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			William March (1893–1954), born William Edward March Campbell in Mobile, Alabama, was an American novelist and short-story writer. He served in the Marines during World War I and was recognized with the Distinguished Service Cross, the Navy Cross, and the Croix de Guerre. His first novel, Company K, was based largely on his wartime experiences. A prolific writer of short stories, he was a four-time winner of the O. Henry Prize. The Bad Seed was an immediate critical and commercial success, the source for a Tony Award–winning Broadway play, and a finalist for the National Book Award. Sadly, March died of a heart attack just weeks after publication.
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		FOREWORD

		by Anna Holmes

		I suppose if a novelist is going to imagine and give life to a character meant to be a memorable but also totally unexpected serial killer, it makes sense that he make her not only a young child but also a girl. Though readers may be more familiar with Macaulay Culkin’s apple-cheeked child psycho in 1993’s The Good Son, the grade-school sociopath to which all contemporary child killers can, and should, be compared is Rhoda Penmark, the focus of William March’s 1954 bestselling novel, The Bad Seed. Eight years old, with straight brown hair and a desire for tidiness that seems to border on the obsessive, Rhoda boasts an old-fashioned name and a stereotypically feminine, highly controlled style of dress and disposition that seem to be at extreme odds with her willingness to, for example, toss terrier puppies to their deaths from bedroom windows. And she’s driving her mother, the overly cautious housewife Christine Penmark, literally crazy.

		Of course, it’s not just animals who invoke the wrath of Rhoda P., Kid Creep: Children and adults alike are subject to her special form of homicidal dispensation, giving lie to the nineteenth-century nursery rhyme that little girls are made of “sugar and spice and everything nice.” Indeed, it’s likely that part of what made The Bad Seed so terrifying and unsettling to midcentury American readers is author William March’s juxtaposition of the younger Penmark’s external performance of obedient, coquettish femininity—“Oh, my old-fashioned little darling!” exclaims one of Rhoda’s admirers, her neighbor Monica Breedlove, early on in the text—with what are commonly thought to be more masculine traits: the covetousness, ruthlessness, and lack of control that inspire most of her calculated crimes of convenience. This dissonance between how Rhoda appears on the outside and who she is on the inside is further underscored by her aforementioned appearance, all pressed dotted-Swiss dresses and trimmed bangs and perfectly twisted pigtails.

		About those pigtails. In the film version of the book, released in 1956, Mr. March’s Rhoda, she of the “straight, finespun, and … dark, dull brown” hair, is reimagined as a towheaded terror in the form of actress Patty McCormack, who received an Academy Award nomination for her performance. Director Mervyn LeRoy’s choice to take a page from Alfred Hitchcock’s playbook and make the celluloid Rhoda a blonde served to accentuate not just the character’s iciness but to communicate a certain innocence and fragility, making her appear more like a doll than a flesh-and-blood human being. Indeed, the film version feels prescient in the ways that it seems to presage and anticipate any number of scary killer dolls from cinematic history, including the braided moppets from the 1963 Twilight Zone episode “Living Doll” and 2013’s paranormal thriller The Conjuring. Descriptions of Rhoda’s appearance and countenance in the book reinforce this: She walks stiffly and somewhat carefully; her hair is arranged in the sort of perfectly ordered, taut plaits that only a factory assembly line could produce; and she seems to be capable of two, maybe three expressions—blank solemnity, irresistible cuteness, and flashing anger.

		Though not exactly a character study, it’s possible that William March’s criminalizing of a young female was supposed to be both provocative and maybe even political, that in making an adorable little girl an ice-cold killer somehow our ideas of femininity and decorum and preciousness were going to be upended, and violently. (It was the mid-1950s, after all, a time in which expectations for womanhood and the cultivation of comfortable, safe domestic arrangements were at an all-time high, expectations that came under fire in Betty Friedan’s seminal The Feminine Mystique, published less than a decade later.) It’s unlikely, however, that the film would have the same deleterious effect on the contemporary reading or theater-going public, as familiar with and desensitized as it is to the concept of the multiple murderess. (This might explain why, when Hostel director Eli Roth considered doing a remake of The Bad Seed, he made it clear that he wanted lots of blood and gore—there isn’t any in either the film or the book—explaining to interviewers that he thought Rhoda deserved the sort of horror icon status enjoyed by the character Chucky from Child’s Play, an actual killer doll. “We are going to bastardize and exploit it, ramping up the body counts and killings,” he told Variety in 2004.)

		But reading The Bad Seed, one eventually gets the sense that Mr. March is not so much celebrating expressions of female power and agency as fearing them; his contempt for the other female characters he’s created is palpable. (The men in the book are, for the most part, emasculated, impotent, or completely invisible.) There is Hortense Daigle, the drunk, hysterical, and smothering mother of one of Rhoda’s young victims, Claude Daigle; Mrs. Breedlove, a busybody neighbor who prides herself on her understanding of human behavior yet remains blind to the psychological monstrosity standing in front of her; and, of course, the anxious, selfless Christine Penmark, the person considered responsible for her daughter’s misdeeds—Christine’s own mother was a psycho killer, March explains, meaning that the evil is matrilineal—and seemingly unable to stop them.

		This is where Mr. March’s book is most problematic. The esteemed feminist and literary critic Elaine Showalter, in an introduction to a 1997 HarperCollins edition of the book, explains that “as in much of March’s writing, women in The Bad Seed are more sinister than men,” and though she swats him for the book’s implicit message that at the root of much conflict and societal upheaval are “castrating wives and mothers,” Showalter does not go far enough in indicting him for these and other hoary tropes he traffics in, including but not limited to the clueless gossip; the prim, status-obsessed educator; and of course, Rhoda herself, a femme fatale who becomes the object of affection even to those who ought to fear her most. “In a sense, he was in love with the little girl,” writes Mr. March about Leroy Jessup, an apartment-building janitor whom Rhoda will eventually burn to death in a highly disturbing scene during the book’s denouement. “His persecution of her, his nagging concern with everything she did, was part of a perverse and frightened courtship.” As Showalter herself puts it, one could say the same about the relationship between the author of The Bad Seed himself and the grotesque version of femininity he imagined and then committed to paper.

		It probably says something about the evolution in attitudes about gender and girlhood—not to mention mental illness and sociopathy—that William March’s book would be unlikely to have the same chilling or shocking effect were it published for the first time today. For one thing, our ideas about good and evil have been complicated and expanded upon thanks to advances in the fields of psychology and criminology, not to mention child development. For another, broadened expectations for women and girls mean that, for better or worse, we are seen as more fully realized human beings, not cartoonish ciphers that either adhere to or reject conventional ideas about what females are capable of. If there’s anything in The Bad Seed that resonates strongly today, it’s the ways in which acts of violence are celebrated as legitimate responses to thwarted entitlement. But that’s part of the problem with America, not with its boys (or girls).

	
		ONE

		Later that summer, when Mrs. Penmark looked back and remembered, when she was caught up in despair so deep that she knew there was no way out, no solution whatever for the circumstances that encompassed her, it seemed to her that June seventh, the day of the Fern Grammar School picnic, was the day of her last happiness, for never since then had she known contentment or felt peace.

		The picnic was an annual, traditional affair held on the beach and among the oaks of Benedict, the old Fern summer place at Pelican Bay. It was here that the impeccable Fern sisters had been born and had lived through their languid, eventless summers. They had refused to sell the old place, and had kept it up faithfully as a gesture of love even when necessity made them turn their town house into a school for the children of their friends. The picnic was always held on the first Saturday of June since the eldest of the three sisters, Miss Octavia, was convinced, despite the occasions on which it had rained that particular day, and the picnic had to be held inside after all, that the first Saturday of June was invariably a fine one.

		“When I was a little girl, as young as many of you are today,” she would say each season to her pupils, “we always planned a picnic at Benedict for the first Saturday of June. All our relatives and friends came—some of whom we’d not seen for months. It was a sort of reunion, really, with laughter and surprises and gentle, excited voices everywhere. Everyone had a happy, beautiful day. There was no dissension in those days; a quarrel was unknown in the society of the well-bred, a cross word never exchanged between ladies and gentlemen. My sisters and I remember those days with love and great longing.”

		At this point Miss Burgess Fern, the middle sister, the practical one who handled the business affairs of the school, said, “It was so much easier in those days, with a houseful of servants and everybody helpful and anxious to please. Mother and some of the servants would drive down to Benedict a few days in advance of the picnic, sometimes as early as the first of June, when the season was officially open, although the established residents of the coast didn’t consider the season really in swing until the day of our picnic.”

		“Benedict is such a beautiful spot,” said Miss Claudia Fern. “Little Lost River bounds our property on the Gulf side, and flows into the bay there.” Miss Claudia taught art in the school, and automatically she added, “The landscape at that point reminds one so much of those charming river scenes by Bombois.” Then, feeling that some of her pupils might not know who Bombois was, she went on. “For the sake of some of the younger groups, Bombois is a modern French primitive. Oh, he is so cunning in his artlessness! So right in his composition, and in the handling of green! You’ll learn much about Bombois later on.”

		It was from the Fern town house, the school itself, that the picnickers were to begin their long day of pleasure; and the parents of each pupil had been asked to have their particular child on the school lawn not later than eight o’clock, when the chartered busses were scheduled to leave. Thus it was that Mrs. Christine Penmark, who disliked being late or keeping others waiting, set her clock for six, which, she felt, would allow time for her ordinary tasks of the morning and for the remembrance of those last-minute, hurried things which are so easily overlooked.

		She had impressed the hour on her mind, saying to herself as she fell asleep, “You will awake precisely at six o’clock, even if something happens to the alarm”; but the alarm went off promptly, and, yawning a little, she sat up in bed. It was, she saw instantly, to be a beautiful day—the day Miss Octavia had promised. She pushed back her blond, almost flaxen, hair and went at once to the bathroom, staring at herself in the mirror for a long moment, her toothbrush held languidly in her hand, as though she were not quite decided what to do with it. Her eyes were gray, wide-set, and serene; her skin tanned and firm. She drew back her lips in that first tentative, trial smile of the day; and standing thus in front of her mirror, she listened absently to the sounds outside her window: an automobile starting in the distance, the twittering of sparrows in the live oaks that lined the quiet street, the sound of a child’s voice raised suddenly and then hushed. Then, coming awake quickly, in possession once more of her usual energy, she bathed and dressed and went to her kitchen to begin breakfast.

		Later she went to her daughter’s room to waken her. The room was empty, and it was so tidy that it gave the impression of not having been used for a long time. The bed was neatly remade, the dressing-table immaculate, with each object in its accustomed place, turned at its usual angle. On a table near the window was one of the jigsaw puzzles that her daughter delighted in, a puzzle only half completed. Mrs. Penmark smiled to herself and went into the child’s bathroom. The bathroom was as orderly as the bedroom had been, with the bath towel spread out precisely to dry; and Christine, seeing these things, laughed softly, thinking: I never deserved such a capable child. When I was eight years old, I doubt if I could do anything. She went into the wide, elaborate hall with its elegant, old-fashioned parquetry floors of contrasting woods, and called gaily, “Rhoda! Rhoda!… Where are you, darling? Are you up and dressed so soon?”

		The child answered in her slow, cautious voice, as though the speaking of words were a perilous thing to be debated. “Here I am,” she said. “Here, in the living-room.”

		When speaking of her daughter, the adjectives that others most often used were “quaint,” or “modest,” or “old-fashioned”; and Mrs. Penmark, standing in the doorway, smiled in agreement and wondered from what source the child had inherited her repose, her neatness, her cool self-sufficiency. She said, coming into the room, “Were you really able to comb and plait your hair without my helping you?”

		The child half turned, so that her mother could inspect her hair, which was straight, finespun, and of a dark, dull brown: her hair was plaited precisely in two narrow braids which were looped back into two thin hangman-nooses, and were secured, in turn, with two small bows of ribbon. Mrs. Penmark examined the bows, but seeing they were compact and firmly tied, she brushed her lips over the child’s brown bangs, and said, “Breakfast will be ready in a moment. I think you’d better eat a good breakfast today as there’s nothing more uncertain about a picnic than the arrival of lunch.”

		Rhoda sat down at the table, her face fixed in an expression of solemn innocence; then she smiled at some secret thought of her own, and at once there was a shallow dimple in her left cheek. She lowered her chin and raised it thoughtfully; she smiled again, but very softly, an odd, hesitant smile that parted her lips this time and showed the small, natural gap between her front teeth.

		“I adore that little gap between dear Rhoda’s teeth,” Mrs. Monica Breedlove, who lived on the floor above, had said only the day before. “You know, Rhoda’s such an outmoded little girl with her bangs and pigtails and that single dimple. She reminds me of the way children looked when my grandmother was young. Now, there was a colored print in my grandmother’s house that I’ve always remembered; it was a little girl skating—oh, such an immaculate, self-possessed little girl with flowing hair, striped stockings, laced boots, and a fur toque that matched a little fur muff. She was smiling as she skated, and there was a darling gap between her teeth, too. The more I think of it, the more that child reminds me of Rhoda.”

		She had stopped talking suddenly, wondering if her affection for the little Penmark girl had somehow been determined by her reaction so many years ago to her grandmother’s skating print, for Mrs. Breedlove denied the existence of the meaningless thought; everything said, she maintained, no matter how casually, was related, was tied together, was part of a logical and quite comprehensible pattern if others could find the clues or glimpse the design. She came to the conclusion that her admiration of the colored print was the genesis of her admiration for the child. There was no doubt about it!… None at all!… Then she remembered that her brother Emory, with whom she lived, loved the little girl quite as much as she did. Now, Emory’s affection was certainly not the associative end result of an old lithograph, for he was nine years younger than herself, and there was no reason whatever to assume that he’d even seen the old skating print. In fact, her grandmother had died, and her effects had been scattered, two years before Emory was born.… So it was very doubtful that— In other words, there was no reason to suppose— She waited, wondering if her system of associative wisdom were as effective as she had believed, her brows puckered in perturbation.

		She had said these things, and had thought these thoughts the morning before, while returning leisurely with Mrs. Penmark and her daughter from the closing exercises of the Fern School. There had been the customary recitations with the customary lapses of memory and the usual flow of tears; the fumbling application of parental handkerchiefs; the traditional caresses and words of comfort. Miss Burgess Fern (the middle one) had made her expected speech on honor and the need for fair play; there was the harp solo by Miss Fern herself, who had once studied in Rome.

		When these preliminaries were done with and the chorus of children had sung the school song, the prizes for the different excellencies displayed were awarded. At the very end, the most important prize of all, in the minds of the pupils, was given: the gold medal awarded annually to the child who showed the greatest improvement in penmanship during the school year. (“The hallmark of the lady or gentleman is the quality of his penmanship,” Miss Octavia Fern so often said. “The clarity, elegance, and refinement of one’s penmanship establishes the true character and background of the individual when all other tests are inconclusive.”)

		Rhoda had wanted the penmanship medal from the first, and from the first she had thought she would win it. She had practiced faithfully, the tip of her tongue protruding between her teeth, the pen clutched in her determined hand; but as it happened, the beautiful medal had gone not to herself but to a thin, timid little boy named Claude Daigle, who was in her class and who was her age.

		When the exercises were over, and the pupils and their parents were strolling under the live oaks of the Fern lawn, Miss Claudia came up, rested her hand on Rhoda’s shoulder, and said, “You mustn’t feel badly about not winning the medal, although I know how important these things are at your age. It was a very close race this year.” Then, turning to Mrs. Breedlove, she added, “Rhoda worked so hard; she labored so diligently to improve her penmanship. We all knew how badly she wanted the medal, and I, for one, was sure she’d win it. But our judges, who are entirely impartial, who don’t even know the identity of the children whose work they inspect, decided that the little Daigle boy, while not writing the clear neat hand that Rhoda used, did show the greatest improvement for the term, and improvement is what the medal is given for, after all.”

		Remembering these things of the day before, knowing how disappointed the child was, the reason for her quietness now, Christine said gaily, “You must have a perfectly wonderful day! When you’re as old as I am, and perhaps have a little girl of your own who goes on school picnics, you can look back on today and remember it with pleasure.”

		Rhoda sipped her orange juice, turning her mother’s words over in her mind; then, with no emotion in her voice, as though repeating a thing which did not really concern her, she said, “I don’t see why Claude Daigle got the medal. It was mine. Everybody knew it was mine.”

		Christine touched the child’s cheek with her finger. “These things happen to us all the time,” she said; “and when they do, we simply accept them. If I were you, I’d forget the whole thing.” She drew the child’s head toward her, and Rhoda submitted to the caress with that tolerant but withdrawn patience of the pet that can never be quite domesticated; then, smoothing down her bangs, she impatiently pulled away from her mother. But feeling, perhaps, that she had been inconsiderate or unwise, she smiled her quick, placating smile, her pink, pointed tongue darting toward her glass.

		Christine laughed softly and said, “I know you don’t like to have people paw at you. I’m sorry.”

		“It was mine,” said Rhoda stubbornly. “The medal was mine.” Her round, light-brown eyes were stretched and unyielding. “It was mine,” she said. “The medal was mine.”

		Christine sighed and went into the living-room; and kneeling on the window seat, she hooked back the heavy, old-fashioned shutters, allowing the soft morning sunlight to flood the room. It was almost seven o’clock, and the street was rapidly waking up. Old Mr. Middleton came onto his front porch, yawned, scratched his stomach, and, stooping cautiously, picked up the morning paper; the cooks for the Truby and the Kunkel families, approaching from opposite directions, nodded, raised their hands in greeting, and disappeared, almost at the same instant, around the corners of their respective houses; a half-grown girl, with legs as shapeless and almost as thin as the lines in a child’s drawing of a girl, pulled her scarf more tightly about her head and ran for her bus with a clumsy, loping motion, her ankles turning inward a little like the ankles of an inexperienced skater.…

		Mrs. Penmark, seeing these familiar things, turned back to her living-room and began to straighten it up. When her husband’s work had brought them to this particular town, they had looked forward to a house of their own, having spent their entire married life in apartments; but not having at once found what they wanted, they had taken another apartment after all, deciding vaguely to build later on.

		The apartment house itself consisted of three floors of ponderous Victorian elegance. It was of red brick, and its turrets, oriel windows, spires, and ornamental spouts balanced and matched one another in a sort of impressive architectural madness. It was set on a little natural hillock, well back from the street, and it was banked with shrubs and flanked by a well-tended lawn. When the house was planned, the lot at the back had been bought as a playground for the children who might some day live in the apartment itself, and it had been turned into a sort of private park enclosed by a high brick wall. It was the playground rather than the big, inefficient apartment which had attracted the Penmarks to the place.

		The bell rang at that moment, and Christine went to answer it. It was Mrs. Monica Breedlove from the floor above, and she called out gaily, “I wanted to make sure that you hadn’t overslept on such an important morning. I thought my brother Emory was coming along, too, but he’s still fast asleep. No power in the world can get him up before eight o’clock, but he did open his eyes long enough to tell me that his car is parked in front of the building, and to suggest we use it this morning. So I’m going to drive you and Rhoda to the Fern School, if you haven’t any objections. Anyway, it’ll save you the trouble of getting your car out of the garage.” Then, turning to the child, and tossing her head a little, she added, “I have two gifts for you, my darling. The first is from Emory. It’s a pair of dark glasses with rhinestone decorations, and he says tell you that it’s intended to keep the sun out of those pretty brown eyes.”

		The child moved quickly toward Mrs. Breedlove, with the expression on her face which Christine had come to think of as “Rhoda’s acquisitive look.” She stood obediently while Mrs. Breedlove adjusted the glasses, then turning, she examined herself in the mirror. Monica stood back, clasped her hands together, and cried out in an enraptured voice, “Now, who is this glamorous Hollywood actress? Can it really be little Rhoda Penmark who lives with her delightful parents on the first floor of my apartment house? Is it possible that this lovely, sophisticated creature is the little Rhoda Penmark that everybody loves and admires so greatly?”

		She paused for effect, and then, continuing in a lower key, she went on. “And now for the second prize, which is from me.” She took from her purse a gold heart with a finely wrought chain attached to it. She explained that the locket had been given her when she, too, was eight; and it had waited all these years in her jewelry case just for this occasion. The locket had been a birthday present originally, and in one side of the heart there was set a garnet, which was her birthstone, since she’d been born in January. At the first opportunity, she meant to take the locket to the jeweler and have the garnet taken out and a turquoise, which was Rhoda’s own birthstone, put in instead. She planned, too, to have the locket cleaned and the little chain fixed; the clasp didn’t seem to be as firm as it should be, which was hardly surprising when you considered that she, Mrs. Breedlove, had had the locket for more than fifty years.

		“Can I have both stones?” asked Rhoda. “Can I have the little garnet, too?”

		Christine smiled, shook her head disapprovingly, and said, “Rhoda! Rhoda! How can you say such a thing?”

		But Mrs. Breedlove went into peals of pleased, hysterical laughter. “But of course you may! Why, certainly, my dearest!” She seated herself, and went on. “How wonderful it is to meet such a natural little girl. Why, when I was given that same locket by my uncle Thomas Lightfoot, I just stood tongue-tied in the parlor and twisted my plaid dress, a quivering little mass of anxiety and frustration.”

		The child went to her, put her arms around her neck, and kissed her with an intensity that seemed to engage all her consciousness. She laughed softly and rubbed her cheek against the cheek of the entranced woman. “Aunt Monica,” she said in a sweet, shy voice, drawing the name out slowly, as though her mind could not bear to relinquish it. “Oh, Aunt Monica.”

		Christine turned and went into the dining-room. She thought, half-amused, half-concerned: What an actress Rhoda is. She knows exactly how to handle people when it’s to her advantage to do so.

		When she returned to the living-room, Mrs. Breedlove was inspecting the child’s dress. “You look like you’re going to a fashionable afternoon tea, not to a picnic at the beach,” she said gaily. “I know I’m behind the times, but I thought children wore coveralls and playsuits to picnics. But you, my love, look like a princess in that red-and-white dotted-Swiss dress you’re wearing. Now, tell me, aren’t you afraid you’ll get it dirty? Aren’t you afraid you’ll fall down and scuff those new shoes?”

		“She won’t soil the dress, and she won’t scuff the shoes,” said Christine. She waited a moment, as though debating with herself, and then added, “Rhoda never gets anything dirty, although I don’t know how she manages it.” Then, seeing the question in Mrs. Breedlove’s eyes, she said, “I wanted her to dress like the other children, but she felt so strongly about it that—well, if she wanted to wear one of her best dresses, I didn’t see any real objection.”

		“I don’t like coveralls,” said Rhoda in an earnest, hesitant voice. “They’re not—” She waited, as though unwilling to finish her sentence, and Mrs. Breedlove laughed with pleasure, and said, “You mean coveralls aren’t quite ladylike, don’t you, my darling?” She embraced the tolerant child once more, and said in a delighted voice, “Oh, my old-fashioned little darling! Oh, my absolutely quaint little darling!”

		Presently, when the preparation for departure was completed, Rhoda went to her bedroom to put her locket away for safekeeping, and as she stepped off the rug, her shoes made a sharp, staccato sound on the hardwood floor. “You sound like Mr. Fred Astaire tap-tapping up and down stairs,” said Mrs. Breedlove. “What have you got on your shoes? Is this something entirely new? Is this something I haven’t heard about?”

		Rhoda returned, put one hand on Monica’s shoulder for support, and stood obediently while Mrs. Breedlove lifted each of her feet and examined the new shoes. They were heavier than average, designed for the play of childhood, with thick leather heels which had been reinforced with metal cleats in the shape of half-moons. In explanation, Rhoda said, “I run over my heels all the time, so Mother had those iron pieces put on this pair so they’d last longer. Don’t you think it was a good idea?”

		“It was Rhoda’s suggestion, not mine,” said Christine. “I can’t take any credit, I’m afraid. You know how vague and impractical I am most of the time. It would never have occurred to me at all. It was Rhoda’s idea entirely.”

		“I think they’re nice,” said Rhoda solemnly. “They save money.”

		“Oh, my penurious little sweetheart,” said Monica in delight. “Oh, my thrifty little housewife.” She embraced the child exuberantly, and added, “What are we going to do with her, Christine? Tell me, what are we going to do with this remarkable little creature?”

		Later, when they came out of the apartment house, they paused on the marble steps that led to the foyer, for Leroy Jessup, the janitor, was hosing down the walk that ran from the house to the street beyond. He worked with that aggrieved persistence, as though calling on heaven to witness the injustice done him, which the sullen everywhere bring to their trivial tasks; and as he worked, his lips moved in unison with his hands to shape his petulant thoughts for his pleasure, for his mind rehearsed eternally the inequities that had been forced upon him—inequities which he must endure in silence, since he was one of the underprivileged ones of the world, the unfortunate son of an unfortunate sharecropper, the pathetic victim of an oppressive system, as everyone who knew anything at all admitted, and had admitted for a long time.

		He was conscious that the two women and the little girl had stopped on the steps, but he pretended that he did not see them, and he did not lift his hose from the flooded flagstone so that they could pass; instead, he turned toward the street, and with eyes carefully averted, he guided the stream of water so far up the flagstones that the group had to move quickly onto the porch once more. He covered his mouth with one hand to hide his amusement at their consternation.

		Mrs. Breedlove said patiently, “Leroy, will you kindly move that hose? We’re going to my brother’s car. We’re late as it is.”

		He pretended that he did not hear her; he wanted to prolong the scene to its limit, but Monica, losing patience with him, called out, “Leroy! Have you completely lost your senses this time?”

		He stared insolently at her, as though undecided what his next move should be; then, regretfully, he shifted the hose so that the water fell on the lawn. “I got work to do,” he mumbled. “But I guess you don’t know nothing about that, now, do you? I haven’t got no time to go bus-riding and picnicking. I got plenty work to do.”

		He stood, hand on hip, thinking how unjustly others used him. He didn’t live in no big apartment house with servants to wait on him hand and foot; and he didn’t have no nice automobile to ride around in; he didn’t have nothing to ride in but an old broke-down wreck that you couldn’t even give to the junk man. He didn’t have no fine clothes to wear, neither; and when he was little, he didn’t go to no private school that cost a pile of money and was always giving picnics and frolics for its worthless pupils. No, sir! He’d walked to school himself! In all sorts of weather, too; and mostly without no shoes on his feet. But at that he was a lot smarter than most of those dumbbells that had all the advantages in the world; he could make monkeys out of them dumbbells any time he wanted to.…

		He felt infinitely sorry for himself. No, sir! He didn’t have nothing now, and he didn’t have nothing when he was a boy about Rhoda’s age. The world was in a plot to cheat him out of what was rightfully his, he thought. He watched as the women and the little girl picked their way across the dripping flagstones; but when they had reached the sidewalk, he wheeled abruptly so that the hose lifted, and water splashed over the feet of the people he so deeply despised.

		Mrs. Breedlove’s hand, which had been on the door of the car, dropped with a dramatic suddenness. She closed her eyes, her face and neck turning a deep coral-pink as she counted calmly to ten; then, in her well-bred voice she diagnosed Leroy’s emotional condition in a detailed manner: in the past, she had thought of him as emotionally immature, obsessed, torn by irrational rages and, in a sense, a
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