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Comet at Night 
c;S Sinclair Ross 

The wheat was ripe and it was Sunday. "Can't help it—I've got to cut," my 
learning Goals 

father said at breakfast. "No use talking. There's a wind again and its 
interpret meaning 
hrough a close shelling fast." 
ex amination of "Not on the Lord's Day," my mother protested. "The horses stay in the 

+examine the effects stables where they belong. There's church this afternoon and I intend to 
of figurative 
anguage ask Louise and her husband home for supper." 

'analyze 
techniques used 

Ordinarily my father was a pleasant, accommodating man, but this 
to maintain morning his wheat and the wind had lent him sudden steel. "No, today 
narrative flow 

s write a journal we cut," he met her evenly. "You and Tom go to church if you want. Don't 
entry and short bother me." 
essay 

"If you take the horses out today I'm through—I'll never speak to you 
again. And this time I mean it." 

He nodded. "Good—if I'd known I'd have started cutting wheat on 

Sunday years ago." 
"And that's no way to talk in front of your son. In the years to come 

he'll remember." 
There was silence for a moment and then, as if in its clash with hers 

his will had suddenly found itself, my father turned to me. 
"Tom, I need a man to stook for a few days and I want you to go to 

town tomorrow and get me one. The way the wheat's coming along so fast 
and the oats nearly ready too I can't afford the time. Take old Rock. You'll 
be safe with him." 

But ahead of me my mother cried, "That's one thing I'll not stand for. 
You can cut your wheat or do anything else you like yourself, but you're 
not interfering with him. He's going to school tomorrow as usual." 

My father bunched himself and glared at her. "No, for a change he's 
going to do what I say. The crop's more important than a day at school." 

"But Monday's his music lesson day—and when will we have another 
teacher like Miss Wiggins who can teach him music too?" 

"A dollar for lessons and the wheat shelling! When I was his age I didn't 
even get to school." 
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"Exactly," my mother scored, "and look at you today Is it any wonder 

I want him to be different?" 
He slammed out at that to harness his horses and cut his wheat, and 

away sailed my mother with me in her wake to spend an austere half-hour 
in the dark, hot, plushy little parlour. It was a kind of vicarious atone-
ment, I suppose, for we both took straight-backed leather chairs, and for 
all of the half-hour stared across the room at a big pansy-bordered motto 
on the opposite wall: As for Me and My House We Will Serve the Lord. 

At last she rose and said, "Better run along and do your chores now; 
but hurry back. You've got to take your bath and change your clothes, and 

maybe help a little getting dinner for your father." 
There was a wind this sunny August morning, tinged with freedom 

and departure, and from his stall my pony Clipper whinnied for a race 
with it. Sunday or not, I would ordinarily have had my gallop anyway, but 
today a sudden welling-up of social and religious conscience made me 
ask myself whether one in the family like my father wasn't bad enough. 
Returning to the house, I merely said that on such a fine day it seemed a 
pity to stay inside. My mother heard but didn't answer. Perhaps her con-
science too was working. Perhaps after being worsted in the skirmish with 
my father, she was in no mood for granting dispensations. In any case I had 
to take my bath as usual, put on a clean white shirt, and change my over-

alls for knicker corduroys. 
They squeaked, those corduroys. For three months now they had 

been spoiling all my Sundays. A sad, muted, swishing little squeak, but 
distinctly audible. Every step and there it was, as if I needed to be oiled. 
I had to wear them to church and Sunday-school; and after service, of 

course, while the grown-ups stood about gossiping, the other boys discov-
ered my affliction. I sulked and fumed, but there was nothing to be done. 
Corduroys that had cost four-fifty simply couldn't be thrown away till they 
were well worn-out. My mother warned me that if I started sliding down 	' 
the stable roof, she'd patch the seat and make me keep on wearing them. 

With my customary little bow-legged sidle I slipped into the kitchen 
again to ask what there was to do. "Nothing but try to behave like a Chris-' 
tian and a gentleman," my mother answered stiffly. "Put on a tie, and shoes 
and stockings. Today your father is just about as much as I can bear." 
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"And then what?" I asked hopefully. I was thinking that I might take a 
drink to my father, but dared not as yet suggest it. 

"Then you can stay quiet and read—and afterwards practise your music 

lesson. If your Aunt Louise should come she'll find that at least I bring my 
son up decently" 

It was a long day My mother prepared the midday meal as usual, but, 
to impress upon my father the enormity of his conduct, withdrew as soon 
as the food was served. When he was gone, she and I emerged to take 
our places at the table in an atmosphere of unappetizing righteousness. 
We didn't eat much. The food was cold, and my mother had no heart to 
warm it up. For relief at last she said, "Run along and feed the chickens 
while I change my dress. Since we aren't going to service today we'll read 
Scripture for a while instead." 

And Scripture we did read, Isaiah, my mother in her black silk dress 
and rhinestone brooch, I in my corduroys and Sunday shoes that pinched. 
It was a very august afternoon, exactly like the tone that had persisted in my 
mother's voice since breakfast time. I think I might have openly rebelled, 

only for the hope that by compliance I yet might win permission for the trip 
to town with Rock. I was inordinately proud that my father had suggested 
it, and for his faith in me forgave him even Isaiah and the plushy afternoon. 
Whereas with my mother, I decided, it was a case of downright bigotry. 

We went on reading Isaiah, and then for a while I played hymns on 
the piano. A great many hymns—even the ones with awkward sharps and 
accidentals that I'd never tried before—for, fearing visitors, my mother was 
resolved to let them see that she and I were uncontaminated by my 
father's sacrilege. But among these likely visitors was my Aunt Louise, a 
portly, condescending lady married to a well-off farmer with a handsome 
motor-car, and always when she came it was my mother's vanity to have 
me play for her a waltz or reverie, or Holy Night sometimes with variations. 
A man-child and prodigy might eclipse the motor-car. Presently she roused 
herself, and pretending mild reproof began, "Now, Tommy, you're going 
wooden on those hymns. For a change you'd better practise Sons of Liberty. 

Your Aunt Louise will want to hear it, anyway" 
There was a fine swing and vigour in this piece, but it was hard. Hard 

because it was so alive, so full of youth and head-high rhythm. It was a 
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march, and it did march. I couldn't take time to practise at the hard Spots 

slowly till I got them right, for I had to march too. I had to let my fingers 
sometimes miss a note or strike one wrong. Again and again this afternoon 

I started carefully, resolving to count right through, the way Miss Wiggins 
did, and as often I sprang ahead to lead my march a moment or two all 
dash and fire, and then fall stumbling in the bitter dust of dissonance. 

My mother didn't know. She thought that speed and perseverance would 

eventually get me there. She tapped her foot and smiled encouragement, 
and gradually as the afternoon wore on began to look a little disappointed 
that there were to be no visitors, after all. "Run along for the cows," she 
said at last, "while I get supper ready for your father. There'll be nobody 
here, so you can slip into your overalls again." 

I looked at her a moment, and then asked: "What am I going to wear 
to town tomorrow? I might get grease or something on the corduroys." 

For while it was always my way to exploit the future, I liked to do it 
rationally, within the limits of the sane and probable. On my way for the 
cows I wanted to live the trip to town tomorrow many times, with varia-
tions, but only on the explicit understanding that tomorrow there was to 
be a trip to town. I have always been tethered to reality, always compelled 
by an unfortunate kind of probity in my nature to prefer a bare-faced 
disappointment to the luxury of a future I have no just claims upon. 

I went to town the next day, though not till there had been a full hour's 
argument that paradoxically enough gave all three of us the victory. For my 
father had his way: I went; I had my way: I went; and in return for her 
consent my mother wrung a promise from him of a pair of new plush cur 
tains for the parlour when the crop was threshed, and for me the metro-, 
nome that Miss Wiggins declared was the only way I'd ever learn to keep 
in time on marching pieces like the Sons of Liberty. 

It was my first trip to town alone. That was why they gave me Rock. 
who was old and reliable and philosophic enough to meet motor-cars 
and the chance locomotive on an equal and even somewhat supercilious 
footing. 

"Mind you pick somebody big and husky," said my father as he started 
for the field. "Go to Jenkins' store, and he'll tell you who's in town. Who-
ever it is, make sure he's stooked before." 

PrrIm 
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"And mind it's somebody who looks like he washes himself," my 
mother warned, "I'm going to put clean sheets and pillowcases on the 
bunkhouse bed." 

By the time they had both finished with me there were a great many 
things to mind. Besides repairs for my father's binder, I was to take two 
crates of eggs each containing twelve dozen eggs to Mr. Jenkins' store and 
in exchange have a list of groceries filled. And to make it complicated, 
both quantity and quality of some of the groceries were to be determined 
by the price of eggs. Thirty cents a dozen, for instance, and I was to ask 
for coffee at sixty-five cents a pound. Twenty-nine cents a dozen and coffee 
at fifty cents a pound. Twenty-eight and no oranges. Thirty-one and bigger 
oranges. It was like decimals with Miss Wiggins, or two notes in the treble 
against three in the bass. For my father a tin of special blend tobacco, and 
my mother not to know. For my mother a box of face powder at the drug-
store, and my father not to know. Twenty-five cents from my father on the 
side for ice-cream and licorice. Thirty-five from my mother for my dinner 
at the Chinese restaurant. And warnings, of course, to take good care of 
Rock, speak politely to Mr. Jenkins, and see that I didn't get machine oil 
on my corduroys. 

It was three hours to town with Rock, but I don't remember them. 
I remember nothing but a smug satisfaction with myself, an exhilarating 
conviction of importance and maturity—and that only by contrast with 
the sudden sag to embarrassed insignificance when finally old Rock and 
I drove up to Jenkins' store. 

For a farm boy is like that. Alone with himself and his horse he cuts 
a fine figure. He is the measure of the universe. He foresees a great many 
encounters with life, and in them all acquits himself a little more than 
creditably. He is fearless, resourceful, a bit of a brag. His horse never 
contradicts. 

But in town it is different. There are eyes here, critical, that pierce 
with a single glance the little bubble of his self-importance, and leave him 
dwindled smaller even than his normal size. It always happens that way 
They are so superbly poised and sophisticated, these strangers, so com-
pletely masters of their situation as they loll in doorways and go saunter -
ing up and down Main Street. Instantly he yields to them his place as 

I 
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measure of the universe, especially if he is a small boy wearing squeaky 
corduroys, especially if he has a worldly-wise horse like Rock, one that 
knows his Main Streets, and will take them in nothing but his own slow 

philosophic stride. 
We arrived all right. Mr. Jenkins was a little man with a freckled bald 

head, and when I carried in my two crates of eggs, one in each hand, and 

MY 
legs bowed a bit, he said curtly, "Well, can't you set them down? My 

boy's delivering, and I cat take time to count them now myself." 
"They don't need counting," I said politely. "Each layer holds two 

dozen, and each crate holds six layers. I was there. I saw my mother put 

them in." 
At this a tall, slick-haired young man in yellow shoes who had been 

standing by the window turned around and said, "That's telling you, Jenkins 
—he was there." Nettled and glowering, Jenkins himself came round the 
counter and repeated, 'So you were there, were you? Smart youngster' 

What did you say was your name?" 
Nettled in turn to preciseness I answered, "I haven't yet. It's Thomas 

Dickson and my father's David Dickson, eight miles north of here. He wants 
a man to stook and was too busy to come himself." 

He nodded, unimpressed, and then putting out his hand said, "Where's 

your list? Your mother gave you one, I hope!" 
I said she had and he glowered again. "Then let's have it and come 

back in half an hour. Whether you were there or not, I'm going to count 
your eggs How do I know that half of them arent smashed?"  

"That's right," agreed the young man sauntering to the door and look 
ing at Rock They've likely been bouncing along at a merry clip You re 
quite sure, Buddy, that you didnt have a run-away?" 

Ignoring the impertinence I staved off Jenkins "The list, you see  
to be explained. I'd rather wait and tell you about it later on." 

He teetered a moment on his heels and toes, then tried again. "1 can 
read too. I make up orders every day. Just go away for a while-100k for 

your man—anything." 
"It wouldrft do,". I persisted. "The way this one's written isn't what i 

really means. You'd need me to explain—" 
He teetered rapidly. "Show me just one thing I don't know what it 

means." 
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"Oranges," I said, "but that's only oranges if eggs are twenty-nine cents 
or more—and bigger oranges if they're thirty-one. You see, you'd never 
understand—" 

So I had my way and explained it all right then and there. What with 
eggs at twenty-nine and a half cents a dozen and my mother out a little in 
her calculations, it was somewhat confusing for a while; but after arguing 

Iy 

	

	 a lot and pulling away the paper from each other that they were figuring 
on, the young man and Mr. Jenkins finally had it all worked out, with 
mustard and soap omitted altogether, and an extra half-dozen oranges 
thrown in. "Vitamins," the young man overruled me, "they make you 
grow"—and then with a nod towards an open biscuit box invited me to 
help myself. 

kiflS 
	 I took a small one, and started up Rock again. It was nearly one o'clock 

now, so in anticipation of his noonday quart of oats he trotted off, a little 
more briskly, for the farmers' hitching-rail beside the lumber-yard. This 
was the quiet end of town. The air drowsed redolent of pine and tama-
rack, and resin simmering slowly in the sun. I poured out the oats and 

111 L 

	

	 waited till he had finished. After the way the town had treated me it was 
comforting and peaceful to stand with my fingers in his mane, hearing 

re's 

	

	
him munch. It brought me a sense of place again in life. It made me feel 
almost as important as before. But when he finished and there was my 
own dinner to be thought about I found myself more of an alien in the 
town than ever, and felt the way to the little Chinese restaurant doubly 
hard. For Rock was older than I. Older and wiser, with a better under-
standing of important things. His philosophy included the relishing of oats 
even within a stone's throw of sophisticated Main Street. Mine was less 
mature. I went, however, but I didn't have dinner. Perhaps it was my 
stomach, all puckered and tense with nervousness. Perhaps it was the 
restaurant itself, the pyramids of oranges in the window and the dark 
green rubber plant with the tropical-looking leaves, the man behind the 
counter and the dusky smell of last night's cigarettes that to my prairie 
nostrils was the orient itself, the exotic atmosphere about it all with which 
a meal of meat and vegeables and pie would have somehow simply jarred. 
I climbed on to a stool and ordered an ice-cream soda. 

A few stools away there was a young man sitting. I kept watching him 
and wondering. 
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He was well-dressed, a nonchalance about his clothes that distinguished 
him from anyone I had ever seen, and yet at the same time it was a shabb y  
suit, with shiny elbows and threadbare cuffs. His hands were slender, almost 

a girl's hands, yet vaguely with their shapely quietness they troubled me, 

because, however slender and smooth, they were yet hands to be reckoned 
with, strong with a strength that was different from the rugged labour-

strength I knew. 
He smoked a cigarette, and blew rings towards the window. 
Different from the farmer boys I knew, yet different also from the Young 

man with the yellow shoes in Jenkins' store. Staring out at it through the 

restaurant window he was as far away from Main Street as I with plodding 
old Rock and my squeaky corduroys. I presumed for a minute or two an 
imaginary companionship. I finished my soda, and to be with him a little 
longer ordered lemonade. It was strangely important to be with him, to 
prolong a while this companionship. I hadn't the slightest hope of his 
noticing me, nor the slightest intention of obtruding myself. I just wanted 
to be there, to be assured by something I had never encountered before, to 
store it up for the three hours home with old Rock. 

Then a big, unshaven man came in, and slouching on to the stool 
beside me said, "They tell me across the street you're looking for a couple 
of hands. What's your old man pay this year?" 

"My father," I corrected him, "doesn't want a couple of men. He just j. 

wants one." 
"I've got a pal," he insisted, "and we always go together." 
I didn't like him. I couldn't help making contrasts with the cool, trim 

quietness of the young man sitting farther along. "What do you say?" he 

said as I sat silent, thrusting his stubby chin out almost over my lemonade. 
"We're ready any time." 

"It's just one man my father wants," I said aloofly, drinking off my 

lemonade with a flourish to let him see I meant it. "And if you'll excuse fliC 

now—I've got to look for somebody else." 
"What about this?" he intercepted me, and doubling up his arm dis-

played a hump of muscle that made me, if not more inclined to him, at 
least a little more deferential. "My pal's got plenty, too. We'll set up tWO 
stooks any day for anybody else's one." 

"Not both," I edged away from him. "I'm sorry—you just wouldn't do. 
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He shook his head contemptuously, "Some farmer—just one man to 

stook." 
"My father's a good farmer," I answered stoutly, rallying to the family

id  honour less for its own sake than forwhat the young man on the other 
stool might think of us. "And he doest need just one to stook. He's already 
got three already. That's plenty other years, but this year the crop's so big 

he needs another. So there!" 
"I can just see, the place," he said, slouching to his feet and starting 

towards the door. "An acre to two of potatoes and a couple of dozen hens." 
I glared after him a minute, then climbed back on to the stool and 

ordered another soda. The young man was watching me now in the big 
minor behind the counter, and when I glanced up and met his eyes he 
gave a slow, half-smile little nod of approval. And out of all proportion to 
anything it could mean, his nod encouraged me. I didrf flinch or fidget 
as I would have done had it been the young man with the yellow shoes 
watching me, and I didn't stammer over the confession that his amuse-

ment and appraisal some 	forced from me. "We haven't three men— 
just my father—but I'm to take one home today. The wheat's ripening fast 

this year and shelling, so he cat do it all himself." 	
'1 

He nodded again and then after a minute asked quietly, "What about 

me? Would I do?" 
I turned on the stool and stared at him. 
"I need a job, and if it's any recommendation there's only one of me." 
"You don't undertand," I started to explain, afraid to believe that 

perhaps he really did. "It's to stook. You have to be in the field by seven 
o'clock and there's only a bunkhouse to sleep in—a granary with a bed 

mit-" 
"I know—that's about what I expect." He drummed his fingers a 

minute, then twisted his lips into a kind of half-hearted smile and went 

on, "They tell me a little toughening up is what I need. Outdoors, and 
plenty of good hard work—so I'll be like the fellow that just went out." 

The wrong hands: white slender fingers, I knew they'd never do—but 
catching the twisted smile again I pushed away my soda and said quickly, 
"Then we'd better start fight away. It's three hours home, and I've still 
some places to go. But you can get in the buggy now, and we'll drive 

around together." 

-a 



LI 
	

V! .  IT" ~ 

228 	Short Fiction 

We did. I wanted it that way, the two of us, to settle scores with Main 

Street. I wanted to capture some of 91d Rock's disdain and unconcern; 

I wanted to know what it felt like to take young men with yellow shoes in 

my stride, to be preoccupied, to forget them the moment that we separated 
And I did. "My name's Philip," the stranger said as we drove from Jenkins' 
to the drugstore. "Philip Coleman—usually just Phil," and companionably 

Mai I responded, "Mine's Tommy Dickson. For the last year, though, my father 

says I'm getting big and should be called just Tom." 
That was what mattered now, the two of us there, and not the town at 

all. "Do you drive yourself all the time?" he asked, and nonchalant and off-
hand I answered, "You really don't have to drive old Rock. He just goes, 
anyway. Wait till you see my chestnut three-year-old. Clipper I call him. 

Tonight after supper if you like you can take him for a ride. 
But since he'd never learned to ride at all he thought Rock would do 

better for a start, and then we drove back to the restaurant for his comei 
and valise. 

"Is it something to play?" I asked as we cleared the town. "Something 
like a bugle?" 

He picked up the black leather case from the floor of the buggy and 
held it on his knee. "Something like that. Once I played a bugle too. * 

A cornet's better, though." 
"And you mean you can play the cornet?" 
He nodded. "I play in a band. At least I did play in a band. Perhaps if 

I get along all right with the stooking I will again sometime." 
It was later that I pondered this, how stocking for my father could have 

anything to do with going back to play in a band. At the moment I con- 
'T 

fided, "I've never heard a cornet- V0 never even seen one I suppose you still 

play it sometimes—I mean at night, when you've finished stooking." 
Instead of answering directly, he said, "That means you've never heard 

a band either." There was surprise in his voice, almost incredulity, but it 
was kindly. Somehow I didn't feel ashamed because I had lived all my 
eleven years on a prairie farm, and knew nothing more than Miss Wiggins 
and my Aunt Louise's gramophone. He went on, "I was younger than  you 
are now when I started playing in a band. Then I was with an orchestra a 
while—then with the band again. It's all I've done ever since.". 

I 
'I 

I 
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It made me feel lonely for a while, isolated from the things in life that 
mattered, but, brightening presently, I asked, "Do you know a piece called 

Sons of Liberty? Four flats in four-four time?" 
He thought hard a minute, and then shook his head. "I'm afraid I don't 

—not by name anyway. Could you whistle a bit of it?" 
I whistled two pages, but still he shook his head. "A nice tune, though," 

he conceded. "Where did you learn it?" 
"I haven't yet," I. explained. "Not properly, I mean. It's been my lesson 

for the last two weeks, but I can't keep up to it." 
He seemed interested, so I went on and told him about my lessons 

with Miss Wiggins, and how later on they were going to buy me a metro-
nome so that when I played a piece I wouldn't always be running away 
with it, "Especially a march. It keeps pulling you along the way it really 
ought to go until you're all mixed up and have to start at the beginning 
again. I know I'd do better if I didn't feel that way, and could keep slow 
and steady like Miss Wiggins." 

But he said quickly, "No, that's the right way to feel—you've just got 
to learn to harness it. It's like old Rock here and Clipper. The way you are, 
you're Clipper. But if you weren't that way, if you didn't get excited and 

wanted to run sometimes, you'd just be Rock. You see? Rock's easier to 
handle than Clipper, but at his best he's a sleepy old plow-horse. Clipper's 
harder to handle—he may even cost you some tumbles. But finally get him 
broken in and you've got a horse that amounts to something. You wouldn't 
trade him for a dozen like Rock." 

It was a good enough illustration, but it slandered Rock. And he was 
listening. I know—because even though like me he had never heard a cornet 
before, he had experienced enough to accept it at least with tact and manners. 

For we hadn't gone much farther when Philip, noticing the way I kept 
watching the case that was still on his knee, undid the claps and took the 
cornet, out. It was a very lovely cornet, shapely and eloquent, gleaming 
in the August sun like pure and mellow gold. I couldn't restrain myself. 
I said, "Play it—play it now—just a little bit to let me hear." And in 
response, smiling at my earnestness, he raised it to his lips. 

But there was only one note—only one fragment of a note—and then 
away went Rock. I'd never have believed he had it in him. With a snort and 
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plunge he was off the road and into the ditch—then out of the ditch again 
and off at a breakneck gallop across the prairie. There were stones and 
badger holes, and he spared us none of them The egg-crates full of gro ceries  
bounced out, then the tobacco, then my mothers face powder. "Whoa, 
Rock!" I cried, "Whoa, Rock!" but in the rattle and whir of wheels I don't 
suppose he even heard. Philip couldn't help much because he had his cor- 
net to hang on to. I tried to tug on the reins, but at such a rate across the 
prairie it took me all my time to keep from following the groceries He was 
a big horse, Rock, and once under way had to run himself out. Or he may 

have thought that if he gave us a thorough shaking-up we would be too 
subdued when it was over to feel like taking him seriously to task Anyway 

that was how it worked out All I dared to do was run round to pat his 
sweaty neck and say, 'Good Rock, good Rock—nobody's going to hurt you' 

Besides there were the groceries to think about, and my mother's box 
of face powder. And with his pride and reputation at stake, Rock had made 
it a runaway worthy of the horse he really was. We found the powder 
smashed open and one of the egg-crates cracked. Several of the oranges 
had rolled down a badger hole and couldn't be recovered We spent nearly 
ten minutes sifting raisins through our fingers, and still they felt a little 
gritty. "There were extra oranges," I tried to encourage Philip, "and I've 
seen my mother wash her raisins." He looked at me dubiously, and for a 
few minutes longer worked away trying to mend the egg-crate 

We were silent for the rest of the way home. We thought a great deal 
about each other, but asked no questions. Even though it was safely away 

in its case again I could still feel the comet's presence as if it were a living 
thing. Somehow its gold and shapeliness persisted, transfiguring the day, 
quickening the dusty harvest fields to a gleam and lustre like its own. And 
I felt assured, involved. Suddenly there was a force in life, a current, an 
inevitability, carrying me along too. The questions they would ask when 
I reached home—the difficulties in making them understand that faithful 
old Rock had really run away—none of it now seemed to matter. This 
stranger with the white, thin hands, this gleaming cornet that as yet I hadni 
even heard, intimately and enduringly now they were my possessions. 

When we reached home my mother was civil and no more. "Put yoUr 
things in the bunkhouse, she said 	and then wash here Supper 11 be 

r ready in about an hour' 
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It was an uncomfortable meal. My father and my mother kept looking 
at Philip and exchanging glances. I told them about the cornet and the 
runaway, and they listened stonily. "We've never had a harvest-hand before 

that was a musician too," my mother said in a somewhat thin voice. "I sup-
pose, though, you do know how to stook?" 

I was watching Philip desperately and for my sake he lied, "Yes, I 
stooked last year. I may have a blister or two by this time tomorrow, but 
my hands will toughen up." 

"You don't as a rule do farm work?" my father asked. 
And Philip said, "No, not as a rule." 
There was an awkward silence, so I tried to champion him. "He plays 

his comet in a band. Ever since he was my age—that's what he does." 
Glances were exchanged again. The silence continued. 
I had been half-intending to suggest that Philip bring his comet into 

the house to play it for us, I perhaps playing with him on the piano, but 
the parlour with its genteel plushiness was a room from which all were 
excluded but the equally genteel—visitors like Miss Wiggins and the minister 
—and gradually as the meal progressed I came to understand that Philip 
and his comet, so far as my mother was concerned, had failed to qualify. 

So I said nothing when he finished his supper, and let him go back 
to the bunkhouse alone. "Didn't I say to have Jenkins pick him out?" my 
father stormed as soon as he had gone. "Didnt I say somebody big and 

strong?" 
"He's tall," I countered, "and there wasn't anybody else except two men, 

and it was the only way they'd come." 
"You mean you didn't want anybody else. A comet player! Fine stooks 

he'll set up." And then, turning to my mother, "It's your fault—you and 
your nonsense about music lessons. If you'd listen to me sometimes, and 

try to make a man of him." 
"I do listen to you," she answered quickly. "It's because I've had to 

listen to you now for thirteen years that I'm trying to make a different 
man of him. If you'd go to town yourself instead of keeping him out of 
school—and do your work in six days a week like decent people. I told 

you yesterday that in the long run it would cost you dear." 
I slipped away and left them. The chores at the stable took me nearly 

an hour; and then, instead of returning to the house, I went over to see 
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Philip. It was dark now, and there was a smoky lantern lit. He sat on the 

only chair, and in a hospitable silence motioned me to the bed. At once he 

ignored and accepted me. It was as if we had always known each other 
and long outgrown the need of conversation. He smoked, and blew rings 

towards the open door where the warm fall night encroached. I waited, 
eager, afraid lest they call me to the house, yet knowing that I must wait. 

Gradually the flame in the lantern smoked the glass till scarcely his face 

was visible. I sat tense, expectant, wondering who he was, where he came 
from, why he should be here to do my father's stocking. 

There were no answers, but presently he reached for his cornet. In the 

dim, soft darkness I could see it glow and quicken. And I remember still 

what a long and fearful moment it was, crouched and steeling myself, 

waiting for him to begin. 
And I was right: when they came the notes were piercing, golden as 

the cornet itself, and they gave life expanse that it had never known before. 
They floated up against the night, and each for a moment hung there clear 
and visible. Sometimes they mounted poignant and sheer. Sometimes they 

soared and then, like a bird alighting, fell and brushed earth again. 

It was To the Evening Star. He finished it and told me. He told me the 

names of all the other pieces that he played: an Ave Maria, Song of India, a 
serenade—all bright through the dark like slow, suspended lightning, 4 
chilled sometimes with a glimpse of the unknown. Only for Philip there It. 
could not have endured it. With my senses I clung hard to him—the acrid' 

smell of his cigarettes, the tilted profile daubed with smoky light. 
Then abruptly he stood up, as if understanding, and said, "Now we'd 

better have a march, Tom—to bring us back where we belong. A cornet 

can be good fun, too, you know. Listen to this one and tell me." 
He stood erect, head thrown back exactly like a picture in my reader 

of a bugler boy, and the notes came flashing gallant through the night until 
the two of us went swinging along in step with them a hundred thousand 

strong. For this was another march that did march. It marched us miles. 
It made the feet eager and the heart brave. It said that life was worth the 
living and bright as morning shone ahead to show the way. 

When he had finished and put the cornet away I said, "There's a fieki 
right' behind the house that my father started cutting this afternoon. If yoU 

like we'll go over now for a few minutes and I'll show you how to stook 
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You see, if you set your sheaves up on top of the stubble they'll be over 
again in half an hour. That's how everybody does at first but it's wrong. 
You've got to push the butts down hard, right to the ground—like this, 
so they bind with the stubble. At a good slant, see, but not too much. So 
they'll stand the wind and still shed water if it rains." 

It was too dark for him to see much, but he listened hard and finally 
succeeded in putting up a stook or two that to my touch seemed firm 
enough. Then my mother called, and I had to slip away fast so that she 
would think I was coming from the bunkhouse. "I hope he stooks as well 
as he plays," she said when I went in. "Just the same, you should have 
done as your father told you, and picked a likelier man to see us through 
the fall." 

My father came in from the stable then, and he, too, had been listening. 
With a wondering, half-incredulous little movement of his head he made 
acknowledgement. 

"Didn't I tell you he could?" I burst out, encouraged to indulge my 
pride in Philip. "Didn't I tell you he could play?" But with sudden anger 
in his voice he answered, "And what if he can! It's a man to stook I want. 
Just look at the hands on him. I don't think he's ever seen a farm before." 

It was helplessness, though, not anger. Helplessness to escape his 
wheat when heat was not enough, when something more than wheat had 
just revealed itself. Long after they were both asleep I remembered, and 
with a sharp foreboding that we might have to find another man, tried 
desperately to sleep myself. "Because if I'm up in good time," I rallied all 
my faith in life, "I'll be able to go to the field with him and at least make 
sure he's started right. And he'll maybe do. I'll ride down after school and 
help till supper time. My father's reasonable." 

Only in such circumstances, of course, and after such a day, I couldn't 
sleep till nearly morning, with the result that when at last my mother 
wakened me there was barely time to dress and ride to school. But of the 
day I spent there I remember nothing. Nothing except the midriff clutch 
of dread that made it a long day—nothing, till straddling Clipper at four 
again, I galloped him straight to the far end of the farm where Philip that 
morning had started to work. 

Only Philip, of course, wasn't there. I think I knew—I think it was 
what all day I had been expecting. I pulled Clipper up short and sat staring 
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at the stooks. Three or four acres of them—butts down hard into the stubble 

I sat and stared till Clipper himself swung round and started for home. He 

wanted to run, but because there was nothing left now but the half-mile 

ahead of us, I held him to a walk. Just to prolong a little the possibility 

that I had misunderstood things. To wonder within the limits of the sane 
and probable if tonight he would play his cornet again. 

When I reached the house my father was already there, eating an early 
supper. "I'm taking him back to town," he said quietly. "He tried hard enough 

—he's just not used to it. The sun was hot today; he lasted till about noon. 

We're starting in a few minutes, so you'd better go out and see him." 
He looked older now, stretched out limp on the bed, his face haggard 

I tiptoed close to him anxiously, afraid to speak. He pulled his mouth side-
wise in a smile at my concern, then motioned me to sit down Sorry I 
didn't do better," he said. "I'll have to come back another year and have 
another lesson." 

I clenched my hands and clung hard to this promise that I knew he 
couldn't keep. I wanted to rebel against what was happening, against the 
clumsiness and crudity of life, but instead I stood quiet a moment, almost 

passive, then wheeled away and carried out his comet to the buggy. My 
mother was already there, with a box of lunch and some ointment for 

his sunburn. She said she was sorry things had turned out this way, and 
thanking her politely he said that he was sorry too. My father looked uncom-
fortable, feeling, no doubt, that we were all unjustly blaming everything 
on him. It's like that on a farm. You always have to put the harvest first. 

And that's all there is to tell. He waved going through the gate; I never 

saw him again. We watched the buggy down the road to the first turn, then 
with a quick resentment in her voice my mother said, "Didn't I say that the 
little he gained would in the long run cost him dear? Next time he'll maybe 
listen to me—and remember the Sabbath Day" 

What exactly she was thinking I never knew. Perhaps of the crop and 
the whole day's stooking lost. Perhaps of the stranger who had come with 
his comet for a day, and then as meaninglessly gone again. For she had 
been listening, too, and she may have understood. A harvest, however lean, 
is certain every year; but a cornet at night is golden only once. 
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RESPONDING 

Meaning  

1. Explain the two meanings that the narrator attributes to his mother's words at 
the end of the story: 'Didn't I say that the little he gained would in the long run 
cost him dear? Next time he'll maybe listen to me—and remember the Sabbath 
Day." Which of the suggested meanings do you think the mother had in mind? 
Why? 

2. a) Throughout the story the author presents us with a series of contrasts: the 
mother and the father, hymns and marches; the farm and the town; the boy 
and the narrator; Rock and Clipper. Create a chart to describe what quali-
ties or ideas are being contrasted in each case. 

b) In light of the information you have collected, suggest the thematic signi-
ficance of Rock's decision to bolt across the prairie at the sound of the 
cornet. 

Form and Style 

3. Choose three examples of figurative language that you found particularly effec-
tive, and explain what each image adds to the story. 

4. This story has a strong narrative flow. Find two places where the writer catches 
your interest in what will happen next, and explain the techniques he has used 
to create this interest. 

Creative Extension 

5. The author leaves the character of the cornet player shrouded in mystery. Write 
a journal entry that the boy might have written during the cornet player's stay on 
the farm. In it, give clues that may shed some light on his identity and back-
ground. 

6. "Cornet at Night" is a coming-of-age story in which a character gains some 
important knowledge or insight and grows up in some way. What other stories or 
poems have you read that could be classified as coming-of-age stories? Are 
there movies, films, or television programs you have viewed that would fall into 
this category? Choose one and write a short essay explaining why it can be 
considered part of this genre. Include an analysis of how the author develops 
the character and the theme. 


