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I’m a Fool


This short story, which is told by a young man of the early twentieth century, shows how he missed “a chance like a hay barn afire” with his vanity. This young fellow was working as a race horse attendant and at some point there was a race in the town he was working in. He got dressed-up, got the best seat he could afford, went to the races, and acted like a rich man. There, he met Lucy, who was well to do, lied to her about his family status, identity and town of residence, and had a great time with her after the race. When they had to go their own ways and she told him “’you‘ll write and I’ll write to you,’” he realized that he would lose contact with her forever, since he gave her a wrong address. Through the foolishness of this young man we see that telling the truth can not hurt as much as telling a lie.
The story only superficially presents the aspects of the narrator’s character. The author does not give the reader anything but reactions to some situations, such as blushing when Lucy looked at him. We get to see some “deep” thinking when he thinks about the girl, in remarks of the type “Gee, she was a peach,” as well as when he makes some remarks about random people. The text shows the narrator’s attraction to the opposite sex as well as the need to prove his masculinity, when he “had another drink of whiskey, just to show him [a random guy] something,” or even when he informs the reader about his need to start a fight in several occasions. The only non-trivial issue is perhaps his embarrassment for his socioeconomic status, which makes him even more of a stereotypical male of the early twentieth century rural United States. The author successfully focuses the reader’s attention to the events and not the character by making him flat and static.

Since Sherwood Anderson picked a stereotype for a character, most of his issues can be treated as issues of the entire rural male population of the early twentieth century. We see his conflict with his family to get a better job since they “thought it  [race horse attentant as job] something disgraceful,” where us the narrator knows there was no other available. When he gets to the races we have a constant internal conflict between his true identity and the identity he chooses to show the people there. He seems to be doing fine on the outside, but on the inside he is soaked in cold sweat. Finally, the more he gets to know Lucy the more he was urged to spill the truth out. The narrator’s discomfort verifies the fact that truth does not do as much harm as a lie.

The story is clearly a first person narration. Sherwood Anderson, chose first person narration of a flat character to focus the reader’s attention on the background surrounding the main character. The author makes statements about social class gap through the narrator’s thoughts. His “vanity” at the horse races is parallel to the fruitless efforts of the low class of the time to climb up social stairs. His remarks about college boys that “Such fellows don’t know nothing at all,” shows that they lived in a completely different world. His comment that “boys who are raised regular in houses, and never have a fine nigger like Burt for best friend, and go to high schools and colleges” makes a statement about racism of that period. Since the book containing the story was published in a conservative chronological period, the author passes his messages through the narrator to avoid shocking the reader of that time with his statements.

