
The Moping Man 
(excerpt from a story) 

 
  
 Winfred Smith was the sort of guy you could never quite put your finger on but 
that most people just sort of took a liking to right away, or almost right away, the sort of 
downyheaded middleaged guy who peered kindly at you through rimless glasses and 
smiled this very deferential smile that was either like a practiced courtesy or a truly 
supersensitive recognition of your most fragile humanness. That disarming smile was 
usually accompanied by a very slight bow of the head, not so slight that you wouldn’t 
notice it but slight enough to make you think maybe he was conscious that if he went any 
further it would make you uncomfortable, or maybe arouse some criticism in you that he 
was either supercilious or obsequious, you couldn’t tell which.  Or maybe you didn’t 
need to, maybe it was just all right that he made such harmless little gestures, which after 
all were not unpleasant and were certainly novel, maybe even a bit entertaining, why look 
for motives, most of his neighbors thought. It’s enough that he seems to be a good guy 
and that he endears you with his engaging little mannerisms.  
 A widower for ten or twelve years or so, Winfred Smith seemed to get along just 
fine, thank you – that’s what he always said when someone asked him how he was 
getting along, just fine thank you, he’d been saying that for the ten or twelve years or so 
that he’d been alone in this neighborhood, that is, without any family or anything. Or old 
friends. Nobody knew how his wife died because the only ones around the neighborhood 
who would know were shut-ins, too feeble to come out into the fresh air or too fragile of 
mind to know who they were much less how to get home if they did get out. But there 
were only a few of them and they were tended to by shadowy offspring and they were. 
Scattered, the rest were all young singles and pairs, none of them here for more than six 
or seven years, and some of them married, a number with small kids, young folks intent 
on gentrifying this old neighborhood of 1920s-30s single family homes, clapboard 
colonials and catalogue ordered Sears structures with wide brick front porches and simple 
twosided roofs, some of them with a gable or two. . .  
 .  .  .  .  . 
 You sure keep a nice garden Mr. Smith, his young waxwork of a neighbor Jack 
Dallion, a meteorologist with the National Weather Service would tell him over the 
Cyclone fence between their yards. When Jack wasn’t offering closeup compliments to 
Winfred, the distant site of his smooth skin and dimples and shoebrush hair like sour milk 
curled the older man’s lip, but the verbal emollients he offered eased Winfred’s distaste. 
 Yep, it’s a dandy, but I’ve been growing this stuff for a lot of years so it should 
be. You have to water the tomatoes every morning and sprinkle just a tablespoon of the 
right kind of fertilizer around their roots a couple times a season, and they never fail to 
grow to perfection. And you have to spray the basil, especially when it’s young, but the 
other plants just grow like little kids. 
(He’s too cute with his answers, Jack Dallion says after supper to Barbra his wife, who 
teaches high school chemistry. It’s the first utterance smacking of chariness about 
Winfred smith in the neighborhood. He’s always got something cute to say. Jack and 



Barbra like to wash and dry dinnerware together rather than use their appliance. They 
take turns washing and drying. 
 (Like what, she says. 
 (Like his plants grow just like little kids. 
 (Hey, that is cute. What’s wrong with cute? She places her fists alongside her chin 
screws up her lips and with her head atilt wriggles her nose, receives a smile for her 
effort. 
 (I don’t know. A guy always says cute things but never has a cute look on his 
face, there’s gotta be something wrong. And he never says anything about his own kids, 
if he has any. I heard he did, but he never says a word about them. Jack turns his gaze to 
his own two girls playing a board game on the diningroom floor. 
 (Why would you expect a cute look on the face of an old guy like that. And why 
should he have to say anything about his kids. There might be a lot of reasons he doesn’t 
and it’s none of our business.  
 (Just the same, he says too many things that are too cute. 
 (Barbra tosses the soggy drying towel in Jack’s face. Everybody ought to say 
things that are cute once in awhile. Maybe all the time. YOU should say things that are 
cute. 
 (Besides that, she continues, he’s got to say cute things because like you said, he 
sure doesn’t have a cute face. 
 (He’s got kind of troubled eyes. You ever notice? Jack says. 
 (No, I never did. She leans against the counter, crosses her ankles and her arms. I 
mean, not just his eyes alone. She says What I notice is his whole face, the whole thing, 
eyes and all. And I’m not particularly pleased with what I see. 
 (What do you see? 
 (I see soggy ground. 
 (Hmm? 
 (Soggy ground. You know, ground like a sponge cake. You know, you walk on it 
and you. . . no, you’d probably sink a little and then spring up. Maybe more like taffy. 
You sink a little into it and then you have a hard time lifting your foot up. And you want 
to avoid the mouth because it’s like an ugly churning maw. 
 (Jack laughs. A maw? You’re a hard woman. 
 (A maw. An ugly churning maw.  
 (In the taffy? 
 (No, in the soggy ground. 
 (He pulls up a stool to the island he had made himself and sits on it. And the 
eyes? 
 (The eyes are dried out sautéed mushrooms. 
 (Jesus. 
 (That’s why I don’t ever talk with him. I don’t want to get close enough to talk 
with him because I can’t look at his face close up.  
 (Yeah, I can see. He sees that Barbra’s face is very intense. 
 (What do you suppose goes through a guy’s mind like that? 
 (Cute things. Cute little things that he likes to share with people. She whirls 
around, studies the robin splashing in the bath. But I don’t want Dodi and Emmy to go 
over to his yard.) 
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