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“Sucker” 
by Carson McCullers 

 

It was always like I had a room to myself. Sucker slept in my bed with me but that didn’t interfere 

with anything. The room was mine and I used it as I wanted to. Once I remember sawing a trap door in 

the floor. Last year when I was a sophomore in high school I tacked on my wall some pictures of girls 

from magazines and one of them was just in her underwear. My mother never bothered me because she 

had the younger kids to look after. And Sucker thought anything I did was always swell.  

Whenever I would bring any of my friends back to my room all I had to do was just glance once at 

Sucker and he would get up from whatever he was busy with and maybe half smile at me, and leave 

without saying a word. He never brought kids back there. He’s twelve, four years younger than I am, and 

he always knew without me even telling him that I didn’t want kids that age meddling with my things.  

 Half the time I used to forget that Sucker isn’t my brother. He’s my first cousin but practically 

ever since I remember he’s been in our family. You see his folks were killed in a wreck when he was a 

baby. To me and my kid sisters he was like our brother.  

Sucker used to always remember and believe every word I said. That’s how he got his nick-name. 

Once a couple of years ago I told him that if he’d jump off our garage with an umbrella it would act as a 

parachute and he wouldn’t fall hard. He did it and busted his knee. That’s just one instance. And the funny 

thing was that no matter how many times he got fooled he would still believe me. Not that he was dumb 

in other ways—it was just the way he acted with me. He would look at everything I did and quietly take it 

in. 

There is one thing I have learned, but it makes me feel guilty and is hard to figure out. If a person 

admires you a lot you despise him and don’t care—and it is the person who doesn’t notice you that you 

are apt to admire. This is not easy to realize. Maybelle Watts, this senior at school, acted like she was the 

Queen of Sheba and even humiliated me. Yet at this same time I would have done anything in the world 

to get her attentions. All I could think about day and night was Maybelle until I was nearly crazy. When 

Sucker was a little kid and on up until the time he was twelve I guess I treated him as bad as Maybelle did 

me.  

Now that Sucker has changed so much it is a little hard to remember him as he used to be. I never 

imagined anything would suddenly happen that would make us both very different. I never knew that 
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in order to get what has happened straight in my mind I would want to think back on him as he used to be 

and compare and try to get things settled. If I could have seen ahead maybe I would have acted different.  

I never noticed him much or thought about him and when you consider how long we have had the 

same room together it is funny the few things I remember. He used to talk to himself a lot when he’d 

think he was alone—all about him fighting gangsters and being on ranches and that sort of kids’ stuff. 

He’d get in the bathroom and stay as long as an hour and sometimes his voice would go up high and 

excited and you could hear him all over the house. Usually, though, he was very quiet. He didn’t have 

many boys in the neighborhood to buddy with and his face had the look of a kid who is watching a game 

and waiting to be asked to play. He didn’t mind wearing the sweaters and coats that I outgrew, even if the 

sleeves did flop down too big and make his wrists look as thin and white as a little girl’s. That is how I 

remember him— getting a little bigger every year but still being the same. That was Sucker up until a few 

months ago when all this trouble began.  

Maybelle was somehow mixed up in what happened so I guess I ought to start with her. Until I 

knew her I hadn’t given much time to girls. Last fall she sat next to me in General Science class and that 

was when I first began to notice her. Her hair is the brightest yellow I ever saw and occasionally she will 

wear it set into curls with some sort of gluey stuff. Her fingernails are pointed and manicured and painted 

a shiny red. All during class I used to watch Maybelle, nearly all the time except when I thought she was 

going to look my way or when the teacher called on me. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her hands, for one  

thing. They are very little and white except for that red stuff, and when she would turn the pages of her 

book she always licked her thumb and held out her little finger and turned very slowly. It is impossible to 

describe Maybelle. All the boys are crazy about her but she didn’t even notice me. For one thing she’s 

almost two years older than I am. Between periods I used to try and pass very close to her in the halls but 

she would hardly ever smile at me. All I could do was sit and look at her in class—and sometimes it was 

like the whole room could hear my heart beating and I wanted to holler or light out and run for Hell.  

At night, in bed, I would imagine about Maybelle. Often this would keep me from sleeping until 

as late as one or two o’clock. Sometimes Sucker would wake up and ask me why I couldn’t get settled 

and I’d tell him to hush his mouth. I suppose I was mean to him lots of times. I guess I wanted to ignore 

somebody like Maybelle did me. You could always tell by Sucker’s face when his feelings were hurt. I  

don’t remember all the ugly remarks I must have made because even when I was saying them my mind 

was on Maybelle.  
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That went on for nearly three months and then somehow she began to change. In the halls she 

would speak to me and every morning she copied my homework. At lunch time once I danced with her in 

the gym. One afternoon I got up nerve and went around to her house with a carton of cigarettes. I knew 

she smoked in the girls’ basement and sometimes outside of school—and I didn’t want to take her candy 

because I think that’s been run into the ground. She was very nice and it seemed to me everything was 

going to change.  

It was that night when this trouble really started. I had come into my room late and Sucker was 

already asleep. I felt too happy and keyed up to get in a comfortable position and I was awake thinking 

about Maybelle a long time. Then I dreamed about her and it seemed I kissed her. It was a surprise to 

wake up and see the dark. I lay still and a little while passed before I could come to and understand where 

I was. The house was quiet and it was a very dark night.  

Sucker’s voice was a shock to me. “Pete? . . .”  

I didn’t answer anything or even move.  

“You do like me as much as if I was your own brother, don’t you, Pete?”  

I couldn’t get over the surprise of everything and it was like this was the real dream instead of the 

other.  

“You have liked me all the time like I was your own brother, haven’t you?”  

“Sure,” I said.  

Then I got up for a few minutes. It was cold and I was glad to come back to bed. Sucker hung on 

to my back. He felt little and warm and I could feel his warm breathing on my shoulder.  

“No matter what you did I always knew you liked me.”  

I was wide awake and my mind seemed mixed up in a strange way. There was this happiness 

about Maybelle and all that—but at the same time something about Sucker and his voice when he said 

these things made me take notice. Anyway I guess you understand people better when you are happy than 

when something is worrying you. It was like I had never really thought about Sucker until then. I felt I 

had always been mean to him. One night a few weeks before I had heard him crying in the dark. He said 

he had lost a boy’s beebee gun and was scared to let anybody know. He wanted me to tell him what to do.  

I was sleepy and tried to make him hush and when he wouldn’t I kicked at him. That was just one of the 

things I remembered. It seemed to me he had always been a lonesome kid. I felt bad.  
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There is something about a dark cold night that makes you feel close to someone you’re sleeping 

with. When you talk together it is like you are the only people awake in the town.  

“You’re a swell kid, Sucker,” I said.  

It seemed to me suddenly that I did like him more than anybody else I knew—more than any other 

boy, more than my sisters, more in a certain way even than Maybelle. I felt good all over and it was like 

when they play sad music in the movies. I wanted to show Sucker how much I really thought of him and 

make up for the way I had always treated him.  

We talked for a good while that night. His voice was fast and it was like he had been saving up 

these things to tell me for a long time. He mentioned that he was going to try to build a canoe and that the 

kids down the block wouldn’t let him in on their football team and I don’t know what all. I talked some 

too and it was a good feeling to think of him taking in everything I said so seriously. I even spoke of 

Maybelle a little, only I made out like it was her who had been running after me all this time. He asked 

questions about high school and so forth. His voice was excited and he kept on talking fast like he could 

never get the words out in time. When I went to sleep he was still talking and I could still feel his 

breathing on my shoulder, warm and close. 

During the next couple of weeks I saw a lot of Maybelle. She acted as though she really cared for 

me a little. Half the time I felt so good I hardly knew what to do with myself.  

But I didn’t forget about Sucker. There were a lot of old things in my bureau drawer I’d been 

saving—boxing gloves and Tom Swift books and second rate fishing tackle. All this I turned over to him. 

We had some more talks together and it was really like I was knowing him for the first time. When there 

was a long cut on his cheek I knew he had been monkeying around with this new first razor set of mine, 

but I didn’t say anything. His face seemed different now. He used to look timid and sort of like he was 

afraid of a whack over the head. That expression was gone. His face, with those wide-open eyes and his 

ears sticking out and his mouth never quite shut, had the look of a person who is surprised and expecting 

something swell.  

Once I started to point him out to Maybelle and tell her he was my kid brother. It was an afternoon 

when a murder mystery was on at the movie. I had earned a dollar working for my Dad and I gave Sucker 

a quarter to go and get candy and so forth. With the rest I took Maybelle. We were sitting near the back  

and I saw Sucker come in. He began to stare at the screen the minute he stepped past the ticket man and 

he stumbled down the aisle without noticing where he was going. I started to punch Maybelle but couldn’t  
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quite make up my mind. Sucker looked a little silly—walking like a drunk with his eyes glued to the 

movie. He was wiping his reading glasses on his shirt tail and his knickers flopped down. He went on 

until he got to the first few rows where the kids usually sit. I never did punch Maybelle. But I got to 

thinking it was good to have both of them at the movie with the money I earned.  

I guess things went on like this for about a month or six weeks. I felt so good I couldn’t settle 

down to study or put my mind on anything. I wanted to be friendly with everybody. There were times 

when I just had to talk to some person. And usually that would be Sucker. He felt as good as I did. Once 

he said: “Pete, I am gladder that you are like my brother than anything else in the world.”  

Then something happened between Maybelle and me. I never have figured out just what it was. 

Girls like her are hard to understand. She began to act different toward me. At first I wouldn’t let myself 

believe this and tried to think it was just my imagination. She didn’t act glad to see me anymore. Often 

she went out riding with this fellow on the football team who owns this yellow roadster. The car was the 

color of her hair and after school she would ride off with him, laughing and looking into his face. I 

couldn’t think of anything to do about it and she was on my mind all day and night. When I did get a 

chance to go out with her she was snippy and didn’t seem to notice me. This made me feel like something 

was the matter—I would worry about my shoes clopping too loud on the floor or the fly of my pants, or 

the bumps on my chin. Sometimes when Maybelle was around, a devil would get into me and I’d hold my 

face stiff and call grown men by their last names without the Mister and say rough things. In the night I 

would wonder what made me do all this until I was too tired for sleep.  

At first I was so worried I just forgot about Sucker. Then later he began to get on my nerves. He 

was always hanging around until I would get back from high school, always looking like he had 

something to say to me or wanted me to tell him. He made me a magazine rack in his Manual Training 

class and one week he saved his lunch money and bought me three packs of cigarettes. He couldn’t seem 

to take it in that I had things on my mind and didn’t want to fool with him. Every afternoon it would be  

the same—him in my room with this waiting expression on his face. Then I wouldn’t say anything or I’d 

maybe answer him rough-like and he would finally go on out.  

I can’t divide that time up and say this happened one day and that the next. For one thing I was so 

mixed up the weeks just slid along into each other and I felt like Hell and didn’t care. Nothing definite  

was said or done. Maybelle still rode around with this fellow in his yellow roadster and sometimes she 

would smile at me and sometimes not. Every afternoon I went from one place to another where I thought  
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she would be. Either she would act almost nice and I would begin thinking how things would finally clear 

up and she would care for me—or else she’d behave so that if she hadn’t been a girl I’d have wanted to 

grab her by that white little neck and choke her. The more ashamed I felt for making a fool of myself the 

more I ran after her.  

Sucker kept getting on my nerves more and more. He would look at me as though he sort of 

blamed me for something, but at the same time knew that it wouldn’t last long. He was growing fast and 

for some reason began to stutter when he talked. Sometimes he had nightmares or would throw up his 

breakfast. Mom got him a bottle of cod liver oil.  

Then the finish came between Maybelle and me. I met her going to the drug store and asked for a 

date. When she said no I remarked something sarcastic. She told me she was sick and tired of my being 

around and that she had never cared a rap about me. She said all that. I just stood there and didn’t answer 

anything. I walked home very slowly.  

For several afternoons I stayed in my room by myself. I didn’t want to go anywhere or talk to 

anyone. When Sucker would come in and look at me sort of funny I’d yell at him to get out. I didn’t want 

to think of Maybelle and I sat at my desk reading Popular Mechanics or whittling at a toothbrush rack I 

was making. It seemed to me I was putting that girl out of my mind pretty well.  

But you can’t help what happens to you at night. That is what made things how they are now.  

You see a few nights after Maybelle said those words to me I dreamed about her again. It was like 

that first time and I was squeezing Sucker’s arm so tight I woke him up. He reached for my hand.  

“Pete, what’s the matter with you?”  

All of a sudden I felt so mad my throat choked—at myself and the dream and Maybelle and 

Sucker and every single person I knew. I remembered all the times Maybelle had humiliated me and  

everything bad that had ever happened. It seemed to me for a second that nobody would ever like me but 

a sap like Sucker.  

“Why is it we aren’t buddies like we were before? Why—?”  

“Shut your damn trap!” I threw off the cover and got up and turned on the light. He sat in the 

middle of the bed, his eyes blinking and scared.  

There was something in me and I couldn’t help myself. I don’t think anybody ever gets that mad 

but once. Words came without me knowing what they would be. It was only afterward that I could 

remember each thing I said and see it all in a clear way.  
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“Why aren’t we buddies? Because you’re the dumbest slob I ever saw! Nobody cares anything 

about you! And just because I felt sorry for you sometimes and tried to act decent don’t think I give a 

damn about a dumb-bunny like you!”  

If I’d talked loud or hit him it wouldn’t have been so bad. But my voice was slow and like I was 

very calm. Sucker’s mouth was part way open and he looked as though he’d knocked his funny bone. His 

face was white and sweat came out on his forehead. He wiped it away with the back of his hand and for a 

minute his arm stayed raised that way as though he was holding something away from him.  

“Don’t you know a single thing? Haven’t you ever been around at all? Why don’t you get a girl 

friend instead of me? What kind of a sissy do you want to grow up to be anyway?”  

I didn’t know what was coming next. I couldn’t help myself or think.  

Sucker didn’t move. He had on one of my pajama jackets and his neck stuck out skinny and small. 

His hair was damp on his forehead.  

“Why do you always hang around me? Don’t you know when you’re not wanted?”  

Afterward I could remember the change in Sucker’s face. Slowly that blank look went away and 

he closed his mouth. His eyes got narrow and his fists shut. There had never been such a look on him 

before. It was like every second he was getting older. There was a hard look to his eyes you don’t see 

usually in a kid. A drop of sweat rolled down his chin and he didn’t notice. He just sat there with those 

eyes on me and he didn’t speak and his face was hard and didn’t move.  

“No you don’t know when you’re not wanted. You’re too dumb. Just like your name—a dumb 

Sucker.”  

It was like something had busted inside me. I turned off the light and sat down in the chair by the 

window. My legs were shaking and I was so tired I could have bawled. The room was cold and dark. I sat 

there for a long time and smoked a squashed cigarette I had saved. Outside the yard was black and quiet. 

After a while I heard Sucker lie down.  

I wasn’t mad any more, only tired. It seemed awful to me that I had talked like that to a kid only 

twelve. I couldn’t take it all in. I told myself I would go over to him and try to make it up. But I just sat  

there in the cold until a long time had passed. I planned how I could straighten it out in the morning. 

Then, trying not to squeak the springs, I got back in bed.  

Sucker was gone when I woke up the next day. And later when I wanted to apologize as I had 

planned he looked at me in this new hard way so that I couldn’t say a word.  
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All of that was two or three months ago. Since then Sucker has grown faster than any boy I ever 

saw. He’s almost as tall as I am and his bones have gotten heavier and bigger. He won’t wear any of my 

old clothes any more and has bought his first pair of long pants—with some leather suspenders to hold 

them up. Those are just the changes that are easy to see and put into words. 

Our room isn’t mine at all any more. He’s gotten up this gang of kids and they have a club. When 

they aren’t digging trenches in some vacant lot and fighting they are always in my room. On the door 

there is some foolishness written in Mercurochrome1 saying “Woe to the Outsider who Enters” and 

signed with crossed bones and their secret initials. They have rigged up a radio and every afternoon it 

blares out music. Once as I was coming in I heard a boy telling something in a loud voice about what he 

saw in the back of his big brother’s automobile. I could guess what I didn’t hear. That’s what her and my 

brother do. It’s the truth—parked in the car. For a minute Sucker looked surprised and his face was 

almost like it used to be. Then he got hard and tough again. “Sure, dumbbell. We know all that.” They 

didn’t notice me. Sucker began telling them how in two years he was planning to be a trapper in Alaska.  

But most of the time Sucker stays by himself. It is worse when we are alone together in the room. 

He sprawls across the bed in those long corduroy pants with the suspenders and just stares at me with that 

hard, half-sneering look. I fiddle around my desk and can’t get settled because of those eyes of his. And 

the thing is I just have to study because I’ve gotten three bad cards this term already. If I flunk English I 

can’t graduate next year. I don’t want to be a bum and I just have to get my mind on it. I don’t care a flip 

for Maybelle or any particular girl any more and it’s only this thing between Sucker and me that is the 

trouble now. We never speak except when we have to before the family. I don’t even want to call him 

Sucker any more and unless I forget I call him by his real name, Richard. At night I can’t study with him 

in the room and I have to hang around the drug store, smoking and doing nothing, with the fellows who 

loaf there.  

More than anything I want to be easy in my mind again. And I miss the way Sucker and I were for 

a while in a funny, sad way that before this I never would have believed. But everything is so different 

that there seems to be nothing I can do to get it right. I’ve sometimes thought if we could have it out in a  

big fight that would help. But I can’t fight him because he’s four years younger. And another 

thing—sometimes this look in his eyes makes me almost believe that if Sucker could he would kill me. 
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“Growing Up”  
by Gary Soto 

 

Now that Maria was a tenth-grader, she felt she was too grown-up to have to go on family 

vacation. Last year, the family had driven three hundred miles to see their uncle in West Covina. There 

was nothing to do. The days were hot, with a yellow sky thick with smog they could feel on their 

fingertips. They played cards and watched game shows on television. After the first four days of doing 

nothing while the grown-ups sat around talking, the kids finally got to go to Disneyland. 

Disneyland stood tall with castles and bright flags. The Matterhorn had wild dips and curves that 

took your breath away if you closed your eyes and screamed. The Pirates of the Caribbean didn’t scare 

anyone but was fun anyway, and so were the teacups, and It’s a Small World. The parents spoiled the 

kids, giving each of them five dollars to spend on trinkets. Maria’s younger sister, Irma, bought a 

Pinocchio coloring book and a candy bracelet. Her brothers, Rudy and John, spent their money on candy 

that made their teeth blue. 

Maria saved her money. She knew everything was overpriced, like the Mickey Mouse balloons 

you could get for a fraction of the price in Fresno. Of course, the balloon at Hanoian’s supermarket didn’t 

have a Mickey Mouse Face, but it would bounce and float and eventually pop like any other balloon. 

Maria folded her five dollars, tucked it in her red purse, and went on rides until she got sick. After 

that, she sat on a bench, jealously watching other teenage girls who seemed much better dressed than she 

was. She felt stricken by poverty. All the screaming kids in nice clothes probably came from homes with 

swimming pools in their backyards, she thought. Yes, her father was a foreman at a paper mill, and yes, 

she had a Dough-boy swimming pool in her backyard, but still, things were not the same. She had felt 

poor, and her sundress, which seemed snappy in Fresno, was out of style at Disneyland, where every other 

kid was wearing Esprit shirts and Guess jeans. 

This year Maria’s family planned to visit an uncle in San Jose. Her father promised to take them to 

Great America,5 but she knew that the grown-ups would sit around talking for days before they 

remembered the kids and finally got up and did something. They would have to wait until the last day 

before they could go to Great America. It wasn’t worth the boredom. 

“Dad, I’m not going this year,” Maria said to her father. He sat at the table with the newspaper in 

front of him. 
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“What do you mean?” he asked, slowly looking up. He thought a moment and said, “When I was a 

kid we didn’t have money for vacations. I would have been happy to go with my father.” 

“I know, I know. You’ve said that a hundred times,” she snapped. 

“What did you say?” he asked, pushing his newspaper aside. 

Everything went quiet. Maria could hear the hum of the refrigerator and her brothers out in the 

front yard arguing over a popsicle stick, and her mother in the backyard watering the strip of grass that ran 

along the patio. 

Her father’s eyes locked on her with a dark stare. Maria had seen that stare before. She pleaded in 

a soft daughterly voice, “We never do anything. It’s boring. Don’t you understand?” 

“No, I don’t understand. I work all year, and if I want to go on a vacation, then I go. And my 

family goes too.” He took a swallow of ice water, and glared. 

“You have it so easy,” he continued. “In Chihuahua, my town, we worked hard. You worked, even 

los chavalos! And you showed respect to your parents, something you haven’t learned.” 

Here it comes, Maria thought, stories about his childhood in Mexico. She wanted to stuff her ears 

with wads of newspaper to keep from hearing him. She could recite his stories word-for-word. She 

couldn’t wait until she was in college and away from them. 

“Do you know my father worked in the mines? That he nearly lost his life? And today his lungs 

are bad.” He pounded his chest with hard, dirt-creased knuckles. 

Maria pushed back her hair and looked out the window at her brothers running around in the front 

yard. She couldn’t stand it anymore. She got up and walked away, and when he yelled for her to come 

back, she ignored him. She locked herself in her bedroom and tried to read Seventeen, thought she could 

hear her father complaining to her mother, who had come in when she had heard the yelling. 

“Habla con tu mocosa,” she heard him say. 

She heard the refrigerator door open. He was probably getting a beer, a “cold one,” as he would 

say. She flipped through the pages of her magazine and stopped at a Levi’s ad of a girl about her age 

walking between two happy-looking guys on a beach. She wished she were that girl, that she had another 

life. She turned the page and thought, I bet you he gets drunk and drives crazy tomorrow. 

Maria’s mother was putting away a pitcher of Kool-Aid the boys had left out. She looked at her 

husband, who was fumbling with a wadded-up napkin. His eyes were dark, and his thoughts were on  
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Mexico, where a father was respected and his word, right or wrong, was final. “Rafael, she’s growing up; 

she’s a teenager. She talks like that, but she still loves you.” 

“Sure, and that’s how she shows her love, by talking back to her father.” He rubbed the back of his 

neck and turned his head, trying to make the stiffness go away. He knew it was true, but he was the man 

of the house and no daughter of his was going to tell him what to do. 

Instead, it was his wife, Eva, who told him what to do. “Let the girl stay. She’s big now. She don’t 

want to go on rides no more. She can stay with her nina.” 

The father drank his beer and argued, but eventually agreed to let his daughter stay. 

The family rose just after six the next day and was ready to go by seven-thirty. Maria stayed in her 

room. She wanted to apologize to her father but couldn’t. She knew that if she said, “Dad, I’m sorry,” she 

would break into tears. Her father wanted to come into her room and say, “We’ll do something really 

special this vacation. Come with us, honey.” But it was hard for him to show his emotions around his 

children, especially when he tried to make up to them. 

The mother kissed Maria. “Maria, I want you to clean the house and then walk over to your nina’s. 

I want no monkey business while we’re gone, do you hear me?” 

“Si, Mama.” 

“Here’s the key. You water the plants inside and turn on the sprinkler every couple of days.” She 

handed Maria the key and hugged her. “You be good. Now, come say goodbye to your father.” 

Reluctantly, she walked out in her robe to the front yard and, looking down at the ground, said 

goodbye to the garden hose at his feet. 

After they left, Maria lounged in her pajamas listening to the radio and thumbing through 

magazines. Then she got up, fixed herself a bowl of Cocoa Puffs, and watched “American Bandstand.” 

Her dream was to dance on the show, to look at the camera, smile and let everyone in Fresno see that she 

could have a good time, too. 

But an ill feeling stirred inside her. She felt awful about arguing with her father. She felt bad for 

her mother and two brothers, who would have to spend the next three hours in the car with him. Maybe he 

would do something crazy, like crash the car on purpose to get back at her, or fall asleep and run the car 

into an irrigation ditch. And it would be her fault. 

She turned the radio to a news station. She listened for half an hour, but most of the news was 

about warships in the Persian Gulf and a tornado in Texas. There was no mention of her family. 
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Maria began to calm down because, after all, her father was really nice beneath his gruffness. She 

dressed slowly, made some swishes with the broom in the kitchen, and let the hose run in a flower bed 

while she painted her toenails with her mother’s polish. Afterward, she called her friend Becky to tell her 

that her parents had let her stay home, that she was free — for five days at least. 

“Great,” Becky said. “I wish my mom and dad would go away and let me stay by myself.” 

“No, I have to stay with my godmother.” She made a mental note to give her nina a call. “Becky, 

let’s go to the mall and check out the boys.” 

“All right.” 

“I’ll be over pretty soon.” 

Maria called her nina, who said it was OK for her to go shopping, but to be at her house for 

dinnertime by six. After hanging up, Maria took off her jeans and T-Shirt, and changed into a dress. She 

went through her mother’s closet to borrow a pair of shoes and drenched her wrists in Charlie perfume. 

She put on coral-pink lipstick and smudge of blue eye shadow. She felt beautiful, although a little 

self-conscious. She took off some of the lipstick and ran water over her wrists to dilute the fragrance. 

While she walked the four blocks to Becky’s house, she beamed happiness until she passed a man 

who was on his knees pulling weeds from his flower bed. At his side, a radio was reporting a traffic 

accident. A big rid had overturned after hitting a car near Salinas, twenty miles from San Jose. 

A wave of fear ran through her. Maybe it was them. Her smile disappeared, and her shoulders 

slouched. No, it couldn’t be, she thought. Salinas is not that close to San Jose. Then again, maybe her 

father wanted to travel through Salinas because it was a pretty valley with wide plains and oak trees, and 

horses and cows that stared as you passed them in your speeding car. But maybe it did happen; maybe 

they had gotten in an awful wreck. 

By the time she got to Becky’s house, she was riddled10 with guilt, since it was she who would 

have disturbed her father and made him crash. 

“Hi,” she said to Becky, trying to look cheerful. 

“You look terrific, Maria,” Becky said. “Mom, look at Maria. Come inside for a bit.” 

Maria blushed when Becky’s mother said she looked gorgeous. She didn’t know what to do except 

stare at the carpet and say, “Thank you, Mrs. Ledesma.” 

Becky’s mother gave them a ride to the mall, but they’d have to take a bus back. The girls first 

went to Macy’s, where they hunted for a sweater, something flashy but not too flashy. Then they left to  
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have a Coke and sit by the fountain under an artificial tree. They watched people walk by, especially the 

boys, who they agreed, were dumb but cute nevertheless. 

They went to The Gap, where they tried on some skirts, and ventured into The Limited, where 

they walked up and down the aisles breathing in the rich smells of 100-percent wool and silk. They were 

about to leave, when Maria heard once again on someone’s portable radio that a family had been killed in 

an auto accident near Salinas. Maria stopped smiling for a moment as she pictured her family’s 

overturned Malibu station wagon. 

Becky sensed that something was wrong and asked, “How come you’re so quiet?” 

Maria forced a smile. “Oh, nothing, I was just thinking.” 

“‘bout what?” 

Maria thought quickly. “Oh, I think I left the water on at home.” This could have been true. Maria 

remembered pulling the hose from the flower bed, but couldn’t remember if she had turned the water off. 

Afterward they rode the bus home with nothing to show for their three hours of shopping except a 

small bag of See’s candies. But it had been a good day. Two boys had followed them, joking and flirting, 

and they had flirted back. The girls gave them made-up telephone numbers, then turned away and laughed 

into their hands. 

“They’re fools,” Becky said, “but cute.” 

Maria left Becky when they got off the bus, and started off to her nina’s house. Then she 

remembered that the garden hose might still be running at home. She hurried home, clip-clopping 

clumsily in her mother’s shoes. 

The garden hose was rolled neatly against the trellis. Maria decided to check the mail and went 

inside. When she pushed open the door, the living room gave off a quietness she had never heard before. 

Usually the TV was on, her younger brothers and sister were playing, and her mother could be heard in 

the kitchen. When the telephone rang, Maria jumped. She kicked off her shoes, ran to the phone, and 

picked up the receiver only to hear a distant clicking sound. 

“Hello, hello?” Maria’s heart began to thump. Her mind went wild with possibilities. An accident, 

she thought, they’re in an accident, and it’s all my fault. “Who is it? Dad? Mom?” 

She hung up and looked around the room. The clock on the television set glowed 5:15. She 

gathered the mail, changed into jeans, and left for her nina’s house with a shopping bag containing her 

nightie and a toothbrush. 
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Her nina was happy to see her. She took Maria’s head in her hands and gave it a loud kiss. 

“Dinner is almost ready,” she said, gently pulling her inside. 

“Oh, good. Becky and I only had popcorn for lunch.” 

They had a quiet evening together. After dinner, they sat on the porch watching the stars. Maria 

wanted to ask her nina if she had heard from her parents. She wanted to know if the police had called to 

report that they had gotten into an accident. But she just sat on the porch swing, letting anxiety eat a hole 

in her soul. 

The family was gone for four days. Maria prayed for them, prayed that she would not wake up to a 

phone call saying that their car had been found in a ditch. She made a list of the ways she could be nicer 

to them: doing the dishes without being asked, watering the lawn, hugging her father after work, and 

playing with her youngest brother, even if it bored her to tears. 

At night Maria worried herself sick listening to the radio for news of an accident. She thought of 

her uncle Shorty and how he fell asleep and crashed his car in the small town of Medota. He lived 

confined to a motorized wheelchair and was scarred with burns on the left side of his face. 

“Oh, please, don’t let anything like that happen to them,” she prayed. 

In the morning she could barely look at the newspaper. She feared that if she unfolded it, the front 

page would feature a story about a family from Fresno who had flown off the roller coaster at Great 

America. Or that a shark had attacked them as they bobbed happily among the white-tipped waves. 

Something awful is going happen, she said to herself as she poured Rice Krispies into a bowl. 

But nothing happened. Her family returned home, dark from lying on the beach and full of great 

stories about the Santa Cruz boardwalk and Great America and an Egyptian Museum. They had done 

more this year than in all their previous vacations. 

“Oh, we had fun,” her mother said, pounding sand from her shoes before entering the house. 

Her father gave her a tight hug as her brothers ran by, dark from hours of swimming. 

Maria stared at the floor, miffed. How dare they have so much fun? While she worried herself sick 

about them, they had splashed in the waves, stayed at Great America until nightfall, and eaten at all kinds 

of restaurants. They even went shopping for fall school clothes. 

Feeling resentful as Johnny described a ride that dropped straight down and threw your stomach 

into your mouth, Maria turned away and went off to her bedroom, where she kicked off her shoes and 

thumbed through an old Seventeen. Her family was alive and as obnoxious as ever. She took back all her  
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promises. From now on she would keep to herself and ignore them. When they asked, “Maria, would you 

help me?” she would pretend not to hear and walk away. 

“They’re heartless,” she muttered. “Here I am worrying about them, and there they are having 

fun.” She thought of the rides they had gone on, the hours of body surfing, the handsome boys she didn’t 

get to see, the restaurants, and the museum. Her eyes filled with tears. For the first time in years, she 

hugged a doll, the one her grandmother Lupe had stitched together from rags to old clothes. 

“Something’s wrong with me,” she cried softly. She turned on her radio and heard about a 

single-engine plane that had crashed in Cupertino, a city not far from San Jose. She thought of the plane 

and the people inside, how the pilot’s family would suffer. 

She hugged her doll. Something was happening to her, and it might be that she was growing up. 

When the news ended, and a song started playing, she got up and washed her face without looking in the 

mirror. 

That night the family went out for Chinese food. Although her brothers fooled around, cracked 

jokes, and spilled a soda, she was happy. She ate a lot, and when her fortune cookie said, “You are mature 

and sensible,” she had to agree. And her father and mother did too. The family drove home singing the 

words to “La Bamba” along with the car radio. 
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“All Summer in a Day” 
by Ray Bradbury 

 

"Ready ?"  

"Ready."  

"Now ?" 

"Soon."  

"Do the scientists really know? Will it happen today, will it ?"  

"Look, look; see for yourself !"  

The children pressed to each other like so many roses, so many weeds, intermixed, peering out for 

a look at the hidden sun.  

It rained.  

It had been raining for seven years; thousands upon thousands of days compounded and filled 

from one end to the other with rain, with the drum and gush of water, with the sweet crystal fall of 

showers and the concussion of storms so heavy they were tidal waves come over the islands. A thousand 

forests had been crushed under the rain and grown up a thousand times to be crushed again. And this was 

the way life was forever on the planet Venus, and this was the schoolroom of the children of the rocket 

men and women who had come to a raining world to set up civilization and live out their lives.  

"It’s stopping, it’s stopping !"  

"Yes, yes !"  

Margot stood apart from them, from these children who could ever remember a time when there 

wasn’t rain and rain and rain. They were all nine years old, and if there had been a day, seven years ago, 

when the sun came out for an hour and showed its face to the stunned world, they recall. Sometimes, at 

night, she heard them stir, in remembrance, and she knew they were dreaming and remembering gold or a 

yellow crayon or a coin large enough to buy the world with. She knew they thought they remembered a 

warmness, like a blushing in the face, in the body, in the arms and legs and trembling hands. But then 

they always awoke to the tatting drum, the endless shaking down of clear bead necklaces upon the roof, 

the walk, the gardens, the forests, and their dreams were gone.  
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*All Summer in a Day* 

All day yesterday they had read in class about the sun. About how like a lemon it was, and how 

hot. And they had written small stories or essays or poems about it: I think the sun is a flower, That 

blooms for just one hour. That was Margot’s poem, read in a quiet voice in the still classroom while the 

rain was falling outside.  

"Aw, you didn’t write that!" protested one of the boys.  

"I did," said Margot. "I did."  

"William!" said the teacher.  

But that was yesterday. Now the rain was slackening, and the children were crushed in the great 

thick windows.  

“Where’s teacher ?"  

"She’ll be back."  

"She’d better hurry, we’ll miss it !"  

They turned on themselves, like a feverish wheel, all tumbling spokes. Margot stood alone. She 

was a very frail girl who looked as if she had been lost in the rain for years and the rain had washed out 

the blue from her eyes and the red from her mouth and the yellow from her hair. She was an old 

photograph dusted from an album, whitened away, and if she spoke at all her voice would be a ghost. 

Now she stood, separate, staring at the rain and the loud wet world beyond the huge glass. 

 "What’re you looking at ?" said William.  

Margot said nothing.  

"Speak when you’re spoken to."  

He gave her a shove. But she did not move; rather she let herself be moved only by him and 

nothing else. They edged away from her, they would not look at her. She felt them go away. And this was 

because she would play no games with them in the echoing tunnels of the underground city. If they tagged 

her and ran, she stood blinking after them and did not follow. When the class sang songs about happiness 

and life and games her lips barely moved. Only when they sang about the sun and the summer did her lips 

move as she watched the drenched windows. And then, of course, the biggest crime of all was that she 

had come here only five years ago from Earth, and she remembered the sun and the way the sun was and 

the sky was when she was four in Ohio. And they, they had been on Venus all their lives, and they had 

been only two years old when last the sun came out and had long since forgotten the color and heat of it 

and the way it really was.  
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But Margot remembered.  

"It’s like a penny," she said once, eyes closed.  

"No it’s not!" the children cried.  

"It’s like a fire," she said, "in the stove."  

"You’re lying, you don’t remember !" cried the children.  

But she remembered and stood quietly apart from all of them and watched the patterning 

windows. And once, a month ago, she had refused to shower in the school shower rooms, had clutched 

her hands to her ears and over her head, screaming the water mustn’t touch her head. So after that, dimly, 

dimly, she sensed it, she was different and they knew her difference and kept away. There was talk that 

her father and mother were taking her back to Earth next year; it seemed vital to her that they do so, 

though it would mean the loss of thousands of dollars to her family. And so, the children hated her for all 

these reasons of big and little consequence. They hated her pale snow face, her waiting silence, her 

thinness, and her possible future.  

"Get away !" The boy gave her another push. "What’re you waiting for?"  

Then, for the first time, she turned and looked at him. And what she was waiting for was in her 

eyes.  

"Well, don’t wait around here !" cried the boy savagely. "You won’t see nothing!"  

Her lips moved.  

"Nothing !" he cried. "It was all a joke, wasn’t it?" He turned to the other children. "Nothing’s 

happening today. Is it ?"  

They all blinked at him and then, understanding, laughed and shook their heads.  

"Nothing, nothing !"  

"Oh, but," Margot whispered, her eyes helpless. "But this is the day, the scientists predict, they 

say, they know, the sun…"  

"All a joke !" said the boy, and seized her roughly. "Hey, everyone, let’s put her in a closet before 

the teacher comes !"  

"No," said Margot, falling back.  

They surged about her, caught her up and bore her, protesting, and then pleading, and then crying, 

back into a tunnel, a room, a closet, where they slammed and locked the door. They stood looking at the  
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door and saw it tremble from her beating and throwing herself against it. They heard her muffled cries. 

Then, smiling, the turned and went out and back down the tunnel, just as the teacher arrived.  

"Ready, children ?" She glanced at her watch.  

"Yes !" said everyone.  

"Are we all here ?"  

"Yes !"  

The rain slacked still more.  

They crowded to the huge door.  

The rain stopped.  

It was as if, in the midst of a film concerning an avalanche, a tornado, a hurricane, a volcanic 

eruption, something had, first, gone wrong with the sound apparatus, thus muffling and finally cutting off 

all noise, all of the blasts and repercussions and thunders, and then, second, ripped the film from the 

projector and inserted in its place a beautiful tropical slide which did not move or tremor. The world 

ground to a standstill. The silence was so immense and unbelievable that you felt your ears had been 

stuffed or you had lost your hearing altogether. The children put their hands to their ears. They stood 

apart. The door slid back and the smell of the silent, waiting world came into them.  

The sun came out.  

It was the color of flaming bronze and it was very large. And the sky around it was a blazing blue 

tile color. And the jungle burned with sunlight as the children, released from their spell, rushed out, 

yelling into the springtime.  

"Now, don’t go too far," called the teacher after them. "You’ve only two hours, you know. You 

wouldn’t want to get caught out !"  

But they were running and turning their faces up to the sky and feeling the sun on their cheeks like 

a warm iron; they were taking off their jackets and letting the sun burn their arms.  

"Oh, it’s better than the sun lamps, isn’t it ?"  

"Much, much better !"  

They stopped running and stood in the great jungle that covered Venus, that grew and never 

stopped growing, tumultuously, even as you watched it. It was a nest of octopi, clustering up great arms 

of fleshlike weed, wavering, flowering in this brief spring. It was the color of rubber and ash, this jungle,  
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from the many years without sun. It was the color of stones and white cheeses and ink, and it was the 

color of the moon.  

The children lay out, laughing, on the jungle mattress, and heard it sigh and squeak under them 

resilient and alive. They ran among the trees, they slipped and fell, they pushed each other, they played 

hide-and-seek and tag, but most of all they squinted at the sun until the tears ran down their faces; they 

put their hands up to that yellowness and that amazing blueness and they breathed of the fresh, fresh air 

and listened and listened to the silence which suspended them in a blessed sea of no sound and no motion. 

They looked at everything and savored everything. Then, wildly, like animals escaped from their caves, 

they ran and ran in shouting circles. They ran for an hour and did not stop running.  

And then -  

In the midst of their running one of the girls wailed.  

Everyone stopped.  

The girl, standing in the open, held out her hand.  

"Oh, look, look," she said, trembling.  

They came slowly to look at her opened palm.  

In the center of it, cupped and huge, was a single raindrop. She began to cry, looking at it. They 

glanced quietly at the sun.  

"Oh. Oh."  

A few cold drops fell on their noses and their cheeks and their mouths. The sun faded behind a stir 

of mist. A wind blew cold around them. They turned and started to walk back toward the underground 

house, their hands at their sides, their smiles vanishing away.  

A boom of thunder startled them and like leaves before a new hurricane, they tumbled upon each 

other and ran. Lightning struck ten miles away, five miles away, a mile, a half mile. The sky darkened 

into midnight in a flash.  

They stood in the doorway of the underground for a moment until it was raining hard. Then they 

closed the door and heard the gigantic sound of the rain falling in tons and avalanches, everywhere and 

forever.  

"Will it be seven more years ?"  

"Yes. Seven."  

Then one of them gave a little cry.  
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"Margot !"  

"What ?"  

"She’s still in the closet where we locked her."  

"Margot."  

They stood as if someone had driven them, like so many stakes, into the floor. They looked at each 

other and then looked away. They glanced out at the world that was raining now and raining and raining 

steadily. They could not meet each other’s glances. Their faces were solemn and pale. They looked at 

their hands and feet, their faces down.  

"Margot."  

One of the girls said, "Well… ?"  

No one moved.  

"Go on," whispered the girl.  

They walked slowly down the hall in the sound of cold rain. They turned through the doorway to 

the room in the sound of the storm and thunder, lightning on their faces, blue and terrible. They walked 

over to the closet door slowly and stood by it.  

Behind the closet door was only silence.  

They unlocked the door, even more slowly, and let Margot out.  
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“The War of the Wall” 
by Toni Cade Bambara 

 
Me and Lou had no time for courtesies. We were late for school. So we just flat out told the 

painter lady to quit messing with the wall. It was our wall, and she had no right coming into our 

neighborhood painting on it. Stirring in the paint bucket and not even looking at us, she mumbled 

something about Mr. Eubanks, the barber, giving her permission. That had nothing to do with it as far as 

we were concerned. We’ve been pitching pennies against that wall since we were little kids. Old folks 

have been dragging their chairs out to sit in the shade of the wall for years. Big kids have been playing 

handball against the wall since so-called integration when the crazies ’cross town poured cement in our 

pool so we couldn’t use it. I’d sprained my neck one time boosting my cousin Lou up to chisel Jimmy 

Lyons’s name into the wall when we found out he was never coming home from the war in Vietnam to 

take us fishing. 

“If you lean close,” Lou said, leaning hipshot against her beat-up car, “you’ll get a whiff of bubble 

gum and kids’ sweat. And that’ll tell you something — that this wall belongs to the kids of Taliaferro 

Street.” I thought Lou sounded very convincing. But the painter lady paid us no mind. She just snapped 

the brim of her straw hat down and hauled her bucket up the ladder. 

“You’re not even from around here,” I hollered up after her. The license plates on her old piece of 

car said “New York.” Lou dragged me away because I was about to grab hold of that ladder and shake it. 

And then we’d really be late for school. 

When we came from school, the wall was slick with white. The painter lady was running string 

across the wall and taping it here and there. Me and Lou leaned against the gumball machine outside the 

pool hall and watched. She had strings up and down and back and forth. Then she began chalking them 

with a hunk of blue chalk. 

The Morris twins crossed the street, hanging back at the curb next to the beat-up car. The twin 

with the red ribbons was hugging a jug of cloudy lemonade. The one with yellow ribbons was holding a 

plate of dinner away from her dress. The painter lady began snapping the strings. The blue chalk dust 

measured off halves and quarters up and down and sideways too. Lou was about to say how hip it all was, 

but I dropped my book satchel on his toes to remind him we were at war. 
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Some good aromas were drifting our way from the plate leaking pot likker6 onto the Morris girl’s 

white socks. I could tell from where I stood that under the tinfoil was baked ham, collard greens, and 

candied yams. And knowing Mrs. Morris, who sometimes bakes for my mama’s restaurant, a slab of  
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buttered cornbread was probably up under there too, sopping up some of the pot likker. Me and Lou 

rolled our eyes, wishing somebody would send us some dinner. But the painter lady didn’t even turn 

around. She was pulling the strings down and prying bits of tape loose. 

Side Pocket came strolling out of the pool hall to see what Lou and me were studying so hard. He 

gave the painter lady the once-over, checking out her paint-spattered jeans, her chalky T-shirt, her 

floppy-brimmed straw hat. He hitched up his pants and glided over toward the painter lady, who kept 

right on with what she was doing. 

“Whatcha got there, sweetheart?” he asked the twin with the plate. 

“Suppah,” she said all soft and countrylike. 

“For her,” the one with the jug added, jerking her chin toward the painter lady’s back. 

Still she didn’t turn around. She was rearing back on her heels, her hands jammed into her back 

pockets, her face squinched up like the masterpiece she had in mind was taking shape on the wall by 

magic. We could have been gophers crawled up into a rotten hollow for all she cared. She didn’t even say 

hello to anybody. Lou was muttering something about how great her concentration was. I butt him with 

my hip, and his elbow slid off the gum machine. 

“Good evening,” Side Pocket said in his best ain’t-I-fine voice. But the painter lady was moving 

from the milk crate to the step stool to the ladder, moving up and down fast, scribbling all over the wall 

like a crazy person. We looked at Side Pocket. He looked at the twins. The twins looked at us. The painter 

lady was giving a show. It was like those oldtimey music movies where the dancer taps on the tabletop 

and then starts jumping all over the furniture, kicking chairs over and not skipping a beat. She didn’t even 

look where she was stepping. And for a minute there, hanging on the ladder to reach a far spot, she looked 

like she was going to tip right over. 

“Ahh,” Side Pocket cleared his throat and moved fast to catch the ladder. 

“These young ladies here have brought you some supper.” 

“Ma’am?” The twins stepped forward. Finally the painter turned around, her eyes “full of sky,” as 

my grandmama would say. Then she stepped down like she was in a trance. She wiped her hands on her 
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jeans as the Morris twins offered up the plate and the jug. She rolled back the tinfoil, then wagged her 

head as though something terrible was on the plate. 

“Thank your mother very much,” she said, sounding like her mouth was full of sky too. “I’ve 

brought my own dinner along.” And then, without even excusing herself, she went back up the ladder,  
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drawing on the wall in a wild way. Side Pocket whistled one of those oh-brother breathy whistles and 

went back into the pool hall. The Morris twins shifted their weight from one foot to the other, then 

crossed the street and went home. Lou had to drag me away, I was so mad. We couldn’t wait to get to the 

firehouse to tell my daddy all about this rude woman who’d stolen our wall. 

All the way back to the block to help my mama out at the restaurant, me and Lou kept asking my 

daddy for ways to run the painter lady out of town. But my daddy was busy talking about the trip to the 

country and telling Lou he could come too because Grandmama can always use an extra pair of hands on 

the farm. 

Later that night, while me and Lou were in the back doing our chores, we found out that the 

painter lady was a liar. She came into the restaurant and leaned against the glass of the steam table, 

talking about how starved she was. I was scrubbing pots and Lou was chopping onions, but we could hear 

her through the service window. She was asking Mama was that a ham hock in the greens, and was that a 

neck bone in the pole beans, and were there any vegetables cooked without meat, especially pork. 

“I don’t care who your spiritual leader is,” Mama said in that way of hers. “If you eat in the 

community, sistuh, you gonna eat pig by-and-by, one way or t’other.” 

Me and Lou were cracking up in the kitchen, and several customers at the counter were clearing 

their throats, waiting for Mama to really fix her wagon for not speaking to the elders when she came in. 

The painter lady took a stool at the counter and went right on with her questions. Was there cheese in the 

baked macaroni, she wanted to know? Were there eggs in the salad? Was it honey or sugar in the iced tea? 

Mama was fixing Pop Johnson’s plate. And every time the painter lady asked a fool question, Mama 

would dump another spoonful of rice on the pile. She was tapping her foot and heating up in a dangerous 

way. But Pop Johnson was happy as he could be. Me and Lou peeked through the service window, 

wondering what planet the painter lady came from. Who ever heard of baked macaroni without cheese, or 

potato salad without eggs? 

“Do you have any bread made with unbleached flour?” the painter lady asked Mama. There was a 

long pause, as though everybody in the restaurant was holding their breath, wondering if Mama would 
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dump the next spoonful on the painter lady’s head. She didn’t. But when she set Pop Johnson’s plate 

down, it came down with a bang. 

When Mama finally took her order, the starving lady all of a sudden couldn’t make up her mind 

whether she wanted a vegetable plate or fish and a salad. She finally settled on the broiled trout and a  
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tossed salad. But just when Mama reached for a plate to serve her, the painter lady leaned over the counter 

with her finger all up in the air. 

“Excuse me,” she said. “One more thing.” Mama was holding the plate like a Frisbee, tapping that 

foot, one hand on her hip. “Can I get raw beets in that tossed salad?” 

“You will get,” Mama said, leaning her face close to the painter lady’s, “whatever Lou back there 

tossed. Now sit down.” And the painter lady sat back down on her stool and shut right up. 

All the way to the country, me and Lou tried to get Mama to open fire on the painter lady. But 

Mama said that seeing as how she was from the North, you couldn’t expect her to have any manners. 

Then Mama said she was sorry she’d been so impatient with the woman because she seemed like a decent 

person and was simply trying to stick to a very strict diet. Me and Lou didn’t want to hear that. Who did 

that lady think she was, coming into our neighborhood and taking over our wall? 

“Wellllll,” Mama drawled, pulling into the filling station so Daddy could take the wheel, “it’s hard 

on an artist, ya know. They can’t always get people to look at their work. So she’s just doing her work in 

the open, that’s all.” Me and Lou definitely did not want to hear that. Why couldn’t she set up an easel 

downtown or draw on the sidewalk in her own neighborhood? Mama told us to quit fussing so much; she 

was tired and wanted to rest. She climbed into the back seat and dropped down into the warm hollow 

Daddy had made in the pillow. 

All weekend long, me and Lou tried to scheme up ways to recapture our wall. Daddy and Mama 

said they were sick of hearing about it. Grandmama turned up the TV to drown us out. On the late news 

was a story about the New York subways. When a train came roaring into the station all covered from top 

to bottom, windows too, with writings and drawings done with spray paint, me and Lou slapped five. 

Mama said it was too bad kids in New York had nothing better to do than spray paint all over the trains. 

Daddy said that in the cities, even grown-ups wrote all over the trains and buildings too. Daddy called it 

“graffiti.” Grandmama called it a shame. 

We couldn’t wait to get out of school on Monday. We couldn’t find any black spray paint 

anywhere. But in a junky hardware store downtown we found a can of white epoxy10 paint, the kind you 
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touch up old refrigerators with when they get splotchy and peely. We spent our whole allowance on it. 

And because it was too late to use our bus passes, we had to walk all the way home lugging our book 

satchels and gym shoes, and the bag with the epoxy. 

 

*The War of Wall* 

When we reached the corner of Taliaferro and Fifth, it looked like a block party or something. 

Half the neighborhood was gathered on the sidewalk in front of the wall. I looked at Lou, he looked at me. 

We both looked at the bag with the epoxy and wondered how we were going to work our scheme. The 

painter lady’s car was nowhere in sight. But there were too many people standing around to do anything. 

Side Pocket and his buddies were leaning on their cue sticks,11 hunching each other. Daddy was there 

with a lineman12 he catches a ride with on Mondays. Mrs. Morris had her arms flung around the 

shoulders of the twins on either side of her. Mama was talking with some of her customers, many of them 

with napkins still at the throat. Mr. Eubanks came out of the barbershop, followed by a man in a striped 

poncho, half his face shaved, the other half full of foam. 

“She really did it, didn’t she?” Mr. Eubanks huffed out his chest. Lots of folks answered right 

quick that she surely did when they saw the straight razor in his hand. 

Mama beckoned us over. And then we saw it. The wall. Reds, greens, figures outlined in black. 

Swirls of purple and orange. Storms of blues and yellows. It was something. I recognized some of the 

faces right off. There was Martin Luther King, Jr. And there was a man with glasses on and his mouth 

open like he was laying down a heavy rap. Daddy came up alongside and reminded us that that was 

Minister Malcolm X. The serious woman with a rifle I knew was Harriet Tubman because my grandmama 

has pictures of her all over the house. And I knew Mrs. Fannie Lou Hamer14 ’cause a signed photograph 

of her hangs in the restaurant next to the calendar. Then I let my eyes follow what looked like a vine. It 

trailed past a man with a horn, a woman with a big white flower in her hair, a handsome dude in a tuxedo 

seated at a piano, and a man with a goatee holding a book. When I looked more closely, I realized that 

what had looked like flowers were really faces. One face with yellow petals looked just like Frieda 

Morris. One with red petals looked just like Hattie Morris. I could hardly believe my eyes. 

“Notice,” Side Pocket said, stepping close to the wall with his cue stick like a classroom pointer. 

“These are the flags of liberation,” he said in a voice I’d never heard him use before. We all stepped 

closer while he pointed and spoke. “Red, black and green,” he said, his pointer falling on the leaflike flags 

of the vine. “Our liberation flag.15 And here Ghana, there Tanzania. Guinea-Bissau, Angola, 
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Mozambique.”16 Side Pocket sounded very tall, as though he’d been waiting all his life to give this 

lesson. Mama tapped us on the shoulder and pointed to a high section of the wall. There was a 

fierce-looking man with his arms crossed against his chest guarding a bunch of children. His muscles 

bulged, and he looked a lot like my daddy. One kid was looking at a row of books. Lou hunched me 

’cause the kid looked like me. The one  

*The War of Wall* 

that looked like Lou was spinning a globe on the tip of his finger like a basketball. There were other kids 

there with microscopes and compasses. And the more I looked, the more it looked like the fierce man was 

not so much guarding the kids as defending their right to do what they were doing. 

Then Lou gasped and dropped the paint bag and ran forward, running his hands over a rainbow. 

He had to tiptoe and stretch to do it, it was so high. I couldn’t breathe either. The painter lady had found 

the chisel marks and had painted Jimmy Lyons’s name in a rainbow. “Read the inscription, honey,” Mrs. 

Morris said, urging little Frieda forward. She didn’t have to urge much. Frieda marched right up, bent 

down, and in a loud voice that made everybody quit oohing and ahhing and listen, she read, 

To the People of Taliaferro Street 

I Dedicate This Wall of Respect 

Painted in Memory of My Cousin 

Jimmy Lyons 
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“Montreal, 1962” 
by Shauna Singh Baldwin 

 

In the dark at night you came close and your voice was a whisper though there is no one here to 

wake. “They said I could have the job if I take off my turban and cut my hair short.” You did not have to 

say it. I saw it in your face as you took off your new coat and galoshes. I heard their voices in my head as 

I looked at the small white envelopes I have left in the drawer, each full of one more day’s precious 

dollars — the last of your savings and my dowry. Mentally, I converted dollars to rupees and thought how 

many people in India each envelope in India could feed for a month. 

This was not how they described emigrating to Canada. I still remember them saying to you, 

“You’re a well-qualified man. We need professional people.” And they talked about freedom and 

opportunity for those lucky enough to already speak English. No one said then, “You must be reborn 

white-skinned —and clean-shaven to show it — to survive.” Just a few months ago, they called us exotic 

new Canadians, new blood to build a new country. 

Today I took one of my wedding saris to the neighborhood dry-cleaner and a woman with no 

eyebrows held it like a dishrag and she asked me, “Is it a bed sheet?” 

“No,” I said. 

“Curtains?” 

“No.” 

I took the silk back to our basement apartment, tied my hair in a tight bun, washed the heavy folds 

in the metal bathtub, and hung it, gold threads glinting, on a drip-dry hanger. 

When I had finished, I spread a bed sheet on the floor of the bathroom, filled my arms with the 

turbans you’d worn last week and knelt there surrounded by the empty soft hollows of scarlet, navy, earth 

brown, copper, saffron, mauve, and bright parrot green. As I waited for the bathtub to fill with warm 

soapy water, I unraveled each turban, each precise spiral you had wound round your head, and soon the 

room was full of soft streams of muslin that had protected your long black hair. 
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I placed each turban in turn on the bubbly surface and watched them grow dark and heavy, sinking 

slowly, softly into the warmth. When there were no more left beside me, I leaned close and reached in, 

working each one in a rhythm bone-deep, as my mother and hers must have done before me, that their 

men might face the world proud. I drained the tub and new colours swelled — deep red, dark black mud, 

rust, orange, soft purple and jade green. 

*Montreal, 1962* 

I filled the enamel sink with clean water and starch and lifted them as someday I will lift children. 

When the milky bowl had fed them, my hands massaged them free of alien red-blue water. I placed them 

carefully in a basin and took them out into our grey two rooms to dry. 

I placed a chair by the window and climbed on it to tie the four corners of each turban length to 

the heavy curtain rod. Each one in turn, I drew out three yards till it was folded completely in two. I 

grasped it firmly at its sides and swung my hands inward. The turban furrowed before me. I arced my 

hands outward and it became a canopy. Again inward, again outward, hands close, hands apart, as though 

I was back in Delhi on a flat roof under a hot sun or perhaps near a green field of wheat stretching far to 

the banks of the Beas. 

As the water left the turbans, I began to see the room through muslin screens. The pallid walls, the 

radiator you try everyday to turn up hotter for me, the small windows, unnaturally high. When the turbans 

were lighter, I set the dining chairs with their halfmoon backs in a row in the middle of the well-worn 

carpet and I draped the turbans over their tops the way Gidda dancers wear their chunnis pinned tight in 

the centre parting of their hair. Then I sat on the carpet before them, willing them: dance for me — dance 

for us. The chairs stood as stiff and wooden as ignorant Canadians, though I know maple is softer than 

chinar. 

Soon the bands of cloth regained all their colour, filling the room with sheer lightness. Their 

splendor arched upwards, insisting upon notice, refusing the drabness, refusing the obscurity, wielding the 

curtain rod like the strut of a defending champion. 

From the windows over my head came the sounds of a Montreal afternoon, and the sure step of 

purposeful feet on the sidewalk. Somewhere on a street named in English where the workers speak joual I 

imagined your turban making its way in the crowds, bringing you home to me. 

Once again I climbed on a chair and let your turbans loose. One by one, I held them to me, folding 

in their defiance, hushing their unruly indignation, gentling them into temporary submission. Finally, I 

faced them as they sat before me. 
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Then I choose my favorite, the red one you wear less and less, and I took it to the bedroom. I 

unfurled the gauzy scarlet on our bed and it seemed as though I’d poured a pool of the sainted blood of all 

the Sikh martyrs there. So I took a corner and tied it to the doorknob just as you do in the mornings 

instead of waking me to help you. I took the diagonal corner to the very far end of the room just as you 

do, and rolled the scarlet inward as best I could within the cramped four walls. I had to untie it from the  
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doorknob again to roll the other half, as I used to do every day for my father, then my brother and now 

you. Soon the scarlet rope lay ready. 

I placed it before the mirror and began to tie it as a Sardar would, one end clenched between my 

teeth to anchor it, arms raised to sweep it up to the forehead down to the nape of the neck, around again, 

this time higher. I wound it swiftly, deftly, till it jutted haughtily forward, adding four inches to my 

stature. Only when I had pinned the free end to the peak did I let the end clenched between my teeth fall. I 

took the saliva-darkened cord, pulled it back to where my hair bun rested low, and tucked it up over the 

turban, just as you do. 

In the mirror I saw my father as he must have looked as a boy, my teenage brother as I remember 

him, you as you face Canada, myself as I need to be. 

The face beneath the jaunty turban began to smile. 

I raised my hands to my turban’s roundness, eased it from my head and brought it before me, 

setting it down lightly before the mirror. It asked nothing now but that I be worthy of it. 

And so, my love, I will not let you cut your strong rope of hair and go without a turban into this 

land of strangers. The knot my father tied between my chumni and your turban is still strong between us, 

and it shall not fail you now. My hands will tie a turban everyday upon your head and work so we can 

keep it there. One day our children will say, “My father came to this country with very little but his turban 

and my mother learned to work because no one would hire him.” 

Then we will have taught Canadians what it takes to wear a turban. 
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“The Leap” 
By Louise Erdrich 

 

My mother is the surviving half of a blindfold trapeze act, not a fact I think about much even now 

that she is sightless, the result of encroaching1 and stubborn cataracts. She walks slowly through her 

house here in New Hampshire, lightly touching her way along walls and running her hands over 

knickknacks, books, the drift of a grown child's belongings and castoffs. She has never upset an object or 

as much as brushed a magazine onto the floor. She has never lost her balance or bumped into a closet door 

left carelessly open. 

It has occurred to me that the catlike precision of her movements in old age might be the result of 

her early training, but she shows so little of the drama or flair one might expect from a performer that I 

tend to forget the Flying Avalons. She has kept no sequined costume, no photographs, no feathers or 

posters from that part of her youth. I would, in fact, tend to think that all memory of double somersaults 

and heart-stopping catches had left her arms and legs were it not for the fact that sometimes, as I sit 

sewing in the room of the rebuilt house in which I slept as a child, I hear the crackle, catch a whiff of 

smoke from the stove downstairs and suddenly the room goes dark, the stitches burn beneath my fingers, 

and I am sewing with a needle of hot silver, a thread of fire. 

I owe her my existence three times. The first was when she saved herself. In the town square a 

replica tent pole, cracked and splintered, now stands cast in concrete. It commemorates the disaster that 

put our town smack on the front page of the Boston and New York tabloids. It is from those old 

newspapers, now historical records, that I get my information. Not from my mother, Anna of the Flying 

Avalons, nor from any of her in-laws, nor certainly from the other half of her particular act, Harold 

Avalon, her first husband. In one news account it says, “The day was mildly overcast, but nothing in the 

air or temperature gave any hint of the sudden force with which the deadly gale would strike.” 

I have lived in the West, where you can see the weather coming for miles, and it is true that out 

here we are at something of a disadvantage. When extremes of temperature collide, a hot and cold front, 
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winds generate instantaneously behind a hill and crash upon you without warning. That, I think, was the 

likely situation on that day in June. People probably commented on the pleasant air, grateful that no hot 

sun beat upon the striped tent that stretched over the entire center green. They bought their tickets and 

surrendered them in anticipation. They sat. They ate caramelized popcorn and roasted peanuts. There was 

time, before the storm, for three acts. The White Arabians of Ali-Khazar rose on their hind legs and  
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waltzed. The Mysterious Bernie folded himself into a painted cracker tin, and the Lady of the Mists made 

herself appear and disappear in surprising places. As the clouds gathered outside, unnoticed, the 

ringmaster cracked his whip, shouted his introduction and pointed to the ceiling of the tent, where the 

Flying Avalons were perched. 

They loved to drop gracefully from nowhere, like two sparkling birds, and blow kisses as they 

threw off their plumed helmets and high-collared capes. They laughed and flirted openly as they beat their 

way up again on the trapeze bars. In the final vignette of their act, they actually would kiss in midair, 

pausing, almost hovering as they swooped past one another. On the ground, between bows, Harry Avalon 

would skip quickly to the front rows and point out the smear of my mother's lipstick, just off the edge of 

his mouth. They made a romantic pair all right, especially in the blindfold sequence. 

That afternoon, as the anticipation increased, as Mr. and Mrs. Avalon tied sparkling strips of cloth 

onto each other's face and as they puckered their lips in mock kisses, lips destined “never again to meet,” 

as one long breathless article put it, the wind rose, miles off, wrapped itself into a cone, and howled. 

There came a rumble of electrical energy, drowned out by the sudden roll of drums. One detail not 

mentioned by the press, perhaps unknown — Anna was pregnant at the time, seven months and hardly 

showing, her stomach muscles were that strong. It seems incredible that she would work high above the 

ground when any fall could be so dangerous, but the explanation — I know from watching her go blind 

— is that my mother lives comfortably in extreme elements. She is one with the constant dark now, just as 

the air was her home, familiar to her, safe, before the storm that afternoon. 

From opposite ends of the tent they waved, blind and smiling, to the crowd below. The ringmaster 

removed his hat and called for silence, so that the two above could concentrate. They rubbed their hands 

in chalky powder, then Harry launched himself and swung, once, twice, in huge calibrated beats across 

space. He hung from his knees and on the third swing stretched wide his arms, held his hands out to 

receive his pregnant wife as she dove from her shining bar. 
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It was while the two were in midair, their hands about to meet, that lightning struck the main pole 

and sizzled down the guy wires,5 filling the air with a blue radiance that Harry Avalon must certainly 

have seen through the cloth of his blindfold as the tent buckled and the edifice toppled him forward, the 

swing continuing and not returning in its sweep, and Harry going down, down into the crowd with his last 

thought, perhaps, just a prickle of surprise at his empty hands. 

 

*The Leap* 

My mother once said that I'd be amazed at how many things a person can do within the act of 

falling. Perhaps, at the time, she was teaching me to dive off a board at the town pool, for I associate the 

idea with midair somersaults. But I also think she meant that even in that awful doomed second one could 

think, for she certainly did. When her hands did not meet her husband's, my mother tore her blindfold 

away. As he swept past her on the wrong side, she could have grasped his ankle, the toe-end of his tights, 

and gone down clutching him. Instead, she changed direction. Her body twisted toward a heavy wire and 

she managed to hang on to the braided metal, still hot from the lightning strike. Her palms were burned so 

terribly that once healed they bore no lines, only the blank scar tissue of a quieter future. She was 

lowered, gently, to the sawdust ring just underneath the dome of the canvas roof, which did not entirely 

settle but was held up on one end and jabbed through, torn, and still on fire in places from the giant spark, 

though rain and men's jackets soon put that out. 

Three people died, but except for her hands my mother was not seriously harmed until an 

overeager rescuer broke her arm in extricating7 her and also, in the process, collapsed a portion of the tent 

bearing a huge buckle that knocked her unconscious. She was taken to the town hospital, and there she 

must have hemorrhaged, for they kept her confined to her bed, a month and a half before her baby was 

born without life. 

Harry Avalon had wanted to be buried in the circus cemetery next to the original Avalon, his 

uncle, so she sent him back with his brothers. The child, however, is buried around the corner, beyond this 

house and just down the highway. Sometimes I used to walk there just to sit. She was a girl, but I rarely 

thought of her as a sister or even as a separate person really. I suppose you could call it the egocentrism of 

a child, of all young children, but I considered her a less finished version of myself. 

When the snow falls, throwing shadows among the stones, I can easily pick hers out from the 

road, for it is bigger than the others and in the shape of a lamb at rest, its legs curled beneath. The carved 

lamb looms larger as the years pass, though it is probably only my eyes, the vision shifting, as what is 

34 



close to me blurs and distances sharpen. In odd moments, I think it is the edge drawing near, the edge of 

everything, the unseen horizon we do not really speak of in the eastern woods. And it also seems to me, 

although this is probably an idle fantasy, that the statue is growing more sharply etched, as if, instead of 

weathering itself into a porous mass, it is hardening on the hillside with each snowfall, perfecting itself. 

It was during her confinement in the hospital that my mother met my father. He was called in to 

look at the set of her arm, which was complicated. He stayed, sitting at her bedside, for he was something  
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of an armchair traveler and had spent his war quietly, at an air force training grounds, where he became a 

specialist in arms and legs broken during parachute training exercises. Anna Avalon had been to many of 

the places he longed to visit — Venice, Rome, Mexico, all through France and Spain. She had no family 

of her own and was taken in by the Avalons, trained to perform from a very young age. They toured 

Europe before the war, then based themselves in New York. She was illiterate. 

It was in the hospital that she finally learned to read and write, as a way of overcoming the 

boredom and depression of those weeks, and it was my father who insisted on teaching her. In return for 

stories of her adventures, he graded her first exercises. He bought her her first book, and over her bold 

letters, which the pale guides of the penmanship pads could not contain, they fell in love. 

I wonder if my father calculated the exchange offered: one form of flying for another. For after 

that, and for as long as I can remember, my mother has never been without a book. Until now, that is, and 

it remains the greatest difficulty of her blindness. Since my father's recent death, there is no one to read to 

her, which is why I returned, in fact, from my failed life where the land is flat. I came home to read to my 

mother, to read out loud, read long into the dark if I must, to read all night. 

Once my father and mother married, they moved onto the old farm he had inherited but didn't care 

much for. Though he'd been thinking of moving to a larger city, he settled down and broadened his 

practice in this valley. It still seems odd to me, when they could have gone anywhere else, that they chose 

to stay in the town where the disaster had occurred, and which my father in the first place had found so 

constricting. It was my mother who insisted upon it, after her child did not survive. And then, too, she 

loved the sagging farmhouse with its scrap of what was left of a vast acreage of woods and hidden hay 

fields that stretched to the game park. 

I owe my existence, the second time then, to the two of them and the hospital that brought them 

together. That is the debt we take for granted since none of us asks for life. It is only once we have it that 

we hang on so dearly. 
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I was seven the year the house caught fire, probably from standing ash. It can rekindle, and my 

father, forgetful around the house and perpetually exhausted from night hours on call, often emptied what 

he thought were ashes from cold stoves into wooden or cardboard containers. The fire could have started 

from a flaming box, or perhaps a buildup of creosote inside the chimney was the culprit. It started right 

around the stove, and the heart of the house was gutted. The baby-sitter, fallen asleep in my father's den  
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on the first floor, woke to find the stairway to my upstairs room cut off by flames. She used the phone, 

then ran outside to stand beneath my window. 

When my parents arrived, the town volunteers had drawn water from the fire pond and were 

spraying the outside of the house, preparing to go inside after me, not knowing at the time that there was 

only one staircase and that it was lost. On the other side of the house, the superannuated extension ladder 

broke in half. Perhaps the clatter of it falling against the walls woke me, for I'd been asleep up to that 

point. 

As soon as I awakened, in the small room that I now use for sewing, I smelled the smoke. I 

followed things by the letter then, was good at memorizing instructions, and so I did exactly what was 

taught in the second-grade home fire drill. I got up, I touched the back of my door before opening it. 

Finding it hot, I left it closed and stuffed my rolled-up rug beneath the crack. I did not hide under my bed 

or crawl into my closet. I put on my flannel robe, and then I sat down to wait. 

Outside, my mother stood below my dark window and saw clearly that there was no rescue. 

Flames had pierced one side wall, and the glare of the fire lighted the massive limbs and trunk of the 

vigorous old elm that had probably been planted the year the house was built, a hundred years ago at least. 

No leaf touched the wall, and just one thin branch scraped the roof. From below, it looked as though even 

a squirrel would have had trouble jumping from the tree onto the house, for the breadth of that small 

branch was no bigger than my mother's wrist. 

Standing there, beside Father, who was preparing to rush back around to the front of the house, my 

mother asked him to unzip her dress. When he wouldn't be bothered, she made him understand. He 

couldn't make his hands work, so she finally tore it off and stood there in her pearls and stockings. She 

directed one of the men to lean the broken half of the extension ladder up against the trunk of the tree. In 

surprise, he complied. She ascended. She vanished. Then she could be seen among the leafless branches 
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of late November as she made her way up and, along her stomach, inched the length of a bough that 

curved above the branch that brushed the roof. 

Once there, swaying, she stood and balanced. There were plenty of people in the crowd and many 

who still remember, or think they do, my mother's leap through the ice-dark air toward that thinnest 

extension, and how she broke the branch falling so that it cracked in her hands, cracked louder than the 

flames as she vaulted with it toward the edge of the roof, and how it hurtled down end over end without 

her, and their eyes went up, again, to see where she had flown. 

*The Leap* 

I didn't see her leap through air, only heard the sudden thump and looked out my window. She was 

hanging by the backs of her heels from the new gutter we had put in that year, and she was smiling. I was 

not surprised to see her, she was so matter-of-fact. She tapped on the window. I remember how she did it, 

too. It was the friendliest tap, a bit tentative, as if she was afraid she had arrived too early at a friend's 

house. Then she gestured at the latch, and when I opened the window she told me to raise it wider and 

prop it up with the stick so it wouldn't crush her fingers. She swung down, caught the ledge, and crawled 

through the opening. Once she was in my room, I realized she had on only underclothing, a bra of the 

heavy stitched cotton women used to wear and step-in, lace-trimmed drawers. I remember feeling 

light-headed, of course, terribly relieved, and then embarrassed for her to be seen by the crowd undressed. 

I was still embarrassed as we flew out the window, toward earth, me in her lap, her toes pointed as we 

skimmed toward the painted target of the fire fighter's net. 

I know that she's right. I knew it even then. As you fall there is time to think. Curled as I was, 

against her stomach, I was not startled by the cries of the crowd or the looming faces. The wind roared 

and heat its hot breath at our back, the flames whistled. I slowly wondered what would happen if we 

missed the circle or bounced out of it. Then I wrapped my hands around my mother's hands. I felt the 

brush of her lips and heard the beat of her heart in my ears, loud as thunder, long as the roll of drums. 
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“Nobody Listens When I Talk”  
by Annette Sanford 

 
Locate me in a swing.  Metal, porch type, unholstered in orange-striped canvas by my mother.  I 

am spending the summer.  My sixteenth, but the first I have spent in a swing.  I could say I’m here 

because I have a  broken leg (it’s true I do have pain) or ear trouble or a very strict father.  I could say I 

like to be alone, that I’m cultivating my mind, that I’m meditating on the state of the universe.  I could say 

a lot of things, but nobody listens when I talk, so I don’t.  Talk.  Not often, anyway.  And it worries 

people. 

My mother, for instance.  She hovers.  She lights in a wicker chair by the banister and stares at me 

periodically.  She wears a blue-checkered house dress or a green one under the apron I gave her for 

Christmas with purple rickrack on the hem.  She clutches a dust-cloth or a broom handle or the woman’s 

section of Windsor Chronicle.  

“Marilyn,” she says, “a girl your age should be up and doing things.” 

Doing things to her is sweeping out the garage or mending all my underwear.  Doing things to me 

is swimming, hanging on the back of a motorcycle, waterskiing.  To her, a girl my age is an apprentice 

woman in training for three meals a day served on time and shiny kitchen linoleum, but she would be 

happy to see me dancing the funky chicken if it would get me on my feet. 

I stay prone.  I don’t want to do her kind of thing, and I can’t do mine.  The fact is, I don’t fit 

anywhere right now.  Except in a swing.  So here I am, reading.  

My father arrives in the evening.  He has worked all day in an office where the air conditioner is 

broken, or with a client who decides at five minutes to five to invest with another company.  He flops on 

the wicker chair and communes with my mother’s ghost. 

“Marilyn,” he says, “a pretty girl like you ought to realize how lucky she is.”  
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Lucky to him is being sixteen with nothing to worry about.  My father grew up in Utopia, where 

everyone between two and twenty dwelt in perpetual joy.  If he were sixteen now he would have a 

motorcycle and a beautiful girl riding behind him.  But it wouldn’t be me.  If he were sixteen and not my 

father, he wouldn’t look at me twice. 

From time to time my friend comes.  I give her half the swing and she sits like a guru and pops her 

gum.  She can do that and still look great.  When she blinks, boys fall dead. 

“Marilyn,” she says, “a girl like you needs a lot of experience with different men.” 

*Nobody Listens When I Talk* 

She will get me a date with her cousin.  With her sister-in-law’s brother.  With the preacher’s 

nephew from Syracuse.  She will fix me up in the back seat of a car with someone like myself, and we 

will eat popcorn and watch the drive-in movie and wish it were time to go home. 

I could say, I’m not that kind of a girl at all.  I could say, Someone should be kissing me madly, 

buying me violets, throwing himself in front of Amtrak for want of my careless glance. 

Who would listen? 

So I say, “No.”  I say, “Maybe next week.”  Then I lie in the swing and watch the stars come out 

and wonder why I didn’t go. 
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The Birds  
by Daphne Du Maurier  

 

On December third, the wind changed overnight and it was winter. Until then the autumn had been 

mellow, soft. The earth was rich where the plow had turned it.  

Nat Hocken, because of a wartime disability, had a pension and did not work full time at the farm. 

He worked three days a week, and they gave him the lighter jobs. Although he was married, with children, 

his was a solitary disposition; he liked best to work alone.  

It pleased him when he was given a bank to build up, or a gate to mend, at the far end of the 

peninsula, where the sea surrounded the farmland on either side. Then, at midday, he would pause and eat 

the meat pie his wife had baked for him and, sitting on the cliff’s edge, watch the birds.  

In autumn great flocks of them came to the peninsula, restless, uneasy, spending themselves in 

motion; now wheeling, circling the sky; now settling to feed on the rich, new-turned soil; but even when 

they fed, it was as though they did so without hunger, without desire.  

Restlessness drove them to the skies again. Crying, whistling, calling, they skimmed the placid sea 

and left the shore.  

Make haste, make speed, hurry and begone; yet where, and to what purpose? The restless urge of 

autumn, unsatisfying, sad, had put a spell upon them, and they must spill themselves of motion before 

winter came.  

Perhaps, thought Nat, a message comes to the birds in autumn, like a warning. Winter is coming. 

Many of them will perish. And like people who, apprehensive of death before their time, drive themselves 

to work or folly, the birds do likewise; tomorrow we shall die.  

The birds had been more restless than every this fall of the year. Their agitation more remarked 

because the days were still.  
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As Mr. Trigg’s tractor traced its path up and down the western hills, and Nat, hedging, saw it dip 

and turn, the whole machine and man upon it were momentarily lost in the great cloud of wheeling, crying 

birds.  

Nat remarked upon them to Mr. Trigg when the work was finished for the day.  

“Yes,” said the farmer, “there are more birds about than usual. I have a notion the weather will 

change. It will be a hard winter. That’s why the birds are restless.”  

The farmer was right. That night the weather turned.  

*The Birds* 

The bedroom in the cottage faced east. Nat work just after two and heard the east wind, cold and 

dry. It sounded hollow in the chimney, and a loose slate rattled on the roof. Nat listened, and he could 

hear the sea roaring in the bay. He drew the blanket round him, leaned closer to the back of his wife, deep 

in sleep. Then he heard the tapping on the windowpane. It continued until, irritated by the wound, Nat got 

out of bed and went to the window. He opened it; and as he did so, something brushed his hand, jabbing 

at his knuckles, grazing the skin. Then he saw the flutter of wings and the thing was gone again, over the 

roof, behind the cottage.  

It was a bird. What kind of bird he could not tell. The wind must have driven it to shelter on the 

sill.  

He shut the window and went back to bed, but feeling his knuckles wet, put his mouth to the 

scratch. The bird had drawn blood.  

Frightened, he supposed, bewildered, seeking shelter, the bird had stabbed at him in the darkness. 

Once more he settled himself to sleep.  

Presently the tapping came again—this time more forceful, more insistent. And now his wife 

woke at the sound and, turning in the bed, said to him, “See to the window, Nat; it’s rattling.”  

“I’ve already been to it,” he told her. “There’s some bird there, trying to get in.”  

“Send it away,” she said. “I can’t sleep with that noise.”  

He went to the window for the second time, and now when he opened it, there was not one bird on 

the sill but half a dozen; they flew straight into his face.  

He shouted, striking out at them with his arms, scattering them; like the first one, they flew over 

the roof and disappeared.  

He let the window fall and latched it.  

Suddenly a frightened cry came from the room across the passage where the children slept.  

41 



“It’s Jill,” said his wife, roused at the sound.  

There came a second cry, this time from both children. Stumbling into their room, Nat felt the 

beating of wings about him in the darkness. The window was wide open. Through it came the birds, 

hitting first the ceiling and the walls, then swerving in mid-flight and turning to the children in their beds.  

“It’s all right, I’m here,” shouted Nat, and the children flung themselves, screaming, upon him, 

while in the darkness the birds rose and dived, and came for him again.  

 

*The Birds* 

“What is it, Nat? What’s happened?” his wife called. Swiftly he pushed the children through the 

door to the passage and shut it upon them, so that he was alone in their bedroom with the birds.  

He seized a blanket from the nearest bed and, using it as a weapon, flung it to the right and left 

about him.  

He felt the thud of the bodies, heard the fluttering of wings; but the birds were not yet defeated, for 

again and again they returned to the assault, jabbing his hands, his head, their little stabbing beaks sharp 

as pointed forks.  

The blanket became a weapon of defense. He wound it about his head, and then in greater 

darkness, beat at the birds with his bare hands. He dared not stumble to the door and open it lest the birds 

follow him.  

How long he fought with them in the darkness he could not tell; but at last the beating of the wings 

about him lessened, withdrew; and through the dense blanket he was aware of light.  

He waited, listened; there was no sound except the fretful crying of one of the children from the 

bedroom beyond.  

He took the blanket from his head and stared about him. The cold gray morning light exposed the 

room.  

Dawn and the open window had called the living birds; the dead lay on the floor.  

Sickened, Nat went to the window and stared out across his patch of garden to the fields.  

It was bitter cold, and the ground had all the hard, black look of the frost that the east wind brings. 

The sea, fiercer now with the turning tide, white capped and steep, broke harshly in the bay. Of the birds 

there was no sign.  

Nat shut the window and the door of the small bedroom and went back across the passage to his 

own room.  
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His wife sat up in bed, one child asleep beside her; the smaller one in her arms, his face bandaged.  

“He’s sleeping now,” she whispered. “Something must have cut him; there was blood at the 

corners of his eyes. Jill said it was the birds. She said she woke up and the birds were in the room.”  

His wife looked up at Nat, searching his face for confirmation. She looked terrified, bewildered. 

He did not want her to know that he also was shaken, dazed almost, by the events of the past few hours.  

“There are birds in there,” he said. “Dead birds, nearly fifty of them.”  

He sat down on the bed beside his wife. 

*The Birds* 

“It’s the hard weather,” he said. “It must be that; it’s the hard weather. They aren’t the birds, 

maybe, from around here. They’ve been driven down from upcountry.”  

“But, Nat,” whispered his wife, “it’s only this night that the weather turned. They can’t be hungry 

yet. There’s food for them out there in the fields.”  

“It’s the weather,” repeated Nat. “I tell you, it’s the weather.”  

His face, too, was drawn and tired, like hers. They stared at one another for a while without 

speaking.  

Nat went to the window and looked out. The sky was hard and leaden, and the brown hills that had 

gleamed in the sun the day before looked dark and bare. Black winter had descended in a single night.  

The children were awake now. Jill was chattering, and young Johnny was crying once again. Nat 

heard his wife’s voice, soothing, comforting them as he went downstairs.  

Presently they came down. He had breakfast read for them.  

“Did you drive away the birds?” asked Jill.  

“Yes, they’ve all gone now,” Nat said. “It was the east wind brought them in.”  

“I hope they won’t come again,” said Jill.  

“I’ll walk with you to the bus,” Nat said to her.  

Jill seemed to have forgotten her experience of the night before. She danced ahead of him, chasing 

the leaves, her face rosy under her pixy hood.  

All the while Nat searched the hedgerows for the birds, glanced over them to the fields beyond, 

looked to the small wood above the farm where the rooks and jackdaws gathered; he saw none. Soon the 

bus came ambling up the hill.  
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Nat saw Jill onto the bus, then turned and walked back toward the farm. It was not his day for 

work, but he wanted to satisfy himself that all was well. He went to the back door of the farmhouse; he 

heard Mrs. Trigg singing, the wireless making a background for her song.  

“Are you there, missus?” Nat called.  

She came to the door, beaming, broad, a good-tempered woman.  

“Hullo, Mr. Hocken,” she said. “Can you tell me where this cold is coming from? Is it Russia? 

I’ve never seen such a change. And it’s going on, the wireless says. Something to do with the Arctic 

Circle.”  

“We didn’t turn on the wireless this morning,” said Nat. “Fact is, we had trouble in the night.” 

*The Birds* 

“Kiddies poorly?”  

“No.” He hardly knew how to explain. Now in the daylight, the battle of the birds would sound 

absurd.  

He tried to tell Mrs. Trigg what had happened, but he could see from her eyes that she thought his 

story was the result of nightmare following a heavy meal.  

“Sure they were real birds?” she said, smiling.  

“Mrs. Trigg,” he said, “there are fifty dead birds—robins, wrens, and suck—lying low on the floor 

of the children’s bedroom. They went for me; they tried to go for young Johnny’s eyes.”  

Mrs. Trigg stared at him doubtfully.  

“Well, now,” she answered. “I suppose the weather brought them; once in the bedroom they 

wouldn’t know where they were. Foreign birds maybe, from that Arctic Circle.”  

“No,” said Nat. “They were the birds you see about here every day.”  

“Funny thing,” said Mrs. Trigg. “No explaining it, really. You ought to write up and ask the 

Guardian. They’d have some answer for it. Well, I must be getting on.”  

Nat walked back along the lane to his cottage. He found his wife in the kitchen with young 

Johnny.  

“See anyone?” she asked.  

“Mrs. Trigg,” he answered. “I don’t think she believed me. Anyway, nothing wrong up there.”  

“You might take the birds away,” she said. “I daren’t go into the room to make the beds until you 

do. I’m scared.” 

 “Nothing to scare you now,” said Nat. “They’re dead, aren’t they?”  
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He went up with a sack and dropped the stiff bodies into it, one by one. Yes, there were fifty of 

them all told. Just the ordinary, common birds of the hedgerow; nothing as large even as a thrush. It must 

have been fright that made them act the way they did.  

He took the sack out into the garden and was faced with a fresh problem. The ground was frozen 

solid, yet no snow had fallen; nothing had happened in the past hours but the coming of the east wind. It 

was unnatural, queer. He could see the whitecapped seas breaking in the bay. He decided to take the birds 

to the shore and bury them.  

 

 

*The Birds* 

When he reached the beach below the headland, he could scarcely stand, the force of the east wind 

was so strong. It was low tide; he crunched his way over the shingle to the softer sand and then, his back 

to the wind, opened up his sack.  

He ground a pit in the sand with his heel, meaning to drop the birds into it; but as he did so, the 

force of the wind lifted them as though in flight again, and they were blown away from him along the 

beach, tossed like feathers, spread and scattered.  

The tide will take them when it turns, he said to himself.  

He looked out to sea and watched the crested breakers, combing green. They rose stiffly, curled, 

and broke again; and because it was ebb tide, the roar was distant, more remote, lacking the sound and 

thunder of the flood.  

Then he saw them. The gulls. Out there, riding the seas.  

What he had thought at first were the whitecaps of the waves were gulls. Hundreds, thousands, 

tens of thousands.  

They rose and fell in the troughs of the seas, heads to the wind, like a mighty fleet at anchor, 

waiting on the tide.  

Nat turned; leaving the beach, he climbed the steep path home.  

Someone should know of this. Someone should be told. Something was happening, because of the 

east wind and the weather, that he did not understand.  

As he drew near the cottage, his wife came to meet him at the door. She called to him, excited. 

“Nat,” she said, “it’s on the wireless. They’ve just read out a special news bulletin. It’s not only here, it’s 
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everywhere. In London, all over the country. Something has happened to the birds. Come listen; they’re 

repeating it.”  

Together they went into the kitchen to listen to the announcement.  

“Statement from the Home Office, at 11 A.M. this morning. Reports from all over the country are 

coming in hourly about the vast quantity of birds flocking above towns, villages, and outlying districts, 

causing birds to migrate south in immense numbers, and that intense hunger may drive these birds to 

attack human beings. Householders are warned to see to their windows, doors, and chimneys, and to take 

reasonable precautions for the safety of their children. A further statement will be issued later.”  

 

 

*The Birds* 

A kind of excitement seized Nat. He looked at his wife in triumph. “There you are,” he said. “I’ve 

been telling myself all morning there’s something wrong. And just now, down on the beach, I looked out 

to sea and there were gulls, thousands of them, riding on the sea, waiting.”  

“What are they waiting for, Nat?” she asked. 

He stared at her. “I don’t know,” he said slowly.  

He went over to the drawer where he kept his hammer and other tools.  

“What are you going to do, Nat?”  

“See to the windows and the chimneys, like they tell you to.”  

“You think they would break in with the windows shut? Those wrens and robins and such? Why 

how could they?”  

He did not answer. He was not thinking of the robins and the wrens. He was thinking of the gulls.  

He went upstairs and worked there the rest of the morning, boarding the windows of the 

bedrooms, filling up the chimney bases.  

“Dinner’s ready.” His wife called him from the kitchen.  

“All right. Coming down.”  

When dinner was over and his wife was washing up, Nat switched on the one o’clock news. The 

same announcement was repeated, but the news bulletin enlarged upon it. “The flocks of birds have 

caused dislocation in all areas,” said the announcer, “and in London the mass was so dense at ten o’clock 

this morning that it seemed like a vast black cloud. The birds settled on rooftops, on window ledges, and 

on chimneys. The species included blackbird, thrush, the common house sparrow, and as might be 
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expected in the metropolis, a vast quantity of pigeons, starlings, and that frequenter of the London river, 

the black-headed gull. The sight was so unusual that traffic came to a standstill in many thoroughfares, 

work was abandoned in shops and offices, and the streets and pavements were crowded with people 

standing about to watch the birds.”  

The announcer’s voice was smooth and suave; Nat had the impression that he treated the whole 

business as he would an elaborate joke. There would be others like him, hundreds of them, who did not 

know what it was to struggle in darkness with a flock of birds.  

Nat switched off the wireless. He got up and started work on the kitchen windows. His wife 

watched him, young Johnny at her heels.  

“What they ought to do,” she said, “is to call the Army out and shoot the birds.”  

*The Birds* 

“Let them try,” said Nat. “How’d they set about it?”  

“I don’t know. But something should be done. They ought to do something.”  

Nat thought to himself that “they” were no doubt considering the problem at that very moment, 

but whatever “they” decided to do in London and the big cities would not help them here, nearly three 

hundred miles away.  

“How are we off for food?” he asked.  

“It’s shopping day tomorrow, you know that. I don’t keep uncooked food about. Butcher doesn’t 

call till the day after. But I can bring back something when I go in tomorrow.”  

Nat did not want to scare her. He looked in the larder for himself and in the cupboard where she 

kept her tins.  

They could hold out for a couple of days.  

He went on hammering the boards across the kitchen windows. Candles. They were low on 

candles. That must be another thing she meant to buy tomorrow. Well, they must go early to bed tonight. 

That was, if—  

He got up and went out the back door and stood in the garden, looking down toward the sea.  

There had been no sun all day, and now, at barely three o’clock, a kind of darkness had already 

come; the sky was sullen, heavy, colorless like salt. He could hear the vicious sea drumming on the rocks.  

He walked down the path halfway to the beach. And then he stopped. He could see the tide had 

turned. The gulls had risen. They were circling, hundreds of them, thousands of them, lifting their wings 

against the wind.  
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It was the gulls that made the darkening of the sky.  

And they were silent. They just went on soaring and circling, rising, falling, trying their strength 

against the wind. Nat turned. He ran up the path back to the cottage.  

“I’m going for Jill,” he said to his wife.  

“What’s the matter?” she asked. “You’ve gone quite white.”  

“Keep Johnny inside,” he said. “Keep the door shut. Light up now and draw the curtains.”  

“It’s only gone three,” she said.  

“Never mind. Do what I tell you.”  

He looked inside the tool shed and took the hoe.  

 

*The Birds* 

He started walking up the lane to the bus stop. Now and again he glanced back over his shoulder; 

he could see the gulls had risen higher now, their circles were broader, they were spreading out in huge 

formation across the sky.  

He hurried on. Although he knew the bus would not come before four o’clock, he had to hurry.  

He waited at the top of the hill. There was half an hour still to go.  

The east wind came whipping across the fields from the higher ground. In the distance he could 

see the clay hills, white and clean against the heavy pallor of the sky.  

Something black rose from behind them, like a smudge at first, then widening, becoming deeper. 

The smudge became a cloud; and the cloud divided again into five other clouds, spreading north, east, 

south, and west; and then they were not clouds at all but birds.  

He watched them travel across the sky within two or three hundred feet of him. He knew, from 

their speed, that they were bound inland; they had no business with the people here on the peninsula. 

They were rooks, crows, jackdaws, magpies, jays—all birds that usually preyed upon the smaller species, 

but bound this afternoon on some other mission.  

He went to the telephone call box, stepped inside, lifted the receiver. The exchange would pass the 

message on. “I’m speaking from the highway,” he said, “by the bus stop. I want to report large formations 

of birds traveling upcountry. The gulls are also forming in the bay.”  

“All right,” answered the voice, laconic, weary.  

“You’ll be sure and pass this message on to the proper quarter?”  

“Yes. Yes.” Impatient now, fed up. The buzzing note resumed.  
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She’s another, thought Nat. She doesn’t care.  

The bus came lumbering up the hill. Jill climbed out.  

“What’s the hoe for, Dad?”  

“I just brought it along,” he said. “Come on now, let’s get home. It’s cold; no hanging about. See 

how fast you can run.”  

He could see the gulls now, still silent, circling the fields, coming in toward the land.  

“Look, Dad; look over there. Look at all the gulls.”  

“Yes. Hurry now.”  

“Where are they flying to? Where are they going?”  

“Upcountry, I dare say. Where it’s warmer.”  

*The Birds* 

He seized her hand and dragged her after him along the lane.  

“Don’t go so fast. I can’t keep up.”  

The gulls were copying the rooks and the crows. They were spreading out, in formation, across the 

sky. They headed, in bands of thousands, to the four compass points.  

“Dad, what is it? What are the gulls doing?”  

They were not intent upon their flight, as the crows, as the jackdaws, had been. They still circled 

overhead. Nor did they fly so high. It was as though they waited upon some signal; as though some 

decision had yet to be given.  

“I wish the gulls would go away.” Jill was crying. “I don’t like them. They’re coming closer to the 

lane.”  

He started running, swinging Jill after him. As they went past the farm turning, he saw the farmer 

backing his car into the garage. Nat called to him.  

“Can you give us a lift?” he said.  

Mr. Trigg turned in the driver’s seat and stared at them. Then a smile came to his cheerful, 

rubicund face. “It looks as though we’re in for some fun,” he said. “Have you seen the gulls? Jim and I are 

going to take a crack at them. Everyone’s gone bird crazy, talking of nothing else. I hear you were 

troubled in the night. Want a gun?”  

Nat shook his head.  

The small car was packed, but there was room for Jill on the back seat.  
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“I don’t want a gun,” said Nat, “but I’d be obliged if you’d run Jill home. She’s scared of the 

birds.”  

“Okay,” said the farmer. “I’ll take her home. Why don’t you stop behind and join the shooting 

match? We’ll make the feathers fly.”  

Jill climbed in, and turning the car, the driver sped up the lane. Nat followed after. Trigg must be 

crazy. What use was a gun against a sky of birds?  

They were coming in now toward the farm, circling lower in the sky. The farm, then, was their 

target. Nat increased his pace toward his own cottage. He saw the farmer’s car turn and come back along 

the lane. It drew up beside him with a jerk.  

“The kid has run inside,” said the farmer. “Your wife was watching for her. Well, what do you 

make of it? They’re saying in town the Russians have done it. The Russians have poisoned the birds.”  

*The Birds* 

“How could they do that?” asked Nat.  

“Don’t ask me. You know how stories get around.”  

“Have you boarded your windows?” asked Nat.  

“No. Lot of nonsense. I’ve had more to do today than to go round boarding up my windows.”  

“I’d board them now if I were you.”  

“Garn. You’re windy. Like to come to our place to sleep?”  

“No, thanks all the same.”  

“All right. See you in the morning. Give you a gull breakfast.”  

The farmer grinned and turned his car to the farm entrance. Nat hurried on. Past the little wood, 

past the old barn, and then across the stile to the remaining field. As he jumped the stile, he heard the whir 

of wings. A blackbacked gull dived down at him from the sky. It missed, swerved in flight, and rose to 

dive again. In a moment it was joined by others—six, seven, a dozen.  

Nat dropped his hoe. The hoe was useless. Covering his head with his arms, he ran toward the 

cottage.  

They kept coming at him from the air—noiseless, silent, save for the beating wings. The terrible, 

fluttering wings. He could feel the blood on his hands, his wrists, upon his neck. If only he could keep 

them from his eyes. Nothing else mattered.  

With each dive, with each attack, they became bolder. And they had no thought for themselves. 

When they dived low and missed, they crashed, bruised and broken, on the ground.  
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As Nat ran, he stumbled, kicking their spent bodies in front of him.  

He found the door and hammered upon it with his bleeding hands. “Let me in,” he shouted. “It’s 

Nat. Let me in.”  

Then he saw the gannet, poised for the dive, above him in the sky.  

The gulls circled, retired, soared, one with another, against the wind.  

Only one gannet remained. One single gannet, above him in the sky. Its wings folded suddenly to 

its body. It dropped like a stone.  

Nat screamed; and the door opened.  

He stumbled across the threshold, and his wife three her weight against the door.  

They heard the thud of the gannet as it fell.  

 

*The Birds* 

His wife dressed his wounds. They were not deep. The backs of his hands had suffered most, and 

his wrists. Had he not worn a cap, the birds would have reached his head. As for the gannet—the gannet 

could have split his skull.  

The children were crying, of course. They had seen the blood on their father’s hands.  

“It’s all right now,” he told them. “I’m not hurt.”  

His wife was ashen. “I saw them overhead,” she whispered. “They began collecting just as Jill ran 

in with Mr. Trigg. I shut the door fast, and it jammed. That’s why I couldn’t open it at once when you 

came.”  

“Thank God, the birds waited for me,” he said. “Jill would have fallen at once. They’re flying 

inland, thousands of them. Rooks, crows, all the bigger birds. I saw them from the bus stop. They’re 

making for the towns.”  

“But why can they do, Nat?”  

“They’ll attack. Go for everyone out in the streets. Then they’ll try the windows, the chimneys.”  

“Why don’t the authorities do something? Why don’t they get the Army, get the machine guns?”  

“There’s been no time. Nobody’s prepared. We’ll hear what they have to say on the six o’clock 

news.”  

“I can hear the birds,” Jill said. “Listen, Dad.”  
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Nat listened. Muffled sounds came from the windows, from the door. Wings brushing the surface, 

sliding, scraping, seeking a way of entry. The sound of many bodies pressed together, shuffling on the 

sills. Now and again came a thud, a crash, as some bird dived and fell.  

Some of them will kill themselves that way, he thought, but not enough. Never enough.  

“All right,” he said aloud. “I’ve got boards over the windows, Jill. The birds can’t get in.”  

He went and examined all the windows. He found wedges—pieces of old tin, strips of wood and 

metal—and fastened them at the sides of the windows to reinforce the boards.  

His hammering helped to deafen the sound of the birds, the shuffling, the tapping, and—more 

ominous—the splinter of breaking glass. 

 “Turn on the wireless,” he said.  

He went upstairs to the bedrooms and reinforced the windows there. Now he could hear the birds 

on the roof—the scraping of claws, a sliding, jostling sound.  

 

*The Birds* 

He decided the whole family must sleep in the kitchen and keep up the fire. He was afraid of the 

bedroom chimneys. The boards he had placed at their bases might give way. In the kitchen they would be 

safe because of the fire.  

He would have to make a joke of it. Pretend to the children they were playing camp. If the worst 

happened and the birds forced entry by way of the bedroom chimneys, it would be hours, days perhaps, 

before they could break down the doors. The birds would be imprisoned in the bedrooms. They could do 

no harm there. Crowded together, they would stifle and die. He began to bring the mattresses downstairs.  

At the sight of them, his wife’s eyes widened in apprehension. 

“All right,” he said cheerfully. “We’ll all sleep together in the kitchen tonight. More cozy, here by 

the fire. Then we won’t be worried by those silly old birds tapping at the windows.”  

He made the children help him rearrange the furniture, and he took the precaution of moving the 

dresser against the windows.  

We’re safe enough now, he thought. We’re snug and tight. We can hold out. It’s just the food that 

worries me. Food and coal for the fire. We’ve enough for two or three days, not more. By that time—  

No use thinking ahead as far as that. And they’d be given directions on the wireless.  
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And now, in the midst of many problems, he realized that only dance music was coming over the 

air. He knew the reason. The usual programs had been abandoned; this only happened at exceptional 

times.  

At six o’clock the records ceased. The time signal was given. There was a pause, and then the 

announcer spoke. His voice was solemn, grave. Quite different from midday.  

“This is London,” he said. “A national emergency was proclaimed at four o’clock this afternoon. 

Measures are being taken to safeguard the lives and property of the population, but it must be understood 

that these are not easy to effect immediately, owing to the unforeseen and unparalleled nature of the 

present crisis. Every householder must take precautions about his own building. Where several people live 

together, as in flats and hotels, they must unite to do the utmost that they can to prevent entry. It is 

absolutely imperative that every individual stay indoors tonight.  

“The birds, in vast numbers, are attacking anyone on sight, and have already begun an assault 

upon buildings; but these, with due care, should be impenetrable.  

“The population is asked to remain calm.  

 

*The Birds* 

“Owing to the exceptional nature of the emergency, there will be no further transmission from any 

broadcasting station until 7 A.M. tomorrow.”  

They played “God Save the Queen.” Nothing more happened.  

Nat switched off the set. He looked at his wife. She stared back at him.  

“We’ll have supper early,” suggested Nat. “Something for a treat—toasted cheese, eh? Something 

we all like.”  

He winked and nodded at his wife. He wanted the look of dread, of apprehension, to leave her 

face.  

He helped with the supper, whistling, singing, making as much clatter as he could. It seemed to 

him that the shuffling and the tapping were not so intense as they had been at first, and presently he went 

up to the bedrooms and listened. He no longer heard the jostling for place upon the roof.  

They’ve got reasoning powers, he thought. They know it’s hard to break in here. They’ll try 

elsewhere.  

Supper passed without incident. Then, when they were clearing away, they heard a new sound, a 

familiar droning.  
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His wife looked up at him, her face alight.  

“It’s planes,” she said. “They’re sending out planes after the birds. That will get them. Isn’t that 

gunfire? Can’t you hear guns?”  

It might be gunfire, out at sea. Nat could not tell. Big naval guns might have some effect upon the 

gulls out at sea, but the gulls were inland now. The guns couldn’t shell the shore because of the 

population.  

“It’s good, isn’t it,” said his wife, “to hear the planes?”  

Catching her enthusiasm, Jill jumped up and down with Johnny. “The planes will get the birds.”  

Just then they heard a crash about two miles distant. Followed by a second, then a third. The 

droning became more distant, passed away out to sea.  

“What was that?” asked his wife.  

“I don’t know,” answered Nat. He did not want to tell her that the sound they had heard was the 

crashing of aircraft.  

 

 

*The Birds* 

It was, he had no doubt, a gamble on the part of the authorities to send out reconnaissance forces, 

but they might have known the gamble was suicidal. What could aircraft do against birds that flung 

themselves to death against propeller and fuselage but hurtle to the ground themselves?  

“Where have the planes gone, Dad?” asked Jill.  

“Back to base,” he said. “Come on now, time to tuck down for bed.”  

There was no further drone of aircraft, and the naval guns had ceased. Waste of life and effort, Nat 

said to himself. We can’t destroy enough of them that way. Cost too heavy. There’s always gas. Maybe 

they’ll try spraying with gas, mustard gas. We’ll be warned first, of course, if they do. There’s one thing, 

the best brains in the country will be on it tonight.  

Upstairs in the bedrooms all was quiet. No more scraping and stabbing at the windows. A lull in 

battle. The wind hadn’t dropped, though. Nat could still hear it roaring in the chimneys. And the sea 

breaking down on the shore.  

Then he remembered the tide. The tide would be on the turn. Maybe the lull in battle was because 

of the tide. There was some law the birds obeyed, and it had to do with the east wind and the tide.  

54 



He glanced at his watch. Nearly eight o’clock. It must have gone high water an hour ago. That 

explained the lull. The birds attacked with the flood tide.  

He reckoned the time limit in his head. They had six hours to go without attack. When the tide 

turned again, around one-twenty in the morning, the birds would come back.  

He called softly to his wife and whispered to hear that he would go out and see how they were 

faring at the farm, see if the telephone was still working there so that they might get news from the 

exchange.  

“You’re not to go,” she said at once, “and leave me alone with the children. I can’t stand it.”  

“All right,” he said, “all right. I’ll wait till morning. And we can get the wireless bulletin then, too, 

at seven. But when the tide ebbs again, I’ll try for the farm; they may let us have bread and potatoes.”  

His mind was busy again, planning against emergency. They would not have milked, of course, 

this evening. The cows would be standing by the gate, waiting; the household would be inside, battened 

behind boards as they were here at the cottage.  

That is, if they had had time to take precautions.  

Softly, stealthily, he opened the back door and looked outside.  

 

*The Birds* 

It was pitch-dark. The wind was blowing harder than ever, coming in steady gusts, icy, from the 

sea.  

He kicked at the step. It was heaped with birds. These were the suicides, the divers, the ones with 

broken necks. Where he looked, he saw dead birds. The living had flown seaward with the turn of the 

tide. The gulls would be riding the seas now, as they had done in the forenoon.  

In the far distance on the hill, something was burning. One of the aircraft that had crashed; the fire, 

fanned by the wind, had set light to a stack.  

He looked at the bodies of the birds. He had a notion that if he stacked them, one upon the other, 

on the window sills, they would be added protection against the next attack.  

Not much, perhaps, but something. The bodies would have to be clawed at, pecked, and dragged 

aside before the living birds gained purchase on the sills and attacked the panes.  

He set to work in the darkness. It was queer. He hated touching the dead birds, but he went on 

with his work. He noticed grimly that every window-pane was shattered. Only the boards had kept the 

birds from breaking in.  
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He stuffed the cracked panes with bleeding bodies of the birds and felt his stomach turn. When he 

had finished, he went back into the cottage and barricaded the kitchen door, making it doubly secure.  

His wife had made him cocoa; he drank it thirstily. He was very tired. “All right,” he said, smiling, 

“don’t worry. We’ll get through.”  

He lay down on his mattress and closed his eyes.  

He dreamed uneasily because, through his dreams, ran the dread of something forgotten. Some 

piece of work that he should have done. It was connected, in some way, with the burning aircraft. 

It was his wife, shaking his shoulder, who awoke him finally.  

“They’ve begun,” she sobbed. “They’ve started this last hour. I can’t listen to it any longer alone. 

There’s something smells bad too, something burning.”  

Then he remembered. He had forgotten to make up the fire.  

The fire was smoldering, nearly out. He got up swiftly and lighted the lamp.  

The hammering had started at the windows and the door, but it was not that he minded now. It was 

the smell of singed feathers.  

The smell filled the kitchen. He knew what it was at once. The birds were coming down the 

chimney, squeezing their way down to the kitchen range.  

*The Birds* 

He got sticks and paper and put them on the embers, then reached for the can of kerosene.  

“Stand back,” he shouted to his wife. He threw some of the kerosene onto the fire.  

The flame roared up the pipe, and down into the fire fell the scorched, blackened bodies of the 

birds.  

The children waked, crying. “What is it?” asked Jill. “What’s happened?”  

Nat had no time to answer her. He was raking the bodies from the chimney, clawing them out onto 

the floor.  

The flames would drive the living birds away from the chimney top. The lower joint was the 

difficulty though. It was choked with the smoldering, helpless bodies of the birds caught by fire.  

He scarcely heeded the attack on the windows and the door. Let them beat their wings, break their 

backs, lose their lives, in the desperate attempt to force entry into his home. They would not break in.  

“Stop crying,” he called to the children. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. Stop crying.”  

He went on raking out the burning, smoldering bodies as they fell into the fire.  
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This’ll fetch them, he said to himself. The draft and the flames together. We’re all right as long as 

the chimney doesn’t catch.  

Amid the tearing at the window boards came the sudden homely striking of the kitchen clock. 

Three o’clock.  

A little more than four hours to go. He could not be sure of the exact time of high water. He 

reckoned the tide would not turn much before half past seven.  

He waited by the range. The flames were dying. But no more blackened bodies fell from the 

chimney. He thrust his poker up as far as it could go and found nothing.  

The danger of the chimney’s being choked up was over. It could not happen again, not if the fire 

was kept burning day and night.  

I’ll have to get more fuel from the farm tomorrow, he thought. I can do all that with the ebb tide. It 

can be worked; we can fetch what we need when the tide’s turned. We’ve just got to adapt ourselves, 

that’s all.  

They drank tea and cocoa, ate slices of bread. Only half a loaf left, Nat noticed. Never mind, 

though; they’d get by.  

If they could hang on like this until seven, when the first news bulletin came through, they would 

not have done too badly.  

*The Birds* 

“Give us a smoke,” he said to his wife. “It will clear away the smell of the scorched feathers.”  

“There’s only two left in the packet,” she said. “I was going to buy you some.”  

“I’ll have one,” he said.  

He sat with one arm around his wife and the other around Jill, with Johnny on his lap, the blankets 

heaped about them on the mattress.  

“You can’t help admiring the beggars,” he said. “They’ve got persistency. You’d think they’d tire 

of the game, but not a bit of it.”  

Admiration was hard to sustain. The tapping went on and on; and a new, rasping note struck Nat’s 

ear, as though a sharper beak than any hitherto had come to take over from its fellows.  

He tried to remember the names of birds; he tried to think which species would go for this 

particular job.  

It was not the tap of the woodpecker. That would be light and frequent. This was more serious; if 

it continued long, the wood would splinter as the glass had done.  
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Then he remembered the hawks. Could the hawks have taken over from the gulls? Were there 

buzzards now upon the sills, using talons as well as beaks? Hawks, buzzards, kestrels, falcons; he had 

forgotten the birds of prey. Three hours to go; and while they waited, the sound of the splintering wood, 

the talons tearing at the wood.  

Nat looked about him, seeing what furniture he could destroy to fortify the door.  

The windows were safe because of the dresser. He was not certain of the door. He went upstairs; 

but when he reached the landing, he paused and listened.  

There was a soft patter on the floor of the children’s bedroom. The birds had broken through.  

The other bedroom was still clear. He brought out the furniture to pile at the head of the stairs 

should the door of the children’s bedroom go.  

“Come down, Nat. What are you doing?” called his wife.  

“I won’t be long,” he shouted. “I’m just making everything shipshape up here.”  

He did not want her to come. He did not want her to hear the pattering in the children’s bedroom, 

the brushing of those wings against the door.  

After he suggested breakfast, he found himself watching the clock, gazing at the hands that went 

so slowly around the dial. If his theory was not correct, if the attack did not cease with the turn of the tide,  

 

*The Birds* 

he knew they were beaten. They could not continue through the long day without air, without rest, 

without fuel.  

A crackling in his ears drove away the sudden, desperate desire for sleep.  

“What is it? What now?” he said sharply.  

“The wireless,” said his wife. “I’ve been watching the clock. It’s nearly seven.”  

The comfortable crackling of the wireless brought new life.  

They waited. The kitchen clock struck seven.  

The crackling continued. Nothing else. No chimes. No music.  

They waited until a quarter past.  No news bulletin came through. 

“We heard wrong,” he said. “They won’t be broadcasting until eight o’clock.”  

They left the wireless switched on. Nat thought of the battery, wondered how much power was left 

in the battery. If it failed, they would not hear the instructions.  
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“It’s getting light,” whispered his wife. “I can’t see it but I can feel it. And listen! The birds aren’t 

hammering so loud now.”  

She was right. The rasping, tearing sound grew fainter every moment. So did the shuffling, the 

jostling for place upon the step, upon the sills. The tied was on the turn.  

By eight there was no sound at all. Only the wind. And the crackling of the wireless. The children, 

lulled at last by the stillness, fell asleep.  

At half past eight Nat switched the wireless off.  

“We’ll miss the news,” said his wife.  

“There isn’t going to be any news,” said Nat. “We’ve got to depend upon ourselves.”  

He went to the door and slowly pulled away the barricades. He drew the bolts and, kicking the 

broken bodies from the step outside the door, breathed the cold air.  

He had six working hours before him, and he knew he must reserve his strength to the utmost, not 

waste it in any way.  

Food and light and fuel; these were the most necessary things. If he could get them, they could 

endure another night.  

He stepped into the garden; and as he did so, he saw the living birds. The gulls had gone to ride 

the sea, as they had done before. They sought sea food and the buoyancy of the tide before they returned 

to the attack.  

*The Birds* 

Not so the land birds. They waited and watched.  

Nat saw them on the hedgerows, on the soil, crowded in the trees, outside in the field—line upon 

line of birds, still, doing nothing. He went to the end of his small garden.  

The birds did not move. They merely watched him.  

I’ve got to get food, Nat said to himself. I’ve got to go to the farm to get food.  

He went back to the cottage. He saw to the windows and the door.  

“I’m going to the farm,” he said.  

His wife clung to him. She had seen the living birds from the open door.  

“Take us with you,” she begged. “We can’t stay here alone. I’d rather die than stay here alone.”  

“Come on, then,” he said. “Bring baskets and Johnny’s pram. We can load up the pram.”  

They dressed against the biting wind. His wife put Johnny in the pram, and Nat took Jill’s hand.  

“The birds,” Jill whimpered. “They’re all out there in the fields.”  
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“They won’t hurt us,” he said. “Not in the light.”  

They started walking across the filed toward the stile, and the birds did not move. They waited, 

their heads turned to the wind.  

When they reached the turning to the farm, Nat stopped and told his wife to wait in the shelter of 

the hedge with the two children. “But I want to see Mrs. Trigg,” she protested. “There are lots of things 

we can borrow if they went to market yesterday, and—“  

“Wait here,” Nat interrupted. “I’ll be back in a moment.”  

The cows were lowing, moving restlessly in the yard, and he could see a gap in the fence where 

the sheep had knocked their way through to roam unchecked in the front garden before the farmhouse.  

No smoke came from the chimneys. Nat was filled with misgiving. He did not want his wife or the 

children to go down to the farm.  

He went down alone, pushing his way through the herd of lowing cows, who turned this way and 

that, distressed, their udders full.  

He saw the car standing by the gate. Not put away in the garage.  

All the windows of the farmhouse were smashed. There were many dead gulls lying in the yard 

and around the house.  

 

 

*The Birds* 

The living birds perched on the group of trees behind the farm and on the roof of the house. They 

were quite still. They watched him. Jim’s body lay in the yard. What was left of it. His gun was beside 

him.  

The door of the house was shut and bolted, but it was easy to push up a smashed window and 

climb through.  

Trigg’s body was close to the telephone. He must have been trying to get through to the exchange 

when the birds got him. The receiver was off the hook, and the instrument was torn from the wall.  

No sign of Mrs. Trigg. She would be upstairs. Was it any use going up? Sickened, Nat knew what 

he would find there.  

Thank God, he said to himself, there were no children.  

He forced himself to climb the stairs, but halfway up he turned and descended again. He could see 

Mrs. Trigg’s legs protruding from the open bedroom door. Beside her were the bodies of black-backed 
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gulls and an umbrella, broken. It’s no use doing anything, Nat thought. I’ve only got five hours; less than 

that. The Triggs would understand. I must load up with what I can find.  

He tramped back to his wife and children.  

“I’m going to fill up the car with stuff,” he said. “We’ll take it home and return for a fresh load.”  

“What about the Triggs?” asked his wife.  

“They must have gone to friends,” he said.  

“Shall I come and help you then?”  

“No, there’s a mess down there. Cows and sheep all over the place. Wait; I’ll get the car. You can 

sit in the car.”  

Her eyes watched his all the time he was talking. He believed she understood. Otherwise she 

certainly would have insisted on helping him find the bread and groceries.  

They made three journeys altogether, to and from the farm, before he was satisfied they had 

everything they needed. It was surprising, once he started thinking, how many things were necessary. 

Probably the most important of all was planking for the windows. He had to go around searching for 

timber. He wanted to renew the boards on all the windows at the cottage.  

On the final journey he drove the car to the bus stop and got out and went to the telephone box.  

 

 

*The Birds* 

He waited a few minutes, jangling the hook. No good, though. The line was dead. He climbed 

onto a bank and looked over the countryside, but there was no sign of life at all, nothing in the fields but 

the waiting, watching birds.  

Some of them slept; he could see their beaks tucked into their feathers.  

You’d think they’d be feeding, he said to himself, not just standing that way.  

Then he remembered. They were gorged with food. They had eaten their fill during the night. That 

was why they did not move this morning.  

He lifted his face to the sky. It was colorless, gray. The bare trees looked bent and blackened by 

the east wind.  

The cold did not affect the living birds, waiting out there in the fields.  
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This is the time they ought to get them, Nat said to himself. They’re a sitting target now. They 

must be doing this all over the country. Why don’t our aircraft take off now and spray them with mustard 

gas? What are all our chaps doing? They must know; they must see for themselves.  

He went back to the car and got into the driver’s seat.  

“Go quickly past that second gate,” whispered his wife. “The postman’s lying there. I don’t want 

Jill to see.”  

It was a quarter to one by the time they reached the cottage. Only an hour to go.  

“Better have dinner,” said Nat. “Hot up something for yourself and the children, some of that 

soup. I’ve no time to eat now. I’ve got to unload all this stuff from the car.”  

He got everything inside the cottage. It could be sorted later. Give them all something to do during 

the long hours ahead.  

First he must see to the windows and the door.  

He went around the cottage methodically, testing every window and the door. He climbed onto the 

roof also, and fixed boards across every chimney except the kitchen’s.  

The cold was so intense he could hardly bear it, but the job had to be done. Now and again he 

looked up, searching the sky for aircraft. None came. As he worked, he cursed the inefficiency of the 

authorities.  

He paused, his work on the bedroom chimney finished, and looked out to sea. Something was 

moving out there. Something gray and white among the breakers.  

 

*The Birds* 

“Good old Navy,” he said. “They never let us down. They’re coming down channel; they’re 

turning into the bay.”  

He waited, straining his eyes toward the sea. He was wrong, though. The Navy was not there. It 

was the gulls rising from the sea. And the massed flocks in the fields, with ruffled feathers, rose in 

formation from the ground and, wing to wing, soared upward to the sky.  

The tide had turned again.  

Nat climbed down the ladder and went inside the cottage. The family were at dinner. It was a little 

after two.  

He bolted the door, put up the barricade, and lighted the lamp.  

“It’s nighttime,” said young Johnny.  
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His wife had switched on the wireless once again. The crackling sound came, but nothing else.  

“I’ve been all round the dial,” she said, “foreign stations and all. I can’t get anything but the 

crackling.”  

“Maybe they have the same trouble,” he said. “Maybe it’s the same right through Europe.”  

They ate in silence.  

The tapping began at the windows, at the door, the rustling, the jostling, the pushing for position 

on the sills. The first thud of the suicide gulls upon the step.  

When he had finished dinner, Nat planned, he would put the supplies away, stack them neatly, get 

everything shipshape. The boards were strong against the windows and across the chimneys. The cottage 

was filled with stores, with fuel, with all they needed for the next few days.  

His wife could help him, and the children too. They’d tire themselves out between now and a 

quarter to nine, when the tide would ebb; then they’d tuck them down on the mattresses, see that they 

slept good and sound until three in the morning.  

He had a new scheme for the windows, which was to fix barbed wire in front of the boards. He 

had brought a great roll of it from the farm. The nuisance was, he’d have to work at this in the dark, when 

the lull came between nine and three. Pity he had not thought of it before. Still, as long as the wife and 

kids slept—that was the main thing.  

The smaller birds were at the windows now. He recognized the light taptapping of their beaks and 

the soft brush of their wings.  

The hawks ignored the windows. They concentrated their attack upon the door.  

*The Birds* 

Nat listened to the tearing sound of splintering wood, and wondered how many million years of 

memory were stored in those little brains, behind the stabbing beaks, the piercing eyes, now giving them 

this instinct to destroy mankind with all the deft precision of machines.  

“I’ll smoke that last cigarette,” he said to his wife. “Stupid of me. It was the one thing I forgot to 

bring from the farm.” 

He reached for it, switched on the crackling wireless.  

He threw the empty packet onto the fire and watched it burn. 
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