn't with it. And I had the feeling that, in a way, everyone on the bandstand 
was waiting for him, both waiting for him and pushing him along. But as I began to watch 
Creole, I realized that it was Creole who held them all back. He had them on a short rein. Up 
there, keeping the beat with his whole body, wailing on the fiddle, with his eyes half closed, 
he was listening to everything, but he was listening to Sonny. He was having a dialogue with 
Sonny. He wanted Sonny to leave the shoreline and strike out for the deep water. He was 
Sonny's witness that deep water and drowning were not the same thing-he had been there, 
and he knew. And he wanted Sonny to know. He was waiting for Sonny to do the things on 
the keys which would let Creole know that Sonny was in the water. 
 
And, while Creole listened, Sonny moved, deep within, exactly like someone in torment. I had 
never before thought of how awful the relationship must be between the musician and his 
instrument. He has to fill it, this instrument, with the breath of life, his own. He has to make 
it do what he wants it to do. And a piano is just a piano. It's made out of so much wood and 



wires and little hammers and big ones, and ivory. While there's only so much you can do with 
it, the only way to find this out is to try; to try and make it do everything. 
 
And Sonny hadn't been near a piano for over a year. And he wasn't on much better terms 
with his life, not the life that stretched before him now. He and the piano stammered, 
started one way, got scared, stopped; started another way, panicked, marked time, started 
again; then seemed to have found a direction, panicked again, got stuck. And the face I saw 
on Sonny I'd never seen before. Everything had been burned out of it, and, at the same time, 
things usually hidden were being burned in, by the fire and fury of the battle which was 
occurring in him up there. 
 
Yet, watching Creole's face as they neared the end of the first set, I had the feeling that 
something had happened, something I hadn't heard. Then they finished, there was scattered 
applause, and then, without an instant's warning, Creole started into something else, it was 
almost sardonic, it was Am I Blue? And, as though he commanded, Sonny began to play. 
Something began to happen. And Creole let out the reins. The dry, low, black man said 
something awful on the drums, Creole answered, and the drums talked back. Then the horn 
insisted, sweet and high, slightly detached perhaps, and Creole listened, commenting now 
and then, dry, and driving, beautiful and calm and old. Then they all came together again, 
and Sonny was part of the family again. I could tell this from his face. He seemed to have 
found, right there beneath his fingers, a damn brand-new piano. It seemed that he couldn't 
get over it. Then, for a while, just being happy with Sonny, they seemed to be agreeing with 
him that brand-new pianos certainly were a gas. 
 
Then Creole stepped forward to remind them that what they were playing was the blues. He 
hit something in all of them, he hit something in me, myself, and the music tightened and 
deepened, apprehension began to beat the air. Creole began to tell us what the blues were 
all about. They were not about anything very new. He and his boys up there were keeping it 
new, at the risk of ruin, destruction, madness, and death, in order to find new ways to make 
us listen. For, while the tale of how we suffer, and how we are delighted, and how we may 
triumph is never new, it always must be heard. There isn't any other tale to tell, it's the only 
light we've got in all this darkness. 
 
And this tale, according to that face, that body, those strong hands on those strings, has 
another aspect in every country, and a new depth in every generation. Listen, Creole seemed 
to be saying, listen. Now these are Sonny's blues. He made the little black man on the drums 
know it, and the bright, brown man on the horn. Creole wasn't trying any longer to get Sonny 
in the water. He was wishing him Godspeed. Then he stepped back, very slowly, filling the air 
with the immense suggestion that Sonny speak for himself. 
 
Then they all gathered around Sonny and Sonny played. Every now and again one of them 
seemed to say, amen. Sonny's fingers filled the air with life, his life. But that life contained 
so many others. And Sonny went all the way back, he really began with the spare, flat 



statement of the opening phrase of the song. Then he began to make it his. It was very 
beautiful because it wasn't hurried and it was no longer a lament. I seemed to hear with 
what burning he had made it his, and what burning we had yet to make it ours, how we 
could cease lamenting. Freedom lurked around us and I understood, at last, that he could 
help us to be free if we would listen, that he would never be free until we did. Yet, there was 
no battle in his face now, I heard what he had gone through, and would continue to go 
through until he came to rest in earth. He had made it his: that long line, of which we knew 
only Mama and Daddy. And he was giving it back, as everything must be given back, so that, 
passing through death, it can live forever. I saw my mother's face again, and felt, for the first 
time, how the stones of the road she had walked on must have bruised her feet. I saw the 
moonlit road where my father's brother died. And it brought something else back to me, and 
carried me past it, I saw my little girl again and felt Isabel's tears again, and I felt my own 
tears begin to rise. And I was yet aware that this was only a moment, that the world waited 
outside, as hungry as a tiger, and that trouble stretched above us, longer than the sky. 
Then it was over. Creole and Sonny let out their breath, both soaking wet, and grinning. 
There was a lot of applause and some of it was real. In the dark, the girl came by and I 
asked her to take drinks to the bandstand. There was a long pause, while they talked up 
there in the indigo light and after awhile I saw the girl put a Scotch and milk on top of the 
piano for Sonny. He didn't seem to notice it, but just before they started playing again, he 
sipped from it and looked toward me, and nodded. Then he put it back on top of the piano. 
For me, then, as they began to play again, it glowed and shook above my brother's head like the very cup 
of trembling. 
 

 
  



Story 3 
 

“Report on the Thing”  

A surreal story in which an alarm clock sets off a wild,  twisting tale that explores a dizzying array of 

philosophical ideas about time, God, the universe, and the own narrator’s everyday lived experience. 

by Clarice Lispector 

This thing is the most difficult for a person to understand. Keep trying. Don't get discouraged. It will seem 
obvious. But it is extremely difficult to know about it. For it involves time.  

We divide time when in reality it is not divisible. It is always immutable. But we need to divide it. And to 
that end a monstrous thing was created: the clock. 

I am not going to speak of clocks. But of one particular clock. I'm showing my cards: I'll say up front what 
I have to say and without literature. This report is the anti-literature of the thing. 

The clock of which I speak is electronic and has an alarm. The brand is Sveglia, which means "awake." 
Awake to what, my God? To time. To the hour. To the instant. This clock is not mine. But I took possession 
of its infernal tranquil soul. 

It is not a wristwatch: Therefore it is freestanding. It is less than an inch tall and stands upon the surface 
of the table. I would like its actual name to be Sveglia. But the owner of the clock wants its name to be 
Horácio. No matter. Because the main thing is that it is time. 

Its mechanism is very simple. It does not have the complexity of a person but it is more people than 
people. Is it a superman? No, it comes straight from the planet Mars, so it seems. If that is where it is from 
then that is where it shall one day return. It is silly to state that it does not need to be wound, since this is 
the case with other timepieces, as with mine that is a wristwatch, that is shock resistant, that can get wet 
as you like. Those are even more than people. But at least they are from Earth. The Sveglia is from God. 
Divine human brains were used to capture whatever this watch should be. I am writing about it but have 
yet to see it. It will be the Encounter. Sveglia: Awake, woman, awake to see what must be seen. It is 
important to be awake in order to see. But it is also important to sleep in order to dream about the lack of 
time. Sveglia is the Object, it is the Thing, with a capital letter. I wonder, does the Sveglia see me? Yes, it 
does, as if I were another object. It recognizes that sometimes we too come from Mars. 

Things have been happening to me, after I found out about the Sveglia, that seem like a dream. Awaken 
me, Sveglia, I want to see reality. But then, reality resembles a dream. I am melancholy because I am 



happy. It is not a paradox. After the act of love don't you feel a certain melancholy? That of plenitude. I 
feel like crying. Sveglia does not cry. Anyhow, it doesn't have a way to. Does its energy have any weight? 
Sleep, Sveglia, sleep a little, I can't stand your constant vigil. You never stop being. You never dream. It 
can't be said that you "function": You are not the act of functioning, you just are. 

You are just so thin. And nothing happens to you. But you are the one who makes things happen. Happen 
to me, Sveglia, happen to me. I am in need of a certain event of which I cannot speak. And bring me back 
desire, which is the coil spring behind animal life. I do not want you for myself. I do not like being 
watched. And you are the only eye always open like an eye floating in space. You wish me no harm but 
neither do you wish me good. Could I be getting that way too, without the feeling of love? Am I a thing? I 
know that I have little capacity to love. My capacity to love has been trampled too much, my God. All I 
have left is a flicker of desire. I need this to be strengthened. Because it is not as you think, that only death 
matters. To live, something you do not know about because it is susceptible to rot—to live while rotting 
matters quite a bit. A harsh way to live: a way to live the essential. 

If it breaks, do they think it died? No, it simply departed itself. But you have weaknesses, Sveglia. I learned 
from your owner that you need a leather case to protect you from humidity. I also learned, in secret, that 
you once stopped. Your owner didn't panic. She fiddled around with it a little and you never stopped 
again. I understand you, I forgive you: You came from Europe and you need a bit of time to get acclimated, 
don't you? Does that mean that you die too, Sveglia? Are you the time that stops? 

I once heard, over the phone, the Sveglia's alarm go off. It is like inside us: We awaken from the inside out. 
It seems its electronic-God communicates with our electronic-God brain: The sound is low, not shrill in 
the least. Sveglia ambles like a white horse roaming free and saddleless. 

I learned of a man who owned a Sveglia and to whom Sveglia happened. He was walking with his 
ten-year-old son, at night, and the son said: Watch out, Father, there's voodoo out there. The father 
recoiled—but wouldn't you know he stepped right on a burning candle, snuffing it out? Nothing seemed 
to have happened, which is also very Sveglia. The man went to bed. When he awoke he saw that one of his 
feet was swollen and black. He called some doctor friends who saw no sign of injury: The foot was 
intact—only black and very swollen, the kind of swelling that stretches the skin completely taut. The 
doctors called more colleagues. And nine doctors decided it was gangrene. They had to amputate the foot. 
They set an appointment for the next day and an exact time. The man fell asleep. 

And he had a terrible dream. A white horse was trying to attack him and he was fleeing like a madman. 
This all took place in the Campo de Santana. The white horse was beautiful and adorned with silver. But 
there was no escape. The horse got him right in the foot, trampling it. That's when the man awoke 
screaming. They thought it was nerves, explained that these things happened right before an operation, 
gave him a sedative, he went back to sleep. When he awoke, he immediately looked at his foot. Surprise: 
The foot was white and its normal size. The nine doctors came and couldn't explain it. They didn't know 
about the enigma of the Sveglia against which only a white horse can fight. There was no longer any 



reason to operate. Only, he can't put any weight on that foot: It was weakened. It was the sign of the horse 
harnessed with silver, of the snuffed candle, of the Sveglia. But Sveglia wanted to be victorious and a thing 
happened. That man's wife, in perfect health, at the dinner table, started feeling sharp pains in her 
intestines. She cut dinner short and went to lie down. The husband, worried sick, went to check on her. 
She was white, drained of blood. He took her pulse: There was none. The only sign of life was that her 
forehead was pearled with sweat. He called the doctor who said it might be a case of catalepsy. The 
husband didn't agree. He uncovered her stomach and made simple movements over her—the same he 
himself made when Sveglia had stopped—movements he couldn't explain. 

The wife opened her eyes. She was in perfect health. And she's alive, may God keep her. 

This has to do with Sveglia. I don't know how. But that it does, no question. And what about the white 
horse of the Campo de Santana, which is a plaza full of little birds, pigeons and quatis? In full regalia, 
trimmed in silver, with a lofty and bristling mane. Running rhythmically in counterpoint to Sveglia's 
rhythm. Running without haste. 

I am in perfect physical and mental health. But one night I was sleeping soundly and could be heard 
saying in a loud voice: I want to have a baby with Sveglia! 

I believe in the Sveglia. It doesn't believe in me. It thinks I lie a lot. And I do. On Earth we lie a lot. 

I went five years without catching the flu: That is Sveglia. And when I did it lasted three days. Afterward a 
dry cough lingered. But the doctor prescribed antibiotics and I got better. Antibiotics are Sveglia. 

This is a report. Sveglia does not allow short stories or novels no matter what. It only permits 
transmission. It hardly allows me to call this a report. I call it a report on the mystery. And I do my best to 
write a report dry as extra-dry champagne. But sometimes—forgive me—it gets wet. A dry thing is 
sterling silver. Whereas gold is wet. May I speak of diamonds in relation to Sveglia? 

No, it just is. And in fact Sveglia has no intimate name: It preserves its anonymity. Anyhow God has no 
name: He preserves perfect anonymity: There is no language that utters his true name. 

Sveglia is dumb: It acts covertly without premeditation. I am now going to say a very serious thing that 
will seem like heresy: God is dumb. Because He doesn't understand, He doesn't think, He just is. It's true 
that it's a kind of dumbness that executes itself. But He commits many errors. And knows it. Just look at 
us who are a grave error. Just look how we organize ourselves into society and intrinsically, from one to 
another. But there is one error He does not commit: He does not die. 

Sveglia does not die either. I have still not seen the Sveglia, as I have mentioned. Perhaps seeing it is wet. I 
know everything about it. But its owner does not want me to see it. She is jealous. Jealousy eventually 



drips from being so wet. Anyhow, our Earth risks becoming wet with feelings. The rooster is Sveglia. The 
egg is pure Sveglia. But the egg only when whole, complete, white, its shell dry, completely oval. Inside it 
is life; wet life. But eating raw yolk is Sveglia. 

Do you want to see who Sveglia is? A football match. Whereas Pelé is not. Why? Impossible to explain. 
Perhaps he didn't respect anonymity. 

I want to send this report to Senhor magazine and I want them to pay me very well. 

Fights are Sveglia. I just had one with the owner of the clock. I said: Since you don't want to let me see 
Sveglia, describe its gears to me. Then she lost her temper—and that is Sveglia—and said that she had a 
lot of problems—having problems is not Sveglia. So I tried to calm her down and it was fine. I shall not 
call her tomorrow. I'll let her rest. 

It seems to me that I shall write about the electronic thing without ever seeing it. It seems it will have to 
be that way. It is fated. 

I am sleepy. Could that be permitted? I know that dreaming is not Sveglia. Numbers are permitted. 
Though six is not. Very few poems are permitted. Novels, then, forget it. I had a maid for seven days, 
named Severina, and who had gone hungry as a child. I asked if she was sad. She said she was neither 
happy nor sad: She was just that way. She was Sveglia. But I was not and couldn't stand the absence of 
feeling. 

Sweden is Sveglia. 

But now I am going to sleep though I shouldn't dream. 

Water, despite being wet par excellence, is. Writing is. But style is not. Having breasts is. The male organ is 
too much. Kindness is not. But not-kindness, giving oneself, is. Kindness is not the opposite of meanness. 

Will my writing be wet? I think so. My last name is. Whereas my first name is too sweet, it is meant for 
love. Not having any secrets—and yet maintaining the enigma—is Sveglia. In terms of punctuation 
ellipses are not. If someone understands this undisclosed and precise report of mine, that someone is. It 
seems that I am not I, because I am so much I. The Sun is, not the Moon. My face is. Probably yours is too. 
Whisky is. And, as incredible as it might seem, Coca-Cola is, while Pepsi never was. Am I giving free 
advertising? That is wrong, you hear, Coca-Cola? 



Being faithful is. The act of love contains in itself a desperation that is. 

Now I am going to tell a story. But first I would like to say that the person who told me this story was 
someone who, despite being incredibly kind, is Sveglia. 

Now I am nearly dying from exhaustion. Sveglia—if we aren't careful—kills. 

The story goes like this: 

It takes place in a locale called Coelho Neto, in the State of Guanabara. The woman in the story was very 
unhappy because her leg was wounded and the wound wouldn't heal. She worked very hard and her 
husband was a postman. Being a postman is Sveglia. They had many children. Almost nothing to eat. But 
that postman had been instilled with the responsibility of making his wife happy. Being happy is Sveglia. 
And the postman resolved to resolve the situation. He pointed out a neighbor who was barren and 
suffered greatly from this. She just couldn't get pregnant. He pointed out to his wife how happy she was 
because she had children. And she became happy, even with so little food. The postman also pointed out 
how another neighbor had children but her husband drank a lot and beat her and the children. Whereas 
he didn't drink and had never hit his wife or the children. Which made her happy. 

Every night they felt sorry for their barren neighbor and for the one whose husband beat her. Every night 
they were very happy. And being happy is Sveglia. Every night. 

I was hoping to reach page nine on the typewriter. The number nine is nearly unattainable. The number 
13 is God. The typewriter is. The danger of its no longer being Sveglia comes when it gets a little mixed up 
with the feelings of the person who's writing. 

I got sick of Consul cigarettes which are menthol and sweet. Whereas Carlton cigarettes are dry, they're 
rough, they're harsh, and don't cooperate with the smoker. Since every thing is or is not, it doesn't bother 
me to give free advertising for Carlton. But, as for Coca-Cola, I don't excuse it. 

I want to send this report to Senhor magazine and I want them to pay me very well. 

Since you are, why don't you judge whether my cook, who cooks well and sings all day, is. 

I think I'll conclude this report that is essential for explaining the energetic phenomena of matter. But I 
don't know what to do. Ah, I'll go get dressed. 



See you never, Sveglia. The deep blue sky is. The waves white with sea foam are, more than the sea. (I 
have already bid farewell to Sveglia, but shall keep speaking about it strictly because I can't help it, bear 
with me). The smell of the sea combines male and female and in the air a son is born that is. 

The owner of the clock told me today that it is the one that owns her. She told me that it has some tiny 
black holes through which a low sound comes out like an absence of words, the sound of satin. It has an 
internal gear that is golden. The external gear is silver, nearly colorless—like an aircraft in space, flying 
metal. Waiting, is it or isn't it? I don't know how to answer because I suffer from urgency and am 
rendered incapable of judging this item without getting emotionally involved. I don't like waiting. 

A musical quartet is immensely more so than a symphony. The flute is. The harpsichord has an element of 
terror in it: The sounds come out rustling and brittle. Something from an otherworldly soul. 

Sveglia, when will you finally leave me in peace? You aren't going to stalk me for the rest of my life 
transforming it into the brightness of everlasting insomnia? Now I hate you. Now I would like to be able 
to write a story: a short story or a novel or a transmission. What will be my future step in literature? I 
suspect I shall not write anymore. But it's true that at other times I have suspected this yet still wrote. 
What, however, must I write, my God? Was I contaminated by the mathematics of Sveglia and will I only 
be able to write reports? 

And now I am going to end this report on the mystery. It so happens that I am very tired. I'll take a 
shower before going out and put on a perfume that is my secret. I'll say just one thing about it: It is rustic 
and a bit harsh, with hidden sweetness. It is. 

Farewell, Sveglia. Farewell forever never. You already killed a part of me. I died and am rotting. Dying is. 

And now—now farewell.                      Translated from the Portuguese by Katrina Dodson. 

Story 4 

Paul’s Case: A Study in Temperament 

What happens when a temperamentally volatile adolescent decides to run away from home 
with a large stash of stolen cash in pursuit of an elaborate fantasy?   

By Willa Cather                 I 



IT was Paul's afternoon to appear before the faculty of the Pittsburg High School to account for his 
various misdemeanors. He had been suspended a week ago, and his father had called at the principal's 
office and confessed his perplexity about his son. Paul entered the faculty room, suave and smiling. His 
clothes were a trifle outgrown, and the tan velvet on the collar of his open overcoat was frayed and worn; 
but, for all that, there was something of the dandy about him, and he wore an opal pin in his neatly 
knotted black four-in-hand, and a red carnation in his buttonhole. This latter adornment the faculty 
somehow felt was not properly significant of the contrite spirit befitting a boy under the ban of 
suspension. 

Paul was tall for his age and very thin, with high, cramped shoulders and a narrow chest. His eyes 
were remarkable for a certain hysterical brilliancy, and he continually used them in a conscious, 
theatrical sort of way, peculiarly offensive in a boy. The pupils were abnormally large, as though he were 
addicted to belladonna, but there was a glassy glitter about them which that drug does not produce. 

When questioned by the principal as to why he was there, Paul stated, politely enough, that he 
wanted to come back to school. This was a lie, but Paul was quite accustomed to lying—found it, indeed, 
indispensible for overcoming friction. His teachers were asked to state their respective charges, which 
they did with such a rancour and aggrievedness as evinced that this was not a usual case. Disorder and 
impertinence were among the offences named, yet each of his instructors felt that it was scarcely possible 
to put into words the real cause of the trouble, which lay in a sort of hysterically defiant manner of the 
boy's; in the contempt which they all knew he felt for them, and which he seemingly made not the least 
effort to conceal. Once, when he had been making a synopsis of a paragraph at the blackboard, his English 
teacher had stepped to his side and attempted to guide his hand. Paul had started back with a shudder, 
and thrust his hands violently behind him. The astonished woman could scarcely have been more hurt 
and embarrassed had he struck at her. The insult was so involuntary and definitely personal as to be 
unforgettable. In one way and another he had made all his teachers, men and women alike, conscious of 
the same feeling of physical aversion. 

His teachers felt, this afternoon, that his whole attitude was symbolized by his shrug and his 
flippantly red carnation flower, and they fell upon him without mercy. He stood through it, smiling, his 
pale lips parted over his white teeth. (His lips were continually twitching, and he had a habit of raising his 
eyebrows that was contemptuous and irritating to the last degree.) Older boys than Paul had broken 
down and shed tears under that baptism of fire, but his set smile did not once desert him, and his only 
sign of discomfort was the nervous trembling of the fingers that toyed with the buttons of his overcoat, 
and an occasional jerking of the other hand that held his hat. Paul was always smiling, always glancing 
about him, seeming to feel that people might be watching him and trying to detect something. This 
conscious expression, since it was as far as possible from boyish mirthfulness, was 
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usually attributed to insolence or "smartness." 

As the inquisition proceeded, one of his instructors repeated an impertinent remark of the boy's, 
and the principal asked him whether he thought that a courteous speech to have made a woman. Paul 
shrugged his shoulders slightly and his eyebrows twitched. 

"I don't know," he replied. "I didn't mean to be polite, or impolite, either. I guess it's a sort of way I 
have of saying things, regardless." 

The principal, who was a sympathetic man, asked him whether he didn't think that a way it would 
be well to get rid of. Paul grinned and said he guessed so. When he was told that he could go, he bowed 
gracefully and went out. His bow was but a repetition of the scandalous red carnation. 

His teachers were in despair, and his drawing-master voiced the feeling of them all when he 
declared there was something about the boy which none of them understood. He added: "I don't really 
believe that smile of his comes altogether from insolence; there's something sort of haunted about it. The 
boy is not strong, for one thing. I happen to know that he was born in Colorado, only a few months before 
his mother died out there of a long illness. There is something wrong about the fellow." 

The drawing-master had come to realize that, in looking at Paul, one saw only his white teeth and 
the forced animation of his eyes. One warm afternoon the boy had gone to sleep at his drawing-board, 
and his master had noted with amazement what a white, blue-veined face it was; drawn and wrinkled 
like an old man's about the eyes, the lips twitching even in his sleep, and stiff with a nervous tension that 
drew them back from his teeth. 

As for Paul, he ran down the hill whistling the soldiers' chorus from "Faust," looking wildly behind 
him, now and then, to see whether some of his teachers were not there to writhe under his 
light-heartedness. As it was now late in the afternoon, and Paul was on duty that evening as usher in 
Carnegie Hall, he decided that he would not go home to supper, but would hang about an Oakland 
tobacconist's shop until it was time to go to the concert hall. 

When Paul reached the ushers' dressing-room at about half-past seven that evening, half a dozen 
boys were there already, and Paul began, excitedly, to tumble into his uniform. It was one of the few that 
at all approached fitting, and he thought it very becoming, though he knew that the tight, straight coat 
accentuated his narrow chest, about which he was exceedingly sensitive. He was always considerably 
excited while he dressed, twanging all over to the tuning of the strings and the preliminary flourishes of 



the horns in the music-room; but to-night he seemed quite beside himself, and he teased and plagued the 
boys until, telling him that he was crazy, they put him down on the floor and sat on him. 

Somewhat calmed by his suppression, Paul dashed out to the front of the house to seat the early 
comers. 

He was a model usher; gracious and smiling, he ran up and down the aisles; nothing was too much 
trouble for him; he carried messages and brought programs as though it were his greatest pleasure in life, 
and all the people in his section thought him a charming boy, feeling that he remembered and admired 
them. As the house filled, he grew more and more vivacious and animated, and the color came to his 
cheeks and lips. It was very much as though this were a great reception, and Paul were the host. 

When the symphony began, Paul sank into one of the rear seats, with a long sigh of relief. It was not 
that symphonies, as such, meant anything in particular to Paul, but the first sigh of the instruments 
seemed to free some hilarious and potent spirit within him— something that struggled there like the 
Genius in the bottle found by the Arab fisherman. He felt a sudden zest of life; the lights danced before his 
eyes and the concert hall blazed into unimaginable splendor. When the soprano soloist came on, Paul half 
closed his eyes, and gave himself up to the peculiar stimulus such personages always had for him. The 
soloist chanced to be a German woman, by no means in her first youth and the mother of many children; 
but she wore an elaborate gown and a tiara, and above all, she had that indefinable air of achievement, 
that world-shine upon her, which, in Paul's eyes, made her a veritable queen of romance. 

After a concert was over Paul was always irritable and wretched until he got to sleep, and to-night 
he was even more than usually restless. He had the feeling of not being able to let down, of its being 
impossible to give up this delicious excitement which was the only thing that could be called living at all. 
During the last number he withdrew, and, after hastily changing his clothes in the dressing-room, slipped 
out to the side door where the soprano's carriage stood. Here he began pacing rapidly up and down the 
walk, waiting to see her come out. 

Over yonder the Schenley, in its vacant stretch, loomed big and square through the fine rain, the 
windows of its twelve stories glowing like those of a lighted cardboard house under a Christmas tree. All 
the actors and singers of the better class stayed there when they were in the city, and a number of the big 
manufacturers of the place lived there in the winter. Paul had often hung about the hotel, watching the 
people go in and out, longing to enter and leave school-masters and dull care behind him forever. 

At last the singer came out, accompanied by the conductor who helped her into her carriage and 
closed the door with a cordial auf wiedersehen, which set Paul to wondering whether she were not an old 
sweetheart of his. Paul followed the carriage over to the hotel, walking so rapidly as not to be far from the 
entrance when the singer alighted and disappeared behind the swinging glass doors that were opened by 
a negro in a tall hat and a long coat. In the moment that the door was ajar, it seemed to Paul that he too 



entered. He seemed to feel himself go after her up the steps, into the warm, lighted building, into an 
exotic, a tropical world of shiny, glistening surfaces and basking ease. He reflected upon the mysterious 
dishes that were brought into the dining-room, the green bottles in buckets of ice, as he had seen them in 
the supper-party pictures of the Sunday World supplement. A quick gust of wind brought the rain down 
with sudden vehemence, and Paul was startled to find that he was still outside in the slush of the gravel 
driveway; that his boots were letting in the water, and his scanty overcoat was clinging wet about him; 
that the lights in front of the concert hall were out, and that the rain was driving in sheets between him 
and the orange glow of the windows above him. There it was, what he wanted—tangibly before him, like 
the fairy world of a Christmas pantomime, but mocking spirits stood guard at the doors, and, as the rain 
beat in his face, Paul wondered whether he were destined always to shiver in the black night outside, 
looking up at it. 

He turned and walked reluctantly toward the car tracks. The end had to come sometime; his father 
in his night-clothes at the top of the stairs, explanations that did not explain, hastily improvised fictions 
that were forever tripping him up, his upstairs room and its horrible yellow wall-paper, the creaking 
bureau with the greasy plush collar box and over his painted wooden bed the pictures of George 
Washington and John Calvin, and the framed motto, "Feed my Lambs," which had been worked in red 
worsted by his mother. 

Half an hour later, Paul alighted from his car and went slowly down one of the side streets off the 
main thoroughfare. It was a highly respectable street, where all the houses were exactly alike, and where 
business men of moderate means begot and reared large families of children, all of whom went to 
Sabbath-school and learned the shorter catechism, and were interested in arithmetic; all of whom were 
as exactly alike as their homes, and of a piece with the monotony in which they lived. Paul never went up 
Cordelia Street without a shudder of loathing. His home was next to the house of the Cumberland 
minister. He approached it to-night with the nerveless sense of defeat, the hopeless feeling of sinking 
back forever into ugliness and commonness that he always had when he came home. The moment he 
turned into Cordelia Street he felt the waters close above his head. After each of these orgies of living, he 
experienced all the physical depression which follows a debauch; the loathing of respectable beds, of 
common food, of a house penetrated by kitchen odors; a shuddering repulsion for the flavorless, colorless 
mass of every-day existence; a morbid desire for cool things and soft lights and fresh flowers. 

The nearer he approached the house, the more absolutely unequal Paul felt to the sight of it all; his 
ugly sleeping chamber, the cold bath-room, with the grimy zinc tub, the cracked mirror, the dripping 
spigots, his father at the top of the stairs, his hairy legs sticking out from his night-shirt, his feet thrust 
into carpet slippers. He was so much later than usual that there would certainly be inquiries and 
reproaches. Paul stopped short before the door. He felt that he could not be accosted by his father 
to-night, that he could not toss again on that miserable bed. He would not go in. He would tell his father 
that he had no car fare, and it was raining so hard he had gone home with one of the boys and stayed all 
night. 

Meanwhile, he was wet and cold. He went around to the back of the house and tried one of the 
basement windows, found it open, raised it cautiously, and scrambled down the cellar wall to the floor. 
There he stood, holding his breath, terrified by the noise he had made, but the floor above him was silent, 



and there was no creak on the stairs. He found a soap box, and carried it over to the soft ring of light that 
streamed from the furnace door, and sat down. He was horribly afraid of rats, so he did not try to sleep, 
but sat looking distrustfully at the dark, still terrified least he might have awakened his father. In such 
reactions, after one of the experiences which made days and nights out of the dreary blanks of the 
calendar, when his senses were deadened, Paul's head was always singularly clear. Suppose his father 
had heard him getting in at the window, and come down and shot him for a burglar? Then, again, suppose 
his father had come down, pistol in hand, and he had cried out in time to save himself, and his father had 
been horrified to think how nearly he had killed him? Then, again, suppose a day should come when his 
father would remember that night, and wish there had been no warning cry to stay his hand? With this 
last supposition Paul entertained himself until daybreak. 

The following Sunday was fine; the sodden November chill was broken by the last flash of autumnal 
summer. In the morning Paul had to go to church and Sabbath-school, as always. On seasonable Sunday 
afternoons the burghers of Cordelia Street always sat out on their front "stoops," and talked to their 
neighbors on the next stoop, or called to those across the street in neighborly fashion. The men usually 
sat on gay cushions placed upon the steps that led down to the sidewalk, while the women, in their 
Sunday "waists," sat in rockers on the cramped porches, pretending to be greatly at their ease. The 
children played in the streets; there were so many of them that the place resembled the recreation 
grounds of a kindergarten. The men on the steps—all in their shirt sleeves, their vests unbuttoned—sat 
with their legs well apart, their stomachs comfortably protruding, and talked of the prices of things, or 
told anecdotes of the sagacity of their various chiefs and overlords. They occasionally looked over the 
multitude of squabbling children, listened affectionately to their high-pitched, nasal voices, smiling to see 
their own proclivities reproduced in their offspring, and interspersed their legends of the iron kings with 
remarks about their sons' progress at school, their grades in arithmetic, and the amounts they had saved 
in their toy banks. 

On this last Sunday of November, Paul sat all the afternoon on the lowest step of his "stoop," staring 
into the street, while his sisters, in their rockers, were talking to the minister's daughters next door about 
how many shirt-waists they had made in the last week, and how many waffles some one had eaten at the 
last church supper. When the weather was warm, and his father was in a particularly jovial frame of 
mind, the girls made lemonade, which was always brought out in a red glass pitcher, ornamented with 
forget-me-nots in blue enamel. This the girls thought very fine, and the neighbors always joked about the 
suspicious color of the pitcher. 

To-day Paul's father sat on the top step, talking to a young man who shifted a restless baby from 
knee to knee. He happened to be the young man who was daily held up to Paul as a model, and after 
whom it was his father's dearest hope that he would pattern. This young man was of a ruddy complexion, 
with a compressed, red mouth, and faded, near-sighted eyes, over which he wore thick spectacles, with 
gold bows that curved about his ears. He was clerk to one of the magnates of a great steel corporation, 
and was looked upon in Cordelia Street as a young man with a future. There was a story that, some five 
years ago—he was now barely twenty-six—he had been a trifle dissipated, but in order to curb his 
appetites and save the loss of time and strength that a sowing of wild oats might have entailed, he had 
taken his chief's advice, oft reiterated to his employees, and at twenty-one, had married the first woman 
whom he could persuade to share his fortunes. She happened to be an angular schoolmistress, much 



older than he, who also wore thick glasses, and who had now borne him four children, all near-sighted, 
like herself. 

The young man was relating how his chief, now cruising in the Mediterranean, kept in touch with all 
the details of the business, arranging his office hours on his yacht just as though he were at home, and 
"knocking off work enough to keep two stenographers busy." His father told, in turn, the plan his 
corporation was considering, of putting in an electric railway plant at Cairo. Paul snapped his teeth; he 
had an awful apprehension that they might spoil it all before he got there. Yet he rather liked to hear 
these legends of the iron kings, that were told and retold on Sundays and holidays; these stories of 
palaces in Venice, yachts on the Mediterranean, and high play at Monte Carlo appealed to his fancy, and 
he was interested in the triumphs of these cash-boys who had become famous, though he had no mind for 
the cash-boy stage. 

After supper was over, and he had helped to dry the dishes, Paul nervously asked his father whether 
he could go to George's to get some help in his geometry, and still more nervously asked for car fare. This 
latter request he had to repeat, as his father, on principle, did not like to hear requests for money, 
whether much or little. He asked Paul whether he could not go to some boy who lived nearer, and told 
him that he ought not to leave his school work until Sunday; but he gave him the dime. He was not a poor 
man, but he had a worthy ambition to come up in the world. His only reason for allowing Paul to usher 
was, that he thought a boy ought to be earning a little. 

Paul bounded up-stairs, scrubbed the greasy odor of the dish-water from his hands with the 
ill-smelling soap he hated, and then shook over his fingers a few drops of violet water from the bottle he 
kept hidden in his drawer. He left the house with his geometry conspicuously under his arm, and the 
moment he got out of Cordelia Street and boarded a downtown car, he shook off the lethargy of two 
deadening days, and began to live again. 

The leading juvenile of the permanent stock company which played at one of the downtown 
theatres was an acquaintance of Paul's, and the boy had been invited to drop in at the Sunday-night 
rehearsals whenever he could. For more than a year Paul had spent every available moment loitering 
about Charley Edwards's dressing-room. He had won a place among Edwards's following, not only 
because the young actor, who could not afford to employ a dresser, often found the boy very useful, but 
because he recognized in Paul something akin to what Churchmen term 'vocation.' 

It was at the theatre and at Carnegie Hall that Paul really lived; the rest was but a sleep and a 
forgetting. This was Paul's fairy tale, and it had for him all the allurement of a secret love. The moment he 
inhaled the gassy, painty, dusty odor behind the scenes, he breathed like a prisoner set free, and felt 
within him the possibility of doing or saying splendid, brilliant, poetic things. The moment the cracked 



orchestra beat out the overture from "Martha", or jerked at the serenade from "Rigoletto," all stupid and 
ugly things slid from him, and his senses were deliciously, yet delicately fired. 

Perhaps it was because, in Paul's world, the natural nearly always wore the guise of ugliness, that a 
certain element of artificiality seemed to him necessary in beauty. Perhaps it was because his experience 
of life elsewhere was so full of Sabbath-school picnics, petty economies, wholesome advice as to how to 
succeed in life, and the unescapable odors of cooking, that he found this existence so alluring, these 
smartly clad men and women so attractive, that he was so moved by these starry apple orchards that 
bloomed perennially under the lime-light. 

It would be difficult to put it strongly enough how convincingly the stage entrance of that theatre 
was for Paul the actual portal of Romance. Certainly none of the company ever suspected it, least of all 
Charley Edwards. It was very like the old stories that used to float about London of fabulously rich Jews, 
who had subterranean halls there; with palms, and fountains, and soft lamps, and richly appareled 
women who never saw the disenchanting light of London day. So, in the midst of that smoke-palled city, 
enamored of figures and grimy toil, Paul had his secret temple, his wishing carpet, his bit of 
blue-and-white Mediterranean shore bathed in perpetual sunshine. 

Several of Paul's teachers had a theory that his imagination had been perverted by garish fiction, but 
the truth was that he scarcely ever read at all. The books at home were not such as would either tempt or 
corrupt a youthful mind, and as for reading the novels that some of his friends urged upon him—well, he 
got what he wanted much more quickly from music; any sort of music, from an orchestra to a 
barrel-organ. He needed only the spark, the indescribable thrill that made his imagination master of his 
senses, and he could make plots and pictures enough of his own. It was equally true that he was not 
stage-struck—not, at any rate, in the usual acceptation of that expression. He had no desire to become an 
actor, any more than he had to become a musician. He felt no necessity to do any of these things; what he 
wanted was to see, to be in the atmosphere, float on the wave of it, to be carried out, blue league after 
blue league, away from everything. 

After a night behind the scenes, Paul found the school-room more than ever repulsive: the bare 
floors and naked walls, the prosy men who never wore frock-coats, or violets in their button-holes; the 
women with their dull gowns, shrill voices, and pitiful seriousness about prepositions that govern the 
dative. He could not bear to have the other pupils think, for a moment, that he took these people 
seriously; he must convey to them that he considered it all trivial, and was there only by way of a jest, 
anyway. He had autograph pictures of all the members of the stock company, which he showed his 
classmates, telling them the most incredible stories of his familiarity with these people, of his 
acquaintance with the soloists who came to Carnegie Hall, his suppers with them and the flowers he sent 
them. When these stories lost their effect, and his audience grew listless, he became desperate and would 
bid all the boys good-night, announcing that he was going to travel for a while, going to Naples, to Venice, 
to Egypt. Then, next Monday, he would slip back, conscious, and nervously smiling; his sister was ill, and 
he should have to defer his voyage until spring. 



Matters went steadily worse with Paul at school. In the itch to let his instructors know how heartily 
he despised them and their homilies, and how thoroughly he was appreciated elsewhere, he mentioned 
once or twice that he had no time to fool with theorems; adding, with a twitch of the eyebrows and a 
touch of that nervous bravado which so perplexed them, that he was helping the people down at the 
stock company; they were old friends of his. 

The upshot of the matter was, that the principal went to Paul's father, and Paul was taken out of 
school and put to work. The manager at Carnegie Hall was told to get another usher in his stead, the 
doorkeeper at the theatre was warned not to admit him to the house, and Charley Edwards remorsefully 
promised the boy's father not to see him again. 

The members of the stock company were vastly amused when some of Paul's stories reached 
them—especially the women. They were hard-working women, most of them supporting indigent 
husbands or brothers, and they laughed rather bitterly at having stirred the boy to such fervid and florid 
inventions. They agreed with the faculty and with his father that Paul's was a bad case. 

II 

The east-bound train was plowing through a January snow-storm; the dull dawn was beginning to 
show gray, when the engine whistled a mile out of Newark. Paul started up from the seat where he had 
lain curled in uneasy slumber, rubbed the breath-misted window-glass with his hand, and peered out. 
The snow was whirling in curling eddies above the white bottom-lands, and the drifts lay already deep in 
the fields and along the fences, while here and there the long dead grass and dried weed stalks protruded 
black above it. Lights shone from the scattered houses, and a gang of laborers who stood beside the track 
waved their lanterns. 

Paul had slept very little, and he felt grimy and uncomfortable. He had made the all-night journey in 
a day coach, partly because he was ashamed, dressed as he was, to go into a Pullman, and partly because 
he was afraid of being seen there by some Pittsburg business man, who might have noticed him in Denny 
& Carson's office. When the whistle awoke him, he clutched quickly at his breast pocket, glancing about 
him with an uncertain smile. But the little, clay-bespattered Italians were still sleeping, the slatternly 
women across the aisle were in open-mouthed oblivion, and even the crumby, crying babies were for the 
nonce stilled. Paul settled back to struggle with his impatience as best he could. 

When he arrived at the Jersey City station, Paul hurried through his breakfast, manifestly ill at ease 
and keeping a sharp eye about him. After he reached the Twenty-third Street station, he consulted a 
cabman, and had himself driven to a men's furnishing establishment that was just opening for the day. He 
spent upward of two hours there, buying with endless reconsidering and great care. His new street suit 
he put on in the fitting-room; the frock-coat and dress-clothes he had bundled into the cab with his linen. 
Then he drove to a hatter's and a shoe house. His next errand was at Tiffany's, where he selected his 



silver and a new scarf-pin. He would not wait to have his silver marked, he said. Lastly, he stopped at a 
trunk shop on Broadway, and had his purchases packed into various traveling bags. 

It was a little after one o'clock when he drove up to the Waldorf, and after settling with the cabman, 
went into the office. He registered from Washington; said his mother and father had been abroad, and 
that he had come down to await the arrival of their steamer. He told his story plausibly and had no 
trouble, since he volunteered to pay for them in advance, in engaging his rooms, a sleeping-room, 
sitting-room and bath. 

Not once, but a hundred times, Paul had planned this entry into New York. He had gone over every 
detail of it with Charley Edwards, and in his scrap-book at home there were pages of description about 
New York hotels, cut from the Sunday papers. When he was shown to his sitting-room on the eighth floor, 
he saw at a glance that everything was as it should be; there was but one detail in his mental picture that 
the place did not realize, so he rang for the bell-boy and sent him down for flowers. He moved about 
nervously until the boy returned, putting away his new linen and fingering it delightedly as he did so. 
When the flowers came, he put them hastily into water, and then tumbled into a hot bath. Presently he 
came out of his white bath-room, resplendent in his new silk underwear, and playing with the tassels of 
his red robe. The snow was whirling so fiercely outside his windows that he could scarcely see across the 
street but within the air was deliciously soft and fragrant. He put the violets and jonquils on the taboret 
beside the couch, and threw himself down, with a long sigh, covering himself with a Roman blanket. He 
was thoroughly tired; he had been in such haste, had stood up to such a strain, covered so much ground 
in the last twenty-four hours, that he wanted to think how it had all come about. Lulled by the sound of 
the wind, the warm air, and the cool fragrance of the flowers, he sank into deep, drowsy retrospection. 

It had been wonderfully simple; when they had shut him out of the theatre and concert hall, when 
they had taken away his bone, the whole thing was virtually determined. The rest was a mere matter of 
opportunity. The only thing that at all surprised him was his own courage, for he realized well enough 
that he had always been tormented by fear, a sort of apprehensive dread that, of late years, as the meshes 
of the lies he had told closed about him, had been pulling the muscles of his body tighter and tighter. Until 
now, he could not remember the time when he had not been dreading something. Even when he was a 
little boy, it was always there—behind him, or before, or on either side. There had always been the 
shadowed corner, the dark place into which he dared not look, but from which something seemed always 
to be watching him—and Paul had done things that were not pretty to watch, he knew. 

But now he had a curious sense of relief, as though he had at last thrown down the gauntlet to the 
thing in the corner. 

Yet it was but a day since he had been sulking in the traces; but yesterday afternoon that he had 
been sent to the bank with Denny & Carson's deposits as usual—but this time he was instructed to leave 
the book to be balanced. There were above two thousand dollars in checks, and nearly a thousand in the 
bank-notes which he had taken from the book and quietly transferred to his pocket. At the bank he had 
made out a new deposit slip. His nerves had been steady enough to permit of his returning to the office, 



where he had finished his work and asked for a full day's holiday tomorrow, Saturday, giving a perfectly 
reasonable pretext. The bank-book, he knew, would not be returned before Monday or Tuesday, and his 
father would be out of town for the next week. From the time he slipped the bank-notes into his pocket 
until he boarded the night train for New York, he had not known a moment's hesitation. It was not the 
first time Paul had steered through treacherous waters. 

How astonishingly easy it had all been; here he was, the thing done, and this time there would be no 
awakening, no figure at the top of the stairs. He watched the snow-flakes whirling by his window until he 
fell asleep. 

When he awoke, it was three o'clock in the afternoon. He bounded up with a start; half of one of his 
precious days gone already! He spent more than an hour in dressing, watching every stage of his toilet 
carefully in the mirror. Everything was quite perfect; he was exactly the kind of boy he had always 
wanted to be. 

When he went down-stairs, Paul took a carriage and drove up Fifth Avenue toward the Park. The 
snow had somewhat abated, carriages and tradesmen's wagons were hurrying to and fro in the winter 
twilight, boys in woollen mufflers were shovelling off the doorsteps, the avenue stages made fine spots of 
color against the white street. Here and there on the corners were stands, with whole flower gardens 
blooming under glass cases, against the sides of which the snow-flakes stuck and melted; violets, roses, 
carnations, lilies of the valley, somehow vastly more lovely and alluring that they blossomed thus 
unnaturally in the snow. The Park itself was a wonderful stage winter-piece. 

When he returned, the pause of the twilight had ceased, and the tune of the streets had changed. The 
snow was falling faster, lights streamed from the hotels that reared their dozen stories fearlessly up into 
the storm, defying the raging Atlantic winds. A long, black stream of carriages poured down the avenue, 
intersected here and there by other streams, tending horizontally. There were a score of cabs about the 
entrance of his hotel, and his driver had to wait. Boys in livery were running in and out of the awning that 
was stretched across the sidewalk, up and down the red velvet carpet laid from the door to the street. 
Above, about, within it all was the rumble and roar, the hurry and toss of thousands of human beings as 
hot for pleasure as himself, and on every side of him towered the glaring affirmation of the omnipotence 
of wealth. 

The boy set his teeth and drew his shoulders together in a spasm of realization; the plot of all 
dramas, the text of all romances, the nerve-stuff of all sensations was whirling about him like the 
snow-flakes. He burnt like a faggot in a tempest. 

When Paul went down to dinner, the music of the orchestra came floating up the elevator shaft to 
greet him. His head whirled as he stepped into the thronged corridor, and he sank back into one of the 
chairs against the wall to get his breath. The lights, the chatter, the perfumes, the bewildering medley of 



color—he had for a moment the feeling of not being able to stand it. But only for a moment; these were 
his own people, he told himself. He went slowly about the corridors, through the writing-rooms, 
smoking-rooms, reception-rooms, as though he were exploring the chambers of an enchanted palace, 
built and peopled for him alone. 

When he reached the dining-room he sat down at a table near a window. The flowers, the white 
linen, the many-colored wine glasses, the gay toilettes of the women, the low popping of corks, the 
undulating repetitions of the "Blue Danube" from the orchestra, all flooded Paul's dream with 
bewildering radiance. When the rosy tinge of his champagne was added—that cold, precious, bubbling 
stuff that creamed and foamed in his glass—Paul wondered that there were honest men in the world at 
all. This was what all the world was fighting for, he reflected; this was what all the struggle was about. He 
doubted the reality of his past. Had he ever known a place called Cordelia Street, a place where 
fagged-looking business men got on the early car; mere rivets in a machine, they seemed to 
Paul—sickening men, with combings of children's hair always hanging to their coats, and the smell of 
cooking in their clothes. Cordelia Street—Ah! that belonged to another time and country; had he not 
always been thus, had he not sat here night after night, from as far back as he could remember, looking 
pensively over just such shimmering textures and slowly twirling the stem of a glass like this one 
between his thumb and middle finger? He rather thought he had. 

He was not in the least abashed or lonely. He had no especial desire to meet or to know any of these 
people; all he demanded was the right to look on and conjecture, to watch the pageant. The mere stage 
properties were all he contended for. Nor was he lonely later in the evening, in his loge at the 
Metropolitan. He was now entirely rid of his nervous misgivings, of his forced aggressiveness, of the 
imperative desire to show himself different from his surroundings. He felt now that his surroundings 
explained him. Nobody questioned the purple; he had only to wear it passively. He had only to glance 
down at his attire to reassure himself that here it would be impossible for anyone to humiliate him. 

He found it hard to leave his beautiful sitting-room to go to bed that night, and sat long watching the 
raging storm from his turret window. When he went to sleep, it was with the lights turned on in his 
bedroom; partly because of his old timidity and partly so that, if he should wake in the night, there would 
be no wretched moment of doubt, no horrible suspicion of yellow wall-paper, or of Washington and 
Calvin above his bed. 

Sunday morning the city was practically snow-bound. Paul breakfasted late, and in the afternoon he 
fell in with a wild San Francisco boy, a freshman at Yale, who said he had run down for a "little flyer" over 
Sunday. The young man offered to show Paul the night side of the town, and the two boys went out 
together after dinner, not returning to the hotel until seven o'clock the next morning. They had started 
out in the confiding warmth of a champagne friendship, but their parting in the elevator was singularly 
cool. The freshman pulled himself together to make his train and Paul went to bed. He awoke at two 
o'clock in the afternoon, very thirsty and dizzy, and rang for ice-water, coffee, and the Pittsburg papers. 



On the part of the hotel management, Paul excited no suspicion. There was this to be said for him, 
that he wore his spoils with dignity and in no way made himself conspicuous. Even under the glow of his 
wine he was never boisterous, though he found the stuff like a magician's wand for wonder-building. His 
chief greediness lay in his ears and eyes, and his excesses were not offensive ones. His dearest pleasures 
were the gray winter twilights in his sitting-room; his quiet enjoyment of his flowers, his clothes, his wide 
divan, his cigarette, and his sense of power. He could not remember a time when he had felt so at peace 
with himself. The mere release from the necessity of petty lying, lying every day and every day, restored 
his self-respect. He had never lied for pleasure, even at school, but to be noticed and admired, to assert 
his difference from other Cordelia Street boys; and he felt a good deal more manly, more honest even, 
now that he had no need for boastful pretensions, now that he could, as his actor friends used to say, 
"dress the part." It was characteristic that remorse did not occur to him. His golden days went by without 
a shadow, and he made each as perfect as he could. 

On the eighth day after his arrival in New York, he found the whole affair exploited in the Pittsburg 
papers, exploited with a wealth of detail which indicated that local news of a sensational nature was at a 
low ebb. The firm of Denny & Carson announced that the boy's father had refunded the full amount of the 
theft, and that they had no intention of prosecuting. The Cumberland minister had been interviewed, and 
expressed his hope of yet reclaiming the motherless boy, and his Sabbath-school teacher declared that 
she would spare no effort to that end. The rumor had reached Pittsburg that the boy had been seen in a 
New York hotel, and his father had gone East to find him and bring him home. 

Paul had just come in to dress for dinner; he sank into a chair, weak to the knees, and clasped his 
head in his hands. It was to be worse than jail, even; the tepid waters of Cordelia Street were to close over 
him finally and forever. The gray monotony stretched before him in hopeless, unrelieved years; 
Sabbath-school, Young People's Meeting, the yellow-papered room, the damp dish-towels; it all rushed 
back upon him with a sickening vividness. He had the old feeling that the orchestra had suddenly 
stopped, the sinking sensation that the play was over. The sweat broke out on his face, and he sprang to 
his feet, looked about him with his white, conscious smile, and winked at himself in the mirror. With 
something of the old childish belief in miracles with which he had so often gone to class, all his lessons 
unlearned, Paul dressed and dashed whistling down the corridor to the elevator. 

He had no sooner entered the dining-room and caught the measure of the music than his 
remembrance was lightened by his old elastic power of claiming the moment, mounting with it, and 
finding it all-sufficient. The glare and glitter about him, the mere scenic accessories had again, and for the 
last time, their old potency. He would show himself that he was game, he would finish the thing 
splendidly. He doubted, more than ever, the existence of Cordelia Street, and for the first time he drank 
his wine recklessly. Was he not, after all, one of those fortunate beings born to the purple, was he not still 
himself and in his own place? He drummed a nervous accompaniment to the Pagliacci music and looked 
about him, telling himself over and over that it had paid. 

He reflected drowsily, to the swell of the music and the chill sweetness of his wine, that he might 
have done it more wisely. He might have caught an outbound steamer and been well out of their clutches 
before now. But the other side of the world had seemed too far away and too uncertain then; he could not 
have waited for it; his need had been too sharp. If he had to choose over again, he would do the same 



thing tomorrow. He looked affectionately about the dining-room, now gilded with a soft mist. Ah, it had 
paid indeed! 

Paul was awakened next morning by a painful throbbing in his head and feet. He had thrown himself 
across the bed without undressing, and had slept with his shoes on. His limbs and hands were lead heavy, 
and his tongue and throat were parched and burnt. There came upon him one of those fateful attacks of 
clear-headedness that never occurred except when he was physically exhausted and his nerves hung 
loose. He lay still and closed his eyes and let the tide of things wash over him. 

His father was in New York; "stopping at some joint or other," he told himself. The memory of 
successive summers on the front stoop fell upon him like a weight of black water. He had not a hundred 
dollars left; and he knew now, more than ever, that money was everything, the wall that stood between 
all he loathed and all he wanted. The thing was winding itself up; he had thought of that on his first 
glorious day in New York, and had even provided a way to snap the thread. It lay on his dressing-table 
now; he had got it out last night when he came blindly up from dinner, but the shiny metal hurt his eyes, 
and he disliked the looks of the thing. 

He rose and moved about with a painful effort, succumbing now and again to attacks of nausea. It 
was the old depression exaggerated; all the world had become Cordelia Street. Yet somehow, he was not 
afraid of anything, was absolutely calm; perhaps because he had looked into the dark corner at last and 
knew. It was bad enough, what he saw there, but somehow not so bad as his long fear of it had been. He 
saw everything clearly now. He had a feeling that he had made the best of it, that he had lived the sort of 
life he was meant to live, and for half an hour he sat staring at the revolver. But he told himself that was 
not the way, so he went down stairs and took a cab to the ferry. 

When Paul arrived at Newark, he got off the train and took another cab, directing the driver to 
follow the Pennsylvania tracks out of the town. The snow lay heavy on the roadways and had drifted deep 
in the open fields. Only here and there the dead grass or dried weed stalks projected, singularly black, 
above it. Once well into the country, Paul dismissed the carriage and walked, floundering along the tracks, 
his mind a medley of irrelevant things. He seemed to hold in his brain an actual picture of everything he 
had seen that morning. He remembered every feature of both his drivers, of the toothless old woman 
from whom he had bought the red flowers in his coat, the agent from whom he had got his ticket, and all 
of his fellow-passengers on the ferry. His mind, unable to cope with vital matters near at hand, worked 
feverishly and deftly at sorting and grouping these images. They made for him a part of the ugliness of the 
world, of the ache in his head, and the bitter burning on his tongue. He stooped and put a handful of snow 
into his mouth as he walked, but that, too, seemed hot. When he reached a little hillside, where the tracks 
ran through a cut some twenty feet below him, he stopped and sat down. 

The carnations in his coat were drooping with the cold, he noticed, their red glory all over. It 
occurred to him that all the flowers he had seen in the glass cases that first night must have gone the 
same way, long before this. It was only one splendid breath they had, in spite of their brave mockery at 
the winter outside the glass, and it was a losing game in the end, it seemed, this revolt against the 



homilies by which the world is run. Paul took one of the blossoms carefully from his coat and scooped a 
little hole in the snow, where he covered it up. Then he dozed a while, from his weak condition, seemingly 
insensible to the cold. 

The sound of an approaching train awoke him, and he started to his feet, remembering only his 
resolution, and afraid lest he should be too late. He stood watching the approaching locomotive, his teeth 
chattering, his lips drawn away from them in a frightened smile; once or twice he glanced nervously 
sidewise, as though he were being watched. When the right moment came, he jumped. As he fell, the folly 
of his haste occurred to him with merciless clearness, the vastness of what he had left undone. There 
flashed through his brain, clearer than ever before, the blue of Adriatic water, the yellow of Algerian 
sands. 

He felt something strike his chest, and that his body was being thrown swiftly through the air, on 
and on, immeasurably far and fast, while his limbs were gently relaxed. Then, because the picture-making 
mechanism was crushed, the disturbing visions flashed into black, and Paul dropped back into the 
immense design of things. 

  



Story 5 

“Sweat” 

A young black woman in a physically and psychologically abusive relationship begins to assert her own sense 
of inherent worth and agency. 

by Zora Neale Hurston  

It was eleven o'clock of a Spring night in Florida. It was Sunday. Any other night, Delia Jones would have 
been in bed for two hours by this time. But she was a wash-woman, and Monday morning meant a great 
deal to her. So she collected the soiled clothes on Saturday when she returned the clean things. Sunday 
night after church, she sorted them and put the white things to soak. It saved her almost a half day's start. 
A great hamper in the bedroom held the clothes that she brought home. It was so much neater than a 
number of bundles lying around.  

She squatted in the kitchen floor beside the great pile of clothes, sorting them into small heaps according 
to color, and humming a song in a mournful key, but wondering through it all where Sykes, her husband, 
had gone with her horse and buckboard.  

Just then something long, round, limp and black fell upon her shoulders and slithered to the floor beside 
her. A great terror took hold of her. It softened her knees and dried her mouth so that it was a full minute 
before she could cry out or move. Then she saw that it was the big bull whip her husband liked to carry 
when he drove.  

She lifted her eyes to the door and saw him standing there bent over with laughter at her fright. She 
screamed at him.  

"Sykes, what you throw dat whip on me like dat? You know it would skeer me--looks just like a snake, an' 
you knows how skeered Ah is of snakes."  

"Course Ah knowed it! That's how come Ah done it." He slapped his leg with his hand and almost rolled 
on the ground in his mirth. "If you such a big fool dat you got to have a fit over a earth worm or a string, 
Ah don't keer how bad Ah skeer you."  



"You aint got no business doing it. Gawd knows it's a sin. Some day Ah'm goin' tuh drop dead from some 
of yo' foolishness. 'Nother thing, where you been wid mah rig? Ah feeds dat pony. He aint fuh you to be 
drivin' wid no bull whip."  

"You sho is one aggravatin' nigger woman!" he declared and stepped into the room. She resumed her 
work and did not answer him at once. "Ah done tole you time and again to keep them white folks' clothes 
outa dis house."  

He picked up the whip and glared down at her. Delia went on with her work. She went out into the yard 
and returned with a galvanized tub and set it on the washbench. She saw that Sykes had kicked all of the 
clothes together again, and now stood in her way truculently, his whole manner hoping, praying, for an 
argument. But she walked calmly around him and commenced to re-sort the things.  

"Next time, Ah'm gointer kick 'em outdoors," he threatened as he struck a match along the leg of his 
corduroy breeches.  

Delia never looked up from her work, and her thin, stooped shoulders sagged further.  

"Ah aint for no fuss t'night Sykes. Ah just come from taking sacrament at the church house." 

 He snorted scornfully. "Yeah, you just come from de church house on a Sunday night, but heah you is 
gone to work on them clothes. You ain't nothing but a hypocrite. One of them amencorner 
Christians--sing, whoop, and shout, then come home and wash white folks clothes on the Sabbath."  

He stepped roughly upon the whitest pile of things, kicking them helter-skelter as he crossed the room. 
His wife gave a little scream of dismay, and quickly gathered them together again.  

"Sykes, you quit grindin' dirt into these clothes! How can Ah git through by Sat'day if Ah don't start on 
Sunday?"  

"Ah don't keer if you never git through. Anyhow, Ah done promised Gawd and a couple of other men, Ah 
aint gointer have it in mah house. Don't gimme no lip neither, else Ah'll throw 'em out and put mah fist up 
side yo' head to boot."  

Delia's habitual meekness seemed to slip from her shoulders like a blown scarf. She was on her feet; her 
poor little body, her bare knuckly hands bravely defying the strapping hulk before her.  



"Looka heah, Sykes, you done gone too fur. Ah been married to you fur fifteen years, and Ah been takin' in 
washin' for fifteen years. Sweat, sweat, sweat! Work and sweat, cry and sweat, pray and sweat!"  

"What's that got to do with me?" he asked brutally.  

"What's it got to do with you, Sykes? Mah tub of suds is filled yo' belly with vittles more times than yo' 
hands is filled it. Mah sweat is done paid for this house and Ah reckon Ah kin keep on sweatin' in it."  

She seized the iron skillet from the stove and struck a defensive pose, which act surprised him greatly, 
coming from her. It cowed him and he did not strike her as he usually did.  

"Naw you won't," she panted, "that ole snaggle-toothed black woman you runnin' with aint comin' heah 
to pile up on mah sweat and blood. You aint paid for nothin' on this place, and Ah'm gointer stay right 
heah till Ah'm toted out foot foremost."  

"Well, you better quit gittin' me riled up, else they'll be totin' you out sooner than you expect. Ah'm so 
tired of you Ah don't know whut to do. Gawd! how Ah hates skinny wimmen!" 

 A little awed by this new Delia, he sidled out of the door and slammed the back gate after him. He did not 
say where he had gone, but she knew too well. She knew very well that he would not return until nearly 
daybreak also. Her work over, she went on to bed but not to sleep at once. Things had come to a pretty 
pass!  

She lay awake, gazing upon the debris that cluttered their matrimonial trail. Not an image left standing 
along the way. Anything like flowers had long ago been drowned in the salty stream that had been 
pressed from her heart. Her tears, her sweat, her blood. She had brought love to the union and he had 
brought a longing after the flesh. Two months after the wedding, he had given her the first brutal beating. 
She had the memory of his numerous trips to Orlando with all of his wages when he had returned to her 
penniless, even before the first year had passed. She was young and soft then, but now she thought of her 
knotty, muscled limbs, her harsh knuckly hands, and drew herself up into an unhappy little ball in the 
middle of the big feather bed. Too late now to hope for love, even if it were not Bertha it would be 
someone else. This case differed from the others only in that she was bolder than the others. Too late for 
everything except her little home. She had built it for her old days, and planted one by one the trees and 
flowers there. It was lovely to her, lovely.  

Somehow, before sleep came, she found herself saying aloud: "Oh well, whatever goes over the Devil's 
back, is got to come under his belly. Sometime or ruther, Sykes, like everybody else, is gointer reap his 
sowing." After that she was able to build a spiritual earthworks against her husband. His shells could no 



longer reach her. Amen. She went to sleep and slept until he announced his presence in bed by kicking 
her feet and rudely snatching the covers away.  

"Gimme some kivah heah, an' git yo' damn foots over on yo' own side! Ah oughter mash you in yo' mouf 
fuh drawing dat skillet on me."  

Delia went clear to the rail without answering him. A triumphant indifference to all that he was or did.  

*****  

The week was as full of work for Delia as all other weeks, and Saturday found her behind her little pony, 
collecting and delivering clothes.  

It was a hot, hot day near the end of July. The village men on Joe Clarke's porch even chewed cane 
listlessly. They did not hurl the cane-knots as usual. They let them dribble over the edge of the porch. 
Even conversation had collapsed under the heat.  

"Heah come Delia Jones," Jim Merchant said, as the shaggy pony came 'round the bend of the road toward 
them. The rusty buckboard was heaped with baskets of crisp, clean laundry.  

"Yep," Joe Lindsay agreed. "Hot or col', rain or shine, jes ez reg'lar ez de weeks roll roun' Delia carries 'em 
an' fetches 'em on Sat'day."  

"She better if she wanter eat," said Moss. "Syke Jones aint wuth de shot an' powder hit would tek tuh kill 
'em. Not to huh he aint. "  

"He sho' aint," Walter Thomas chimed in. "It's too bad, too, cause she wuz a right pritty lil trick when he 
got huh. Ah'd uh mah'ied huh mahseff if he hadnter beat me to it."  

Delia nodded briefly at the men as she drove past.  

"Too much knockin' will ruin any 'oman. He done beat huh 'nough tuh kill three women, let 'lone change 
they looks," said Elijah Moseley. "How Syke kin stommuck dat big black greasy Mogul he's layin' roun 
wid, gits me. Ah swear dat eight-rock couldn't kiss a sardine can Ah done throwed out de back do' 'way 
las' yeah." 

 "Aw, she's fat, thass how come. He's allus been crazy 'bout fat women," put in Merchant. "He'd a' been 
tied up wid one long time ago if he could a' found one tuh have him. Did Ah tell yuh 'bout him come sidlin' 
roun' mah wife--bringin' her a basket uh pecans outa his yard fuh a present? Yessir, mah wife! She tol' 



him tuh take 'em right straight back home, cause Delia works so hard ovah dat washtub she reckon 
everything on de place taste lak sweat an' soapsuds. Ah jus' wisht Ah'd a' caught 'im 'dere! Ah'd a' made 
his hips ketch on fiah down dat shell road."  

"Ah know he done it, too. Ah sees 'im grinnin' at every 'oman dat passes," Walter Thomas said. "But even 
so, he useter eat some mighty big hunks uh humble pie tuh git dat lil 'oman he got. She wuz ez pritty ez a 
speckled pup! Dat wuz fifteen yeahs ago. He useter be so skeered uh losin' huh, she could make him do 
some parts of a husband's duty. Dey never wuz de same in de mind." "There oughter be a law about him," 
said Lindsay. "He aint fit tuh carry guts tuh a bear."  

Clarke spoke for the first time. "Taint no law on earth dat kin make a man be decent if it aint in 'im. 
There's plenty men dat takes a wife lak dey do a joint uh sugar-cane. It's round, juicy an' sweet when dey 
gits it. But dey squeeze an' grind, squeeze an' grind an' wring tell dey wring every drop uh pleasure dat's 
in 'em out. When dey's satisfied dat dey is wrung dry, dey treats 'em jes lak dey do a cane-chew. Dey 
throws em away. Dey knows whut dey is doin' while dey is at it, an' hates theirselves fuh it but they keeps 
on hangin' after huh tell she's empty. Den dey hates huh fuh bein' a cane-chew an' in de way."  

"We oughter take Syke an' dat stray 'oman uh his'n down in Lake Howell swamp an' lay on de rawhide till 
they cain't say Lawd a' mussy.' He allus wuz uh ovahbearin' niggah, but since dat white 'oman from up 
north done teached 'im how to run a automobile, he done got too biggety to live--an' we oughter kill 'im," 
Old Man Anderson advised.  

A grunt of approval went around the porch. But the heat was melting their civic virtue, and Elijah Moseley 
began to bait Joe Clarke.  

"Come on, Joe, git a melon outa dere an' slice it up for yo' customers. We'se all sufferin' wid de heat. De 
bear's done got me!"  

"Thass right, Joe, a watermelon is jes' whut Ah needs tuh cure de eppizudicks," Walter Thomas joined 
forces with Moseley.  

"Come on dere, Joe. We all is steady customers an' you aint set us up in a long time. Ah chooses dat long, 
bowlegged Floridy favorite." "A god, an' be dough. You all gimme twenty cents and slice way," Clarke 
retorted.  

"Ah needs a col' slice m'self. Heah, everybody chip in. Ah'll lend y'll mah meat knife." 



 The money was quickly subscribed and the huge melon brought forth. At that moment, Sykes and Bertha 
arrived. A determined silence fell on the porch and the melon was put away again.  

Merchant snapped down the blade of his jackknife and moved toward the store door.  

"Come on in, Joe, an' gimme a slab uh sow belly an' uh pound uh coffee--almost fuhgot 'twas Sat'day. Got 
to git on home." Most of the men left also.  

Just then Delia drove past on her way home, as Sykes was ordering magnificently for Bertha. It pleased 
him for Delia to see.  

"Git whutsoever yo' heart desires, Honey. Wait a minute, Joe. Give huh two bottles uh strawberry 
soda-water, uh quart uh parched ground-peas, an' a block uh chewin' gum."  

With all this they left the store, with Sykes reminding Bertha that this was his town and she could have it 
if she wanted it. The men returned soon after they left, and held their watermelon feast.  

"Where did Syke Jones git da 'oman from nohow?" Lindsay asked.  

"Ovah Apopka. Guess dey musta been cleanin' out de town when she lef'. She don't look lak a thing but a 
hunk uh liver wid hair on it."  

"Well, she sho' kin squall," Dave Carter contributed.  

"When she gits ready tuh laff, she jes' opens huh mouf an' latches it back tuh de las' notch. No ole grandpa 
alligator down in Lake Bell ain't got nothin' on huh."  

*****  

Bertha had been in town three months now. Sykes was still paying her room rent at Della Lewis'- -the 
only house in town that would have taken her in. Sykes took her frequently to Winter Park to "stomps." 
He still assured her that he was the swellest man in the state.  

"Sho' you kin have dat lil' ole house soon's Ah kin git dat 'oman outa dere. Everything b'longs tuh me an' 
you sho' kin have it. Ah sho' 'bominates uh skinny 'oman. Lawdy, you sho' is got one portly shape on you! 
You kin git anything you wants. Dis is mah town an' you sho' kin have it."  



Delia's work-worn knees crawled over the earth in Gethsemane and up the rocks of Calvary many, many 
times during these months. She avoided the villagers and meeting places in her efforts to be blind and 
deaf. But Bertha nullified this to a degree, by coming to Delia's house to call Sykes out to her at the gate.  

Delia and Sykes fought all the time now with no peaceful interludes. They slept and ate in silence. Two or 
three times Delia had attempted a timid friendliness, but she was repulsed each time. It was plain that the 
breaches must remain agape.  

The sun had burned July to August. The heat streamed down like a million hot arrows, smiting all things 
living upon the earth. Grass withered, leaves browned, snakes went blind in shedding and men and dogs 
went mad. Dog days!  

Delia came home one day and found Sykes there before her. She wondered, but started to go on into the 
house without speaking, even though he was standing in the kitchen door and she must either stoop 
under his arm or ask him to move. He made no room for her. She noticed a soap box beside the steps, but 
paid no particular attention to it, knowing that he must have brought it there. As she was stooping to pass 
under his outstretched arm, he suddenly pushed her backward, laughingly.  

"Look in de box dere Delia, Ah done brung yuh somethin'!"  

She nearly fell upon the box in her stumbling, and when she saw what it held, she all but fainted outright.  

"Syke! Syke, mah Gawd! You take dat rattlesnake 'way from heah! You gottuh. Oh, Jesus, have mussy!"  

"Ah aint gut tuh do nuthin' uh de kin'--fact is Ah aint got tuh do nothin' but die. Taint no use uh you 
puttin' on airs makin' out lak you skeered uh dat snake--he's gointer stay right heah tell he die. He 
wouldn't bite me cause Ah knows how tuh handle 'im. Nohow he wouldn't risk breakin' out his fangs 'gin 
yo' skinny laigs."  

"Naw, now Syke, don't keep dat thing 'roun' heah tuh skeer me tuh death. You knows Ah'm even feared 
uh earth worms. Thass de biggest snake Ah evah did see. Kill 'im Syke, please."  

"Doan ast me tuh do nothin' fuh yuh. Goin' roun' trying' tuh be so damn asterperious. Naw, Ah aint gonna 
kill it. Ah think uh damn sight mo' uh him dan you! Dat's a nice snake an' anybody doan lak 'im kin jes' hit 
de grit."  

The village soon heard that Sykes had the snake, and came to see and ask questions.  



"How de hen-fire did you ketch dat six-foot rattler, Syke?" Thomas asked.  

"He's full uh frogs so he caint hardly move, thass how. Ah eased up on 'm. But Ah'm a snake charmer an' 
knows how tuh handle 'em. Shux, dat aint nothin'. Ah could ketch one eve'y day if Ah so wanted tuh."  

"Whut he needs is a heavy hick'ry club leaned real heavy on his head. Dat's de bes 'way tuh charm a 
rattlesnake."  

"Naw, Walt, y'll jes' don't understand dese diamon' backs lak Ah do," said Sykes in a superior tone of 
voice. The village agreed with Walter, but the snake stayed on. His box remained by the kitchen door with 
its screen wire covering. Two or three days later it had digested its meal of frogs and literally came to life. 
It rattled at every movement in the kitchen or the yard. One day as Delia came down the kitchen steps she 
saw his chalky-white fangs curved like scimitars hung in the wire meshes. This time she did not run away 
with averted eyes as usual. She stood for a long time in the doorway in a red fury that grew bloodier for 
every second that she regarded the creature that was her torment.  

That night she broached the subject as soon as Sykes sat down to the table.  

"Syke, Ah wants you tuh take dat snake 'way fum heah. You done starved me an' Ah put up widcher, you 
done beat me an Ah took dat, but you done kilt all mah insides bringin' dat varmint heah." 

Sykes poured out a saucer full of coffee and drank it deliberately before he answered her.  

"A whole lot Ah keer 'bout how you feels inside uh out. Dat snake aint goin' no damn wheah till Ah gits 
ready fuh 'im tuh go. So fur as beatin' is concerned, yuh aint took near all dat you gointer take ef yuh stay 
'roun' me."  

Delia pushed back her plate and got up from the table. "Ah hates you, Sykes," she said calmly. "Ah hates 
you tuh de same degree dat Ah useter love yuh. Ah done took an' took till mah belly is full up tuh mah 
neck. Dat's de reason Ah got mah letter fum de church an' moved mah membership tuh Woodbridge--so 
Ah don't haf tuh take no sacrament wid yuh. Ah don't wantuh see yuh 'roun' me atall. Lay 'roun' wid dat 
'oman all yuh wants tuh, but gwan 'way fum me an' mah house. Ah hates yuh lak uh suck-egg dog."  

Sykes almost let the huge wad of corn bread and collard greens he was chewing fall out of his mouth in 
amazement. He had a hard time whipping himself up to the proper fury to try to answer Delia.  

"Well, Ah'm glad you does hate me. Ah'm sho' tiahed uh you hangin' ontuh me. Ah don't want yuh. Look at 
yuh stringey ole neck! Yo' rawbony laigs an' arms is enough tuh cut uh man tuh death. You looks jes' lak 



de devvul's doll-baby tuh me. You cain't hate me no worse dan Ah hates you. Ah been hatin' you fuh 
years."  

"Yo' ole black hide don't look lak nothin' tuh me, but uh passle uh wrinkled up rubber, wid yo' big ole 
yeahs flappin' on each side lak uh paih uh buzzard wings. Don't think Ah'm gointuh be run 'way fum mah 
house neither. Ah'm goin' tuh de white folks bout you, mah young man, de very nex' time you lay yo' han's 
on me. Mah cup is done run ovah." Delia said this with no signs of fear and Sykes departed from the 
house, threatening her, but made not the slightest move to carry out any of them.  

That night he did not return at all, and the next day being Sunday, Delia was glad she did not have to 
quarrel before she hitched up her pony and drove the four miles to Woodbridge. She stayed to the night 
service--"love feast"--which was very warm and full of spirit. In the emotional winds her domestic trials 
were borne far and wide so that she sang as she drove homeward.  

"Jurden water, black an' col'                                                                                                                       Chills de body, 
not de soul                                                                                                                                An' Ah wantah cross Jurden 
in uh calm time."  

She came from the barn to the kitchen door and stopped.  

"Whut's de mattah, ol' satan, you aint kickin' up yo' racket?" She addressed the snake's box. Complete 
silence. She went on into the house with a new hope in its birth struggles. Perhaps her threat to go to the 
white folks had frightened Sykes! Perhaps he was sorry! Fifteen years of misery and suppression had 
brought Delia to the place where she would hope anything that looked towards a way over or through 
her wall of inhibitions.  

She felt in the match safe behind the stove at once for a match. There was only one there.  

"Dat niggah wouldn't fetch nothin' heah tuh save his rotten neck, but he kin run thew whut Ah brings 
quick enough. Now he done toted off nigh on tuh haff uh box uh matches. He done had dat 'oman heah in 
mah house, too."  

Nobody but a woman could tell how she knew this even before she struck the match. But she did and it 
put her into a new fury.  

Presently she brought in the tubs to put the white things to soak. This time she decided she need not 
bring the hamper out of the bedroom; she would go in there and do the sorting. She picked up the 



pot-bellied lamp and went in. The room was small and the hamper stood hard by the foot of the white 
iron bed. She could sit and reach through the bedposts--resting as she worked.  

"Ah wantah cross Jurden in uh calm time," she was singing again. The mood of the "love feast" had 
returned. She threw back the lid of the basket almost gaily. Then, moved by both horror and terror, she 
sprang back toward the door. There lay the snake in the basket! He moved sluggishly at first, but even as 
she turned round and round, jumped up and down in an insanity of fear, he began to stir vigorously. She 
saw him pouring his awful beauty from the basket upon the bed, then she seized the lamp and ran as fast 
as she could to the kitchen. The wind from the open door blew out the light and the darkness added to 
her terror. She sped to the darkness of the yard, slamming the door after her before she thought to set 
down the lamp. She did not feel safe even on the ground, so she climbed up in the hay barn.  

There for an hour or more she lay sprawled upon the hay a gibbering wreck.  

Finally, she grew quiet, and after that, coherent thought. With this, stalked through her a cold, bloody 
rage. Hours of this. A period of introspection, a space of retrospection, then a mixture of both. Out of this 
an awful calm.  

"Well, Ah done de bes' Ah could. If things aint right, Gawd knows taint mah fault."  

She went to sleep--a twitch sleep--and woke up to a faint gray sky. There was a loud hollow sound below. 
She peered out. Sykes was at the wood-pile, demolishing a wire-covered box.  

He hurried to the kitchen door, but hung outside there some minutes before he entered, and stood some 
minutes more inside before he closed it after him. T 

he gray in the sky was spreading. Delia descended without fear now, and crouched beneath the low 
bedroom window. The drawn shade shut out the dawn, shut in the night. But the thin walls held back no 
sound.  

"Dat ol' scratch is woke up now!" She mused at the tremendous whirr inside, which every woodsman 
knows, is one of the sound illusions. The rattler is a ventriloquist. His whirr sounds to the right, to the left, 
straight ahead, behind, close under foot--everywhere but where it is. Woe to him who guesses wrong 
unless he is prepared to hold up his end of the argument! Sometimes he strikes without rattling at all.  

Inside, Sykes heard nothing until he knocked a pot lid off the stove while trying to reach the match safe in 
the dark. He had emptied his pockets at Bertha's. The snake seemed to wake up under the stove and 
Sykes made a quick leap into the bedroom. In spite of the gin he had had, his head was clearing now.  



"'Mah Gawd!" he chattered, "ef Ah could on'y strack uh light!"  

The rattling ceased for a moment as he stood paralyzed. He waited. It seemed that the snake waited also.  

"Oh, fuh de light! Ah thought he'd be too sick"--Sykes was muttering to himself when the whirr began 
again, closer, right underfoot this time. Long before this, Sykes' ability to think had been flattened down 
to primitive instinct and he leaped--onto the bed.  

Outside Delia heard a cry that might have come from a maddened chimpanzee, a stricken gorilla. All the 
terror, all the horror, all the rage that man possibly could express, without a recognizable human sound.  

A tremendous stir inside there, another series of animal screams, the intermittent whirr of the reptile. 
The shade torn violently down from the window, letting in the red dawn, a huge brown hand seizing the 
window stick, great dull blows upon the wooden floor punctuating the gibberish of sound long after the 
rattle of the snake had abruptly subsided. All this Delia could see and hear from her place beneath the 
window, and it made her ill. She crept over to the four-o'clocks and stretched herself on the cool earth to 
recover.  

She lay there. "Delia. Delia!" She could hear Sykes calling in a most despairing tone as one who expected 
no answer. The sun crept on up, and he called. Delia could not move--her legs were gone flabby. She 
never moved, he called, and the sun kept rising.  

"Mah Gawd!" She heard him moan, "Mah Gawd fum Heben!" She heard him stumbling about and got up 
from her flower-bed. The sun was growing warm. As she approached the door she heard him call out 
hopefully, "Delia, is dat you Ah heah?"  

She saw him on his hands and knees as soon as she reached the door. He crept an inch or two toward 
her--all that he was able, and she saw his horribly swollen neck and his one open eye shining with hope. A 
surge of pity too strong to support bore her away from that eye that must, could not, fail to see the tubs. 
He would see the lamp. Orlando with its doctors was too far. She could scarcely reach the Chinaberry 
tree, where she waited in the growing heat while inside she knew the cold river was creeping up and up 
to extinguish that eye which must know by now that she knew.  

1926 

 


