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. were doing the dishes, his wife washing while he dned. HeU w^ashed
thTnightbeforZunlike most men heknew, herealtypitch^dm^
housZork^Afewmonthseariier he'd overheard afriend ofhiswife'^con-

^heronhaving such a considerate husband, and he thought, l try^
5 ^eTp^ouTwUhThe"dbisheswas'away he had of showing how considerate he

talked about different things and somehow got on the^subject
ofwhethe7whTtepeopk'should marry black people. He said that all thmgs
considered, he thought it was a bad idea.

10 "Why?" she asked. ^ ... , .
Sometimes'hiswife got this look where she pinchedher browsto-_

- andbUher'lowerlipand stared down at something. Whenhesawto^
Ekte7hi7h"eknewhe should keep his mouth shut, but he never did. Actually it

made him talk more. She had that look now. ^ ^ _ ^ ^ __^
^ "luu^ """WhyY-'she asked again, and stood there with her hånd inside a

bowl, not washing it but just holding itabove thewater. _ _ ^ ^ ^^ ^1? llu:Lis"tCT";&he sai(i71'went-to'school with blacks and I've worked with

blacks andUved on the same street with blacks and we've always grtten^
alongjus'tfine. I don't need you coming along now and implymg thatl'm a

"I didn't imply anything," she said, and began washing the bowl^
again, turnFngit'aroundTnher hånd as though she were shapingU.^I ]^
d^n'Tseewh^s wrong with a white person marrying a black person, i
all."

25 "They don't come from the same cultureas we do. Listento them
sometime^he7evenhavetheir own language. That's okay with me,^ IJ

"themtølk" - he did; for some reason it always made hun .
^""buFit's different. A person from their culture and a person trom our
culture could never really know each other.

30 "Like you know me?" his wife asked.
"Yes. Like I know you."
"But" ifthey love each other," she said. She was washing faster now,

not look^g ̂  ̂ ^ ̂  ^ ^^ ̂  ^ ^ ^ ̂  ^ ^
35 statistics. Most of those mamages break up.''

"Statistics. " She was piling dishes on the drainingboard at a terrific
rate, just swiping at them with the cloth. Many ofthem were greasy, and
there were flecks offood between the tines ofthe forks. "All right, " she said,
"what about foreigners? l suppose you think the same thing about two for-
eigners getting married."

"Yes," he said, "as a matter of faet I do. How can you understand
someone who comes from a completely different background?'

"Different" said his wife. "Not the same, like us."
"Yes, different, " he snapper angry with her for resorting to this trick

ofrepeating his words so that they sounded crass, or hypocritical. "These åre
dirty, " he said, and dumped all the silverware back into the sink.

The water had gone flat and grey. She stared down at it, her lips
pressed tight together, then plunged her hånds under the surface. "Oh!" she
cried, andjumped back. She took her right hånd by the wrist and held it up.
Her thumb was bleeding."

"Ann, don't move, " he said. "Stay right there. " He ran upstairs to the
bathroom and rummaged in the medierne chest for alcohol, cotton, and a
Band-Aid. When he came back down she was leaning against the refrigerator
with her eyes closed, still holding her hånd. He took the hånd and dabbed at
her thumb with the cotton. The bleeding had stopped. He squeezed it to see
how deep the wound was and a single drop ofblood welled up, trembling and
bright, and fell to the floor. Over the thumb she stared at him accusingly. "It's
shallow," he said. "Tomorrow you won't even know it's there." He hoped that
she appreciated how quickly he had come to her aid. He'd acted out of
concern for her with no thought of getting anything in return, but now the
thought occurred to him that it would be a nice gesture on her part not to
start up that conversation again, as he was tired ofit. "I'll finish up here" he
said. "You go and relax."

"That's okay;' she said. "I'11 dry"
He began to wash the silverware again, giving a lot of attention to

the forks.
"So," she said, "you wouldn't have married me ifl'd been black."
"For Christ's sake, Ann!"
"Well, that's what you said, didn't you?"
"No, I did not. The whole question is ridiculous. Ifyou had been

black we probably wouldn't even have met. You would have had your friends
and I would have had mine. The only black girl I ever really knew was my
partner in the debating club, and I was already going out with you by then."

"But ifwe had met, and I'd been black?"
"Then you probably would have been going out with a black guy."

He picked up the rinsing nozzle and sprayed the silverware. The water was
so hot that the metal darkened to pale blue, then turned stiver again.

"Let's say I wasn't" she said. "Let's say I am black and unattached
and we meet and fall in love. " He glanced over at her. She was watching him
and her eyes were bright. "Look," he said, taking a reasonable tone, "this is
stupid. Ifyou were black you wouldn't be you. " As he said this he realized it
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was absolutely true. There was no possible way of arguing with the faet that
she would not be herselfif she were black. So he said it again: "Ifyou were
black you wouldn't be you."

"I know, " she said, "but let'sjust say."
5 He took a deep breath. He had won the argument but he still felt

cornered. "Say what?" he asked.
"That I'm black, but still me, and we fall in love. Will you marry

me?"
He thought about it.

10 "Well?" she said, and stepped close to him. Her eyes were even
brighter. "Will you marry me?"

"l'm thinking, " he said.
"You won't, I can tell. You're going to say no."
"Let's not move too fast on this" he said. "There åre lots ofthings to

15 consider. We don't want to do something we would regret for the rest of our
lives"

"No more considering. Yes or no."
"Since you put it that way -"
"Yes or no."

20 "Jesus, Ann. All right. No."
She said, "Thank you," and walked from the kitchen into the living

room. A moment later he heard her turaing the pages ofa magazine. He
knew that she was too angry to be actually reading it, but she didn't snap
through the pages the way he would have done. She turned them slowly, as if

25 she were studying every word. She was demonstrating her indifference to
him, and it had the effect he knew she wanted it to have. It hurt him.

He had no choice but to demonstrate his indifference to her. Quietly,
thoroughly, he washed the rest ofthe dishes. Then he dried them and put
them away. He wiped the counters and the stave and scoured the linoleum

30 where the drop ofblood had fallen. While he was at it, he decided, he might
as well mop the whole floor. When he was done the kitchen looked new, the
way it looked when they were first shown the house, before they had ever
lived here.

He picked up the garbage pail and went outside. The night was clear
35 and he could see a few stars to the west, where the lights ofthe town didn't

blur them out. On El Camino the traffic was steady and light, peaceful as a
river. He felt ashamed that he had let his wife get him into a fight. In another
thirty years or so they would both be dead. What would all that stuff matter
then? He thought ofthe years they had spent together and how close they

40 were and how well they knew each other, and his throat tightened so that he
could hardly breathe. His face and neck began to tingle. Warmth flooded his
chest. He stood there for a while, enjoying these sensations, then picked up
the pail and went out the back gate.

The two mutts from down the street had pulled over the garbage can
45 again. One ofthem was rolling around on his back and the other had some-

thing in her mouth. Growling, she tossed it into the air, leaped up and caught

it, growled again and whipped her head from side to side. When they saw
him coming they trotted away with short, mincing steps. Normally he would
heave rocks at them, but this time he let them go.

The house was dark when he came back inside. She was in the bath-
room. He stood outside the door and called her name. He heard bottles clink-
ing, but she didn't answer him. "Ann, I'm really sorry" he said. "I'll make it
up to you, I promise."

"How?" she asked.
He wasn't expecting this. But from a sound in her voice, a level and

definite note that was strange to him, he knew that he had to come up with
the right answer. He leaned against the door. "I'll marry you," he whispered.

'We'll see," she said. "Go on to bed. I'll be out in a minute."
He undressed and got under the covers. Finally he heard the bath-

room door open and close.
"Turn offthe light" she said from the hallwav.
"What?"
"Turnoffthelight."
He reached over and pulled the chain on the bedside lamp. The room

went dark. "All right, " he said. He lay there, but nothing happened. "All
right, " he said again. Then he heard a movement across the room. He sat up
but he couldn't see a thing. The room was silent. His heart pounded the way
it had on their first night together, the way it still did when he woke at a noise
m the darkness and waited to hear it again the sound of someone moving
through the house, a stranger.

(1985)

Pair Work

1 What åre Ann and her husband doing at the opening ofthe story?
2. What does Ann's husband think of "mixed marriages"? What reasons

does he give?
3- What does Ann think? What reasons does she give?
4. Why does Ann's husband throw the silverwareback into the sink?

Could there be more than one reason?
5. What happens when Ann tries to pick up some ofthe silvenvare?
6. Describe and explain the way Ann's husband reacts.
7. How does Ann's husband feel about Ann's starting up the whole discus-

sion again?
8. Ann asks, "So, you wouldn't have married me ifl'd been black. " Is that

a fair question? Why do you think she is so eager to find out?
9. Why does Ann get angry when her husband finally says "No"?

10. How does Ann show she is angry?
11. How does her husband react to her anger? Why do you think he mops

the whole floor?

10

15

20



?"atLml°-c! ̂ om?j? ov^r him when he is taking out the garbage? Why
?,Ts^e feel, that "his throat tightened so that he could hardfy breathe"?

13. Why do we hear about the two dogs? Why do ybu'thinkhedoesnThuri
any rocks at them this time?

14. What happens when he gets inside the house again?
15- what does he mean when he whispers, "I'll marry you"?
16- What does Ann ask her husband to do? Why?
17. Explain the end ofthe story. Does Ann's husband associate somethins

positive or something negative with the word "stranger"?

Group/Class Work

l Makea character sketch of Ann: what values does she stand for? Do
you like her? How old do you think she is? Does she chanee \nthe
course ofthe story?

2- ??"ke^,.chal>arctfr sketch ofAnn'shusband: what is your general impres-
sionofhim? Is he a good husband? What does he represent?"Does"he^
develop in the course ofthe story?

3. What js Ann and her husband's marriage like? Do you think it is a
typical marriage?

^ 4" Narrartive technl.que: what is the Point ofview ofthis story - and what is
the efFect ofit? Why is the washing up described in sucha detaited^
way? What is the effect of, "She was piling dishes on the dra'inir
at a terrific rate ... " for instance?

5. Explain the title ofthe story.
^ 6. What åre the main themes ofthis text? Is it mainly a story about racism

,
or,ls.ltmore about marriage, orperhaps about something'else?
What is the message ofthe story? What åre we supposed to~get out of
the story?
Compare theAnn - husband relationship with the husband - wife rela-
tionship in "The Strong Man"

-^7.

Discussion Topics

What is your^attitude to mixed marriages? What do you think your
reartrøn would be like ifyour son/daughter came home one day'and
saidtfiat he/she was going to marry a black person or a person wTth"
another religion?
Do you think the Danish immigration policy is too strict or too soft?
Should domestic chores always be shared by husband and wife? Is it a
bad thing thatthere åre only 7% "real housewives" (wives who have
never had a job outside the home) left in Denmark?'
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