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Chapter/Scene Content One: The Fence
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"Thomas Sawyer."

Tom knew that voice. He knew it the way a sailor knows a particular color of sky. Full name, both syllables leaned on hard — that was trouble, though not yet the worst kind.

"Yes'm."

Aunt Polly had her spectacles pushed up on her forehead, which was where they went when she meant business. She held up one hand. It was sticky.

"Jam."

He thought about the shelf. He thought about the cat. He thought about several other parties who might plausibly have gotten jam onto a boy's hands without that boy's knowledge or consent, and he opened his mouth to nominate one of them, and something in her face closed the door on that plan before he'd gotten a word out.

"I was only tasting it," he said instead. "To see had it spoiled."

"It'll spoil you before it spoils itself." She wiped her hand on her apron, not taking her eyes off him. "Tomorrow you'll whitewash that fence. All of it. Top to bottom. And if I hear one word out of you about the sun being too hot or the paint too thick, you can do the Wilsons' fence too, for practice."

"Yes'm."

She went back to her kitchen. Tom went back to the middle of the yard, where a boy stands when a Saturday has just been taken from him and given to a fence instead.
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HE CAME OUT THE NEXT morning with his bucket and his brush and stood a while just looking at the thing. Thirty yards of board fence, nine feet high, white already in patches where old paint had refused to give up entirely, and Saturday burning down on top of it like the day had personally arranged to make this worse.

"Tom Sawyer's washing a fence!"

Ben Rogers came up the sidewalk being a steamboat, which meant a good deal of arm-work and a noise in his throat that was supposed to be a paddlewheel. He'd been a steamboat the whole length of Meadow Lane, by the sound of it, and showed no signs of docking.

Tom didn't answer him. He dipped his brush and drew it along a board, slow, and stepped back to look at the result the way a man looks at a fence he's rather proud of.

"Say — I'm going swimming, I am." Ben had stopped being a steamboat to watch. "Don't you wish you could? But I reckon you got to work, hey?"

Tom turned like he was noticing him for the first time.

"What do you call work?"

"Well, ain't that work?"

"Maybe it is and maybe it ain't. All I know is it suits Tom Sawyer."

"You mean to let on you like it?"

"Like it? Well, I don't see why I oughtn't to like it. Does a boy get a chance to whitewash a fence every day?"

He said this and went back to work, unhurried, and let that sentence do whatever it was going to do to Ben Rogers, who stood there a good while with an apple half raised to his mouth, not eating it.

"Tom, let me whitewash a little."

Tom considered this offer the way a judge considers a difficult case.

"No — no — I reckon it wouldn't hardly do, Ben. Aunt Polly's awful particular about this fence — right here on the street, you know — but if it was the back fence I wouldn't mind and she wouldn't. Yes, she's awful particular about this fence. It's got to be done very careful. I reckon there ain't one boy in a thousand, maybe two thousand, that can do it the way it's got to be done."

"No — is that so? Oh come, now — lemme just try. Only just a little. I'd let you, if you was me, Tom."

"Ben, I'd like to, honest injun. But Aunt Polly — well, Jim wanted to do it, and she wouldn't let him. Sid wanted to do it, and she wouldn't let Sid. Now don't you see how I'm fixed? If you was to tackle this fence and anything was to happen to it —"

"Oh shucks, I'll be just as careful. Now lemme try. Say — I'll give you the core of my apple."

Tom let the brush hover, considering.

"Well, here — no, Ben, now don't. I'm afeard —"

"I'll give you all of it."

Tom gave up the brush with the reluctance in his face and the alacrity in his heart of a man conducting a hostage exchange he's been angling for all along.

By the time the sun stood overhead, Tom Sawyer was a boy of considerable wealth. He had twelve marbles, part of a jew's-harp, a piece of blue bottle-glass to look through, a key that wouldn't unlock anything, a dead rat and a string to swing it with, and the white, absolute, three-coats-thick certainty that his aunt's fence had never in its history looked so well. Sid had been made to fetch water twice that morning and hadn't gotten within ten feet of a brush. Half the boys on the street had gone home a nickel poorer in pocket-treasure and considerably richer in the memory of an afternoon they'd paid to spend doing someone else's chore.

Tom sat in what shade there was, turning the blue glass over in his fingers, and thought — not in these words, he hadn't these words yet — that he had just proved something true about the world: that most any thing, looked at right and talked about right, would turn into whatever a fellow needed it to be.
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HUCK FINN HADN'T PAID for the privilege. Huck never had a marble to trade nor a dead rat either, this being one of the several plain advantages of having no family in particular to keep him in dead rats, and nobody in St. Petersburg expected Huck Finn to whitewash so much as a windowsill for anybody.

He'd watched the whole business from an overturned barrel, bare feet in the dust, and when the last of the boys had gone home he ambled over to look at the fence himself.

"That's a right smart piece of paint-work," he said, "for a fence didn't do nothing to deserve it."

"Fences don't deserve or not deserve. Fences just get whitewashed."

"That so." Huck looked at it a while longer, and then looked at Tom. "You didn't whitewash much of it yourself, though, did you."

"I painted plenty."

"You painted the part where Ben Rogers could see you doing it."

From most boys that would have started a fight. From Huck it just sat there, plain, the way most things Huck said sat there — no malice in it anywhere, only a level way of seeing a thing as it was and saying so. Tom found he didn't mind it near as much as he'd have minded it from anybody else in town, and he didn't stop to wonder why that should be so.

"You want to go fishing tomorrow," he said, which wasn't an answer to anything, but was true enough on its own account.

"I reckon I do," said Huck, and that was that. They sat on into the evening without much further said, Tom counting his marbles again just to be sure of them, and the fence standing white and three-coated behind them both, saying nothing at all.
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Chapter/Scene  Content Two: The Hogshead
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Huckleberry Finn slept where he pleased. Most nights that meant an empty hogshead behind the tannery, bedded down in straw he'd arranged just so, with a scrap of sailcloth rigged up against whatever weather came. He owned one hat, crownless. Trousers that had belonged, in some previous life, to a man twice his size. No shoes — this last by preference rather than want, shoes being, in Huck's considered opinion, an outrage against the natural order of feet, a theory he'd tested exactly once, at the widow's insistence, and confirmed to his own satisfaction inside of an hour.

He had no mother anybody troubled to mention and a father who came and went like weather — welcome nowhere, stopped by nothing — and between the two of those absences Huck had grown up answering to no bell, no chore, no bedtime. This made him, in the considered opinion of every boy in St. Petersburg who owned a bell, a chore, and a bedtime of his own, the freest article walking on two legs in the whole of Missouri.

They envied him something fierce. Joe Harper worst of all, on the theory that a boy who answers to nobody has therefore had the whole world handed to him free of charge — a theory Joe never tested against the plainer question of who, exactly, had done the handing, and why a boy might come by that particular kind of freedom in the first place.

It did not trouble Huck to be envied. He knew well enough what trade the other boys were making in their heads, sighting him shoeless and unhurried on the road with nowhere in particular to be, and he thought it a poor trade, most evenings, though he wasn't a boy given to wishing hard after things plainly not on offer. So he let it lie.
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TOM FOUND HIM THE NEXT morning sitting on his barrel behind the tannery, working a fishhook loose from a snarl of line, patient about it the way he was patient about most things.

"You sleep out here the whole night?"

"Where else would I sleep."

Tom didn't have an answer to that. He sat down on the ground next to the barrel instead, which passed for one.

"Aunt Polly's got me whitewashing the whole fence."

"Heard you got out of most of it already."

"Got out of all of it."

"That's what I heard." Huck freed the hook and held it up to the light. Turned it once. Set it down. "Must be something, having somebody around to hand you chores, so's you got somebody to get out of them for."

He said it plain, the way he said most things, with no weight laid on it and none asked back. Tom caught something in it anyway — some small true thing sitting underneath the plainness — and didn't rightly know what a fellow was meant to do with having caught it. It was a fine morning. There was fishing to get to.

"You want to go down to the river," he said.

"I reckon," said Huck, and that was answer enough. They went, the two of them, easy as anything, with the whole day still ahead and nothing much either one of them felt any pressing need to say about it.
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