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Introduction

Short story is a good way to introduce students to English literature
and fiction in general. This book is a compilation of short stories that
can be discussed in class to explore universal themes of love, revenge
and arrogance. The characters in these novels show weaknesses that
leads them to inexplicable acts of love, murder, and hubris.

This book as well allows students to explore the main narrative
techniques of character, plot, story, antagonist, protagonist, round
character, flat character etc. which prepares them to read longer
works and analyze them.

Mahmoud Abdel-Hamid

Cairo, 2021



Worn Path by Eudora Welty

It was December—a bright frozen day in the early morning. Far out in
the country there was an old Negro woman with her head tied in a red
rag, coming along a path through the pinewoods. Her name was Phoenix
Jackson. She was very old and small and she walked slowly in the dark
pine shadows, moving a little from side to side in her steps, with the
balanced heaviness and lightness of a pendulum in a grandfather clock.
She carried a thin, small cane made from an umbrtella, and with this she
kept tapping the frozen earth in front of her. This made a grave and
persistent noise in the still air that seemed meditative, like the chirping of
a solitary little bird.

She wore a dark striped dress reaching down to her shoe tops, and an
equally long apron of bleached sugar sacks, with a full pocket: all neat
and tidy, but every time she took a step she might have fallen over her
shoelaces, which dragged from her unlaced shoes. She looked straight
ahead. Her eyes were blue with age. Her skin had a pattern all its own of
numberless branching wrinkles and as though a whole little tree stood in
the middle of her forehead, but a golden color ran underneath, and the
two knobs of her cheeks were illumined by a yellow burning under the
dark. Under the red rag her hair came down on her neck in the frailest of
ringlets, still black, and with an odor like copper.

Now and then there was a quivering in the thicket. Old Phoenix said,
'Out of my way, all you foxes, owls, beetles, jack rabbits, coons and wild
animals! ... Keep out from under these feet, little bob-whites ... Keep the
big wild hogs out of my path. Don't let none of those come running my
direction. I got a long way.' Under her small black-freckled hand her
cane, limber as a buggy whip, would switch at the brush as if to rouse up
any hiding things.



On she went. The woods were deep and still. The sun made the pine
needles almost too bright to look at, up where the wind rocked. The
cones dropped as light as feathers. Down in the hollow was the
mourning dove—it was not too late for him.

The path ran up a hill. 'Seem like there is chains about my feet, time I get
this far,' she said, in the voice of argument old people keep to use with
themselves. 'Something always take a hold of me on this hill—pleads I
should stay.'

After she got to the top, she turned and gave a full, severe look behind
her where she had come. 'Up through pines,' she said at length. 'Now
down through oaks."'

Her eyes opened their widest, and she started down gently. But before
she got to the bottom of the hill a bush caught her dress.

Her fingers were busy and intent, but her skirts were full and long, so
that before she could pull them free in one place they were caught in
another. It was not possible to allow the dress to tear. 'T in the thorny
bush,' she said. "Thorns, you doing your appointed work. Never want to
let folks pass—no, sir. Old eyes thought you was a pretty

little green bush.'

Finally, trembling all over, she stood free, and after a moment dared to
stoop for her cane.

'Sun so high!' she cried, leaning back and looking, while the thick tears
went over her eyes. "The time getting all gone here.'

At the foot of this hill was a place where a log was laid across the creek.

'Now comes the trial,' said Phoenix. Putting her right foot out, she



mounted the log and shut her eyes. Lifting her skirt, leveling her cane
fiercely before her like a festival figure in some parade, she began to
march across. Then she opened her eyes and she was safe on the other
side.

'l wasn't as old as I thought,' she said.

But she sat down to rest. She spread her skirts on the bank around her
and folded her hands over her knees. Up above her was a tree in a pearly
cloud of mistletoe. She did not dare to close her eyes, and when a little
boy brought her a plate with a slice of marble-cake on it she spoke to
him. "That would be acceptable,' she said. But when she went to take it
there was just her own hand in the air.

So she left that tree, and had to go through a barbed-wire fence. There
she had to creep and crawl, spreading her knees and stretching her
tingers like a baby trying to climb the steps. But she talked loudly to
herself: she could not let her dress be torn now, so late in the day, and
she could not pay for having her arm or her leg sawed off if she got
caught fast where she was.

At last she was safe through the fence and risen up out in the clearing.
Big dead trees, like black men with one arm, were standing in the purple
stalks of the withered cotton field. There sat a buzzard.

'"Who you watching?'

In the furrow she made her way along.

'Glad this not the season for bulls,' she said, looking sideways, 'and the
good Lord made his snakes to cutl up and sleep in the winter. A pleasure

I don't see no two-headed snake coming around that tree, where it come
once. It took a while to get by him, back in the summer.'



She passed through the old cotton and went into a field of dead corn. It
whispered and shook, and was taller than her head. "Through the maze
now,' she said, for there was no path.

Then there was something tall, black, and skinny there, moving before
her.

At first she took it for a man. It could have been a man dancing in the
field. But she stood still and listened, and it did not make a sound. It was
as silent as a ghost.

'Ghost,' she said sharply, 'who be you the ghost of? For I have heard of
nary death close by.'

But there was no answer, only the ragged dancing in the wind.

She shut her eyes, reached out her hand, and touched a sleeve. She found
a coat and inside that an emptiness, cold as ice.

"You scarecrow, she said. Her face lighted. 'I ought to be shut up for
good,' she said with laughter. 'My senses is gone. I too old. I the oldest
people I ever know. Dance, old scarecrow,' she said, 'while I dancing
with you.'

She kicked her foot over the furrow, and with mouth drawn down shook
her head once or twice in a little strutting way. Some husks blew down
and whitled in streamers about her skirts.

Then she went on, parting her way from side to side with the cane,
through the whispering field. At last she came to the end, to a wagon
track where the silver grass blew between the red ruts. The quail were
walking around like pullets, seeming all dainty and unseen.

'"Walk pretty,' she said. "This the easy place. This the easy going.' She



followed the track, swaying through the quiet bare fields, through the
little strings of trees silver in their dead leaves, past cabins silver from
weather, with the doors and windows boarded shut, all like old women
under a spell sitting there. 'I walking in their sleep,' she said, nodding her
head vigorously.

In a ravine she went where a spring was silently flowing through a
hollow log. Old Phoenix bent and drank. 'Sweet gum makes the water
sweet, she said, and drank more. "Nobody know who made this well, for
it was here when I was born.'

The track crossed a swampy part where the moss hung as white as lace
from every limb. 'Sleep on, alligators, and blow your bubbles.' Then the
cypress trees went into the road. Deep, deep it went down between the
high green-colored banks. Overhead the live oaks met, and it was as dark
as a cave.

A big black dog with a lolling tongue came up out of the weeds by the
ditch. She was meditating, and not ready, and when he came at her she
only hit him a little with her cane. Over she went in the ditch, like a little
puff of milkweed.

Down there, her senses drifted away. A dream visited her, and she
reached her hand up, but nothing reached down and gave her a pull. So
she lay there and presently went to talking. 'Old woman,' she said to
herself, 'that black dog come up out of the weeds to stall you off, and
now there he sitting on his fine tail, smiling at you.'

A white man finally came along and found her—a hunter, a young man,
with his dog on a chain.

'Well, Granny!' he laughed. 'What are you doing there?'

'Lying on my back like a June bug waiting to be turned over, mister,' she



said, reaching up her hand.

He lifted her up, gave her a swing in the air, and set her down. 'Anything
broken, Granny?'

'No sir, them old dead weeds is springy enough,' said Phoenix, when she
had got her breath. 'I thank you for your trouble.'

'"Where do you live, Granny?' he asked, while the two dogs were growling
at each other.

'Away back yonder, sir, behind the ridge. You can't even see it from
here.’

'On your way home?'
"No sir, I going to town.'

'"Why, that's too far! That's as far as I walk when I come out myself, and I
get something for my trouble.! He patted the stuffed bag he carried, and
there hung down a little closed claw. It was one of the bobwhites, with
its beak hooked bitterly to show it was dead. "Now you go on home,
Granny!'

'l bound to go to town, mister,' said Phoenix. "The time come around.’

He gave another laugh, filling the whole landscape. 'T know you old
colored people! Wouldn't miss going to town to see Santa Claus!'

But something held Old Phoenix very still. The deep lines in her face
went into a fierce and different radiation. Without warning, she had seen
with her own eyes a flashing nickel fall out of the man's pocket onto the
ground.
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'How old are you, Granny?' he was saying.
"There is no telling, mister,' she said, 'no telling.'

Then she gave a little cry and clapped her hands and said, 'Git on away
from here, dog! Look! Look at that dog!' She laughed as if in admiration.
'He ain't scared of nobody. He a big black dog.' She whispered, 'Sic him!'

'"Watch me get rid of that cur,' said the man. 'Sic him, Pete! Sic him!'

Phoenix heard the dogs fighting, and heard the man running and
throwing sticks. She even heard a gunshot. But she was slowly bending
forward by that time, further and further forward, the lids stretched
down over her eyes, as if she were doing this in her sleep. Her chin was
lowered almost to her knees. The yellow palm of her hand came out
from the fold of her apron. Her fingers slid down and along the ground
under the piece of money with the grace and care they would have in
lifting an egg from under a setting hen. Then she slowly straightened up;
she stood erect, and the nickel was in her apron pocket. A bird flew by.
Her lips moved. 'God watching me the whole time. I come to stealing.'

The man came back, and his own dog panted about them. "Well, I scared
him off that time,' he said, and then he laughed and lifted his gun and
pointed it at Phoenix.

She stood straight and faced him.

'Doesn't the gun scare you?' he said, still pointing it.

'No, sir, I seen plenty go off closer by, in my day, and for less than what
I done,' she said, holding utterly still.

He smiled, and shouldered the gun. 'Well, Granny,' he said, 'you must be
a hundred years old, and scared of nothing. I'd give you a dime if I had
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any money with me. But you take my advice and stay home, and nothing
will happen to you.'

'l bound to go on my way, mister,' said Phoenix. She inclined her head in
the red rag. Then they went in different directions, but she could hear
the gun shooting again and again over the hill.

She walked on. The shadows hung from the oak trees to the road like
curtains. Then she smelled wood smoke, and smelled the river, and she
saw a steeple and the cabins on their steep steps. Dozens of little black
children whirled around her. There ahead was Natchez shining. Bells
were ringing. She walked on.

In the paved city it was Christmas time. There were red and green
electric lights strung and crisscrossed everywhere, and all turned on in
the daytime. Old Phoenix would have been lost if she had not distrusted
her eyesight and depended on her feet to know where to take her.

She paused quietly on the sidewalk, where people were passing by. A
lady came along in the crowd, carrying an armful of red, green, and
silver-wrapped presents; she gave off perfume like the red roses in hot
summer, and Phoenix stopped her.

'Please, missy, will you lace up my shoer' She held up her foot.

'"What do you want, Grandma?'

'See my shoe,' said Phoenix. 'Do all right for out in the country, but
wouldn't look right to go in a big building.'

'Stand still then, Grandma,' said the lady. She put her packages down on
the sidewalk beside her and laced and tied both shoes tightly.

'Can't lace 'em with a cane,' said Phoenix. "Thank you, missy. I doesn't
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mind asking a nice lady to tie up my shoe, when I gets out on the street.'

Moving slowly and from side to side, she went into the big building, and
into a tower of steps, where she walked up and around and around until
her feet knew to stop.

She entered a door, and there she saw nailed up on the wall the
document that had been stamped with the gold seal and framed in the
gold frame, which matched the dream that was hung up in her head.

'Here I be,' she said. There was a fixed and ceremonial stiffness over her

body.

'A charity case, | suppose ' said an attendant who sat at the desk before
bl b
her.

But Phoenix only looked above her head. There was sweat on her face,
the wrinkles in her skin shone like a bright net.

'Speak up, Grandma,' the woman said. "What's your name? We must
have your history, you know. Have you been here before? What seems to
be the trouble with you?'

Old Phoenix only gave a twitch to her face as if a fly were bothering her.
'Are you deaf?' cried the attendant.

But then the nurse came in.

'Oh, that's just old Aunt Phoenix,' she said. 'She doesn't come for
herself—she has a little grandson. She makes these trips just as regular as
clockwork. She lives away back off the Old Natchez Trace.' She bent

down. 'Well, Aunt Phoenix, why don't you just take a seat? We won't
keep you standing after your long trip.' She pointed.
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The old woman sat down, bolt upright in the chair.
'Now, how is the boy?' asked the nurse.

Old Phoenix did not speak.

'l said, how is the boy?'

But Phoenix only waited and stared straight ahead, her face very solemn
and withdrawn into rigidity.

'Is his throat any better?' asked the nurse. 'Aunt Phoenix, don't you hear
me? Is your grandson's throat any better since the last time you came for
the mediciner'

With her hands on her knees, the old woman waited, silent, erect and
motionless, just as if she were in armor.

"You mustn't take up our time this way, Aunt Phoenix,' the nurse said.

"Tell us quickly about your grandson, and get it over. He isn't dead, is
q y your g > 8

he?'

At last there came a flicker and then a flame of comprehension across
her face, and she spoke.

'My grandson. It was my memory had left me. There I sat and forgot
why I made my long trip.'

'Forgot?' The nurse frowned. 'After you came so far?'
Then Phoenix was like an old woman begging a dignified forgiveness for

waking up frightened in the night. 'T never did go to school—I was too
old at the Surrender,' she said in a soft voice. 'I'm an old woman without
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an education. It was my memory fail me. My little grandson, he is just the
same, and I forgot it in the coming.’

"Throat never heals, does it?' said the nurse, speaking in a loud, sure
voice to Old Phoenix. By now she had a card with something written on
it, a little list. 'Yes. Swallowed lye. When was itP—January—two—three
years ago—'

Phoenix spoke unasked now. 'No, missy, he not dead, he just the same.
Every little while his throat begin to close up again, and he not able to
swallow. He not get his breath. He not able to help himself. So the time
come around, and I go on another trip for the soothing-medicine.’

'All right. The doctor said as long as you came to get it, you could have
it,' said the nurse. 'But it's an obstinate case.'

'My little grandson, he sit up there in the house all wrapped up, waiting
by himself,' Phoenix went on. 'We is the only two left in the world. He
suffer and it don't seem to put him back at all. He got a sweet look. He
going to last. He wear a little patch-quilt and peep out, holding his
mouth open like a little bird. I remembers so plain now. I not going to
forget him again, no, the whole enduring time. I could tell him from all
the others in creation.'

'All right.' The nurse was trying to hush her now. She brought her a
bottle of medicine. 'Charity,' she said, making a check mark in a book.

Old Phoenix held the bottle close to her eyes, and then carefully put it
into her pocket.

'l thank you,' she said.

'It's Christmas time, Grandma,' said the attendant. 'Could I give you a
few pennies out of my purse?'
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'Five pennies is a nickel,' said Phoenix stiffly.
'Here's a nickel, said the attendant.

Phoenix rose carefully and held out her hand. She received the nickel and
then fished the other nickel out of her pocket and laid it beside the new
one. She stared at her palm closely, with her head on one side.

Then she gave a tap with her cane on the floor. "This is what come to me
to do,' she said. 'T going to the store and buy my child a little windmill
they sells, made out of paper. He going to find it hard to believe there
such a thing in the world. I'll march myself back where he waiting,
holding it straight up in this hand.'

She lifted her free hand, gave a little nod, turned around, and walked out
of the doctor's office. Then her slow step began on the stairs, going
down.

Eudora Welty was a short story writer and novelist known for her portrayals of
the American South. She received the 1973 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction for her
novel The Optimist’s Daunghter.
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To Build a Fire by Jack London

Day had broken cold and grey, exceedingly cold and grey, when the man
turned aside from the main Yukon trail and climbed the high earthbank,
where a dim and little-travelled trail led eastward through the fat spruce
timberland. It was a steep bank, and he paused for breath at the top,
excusing the act to himself by looking at his watch. It was nine o'clock.
There was no sun nor hint of sun, though there was not a cloud in the
sky. It was a clear day, and yet there seemed an intangible pall over the
tace of things, a subtle gloom that made the day dark, and that was due
to the absence of sun. This fact did not worry the man. He was used to
the lack of sun. It had been days since he had seen the sun, and he knew
that a few more days must pass before that cheerful orb, due south,
would just peep above the skyline and dip immediately from view. The
man flung a look back along the way he had come. The Yukon lay a mile
wide and hidden under three feet of ice. On top of this ice were as many
teet of snow. It was all pure white, rolling in gentle undulations where
the ice-jams of the freeze-up had formed. North and south, as far as his
eye could see, it was unbroken white, save for a dark hairline that curved
and twisted from around the spruce-covered island to the south, and that
curved and twisted away into the north, where it By Jack London on
02.10.20 Word Count 7,125 Level MAX disappeared behind another
spruce-covered island. This dark hairline was the trail—the main trail —
that led south five hundred miles to the Chilcoot Pass, Dyea, and
saltwater; and that led north seventy miles to Dawson, and still on to the
north a thousand miles to Nulato, and finally to St. Michael on the
Bering Sea, a thousand miles and half a thousand more. But all this—the
mysterious, far-reaching hairline trail, the absence of sun from the sky,
the tremendous cold, and the strangeness and weirdness of it all—made
no impression on the man. It was not because he was long used to it. He
was a newcomer in the land, a chechaquo, and this was his first winter.
The trouble with him was that he was without imagination. He was quick
and alert in the things of life, but only in the things, and not in the
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significances. Fifty degrees below zero meant eighty-odd degrees of
frost. Such fact impressed him as being cold and uncomfortable, and that
was all. It did not lead him to meditate upon his frailty as a creature of
temperature, and upon man's frailty in general, able only to live within
certain narrow limits of heat and cold; and from there on it did not lead
him to the conjectural field of immortality and man's place in the
universe. Fifty degrees below zero stood for a bite of frost that hurt and
that must be guarded against by the use of mittens, ear-flaps, warm
moccasins, and thick socks. Fifty degrees below zero was to him just
precisely fifty degrees below zero. That there should be anything more to
it than that was a thought that never entered his head. As he turned to go
on, he spat speculatively. There was a sharp, explosive crackle that
startled him. He spat again. And again, in the air, before it could fall to
the snow, the spittle crackled. He knew that at fifty below spittle crackled
on the snow, but this spittle had crackled in the air. Undoubtedly it was
colder than fifty below—how much colder he did not know. But the
temperature did not matter. He was bound for the old claim on the left
fork of Henderson Creek, where the boys were already. They had come
over across the divide from the Indian Creek country, while he had come
the roundabout way to take a look at the possibilities of getting out logs
in the spring from the islands in the Yukon. He would be into camp by
six o'clock; a bit after dark, it was true, but the boys would be there, a
tire would be going, and a hot supper would be ready. As for lunch, he
pressed his hand against the protruding bundle under his jacket. It was
also under his shirt, wrapped up in a handkerchief and lying against the
naked skin. It was the only way to keep the biscuits from freezing. He
smiled agreeably to himself as he thought of those biscuits, each cut
open and sopped in bacon grease, and each enclosing a generous slice of
fried bacon. He was surprised, however, at the cold. He plunged in
among the big spruce trees. The trail was faint. A foot of snow had fallen
since the last sled had passed over, and he was glad he was without a
sled, traveling light. In fact, he carried nothing but the lunch wrapped in
the handkerchief. He was surprised, however, at the cold. It certainly was
cold, he concluded, as he rubbed his numbed nose and cheek-bones with
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his mittened hand. He was a warm-whiskered man, but the hair on his
face did not protect the high cheek-bones and the eager nose that thrust
itself aggressively into the frosty air. At the man's heels trotted a dog, a
big native husky, the proper wolf-dog, grey-coated and without any
visible or temperamental difference from its brother, the wild wolf. The
animal was depressed by the tremendous cold. It knew that it was no
time for traveling. Its instinct told it a truer tale than was told to the man
by the man's judgment. In reality, it was not merely colder than fifty
below zero; it was colder than sixty below, than seventy below. It was
seventy-five below zero. Since the freezing-point is thirty-two above
zero, it meant that one hundred and seven degrees of frost obtained. The
dog did not know anything about thermometers. Possibly in its brain
there was no sharp consciousness of a condition of very cold such as was
in the man's brain. But the brute had its instinct. It experienced a vague
but menacing apprehension that subdued it and made it slink along at
the man's heels, and that made it question eagerly every unwonted
movement of the man as if expecting him to go into camp or to seek
shelter somewhere and build a fire. The dog had learned fire, and it
wanted fire, or else to burrow under the snow and cuddle its warmth
away from the air. The frozen moisture of its breathing had settled on its
tur in a fine powder of frost, and especially were its jowls, muzzle, and
eyelashes whitened by its crystalled breath. The man's red beard and
mustache were likewise frosted, but more solidly, the deposit taking the
form of ice and increasing with every warm, moist breath he exhaled.
Also, the man was chewing tobacco, and the muzzle of ice held his lips
so rigidly that he was unable to clear his chin when he expelled the juice.
The result was that a crystal beard of the color and solidity of amber was
increasing its length on his chin. If he fell down it would shatter itself,
like glass, into brittle fragments. But he did not mind the appendage. It
was the penalty all tobacco-chewers paid in that country, and he had
been out before in two cold snaps. They had not been so cold as this, he
knew, but by the spirit thermometer at Sixty Mile he knew they had been
registered at fifty below and at fifty-five. He held on through the level
stretch of woods for several miles, crossed a wide flat of dark tussocks,
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and dropped down a bank to the frozen bed of a small stream. This was
Henderson Creek, and he knew he was ten miles from the forks. He
looked at his watch. It was ten o'clock. He was making four miles an
hour, and he calculated that he would arrive at the forks at half-past
twelve. He decided to celebrate that event by eating his lunch there. The
dog dropped in again at his heels, with a tail drooping discouragement, as
the man swung along the creek-bed. The furrow of the old sled-trail was
plainly visible, but a dozen inches of snow covered the marks of the last
runners. In a month no man had come up or down that silent creek. The
man held steadily on. He was not much given to thinking, and just then
particularly he had nothing to think about save that he would eat lunch at
the forks and that at six o'clock he would be in camp with the boys.
There was nobody to talk to and, had there been, speech would have
been impossible because of the ice-muzzle on his mouth. So he
continued monotonously to chew tobacco and to increase the length of
his amber beard. Once in a while, the thought reiterated itself that it was
very cold and that he had never experienced such cold. As he walked
along he rubbed his cheek-bones and nose with the back of his mittened
hand. He did this automatically, now and again changing hands. But rub
as he would, the instant he stopped his cheek-bones went numb, and the
tfollowing instant the end of his nose went numb. He was sure to frost
his cheeks; he knew that, and experienced a pang of regret that he had
not devised a nose-strap of the sort Bud wore in cold snaps. Such a strap
passed across the cheeks, as well, and saved them. But it didn't matter
much, after all. What were frosted cheeks? A bit painful, that was all;
they were never serious. Empty as the man's mind was of thoughts, he
was keenly observant, and he noticed the changes in the creek, the
curves and bends and timber-jams, and always he sharply noted where he
placed his feet. Once, coming around a bend, he shied abruptly, like a
startled horse, curved away from the place where he had been walking,
and retreated several paces back along the trail. The creek he knew was
frozen clear to the bottom—no creek could contain water in that arctic
winter—but he knew also that there were springs that bubbled out from
the hillsides and ran along under the snow and on top of the ice of the
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creck. He knew that the coldest snaps never froze these springs, and he
knew likewise their danger. They were traps. They hid pools of water
under the snow that might be three inches deep, or three feet.
Sometimes a skin of ice half an inch thick covered them, and in turn, was
covered by the snow. Sometimes there were alternate layers of water and
ice-skin, so that when one broke through he kept on breaking through
for a while, sometimes wetting himself to the waist. That was why he had
shied in such panic. He had felt the give under his feet and heard the
crackle of a snow-hidden ice-skin. And to get his feet wet in such a
temperature meant trouble and danger. At the very least it meant delay,
tor he would be forced to stop and build a fire, and under its protection
to bare his feet while he dried his socks and moccasins. He stood and
studied the creekbed and its banks, and decided that the flow of water
came from the right. He reflected awhile, rubbing his nose and cheeks,
then skirted to the left, stepping gingerly and testing the footing for each
step. Once clear of the danger, he took a fresh chew of tobacco and
swung along at his fourmile gait. In the course of the next two hours, he
came upon several similar traps. Usually, the snow above the hidden
pools had a sunken, candied appearance that advertised the danger. Once
again, however, he had a close call; and once, suspecting danger, he
compelled the dog to go on in front. The dog did not want to go. It
hung back until the man shoved it forward, and then it went quickly
across the white, unbroken surface. Suddenly it broke through,
floundered to one side, and got away to firmer footing. It had wet its
torefeet and legs, and almost immediately the water that clung to it
turned to ice. It made quick efforts to lick the ice off its legs, then
dropped down in the snow and began to bite out the ice that had formed
between the toes. This was a matter of instinct. To permit the ice to
remain would mean sore feet. It did not know this. It merely obeyed the
mysterious prompting that arose from the deep crypts of its being. But
the man knew, having achieved a judgment on the subject, and he
removed the mitten from his right hand and helped tear out the ice-
particles. He did not expose his fingers more than a minute, and was
astonished at the swift numbness that smote them. It certainly was cold.
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He pulled on the mitten hastily and beat the hand savagely across his
chest. He was pleased at the speed he had made. At twelve o'clock the
day was at its brightest. Yet the sun was too far south on its winter
journey to clear the horizon. The bulge of the earth intervened between
it and Henderson Creek, where the man walked under a clear sky at
noon and cast no shadow. At half-past twelve, to the minute, he arrived
at the forks of the creek. He was pleased at the speed he had made. If he
kept it up, he would certainly be with the boys by six. He unbuttoned his
jacket and shirt and drew forth his lunch. The action consumed no more
than a quarter of a minute, yet in that brief moment the numbness laid
hold of the exposed fingers. He did not put the mitten on, but, instead,
struck the fingers a dozen sharp smashes against his leg. Then he sat
down on a snow-covered log to eat. The sting that followed upon the
striking of his fingers against his leg ceased so quickly that he was
startled, he had had no chance to take a bite of biscuit. He struck the
tingers repeatedly and returned them to the mitten, baring the other
hand for the purpose of eating. He tried to take a mouthful, but the ice-
muzzle prevented. He had forgotten to build a fire and thaw out. He
chuckled at his foolishness, and as he chuckled he noted the numbness
creeping into the exposed fingers. Also, he noted that the stinging which
had first come to his toes when he sat down was already passing away.
He wondered whether the toes were warm or numbed. He moved them
inside the moccasins and decided that they were numbed. He pulled the
mitten on hurriedly and stood up. He was a bit frightened. He stamped
up and down until the stinging returned into the feet. It certainly was
cold, was his thought. That man from Sulphur Creek had spoken the
truth when telling how cold it sometimes got in the country. And he had
laughed at him at the time! That showed one must not be too sure of
things. There was no mistake about it, it was cold. He strode up and
down, stamping his feet and threshing his arms, until reassured by the
returning warmth. Then he got out matches and proceeded to make a
fire. From the undergrowth, where high water of the previous spring had
lodged a supply of seasoned twigs, he got his firewood. Working
carefully from a small beginning, he soon had a roaring fire, over which
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he thawed the ice from his face and in the protection of which he ate his
biscuits. For the moment the cold of space was outwitted. The dog took
satisfaction in the fire, stretching out close enough for warmth and far
enough away to escape being singed. When the man had finished, he
filled his pipe and took his comfortable time over a smoke. Then he
pulled on his mittens, settled the ear-flaps of his cap firmly about his
ears, and took the creek trail up the left fork. The dog was disappointed
and yearned back toward the fire. This man did not know cold. Possibly
all the generations of his ancestry had been ignorant of cold, of real cold,
of cold one hundred and seven degrees below freezing-point. But the
dog knew; all its ancestry knew, and it had inherited the knowledge. And
it knew that it was not good to walk abroad in such fearful cold. It was
the time to lie snug in a hole in the snow and wait for a curtain of cloud
to be drawn across the face of outer space whence this cold came. On
the other hand, there was keen intimacy between the dog and the man.
The one was the toil-slave of the other, and the only caresses it had ever
recetved were the caresses of the whiplash and of harsh and menacing
throat-sounds that threatened the whiplash. So the dog made no effort
to communicate its apprehension to the man. It was not concerned in
the welfare of the man; it was for its own sake that it yearned back
toward the fire. But the man whistled, and spoke to it with the sound of
whiplashes, and the dog swung in at the man's heels and followed after.
The man took a chew of tobacco and proceeded to start a new amber
beard. Also, his moist breath quickly powdered with white his mustache,
eyebrows, and lashes. There did not seem to be so many springs on the
left fork of the Henderson, and for half an hour the man saw no signs of
any. And then it happened. At a place where there were no signs, where
the soft, unbroken snow seemed to advertise solidity beneath, the man
broke through. It was not deep. He wetted himself half-way to the knees
before he floundered out to the firm crust. He was angry, and cursed his
luck aloud. He had hoped to get into camp with the boys at six o'clock,
and this would delay him an hour, for he would have to build a fire and
dry out his footgear. This was imperative at that low temperature—he
knew that much; and he turned aside to the bank, which he climbed. On
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top, tangled in the underbrush about the trunks of several small spruce
trees, was a high-water deposit of dry firewood—sticks and twigs
principally, but also larger portions of seasoned branches and fine, dry,
last-year's grasses. He threw down several large pieces on top of the
snow. This served for a foundation and prevented the young flame from
drowning itself in the snow it otherwise would melt. The flame he got by
touching a match to a small shred of birch-bark that he took from his
pocket. This burned even more readily than paper. Placing it on the
toundation, he fed the young flame with wisps of dry grass and with the
tiniest dry twigs. He worked slowly and carefully, keenly aware of his
danger. Gradually, as the flame grew stronger, he increased the size of
the twigs with which he fed it. He squatted in the snow, pulling the twigs
out from their entanglement in the brush and feeding directly to the
flame. He knew there must be no failure. When it is seventy-five below
zero, a man must not fail in his first attempt to build a fire —that is, 1f
his feet are wet. If his feet are dry, and he fails, he can run along the trail
for half a mile and restore his circulation. But the circulation of wet and
treezing feet cannot be restored by running when it 1s seventy-five
below. No matter how fast he runs, the wet feet will freeze the harder.
All this the man knew. The old-timer on Sulphur Creek had told him
about it the previous fall, and now he was appreciating the advice.
Already all sensation had gone out of his feet. To build the fire he had
been forced to remove his mittens, and the fingers had quickly gone
numb. His pace of four miles an hour had kept his heart pumping blood
to the surface of his body and to all the extremities. But the instant he
stopped, the action of the pump eased down. The cold of space smote
the unprotected tip of the planet, and he, being on that unprotected tip,
received the full force of the blow. The blood of his body recoiled before
it. The blood was alive, like the dog, and like the dog it wanted to hide
away and cover itself up from the fearful cold. So long as he walked four
miles an hour, he pumped that blood, willy-nilly, to the surface; but now
it ebbed away and sank down into the recesses of his body. The
extremities were the first to feel its absence. His wet feet froze the fastet,
and his exposed fingers numbed the faster, though they had not yet
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begun to freeze. Nose and cheeks were already freezing, while the skin of
all his body chilled as it lost its blood. But he was safe. Toes and nose
and cheeks would be only touched by the frost, for the fire was
beginning to burn with strength. He was feeding it with twigs the size of
his finger. In another minute he would be able to feed it with branches
the size of his wrist, and then he could remove his wet foot-gear, and,
while it dried, he could keep his naked feet warm by the fire, rubbing
them at first, of course, with snow. The fire was a success. He was safe.
He remembered the advice of the old-timer on Sulphur Creek, and
smiled. The old-timer had been very serious in laying down the law that
no man must travel alone in the Klondike after fifty below. Well, here he
was; he had had the accident; he was alone; and he had saved himself.
Those old-timers were rather womanish, some of them, he thought. All a
man had to do was to keep his head, and he was all right. Any man who
was a man could travel alone. But it was surprising, the rapidity with
which his cheeks and nose were freezing. And he had not thought his
tingers could go lifeless in so short a time. Lifeless they were, for he
could scarcely make them move together to grip a twig, and they seemed
remote from his body and from him. When he touched a twig, he had to
look and see whether or not he had hold of it. The wires were pretty well
down between him and his finger-ends. All of which counted for little.
There was the fire, snapping and crackling and promising life with every
dancing flame. He started to untie his moccasins. They were coated with
ice; the thick German socks were like sheaths of iron half-way to the
knees; and the moccasin strings were like rods of steel all twisted and
knotted as by some conflagration. For a moment he tugged with his
numbed fingers, then, realizing the folly of it, he drew his sheath-knife.
He should not have built the fire under the spruce tree. But before he
could cut the strings, it happened. It was his own fault or, rather, his
mistake. He should not have built the fire under the spruce tree. He
should have built it in the open. But it had been easier to pull the twigs
from the brush and drop them directly on the fire. Now the tree under
which he had done this carried a weight of snow on its boughs. No wind
had blown for weeks, and each bough was fully freighted. Each time he
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had pulled a twig he had communicated a slight agitation to the tree—an
imperceptible agitation, so far as he was concerned, but an agitation
sufficient to bring about the disaster. High up in the tree one bough
capsized its load of snow. This fell on the boughs beneath, capsizing
them. This process continued, spreading out and involving the whole
tree. It grew like an avalanche, and it descended without warning upon
the man and the fire, and the fire was blotted out! Where it had burned
was a mantle of fresh and disordered snow. The man was shocked. It
was as though he had just heard his own sentence of death. For a
moment he sat and stared at the spot where the fire had been. Then he
grew very calm. Perhaps the old-timer on Sulphur Creek was right. If he
had only had a trail-mate he would have been in no danger now. The
trail-mate could have built the fire. Well, it was up to him to build the
tire over again, and this second time there must be no failure. Even if he
succeeded, he would most likely lose some toes. His feet must be badly
trozen by now, and there would be some time before the second fire was
ready. Such were his thoughts, but he did not sit and think them. He was
busy all the time they were passing through his mind, he made a new
toundation for a fire, this time in the open; where no treacherous tree
could blot it out. Next, he gathered dry grasses and tiny twigs from the
high-water flotsam. He could not bring his fingers together to pull them
out, but he was able to gather them by the handful. In this way, he got
many rotten twigs and bits of green moss that were undesirable, but it
was the best he could do. He worked methodically, even collecting an
armful of the larger branches to be used later when the fire gathered
strength. And all the while the dog sat and watched him, a certain
yearning wistfulness in its eyes, for it looked upon him as the fire-
provider, and the fire was slow in coming. When all was ready, the man
reached in his pocket for a second piece of birch-bark. He knew the bark
was there, and, though he could not feel it with his fingers, he could hear
its crisp rustling as he fumbled for it. Try as he would, he could not
clutch hold of it. And all the time, in his consciousness, was the
knowledge that each instant his feet were freezing. This thought tended
to put him in a panic, but he fought against it and kept calm. He pulled
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on his mittens with his teeth, and threshed his arms back and forth,
beating his hands with all his might against his sides. He did this sitting
down, and he stood up to do it; and all the while the dog sat in the snow,
its wolfbrush of a tail curled around warmly over its forefeet, its sharp
wolf-ears pricked forward intently as it watched the man. And the man
as he beat and threshed with his arms and hands, felt a great surge of
envy as he regarded the creature that was warm and secure in its natural
covering. After a time he was aware of the first far-away signals of
sensation in his beaten fingers. The faint tingling grew stronger till it
evolved into a stinging ache that was excruciating, but which the man
hailed with satisfaction. He stripped the mitten from his right hand and
tetched forth the birchbark. The exposed fingers were quickly going
numb again. Next he brought out his bunch of sulphur matches. But the
tremendous cold had already driven the life out of his fingers. In his
effort to separate one match from the others, the whole bunch fell in the
snow. He tried to pick it out of the snow, but failed. The dead fingers
could neither touch nor clutch. He was very careful. He drove the
thought of his freezing feet; and nose, and cheeks, out of his mind,
devoting his whole soul to the matches. He watched, using the sense of
vision in place of that of touch, and when he saw his fingers on each side
the bunch, he closed them—that is, he willed to close them, for the wires
were drawn, and the fingers did not obey. He pulled the mitten on the
right hand, and beat it fiercely against his knee. Then, with both mittened
hands, he scooped the bunch of matches, along with much snow, into
his lap. Yet he was no better off. After some manipulation, he managed
to get the bunch between the heels of his mittened hands. In this
tashion, he carried it to his mouth. The ice crackled and snapped when
by a violent effort he opened his mouth. He drew the lower jaw in,
curled the upper lip out of the way, and scraped the bunch with his
upper teeth in order to separate a match. He succeeded in getting one,
which he dropped on his lap. He was no better off. He could not pick it
up. Then he devised a way. He picked it up in his teeth and scratched it
on his leg. Twenty times he scratched before he succeeded in lighting it.
As it flamed he held it with his teeth to the birch-bark. But the burning
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brimstone went up his nostrils and into his lungs, causing him to cough
spasmodically. The match fell into the snow and went out. The old-timer
on Sulphur Creek was right, he thought in the moment of controlled
despair that ensued: after fifty below, a man should travel with a partner.
He beat his hands but failed in exciting any sensation. Suddenly he bared
both hands, removing the mittens with his teeth. He caught the whole
bunch between the heels of his hands. His arm muscles not being frozen
enabled him to press the hand-heels tightly against the matches. Then he
scratched the bunch along his leg. It flared into flame, seventy sulphur
matches at once! There was no wind to blow them out. He kept his head
to one side to escape the strangling fumes, and held the blazing bunch to
the birchbark. As he so held it, he became aware of sensation in his
hand. His flesh was burning. He could smell it. Deep down below the
surface he could feel it. The sensation developed into pain that grew
acute. And still he endured it, holding the flame of the matches clumsily
to the bark that would not light readily because his own burning hands
were in the way, absorbing most of the flame. At last, when he could
endure no more, he jerked his hands apart. The blazing matches fell
sizzling into the snow, but the birch-bark was alight. He began laying dry
grasses and the tiniest twigs on the flame. He could not pick and choose,
for he had to lift the fuel between the heels of his hands. Small pieces of
rotten wood and green moss clung to the twigs, and he bit them off as
well as he could with his teeth. He cherished the flame carefully and
awkwardly. It meant life, and it must not perish. The withdrawal of
blood from the surface of his body now made him begin to shiver, and
he grew more awkward. A large piece of green moss fell squarely on the
little fire. He tried to poke it out with his fingers, but his shivering frame
made him poke too far, and he disrupted the nucleus of the little fire, the
burning grasses and tiny twigs separating and scattering. He tried to poke
them together again, but in spite of the tenseness of the effort, his
shivering got away with him, and the twigs were hopelessly scattered.
Each twig gushed a puftf of smoke and went out. The fire-provider had
tailed. As he looked apathetically about him, his eyes chanced on the
dog, sitting across the ruins of the fire from him, in the snow, making
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restless, hunching movements, slightly lifting one forefoot and then the
other, shifting its weight back and forth on them with wistful eagerness.
The sight of the dog put a wild idea into his head. He remembered the
tale of the man, caught in a blizzard, who killed a steer and crawled
inside the carcass, and so was saved. He would kill the dog and bury his
hands in the warm body until the numbness went out of them. Then he
could build another fire. He spoke to the dog, calling it to him; but in his
voice was a strange note of fear that frightened the animal, who had
never known the man to speak in such a way before. Something was the
matter, and its suspicious nature sensed danger. It knew not what danger
but somewhere, somehow, in its brain arose an apprehension of the
man. It flattened its ears down at the sound of the man's voice, and its
restless, hunching movements and the liftings and shiftings of its forefeet
became more pronounced, but it would not come to the man. He got on
his hands and knees and crawled toward the dog. This unusual posture
again excited suspicion, and the animal sidled mincingly away. The man
sat up in the snow for a moment and struggled for calmness. Then he
pulled on his mittens, by means of his teeth, and got upon his feet. He
glanced down at first in order to assure himself that he was really
standing up, for the absence of sensation in his feet left him unrelated to
the earth. His erect position in itself started to drive the webs of
suspicion from the dog's mind; and when he spoke peremptorily, with
the sound of whip-lashes in his voice, the dog rendered its customary
allegiance and came to him. As it came within reaching distance, the man
lost his control. His arms flashed out to the dog, and he experienced
genuine surprise when he discovered that his hands could not clutch,
that there was neither bend nor feeling in the fingers. He had forgotten
tor the moment that they were frozen and that they were freezing more
and more. All this happened quickly, and before the animal could get
away, he encircled its body with his arms. He sat down in the snow, and
in this fashion held the dog, while it snarled and whined and struggled.
But it was all he could do, hold its body encircled in his arms and sit
there. He realized that he could not kill the dog. There was no way to do
it. With his helpless hands he could neither draw nor hold his sheath-
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knife nor throttle the animal. He released it, and it plunged wildly away,
with tail between its legs, and still snarling. It halted forty feet away and
surveyed him curiously, with ears sharply pricked forward. The man
looked down at his hands in order to locate them, and found them
hanging on the ends of his arms. It struck him as curious that one should
have to use his eyes in order to find out where his hands were. He began
threshing his arms back and forth, beating the mittened hands against his
sides. He did this for five minutes, violently, and his heart pumped
enough blood up to the surface to put a stop to his shivering. But no
sensation was aroused in the hands. He had an impression that they
hung like weights on the ends of his arms, but when he tried to run the
impression down, he could not find it. A certain fear of death, dull and
oppressive, came to him. This fear quickly became poignant as he
realized that it was no longer a mere matter of freezing his fingers and
toes, or of losing his hands and feet, but that it was a matter of life and
death with the chances against him. This threw him into a panic, and he
turned and ran up the creek-bed along the old, dim trail. The dog joined
in behind and kept up with him. He ran blindly, without intention, in
tear such as he had never known in his life. Slowly, as he plowed and
floundered through the snow, he began to see things again—the banks
of the creek, the old timber-jams, the leafless aspens, and the sky. The
running made him feel better. He did not shiver. Maybe, if he ran on, his
teet would thaw out; and, anyway, if he ran far enough, he would reach
camp and the boys. Without doubt, he would lose some fingers and toes
and some of his face; but the boys would take care of him, and save the
rest of him when he got there. And at the same time, there was another
thought in his mind that said he would never get to the camp and the
boys; that it was too many miles away, that the freezing had too great a
start on him, and that he would soon be stiff and dead. This thought he
kept in the background and refused to consider. Sometimes it pushed
itself forward and demanded to be heard, but he thrust it back and strove
to think of other things. It struck him as curious that he could run at all
on feet so frozen that he could not feel them when they struck the earth
and took the weight of his body. He seemed to himself to skim along
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above the surface and to have no connection with the earth. Somewhere
he had once seen a winged Mercury, and he wondered if Mercury felt as
he felt when skimming over the earth. His theory of running until he
reached camp and the boys had one flaw in it: he lacked the endurance.
Several times he stumbled, and finally he tottered, crumpled up, and fell.
When he tried to rise, he failed. He must sit and rest, he decided, and
next time he would merely walk and keep on going. As he sat and
regained his breath, he noted that he was feeling quite warm and
comfortable. He was not shivering, and it even seemed that a warm glow
had come to his chest and trunk. And yet, when he touched his nose or
cheeks, there was no sensation. Running would not thaw them out. Nor
would it thaw out his hands and feet. Then the thought came to him that
the frozen portions of his body must be extending. He tried to keep this
thought down, to forget it, to think of something else; he was aware of
the panicky feeling that it caused, and he was afraid of the panic. But the
thought asserted itself, and persisted, until it produced a vision of his
body totally frozen. This was too much, and he made another wild run
along the trail. Once he slowed down to a walk, but the thought of the
treezing extending itself made him run again. He was losing in his battle
with the frost. And all the time the dog ran with him, at his heels. When
he fell down a second time, it curled its tail over its forefeet and sat in
tront of him facing him curiously eager and intent. The warmth and
security of the animal angered him, and he cursed it till it flattened down
its ears appeasingly. This time the shivering came more quickly upon the
man. He was losing in his battle with the frost. It was creeping into his
body from all sides. The thought of it drove him on, but he ran no more
than a hundred feet, when he staggered and pitched headlong. It was his
last panic. When he had recovered his breath and control, he sat up and
entertained in his mind the conception of meeting death with dignity.
However, the conception did not come to him in such terms. His idea of
it was that he had been making a fool of himself, running around like a
chicken with its head cut off— such was the simile that occurred to him.
Well, he was bound to freeze anyway, and he might as well take it
decently. With this new-found peace of mind came the first glimmerings
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of drowsiness. A good idea, he thought, to sleep off to death. It was like
taking an anasthetic. Freezing was not so bad as people thought. There
were lots worse ways to die. He pictured the boys finding his body the
next day. Suddenly he found himself with them, coming along the trail
and looking for himself. And, still with them, he came around a turn in
the trail and found himself lying in the snow. He did not belong with
himself any more, for even then he was out of himself, standing with the
boys and looking at himself in the snow. It certainly was cold, was his
thought. When he got back to the States he could tell the folks what real
cold was. He drifted on from this to a vision of the old-timer on Sulphur
Creek. He could see him quite clearly, warm and comfortable, and
smoking a pipe. "You were right, old hoss; you were right," the man
mumbled to the old-timer of Sulphur Creek. Then the man drowsed off
into what seemed to him the most comfortable and satistying sleep he
had ever known. The dog sat facing him and waiting. The brief day drew
to a close in a long, slow twilight. There were no signs of a fire to be
made, and, besides, never in the dog's experience had it known a man to
sit like that in the snow and make no fire. As the twilight drew on, its
eager yearning for the fire mastered it, and with a great lifting and
shifting of forefeet, it whined softly, then flattened its ears down in
anticipation of being chidden by the man. But the man remained silent.
Later, the dog whined loudly. And still later it crept close to the man and
caught the scent of death. This made the animal bristle and back away. A
little longer it delayed, howling under the stars that leaped and danced
and shone brightly in the cold sky. Then it turned and trotted up the trail
in the direction of the camp it knew, where were the other food-
providers and fire-providers.
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A good man is hard to find (The Avon Book of Modern Writing, 1953)

THE grandmother didn’t want to go to Florida. She wanted to visit
some of her connections in east Tennessee and she was seizing at every
chance to change Bailey’s mind. Bailey was the son she lived with, her
only boy. He was sitting on the edge of his chair at the table, bent over
the orange sports section of the Journal. “Now look here, Bailey,” she
said, “see here, read this,” and she stood with one hand on her thin hip
and the other rattling the newspaper at his bald head. “Here this fellow
that calls himself The Misfit is aloose from the Federal Pen and headed
toward Florida and you read here what it says he did to these people. Just
you read it. I wouldn’t take my children in any direction with a criminal
like that aloose in it. I couldn’t answer to my conscience if I did.” Bailey
didn’t look up from his reading so she wheeled around then and faced
the children’s mother, a young woman in slacks, whose face was as broad
and innocent as a cabbage and was tied around with a green head-
kerchief that had two points on the top like rabbit’s ears. She was sitting
on the sofa, feeding the baby his apricots out of a jar. ““The children have
been to Florida before,” the old lady said. “You all ought to take them
somewhere else for a change so they would see different parts of the
world and be broad. They never have been to east Tennessee.” The
children’s mother didn’t seem to hear her but the eight-year-old boy,
John Wesley, a stocky child with glasses, said, “If you don’t want to go to
Florida, why dontcha stay at home?” He and the little girl; June Star,
were reading the funny papers on the floor. “She wouldn’t stay at home
to be queen for a day,” June Star said without raising her yellow head.
“Yes and what would you do if this fellow, The Misfit, caught you?” the
grandmother asked. “I’d smack his face,” John Wesley said. “She
wouldn’t stay at home for a million bucks,” June Star said. “Afraid she’d
miss something. She has to go everywhere we go.” “All right, Miss,” the
grandmother said. “Just remember that the next time you want me to
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curl your hair.” June Star said her hair was naturally curly. The next
morning the grandmother was the first one in the car, ready to go. She
had her big black valise that looked like the head of a hippopotamus in
one corner, and underneath it she was hiding a basket with Pitty Sing, the
cat, in it. She didn’t intend for the cat to be left alone in the house for
three days because he would miss her too much and she was afraid he
might brush against one of the gas burners and accidentally asphyxiate
himself. Her son, Bailey, didn’t like to arrive at a motel with a cat. She sat
in the middle of the back seat with John Wesley and June Star on either
side of her. Bailey and the children’s mother and the baby sat in front
and they left Atlanta at eight forty-five with the mileage on the car at
55890. The grandmother wrote this down because she thought it would
be interesting to say how many miles they had been when they got back.
It took them twenty minutes to reach the outskirts of the city. The old
lady settled herself comfortably, removing her white cotton gloves and
putting them up with her purse on the shelf in front of the back window.
The children’s mother still had on slacks and still had her head tied up in
a green kerchief, but the grandmother had on a navy blue straw sailor hat
with a bunch of white violets on the brim and a navy blue dress with a
small white dot in the print. Her collars and cuffs were white organdy
trimmed with lace and at her neckline she had pinned a purple spray of
cloth violets containing a sachet. In case of an accident, anyone seeing
her dead on the highway would know at once that she was a lady. She
sald she thought it was going to be a good day for driving, neither too
hot nor too cold, and she cautioned Bailey that the speed limit was fifty-
tive miles an hour and that the patrolmen hid themselves behind
billboards and small clumps of trees and sped out after you before you
had a chance to slow down. She pointed out interesting details of the
scenery: Stone Mountain; the blue granite that in some places came up to
both sides of the highway; the brilliant red clay banks slightly streaked
with purple; and the various crops that made rows of green lace-work on
the ground. The trees were full of silver-white sunlight and the meanest
of them sparkled. The children were reading comic magazines and their
mother had gone back to sleep. “Let’s go through Georgia fast so we
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won’t have to look at it much,” John Wesley said. “If I were a little boy,”
said the grandmother, “I wouldn’t talk about my native state that way.
Tennessee has the mountains and Georgia has the hills.” “Tennessee is
just a hillbilly dumping ground,” John Wesley said, “and Georgia is a
lousy state too.” “You said it,” June Star said. “In my time,” said the
grandmother, folding her thin veined fingers, “children were more
respectful of their native states and their parents and everything else.
People did right then. Oh look at the cute little pickaninny!” she said and
pointed to a Negro child standing in the door of a shack. “Wouldn’t that
make a picture, now?”” she asked and they all turned and looked at the
little Negro out of the back window. He waved. “He didn’t have any
britches on,” June Star said. “He probably didn’t have any,” the
grandmother explained. “Little niggers in the country don’t have things
like we do. If I could paint, I’d paint that picture,” she said. The children
exchanged comic books. The grandmother offered to hold the baby and
the children’s mother passed him over the front seat to her. She set him
on her knee and bounced him and told him about the things they were
passing. She rolled her eyes and screwed up her mouth and stuck her
leathery thin face into his smooth bland one. Occasionally he gave her a
taraway smile. They passed a large cotton field with five or six graves
tenced in the middle of it, like a small island. “Look at the graveyard!”
the grandmother said, pointing it out. ““That was the old family burying
ground. That belonged to the plantation.” “Where’s the plantation?”
John Wesley asked. “Gone With the Wind,” said the grandmother. “Ha.
Ha.” When the children finished all the comic books they had brought,
they opened the lunch and ate it. The grandmother ate a peanut butter
sandwich and an olive and would not let the children throw the box and
the paper napkins out the window. When there was nothing else to do
they played a game by choosing a cloud and making the other two guess
what shape it suggested. John Wesley took one the shape of a cow and
June Star guessed a cow and John Wesley said, no, an automobile, and
June Star said he didn’t play fair, and they began to slap each other over
the grandmother. The grandmother said she would tell them a story if
they would keep quiet. When she told a story, she rolled her eyes and
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waved her head and was very dramatic. She said once when she was a
maiden lady she had been courted by a Mr. Edgar Atkins Teagarden
trom Jasper, Georgia. She said he was a very good-looking man and a
gentleman and that he brought her a watermelon every Saturday
afternoon with his initials cut in it, E. A. T. Well, one Saturday, she said,
Mr. Teagarden brought the watermelon and there was nobody at home
and he left it on the front porch and returned in his buggy to Jasper, but
she never got the watermelon, she said, because a nigger boy ate it when
he saw the initials, E. A. T.! This story tickled John Wesley’s funny bone
and he giggled and giggled but June Star didn’t think it was any good.
She said she wouldn’t marry a man that just brought her a watermelon
on Saturday. The grandmother said she would have done well to marry
Mr. Teagarden because he was a gentleman and had bought Coca-Cola
stock when it first came out and that he had died only a few years ago, a
very wealthy man. They stopped at The Tower for barbecued
sandwiches. The Tower was a part stucco and part wood filling station
and dance hall set in a clearing outside of Timothy. A fat man named
Red Sammy Butts ran it and there were signs stuck here and there on the
building and for miles up and down the highway saying, TRY RED
SAMMY’S FAMOUS BARBECUE. NONE LIKE FAMOUS RED
SAMMY’S! RED SAM! THE FAT BOY WITH THE HAPPY
LAUGH. A VETERAN! RED SAMMY’S YOUR MAN! Red Sammy
was lying on the bare ground outside The Tower with his head under a
truck while a gray monkey about a foot high, chained to a small
chinaberry tree, chattered nearby. The monkey sprang back into the tree
and got on the highest limb as soon as he saw the children jump out of
the car and run toward him. Inside, The Tower was a long dark room
with a counter at one end and tables at the other and dancing space in
the middle. They all sat down at a board table next to the nickelodeon
and Red Sam’s wife, a tall burnt-brown woman with hair and eyes lighter
than her skin, came and took their order. The children’s mother put a
dime in the machine and played “The Tennessee Waltz,” and the
grandmother said that tune always made her want to dance. She asked
Bailey if he would like to dance but he only glared at her. He didn’t have
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a naturally sunny disposition like she did and trips made him nervous.
The grandmother’s brown eyes were very bright. She swayed her head
trom side to side and pretended she was dancing in her chair. June Star
said play something she could tap to so the children’s mother put in
another dime and played a fast number and June Star stepped out onto
the dance floor and did her tap routine. “Ain’t she cute?” Red Sam’s wife
sald, leaning over the counter. “Would you like to come be my little
gir]?” “No I certainly wouldn’t,” June Star said. “I wouldn’t live in a
broken-down place like this for a minion bucks!” and she ran back to the
table. “Ain’t she cuter” the woman repeated, stretching her mouth
politely. “Arn’t you ashamed?” hissed the grandmother. Red Sam came
in and told his wife to quit lounging on the counter and hurry up with
these people’s order. His khaki trousers reached just to his hip bones and
his stomach hung over them like a sack of meal swaying under his shirt.
He came over and sat down at a table nearby and let out a combination
sigh and yodel. “You can’t win,” he said. “You can’t win,” and he wiped
his sweating red face off with a gray handkerchief. “These days you don’t
know who to trust,” he said. “Ain’t that the truth?” “People are certainly
not nice like they used to be,” said the grandmother. “T'wo fellers come
in here last week,” Red Sammy said, “driving a Chrysler. It was a old
beat-up car but it was a good one and these boys looked all right to me.
Said they worked at the mill and you know I let them fellers charge the
gas they bought? Now why did I do that?”” “Because you’re a good man!”
the grandmother said at once. “Yes’m, I suppose so,” Red Sam said as if
he were struck with this answer. His wife brought the orders, carrying
the five plates all at once without a tray, two in each hand and one
balanced on her arm. “It isn’t a soul in this green world of God’s that
you can trust,” she said. “And I don’t count nobody out of that, not
nobody,” she repeated, looking at Red Sammy. “Did you read about that
criminal, The Misfit, that’s escaped?” asked the grandmother. “I
wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he didn’t attact this place right here,” said
the woman. “If he hears about it being here, I wouldn’t be none

surprised to see him. If he hears it’s two cent in the cash register, 1
wouldn’t be a tall surprised if he . . .” “That’ll do,” Red Sam said. “Go
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bring these people their Co’-Colas,” and the woman went off to get the
rest of the order. “A good man is hard to find,” Red Sammy said.
“Everything 1s getting terrible. I remember the day you could go off and
leave your screen door unlatched. Not no more.” He and the
grandmother discussed better times. The old lady said that in her opinion
Europe was entirely to blame for the way things were now. She said the
way Europe acted you would think we were made of money and Red
Sam said it was no use talking about it, she was exactly right. The
children ran outside into the white sunlight and looked at the monkey in
the lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catching fleas on himself and biting
each one carefully between his teeth as if it were a delicacy. They drove
otf again into the hot afternoon. The grandmother took cat naps and
woke up every few minutes with her own snoring. Outside of
Toombsboro she woke up and recalled an old plantation that she had
visited in this neighborhood once when she was a young lady. She said
the house had six white columns across the front and that there was an
avenue of oaks leading up to it and two little wooden trellis arbors on
either side in front where you sat down with your suitor after a stroll in
the garden. She recalled exactly which road to turn off to get to it. She
knew that Bailey would not be willing to lose any time looking at an old
house, but the more she talked about it, the more she wanted to see it
once again and find out if the little twin arbors were still standing.
“There was a secret panel in this house,” she said craftily, not telling the
truth but wishing that she were, “and the story went that all the family
silver was hidden in it when Sherman came through but it was never
found . ..” “Hey!” John Wesley said. “Let’s go see it! We’ll find it! We’ll
poke all the woodwork and find it! Who lives there? Where do you turn
off at? Hey Pop, can’t we turn off there?” “We never have seen a house
with a secret panel!” June Star shrieked. “Let’s go to the house with the
secret panell Hey Pop, can’t we go see the house with the secret panel!”
“It’s not far from here, I know,” the grandmother said. “It wouldn’t take
over twenty minutes.” Bailey was looking straight ahead. His jaw was as
rigid as a horseshoe. “No,” he said. The children began to yell and
scream that they wanted to see the house with the secret panel. John
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Wesley kicked the back of the front seat and June Star hung over her
mother’s shoulder and whined desperately into her ear that they never
had any fun even on their vacation, that they could never do what
THEY wanted to do. The baby began to scream and John Wesley kicked
the back of the seat so hard that his father could feel the blows in his
kidney. “All right!” he shouted and drew the car to a stop at the side of
the road. “Will you all shut up? Will you all just shut up for one second?
If you don’t shut up, we won’t go anywhere. “It would be very
educational for them,” the grandmother murmured. “All right,” Bailey
said, “but get this: this is the only time we’re going to stop for anything
like this. This is the one and only time.” ““The dirt road that you have to
turn down is about a mile back,” the grandmother directed. “I marked it
when we passed.” “A dirt road,” Bailey groaned. After they had turned
around and were headed toward the dirt road, the grandmother recalled
other points about the house, the beautiful glass over the front doorway
and the candle-lamp in the hall. John Wesley said that the secret panel
was probably in the fireplace. “You can’t go inside this house,” Bailey
said. “You don’t know who lives there.” “While you all talk to the people
in front, I’ll run around behind and get in a window,” John Wesley
suggested. “We’ll all stay in the car,” his mother said. They turned onto
the dirt road and the car raced roughly along in a switl of pink dust. The
grandmother recalled the times when there were no paved roads and
thirty miles was a day’s journey. The dirt road was hilly and there were
sudden washes in it and sharp curves on dangerous embankments. All at
once they would be on a hill, looking down over the blue tops of trees
for miles around, then the next minute, they would be in a red
depression with the dust-coated trees looking down on them. “This place
had better turn up in a minute,” Bailey said, “or I’'m going to turn
around.” The road looked as if no one had traveled on it in months. “It’s
not much farther,” the grandmother said and just as she said it, a horrible
thought came to her. The thought was so embarrassing that she turned
red in the face and her eyes dilated and her feet jumped up, upsetting her
valise in the corner. The instant the valise moved, the newspaper top she
had over the basket under it rose with a snarl and Pitty Sing,the cat,
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sprang onto Bailey’s shoulder. The children were thrown to the floor and
their mother, clutching the baby, was thrown out the door onto the
ground; the old lady was thrown into the front seat. The car turned over
once and landed right-side-up in a gulch off the side of the road. Bailey
remained in the driver’s seat with the cat-gray-striped with a broad white
tace and an orange nose-clinging to his neck like a caterpillar. As soon as
the children saw they could move their arms and legs, they scrambled
out of the car, shouting, “We’ve had an ACCIDENT!” The grandmother
was curled up under the dashboard, hoping she was injured so that
Bailey’s wrath would not come down on her all at once. The horrible
thought she had had before the accident was that the house she had
remembered so vividly was not in Georgia but in Tennessee. Bailey
removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flung it out the
window against the side of a pine tree. Then he got out of the car and
started looking for the children’s mother. She was sitting against the side
of the red gutted ditch, holding the screaming baby, but she only had a
cut down her face and a broken shoulder. “We’ve had an ACCIDENT!”
the children screamed in a frenzy of delight. “But nobody’s killed,” June
Star said with disappointment as the grandmother limped out of the car,
her hat still pinned to her head but the broken front brim standing up at
a jaunty angle and the violet spray hanging off the side. They all sat down
in the ditch, except the children, to recover from the shock. They were
all shaking. “Maybe a car will come along,” said the children’s mother
hoarsely. “I believe I have injured an organ,” said the grandmother,
pressing her side, but no one answered her. Bailey’s teeth were clattering.
He had on a yellow sport shirt with bright blue parrots designed in it and
his face was as yellow as the 1 shirt. The grandmother decided that she
would not mention that the house was in Tennessee. The road was about
ten feet above and they could see only the tops of the trees on the other
side of it. Behind the ditch they were sitting in there were more woods,
tall and dark and deep. In a few minutes they saw a car some distance
away on top of a hill, coming slowly as if the occupants were watching
them. The grandmother stood up and waved both arms dramatically to
attract their attention. The car continued to come on slowly, disappeared
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around a bend and appeared again, moving even slower, on top of the
hill they had gone over. It was a big black battered hearse-like
automobile. There were three men in it. It came to a stop just over them
and for some minutes, the driver looked down with a steady
expressionless gaze to where they were sitting, and didn’t speak. Then he
turned his head and muttered something to the other two and they got
out. One was a fat boy in black trousers and a red sweat shirt with a
silver stallion embossed on the front of it. He moved around on the right
side of them and stood staring, his mouth partly open in a kind of loose
grin. The other had on khaki pants and a blue striped coat and a gray hat
pulled down very low, hiding most of his face. He came around slowly
on the left side. Neither spoke. The driver got out of the car and stood
by the side of it, looking down at them. He was an older man than the
other two. His hair was just beginning to gray and he wore silver-rimmed
spectacles that gave him a scholarly look. He had a long creased face and
didn’t have on any shirt or undershirt. He had on blue jeans that were
too tight for him and was holding a black hat and a gun. The two boys
also had guns. “We’ve had an ACCIDENT!” the children screamed. The
grandmother had the peculiar feeling that the bespectacled man was
someone she knew. His face was as familiar to her as if she had known
him au her life but she could not recall who he was. He moved away
from the car and began to come down the embankment, placing his feet
carefully so that he wouldn’t slip. He had on tan and white shoes and no
socks, and his ankles were red and thin. “Good afternoon,” he said. “I
see you all had you a little spill.” “We turned over twice!” said the
grandmother. “Once”,” he corrected. “We seen it happen. Try their car
and see will it run, Hiram,” he said quietly to the boy with the gray hat.
“What you got that gun for?”” John Wesley asked. “Whatcha gonna do
with that gun?” “Lady,” the man said to the children’s mother, “would
you mind calling them children to sit down by you? Children make me
nervous. I want all you all to sit down right together there where you’re
at.” “What are you telling US what to do for?” June Star asked. Behind
them the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth. “Come here,” said
their mother. “Look here now,” Bailey began suddenly, “we’re in a
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predicament! We’re in . . . The grandmother shrieked. She scrambled to
her feet and stood staring. “You’re The Misfit!” she said. “I recognized
you at once!” “Yes’m,” the man said, smiling slightly as if he were
pleased in spite of himself to be known, “but it would have been better
for all of you, lady, if you hadn’t of reckernized me.” Bailey turned his
head sharply and said something to his mother that shocked even the
children. The old lady began to cry and The Misfit reddened. “Lady,” he
said, “don’t you get upset. Sometimes a man says things he don’t mean. I
don’t reckon he meant to talk to you thataway.” “You wouldn’t shoot a
lady, would your” the grandmother said and removed a clean
handkerchief from her cuff and began to slap at her eyes with it. The
Misfit pointed the toe of his shoe into the ground and made a little hole
and then covered it up again. “I would hate to have to,” he said.
“Listen,” the grandmother almost screamed, “I know you’re a good man.
You don’t look a bit like you have common blood. I know you must
come from nice people!” “Yes mam,” he said, “finest people in the
wotld.” When he smiled he showed a row of strong white teeth. “God
never made a finer woman than my mother and my daddy’s heart was
pure gold,” he said. The boy with the red sweat shirt had come around
behind them and was standing with his gun at his hip. The Misfit
squatted down on the ground. “Watch them children, Bobby Lee,” he
said. “You know they make me nervous.” He looked at the six of them
huddled together in front of him and he seemed to be embarrassed as if
he couldn’t think of anything to say. “Ain’t a cloud in the sky,” he
remarked, looking up at it. “Don’t see no sun but don’t see no cloud
neither.” “Yes, it’s a beautiful day,” said the grandmother. “Listen,” she
said, ““you shouldn’t call yourself The Misfit because I know you’re a
good man at heart. I can just look at you and tell “ “Hush!” Bailey yelled.
“Hush! Everybody shut up and let me handle this!” He was squatting in
the position of a runner about to sprint forward but he didn’t move. “I
prechate that, lady,” The Misfit said and drew a little circle in the ground
with the butt of his gun. “It’ll take a half a hour to fix this here car,”
Hiram called, looking over the raised hood of it. “Well, first you and
Bobby Lee get him and that little boy to step over yonder with you,” The
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Misfit said, pointing to Bailey and John Wesley. “The boys want to ast
you something,” he said to Bailey. “Would you mind stepping back in
them woods there with them?” “Listen,” Bailey began, “we’re in a
terrible predicament! Nobody realizes what this is,” and his voice
cracked. His eyes were as blue and intense as the parrots in his shirt and
he remained perfectly still. The grandmother reached up to adjust her hat
brim as if she were going to the woods with him but it came off in her
hand. She stood staring at it and after a second she let it fall on the
ground. Hiram pulled Bailey up by the arm as if he were assisting an old
man. John Wesley caught hold of his father’s hand and Bobby Lee
tollowed. They went off toward the woods and just as they reached the
dark edge, Bailey turned and supporting himself against a gray naked
pine trunk, he shouted, “I’ll be back in a minute, Mamma, wait on me!”
“Come back this instant!” his mother shrilled but they all disappeared
into the woods. “Bailey Boy!” the grandmother called in a tragic voice
but she found she was looking at The Misfit squatting on the ground in
tront of her. “I just know you’re a good man,” she said desperately.
“You’re not a bit common!” “Nome, I ain’t a good man,” The Misfit
said after a second as if he had considered her statement carefully, “but I
ain’t the worst in the world neither. My daddy said I was a different
breed of dog from my brothers and sisters. “You know,” Daddy said, ‘it’s
some that can live their whole life out without asking about it and it’s
others has to know why it is, and this boy is one of the latters. He’s
going to be into everything!™ He put on his black hat and looked up
suddenly and then away deep into the woods as if he were embarrassed
again. “I'm sorry I don’t have on a shirt before you ladies,” he said,
hunching his shoulders slightly. “We buried our clothes that we had on
when we escaped and we’re just making do until we can get better. We
borrowed these from some folks we met,” he explained. “That’s
perfectly all right,” the grandmother said. “Maybe Bailey has an extra
shirt in his suitcase.” “I’ll look and see terrectly,” The Misfit said.
“Where are they taking him?” the children’s mother screamed. “Daddy
was a card himself,” The Misfit said. “You couldn’t put anything over on
him. He never got in trouble with the Authorities though. Just had the



43

knack of handling them.” “You could be honest too if you’d only try,”
said the grandmother. “Think how wonderful it would be to settle down
and live a comfortable life and not have to think about somebody
chasing you all the time.” The Misfit kept scratching in the ground with
the butt of his gun as if he were thinking about it. “Yes’m, somebody is
always after you,” he murmured. The grandmother noticed how thin his
shoulder blades were just behind-his hat because she was standing up
looking down on him. “Do you ever pray?” she asked. He shook his
head. All she saw was the black hat wiggle between his shoulder blades.
“Nome,” he said. There was a pistol shot from the woods, followed
closely by another. Then silence. The old lady’s head jerked around. She
could hear the wind move through the tree tops like a long satisfied
insuck of breath. “Bailey Boy!” she called. “I was a gospel singer for a
while,” The Misfit said. “I been most everything. Been in the arm
service, both land and sea, at home and abroad, been twict married, been
an undertaker, been with the railroads, plowed Mother Earth, been in a
tornado, seen a man burnt alive oncet,” and he looked up at the
children’s mother and the little girl who were sitting close together, their
taces white and their eyes glassy; “I even seen a woman flogged,” he said.
“Pray, pray,” the grandmother began, “pray, pray . ..” “I never was a bad
boy that I remember of,” The Misfit said in an almost dreamy voice,
“but somewheres along the line I done something wrong and got sent to
the penitentiary. I was buried alive,” and he looked up and held her
attention to him by a steady stare. “That’s when you should have started
to pray,” she said “What did you do to get sent to the penitentiary that
tirst time?” “T'urn to the right, it was a wall,” The Misfit said, looking up
again at the cloudless sky. “Turn to the left, it was a wall. Look up it was
a ceiling, look down it was a floor. I forget what I done, lady. I set there
and set there, trying to remember what it was I done and I ain’t recalled
it to this day. Oncet in a while, I would think it was coming to me, but it
never come.” “Maybe they put you in by mistake,” the old lady said
vaguely. “Nome,” he said. “It wasn’t no mistake. They had the papers on
me.” “You must have stolen something,” she said. The Misfit sneered
slightly. “Nobody had nothing I wanted,” he said. “It was a head-doctor
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at the penitentiary said what I had done was kill my daddy but I known
that for a lie. My daddy died in nineteen ought nineteen of the epidemic
flu and I never had a thing to do with it. He was buried in the Mount
Hopewell Baptist churchyard and you can go there and see for yourself.”
“If you would pray,” the old lady said, “Jesus would help you.” “That’s
right,” The Misfit said. “Well then, why don’t you pray?”’ she asked
trembling with delight suddenly. “I don’t want no hep,” he said. “I’'m
doing all right by myself.” Bobby Lee and Hiram came ambling back
trom the woods. Bobby Lee was dragging a yellow shirt with bright blue
parrots in it. “Thow me that shirt, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said. The shirt
came flying at him and landed on his shoulder and he put it on. The
grandmother couldn’t name what the shirt reminded her of. “No, lady,”
The Misfit said while he was buttoning it up, “I found out the crime
don’t matter. You can do one thing or you can do another, kill a man or
take a tire off his car, because sooner or later you’re going to forget what
it was you done and just be punished for it.” The children’s mother had
begun to make heaving noises as if she couldn’t get her breath. “Lady,”
he asked, “would you and that little girl like to step off yonder with
Bobby Lee and Hiram and join your husband?” “Yes, thank you,” the
mother said faintly. Her left arm dangled helplessly and she was holding
the baby, who had gone to sleep, in the other. “Hep that lady up,
Hiram,” The Misfit said as she struggled to climb out of the ditch, “and
Bobby Lee, you hold onto that little git]’s hand.” “I don’t want to hold
hands with him,” June Star said. “He reminds me of a pig.” The fat boy
blushed and laughed and caught her by the arm and pulled her off into
the woods after Hiram and her mother. Alone with The Misfit, the
grandmother found that she had lost her voice. There was not a cloud in
the sky nor any sun. There was nothing around her but woods. She
wanted to tell him that he must pray. She opened and closed her mouth
several times before anything came out. Finally she found herself saying,
“Jesus. Jesus,” meaning, Jesus will help you, but the way she was saying
it, it sounded as if she might be cursing. “Yes’m,” The Misfit said as if he
agreed. “Jesus shown everything off balance. It was the same case with
Him as with me except He hadn’t committed any crime and they could
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prove I had committed one because they had the papers on me. Of
course,” he said, “they never shown me my papers. That’s why I sign
myself now. I said long ago, you get you a signature and sign everything
you do and keep a copy of it. Then you’ll know what you done and you
can hold up the crime to the punishment and see do they match and in
the end you’ll have something to prove you ain’t been treated right. I call
myself The Misfit,” he said, “because I can’t make what all I done wrong
tit what all I gone through in punishment.” There was a piercing scream
trom the woods, followed closely by a pistol report. “Does it seem right
to you, lady, that one is punished a heap and another ain’t punished at
all?” “Jesus!” the old lady cried. “You’ve got good blood! I know you
wouldn’t shoot a lady! I know you come from nice! Pray! Jesus, you
ought not to shoot a lady. I'll give you all the money I've got!” “Lady,”
The Misfit said, looking beyond her far into the woods, “there never was
a body that give the undertaker a tip.” There were two more pistol
reports and the grandmother raised her head like a parched old turkey
hen crying for water and called, “Bailey Boy, Bailey Boy!” as if her heart
would break. “Jesus was the only One that ever raised the dead,” The
Misfit continued, “and He shouldn’t have done it. He shown everything
otf balance. If He did what He said, then it’s nothing for you to do but
thow away everything and follow Him, and if He didn’t, then it’s nothing
tfor you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best way you
can-by killing somebody or burning down his house or doing some other
meanness to him. No pleasure but meanness,” he said and his voice had
become almost a snarl. “Maybe He didn’t raise the dead,” the old lady
mumbled, not knowing what she was saying and feeling so dizzy that she
sank down in the ditch with her legs twisted under her. “I wasn’t there so
I can’t say He didn’t,” The Misfit said. “I wisht I had of been there,” he
said, hitting the ground with his fist. “It ain’t right I wasn’t there because
if I had of been there I would of known. Listen lady,” he said in a high
voice, “if I had of been there I would of known and I wouldn’t be like I
am now.” His voice seemed about to crack and the grandmother’s head
cleared for an instant. She saw the man’s face twisted close to her own as
if he were going to cry and she murmured, “Why you’re one of my
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babies. You’re one of my own children!” She reached out and touched
him on the shoulder. The Misfit sprang back as if a snake had bitten him
and shot her three times through the chest. Then he put his gun down
on the ground and took off his glasses and began to clean them. Hiram
and Bobby Lee returned from the woods and stood over the ditch,
looking down at the grandmother who half sat and half lay in a puddle of
blood with her legs crossed under her like a child’s and her face smiling
up at the cloudless sky. Without his glasses, The Misfit’s eyes were red-
rimmed and pale and defenselesslooking. ““T'ake her off and thow her
where you shown the others,” he said, picking up the cat that was
rubbing itself against his leg. “She was a talker, wasn’t she?” Bobby Lee
said, sliding down the ditch with a yodel. “She would of been a good
woman,” The Misfit said, “if it had been somebody there to shoot her
every minute of her life.” “Some fun!” Bobby Lee said. “Shut up, Bobby
Lee” The Misfit said. “It’s no real pleasure in life.”
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THE GIFT OF THE MAG]

by O. Henry

One dollar and eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents of it was in pennies.
Pennies saved one and two at a time by bulldozing the grocer and the vegetable man
and the butcher until one's cheeks burned with the

silent imputation of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three times Della

counted it. One dollar and eighty- seven cents. And the next day would be Christmas.

There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the shabby little couch and howl. So
Della did it. Which instigates the moral reflection that life is made up of sobs, sniffles,
and smiles, with sniffles predominating.

While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first stage to the
second, take a look at the home. A furnished flat at $8 per week. It did not exactly
beggar description, but it certainly had that word on the lookout for

the mendicancy squad.

In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would go, and an electric
button from which no mortal finger could coax a ring. Also appertaining thereunto
was a card bearing the name "Mr. James Dillingham Young."

The "Dillingham™ had been flung to the breeze during a former period of prosperity
when its possessor was being paid $30 per week. Now, when the income was shrunk
to $20, though, they were thinking seriously of contracting to a modest and
unassuming D. But whenever Mr. James Dillingham Young came home and reached
his flat above he was called "Jim" and greatly hugged by Mrs. James Dillingham
Young, already introduced to you as Della. Which is all very good.

Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder rag. She stood by
the window and looked out dully at a gray cat walking a gray fence in a gray
backyard. Tomorrow would be Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87 with which to
buy Jim a present. She had been saving every penny she could for months, with this
result. Twenty dollars a week doesn't go far. Expenses had been greater than she had
calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 to buy a present for Jim. Her Jim. Many a
happy hour she had spent planning for something nice for him. Something fine and
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rare and sterling--something just a little bit near to being worthy of the honor of being
owned by Jim.

There was a pier-glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps you have seen a
pier-glass in an $8 flat. A very thin and very agile person may, by observing his
reflection in a rapid sequence of longitudinal strips, obtain a fairly accurate
conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mastered the art.

Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. her eyes were
shining brilliantly, but her face had lost its color within twenty seconds. Rapidly she
pulled down her hair and let it fall to its full length.

Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs in which they both
took a mighty pride. One was Jim's gold watch that had been his father's and his
grandfather's. The other was Della's hair. Had the queen of Sheba lived in the flat
across the airshaft, Della would have let her hair hang out the window some day to
dry just to depreciate Her Majesty's jewels and gifts. Had King Solomon been the
janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the basement, Jim would have pulled out his
watch every time he passed, just to see him pluck at his beard from envy.

So now Della's beautiful hair fell about her rippling and shining like a cascade of
brown waters. It reached below her knee and made itself almost a garment for her.
And then she did it up again nervously and quickly. Once she faltered for a minute
and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the worn red carpet.

On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. With a whirl of skirts and
with the brilliant sparkle still in her eyes, she fluttered out the door and down the
stairs to the street.

Where she stopped the sign read: "Mne. Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds." One
flight up Della ran, and collected herself, panting. Madame, large, too white, chilly,
hardly looked the "Sofronie."”

"Will you buy my hair?" asked Della.

"I buy hair," said Madame. "Take yer hat off and let's have a sight at the looks of it."
Down rippled the brown cascade.

"Twenty dollars,"” said Madame, lifting the mass with a practised hand.

"Give it to me quick," said Della.
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Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the hashed metaphor. She
was ransacking the stores for Jim's present.

She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else. There was no
other like it in any of the stores, and she had turned all of them inside out. It was a
platinum fob chain simple and chaste in design, properly proclaiming its value by
substance alone and not by meretricious ornamentation--as all good things should do.
It was even worthy of The Watch. As soon as she saw it she knew that it must be
Jim's. It was like him. Quietness and value--the description applied to both. Twenty-
one dollars they took from her for it, and she hurried home with the 87 cents. With
that chain on his watch Jim might be properly anxious about the time in any company.
Grand as the watch was, he sometimes looked at it on the sly on account of the old
leather strap that he used in place of a chain.

When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to prudence and reason.
She got out her curling irons and lighted the gas and went to work repairing the
ravages made by generosity added to love. Which is always a tremendous task, dear
friends--a mammoth task.

Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, close-lying curls that made her
look wonderfully like a truant schoolboy. She looked at her reflection in the mirror
long, carefully, and critically.

"If Jim doesn't kill me," she said to herself, "before he takes a second look at me, he'll
say | look like a Coney Island chorus girl. But what could I do--oh! what could | do
with a dollar and eighty- seven cents?"

At 7 o'clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was on the back of the stove hot
and ready to cook the chops.

Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat on the corner of
the table near the door that he always entered. Then she heard his step on the stair
away down on the first flight, and she turned white for just a moment. She had a habit
for saying little silent prayer about the simplest everyday things, and now she
whispered: "Please God, make him think I am still pretty."

The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin and very serious.
Poor fellow, he was only twenty-two--and to be burdened with a family! He needed a
new overcoat and he was without gloves.

Jim stopped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at the scent of quail. His eyes
were fixed upon Della, and there was an expression in them that she could not read,


http://www.answers.com/fob
http://www.answers.com/meretricious
http://www.answers.com/truant

50

and it terrified her. It was not anger, nor surprise, nor disapproval, nor horror, nor any
of the sentiments that she had been prepared for. He simply stared at her fixedly with
that peculiar expression on his face.

Della wriggled off the table and went for him.

"Jim, darling," she cried, "don't look at me that way. | had my hair cut off and sold
because | couldn't have lived through Christmas without giving you a present. It'll
grow out again--you won't mind, will you? | just had to do it. My hair grows awfully
fast. Say "Merry Christmas!" Jim, and let's be happy. You don't know what a nice--
what a beautiful, nice gift I've got for you."

"You've cut off your hair?" asked Jim, laboriously, as if he had not arrived at that
patent fact yet even after the hardest mental labor.

"Cut it off and sold it," said Della. "Don't you like me just as well, anyhow? I'm me
without my hair, ain't 1?"

Jim looked about the room curiously.
"You say your hair is gone?" he said, with an air almost of idiocy.

"You needn't look for it," said Della. "It's sold, I tell you--sold and gone, too. It's
Christmas Eve, boy. Be good to me, for it went for you. Maybe the hairs of my head
were numbered," she went on with sudden serious sweetness, "but nobody could ever
count my love for you. Shall I put the chops on, Jim?"

Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his Della. For ten seconds
let us regard with discreet scrutiny some inconsequential object in the other direction.
Eight dollars a week or a million a year--what is the difference? A mathematician or a
wit would give you the wrong answer. The magi brought valuable gifts, but that was
not among them. This dark assertion will be illuminated later on.

Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the table.

"Don't make any mistake, Dell," he said, "about me. | don't think there's anything in
the way of a haircut or a shave or a shampoo that could make me like my girl any less.
But if you'll unwrap that package you may see why you had me going a while at first."

White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. And then an ecstatic scream of
joy; and then, alas! a quick feminine change to hysterical tears and wails,
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necessitating the immediate employment of all the comforting powers of the lord of
the flat.

For there lay The Combs--the set of combs, side and back, that Della had worshipped
long in a Broadway window. Beautiful combs, pure tortoise shell, with jewelled rims-
-just the shade to wear in the beautiful vanished hair. They were expensive combs, she
knew, and her heart had simply craved and yearned over them without the least hope
of possession. And now, they were hers, but the tresses that should have adorned the
coveted adornments were gone.

But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to look up with dim
eyes and a smile and say: "My hair grows so fast, Jim!"

And them Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, "Oh, oh!"

Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him eagerly upon her
open palm. The dull precious metal seemed to flash with a reflection of her bright and
ardent spirit.

"Isn't it a dandy, Jim? | hunted all over town to find it. You'll have to look at the time
a hundred times a day now. Give me your watch. | want to see how it looks on it."

Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his hands under the back
of his head and smiled.

"Dell," said he, "let's put our Christmas presents away and keep 'em a while. They're
too nice to use just at present. | sold the watch to get the money to buy your combs.
And now suppose you put the chops on."

The magi, as you know, were wise men--wonderfully wise men--who brought gifts to
the Babe in the manger. They invented the art of giving Christmas presents. Being
wise, their gifts were no doubt wise ones, possibly bearing the privilege of exchange
in case of duplication. And here | have lamely related to you the uneventful chronicle
of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for each other the
greatest treasures of their house. But in a last word to the wise of these days let it be
said that of all who give gifts these two were the wisest. O all who give and receive
gifts, such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They are the magi.
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