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Section 2

LITERATURE SELECTION from The Man in the GT ay
Flannel Suit by Sloan Wilson

Tom Rath, the main character of this novel, married Betsy when he was 21 and then

served as a paratrooper during World War Il. After the war, the Raths settled down to
life in a Connecticut suburb; Tom commutes to his job in Manhattan, while Betsy stays

- at home to raise their three children. As you read this excerpt, think about how the
Raths feel about the pursuit of the American dream.

By the time they had lived seven years in the little
house on Greentree Avenue in Westport,
Connecticut, they both detested it. There were
many reasons, none of them logical, but all of them
compelling. For one thing, the house had a kind of
evil genius for displaying proof of their weaknesses
and wiping out all traces of their strengths. The
ragged lawn and weed-filled garden proclaimed to
passers-by and the neighbors that Thomas R. Rath
and his family disliked “working around the place”

and couldn't afford to pay someone else to do it. The:

interior of the house was even more vengeful. In the
living room there was a big dent in

the plaster near the floor, with a
huge crack curving up from it in the
shape of a question mark. That wall
was damaged in the fall of 1952,
when, after struggling for months to
pay up the back bills, Tom came
home one night to find that Betsy
had bought a cut-glass vase for forty
dollars. Such an extravagant gesture

shape of a question mark was still clearly visible. The
fact that the crack was in the shape of a question
mark did not seem symbolic to Tom and Betsy, nor
even amusing—it was just annoying. Its peculiar
shape caused people to stare at it abstractly, and
once at a cocktail party one of the guests said, “Say,
that’s funny. Did you ever notice that big question
mark on your wall?”
“It’s only a crack,” Tom replied.
“But why should it be in the form of a question
mark?”
“It’s just coincidence.”
“That’s funny,” the guest said. Tom and Betsy
assured each other that someday
they would have the whole wall

The crack remained replastered, but they never did.
as a perpetual
reminder of Betsy’s
moment of
extravagance, Tom’s

The crack remained as a perpetual
reminder of Betsy’s moment of
extravagance, Tom’s moment of
violence, and their inability either
to fix walls properly or to pay to
have them fixed. It seemed ironic

was utterly unlike her, at least since moment Of 'UiO lence s toTom that the house should pre-

the war. Betsy was a conscientious
household manager, and usually
when she did something Tom didn’t
like, they talked the matter over with
careful reasopableness. But on that
particular "Ii'ight, Tom was tired
and worried because he himself had
just spent seventy dollars on a new suit he felt he
needed to dress properly for his business, and at the
climax of a heated argument, he picked up the vase
and heaved it against the wall. The heavy glass shat-
tered, the plaster cracked, and two of the laths
behind it broke. The next moming, Tom and Betsy
worked together on their knees to patch the plaster,
and they repainted the whole.wall, but when the
paint dried, the big dent near the floor with the
crack curving up from it almost to the ceiling in the
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and their inability
either to fix walls
properly or to pay
to have them fixed.

serve a souvenir of such things,
while allowing evenings of plea-
sure and kindness to slip by with-
out a trace.

The crack in the living room
was not the only reminder of the
worst. An ink stain with hand
marks on the wallpaper in Janey’s room commemo-
rated one of the few times Janey ever willfully
destroyed property, and the only time Betsy ever
lost her temper with her and struck her. Janey was
five, and the middle one of the three Rath children.
She did everything hard: she screamed when she
cried, and when she was happy her small face
seemed to hold for an instant all the joy in the
world. Upon deciding that she wanted to play with
ink, she carefully poured ink over both her hands-and
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made neat imprints on the wallpaper, from the floor
to as high as she could reach. Betsy was so angry that
she slapped both her hands, and Janey, feeling she
had simply been interrupted in the midst of an artis-
tic endeavor, lay on the bed for an hour sobbing and
rubbing her hands in her eyes until her whole face
was covered with ink. Feeling like a murderess, Betsy
tried to comfort her, but even holding and rocking
her didn’t seem to help, and Betsy was shocked to
find that the child was shuddering. When Tom came
home that night he found mother and daughter
asleep on the bed together, tightly locked in each
other’s arms. Both their faces were covered with ink.
All this the wall remembered and recorded.

A thousand petty shabbinesses bore witness to
the negligence of the Raths. The front door had been
scratched by a dog which had been
run over the year before. The hot-
water faucet in the bathroom
dripped. Almost all the furniture
needed to be refinished, reuphol-

the house was too small, ugly, and
almost precisely like the houses on
all sides of it.The Raths had bought
the house in 1946, shortly after Tom
had got out of the army and, at the
suggestion of his grandmother,
become an assistant to the director
of the Schanenhauser Foundation, an organization
which an elderly millionaire had established to help
finance scientific research and the arts. They had told
each other that they probably would be in the house
only one or two years before they could afford some-
thing better. It took them five years to realize that the
expense of raising three children was likely to
increase as fast as Tom’s salary at a charitable founda-
tion. If Tom and Betsy had been entirely reasonable,
this might have caused them to start painting the
place like crazy, but it had the reverse effect. Without
talking about it much, they both began to think of the
house as a trap, and they no more enjoyed refurbish-
ing it than a prisoner would delight in shining up the
bars of his cell. Both of them were aware that their
feelings about the house were not admirable.

“I don’t know what’s the matter with us,” Betsy
said one night. “Your job is plenty good enough.
We've got three nice kids, and lots of people would
be glad to have a house like this. We shouldn’t be
so discontented all the time.”

“Of course we shouldnt!” Tom said.

“I don’t know
what’s the matter
stered, or cleaned. And besides that, ¢pith us,” Betsy said
one night. . .. “We

shouldn’t be so

discontented all
the time.”

The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit continued

Their words sounded hollow. It was curious to
believe that that house with the crack in the form
of a question mark on the wall and the ink stains on
the wallpaper was probably the end of their person-
al road. It was impossible to believe. Somehow
something would have to happen.

T om thought about his house on that day early
in June 1953, when a friend of his named Bill
Hawthorne mentioned the possibility of a job at the
United Broadcasting Corporation. Tom was having
lunch with a group of acquaintances in The Golden
Horseshoe, a small restaurant and bar near
Rockefeller Center.

“I hear we've got a new spot opening up in our

+ public-relations department,” Bill who wrote pro-

motion for United Broadcasting said. “I think any
of you would be crazy to take it,
mind you, but if you're interested,
there jtis....”

Tom unfolded his long legs under
the table and shifted his big body on
his chair restlessly. “How much
would it pay™” he asked casually.

“I don’t know;” Bill said.
“Anywhere from eight to twelve
thousand, I'd guess, according to how
good a hold-up man you are. If you
try for it, ask fifteen. I'd like to see
somebody stick the bastards good.”

It was fashionable that summer to be cynical
about one’s employers, and the promotion men
were the most cynical of all.

“You can have it,” Cliff Otis, a young copy-
writer for a large advertising agency, said. “I would-
n’t want to get into a rat race like that.”

Tom glanced into his glass and said nothing.
Maybe I could get ten thousand a year, he thought.
If I could do that, Betsy and I might be able to buy
a better house.

Discussion Questions

1. What condition is the Raths” house in?

2. What is their attitude toward the house after
they have lived there for seven years?

3. Betsy Rath does not understand why they are not
satisfied with what they have, why they are so dis-
contented. What do you think is their problem?

4. Do you think the Raths’ problem is characteristic
only of the post-World War II era, or is it char-
acteristic of other times as well? Explain.
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