[t Would Be Different If

Here’s what I remember. If T could hate you, this is what I would hate you
for. It’s a summer night, humid, starry. It’s already pretty late but we're
all heading Dyes Canada, to a bar called the Shipyard. She is there,
which surprises me, because the Shipyard is the kind of place where
pegple crack beer bottles over each other’s heads, and T wouldn’t have
thought it was her scene. But she’s been hanging out with your sister
Megan all summer, working down at the restaurant, back when it was
still the Riverside. She’s always around. She annoys me, but I don’t sus-
pect anything yet. There are two boats; we’re splitting into groups. I'm
standing on the dock, a beer in my hand. I've had a little too much to
drink already, probably, because everything seems very dark, slightly con-
fused. 'm trying to figure out which boat you’re in so I don’t get stuck
in the other one. Just then a car happens to go by on Water Street and its
headlights flicker across us. You're already in the first boat, and you’re
reaching your hand up toward the dock, smiling. I move blindly in your
direction, thinking you’re reaching for me, when another flash of light
shows me that she is grabbing for your hand, you’re swinging her down,
the smile is for her, it’s not a mistake. I stand on the dock in a miniskirt
and a very skimpy cropped top, my hair sprayed into a sort of stiff gold
cloud because it is the 80s. I feel, for the first time in my life, completely
ridiculous. There’s no turning back, though. I can’t just announce, like
a little kid, that ’'m going home, I don’t want to play anymore, though
that’s exactly what I feel.
The first boat is full. The headlights veer away: everything is dark
again. I tumble somehow into the second boat, wishing I had something



h back then I alWa}JS dr
s | naked, alcthou® ‘n the bath “Sse

to cover myself w”itlﬂifshipyardl mﬂstl)fjta}): ;?ne. But thz?sm’ drmk.

like thzt’ we all ffén’r remember che boat r19¢ % thap,

ing and crying.

th% end of it. That much 1 1€
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member:
m everyone, G;EI‘ 1r_:lh.e Vears .
for. Maybe there are
=g 1E ry ; Gth

e i the a1 P e er Vs e
-y -hing like that t I doubtit. eople have Neve,
ace, sometiing my side. Or at least they diy. 35
It’s SO long Egﬂt that pE[}ple Cary
they talk as if 1€ Was some} “t
you know, isn’t life funny, },,
when it doesn’t. t

I've heard variation

the years go DY; * i
get tOO worked up about 1t anymore N

‘hevitable, and we just di€
look how it all works out1n}
It would be different if we lived 1n FhE kind ﬂf;ipéacz.";;lere People cay
disappear, never see each other again. It would be d El:nl' if I coul
pretend you didn’t exist. But there you are: you all;e 9-;_ the post office
peering into your mailbox, puﬂ_lng_ out 4 5'-'35_1 ri’ -En‘r’ﬂltjlpe_s and
catalogues while I drop my olectric bill in the mail slOt; [ wait till yo

me. You would rather not see me

curn around, to make sure you Se€c ‘
You're at the table on the other side of the restaurant, bending forwarg

to speak to her, or wiping food off your kid’s face. Yﬂu’;’e getting gas,
staring off into the distance, forgetting what you are doing. You don’
notice that 'm driving by. What are you chinking of ? You’re everywhere.

I think you have ruined my life.

And now she’s the one they feel sorry for. Yes, of course I know what ;
you’ve been up to. Everyone knows. I see your truck in the parking lot |
at Jude’s every night, and they say you don’t tend to leave alone. I see her
sometimes: Amber. She looks smaller, paler, less pretty. I could almost feel
sorry for her myself, to tell you the truth. I don’t blame you, of course. It’s
just because it’s all wrong. I could have told you it would happen.

I wasn’t supposed to be one of those people, the unma ones. |
never E}:IPEtFtEd to be. I }}ad you, and wephag plans, ever sizg: Erljr junior
year: N1kll;1 and Jeft. Nikki Gilbert. It sounded right. We joked about
Ee:}ng old, how you would go bald and I'd go pure white, and we'd g0

shing in the summer, cross-country skiing in the winter, ':vith our dog

[t was a beagle. I had a bit of a :
can’t cancel that out. stoop; you had put on some weight. Yo!

It wasn’t fair. Sh
was the kind of pzrzzi ﬁlne aWay —to college, the city, whatever. She
0 goes away, doesn’t come back: that’s W

-

everyone expected. ‘
pected. But she did come back and she chose you, © .
er. You are like us. |
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well. Here’s what [ magine It's ¢, -

omeone’s hair. [¢g | € Dest |
up S o ate afg Can do .
searts o come 1n Sldewﬂ}’s_ W Zrnﬂﬂn"‘that uI am_Wnrkmg, finishing
muCh of a talker, bur locs of . Se hajp» quiet time when the sun
r

‘e 1 back and th s CO - ne like Deb .
his joP hey gave up o o TPlicated hajy oo o Y RitE, not
rl‘]ﬁ cut a.nd now I'm StYllng It Fal,s drl h’PPIE ph ; Since Don got
more appoIntments thar d, I;h;l:;n My time beca:Es:: ;ndﬁmsifd with

chrough the layers. Her €Yes are ha)f c% It GU;‘ ;ectir.m by section working
» A um a Jiele. j

rush Deb. If anything 1 s]ow down, tak;
making it perfect. You’re Just sittin

i A
into Deb S frﬂStEd waves. BLII: I dun"

happen, one way or the other:
Deb rises to her feet, admires herself 50 en
I don’t take credit cards. It seems o take h rurror. She writes a check;
women in line at the grocery store, Ip,
of doll-like hair around the chair, s¢r
an appointment for the next month,

and I follow her, because she is chatting about something, telling me
a story about one f:'f her daughters; she always does this. I wave as she
maneuvers herself into her car, careful not o disturb her hair

When I return to the shop you have seated yourselfin the chair that
is pmbably still warm from its contact with Deb White’s bony behind. I
think of this, for some reason. I see myself smile in the mirror and our
eyes, for the first time, meet each other’s reflections. I drape a hunter
green smock across you, attach it behind your neck with velcro straps.

I cut your hair. I use four different kinds of scissors, a razor, two
combs, a touch of mousse. I used to cut your hair in high school, for prac-
tice. Now I do it better. Mostly I keep my eyes focused on your head, like
an artist putting the final touches on some life-sized sculpture, but every
now and then I look up, and there you are in the mirror. We always look at
the same moment. We know exactly how long to wait between looks; we

know not to overdo it. Your eyes are still the same blue as always but there

are crinkles, now, at the corners. I think you are better looking than ever.

My work does you justice: this is the best hatrcut you WII;EEEI;} E:if; fer_;ak
I remove the smock when 1t’s over. You do not pay. o peak.

. h mv hand —so far, given
You look at me one more time, and you émzl theytguchinguand then
the circumstances, I have been i E 1y to sweep up the short
you leave. I wait until your truck has pulltla ti?tihyﬂ e e of thedus
bl‘ﬁwn hai 't th them away, 50 . .
airs. I can’t throw ft certificates.
Pan into one of the nice creamy envelopes I use for &

the meantime I sweep up the heap
aighten up the station. She makes
Finally she drifts toward the door

10



u don’t leave her right

I don’t know whar ha bably yo o
away. But sooner or ﬂpt::_l i alf;':‘:hat{;ﬁfiomg 1I’ll be wm;lﬂi; T‘;rn:ht
[ll settle for the trimmings lussi:o and Sh"‘mpﬂﬂisgm:he, mirror. You
traces of your reflection th;:tgyou seem to have left lﬂd ladies 1n paste]
flicker endlessly between the stiff curls of mid‘fﬂe':g;ﬂ s, the towering
pantsuits, the long doomed locks of small percifie er}z;i,nd me to wait}
ghttery updos of girls on their way to the pro- #ORR E |

Promise that things will be different. I believe you

WRITING
CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND

- s story? What is ¢t
I. FIRST RESPONSE. What actually happens mazlcisi;mgri};latinn? -
status of the present in relation to memory

- * athy? Is it import
2. How does the narrator invite the reader’s sympatiy portant

that we sympathize with her? .
s version of events? What specific

3. How trustworthy is the narrato oS il
lines or passages reinforce or undermine her perspective:

4. What kind of resolution does this story {;ffer? Would you say that
the conflict has been resolved, in any sense:

5. What does the narrator’s way of relating this story —not what she
says, but the way she says it—reveal about her world or about her

character?
What sense do you get of the town in which this story is set? How

important is the setting to your understanding of the story and the

characters?
What is the significance of the final line of the story?

CREATIVE RESPONSE. Use what you think you can infer about the nar-

rator from this story to craft a paragraph from a third-person point

of view in which Nikki is portrayed unsympathetically.

CONNECTION TO ANOTHER SELECTION. In a short essay, compare this
narrator’s representation of her past to that of the narrator in Muriel

Spark’s “The First Year of My Life” (p. 147). What is the relation-
ship between the narrative present and the remembered past in each

story? How does it shape the ending in each case?

0
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. man
mb"“t race relations in the context of uﬂ‘“”‘l h::w"-’f’
‘ Man is the story of a young black 4" whnbl-ld‘ .y America
“Euth (0 thﬂ Nﬂl‘th Md diHMrl whglt it m"n’ o b:ﬂ‘c thc ﬁr![ ChIP«
actle RQ)’“J,“ published in 1947 as a short s(orys be¢ rotlsﬂ“i st's long
ter of Invisible Man. It concerns the bcginning of the EY mc,‘;l Pfl‘-’jl}dlce_

struggle for an adult identity in a world made corfY t
1947

Battle Royal
. ] had been looking
It goes a long way back, some twenty years All m: ,l;;-f;d co tell me whatit
d Sﬂmzﬂn ﬂftf-n iﬂ Cﬂﬂtradic-

for something, and everywhere I turn€ "
was. I accepted their answers o0, though fh!‘:}'l was looking for myself
tion and even self-contradictory. 1 was naive. | - h 1, and only 1, could

and asking everyone except myself q““tiﬂns-wp 11 ba;meraﬂging of my
answer. It took me a long time and muc e 1;13 appears to have been
expectations to achieve a -ealization everyone else ad to discover thar
born with: That I am nobody but rﬂySElﬁ But first

I am an invisible man! | :

And yet ] am no freak of narure, NOT of h1stﬂt_'}’-h I “I?is;: ti"; ;a&i‘ds,
other things having been equal (of unequal) €18 E:Een SlZve ; 80
I am not ashamed of my grandparent® for hﬂ‘-’éﬂgﬂ e hamed Sﬁb am
only ashamed of myself for having at oneé time Deé€ . a. y out
eighty-five years ago they were told that *th_E}’ WEI‘Eh ree, united with
others of our country i everything pertaining to the common good,
and, in everything social, separate like the fingers of the hand. And
they believed it. They exu it. They stayed 1n their place, worked

But my grandfather

lted in 1
hard, and brought up my father to do che same.
'« the one. He was an andfather, and I am told I

Ddd ﬂld gu}’: my gf :
the trouble. On his deathbed

take after him. It was he who caused

he called my father to him and said, “Son, after I'm gone [ want you

to keep up the good fight. I never told you, but our life is a war and

[ have been a traitof all my born days, a SPY in the enemy’s country

ever since I gave up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live with
to overcome ‘em with yeses,

your head in ‘he lion’s mouth. I want you
ndermine ’em with grins, agrec em to death and destruction, let
vomit or bust wide open.” They thought the

'em swoller you till they
f his mind. He had been the meekest of men.

old man had gone out ©
The younger children were rushed from the room, the shades drawn
d on the wick

and the flame of the lamp curned so low that it sputtere
like the old man’s breathing. “Learn it to the young-uns,” he whis-

pered fiercely; then he died.

But my folks were more
dying. It was as though he had not died a
anxiety. I was warned emphatically to forget what
indeed, this is the first time it has been mentioned outside

ver his

alarmed over his last words than o
uch

t all, his words caused so m
he had said and,

the family
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Upon me, however. I could

ant. -

never made any troype Gm“dfﬂtbﬂr had been a quier old mn::ttirl'xb;
traitor and a spy, ang | Y€t on his deathbed he had called himself a
activity. It became 4d spoken of his meekness as a dangerous

ther had been. Ang what

it as treachery. When | .
w

the white folks, that if the hufig that was really against the wishes of
me to act just the Dppﬂsity }-‘1&1 understood they would have desired
and that that really Wﬂuldei]t peonould have been sulky and mean,
they were fool ave been what they wanted, even though

y ooled and thought the * ¢
me afraid that some da > y wanted me to act as I did. It made
would be lost. Still I w v they would look upon me as a traitor and I
didr’e Lik 4S more afraid to act any other way because they

ldn’t like that at all. The old man’s words were like a curse, O

graduation day I delivered an oration in which I sh . i{ CEI’SE' wilicy
was the secret, indeed, the v e

. ; ; ery essence of progress. (Not that I believed
Fhls_ how could I, r emembering my grandfather? —I only believed that
it wgrked.) It was a great success. Everyone praised me and I was invited
to give f.:.he speech at a gathering of the town’s leading white citizens. It
was a triumph for our whole community.

It was in the main ballroom of the leading hotel. When I got there
I discovered that it was on the occasion of a smoker, and I was told that
since I was to be there anyway I might as well take part in the battle royal
to be fought by some of my schoolmates as part of the entertainment.

The battle royal came first.
All of the town’s big shots were there in their tuxedoes, wolfing

down the buffet foods, drinking beer and whiskey and smoking black
cigars. It was a large room with a high ceiling. Chairs were arranged in
neat rows around three sides of a portable boxing ring. The fourth side

was clear, revealing a gleaming space of polished floor. I had some mis-
e battle royal, by the way. Not from a distaste for fighting,

but because I didn’t care too much for the other fellows who were to

take part. They were tough guys who seemed to have no grandfather’s

curse worrying their minds. No one could mistake their toughness. And
battle royal might detract from the

: ted that fighting a
besides, I suspecte - invisible days I visualized myself as

1gni speech. In those pre- zed
:lggéglt?ilnﬁl};ﬂﬁer T. Washington. But the other fellows didn’t care too

much for me either, and there were nine of them. I felt superior to them
3 . . '

in my way and I didn’t like the manner in which we were_all crowded

together iI;tc} the servants’ elevator. Nor did they like my being there. In

givings over th
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fact as the war
’ [111}’ ligh d evato
0 ghted fl el
ver the fact that I, b}’ takill;]ﬂfstﬂfs]:e;i ast the i | e of their

frlenéf out of a night’s work
e were led out of the eley . 2 rocoCO hall into an ante-
;(;DI:E;KMCI told to get into our ﬁ;f;[:;l;zlg EECh gfus was 15511'5(1'3. Pal!'
. :lnlg gloves and ushered out into the big nirrored hall, which we
d ¢ looking cautiously about us and whispering jest ¥ mx_gl‘u: P
entally be heard above the noise of the room: [t was foggy with cigar
smoke. And already the whiskey was taking effect. 1 was shocked to see
some of the IMost impurtant men of the town quitE HPS}" ThE}" were al]
there —bankers, lawyers, judges, doctors, fire chiefs, teachers, merchants,
Even one of the more fashinna;:ﬂe pastors. Something we could not see
was going on up front. A clarinet was vibrating sensuously and the men

were standing up and moving eagerly forward. We were a small righe
g1Oup, clustered together, our bare upper bﬂdiES_ touching and shin-
Ing with anticipatory sweat; while up front che big shots were becom.
ing increasingly excited over something we still could not see. Suddenly]
heard the school superintendent, who had told me to cOmE, yell, “Bring

up the shines, gentlemen! Bring up the little shines!” |
We were rushed up to the front of the ballroom, where it smelled

even more strongly of tobacco and whiskey. Then we were pushed into
place. I almost wet my pants. A sea of faces, some hostile, some amused,
ringed around us, and in the center, facing us, stood a magnificent
blonde — stark naked. There was dead silence. 1 felt a blast of cold air

chill me. I tried to back away, but they were behind me and around me.
Some of the boys stood with lowered heads, trembling. I felt a wave of

irrational guilt and fear. My ceeth chattered, my skin turned to goose
flesh, my knees knocked. Yet [ was strongly attracted and looked in spite
of myself. Had the price of looking been blindness, I would have looked
The hair was yellow like that of a circus kewpie doll, the face heavily
powdered and rouged, as though to form an abstract mask, the eyes hol-
low and smeared a cool blue, the color of 2 baboon’s butt. I felt a desire
to spit upon her as my eyes brushed slowly over her body. Her breasts
were firm and round as the domes of East Indian temples, and I stood
so close as to see the fine skin texture and beads of pearly perspiraion
glistening like dew around the pink and erected buds of her nipples. !
wanted at one and the same time to run from the room, to sink throug
the floor, ot go to her and cover her from my eyes and the eyes of the
others with my body; to feel the soft thighs, to caress her and destro}
her, to love her and murder het, to hide from her, and yet t0 SU_GI"‘?
where below the small American flag rattooed upon her belly her rhlghf
formed a capital V. I had a notion that of all in the room she $3% oR

me with her impersonal eyes. ke
. nu

And then she began to dance, a slow sensuous movement; the s e

She sect™ .

of a hundred cigars clinging to her like the thinnest of veils. :
like a fair bird-girl girdled in veils calling to me from the angry s

face©
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| ted « smiling faintly at
' with fascination, and faintly smiling at
“dcertain merchant who followed her hungrily, his lips

1ng. - -
oling. He was a large man who wore diamond studs in a

ing hips he ran his hand through the

: . _ , with his arms upheld, his posture clums
like that of an intoxicated panda, wound his belly in a slow and ﬂbscen);

grind. This creature was completely hypnotized. The music had quick-
ened. As the dancer flung herself about with a detached expression on
her face, the men began reaching out to touch her. I could see their beefy
fingers sink into the soft flesh. Some of the others tried to stop them
as she began to move around the floor in graceful circles, as they gave
chase, slipping and sliding over the polished floor. It was mad. Chairs
went crashing, drinks were spilt, as they ran laughing and howling after
her. They caught her just as she reached a door, raised her from the floor,
and tossed her as college boys are tossed at a hazing, and above her red,
fixed-smiling lips I saw the terror and disgust in her eyes, almost like my
own terror and that which I saw in some of the other boys. As I watched,
they tossed her twice and her soft breasts seemed to flatten against the

' ’ f the more sober ones
r and her legs flung wildly as she spun. Some o |
ilelped her togescapj And I started off the floor, heading for the ante-

room with the rest of the boys.

Some were still crying in hysteria. But as we tried to leave we were

PPE and g l . g I hlI’l [o ClG bLlI
STO d DI"dEI’E(] (O et 1nto EhE‘ I'iney. IhEIE was Ot g
Wh t we WE‘.‘IE fOld AH ten Of us CliIIled UI]dEI‘ thtf I‘UPES Elﬂd ELHIDWEd
a v

rselves to be blindfolded with broad bands of white cloth. One of the
ou

feel a bit sympathetic and tried to cheer us up aswe smndr
et A 0 Some of us tried to grin. “See that boy

: ; ropes.
WAEH oy bic < agafl_ I::;tet}rfen Eaid. “] want you to run across at the bell
over ther‘e? O e he in the belly. [f you don’t get him, I'm going to %jt
and give it to him right old the same. The blindfolds

: : » Bach of us was .y
you. [ don’t like his looks. Ehad on going over my peech. In my g

n I | o =
were put on. Yet €7 oy fame. I felt the cloth pressed 1nto place, and

B brlgl}fife loosened when | relaxed.
: e
frowned so that it WO

1O
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d to darkness.
filled with

[ling insis-

But now I felt a sudden fit of blin ror. ] was unus®
It was as though I had suddenly t'.:::a.urau-;li ;:;sclf in a dark room™
poisonous cottonmouths. I could hear the bleary I
tently for the battle royal to begin.

“Get going in there!”

“Let me at that big nigger!”

I strained to pick up the school superintend€ri® = und
squeeze some security out of that slightly more familiar ZD |

“Let me at those black sonsabitches!” someoney cle 'b dy, help m

“No, Jackson, no!” another voice yelled. “Here, somebocy, REP e

hold Jack.” o
"I want to get at that ginger-colored nigger. Tear him limb Irom
limb,” the first voice yelled.

ng. For in those days I was what

I stood against the ropes trembling oy :
they called ginger-colored, and he sounded as though he might crunc

me between his teeth like a crisp ginger cookie. silol dhon and

Quite a struggle was going on. Chairs were
could hear voices grunting as with a cerrific effort. I wanted to see, to see

more desperately than ever before. But the blindfold was tight as a thick
skin-puckering scab and when I raised my gloved hands to push the lay-
ers of white aside a voice yelled, “Oh, no you don’t, black bastard! Leave

that alone!” |
“Ring the bell before Jackson kills him a coon!” someone boomed in

the sudden silence. And I heard the bell clang and the sound of the feer

scuffling forward.
A glove smacked against my head. I pivoted, striking out stiffly as

someone went past, and felt the jar ripple along the length of my arm to
my shoulder. Then it seemed as though all nine of the boys had turned
upon me at once. Blows pounded me from all sides while I struck out as
best I could. So many blows landed upon me that I wondered if I were
not the only blindfolded fighter in the ring, or if the man called Jackson
hadn’t succeeded in gerting me after all.

Blindfolded, I could no longer control my motions. I had no dignity.
I stumbled about like a baby or a drunken man. The smoke had become
thicker and with each new blow it seemed to sear and further restrict
my lungs. My saliva became like hot bitter glue. A glove connected with
my head, filling my mouth with warm blood. It was everywhere. | could
not tell if the moisture I felt upon my body was sweat or blood. A blow
landed hard against the nape of my neck. I felt myself going over, ™
head hitting the floor. Streaks of blue light filled the black world behind
the blindfold. I lay prone, pretending that I was knocked out, but felt
myself seized by hands and yanked to my feet. “Get going, black boy! MiX
it up!” My arms were like lead, my head smarting from blows. mana£ed
to feel my way to the ropes and held on, trying to catch my breat™ A
glove landed in my mid-section and I went over again, feeliné as theigh!
the smoke had become a knife jabbed into my guts. Pushed this W and

dent’S vﬂiCE; as [hﬂugh o

15
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that by the legs milling around me. | finall

that I could see the black, SWeart-wash

blue atmosphere like
thuds of blows. .4

y pulled erect and discovered
ed forms weaving in the smoky:-

ancers weaving to the rapid drumlike

to fight each oth h 1
attacked. Blows landed below the belt and in the::; k‘;’;z; ;?;;E Ii

ed, and wj
was not so much terror > th my eye partly opened now there

avoiding blows, although
not too many to attract attention, ﬁghting] g g

from group to group. Th
oh . ) _ p to group. lhe
gfi)és_ i ct?;ssalsgqt l}llke blind, cautious crabs crouching to protect their
» their heads pulled in short against their shoulders, their
before them, with their fists testing the smoke-

. _ ed feelers of hypersensitive snails. In one cor-
ner 1 glimpsed a boy violently punching the air and heard him scream

in pain as he smashed his hand against a ring post. For a second I saw
him bent over holding his hand, then going down as a blow caught his
unprotected head. I played one group against the other, slipping in and
throwing a punch then stepping out of range while pushing the others
into the melee to take the blows blindly aimed at me. The smoke was
agonizing and there were no rounds, no bells at three minute intervals
to relieve our exhaustion. The room spun round me, a swirl of lights,

smoke, sweating bodies surrounded by tense white faces. I bled from
both nose and mouth, the blood spattering upon my chest.

The men kept yelling, “Slug him, black boy! Knock his guts out!”

“Uppercut him! Kill him! Kill that big boy!”

Taking a fake fall, I saw a boy going down heavily beside me as
though we were felled by a single blow, saw a sneaker-clad foot shc}ﬂt_inm
his groin as the two who had knocked him down stumbled upon him. I
rolled out of range, feeling a twinge of nausea.

The harder we fought the more threatening the men became. And
yet, I had begun to worry about my speech again. How would it go?
Would they recognize my ability? What would they give me?

[ was fighting automatically when s:udclenly I nc}t:lcelci that one aﬁter
another of the boys was leaving the ring. I was surprised, filled with
'panic as though I had been left alone 'wuh an unknown danger. Then
I und}ersmod, The boys had arranged it among themselves. It was the

custom for the two men left in the ring to slug it out for the Winner’s
prize. I discovered this too late. When the bell sounded two men in tuxe-

' . o and removed the blindfold. I found myself fac-
fiﬂe-}leaipﬂi mli(; g:e;l;cg of the gang. | felt sigk at my smmach. Hardly
Lngd Et c;c 11,., tm egd ringing in my ears than 1t cllanged again emd+ I saw
hiam E’nZviZg zwill:"’gy coward me. Thinking of nothing else to do I hit him

w *' ¥ - " lEIICE Gf.
mash n H oming, bringing the rank sharp vio |
ztal Utltt l’}ii;{'{:‘; we;.lsl:( ZFEl;ck bl:fl"lk of a face, only his eyes alive —with
e sweat.
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orror from what had happep, .

liver my speech and he came atn
:

hough he meant fo heat it out of me. I smashed him again and "y
as tho

dden impulse I struck
: - came. Then o1l a sud
fal;:?li iﬂfi jlsirilhegd, [ whispered, “Fake like I knocked you oug
1g

can have the prize.”
ch:Il brﬂak }f{}ur bEhlnd: |
“FDI’ tbem?” f b hlj‘? }I:I

“For me, sonofabitcil’ : d Tatlock s

’ : to break it up an . pun me hyjf
They were P i gled camera sweeps 11 a reeling scene
.ng tense bEI’lEHEh EhE CI’DUd of blue.}
gray smoke. Fo d wavered, unraveled, tlowed, they

. That fluttering shad
head cleared and Tatlock bounced before me. 11 g shadoy
ljgl;nreeam; E;;s was his jabbing left hand. Then falling forward, my head

against his damp shoulder, I whispered,
«’ll make it five dollars more.”

“Go to hell!”
But his muscles relaxed a trifle benea

“Seven?”

“Give it to your ma,” he said, ripping me beneath the heart.

And while I still held him I butted him and moved away. I felt myself
bombarded with punches. I fought back with hopeless desperation
[ wanted to deliver my speech more than anything else in the world,
because I felt that only these men could judge truly my ability, and now
this stupid clown was ruining my chances. I began fighting carefully
now, moving in to punch him and out again with my greater speed. A
lucky blow to his chin and I had him going too—until I heard a loud
voice yell, “I got my money on the big boy.”

Hearing this, I almost dropped my guard. I was confused: Should
I try to win against the voice out there? Would not this go against my
speech, and was not this a moment for humility, for nonresistance? 4
blow to my head as I danced about sent my right eye popping like 2
jack-in-the-box and settled my dilemma. The room went red as I fell.
It was a dream fall, my body languid and fastidious as to where t©
land, until the floor became impatient and smashed up to meet me A
ﬁﬂmek?t Iatf.;r I came to. An hypnotic voice said FIVE emphatically And
5ol inco a bucturtly glsrening and opor of my own blood S
of the canvas. | g and soaking into the soiled gray ¥

When the voice drawl - haif.
[ sat dazed. My eye painedejanEsiili 35 ll.ftEd up and dragged - : :?E;
heart and I wondered if now ] with each throb of my pot™. ]

would be allowed to speak. I was ‘r‘r"f”lff
i now

?}% WEtI; m}fbmm{th still bleeding* We were grouped along the wall
1at§dD:s :; hzﬁ lgm}fEd me as they congratulated Tatlrfck and specv’
much they would be paid. One boy whimpered over 13

. o
hate of me and aglow with a fevce[r;}lle
us all. I became anxious. [ wante

hip,
s YOu

? fie Whispered hoarsely.

th my pressure and I breathed, ;




ELLISON/BATTLE ROYAL 187

OxINg up front, I savw
ing the portable ring away and placing
<pace surrounded by chairs. Perhapsj 1:
deliver my SPEECh.
oney.” We ran forward to wher .
f:?lairs:. waiting. Everyone seemed f’rfhe men laughed and talked in their
«There it 1s on the rug,”
coins of all dimensions and a fey crumpled

scattered here and there, were the gold pieces
“Boys, it’s all yours,” the ' '

attendants in white jackets roll-
1—? small sqqare rug in the vacant
ought, I will stand on the rug to

th 1T
€ man said. I saw the rug covered with

bills. But what excited me,

2
use both hands. I :
against the boys nearest me to block them fiznf thj; llc't.:ii Fhrom sy body

€
Get down around the rug now,” the man commanded, “and don’t
anyone touch it until I give the signal.”

“This ought to be good,” [ heard.

As tf::ld:, we got around the square rug on our knees. Slowly the man
raised his freckled hand as we followed it upward with our eyes.

I heard, “These niggers look like they’re about to pray!”
Then, “Ready,” the man said. “Go!”

I lunged for a yellow coin lying on the blue design of the carpet, s

touching it and sending a surprised shriek to join those rising around
me. I tried frantically to remove my hand but could not let go. A hor,
violent force tore through my body, shaking me like a wet rat. The rug
was electrified. The hair bristled up on my head as I shook myself free.
My muscles jumped, my nerves jangled, writhed. But I saw that this was
not stopping the other boys. Laughing in fear and embarrassment, some
were holding back and scooping up the coins knocked off by the painful
contortions of the others. The men roared above us as we struggled.

“Pick it up, goddamnit, pick it up!” someone called like a bass-
voiced parrot. “Go on, get it!” o | |

[ crawled rapidly around the floor, picking up the coins, trying to
avoid the coppers and to get greenbacks an_d the gc:l.d. Ignoring the shock
by laughing, as I brushed the coins offt qulckl}g_l discovered that I could
contain the electricity —a contradiction, but it works. Then the men
began to push us onto the rug. Laughing embarrassedly, we struggled
out of their hands and kept after the coins. We were all wet and slippery
and hard to hold. Suddenly I saw a boy lifted into the air, glistening with
sweat like a circus seal, and dropped, his wet back landing flush upon the
charged rug, heard him yell and saw him literally dance upon his back,
his elbows beating a frenzied tattoo upon the floor, his }I;ﬂugclelsl tmﬁhci
ing like the flesh of a horse stung by many flies. W}?en Ef natﬁ r.:‘%:.1 e
off, his face was gray and no one stopped him when he ran from the floor

amid booming laughter.
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» the M.C. called. “That’s good hard Americ

i h
et the money, bed, snatched and grabbed. |

And we snatched and grab Y N
ful not to come too close to the rug nNow, and when I felt the hot “’hg:

key breath descend upon me like a cloud of foul air I reached ¢,

grabbed the leg of a chair. It was occupied and I held on dESPEratelyi n
“Leggo, nigger! Leggo!” . _
The huge face wavered down to mine as he tried to push iy,

But my body was slippery and he was o0 drunk. It was Mr. cﬂlfﬂr;

who owned a chain of movie houses and “entertainment palaces,” Bact

time he grabbed me I slipped out of his hands. It became a rea struggl,

I feared the rug more than I did the drunk, so I held on, SUrprigin,

myself for a moment by trying to topple him upon the rug. It was Sucﬁ

an enormous idea that I found myself actually carrying It Out. I trjey
not to be obvious, yet when I grabbed his leg, trying to tumble him gy,
of the chair, he raised up roaring with laughter, and, looking at me wj,
soberness dead in the eye, kicked me viciously in the chest. The chair leg
flew out of my hand and I felt myself going and rolled. It was as thuugh

I had rolled through a bed of hot coals. It seemed a whole century wou]g

pass before I would roll free, a century in which I was seared through the

deepest levels of my body to the fearful breath within me and the breath
seared and heated to the point of explosion. It’ll all be over in a flash, |
thought as I rolled clear. It’ll all be over in a flash.

But not yet, the men on the other side were waiting, red faces swol-
len as though from apoplexy as they bent forward in their chairs. Seeing
their fingers coming toward me I rolled away as a fumbled football roll
off the receiver’s fingertips, back into the coals. That time I luckily sent
the rug sliding out of place and heard the coins ringing against the floor
and the boys scuffling to pick them up and the M.C. calling, “All right,
boys, that’s all. Go get dressed and get your money.”

I was limp as a dish rag. My back felt as though it had been beaten
with wires.

When we had dressed the M.C. came in and gave us each five dollass,
except Tatlock, who got ten for being last in the ring. Then he told us
to leave. I was not to get a chance to deliver my speech, I thought. 1w
going out into the dim alley in despair when I was stopped and told to g0
back. I returned to the ballroom, where the men were pushing back thetr
chairs and gathering in groups to talk. |

The M.C. knocked on a table for quiet. “Gentlemen,” he said, “we ©
almost forgot an important part of the program. A most serious part
gentlemen. This boy was brought here to deliver a speech which he made
at his graduation yesterday ...”

“Bravo!”

“’'m told that he is the smartest boy we’ve got out there in :
wood. I'm told that he knows more big words than a pocket-$#
dictionary.”

Much applause and laughter.

anca-Shru
Was c |

Greet”

d
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“So now, gentleme
’ n, [ w

Thjere was stil] Iaughte?m
throbbing. I began
they began shuuting,
“We of the *
and educatmr;’ I shouted “EI‘atlgn extol the wisdom of that great leader
s, Who first spoke these flaming words of wis-
sel. From the mast of the lrlma“}’ days suddenly sighted a friendly ves-
water; we die of thirstl” Tf fl0rtunate vessel was seen a signal: “Water,

E .
“Cast down your bucker wh answer FrDT the friendly vessel came back:
€I€ you are.” The captain of the distressed

INjunction, cast down his bucket, and it came
water from the mouth of the Amazon River.’

n his words, “To th
, _ : , ose of my race who depend
upon bettering their condition in a fore: y -

n a foreign land, or who underestimate

the 1mplfft_ﬂnge of cultivating friendly relations with the Southern white

$§$&w GzlzI}EJffEXt-dfmdr nEIghbnr, I ﬁﬂuldisay: “Cast down your bucket

. y 1 cast 1t down 1n making friends in every manly way of
people of all races by whom we are surrounded .. .”

I spoke automatically and with such fervor that I did not realize that
the men were still talking and laughing until my dry mouth, filling up
with blood from the cut, almost strangled me. I coughed, wanting to stop
and go to one of the tall brass, sand-filled spittoons to relieve myself, but
a few of the men, especially the superintendent, were listening and I was
afraid. So I gulped it down, blood, saliva, and all, and continued. (What
powers of endurance I had during those days! What enthusiasm! What a
belief in the rightness of things!) I spoke even louder in spite of the pain.
But still they talked and still they laughed, as though deat with cotton in
dirty ears. So I spoke with greater emotional emphasis. I closed my ears
and swallowed blood until I was nauseated. The speech seemed a hun-
dred times as long as before, but I could not leave out a single word. All
had to be said, each memorized nuance considered, rendered. Nor was
that all. Whenever I uttered a word of three or more syllal:?les a group gf
voices would yell for me to repeat it. I used the phrase “social responsibil-

ity” and they yelled: i
¥ «\What’s that word you say, boy?

“Social responsibility,” I said.
“What?”

"Social ...

“Louder.” o

« .. responsibility.

“More!”

“Respon—"

“Repeat!”

“ _sibility.” £
- l [he uproar O
The room filled with down I::1*1}’ bloo

tracted by having to gulp do

YOu to give him your attention.”

as I faced them, my mouth dry, my eye

lDWl}f b”t evi
) ldEntl
: v y my throat w

laughter until, no doubt, dis-
d, I made a mistake and yelled
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a - narials heard
phrase I had often seen denounced in newspaper editor als,

debared in private.

“Social ...

“What?” cthey yelled.

“... equality—”

The laughter hung smokelike in the su
eyes, puzzled. Sounds of displeasure filled t
forward. They shouted hostile phrases at me.

A small dry mustached man in the frontt
slowly, son!”

“What, sir?”

“Wha;:l you just said!”

“Social responsibility, sir,” I said. _ '

“You wererlf’t being Zymart,, were you, boy?” he said, not unkindly.

“No, sir!”

“You sure that about ‘equality’ was a mis

“Oh, yes, sir,” I said. “I was swallowing blood.

“Well, you had better speak more slowly so we
mean to do right by you, but you've got to know your p

All right, now, go on with your speech.”
[ was afraid. I wanted to leave but ] wanted also to speak and I was

afraid they’d snatch me down.
“Thank you, sir,” I said, beginning where 1 had left

them ignore me as before. |

Yet when I finished there was a thunderous applause. I was surprised
to see the superintendent come forth with a package wrapped 1n white
tissue paper, and, gesturing for quiet, address the men.

“Gentlemen, you see that I did not overpraise this boy. He makes a
good speech and some day he’ll lead his people in the proper paths. And
I don’t have to tell you that that is important in these days and times.
This is a good, smart boy, and so to encourage him in the right direction,

in the name of the Board of Education 1 wish to present him a prize in
the form of this ...”
He paused, removing th

skin brief case.
«  in the form of this frst-class article from Shad Whitmore’s

| opened my
M.C. rushed
nderstand.

“Say that

dden stillness:

he room. The
But I did not
oW blﬂ.l'ﬂd out,

take?”

»

can understand. We
lace at all times.

off, and having

e tissue paper and revealing a gleaming calf-

shop.
“Boy,” he said, addressing me, “take this prize and keep it well.

sider it a badge of office. Prize it. Keep developing as you are and S
day it will be filled with important papers that will help shape the des-
tiny of your people.”

I was so moved that I could hardly express my thanks. A rope ot
bloody saliva forming a shape like an andiscovered continent drooied
upon the leather and I wiped it quickly away. I felt an impottance chai ]

had never dreamed.
“Open it and see what’s inside,” I was told.

Con-
ome

G0
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an official-looking dﬂcun;er??r:epil:;leedj Smelling the fresh leather and finding

for Negroes. My eyes filled It was a scholarsh;
I was overjoyed: | ed with tears s ship to the stare college

. dlr
| did not -1 ran awkwardly off the floor.
pieces [ had scrambled WHE:EH s pocy Den [ discovered tha the gold
make of automobie. fass pocket tokens advertising a certain
ed home ever

When I reach
came to congratulate

_ , findi fhcial
envelope stamped with the State seal; and inside the env;]egptnlﬂfmid

another and anot ;
“Ther’ ”1 her:: EI}fﬂESSlYJ and I thought I would fall of weariness.
S ea; ¢ said. “Now open that one.” And I did and in it I found
an engraved document containing a short message in letters of gold.
Read it,” my grandfather said. “Out loud!”
To Whom It May Concern,” I intoned. “Keep This Nigger-Boy
Running.”
I['awoke with the old man’s laughter ringing in my ears.
(It was a dream I was to remember and dream again for many years
after. But at that time I had no insight into its meaning. First I had to

attend college.)

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

I. FIRST RESPONSE. Discuss how the protagonist’s expectations are
similar to what has come to be known as the American dream — the

assumption that ambition, hard work, perseverance, intelligence,

and virtue always lead to success.

How does the first paragraph of the story sum up the conflict that

the narrator confronts? In what sense 1s he “invisible”?

3. What is the symbolic significance of the naked blonde? R‘f&f hat}de[aﬂs
reveal that she represents more than a sexual tease in the story:

4. How does the battle 1
afterward suggest the
story?

5. How can the dream at
incidents that precede it?

r‘ L]

' s advi 1

b gmnd'faf’herdaweepen against oppression.
“dangerous activity  an

h
‘ story as told from a third
: ;n;i%én:hlt? Elmng)e: the smry? Do you thlnk the story

kind of control whites have over blacks in the

n the boxing ring and the scramble for money

‘he end of the story be related to the major
ce, explain how “meekness” can be a
3

ird-person point of view. How
would be more
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The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky 1898

I

The great Pullman was whitling onward with such dignity of motion
that a glance from the window seemed simply to prove that the plains of
Texas were pouring eastward. Vast flats of green grass, dull-hued spaces
of mesquit and cactus, little groups of frame houses, woods of light and
tender trees, all were sweeping into the east, sweeping over the horizon,
a precipice.

A newly married pair had boarded this coach at San Antonio. The
man’s face was reddened from many days in the wind and sun, and a
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direct result of his new
new black clothes was that his brick-colore
3 d hands

were cnnstantly pErfo : ;
' rmi
rime he looked down resnE 1 @ most conscious fashion. F i
Pecttully at his attire. He sat u;it}:ﬂf h:n:ie -
: nd on

each knee, like a m & ;
co other passenger 4l Waiting in a barber’s sh
: gers were furtive and sh Op. The glances he devoted
The bride was not pretty, no shy.
. ) r
of blue cashmere, with small reserwas* she very young. She wore a dress
with steel buttons aboundin S;atlﬂnﬁ of velvet here and there, and
regard her Pll_ff sleeves, very st;gff 5:5 : Uhntmua.ll}f twisted her head to
her. It was quite apparent that she h Elc:llg NI, Thg ISaat
cook, dutifully. The blushes caused Ig (SRS, LSRR
sengers as she had entered the ¢ FIBSRER ROy s SURe P
under-class countenance, whi har were strange to see upon this plain,
fesk Jifies: , Which was drawn in placid, almost emotion-
They were evidentl
ver « :
he asked, smiling with é’eliggthﬂppy. Ever been in a parlor-car before?”
“No,” she answered; “I n :
“ ) eve e r e Vg 1490
| Grear! Ancl then afier s w}ll‘i'i::i E{ll:ls ﬁnfe, ain’t it? | 5
o big ligout. Binear vssal b vhe world, © ED orward to Jl;‘he diner, and get
“Oh, do they?” cried the bride {.{Charge pgrc-s
much — for us —ain’t it, Jack?” ' arge a dollar? Why, that’s too
“Not this tri » :
whole thing.” rip, anyhow,” he answered bravely. “We’re going to go the
Later he explained to her about th ns. ‘
_ e trains. :
miles from one end of Texas to the other; 1211 S‘h"ﬁ:Ill - thousand
e e by | thes; and this train runs right across
X r stops but four times.” He had the pride of an owner. He
pointed out to her the dazzling fittings of the coach; and in truth her
E{lgs 'Dpened wn?ler as she contemplated the sea-green figured velvet, the
s u;]mg brass, silver, and glass, the wood that gleamed as darkly brilliant
as the surface of a pool of oil. At one end a bronze figure sturdily held a
support for a separated chamber, and at convenient places on the ceiling

were frescoes in olive and silver.
To the minds of the pair; t
their marriage that morning in S

heir surroundings reflected the glory of 10
an Antonio; this was the environment

of their new estate; and the man’s face in particular beamed with an ela-
tion that made him appear widiculous to the negro porter. This individ-
ual at times surveyed them from afar with an amused and superior grin.
On other occasions he bullied them with skill in ways that did not make
it exactly plain to them that they were being bullied. He subtly used all
the manners of the most unconquerable kind of snobbery. He oppressed

them; but of this oppression they had small knowledge, and they speedily
mber of travelers covered them with stares

forgot that infrequently a nu
of derisive enjoyment. Historically there was supposed o be something

infinitely humorous in their s tuation.
“We are due in Yellow Sky at 3142, he said, looking tenderly mto her

eyes.
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“Oh; are wer” sh : . gware of it. Tﬂ‘ evince
surprise at her husbaﬁjiféaﬁ::::ﬁid :::Db;;:r wifely amiability. She
took from a pocket a little silver watcl-:s;!::d as she held 1t before her, and
stared at it with a frown of actention, the new husband’s ﬁf e

“I bought it in San Anton’ from a friend of mine,” he told her
gleefully. .

_ “It’s seventeen min » she Sﬂ-idj luakin_g up at im

with a kind of shy' and Efj;l;f:ﬂg:ﬂﬂltt? A paSSCﬂEEr: noting this ‘Pla}r}
grew excessively sardonic, and winked at himself in oNé of the numerous
Mirrots. |

At last they went to the dining-car. Two TO%> of negro WALEEs, in
glowing white suits, surveyed their entrance with the lntierest, and also
the equanimity, of men who had been forewarned. The pair fell to the lqt
of a waiter who happened to feel pleasure 1 ng them through their
meal. He viewed them with the manner of 2 facherly pilot, his counte-
nance radiant with benevolence. The patronage, entwined with the Grd_i-
nary deference, was not plain to them. And yet, as they recurned to their
coach, they showed in their faces a sense of escape. _ |

To the left, miles down a long purple slope, was 2 lictle nbbnn_ of
mist where moved the keening Rio Grande. The train was approaching

it at an angle, and the apex was Yellow Sky. Presently 1t was apparent
w shorter, the husband became

that, as the distance from Yellow Sky gre and
commensurately restless. His brick-red hands were more insistent in
their prominence. Occasionally he was even rather absent-minded and

far-away when the bride leaned forward and addressed him.
As a matter of truth, Jack Potter was beginning to find the shadow of

a deed weigh upon him like a leaden slab. He, the town marshal of Yellow

Sky, a man known, liked, and feared in his corner, a prominent person,
0 to meet a girl he believed he loved, and there,

had gone to San Anton!
after the usual prayers, had actually induced her to marry him, without
consulting Yellow Sky for any part of the transaction. He was now bring-

ing his bride before an innocent and unsuspecting community.
Of course people in Yellow Sky married as it pleased them in accor-
dance with a general custom; but such was Potter’s thought of his duty
to his friends, or of their idea of his duty, or of an unspoken form which
does not control men in these matters, that he felt he was heinous. He
bad committed an extraordinary crime. Face to face with this girl in 5an
Antonio, and spurred by his sharp impulse, he had gone headlong over
all the social hedges. At San Antonio he was like a man hidden in the
dark. A knife to sever any friendly duty, any form, was easy to his hand 1n
that remote city. But the hour of Yellow Sky — the hour of daylight—was

approaching.
He knew full well that his marriage was an important thing t© his
;;:E&;E m;jd only be exceeded by the burning of the new hotel. :
could not forgive him. Frequently he had reflected on the 2d+®

unoll

ability of telling them by telegraph, but a new cowardice had been !

n steeri

; L |

il




him. He feared
to do
ECET:‘E of amﬂzementﬂ “1; And now the traj
at the line of haze Su:i:% ee, and reproach l-? was hurrying him toward a
Yellow Sky had ging slowly in . He glanced out of the wind
dEIlght of the po la kind of brass btm;ard the train. Indow
e T
parade t of his . eart as he th I .
laughing Cﬂﬂgrl;:f 'Zfanfd at the Statfi’gﬂspectwe arrival with hisﬂt;gg ot it
< ulations, to hi n and escort them, amid ide, hey
craft in mak}red that he Wmulés adobe home. , amid cheers and
chat safe ci ing the journe use all the devices of
e citadel, h ey from the stati O speed and plains-
2 , he could tation to h plains
go among the citi issue som o his house. O il
. Cltizens . e sort of vocal SE- LATICE within
enthusiasm. S ey Tl s s ol C ek ot S
The bride l'D | e to wear off a little of thei
- oked anxio eir
| e laughed ﬂga,in «p uSly at him. “What’s .
oW Sky_” . I'm not worrying, girl :M::rrymg you, Jack?”
She flushed i g gitl; 'm only thinki
A sen ?—‘d in comprehensi ing of vel
se of mutual e on.
tenderness. The guilt invaded their mi
often laughed tﬂéc’;l;?d at each other “iﬁ]n;;;d: E;_Hld developed a finer
: e o
SEEH]TEE L PEfma.nent,nEWGus laugh; the flush u;zig:}}?w. B'ut e
in la_ncei traitor to the feelings of e brides face
5 scape. “We’re nearl ¢ hﬂ YEHGW Sky narrowly watch
. Pr ESEl‘ltly the porter ca}; ere,” he said. tched the speed-
g;’i&h He held a brush in h?sall.:d announced the proximity of
° , he brushed Potter’s ne and, and, with all his ai ty o Po.tcer’s
and that way. Potter f w clothes as the latr Ly SUDENOtIDy
had s umbled out - 2 EIGWIY turned thi ‘
een others do. Itwasa h a coin and gave it to th SUENEY
a man shoeing his first h s mllscle—bﬂund; the porter, as he
6 Th; porter took rhei?}j: d usiness, as that of
sevrard o the hooded g,and as the train b
. ] nobegant
theu;lﬂng string ﬂfmaghae‘f;;ﬂgﬂfﬁhe car. Presen%y chﬂe Stﬁ: the}! moved
- iThey bave 1o take water hSe r:‘i'l’ 1“‘:’3 the station of Yeugweglf e
in mournful cad " said Potter, fro by
stopped his eye hac? sifi’ ?15 R S dz:ilm]: Sft'rlcmd throar
and astonishe s thel:;et e length of the platﬁ:;rm' a;dﬂ;e the train
with a slightly hurr was none upon it but the stati e was glad
tanks. When 31; urried and anxious air, was walki e station-agent, who
o e tral : walkin ’ :
position a little te;;t;iﬁ ?;;l;ed, the porter alighte(% gfia;i c;:hi: water-
“Come on. girl.” sai ' : P aced in
, gitl,” said P
Ezzh Illa*ughed on a false n;t:e%:izﬁl}ahﬂs he helped her down th
e his wife cling to hi ' the bag from th i
%I}lance perceived t%lat tf::ya;zeﬁnihe}éﬁluni rapidly away ;i:;ga?! an
e station-agent, far ahead OACUNE EOE EWO trunk; & Huog
: : , and also th
running toward hi S the baggage-car, h S .
T, gy im, making gestures. He laughed ‘gjléurned and was
noted the first effect of hi e groaned as h
of his marital bliss u -
pon Yellow

20
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hind
Sky. He gripped his wife’s arm firmly to his side, and they fled. B€
them the porter stood, chuckling fatuously.

II

The California express on the Southern Railway was o :a,f_ che Weary
in twenty-one minutes. There were six men at the bar © at

Gentleman saloon. One was a drummer® who ralked 2 g;iEmE' and two
rapidly; three were Texans who did not care to talk at th:lt rac;ice. in the
were Mexican sheep-herders, who did not talk as a gener poard walk that
Weary Gentleman saloon. The barkeeper’s dog lay on the | he glanced
crossed in front of the door. His head was on his pawzﬂanthat is kicked
drowsily here and there with the constant vigﬂaﬂcziiifj gre%a o graSS_Plﬂtsj

on occasion. Across the sandy street were SOMe | near them in a
so wonderful 1n appearance, amid the sands t{hat burne secly |
blazing sun, that they caused a doubtin the mind. They Et?}il i AL
the grass mats used to represent lawns on the stage: ‘zt hair and smoked
the railway station, a man without a coat satin a tilted C

his pipe. The fresh-cut bank of the Rio Grande circle;i _I:lezlf'_ ;2;?;3; and
there could be seen beyond it a great plum-cﬂlﬂred plai SRR i

Save for the busy drummer and his companions in ¢ '
Sky was dozing. The Hew-comer leaned gracefully upon the bar, and recited

many tales with the confidence of a bard who has cam; upon a new ﬁ;h:th
«_and at the moment that the old man fell downstairs Wit e

bureau in his arms, the old woman was coming up with two scuttles of

coal, and of course —"
The drummer’s tale was interrupted by a young mafl who suddenly

appeared in the open door. He cried: “Scratchy Wilson’s drunk, and has
curned loose with both hands.” The two Mexicans at once set down their

glasses and faded out of the rear entrance of the saloon.
The drummer, innocent and jocular, answered: “All right, old man.

S’pose he has? Come in and have a drink, anyhow.”

Bur the information had made such an obvious cleft in every skull
.1 the room that the drummer was obliged to see 1ts importance. All had
become instantly solemn. “Say,” said he, mystified, “what is this?” His
three companions made the introductory gesture of eloquent speech;
but the young man at the door forestalled them.

“It means, my friend,” he answered, as he came 1nto the saloon,
for the next two hours this town won’t be a health resort.”

The barkeeper went to the door, and locked and barred it; reachr
ing out of the window, he pulled in heavy wooden shurtters, and barred
them. Immediately a solemn, chapel-like gloom was upon the place. The
drummer was looking from one to another.

“But, say,” he cried, “what 1s this, anyhow? You don’t mean there 18
going to be a gun-fight?”

“that

drummer: Traveling salesman.

35
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(4 e

Don’t know wh

. ether there’

grimly; “but there’]| be 5o I I?E a fight or not,” answered one man,
me shootin’ — some good shootin’.”

The
be:d B ghi’?zslﬂ::ge?;l? thf:;_had Warned them waved his hand. “Oh, there’ll
: gh, 1I any one wants'it. Anybody can get a fight out

»
L]

“What dld you say h

. IS name was?”
Hscratchy Wllsgn}’ hE ﬂSkEd.

3
they answered in chorus.

ybody? What are you going to do? |
g to do? Does this hap-
pen often? Does he r dinpage around like this once a week or so? Can IEJE

break in that door?”
o 5‘3{22 tciiilez %rsi-k }?GW that door,” replied the barkeeper. “He’s
: - butwhen he comes you’d better lay down on the floor,

stranger. He’s dead sure to shoot at it, and a bullet may come through.”

Thereafter the drummer kept a strict eye upon the door. The time
had not yet called for him to hug the floor, but, as a minor precaution, he
sidled near the wall. “Will he kill anybody?” he said again. |

The men laughed low and scornfully at the question.

“He’s out to shoot, and he’s out for trouble. Don’t see any good in
experimentin’ with him.”

“But what do you do in a case like this? What do you do?”

A man responded: “Why, he and Jack Potter —”

“But,” in chorus the other men interrupted, “Jack Potter’s in San

2 »n

Anton’.

“Well, who is he? What’s he got to do with it?”

“Oh, he’s the town marshal. He goes out and fights Scratchy when
he gets on one of these tears.”

“Wow!” said the drummer, mopping his brow. “Nice job he’s got.”

The voices had toned away to mere whisperings. The drummer
wished to ask further questions, which were born of an increasing anxiety
and bewilderment; but when he attempted them, the men merely looked
at him in irritation and motioned him to remain silent. A tense waiting
hush was upon them. In the deep shadows of the room their eyes shone as
thev listened for sounds from the street. One man made thl_'ee gestures at
the barkeeper; and the latter, moving like a ghnsz, handed him a glass and
1 bottle. The man pmured a full glgss of whisky, and set down 1_:11& bottle
noiselessly. He gulped the whisky in a swallow, and turned again toward
the door in immovable silence. The drummer saw that the barkeeper,
without a sound, had taken a Winchester from beneath the bar. Later he
saw this individual beckoning to him, so he tiptoed across the room.

s Wi of the bar.”
“You better come with me back e e ring: “I'd racher be where ]
“No thanks,” said the drummer, persp :

the back door.” |
- n\‘-xljahli;lfpr;iktifman of bottles made a kindly but peremptory ges-

40
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hi .
vaiigiidz?dnw the level of the bar, balm was laid upon his soul af Slgt;t o
The barkenc and copper fittings that bore a resemblance to 3° mor-p1ate

s :Ep;e: Efi }?i seat c;Tfﬂirtably upon an adjacent box.
agun—a o spered, “this here Scratchy Wilson 15 2
hol pertect wonder; and when he goes on the war-trath, we p

oles—naturally. He’s about the last one of the old gang that useC 1o
hang out along the river here. He’s a terror when he’s drun® When he’s
_snber he’s all right—kind of simple —wouldn’t hurt a ﬂy#niCEst fellow
in town. But when he’s drunk —whoo!”

There were periods of stillness. “I wish Jack Potter Wa> back from San
Anton’,” said the barkeeper. “He shot Wilson up once —1n the leg—and
he would sail in and pull out the kinks in this thing.”

Presently they heard from a distance the sound of a shot, _fﬂllﬂw‘Ed by
three wild yowls. It instantly removed a bond from the men 11l the dark-
ened saloon. There was a shuffling of feet. They looked at each other.

“Here he comes,” they said.

nder with

III

A man in a maroon-colored flannel shirt, which had been purchased for

purposes of decoration, and made principally by some Jewish women on
the East Side of New York, rounded a corner and walked into the middle
of the main street of Yellow Sky. In either hand the man held a long,
heavy, blue-black revolver. Often he yelled, and these cries rang through

2 semblance of a deserted village, shrilly flying over the roofs in a volume
that seemed to have no relation to the ordinary vocal strength of a man.

It was as if the surrounding stillness formed the arch of a tomb over him.
These cries of ferocious challenge rang against walls of silence. And his
boots had red tops with gilded imprints, of the kind beloved in winter by
little sledding boys on the hillsides of New England.

The marv's face flamed in a rage begot of whisky. His eyes, rolling,
and yet keen for ambush, hunted the still doorways and windows. He
walked with the creeping movement of the midnight cat. As it occurred
to him, he roared menacing information. The long revolvers in his hands
were as easy as straws; they were removed with an electric swiftness. The
lictle fingers of each hand played sometimes in a musician’s way. Plain
from the low collar of the shirt, the cords of his neck Straightened and
sank, straightened and sank, as passion moved him. The only sounds
were his terrible invitations. The calm adobes preserved their demeanor
at the passing of this small thing in the middle of the street.

There was no offer of fight —no offer of fight. The man called to the
sky. There were no attractions. He bellowed and fumed and swayed his
revolvers here and everywhere.

The dﬂg of the barkeeper of the Weary Gentleman saloon }ﬁdt’:i
not appreciated the advance of events. He yet lay dozing in froue of
his master’s door. At sight of the dog, the man paused and raise
revolver humorously. At sight of the man, the dog sprang up and walked

d his
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di all :
tﬂiggsg biﬂa;ai};;l;h :lsullen head, and growling. The man yelled, and
a loud noise, a WhiStlign op. As it wasiabnm to enter the alley, there was
g, and something spat the ground directly before

; : y and, wheelino ; :
ew direction. . g 1n terror, galloped headlong in a
" ection. Again there was a noise, a whistlir%g, H.Ifd sand was kgicked

;leﬂif;ypz‘fﬂ{; it. Fear-stricken, the dog turned and flurried like an ani-
i 1 o an stood laughing, his weapons at his hips.

. to 1 - :
demanded drink. t and, hammermg with a revolver,

The door remaining imperturbable, he picked a bit of paper from the

l‘;i&;?;ﬂ;ﬂ:ﬁiti ;h: t;f?':::u*nva".w.:wrk with a knife. He then turned his back
side of the street aEd spi 'S popuar FESOEE a0, walkiing 1o rhe L
at the bit of paper HEP“?mr:ig_there on his heel quickly and lithely, fired
s La.teE; h:e o II';_ISSE it by a half inch. He swore at }_11mself, a.nd
Rk mtortably fusilladed the windows of his most inti-
mate frlencll. The man was playing with this town: it was a toy for him.
_But still the_re was no offer of fight. The name of Jack Potter, his
ancient antagonist, entered his mind, and he concluded that it would
be a glad thing if he should go to Potter’s house, and by bombardment
induce him to come out and fight. He moved in the direction of his
desire, chanting Apache scalp-music.

When he arrived at it, Potter’s house presented the same still front 70
as had the other adobes. Taking up a strategic position, the man howled
a challenge. But this house regarded him as might a great stone god. It
gave no sign. After a decent wait, the man howled further challenges,
mingling with them wonderful epithets. |

Presently there came the spectacle of a man churning himself into
deepest rage over the immobility of a house. He fumecl at it as the winter
wind attacks a prairie cabin in the North. To the distance there should have
gone the sound of a tumulc like the fighting of two hunidred Mexicans.
As necessity bade him, he paused for breath or to reload his revolvers.

IV

Potter and his bride walked sheepishly and with speed. Sometimes they

laughed together shamefacedly and low.

N dear,” he said finally. | |
TI;ITZ;tch; I;;rl}th ﬁle offorts of a pair walking bowed against a strong

sl B was about to raise a finger to point the first appearance of

ind. Potter hen. as they circled the corner, they came face to face
the new hume . on-colored shirt, who was feverishly pushing car-
W{th a man 1n a mar?wnlver‘ Upon the instant the man dmpped his
tnd%ﬂ 1:1 t?hs glfﬂr%ll;d and, like lightning, whipped another from its hol-
revolver to

| ¢ the bridegroom’s chest.
n was aimed a ' 1 )
S E—— WTaE:e Potter’s mouth seemed to be merely a grave for 75
There was a stlence.

‘ s arm f1 the
hi He exhibited an instnct to at once loosen his arm from
is tongue. He
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woman’s grip, and he dropped the ba sand. A : g
face had gone as yellow u%?d cloth. sﬁeti;? Z slave tO hideous r1€s; gaz
ing at the apparitional snake.

The two men faced each other ar a distance of thr€® pagss:
revolver smiled with a new and quiet ferocity.

“Tried to sneak up on me,” he said. “Trie
El};ES grlelw more baleful. As Potter made a slight
thrust his revolver venomously forward. “No, don’t
Don’t you move a finger tnwzrd a gun just yet. Don tyo= m?v’etand?‘?-
lash. The time has come for me to settle with you an_d Yy goin 18 S
my own way, and loaf along with no interferin’. SO if you GORL WAL
gun bent on you, just mind what I tell you.”

Potter looked at his enemy. “I ain’t gota g _
said. “Honest, I ain’t.” He was stiffening and steadying, but yet some-
where at the back of his mind a vision of the Pullm
green figured velvet, the shining brass, silver, and glaSS,' the wood that
gleamed as darkly brilliant as the surface of a pool of oil —all the glory
of marriage, the environment of the new estate. “You know I fight whejn
it comes to fighting, Scratchy Wilson; but I ain’t got a gun On me. You'll

have to do all the shootin’ yourself.” |
His enemy’s face went livid. He stepped forward, and lashed his

weapon to and fro before Potter’s chest. “Don’t you tell me you ain’t got
no gun on you, you whelp. Don’t rell me no lie like that. There ainta
man in Texas ever seen you without no gun. Don’t take me for no kid.”

His eyes blazed with light, and his throat worked like a pump.
“I ain’t takin’ you for no kid,” answered Potter. His heels had not

moved an inch backward. “I’m takin’ you for a damn fool. I tell youIain't
got a gun, and [ ain’t. If you’re goin’ to shoot me up, you better begin
now; you’ll never get a chance like this again.”

So much enforced reasoning had told on Wilson’s rage; he was
calmer. “If you ain’t got a gun, why ain’t you got a gun?” he sneered.
“Been to Sunday-school?”

«] ain’t got a gun because I've just come from San Anton’ with my
wife. ’'m married,” said Potter. “And if I'd thought there was going to be
any galoots like you prowling around when I brought my wife home, I'd
had a gun, and don’t you forget it.” ;

“Married!” said Scratchy, not at all comprehending.

“Yes, married. ’m married,” said Potter, distinctly.

“Married?” said Scratchy. Seemingly for the first time, he saw the
drooping, drowning woman at the other man’s side. “No!” he said. He
was like a creature allowed a glimpse of another world. He mo? ed a
pace backward, and his arm, with the revolver, dropped to his side. "1
this the lady?” he asked.

“Yes; this is the lady,” answered Potter.

There was another period of silence.

“Well,” said Wilson at last, slowly, “I s’pose it’s all off now.”

He of the

p on me!” His
movement, the man
y{'_}u do it, ]H,Ck Potter.

80
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“It’s all off if |
Besrrarlifoad s vzl?;:ay S0, Scratchy. You know I didn’t make the trouble.”

muﬁﬂ}ﬁlari?;zlf ;I off, Jack,” said Wilson, He was looking at the
ign pnliusnyhipn 4. © Was not a student of chivalry; it was merely that
lier 1£n5 H o S Fﬂreﬁgn condition he was a simple child of the ear-
¥ . He picked up his starboard revolver, and, placing both weap-

ons in their holsters, he went .
) a : _
in the heavy sand. way. His feet made funnel-shaped tracks

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

I. FI *
RST RESPONSE. Think of a western you’ve read or seen: any of Larry

McMurtry’s books would work, such as Lonesome Dove or Evening

Star. Cnnllpare and contrast the setting, characters, action, and theme
in Crane’s story with your western.

2. What is the nature of the conflict Marshal Potter feels on the train

in Part I? Why does he feel that he committed a “crime” in bringing
home a bride to Yellow Sky?

3. What is the function of the “drummer,” the traveling salesman, in

Part IT?
4. What is the significance of the setting?
5- s Scratchy Wilson too drunk, comical, and ineffective to be a sympa-

thetic character? What is the meaning of his conceding that “I s’pose
it’s all off now” at the end of Part IV? Is he a dynamic or a static

character?

6. What details seem to support the story’s theme? Consider, for
example, the descriptions of the bride’s clothes and Scratchy

Wilson’s shirt and boots.

7. Explain why the heroes in western stories are rarely married and why

Crane’s use of marriage 1s central to his theme.

8. CONNECTION TO ANOTHER SELECTION. Write an essay comparing

90

Crane’s use of suspense with William Faulkner’s in “A Rose for

Emily” (p. 52).
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Early that day the weather turned and the snow was melting inco dirty
water. Streaks of it ran down from the little shoulder-high window that
fﬂcefi the backyard. Cars slushed by on the street outside, where 1t was
getting dark. But it was getting dark on the inside too.

He was in the bedroom pushing clothes into a suitcase when she
came to the door.

h I:m glad you’re leaving! 'm glad you’re leaving! she said. Do you
ear:

He kept on putting his things into the suitcase.

Son of a bitch! I'm so glad you’re leaving! She began to cry. You can’t
even look me in the face, can you?

Then she noticed the baby’s picture on the bed and picked it up.

He looked at her and she wiped her eyes and stared at him before
turning and going back to the living room.

Bring that back, he said.

Just get your things and get out, she said.

He did not answer. He fastened the suitcase, put on his coat, looked
around the bedroom before turning off the light. Then he went out to
the living room.

She stood in the doorway of the little kitchen, holding the baby.

I want the baby, he said.

Are you crazy?

No, but I want the baby. I’ll get someone to come by for his things.

You’re not touching this baby, she said.

The baby had begun to cry and she uncovered the blanket from

around his head.
Oh, oh, she said, looking at the baby.
He moved toward her.
For God’s sake! she said. She took a step back into the kitchen.
[ want the baby.
Get out of here!
She turned and tried to hold the baby over in a corner behind ¢

stove.
But he came up. He reached across the stove and tightened his haids

on the baby.

10
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25

on to the baby and .
Let g0 of him. ho sarn With all his

Don’t, she said. You’
;- ) : re h -
I'm not hurting the b ab}zl::;i gle baby, she said.

The kitchen window g 30

creaming b
S ing baby up under an arm near the shoulder

She felt her fin e :
Feoti heg gers being forced open. She felt the baby going

t IIEI haﬂds came 100se
S . . I}' g 1 I . P

She t];augll;lt the baby around the wrist and leaned back.
ut he would not let go. He felt the baby slipping out of his hands 35

and he pulled back very hard.

In this manner, the issue was decided.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

I. FIRST RESPONSE. Discuss the story’s final lines. What is the “issue”
that is “decided”?

Though there is little description of the setting in this story, how do
the few details that are provided help to establish the tone?

3. How do small actions take on larger significance in the story? Con-
sider the woman picking up the baby’s picture and the knocked-

down flowerpot.
Why is this couple splitting up? Do we know? Does it matter?

Explain your response.
Discuss the title of the story. The ot
you think is more effective?

6. Explain how Carver uses irony to convey theme.
ER SELECTION. Compare Carver’s style with

~. CONNECTION TO ANOTH EC C
Ernest Hemingway's 10} «goldier’s Home” (p. 133).

ginal title was “Mine.” Which do
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