The Patented Gate and
the Mean Hamburger

YOU HAVE SEEN HIM a thousand times. You have seen him standing on
the street corner on Saturday afternoon, in the little county-seat towns.
He wears blue jean pants, or overalls washed to a pale pastel blue like
the color of sky after a shower in spring, but because it is Saturday he
has on a wool coat, an old one, perhaps the coat left from the suit he
got married in a long time back. His long wrist bones hang out from the
sleeves of the coat, the tendons showing along the bone like the dry twist
of grapevine still corded on the stove-length of a hickory sapling you
would find in his wood box beside his cookstove among the split chunks
of gum and red oak. The big hands, with the knotted, cracked joints and
the square, horn-thick nails, hang loose off the wrist bone like clumsy,
home-made tools hung on the wall of a shed after work. If it is summer,
he wears a straw hat with a wide brim, the straw fraying loose around
the edge. If it is winter, he wears a felt hat, black once, but now weath-
ered with streaks of dark gray and dull purple in the sunlight. His face
is long and bony, the jawbone long under the drawn-in cheeks. The flesh
along the jawbone is nicked in a couple of places where the unaccus-
tomed razor has been drawn over the leather-coarse skin. A tiny bit of
blood crusts brown where the nick is. The color of the face is red, a dull
red like the red clay mud or clay dust which clings to the bottom of his
pants and to the cast-iron-looking brogans on his feet, or a red like the
color of a piece of hewed cedar which has been left in the weather. The
face does not look alive. It seems to be molded from the clay or hewed
from the cedar. When the jaw moves, once, with its deliberate, massive
motion on the quid of tobacco, you are still not convinced. That motion
is but the cunning triumph of a mechanism concealed within.

But you see the eyes. You see that the eyes are alive. They are pale
blue or gray, set back under the deep brows and thorny eyebrows. They
are not wide, but are squinched up like eyes accustomed to wind or sun
or to measuring the stroke of the ax or to fixing the object over the rifle
sights. When you pass, you see that the eyes are alive and are warily and
dispassionately estimating you from the ambush of the thorny brows.
Then you pass on, and he stands there in that stillness which is his gift.

With him may be standing two or three others like himself, but they
are still, too. They do not talk. The young men, who will be like these
men when they get to be fifty or sixty, are down at the beer parlor,
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carousing and laughing with a high, whickering laugh. But the men on
the corner are long past all that. They are past many things. They have
endured and will endure in their silence and wisdom. They will stand on
the street corner and reject the world which passes under their level gaze
as a rabble passes under the guns of a rocky citadel around whose base
a slatternly town has assembled.

I had seen Jeff York a thousand times, or near, standing like that on
the street corner in town, while the people flowed past him, under the
distant and wary and dispassionate eyes in ambush. He would be wait-
ing for his wife and the three towheaded children who were walking
around the town looking into store windows and at the people. After a
while they would come back to him, and then, wordlessly, he would lead
them to the store where they always did their trading. He would go first,
marching with a steady bent-kneed stride, setting the cast-iron brogans
down deliberately on the cement; then his wife, a small woman with
covert, sidewise, curious glances for the world, would follow, and be-
hind her the towheads bunched together in a dazed, glory-struck way.
In the store, when their turn came, Jeff York would move to the counter,
accept the clerk’s greeting, and then bend down from his height to catch
the whispered directions of his wife. He would straighten up and say,
“Gimme a sack of flahr, if'n you please.” Then when the sack of flour
had been brought, he would lean again to his wife for the next item.
When the stuff had all been bought and paid for with the grease-thick,
wadded dollar bills which he took from an old leather coin purse with
a metal catch to it, he would heave it all together into his arms and
march out, his wife and towheads behind him and his eyes fixed level
over the heads of the crowd. He would march down the street and
around to the hitching lot where the wagons were, and put his stuff into
his wagon and cover it with an old quilt to wait till he got ready to drive
out to his place.

For Jeff York had a place. That was what made him different from
the other men who looked like him and with whom he stood on the
street corner on Saturday afternoon. They were croppers, but he, Jeff
York, had a place. But he stood with them because his father had stood
with their fathers and his grandfathers with their grandfathers, or with
men like their fathers and grandfathers, in other towns, in settlements
in the mountains, in towns beyond the mountains. They were the great-
great-great-grandsons of men who, half woodsmen and half farmers,
had been shoved into the sand hills, into the limestone hills, into the
barrens, two hundred, two hundred and fifty years before and had
learned there the way to grabble a life out of the sand and the stone.
And when the soil had leached away into the sand or burnt off the stone,
they went on west, walking with the bent-kneed stride over the moun-
tains, their eyes squinching warily in the gaunt faces, the rifle over the
crooked arm, hunting a new place.
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But there was a curse on them. They only knew the life they knew,
and that life did not belong to the fat bottom lands, where the cane was
head-tall, and to the grassy meadows and the rich swale. So they passed
those places by and hunted for the place which was like home and where
they could pick up the old life, with the same feel in the bones and the
squirrel’s bark sounding the same after first light. They had walked a
long way, to the sand hills of Alabama, to the red country of North
Mississippi and Louisiana, to the Barrens of Tennessee, to the Knobs of
Kentucky and the scrub country of West Kentucky, to the Ozarks. Some
of them had stopped in Cobb County, Tennessee, in the hilly eastern part
of the county, and had built their cabins and dug up the grou.nd for the
corn patch, But the land had washed away there, too, and in the end
they had come down out of the high land into the bottoms — for half
of Cobb County is a rich, swelling country — where the corn was good
and the tobacco unfurled a leaf like a yard of green velvet and the white
houses stood among the cedars and tulip trees and maples. But they were
not to live in the white houses with the limestone chimneys set strong at
the end of each gable. No, they were to live in the shacks on the back
of the farms, or in cabins not much different from the cabins they had
once lived in two hundred years before over the mountains or, later, in
the hills of Cobb County. But the shacks and the cabins now stood on
somebody else’s ground, and the curse which they had brought with
them over the mountain trail, more precious than the bullet mold or
grandma’s quilt, the curse which was the very feeling in the bones and
the habit in the hand, had come full circle.

Jeff York was one of those men, but he had broken the curse. It had
taken him more than thirty years to do it, from the time when he was
nothing but a big boy until he was fifty. It had taken him from sun to
sun, year in and year out, and all the sweat in his body, and all the power
of rejection he could muster, until the very act of reiect'ion had beco.me
a kind of pleasure, a dark, secret, savage dissipation, like an obsessing
vice. But those years had given him his place, sixty acres with a house
and barn.

When he bought the place, it was not very good. The land was run-
down from years of neglect and abuse. But Jeff York put brush in the
gullies to stop the wash and planted clover on the run-down fields. He
mended the fences, rod by rod. He patched the roof on the little house
and propped up the porch, buying the lumber and shingles almost piece
by piece and one by one as he could spare the sweat-bright and grease-
slick quarters and half-dollars out of his leather purse. Then he painted
the house. He painted it white, for he knew that that was the color you
painted a house sitting back from the road with its couple of maples,
beyond the clover field. _ ‘

Last, he put up the gate. It was a patented gate, the _kmd you can ride
up to and open by pulling on a pull rope without getting off your horse
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or out of your buggy or wagon. It had a high pair of posts, well braced
and with a high crossbar between, and the bars for the opening mecha-
nism extending on each side. It was painted white, too. Jeff was even
prouder of the gate than he was of the place. Lewis Simmons, who lived
next to Jeff’s place, swore he had seen Jeff come out after dark on a mule
and ride in and out of that gate, back and forth, just for the pleasure of
pulling on the rope and making the mechanism work. The gate was the
seal Jeff York had put on all the years of sweat and rejection. He could
sit on his porch on a Sunday afternoon in summer, before milking time,
and look down the rise, down the winding dirty track, to the white gate
beyond the clover, and know what he needed to know about all the
years passed.

Meanwhile Jeff York had married and had had the three towheads.
His wife was twenty years or so younger than he, a small, dark woman,
who walked with her head bowed a little and from that humble and
unprovoking posture stole sidewise, secret glances at the world from
eyes which were brown or black — you never could tell which because
you never remembered having looked her straight in the eye — and
which were surprisingly bright in that sidewise, secret flicker, like the
eyes of a small, cunning bird which surprise you from the brush. When
they came to town she moved along the street, with a child in her arms
or later with the three trailing behind her, and stole her looks at the
world. She wore a calico dress, dun-colored, which hung loose to con-
ceal whatever shape her thin body had, and in winter over the dress a
brown wool coat with a scrap of fur at the collar which looked like some
tattered growth of fungus feeding on old wood. She wore black high-
heeled shoes, slippers of some kind, which she kept polished and which
surprised you under that dress and coat. In the slippers she moved with
a slightly limping, stealthy gait, almost sliding them along the pavement,
as though she had not fully mastered the complicated trick required to
use them properly. You knew that she wore them only when she came
to town, that she carried them wrapped up in a piece of newspaper until
their wagon had reached the first house on the outskirts of town, and
that, on the way back, at the same point, she would take them off and
wrap them up again and hold the bundle in her lap until she got home.
If the weather happened to be bad, or if it was winter, she would have
a pair of old brogans under the wagon seat.

It was not that Jeff York was a hard man and kept his wife in clothes
that were as bad as those worn by the poorest of the women of the
croppers. In fact, some of the cropper women, poor or not, black or
white, managed to buy dresses with some color in them and proper hats,
and went to the moving picture show on Saturday afternoon. But Jeff
still owed a little money on his place, less than two hundred dollars,
which he had had to borrow to rebuild his barn after it was struck by
lightning. He had, in fact, never been entirely out of debt. He had lost a
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mule which had got out on the highway and been hit by a truck. That
had set him back. One of his towheads had been sickly for a couple of
winters. He had not been in deep, but he was not a man, with all those
years of rejection behind him, to forget the meaning of those years. He
was good enough to his family. Nobody ever said the contrary. But he
was good to them in terms of all the years he had lived through. He did
what he could afford. He bought the towheads a ten-cent bag of colored
candy every Saturday afternoon for them to suck on during the ride
home in the wagon, and the last thing before they left town, he always
took the lot of them over to the dogwagon to get hamburgers and orange
pop.

The towheads were crazy about hamburgers. And so was his wife, for
that matter. You could tell it, even if she didn’t say anything, for she
would lift her bowed-forward head a little, and her face would brighten,
and she would run her tongue out to wet her lips just as the plate with
the hamburger would be set on the counter before her. But all those
folks, like Jeff York and his family, like hamburgers, with pickle and
onions and mustard and tomato catsup, the whole works. It is some-
thing different. They stay out in the country and eat hog-meat, when
they can get it, and greens and corn bread and potatoes, and nothing
but a pinch of salt to brighten it on the tongue, and when they get to
town and get hold of beef and wheat bread and all the stuff to jack up
the flavor, they have to swallow to keep the mouth from flooding before
they even take the first bite.

So the last thing every Saturday, Jeff York would take his family over
to Slick Hardin’s Dew Drop Inn Diner and give them the treat. The diner
was built like a railway coach, but it was set on a concrete foundation
on a lot just off the main street of town. At each end the concrete was
painted to show wheels. Slick Hardin kept the grass just in front of the
place pretty well mowed and one or two summers he even had a couple
of flower beds in the middle of that shirttail-size lawn. Slick had a good
business. For a few years he had been a prelim fighter over in Nashville
and had got his name in the papers a few times. So he was a kind of
hero, with the air of romance about him. He had been born, however,
right in town and, as soon as he had found out he wasn’t ever going to
be good enough to be a real fighter, he had come back home and started
the dogwagon, the first one ever in town. He was a slick-skinned fellow,
about thirty-five, prematurely bald, with his head slick all over. He had
big eyes, pale blue and slick looking like agates. When he said something
that he thought smart, he would roll his eyes around, slick in his head
like marbles, to see who was laughing. Then he’d wink. He had done
very well with his business, for despite the fact that he had picked up
city ways and a lot of city talk, he still remembered enough to deal with
the country people, and they were the ones who brought the dimes in.
People who lived right there in town, except for school kids in the after-
noon and the young toughs from the pool room or men on the night
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shift down at the railroad, didn’t often get around to the dogwagon,

Slick Hardin was perhaps trying to be smart when he said what he
did to Mrs. York. Perhaps he had forgotten, just for that moment, that
people like Jeff York and his wife didn’t like to be kidded, at least not
in that way. He said what he did, and then grinned and rolled his eyes
around to see if some of the other people present were thinking it was
funny.

Mrs. York was sitting on a stool in front of the counter, flanked on
one side by Jeff York and on the other by the three towheads. She had
just sat down to wait for the hamburger — there were several orders in
ahead of the York order — and had been watching in her sidewise fash-
ion every move of Slick Hardin’s hands as he patted the pink meat onto
the hot slab and wiped the split buns over the greasy iron to make them
ready to receive it. She always watched him like that, and when the
hamburger was set before her she would wet her lips with her tongue.

That day Slick set the hamburger down in front of Mrs. York, and
said, “Anybody likes hamburger much as you, Mrs. York, ought to git
him a hamburger stand.”

Mrs. York flushed up, and didn’t say anything, staring at her plate.
Slick rolled his eyes to see how it was going over, and somebody down
the counter snickered. Slick looked back at the Yorks, and if he had not
been so encouraged by the snicker he might, when he saw Jeff York’s
face, have hesitated before going on with his kidding. People like Jeff
York are touchous, and they are especially touchous about the women-
folks, and you do not make jokes with or about their womenfolks unless
it is perfectly plain that the joke is a very special kind of friendly joke.
The snicker down the counter had defined the joke as not entirely
friendly. Jeff was looking at Slick, and something was growing slowly in
that hewed-cedar face, and back in the gray eyes in the ambush of
thorny brows.

But Slick did not notice. The snicker had encouraged him, and so he
said, “Yeah, if I liked them hamburgers much as you, I’d buy me a ham-
burger stand. Fact, 'm selling this one. You want to buy it?”

There was another snicker, louder, and Jeff York, whose hamburger
had been about half way to his mouth for another bite, laid it down
deliberately on his plate. But whatever might have happened at that mo-
ment did not happen. It did not happen because Mrs. York lifted her
flushed face, looked straight at Slick Hardin, swallowed hard to get

~down a piece of the hamburger or to master her nerve, and said in a

sharp, strained voice, “You sellen this place?”

There was complete silence. Nobody had expected her to say any-
thing. The chances were she had never said a word in that diner in the
couple of hundred times she had been in it. She had come in with Jeff
York and, when a stool had come vacant, had sat down, and Jeff had
said, “Gimme five hamburgers, if'n you please, and make *em well done,
and five bottles of orange pop.” Then, after the eating was over, he had
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always laid down seventy-five cents on the counter — that is, after there
were five hamburger-eaters in the family — and walked out, putting his
brogans down slow, and his wife and kids following without a word.
But now she spoke up and asked the question, in that strained, artificial
voice, and everybody, including her husband, looked at her with
surprise,

As soon as he could take it in, Slick Hardin replied, “Yeah,.I'm selling
it.”

She swallowed hard again, but this time it could not have been ham-
burger, and demanded, “What you asken fer hit?”

Slick looked at her in the new silence, half shrugged, a little contemp-
tuously, and said, “Fourteen hundred and fifty dollars.”

She looked back at him, while the blood ebbed from her face. “Hit’s
a lot of money,” she said in a flat tone, and returned her gaze to the
hamburger on her plate.

“Lady,” Slick said defensively, “I got that much money tied up here.
Look at that there stove. It is a Heat Master and they cost. Them coffee
urns, now. Money can’t buy no better. And this here lot, lady, the diner
sets on. Anybody knows I got that much money tied up here. | got more.
This lot cost me more’n . . .” He suddenly realized that she was not lis-
tening to him. And he must have realized, too, that she didn’t have a
dime in the world and couldn’t buy his diner, and that he was making a
fool of himself, defending his price. He stopped abruptly, shrugged his

shoulders, and then swung his wide gaze down the counter to pick out
somebody to wink to.

But before he got the wink off, Jeff York had said, “Mr. Hardin.”

Slick looked at him and asked, “Yeah?”

“She didn’t mean no harm,” Jeff York said. “She didn’t mean to be
messen in yore business.”

Slick shrugged. “Ain’t no skin off my nose,” he said. “Ain’t no secret
I'm selling out. My price ain’t no secret neither.”

Mrs. York bowed her head over her plate. She was chewing a mouth-
ful of her hamburger with a slow, abstracted motion of her jaw, and you
knew that it was flavorless on her tongue.

That was, of course, on a Saturday. On Thursday afternoon of the
next week Slick was in the diner alone. It was the slack time, right in
the middle of the afternoon. Slick, as he told it later, was wiping off the
stove and wasn’t noticing. He was sort of whistling to himself, he said.
He had a way of whistling soft through his teeth. But he wasn’t whistling
loud, he said, not so loud he wouldn’t have heard the door open or the
steps if she hadn’t come gum-shoeing in on him to stand there waiting
in the middle of the floor until he turned round and was so surprised he
nearly had heart failure, He had thought he was there alone, and there
she was, watching every move he was making, like a cat watching a
goldfish swim in a bowl.
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“Howdy-do,” he said, when he got his breath back.

“This place still fer sale?” she asked him.

“Yeah, lady,” he said.

“What you asken fer hit?”

“Lady, I done told you,” Slick replied, “fourteen hundred and fifty
dollars.”

“Hit’s a heap of money,” she said.

Slick started to tell her how much money he had tied up there, but
before he had got going, she had turned and slipped out of the door.

“Yeah,” Slick said later to the men who came into the diner, “me like
a fool starting to tell her how much money I got tied up here when 1
knowed she didn’t have a dime. That woman’s crazy. She must’ve
walked that five or six miles in here just to ask me something she already
knowed the answer to. And then turned right round and walked out.
But I am selling me this place. I'm tired of slinging hash to them hicks.
I got me some connections over in Nashville and 'm gonna open me a
place over there. A cigar stand and about three pool tables and maybe
some beer. I'll have me a sort of club in the back. You know, member-
ship cards to git in, where the boys will play a little game. Just sociable.
I got good connections over in Nashville. I'm selling this place. But that
woman, she ain’t got a dime. She ain’t gonna buy it.”

But she did.

On Saturday Jeff York led his family over to the diner. They ate ham-
burgers without a word and marched out. After they had gone, Slick
said, “Looks like she ain’t going to make the invest-mint. Gonna buy a
block of bank stock instead.” Then he rolled his eyes, located a brother
down the counter, and winked.

It was almost the end of the next week before it happened. What had
been going on inside the white house out on Jetf York’s place nobody
knew or was to know. Perhaps she just starved him out, just not doing
the cooking or burning everything. Perhaps she just quit attending to the
children properly and he had to come back tired from work and take
care of them. Perhaps she just lay in bed at night and talked and talked
to him, asking him to buy it, nagging him all night long, while he would
fall asleep and then wake up with a start to hear her voice still going on.
Or perhaps she just turned her face away from him and wouldn’t let him
touch her. He was a lot older than she, and she was probably the only
woman he had ever had. He had been too ridden by his dream and his
passion for rejection during all the years before to lay even a finger on
a woman. So she had him there. Because he was a lot older and because
he had never had another woman. But perhaps she used none of these
methods. She was a small, dark, cunning woman, with a sidewise look
from her lowered face, and she could have thought up ways of her own,
no doubt.

Whatever she thought up, it worked. On Friday morning Jeff York
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went to the bank. He wanted to mortgage his place, he told Todd Sul-
livan, the president. He wanted fourteen hundred and fifty dollars, he
said. Todd Sullivan would not let him have it. He already owed the bank
one hundred and sixty dollars and the best he could get on a mortgage
was eleven hundred dollars. That was in 1935 and then farmland wasn’t
worth much and half the land in the country was mortgaged anyway.
Jeff York sat in the chair by Todd Sullivan’s desk and didn’t say anything.
Eleven hundred dollars would not do him any good. Take off the
hundred and sixty he owed and it wouldn’t be but a little over nine
hundred dollars clear to him. He sat there quietly for a minute, appar-
ently turning that fact over in his head. Then Todd Sullivan asked him,
“How much you say you need?”

Jeff York told him.

“What you want it for?” Todd Sullivan asked.

He told him that.

“I tell you,” Todd Sullivan said, “I don’ want to stand in the way of
a man bettering himself. Never did. That diner ought to be a good prop-
osition, all right, and I don’t want to stand in your way if you want to
come to town and better yourself. It will be a step up from that farm for
you, and I like a man has got ambition. The bank can’t lend you the
money, not on that piece of property. But I tell you what I'll do. P’ll buy
your place. I got me some walking horses I'm keeping out on my father’s
place. But I could use me a little place of my own. For my horses. I'll
give you seventeen hundred for it. Cash.”

Jetf York did not say anything to that. He looked slow at Todd Sulli-
van as though he did not understand.

“Seventeen hundred,” the banker repeated. “That’s a good figure, For
these times.”

Jeff was not looking at him now. He was looking out the window,
across the alleyway — Todd Sullivan’s office was in the back of the bank.
The banker, telling about it later when the doings of Jeff York had be-
come for a moment a matter of interest, said, “I thought he hadn’t even
heard me. He looked like he was half asleep or something. I coughed to
sort of wake him up. You know the way you do. I didn’t want to rush
him. You can’t rush those people, you know. But I couldn’t sit there all
day. I had offered him a fair price.”

It was, as a matter of fact, a fair price for the times, when the bottom
was out of everything in the section.

Jeff York took it. He took the seventeen hundred dollars and bought
the dogwagon with it, and rented a little house on the edge of town and
moved in with his wife and the towheads. The first day after they got
settled, Jeff York and his wife went over to the diner to get instructions
from Slick about running the place. He showed Mrs. York all about how
to work the coffee machine and the stove, and how to make up the
sandwiches, and how to clean the place up after herself. She fried up
hamburgers for all of them, herself, her husband, and Slick Hardin, for
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practice, and they ate the hamburgers while a couple of hangers-on
watched them. “Lady,” Slick said, for he had money in his pocket and
was heading out for Nashville on the seven o'clock train that night, and
was feeling expansive, “lady, you sure fling a mean hamburger.”

He wiped the last crumbs and mustard off his lips, got his valise from
behind the door, and said, “Lady, git in there and pitch. I hope you make
a million hamburgers.” Then he stepped out into the bright fall sunshine
and walked away whistling up the street, whistling through his teeth and
rolling his eyes as thought there were somebody to wink to. That was
the last anybody in town ever saw of Slick Hardin.

The next day, Jeff York worked all day down at the diner. He was
scrubbing up the place inside and cleaning up the trash which had ac-
cumulated behind it. He burned all the trash. Then he gave the place a
good coat of paint outside, white paint. That took him two days. Then
he touched up the counter inside with varnish. He straightened up the
sign out front, which had begun to sag a little. He had that place looking
spick and span.

Then on the fifth day after they got settled — it was Sunday — he
took a walk in the country. It was along toward sundown when he
started out, not late, as a matter of fact, for by October the days are
shortening up. He walked out the Curtisville pike and out the cut-off
leading to his farm. When he entered the cut-off, about a mile from his
own place, it was still light enough for the Bowdoins, who had a filling
station at the corner, to see him plain when he passed. '

The next time anybody saw him was on Monday morning about six
o’clock. A man taking milk into town saw him. He was hanging from
the main cross bar of the white patented gate. He had jumped off the
gate. But he had propped the thing open so there wouldn’t be any chance
of clambering back up on it if his neck didn’t break when he jumped
and he should happen to change his mind.

But that was an unnecessary precaution, as it developed. Dr. Stauffer
said that his neck was broken very clean. “A man who can break a neck
as clean as that could make a living at it,” Dr. Stauffer said. And added,
“If he’s damned sure it ain’t ever his own neck.”

Mrs. York was much cut up by her husband’s death. People were sym-
pathetic and helpful, and out of a mixture of sympathy and curiosity
she got a good starting trade at the diner. And the trade kept right on.
She got so she didn’t hang her head and look sidewise at you and the
world. She would look straight at you. She got so she could walk in high
heels without giving the impression that it was a trick she was learning.
She wasn’t a bad-looking woman, as a matter of fact, once she had
caught on how to fix herself up a little. The railroad men and the pool
hall gang liked to hang out there and kid with her. Also, they said, she
flung a mean hamburger.



