The Overcoat

SALLY BENSON

Sarry BeEwson (1800-

} was born in St. Louis, Missouri. Although she is

hest known for her contributions to The American Mercury, The New Yorker,
and other periodicals, her short stories have been collected in such volumes as
People Are Fascinagting (1938); Emily {1938); and Love Thy Neighbor
(1939). ® * *® “The Overcoat,” a short short story developed largely by im-
plication, is a vignette. Compressed, restrained, quiet, without real plot, it
comes alive with considerable impact in the final revelation. Miss Benson
handles descriptive detail exceedingly well: the first sentence informs the
reader of the kind of social life Mrs. Bishop lives and of her reactions to stim-
uli, Gradually her character trajts emerge—she is spoiled, quernlous, self-

indulgent.

I

It had been noisy and crowded at
the Milligans’ and Mrs. Bishop had
eaten too many little sandwiches and
too many iced cakes, so that now, out
in the street, the air felt good to her,
even if it was damp and cold. At the
entrance of the apartment house, she
took out her change purse and looked
through it and found that by counting
the pennies, too, she had just eighty-
seven cents, which wasn’t enough for a
taxi from Tenth Street to Seventy-third.
It was horrid never having enough
money in your purse, she thought. Play-
ing bridge, when she lost, she often
had to give 1.O.U.s and it was fainily

embarrassing, although she always man-
aged to make them good. She resented
Lila Hardy who could say “Can anyone
change a ten? and who could take ten
dollars from her small, smart bag while
the other women scurried about for
change,

She decided it was too late to take a
bus and that she might as well walk
over to the subway, although the air
down there would probably make her
head ache, It was drizzling' a little and
the sidewalks were wet. And as she
stood on the corner waiting for the
traffic lights to change, she felt horribly
sorry for herself. She remembered as 2
young girl, she had always assumed she
would have lots of money when she
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was older. She had planned what te do
with it—what clothes to buy and what
upholstery she would have in her ear.

Of course, everybody mnowadays
telked poor and that was some comfort.
But it was one thing to have lost your
money and quite another never to have
had any. It was absurd, though, to go
around with less than a dollar in your
purse. Suppose something happened?
She was a litle vague as to what might
happen, but the idea fed her resent-
ment. .

Everything for the house, like food
and things, she charged. Years ago,
Robert had worked out some sort of
budget for her, but it had been jmpos-
sible to keep their expenses under the
right headings, so they had long ago
abandoned it. And yet Robert always
seemed to have money. That is, when
she came to him for five or ten dollars,
he managed to give it to her, Men were
like that, she thought. They managed
to keep money in ther pockets but they
had no idea you ever needed any. Well,
one thing was sure, she would insist on
having an allowance. Then she would
at least kmow where she stood, When
she decided this, she began to walk
more briskly and everything seemed
simpler.

The air in the subway was worse than
usual and she stood on the local side
waiting for a train. People who took the
expresses seemed to push so and she
felt tired and wanted to sit down. When
the train came, she took a seat near the
door and, although inwardly she was
seething with rebellion, her face took
on the vacugus look of other faces in
the subway. At Eighteenth Street, a
great many people got on and she found
her vision blocked by a man who had
come in and was hanging to the strap
in front of her. He was tall and thin and
his overcozt which hung loosely on him
and swayed with the motion of the
train  smelled unpleasantly of damp

wool. The buttons of the overcoat were
of imitation leather and the button di-
rectly in front of Mrs. Bishop's eyes evi-
dently had come off and been sewed
back on again with blacl thread, which
didn’t match the coat at all,

It was what is known as a swagger
coat but there was nothing very swag-
ger ubout it now. The sleeve that she
could see wag almost threadbare around
the cuff and a small shred from the
lining hung down over the man’s haad.
She found herself looking intently at
his hand. It was long and pallid and
not too clean. The nails were very short
as though they had been bitten and
there was a discolored callus on his
second finger where he probably held

his pencil. Mrs. Bishop, whe prided her-

self on her powers of observation, put
him in the white collar cluss. He most
likely, she thought, was the father of a
large family and had & herd Hme send- |
ing them all through school, He un-
doubtedly never spent money on him-
self. That would account for the
shabbiness of his overcoat. And he was
probably horribly afraid of losing his
job. His house was always noisy and
smelled of cooking. Mrs. Bishop
couldn’t decide whether tv make his
wile a fat slattern or to have her an in-
valid. Either would be quite consistent.

She prew warm with sympathy for
the man, Every now and then he gave
a slight cough, and that increased her
interest and her sadness. It was n soft,
pleasant sadness and made her feel re-
signed to life. She decided that she
would smile at him when she got off.
It would be the sort of smile that
couldn’t help but make him feel better,
as it would be very obvious that she
understood and was sorry.

But by the time the buin reached
Seventy-second Street, the smell of wet
waool, the closeness of the air, and the
confusion of her own worries had made
her feelings less poignant, so that her



smile, when she gave it, lacked some-
thing. The man looked away embar-
rassed.

o

Her apartment was too hot and the
smell of brofling chops sickened her
after the enormous tea she had eaten,
She could see Maude, her maid, setting
the table in the dining-reom for dinner.
Mrs. -Bishop had bought smart little
uniforms for her, but there was nothing
smart about Maude and the uniforms
never looked right.

Robert was Iying on the living-room
couch, the evening newspaper over his
face to shield his eyes. He had changed
his shoes, and the gray felt slippers he
wore were too short for him and showed
the imprint of his toes, and looked de-
pressing. Years ago, when they were
Brst married, he used to dress for din-
ner sometimes. He would shake up a
cocktail [or her and things were quite
gay and almost the way she had imag-
ined they would be. Mrs. Bishop didn't
believe in letting yourself go and it
seemed to her that Robert let himself
go out of sheer perversity. She hated
him a5 he lay there, resignation in every
line of his body. She envied Lila Hardy
her husband who drank but who, at
least, was somebody. And she felt like
tearing the newspaper from his face
because her anger and disgust were
more than she could bear.

For 2 minute she stood in the door-
way brying to control herself and then
she walked over to a window and
opened it roughly. “Goodness,” she said.
“Can't we ever have any air in heref”

Robert gave a slight start-and sat up,
“Hello, Mallie,” he said. “You home?”

“Yes, I'm home,” she answered. “I
came home in the subway.”

Her voice was reproachful. She sat
down in the chair facing him and spoke
more quietly so that Mauode couldn’t
hear what she was saying., “Really,

Robert,” she said, “it was dreadful, 1
came out from the tea in all that drizzle
and couldn’t even tike a taxi home.
had just exactly eighty-seven cents. Just
eighty-seven cents!”

“Say,” he said. “That’s a shame,
Here." He reached in his pocket and
took out a small roll of crumpled bills,
“Here,” he repeated. And handed her
one. She saw that it was Ave dollars,

Mrs, Bishop shook her head. “No,
Robert,” she told him. “That isn’t the
point. The point is that I've really got to
have some sort of allowance. It isn't fair
to me. I never have any money! Neverl
Its got so if's positively embarras-
singl”

Mr. Bishop fingered the five-dollar
bill thoughtfully. “I see,” he said, “You
want an allowance. What's the matter?
Don't I give you money every hime you
ask for it?”

“Well, yes,” Mrs. Bishop admitted.
“But it isn't like my own. An allowance
would be more like my own.”

"Now, Mollie,” he reasoned. “If you
had an allowance, it would probably be
gone by the tenth of the month.”

“Don’t treat me like a child,” she
said. “I just won't be humilinted any
more.”

Mr. Bishop sat turning the five-dollar
bill over and over in his hand. “About
how much do you think you should
have?” he asked.

“Fifty dollars a month,” she told him.
And her voice was harsh and strained,
“That’s the very least 1 can get along
on, Why, Lila Hardy would laugh at
fifty dollars a month.” ]

“Fifty dollars a month,” Mr. Bishop
repeated. He coughed o little, nerv-
ously, and ran his fingers through his
hair. “I've had a lot of things te attend
to this month. But, well, maybe if you
would be willing to wait vatl the frst
of next month, I might manage.”

“Oh, next month will be perfectly all
right,” she said, feeling it wiser not to

press her victory. “But don’t forget all
about it. Because I shan’t”

As she walked toward the closet to
put away her wraps, she caught sight
of Robert’s overcoat on the chair near
the door. He had tossed it carelessly
across the back of the chair as he came
in. One sleeve was hanging down and
the ‘vibraton of her feet on the floor

had made it swing gently back and
forth. She saw that the culf was badly
worn and & bit of the lining showed. It
looked dreadfully like the sleeve of the
overcoat she had seen in the subway,
And, suddenly, Jooking at it, she had a
horrible sinking feeling, as though she
were falling in a dream,
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overcoat.
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and implication.

. Explain the symbolism of the story, especially the symbolic device of the

Point out the passages which, seemingly matter-of-fact, are rich in meaning

3. Trace the parallel details in the subway scene and the Bishop apartment.
Are any details of the former obviously “planted”?

Tk

. What part does Mr. Bishop play in the story?
. What is your reaction to Mrs. Bishop? Mr. Bishop?
. Will Mrs. Bishop revert to type in accordance with her character traits?

Is her discovery a first step in regeneration? .



