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Born in Birmingham, Alabama, Tobias Wolff grew up in the state of
Washington. After quitting high school, he worked on a ship and for a
carnival. In the army he served four years as a paratrooper, after which he
studied to pass the entrance exams for Oxford University, from which he
graduated with high honors. He has published two memoirs — This Boy’s
Life (1989) and In Pharaoh’s Arnyy: Memories of the Lost War (1994). In addi-
tion to his two novels, The Barracks Thief (1984) and 0ld School (2003), he
has published four short story collections: In the Garden of North American
Martyrs (1981), Back in the World (1985), The Night in Question (1996), and
Our Story Begins (2008). Wolff has taught literature and creative writing
courses at Stanford University since 1997.

WHEN | WRITE “| revise until | can'tsee away to make a story betzer. Only thendo, .
| show it to a few trusted readers. I they spota real weakness, I'll go back to work.

Knowing wher it’s finished is 2 matter of instinct—an instinct that m_di.m..ur.uﬁvuwinr
time and experience.” —TOBIASWOLFF

That Room 2008
The summer after my first year of high school, I gor a case of indepen-
dence and started hitchhiking to farms up and down the valley for
daywork picking berries and mucking out stalls. Then I found a place
where the farmer paid me ten cents an hour over minimum wage, and
his plump, childless wife fed me lunch and fussed over me while I ate, so
I stayed on there until school starred.

While shoveling shit or hacking weeds out of a drainage ditch, I'd
sometimes stop to gaze out toward the far fields, where the hands, as
the Farmer called them, were bucking bales of hay into a wagon, stack-
ing them to teetering heights. Now and then a bark of laughter reached
me, a tag end of conversation. The farmer hadn’t let me work in the hay
because I was too small, but I beefed up over the winter, and the follow-
ing summer he let me join the crew.

So I was a hand. A hand! Iwent a lictle crazy with thar word, with the
pleasure of applying it to myself. Having a job like this changed every-
thing. It delivered you from the reach of your parents, from the caustic
scrutiny of your friends. It set you free among strangers in the eventful
world, where you could practice being someone else until you were some-
one else. It put money inyour pocketand allowed you to believe that your
other life —your inessential, parentherical life at home and school —was
just a sop to those deluded enough to imagine you still needed them.

There were three others working the fields with me: the farmer’s shy,
muscle-bound nephew, Clemson, who was in my class at school but to
whom I condescended because he was just an inexperienced kid, and two
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Mexican brothers, Miguel and Eduardo. Miguel, short and stolid and
solitary, spoke very little English, but rakish Eduardo did the talking for
both of them. While the rest of us did the heavy work, Eduardo provided
advice about girls and rold stories in which he fearured as a trickster and
deft, indefatigable swordsman. He played it for laughs, but in the very
marerials of his storytelling—the dance halls and bars, the bumbling
border guards, the clod-brained farmers and their insatiable wives, the
Jarcenous cops, the whores who loved him—1 felt the acruality of a life I
knew nothing about yet somehow contrived to want for myself: a real life.
in a real world.

While Eduardo talked, Miguel labored silently beside us, now and
then grunting with the weight of a bale, his acne-scarred face flushed
with heat, narrow eyes narrowed even tighter against the sun. Clemson
and I sprinted and flagged, sprinted and flagged, laughing at Eduardo’s
stories, goading him with questions. Miguel never flagged, and never
laughed. He sometimes watched his brother with what appeared to be
mild curiosity; that was all.

The farmer, who owned a big spread with a lot of hay to bring in,
should have hired more hands. He had only the four of us, and there-
was always the danger of rain. He was 2 relaxed, amiable man, but as the
season wore on he grewanxious and beganweorpushius hagderand keep
us longer. During the last week or so I spent the nights with Clemson’s
family, just down the road, so I could get to the farm with the others
at sunup and work until dusk. The bales were heavy with dew when we
started bringing them in. The air in the loft turned steamy from fermen-
tation, and Eduardo warned the farmer that the hay might combust, but
he held us to his schedule. Limping, sunburned, covered with scratches,
I could hardly get out of bed in the morning. But although I griped with
Clemson and Eduardo, T was secretly glad to take my place beside them,

-to work as if  had no choice.

Eduardo’s car broke down toward the end of the week, and Clemson
started driving him and Miguel to and from the decrepit morel where
they lived with other seasonal workers. Sometimes, pulling up to their
door, we’'d all just sit there, saying nothing, We were thar tired. Then one
night Eduardo asked us in for a drink. Clemson, being a good boy, tried
to beg off, but I got out with Miguel and Eduardo, knowing he wouldn’t
leave me. “Come on, Clem,” I said, “don’t be a homo.” He looked at me,
then turned the engine off.

That room. Jesus. The brothers had done their best, making their
beds, keeping their clothes neatly folded in open suitcases, but you got
swamped by the smell of mildew the moment you stepped inside. The
floor was mushy underfoot and shedding squares of drab linoleum, the
ceiling bowed and stained. The overhead light didn’t quite reach the cor-
ners. Behind the mildew was another, unsettling smell. Clemson was 2
fastidious guy and writhed in distress as I made 2 show of being right at
roamr A
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We poured rye into our empty stomachs and listened to Eduardo,
and before long we were all drunk. Someone came to the door and
spoke to him in Spanish, and Eduardo went outside and didn’t come
back. Miguel and I kepr drinking. Clemson was half asleep, his chin
declining slowly toward his chest and snapping up again. Then Miguel
looked at me. He slitted his eyes and looked at'me hard, without blink-
ing, and began to protest an injustice done him by our boss, or maybe
another boss. I could barely understand his English, and he kept break-
ing into Spanish, which I didn’t understand at all. But he was angry—
I understood that much.

At some point he went across the room and came back and Huﬁm a
pistol on the table, right in front of him. A revolver, long barrel, most
of the bluing worn off. Miguel stared at me over the pistol and resumed
his complaint, entirely in Spanish. He was looking at me, but I knew he
was seeing someone else. I had rarely heard him speak before. Now the
words poured out in an aggrieved singsong, and I saw that his own voice
was lashing him on somehow, the very sound of his indignation proving
that he had been wronged, feeding his rage, making him hate whoever he
thought I was. I was too afraid to speak. All T could do was smile.

That room=ongce; youenteriit; yoi never really leave. You can forget
you're there, you can go on as if you hold the reins, that the course of
your life, yea even its length, will reflect the force of your character and the
wisdom of your judgments. And then you hit an icy patch on a turn one
sunny March day and the wheel in your hands becomes a joke and you
no more than a spectator to your own dreamy slide toward the verge, and
then you remember where you are.

Oryouboard a bus with thirty other young men. It’s early, just before
dawn. That’s when the buses always leave, their lights dimmed, to avoid
the attention of the Quakers outside the gate, but it doesn’t work and
they’re waiting, silently holding up their signs, looking at you not with
reproach but with sadness and sympathy as the bus drives past them and
on toward the airport and the plane that will take you where you would
not go—and at this moment you know exactly what your desires.count
for, and your plans, and all your strength-of body and will. Then you
know where you are, as you will know where you are when those you love
die before their time—the time you had planned for them, for yourself
with them —and when your daily allowance of words and dreams is with-
held from you, and when your daughter drives the car straight into a
tree. And if she walks away without a scratch you still feel that dark ceil-
ing close overhead, and know where you are. And what can you do but
what you did back in this awful room, with Miguel hating you for noth-
ing and a pistol ready to hand? Smile and hope for a change of subject.

It came, this time. Clemson bolted up from his chair, bent forward, and
puked all over the table. Miguel stopped talking. He stared at Clemson
as if he’d never seen him before, and when Clemson began retching
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again Miguel jumped up and grabbed him by the shirt.and pushed him
toward the door. I took over and helped Clemson outside while Miguel
looked on, shrieking his disgust. Disgust! Now he was the fastidious one.
R siliEderempedragephadrrrnmped @R iated. Oh, how sweetly
I tended Clemson that night! I thought he’d saved my life. And maybe
he had.
The farmer’s barn burned to the ground that winter. When I heard
about it, I said, “Didn’t I tell him? I did, I told that stupid sumbitch not

to.put up wet hay.”

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

..& FIRST RESPONSE. Why does the narrator describe his “life at home
‘and school” as “inessential, parentherical” (para. 3) in comparison to
“a real life in a real world” :.umnm.. 4)?

\WM”. Why is the work the narrator does on the farm important to him? -

3. How are Eduardo and Miguel foils to one another?
-y Why is Miguel so angry? = -
5. How does the motel room mﬁ& c&qmn TmEumDm in it take on mv:.bvorn
meaning in this plot?
\&0 Discuss the significance of Humnmmnmwwm 11-12. Why do you think they
K appear where they do and are set off from the rest of the story?
\% How is the bus trip described in paragraph 12 relevant to the narra-
tor’s experience? What rB& of perspecrive on life is expressed in this
@mhmm_.mwrw
A Discuss’ your reading of nwm story’s final paragraph and how it relates
to the rest of the narration.
9. CONNECTION TO ANOTHER SELECTION. Discuss the similarities and
* differences related to the nature'of what the protagonist learns
about life in “That Room™ and in either Ralph Ellison’s “Battle
Royal” (p.180) or John Updike’s “A & P”(p. 157).
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