He was sitting all by himself in the hay when I saw him, cradling something small, running his big hands over it. I didn’t know what he was doing, sitting there all by himself, but Curley was gambling and playing horseshoe, and I didn’t have anyone else to talk to anyhow. He didn’t seem so bad, but he looked at the thing in his hands sorrowfully. I couldn’t see, so I walked around the corner of the stall.
He looked up at me, and his eyes widened as he scrambled to cover his small something with hay, so I wouldn’t see. What was he hiding? His face got sorrowful again, like a kid who’d broke his favorite toy. “What you got there, sonny boy?” I asked him. 
His eyes narrowed at me, though I hadn’t done a thing to him. “George says I ain’t to have nothing to do with you—talk to you or nothing.” 
Nobody had nothing to do with me, Curley made sure of that. Being a wife was being only a wife and nothing else. I laughed. “George giving you orders about everything?”
He turned his gaze from me and looked back down at the hay. He seemed so young, like a boy scolded by his mama. “Says I can’t tend no rabbits if I talk to you or anything.” 
George this, George that. What was the harm of a simple conversation? Being a wife was boring, since I couldn’t have no friends, so what was the harm in talking to him? Nothing, in my eyes. Nothing so long as Curley didn’t see, so long as nothing happened. Lennie seemed about as lonely as I did, taking orders from George. I told him, “He’s scared Curley’ll get mad. Well, Curley got his arm in a sling—an’ if Curley gets tough, you can break his other han’. You didn’t put nothing over on me about gettin’ it caught in no machine.” 
He shook his head. Stubborn mule. “No, sir. I ain’t gonna talk to you or nothing.”
I couldn’t let this opportunity get away, not when Curley was so distracted. I could talk freely with someone, without him breathing down my neck about it. I just wanted to talk that’s all, I didn’t care who with. I knelt down beside him and spoke softly. “Listen, all the guys got a horseshoe tenement goin’ on. It’s on’y about four o’clock. None of them guys is goin’ to leave that tenement. Why can’t I talk to you? I never get to talk to nobody. I get awful lonely.” 
He had to understand me. No one understood him, and no one understood me, so maybe we could get along, just for a minute. He looked at me and said, “Well, I ain’t supposed to talk to you or nothing.” 
“I get lonely,” I told him, “You can talk to people, but I can’t talk to nobody but Curley. Else he gets mad. How’d you like not to talk to anybody?” 
He wasn’t budging. He said, “Well I ain’t supposed to. George’s scared I’ll get in trouble.” 
He was very black and white. Empathy wasn’t appealing to him, but he kept answering me when I spoke, so I decided to keep talking anyway. Maybe he’d keep answering too. I asked, “What you got covered up there?”
His sorrow returned to him, and his face sunk. “Jus’ my pup. Jus’ my little pup.” He took his big hand and swept the hay off the top of it, and there was a little, limp pup laying sprawled in the hay. It didn’t take a single breath, just laid there. 
“Why, he’s dead,” I said, and there really was something lonesome about a boy stroking his dead pup alone in a barn. 
“He was so little,” He told me, “I was jus’ playin’ with him…an’ he made like he’s gonna bite me…an’ I made like I was gonna smack him…an’…an’ I done it. An’ then he was dead.” 
What a terrible accident that sounded like. He seemed real torn up about his pup, looking at it’s dead body in the hay. It did seem real tragic, playing with your pup and killing it by accident. One second alive, the next, gone. I tried to comfort him. “Don’t you worry none. He was jus’ a mutt. You can get another one easy. The whole country I fulla mutts.”
He shook his head miserably, and it seemed I had him now. It seemed he wanted to tell me about what he done, and I wanted him to tell me. I liked talking to him, the way I liked anyone who talked to me at all. Lennie said, “It ain’t that so much. George won’t let me tend no rabbits now.” 
He seemed to care a great deal about those rabbits. I asked him why George wouldn’t let him, and he said that if he keeps doing bad things, he can’t tend to them. I moved closer and tried to convince him again, that I wasn’t bad, that talking to me wasn’t so bad, that no one would catch us, not even George. They were too distracted with their horseshoes and gambling. He told me that George would get mad and “give him hell”. I got mad at that. What was so bad about me, that he shouldn’t talk to me? I didn’t have any right to talk to no one, just because Curley said, that I can’t talk to who I please anymore? I told him that. I told him he was a nice guy, that I wasn’t doing him any harm. 
“Well, George says you’ll get us in a mess,” Lennie said. 
George says, George says. Well George don’t know a damn thing what it’s like to be a wife. What it’s like to throw your life away for a man who gives you nothing, who lets you have nothing, who takes it all for himself. I wasn’t hurting nobody. I coulda made something of myself, and I told Lennie that. I could tell him anything I wanted right now, and the words spilled out of me before he had the chance to stop listening like everyone else did. I told him about Salinas, about the show I could’ve been in, if my ol’ lady had let me go. If only I’d been older than fifteen, if only I’d gone anyhow. Maybe I’d have some people to talk to then. Maybe I wouldn’t be stuck here on a farm with a bunch of men who are too scared of my husband to be a friend to me. 
Lennie stroked his big hand over the pup, and he mentioned the little place he and George were gonna have, with rabbits, but I couldn’t let this chance get away from me, to tell my story, to tell someone, anyone, what I could’ve been. That I could’ve been more than Curley’s wife. I felt the words bubbling up out of me, and they might choke me if I kept them down. There was something easy about talking to Lennie, so I told him about the Riverside Dance Palace, and my letter that I never got. The letter my mother stole. How that was the last straw, how I couldn’t stay no place where I couldn’t keep my own letters, how I married someone and went somewhere I couldn’t keep my own friends. I asked if he was listening, he said he was. Then I told him something I ain’t never told nobody before.  
	“I don’t like Curley,” I said. “He ain’t a nice fella.” I moved closer to him again, because he was still listening. I told him about what I could’ve been, and he asked me if he could hide the pup and tend to the rabbits still. Had he been listening at all? Of course he wasn’t. All he cared about was rabbits. Nobody cared about me, just themselves. And it didn’t even matter if I cared about me, ‘cause I got nothing just the same. I took his bait anyhow. At least I’d be talking to someone. He told me about his little place, with a house and garden, and how he’d feed alfalfa to the rabbits, and figured he was sorta like me, someone with a dream, but maybe his could be more than that. I asked why he was so nuts about rabbits, and he thought some more, and moved so his shoulder was against mine. He explained he likes to pet nice things, about the long hair rabbits at the fair, and the mice he used to bet, the words of a little boy coming out of a big, grown man’s mouth. I moved away from him. 
	“I think you’re nuts,” I told him. 
	“No, I ain’t,” He said, like he really believed it. How could he not be? I’d never heard of a grown man acting like a little child, not if they weren’t real slow or something. He must be, but here he was, telling me no. “George says I ain’t. I like to pet nice things with my fingers, sof’ things.” 
	Well…I guessed that made sense. That seemed like a pretty normal thing to want to do, I figured most people liked to feel soft things, but most men didn’t admit it this way. “Well who don’t?” I said, “Ever’body likes that. I like to feel silk an’ velvet. Do you like to feel velvet?” 
	He laughed a little, like he was real pleased, and nodded happily. “You bet, by God. An’ I had some, too. A lady gave me some, an’ that lady was—my own Aunt Clara. She give it right to me—‘bout this big a piece.” He gestured with his hands to show me the size. “I wish I had that velvet right now.” He frowned then, like something saddened him. Like he was remembering. “I lost it,” he told me, “I ain’t seen it for a long time.” 
	I didn’t know someone could be so torn up about a piece of velvet, but here he was, frowning all the same. He had to be crazy, but he was kind of sweet, the way a kid was, a kid who didn’t know nothing, who didn’t know any better. Maybe that’s why he was easy to talk to. I laughed at him. “You’re nuts. But you’re a kinda nice fella. Jus’ like a big baby. But a person can see kinda what you mean. When I’m doin’ my hair sometimes, I jus’ set and stroke it ‘cause it’s so soft.” I ran my fingers through my silky hair just to show him. The stage lights sure woulda looked good bouncing off my ringlets. Instead of telling him more about where I wished I was, I told him that some people’s hair ain’t so soft, like Curley. He had course hair, ‘cause he don’t brush it near as much as me. “Here—feel right here. Feel right aroun’ there an’ see how soft it is.” I told him, and I took Lennie’s big ol’ hand and put it to my head. He’d probably like to touch it, and I was feeling generous after talking to him this long. This was the longest anyone had spoken to me in a while. 
	He started to stroke my hair, and he was smiling like he was having a grand old time. I told him he’d better not muss it up, now, but he kept stroking it harder and harder til’ it pulled, and I shouted at him and jerked away. His fist closed around my hair and he pulled. Maybe I’d misjudged him. He didn’t seem like the type to want to hurt anyone, but here he was, pulling my hair after I’d tried to be kind to him. I kept shouting at him to let go, and he closed his hand over my mouth and nose, begging me to stop. I couldn’t breathe, and I struggled and screamed, but it was muffled by his big hand. I was losing breath fast. He was going to kill me if he didn’t let go. I took a moment as I writhed and struggled and saw that he was crying. His eyes were moistened with tears, and he looked about as frightened as I felt. If he really was like a big baby, he didn’t want to hurt nobody. I stilled, still looking up at him, and he quit telling me to stop and looked back at me, and for a few moments we just looked at each other. His hand loosened on my face, and then he let go of me, and I scrambled as far as I could get, my back pressing up against a stall door. He still had tears running down his face, and he looked quickly away from me and stroked his hand over the dead puppy, like he was trying to console himself. 
	Footsteps approached us, muffled by the coating of hay, and I looked up sharply to see George standing there, brows all furrowed in concern, and he looked between us, then at the puppy, the back to me. “What he done to you?” he said, real quiet. George was scared too, talking all soft. Like he was afraid of what I might say. 
	“He…I let him feel my hair, but he started pullin’ it and grabbin’ me.” I told him, and my voice was soft too. Maybe we was all scared. Lennie was still cryin’ softly, and he turned quickly to look up at George. 
	“I didn’ mean it, George, I didn’ mean to hurt nobody, I swear it,” He wailed. 
	“I know you didn’t. He was just scairt, he ain’t tryin’ to cause no trouble, miss. He was just scairt, that’s all,” George said, and I figured that was true, else he wouldn’t be crying. If he wanted to hurt me, he wouldn’t o’ let go. 
	I stood up and dusted the hay off myself, then nodded. “I’ll- I best be goin’ now. Curley’ll wonder where I’ve gone. I’ll be goin’ now.” 
	George’s eyes widened. “Don’t tell him, please. He didn’t mean it, I swear.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]	I looked at him, and I shook my head, then smiled, despite how shaken up I still was. I believed him, but I had never had a great big man grab on me like that. I could forgive him, but not until I left first. He was the longest I’d talked to anyone in a while, and if I told, I’d never get to talk to him again. Plus, if I told, Curley would probably get him killed. Then his dream of tending to rabbits would stay just that—a dream. “I won’ tell. Promise.” 
	George looked relieved, and he sat down in the hay beside Lennie and nodded at me. “Thank you,” he said, and I nodded back and walked out of the barn, letting the door swing shut behind me. 

