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Your main commentary should be focused on adjectives and adjective phrases. Other topics may also be addressed. 

 

 
Bernard Malamud, The Natural, 1952, US.  
707 words 
 

Roy Hobbs pawed at the glass before thinking to prick a match 

with his thumbnail and hold the spurting flame in his cupped palm 

close to the lower berth window, but by then he had figured it was 

a tunnel they were passing through and was no longer surprised at 

the bright sight of himself holding a yellow light over his head, 5 
peering back in. As the train yanked its long tail out of the 

thundering tunnel, the kneeling reflection dissolved and he felt a 

splurge of freedom at the view of the moon-hazed Western hills 

bulked against night broken by sprays of summer lightning, 

although the season was early spring. Lying back, elbowed up on 10 
his long side, sleepless still despite the lulling train, he watched the 

land flowing and waited with suppressed expectancy for a sight of 

the Mississippi, a thousand miles away. 

Having no timepiece he appraised the night and decided it was 

moving towards dawn. As he was looking, there flowed along this 15 
bone-white farmhouse with sagging skeletal porch, alone in untold 

miles of moonlight, and before it this white-faced, long-boned boy 

whipped with train-whistle yowl a glowing ball to someone hidden 

under a dark oak, who shot it back without thought, and the kid 

once more wound and returned. Roy shut his eyes to the sight 20 
because if it wasn't real it was a way he sometimes had of 

observing himself, just as in this dream he could never shake off — 

that had hours ago waked him out of sound sleep — of him 

standing at night in a strange field with a golden baseball in his 

palm that all the time grew heavier as he sweated to settle whether 25 
to hold on or fling it away. But when he had made his decision it 

was too heavy to lift or let fall (who wanted a hole that deep?) so 

he changed his mind to keep it and the thing grew fluffy light, a 

white rose breaking out of its hide, and all but soared off by itself, 

but he had already sworn to hang on forever.  30 
As dawn tilted the night, a gust of windblown rain blinded him — 

no, there was a window — but the sliding drops made him thirsty 

and from thirst sprang hunger. He reached into the hammock for 

his underwear to be first at breakfast in the dining car and make 

his blunders of ordering and eating more or less in private, since it 35 

was doubtful Sam would be up to tell him what to do. Roy peeled 

his grey sweatshirt and bunched down the white ducks he was 

wearing for pyjamas in case there was a wreck and he didn't have 

time to dress. He acrobated into a shirt, pulled up the pants of his 

good suit, arching to draw them high, but he had crammed both 40 
feet into one leg and was trapped so tight wriggling got him 

nowhere. He worried because here he was strait-jacketed in the 

berth without much room to twist around in and might bust his 

pants or have to buzz the porter, which he dreaded. Grunting, he 

contorted himself this way and that till he was at last able to grab 45 
and pull down the cuff and with a gasp loosened his feet and got 

the caught one where it belonged. Sitting up, he gartered his 

socks, tied laces, got on a necktie and even squirmed into a suit 

coat so that when he parted the curtains to step out he was fully 

dressed.  50 
Dropping to all fours, he peered under the berth for his bassoon 

case. Though it was there he thought he had better open it and did 

but quickly snapped it shut as Eddie, the porter, came walking by. 

‘Morning, maestro, what’s the tune today?’ 

‘It ain’t a musical instrument.’ Roy explained it was something 55 
he’d made himself. 

‘Animal, vegetable, or mineral?’ 

‘Just a practical thing.’ 

‘A pogo stick?’ 

‘No.’ 60 
‘Foolproof lance?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Lemme guess,’ Eddie said, covering his eyes with his long-

fingered hand and pawing the air with the other. ‘I have it — 

combination fishing rod, gun and shovel.’ 65 
Roy laughed. ‘How far to Chicago, Eddie?’ 

‘Chi? Oh, a long ways. I wouldn’t walk.’ 

‘I don’t intend to.’ 


