TROUBLE IN THE SUBWAY
Friendly persistence averts threatening dash.
LS: Last December at about 11:30 p.m., I boarded the subway at 14th Street on my way back from a meeting in Washington. About a dozen passengers got on the empty car with me, an old one with seats running its full length so that all the passengers could see each other.

I found myself sitting opposite two black men. A was on the plump side; B was thin, wiry and intense. I noticed A looking upset as he got up in anger and moved away from B, who was smoking.

B: (disdainfully, glancing over at A): What’s the matter, don't you like my smoke?

A: No, you blew it right in my face. (By now, most people in the car were aware of the conflict.)

B: Well, if you don’t like it, you know what you can do!

A: I'm not saying anything. I just want to move away.

B: (with hostility): You better keep your mouth shut!

A: (sheepishly, and with obvious fear): I’m saying nothing.

B: (looking around triumphantly, as if daring anyone to challenge him): You better not!

LS: Dead silence enveloped the car. Some people inched away from the scene of the conflict. There

was a clear consensus that it was something to stay out of. Three or four minutes passed.

LS (standing and walked over to B, speaking quietly and considerately): My friend, I'm really very

sensitive to smoke. It’s hard on my lungs. You wouldn't mind putting out your cigarette for the sake of 
my health, would you? (with a smile.)

B: You're over on that side and I'm over here. My smoke doesn’t go over there.

LS (returning to seat): lt’s not as bad over here, but some does come over, and it does bother me. I'm quite sensitive, you know. (Everyone in the car was listening carefully now, but trying not to look at B.)

B: I know it doesn’t go over there.

LS (earnestly): You know, smokers can’t really notice it so much; they're used to it. It's different with those of us who are sensitive. I know you don’t like to make it difficult for people.

B (less hostile): You ask me in a nice way. You're not a “schmuck” (with a nod toward A to indicate that he is one.)

LS: As he went on smoking in silence, I smiled at him, but tried to show by my expression that I wasn't joining in the denunciation of A. At this point, another black man nodded approvingly in my direction, taking care to do so when B wasn't looking. 
B: I have to apologize. (At his words, fear in the car seemed to melt away.)

LS: I appreciate that. I know how you feel. But you know, it really doesn’t help.

LS: B repeated his apology three times, each time after a short period of reflection in which he carefully scrutinized my face. I showed appreciation, but continued to indicate-—by means of imploring looks—that apologies were not enough, that the smoke really bothered me. After another minute or so, B took a last puff, put his cigarette on the floor and crushed it with his shoe. He looked at me with a faint smile.

B: You talk like a gentleman. (By now, the other passengers looked incredulous, as if they had just witnessed a miracle.)

LS: Well, I try, but I'm not always able to. But I really appreciate your putting out your cigarette. You're a gentleman, too.

B: I apologize. You were right. I’m not a schmuck, but when someone else acts like a schmuck, you have to act that way, too.

LS: Not really. Sometimes you can change the situation by acting nice.

B: (with a knowing look): You're right there, too. (He smiled, obviously wanting to be my friend. I smiled back.) He's my brother (nodding toward A and clearly indicating that he meant soul brother.)

LS: Yes, we're all brothers.

LS: B nodded in enthusiastic agreement as the train, which had stopped for passengers, started off. As the noise grew, we looked across at each other to communicate that it was useless to try to shout over the din. B continued to smile and look pleased. At Union Square, the train filled up with passengers who stood between us, blocking our view. When I got up to leave, at Third Avenue, I walked over to B. “Have a good evening, friend,” I said. He looked up, pleased.

On the stairs leading up to the street, a young woman hurried up from behind to tell me that she could hardly believe what she had just seen happen. Because of what I had done, the passengers lost their fear and were filled with good feeling, she said. How was I able to be so friendly to someone who seemed so threatening? I walked with her to the corner, telling her that I worked with Quakers in nonviolence training and conflict resolution.

“It doesn't always work,” I said, ”but it usually does. All people have good inside them, and it's a challenge to try and draw it out.” She agreed and indicated deep satisfaction with my explanation. She warmly returned my greeting as we went our separate ways.
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