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FOOTFALLS

by Wilbur Daniel Steele

THERE IS A TOWN on the Northeast coast of America, one
of those old New England'’sea towns, where so many Portuguese
are now living that it has become almost like an outpost, a
colony, of the Portuguese Islands.

The man of this story was a Portuguese from St. Michael, in
the Western Islands, and his name was Boaz Negro. He was a
cobbler, a maker and repairer of shoes. He was blind.

He was also happy. Nothing could destroy the happiness in
him, the joy he took in life. When he arose in the morning he
made vast and uncontrollable movements with his strong arms.
He came into his shop singing. His voice, as strong and deep as
the chest from which it came. rolled out through the doorway and
along the street, and the fishermen, done with their morning
work?and talking and smoking along the seafront, said, “Boaz is
to work already.”®

Then they came to sit in his shop.

In that town a cobbler’s shop is like a club. In the half light
inside it one can always see, through the tobacco smoke, the
forms of men sitting. They sit for hours watching the cobbler at
his work and they talk about everything.



A cobbler is known by the company he keeps.“Boaz Negro
kept young company. He would have nothing to do with the
0ld.”On his own head the thick hair was gray, and he himself
had a grown son. But the seats around his shop were only for the
strong and the daring,”for young men who could spend half the
night drinking and then at three o’clock in the morning go out in
the rain and dark to their boats and start working. And while
they worked they sang songs, playing all the while with one an-
other among the slippery fish in the boat’s bottom and making
loud jokes about the things that people have talked and laughed
and cried about ever since there were people——things like love,
* birth, and death.

Listening to them talking about their experiences of work
and love, their hopes and dreams. the cobbler breathed harder
and his heart beat faster. He was a large, full-blooded fellow,
himself built to do great deeds,”’even to hear of them made the
flame of life burn more brightly in his darkness.

There seemed little reason for a man like Boaz Negro to be
so happy, so joyful. so full of life and energy. First he had lost his
eyesight; then his wife, whom he had loved so dearly, had died.
He had had four sons. Three. one after another, had been re-
moved, leaving only Manuel, the youngest. Recovering slowly,
with great pain and sorrow, from each of these blows of
Fate,®that joyous spirit in him which could not be defeated was
born again, came to life again, began to grow again.

And there was another thing quite as extraordinary. He had
never done anything in his life but work, and when Fate strikes
out at people who live to work rather than work to live, they sel-

—_— 2 —



dom have the power to pick themselves up again. “Why continue
working?” they ask weakly—and stop. But Boaz Negro never
stopped working.

Work in the dark! Work. work. work! Work without success,
and without apparent end. No rich food, no servants, no fine
house.

How he had worked—especially in those early years. Not
only in the day time, but also. sometimes, when there were many
shoe repairs to do, far into the night. It was a strange experience
for anyone, passing along that quiet street at midnight, to hear
coming from Boaz Negro s shop the steady blows of hammer on
nail, hammer on leather. again and again and again. Knowing
that he was blind...

Nor was that sound the only one that came from the
shop,(g)no man in town could get far paét that shop, at any hour
of the night, unobserved by that blind man. No more than a doz-
en steps, a dozen footfalls. and from the darkness Boaz’s voice
would roll out,”loud and friendly. “Good night,Antone!” “Good
night to you, Caleb Snow.”

To Boaz Negro, hearing the footfalls, it was still broad
day.""He knew everybody by their footfalls.

Now, because of all this work, Boaz Negro was what might
be called a man of property. He owned his shop opening on the
sidewalk and behind it the house in which he lived.

And there was always something for his last son, Manuel, a
“piece—for—the— pocket.” a dollar.or a five,or even a ten—dollar
bill if Manuel had “got to have it.” Manuel was “a good boy.”
Boaz not only said this: he was certain of it.



It is strange that Boaz, who in spite of his blindness could
“see”his neighbors and their children. with all their faults and fail-
ings, so much more clearly than they could see themselves, was so
utterly unable to see his own son as he really was. For to most
people Manuel was anything but & good boy."In fact they
thought he was a very bad boy.

Boaz Negro’s simple explanation for his son Manuel’s ap-
parent unwillingness to work was that he “was not very strong. ”
To others he said this, and to himself. Actually Manuel was not
very strong. Why should he be strong when he never did anything
to make himself strong. Why should he work, when all the neces-
sities of existence were provided for. and when there was always
that “piece— for—the—pocket”? Even a ten—dollar bill on a Satur-
day night!

The men who came to visit the cobbler, though they argued
about everyone and everything else. never argued with the cob-
bler’ s explanation of his son’s idleness. Boaz was blind. They
were his guests. These strong and daring young fellows respected
and loved him. Whatever they might think about Manuel they
said nothing.“”lf Boaz thought he was “a good boy” then he was
a “a good boy.”

This did not prevent them. later, after the bad thing had
happened, from saying that Boaz was himself largely to be
blamed for it.

“He was too soft with the boy, "they said. “He should have
forced him to work.” He should have said to Manuel, ‘ If you
want a dollar, go earn it first."”

Actually, only one man, before the bad thing happened, ever
gave Boaz that advice direct. That was Campbell Wood, and
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Campbell Wood was one man who never sat in that shop.

In every small American town there seems to be one young
man who is spoken of as “rising,” who will “go far,” 9who will
be a great success. Very often he is not someone who was born in
the town, but “from away.” He 1s always hard—working, always
careful of his dress and appearance. always regarded as a model
of what a good and rising young man should be.

In this town that man was Campbell Wood. He had come
from another part of the state to work st the bank. He lived in
the upper part of Boaz Negro’s house. for the lower part was now
more than enough for Boaz. with only Manuel left of his family.

Although Campbeh Wood never sat dcwn in the shop he al-
ways, when walking through. had a nice word for the old
cobbler—a cheerful” good morning.” or “good afterncon” or
“good night,” or a remarxk about the weather and the possibility
of rain.

Boaz’ s feelings about the young man were mixed. He re-
spected him for his position at the bank. but because he held that
position, there was soraething about him that Boaz did not like,
did not trust. This was because Boaz was himself an uneducated
man.

To uneducated people the idea of large—scale business and
banking is as uncomfortable as the idea of the law. It must be said
for Boaz that, since the young man Campbell Wood always con-
ducted himself so well. he thought he had no right to have this
feeling about him.

But this feeling of uneasiness returned to Boaz one evening
when Mr. Wood, finding no one else in the shop on his way up-
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stairs, stopped for a minute to give Boaz the bit of advice about
Manuel we have already spoken of.

“Why did you not ieach Manuel the cobbler’s trade?”

The old man was immediately ready to defend Manuel. Per-
haps he had a kind of sixth sense that warned him that there was
more behind the question than there might seem.

“ Shoemaking,” said Boaz, “is good enough for a blind
man.”

“Oh, I don’t know.at least it would be better for him than
doing nothing at all.”

Boaz, holding his hammer in the air, stopped working. He
sat silent, seemingly unmoving and unmoved. But inside he was
filled with anger. So greatly was he shocked by Wood’s sugges-
tion that his son was a good—for—nothing waster that for once he
could not say his usual “Manuel is not too strong, you know.”
Suddenly he found himself hating Wood. Now he was certain, a
hundred times more certain, that he did not trust him. How dare
this young fool say such a thing about his son, and in a place
where Manuel himself might hear?

Might hear? Where Manuel had heard."”Boaz, sitting in his
darkness, had heard no sound, no footfall, no movement of a
floorboard. Yet by this same strange sixth sense of the blind he
knew that Manuel was standing outside the doorway which led
from the shop to the house.

Boaz made a huge effort to control his feelings. The voice
that came out of his throat——rough and bitter—was loud
enough to have carried ten times the distance to his son’s ears.

“Manuel is a good boy!”

“Yes—hm—yes—1I suppose so.”
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Wood moved his weight from one foot to the other, but he
seemed v~comfortable. :

“Well, I'll be going. I-——good heavens!”

Something was happening. Boaz, without understanding,
had the impression that Wood was trying to prevent something
from falling to the ground. But from the sound which followed it
was evident he had not succeeded. Boaz heard the unmistakable
sound of metal as it dropped on the floor. Boaz even heard that
the metal was coins made of gold. Now he understood.

A bag of gold coins. held not quite carefully enough under
Campbell Wood ’s coat, had slipped and fallen.

And Manuel must have heard it fall too. That was certain!

Boaz sat frozen in sudden fear and terror. And surprise! Sur-
prise at himself! He had never doubted that Manuel was a good
boy. Manuel had to be a good boy, for was he not also the son of
the woman, now dead, whom Boaz had loved so much? Why
then should he wish, as now he wished with all his heart, that
Manul had not heard the sound of the falling gold?

There, shocking, soul—destroying, stood the undeniable fact.

There was no sign on the face of Boaz, or in his figure, of the
wave of emotion which had passed over him. But so great was the
shock of realizing that he did not trust his own Manuel that he
hardly understood the sense of what Wood was saying. Only a
word here and there...

“Government money. you understand—for the new harbor
being built—a lot of money ——too many people know about
it...here, everywhere—the money would not be safe in the box at
the bank—only made of tin——give you my word— Heavens,
not?(®
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U7—it was government money,

What it all came to was this
and Mr. Wood had thought it would be safer to take it home
than leave it at the bank, where it might so easily be stolen. Who.
out of all those who knew about its existence, would expect®this
young bank officer :0 assume the responsibility of carrying the
money under his coal, in such an apparently careless manner to
his room behind the cobbler shop of Boaz Negro? Was not that
therefore the safest piace for the gold?

He was sorry the money had fallen, he continued, not be-
cause he did not trust Foaz. but because he did not want anyone
to have to share the vesponsibility of knowing about the secret
hiding place of the gold Not even Boaz. However, he was pleased
that it was Boaz whe knew about the money rather than another
person. He was no more anxious about the safeiy of the gold now
than before.One honest man knows another.

“ I'trust you, Mr.Negro, as much as I would myself. As long
as it 1s only you. I am going up to my room and I will just throw
the bag under the bed. Good nighi! ™

Boaz ate no supper that nighi. For the first time in his life he
could not eat. Always beforz. even when he was suffecing from
some blow or losﬁi}é had caten what was put before him.
Tonight, over hig. wlouched food. he watched Manuel with his
sightless eyes. listening o the way he ate, the way he moved, the

way he breathed. as though he hoped in this way to gather some
sign of what was in the boy 's mind.

Boaz made another great effort. “Manuel.” he said. “you are
a good boy!”

It was as if in what he said there was a mixed quality of ap-
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peal, of despair.and of command.

“Manuel, maybe you need a little money. Look. what is this,
a ten—doller bill? Well, you take it. Go out and enjoy yourself.”

The boy took the money. but even that gave Boaz no com-
fort. He went out into the shop, where it was already dark, ar-
ranged his tools, and having got all ready to work he found him-
self unable to work. He was listening. Soon he heard footfalls.
The story of that night was written in footfalls."?

He heard them moving about the house, on the lower floor,
going here, going there. stopping, starting again, going forward,
then backward. then forward again. About this seemingly
purposeless, endless walking around there was something to twist
the nerves. )

Boaz lifted himself from his chair. Something told him he
should go and discover what was happening, that he should
stop——by his presence, by his personality, by his goodness—any-
thing from happening. But something else——maybe a desire to
know what, without action on his part, would happen—held him
back. He sank back again: his hands fell down.

He heard footfalls too on the upper floor. Then, for a while,
nothing. Time passed. In his darkness it seemed to Boaz that
hours must have passed. Then he heard Wood calling from the
top of the stairs.

“What is wrong down there? Why don’t you go to bed?”

After a moment came Manuel’s voice. “I am not sleepy. I
can’t sleep.”

“Neither can I. Would you like to play a game of cards with
me for a while?”

“Yes.”



The lower footfalls went up to join the footfalls on the upper
floor. There was the sound of a door closing.

Boaz sat still. He ought to have run up the stairs as fast as he
could and beaten with his hands on that door. But he seemed
unable to move.

Once more, long after the town clock had struck twelve, he
heard footfalls. He heard them coming around the corner of the
shop from the house and then dying away in the distance, lost in
the sound of the wind. All of Boaz’s muscles tightened. He want-
ed to jump up, to throw open the door. to shout into the night,
“What are you doing? Stop there! Say! What are you doing?
Where are you going?”

But as before he could not. Something held him motionless.
He did not move. And then those footfalls, on which all the next
ten years of his life were to depend, were gone,m)

There was nothing to listen for now, yet he continued to lis-
ten, his strong hands resting on the unfinished work.

There was a high wind that night, blowing not toward the
shop from the house but toward the house from the shop. That is
how it happened that Boaz Negro, who like all blind people had
such a strong sense of feeling and of smell, could sit waiting and
listening to nothing in the shop and not know of the great evil
that had happened to him until he heard shouts in the street out-
side.

“Fire!”he heard them shouting. “Fire! Fire!”

Only slowly did he understand that the fire was in his own
house.

Half an hour after dawn the searchers found the body, if
what was left of it might be called a body.?""The discovery came



as a shock. It seemed unbelievable that a man like Campbell
Wood, so young and in such good health, should not have awak-
ened and escaped before the fire reached the upper floor. Even if
he had been asleep!

And he had not been asleep. In spite of what had been done
by the fire it could still be seen that at the moment of his death he
was fully dressed,down to the last detail, in the clothes that all the
bank’ s customers knew so well. A man does not sleep with his
clothes on. The head had been broken in, as if with some iron in-
strument.

Soon people began to ask. “Where is Manuel? ”

Boaz Negro still sat in his shop. seemingly unmoving and
unmoved, his thick hairy arms resting on his chair. Into his eyes
no change could come.""”’He had lost his house. It seemed that he
had lost his son. But he had also lost something much more valu-
able, something that no one can buy or sell——the joyous inner fire
that had made life so dear to him.

“Where is Manuel?” they asked him.

When he spoke his voice was like the voice of a man already
dead.

“Yes, where is Manuel?” He answered them with their own
question.

“When were you last with him?”

“At supper.”

“Tell us, Boaz; did you know about this gold?”

The cobbler nodded his head.

“And did Manuel?”

He might have asked them how he was to know what
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