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22 Chapter 2 / Reading and Responding to Literature
I

ROBERT FROST

The Span of Life 1936

The old dog barks backward without getting up
I can remember when he was a pup

Read the poem aloud once or twice, physically experiencing Frost's ‘perfor-
mance in words” The most immediately obvious part of the performance is that
Frost has written lines that rhyme. No two readers will read the lines in exactly
the same way, but it is safe to say that in reading the first line most readers will
put a fairly heavy stress on as many as seven or cven eight syllables. whereas in
reading the second line they probably will stress only three or four:

The 6ld dog barks backward without getting up

I can remémber when he was a pup
Notice that the first line is harder to say than the second line, which more or
less rolls off the tongue. Why? Because in the first line we must pause between
“old” and “dog,” between “backward” and “without,” and between “without” and
“getting”—and in fact between “back” and “ward”

And so we can say that the form (a relatively effortful hard-to-speak line fol-
lowed by an easy bouncy line) is part of the content: first, a description with
pauses and relatively heavy stresses of a dog that no longer has the energy or the
strength to leap up, and second, a line that in a rather jingling way reports a men-
ory of the dog as a puppy. The language, then, is highly patterned. Take a moment
to read the lines again, and to enjoy the rhyme: rhyme—the repetition of a
sound—is also a pattern. We can easily see what Frost meant when he said that a
poem is a performance in words. The thing looks easy en yugh, but we know that it
takes skill to make words behave properly—that is, to get the right words into the
right places. Frost went into the lions’ cage, did his act, and came out unharmed.

Significance

We've been talking about Frost's skill in handling words, but we have said only a
little about what Frost is saying. One of the things that literature does is to make us
see—hear. feel, love—what the author thinks is a valuable part of the experience of
living. A thousand years ago a Japanese writer, Lady Murasaki, made this point w hen
she had one of the characters in her book talk about what motivates an author:

Again and again something in one’s own life or in that around one W ill
seem so important that one cannot bear to let it pass into oblivion
There must never come a time, the writer feels, when people do not
know about this.

We can probably agree with Lady Murasaki that writers of literature try to get at
something important in their experiences, emotions, or visions, and try to make
the reader experience the importance. And so a writer shows us what the span
of life is like, or (for instance) what it is like to be in love (plenty of room for
comedy as well as tragedy here), or what it is like to be an immigrant worrying
whether his or her baby will be accepted as an American. (Later in this chapter
we will see Pat Mora's poem on this last topic.)

Thinking further about Frost'’s poem, we notice something clse about the
form. The first line is about a dog, but the second line is about a dog and a human

being (“1 can remember™). The speaker must be getting on, too And although
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24 Chapter 2 / Reading and Responding to Literature

ROBERT FROST

Immigrants [1920]

No ship of all that under sail or steam

Have gathered people to us more and more
But Pilgrim-manned the Mayflower in a dream
Has been her anxious convoy in to shore

To find this poem—this performance in words—of any interest, a reader
probably has to know that the Mayflower brought the Pilgrims to America. Sec-
ond, a reader has to grasp a slightly unfamiliar construction:“No ship ...but . ..
has .. " which means, in effect, “every ship has.” (Compare: “No human being
but is born of woman,” which means “Every human being is born of woman.”)

If, then, we paraphrase the poem—translate it into other words in the
same language—we get something roughly along these lines

All of the ships (whether sailing vessels or steamships) that have col-
lected people in increasing numbers and brought them to this country
have had the Mayflower, with its Pilgrims, as its eager (or worried?)
escort to the coast.

We have tried to make this paraphrase as accurate and as concise as possible, but
for reasons that we'll explain in a moment, we have omitted giving an equivalent
for Frost’s“in a dream.” Why, one might ask, is our paraphrase so much less inter-
esting than the original?

We come back to Frost's idea that a work of literature is a “performance in
words.” The lines are metrical (stresses recur more or less regularly) and they
rhyme (steam/dream, more/shore), which is to say Frost, like a figure-skater,
has created patterns. Probably, too, the repetition, of s in “sail or steam” catches
the ear. The words “sail” and “steam” are somewhat alike in that they are both
monosyllables, they both begin with the same sound, and they both evoke im-
ages of ships. Compare “sail or steam” with “sail or oil” or “sail or engine” and
you will probably agree that the original is more pleasing and more interesting.

We can’t be certain about what Frost really thought of the Pilgrims and of
the Mayflower, but we do have the poem, and that’'s what we are concerned
with. It celebrates the anniversary, of course, but it also celebrates at least two
other things: the continuing arrival of new immigrants and the close connection
between the early and the later immigrants.

Persons whose ancestors came over on the Mayflower have a reputation for
being rather sniffy about later arrivals, but Frost reminds his Yankee audience
that their ancestors, the Mayflower passengers, were themselves immigrants.
However greatly the histories and the experiences of the early immigrants dif-
fered from those of later immigrants, the experience of emigration and the hopes
for a better life link the Mayflower passengers with more recent arrivals

The poem says, if our paraphrase is roughly accurate, that the Mayflower and its
passengers accompany all later immigrants. Now, what does this mean? Literally, of
course. it is nonsense. The Mayflower and its passengers disappeared centuries ago.

YOUR TURN

1. In our paraphrase, in an effort to avoid complexities, we did not give any
equivalent for “in a dream” (line 3). The time has now come to face this
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26 Chapter 2 / Reading and Responding to Literature

4. We have already mentioned that Frost’s poem cannot possibly be * The apt
thought to describe involuntary immigrants. Is this a weakness in the worried
poem? If so, how serious a weakness? * The min
5. Frost's poem celebrates immigration and does not consider its effect on hallo.” If
the American Indian population. The poem does not, so to speak, tell the and offe:
whole truth; but no statement, however long, could tell the “whole truth” with Me
about such a complex topic. Do you agree that if the poem doesn’t give affection

us the whole truth, perhaps we get enough if it reminds us of a truth?
YOUR
PAT MORA I. The la:
Rereac
Pat Mora, born in El Paso, Texas, in 1942, dfter graduating what A
[from Texas Western College earned a master’s degree at the fully aj
University of Texas at El Paso. She is best known for ber 2. What
poems, but she bas also published books and essays on “wraps
Chicano culture and is the autbor of many award-winning savs th
books for children. She lives in Sante Fe, New Mexico. would
3. After r
“verba
Mora «
What ¢
4. What
assimil

Immigrants 11986 attitud

wrap their babies in the American flag, Li[el'atlll‘e

feed them mashed hot dogs and apple pie,
name them Bill and Daisy, aQ « J -
buy them blonde dolls that blink blue ds a journ
eyes or a football and tiny cleats

before the baby can even walk

speak to them in thick English, hallo, babee, hallo,

whisper in Spanish or Polish,

when the babies sleep, whisper

in a dark parent bed, that dark 1
parent fear,"Will they like

our boy, our girl, our fine american

boy, our fine american girl?”

You have alrea
words, and we
his point clear.
ing sentences. .
the performanc
lets us hear a re
formance, and

are engaging i
course, if the w

Pat Mora's experience—that of a Mexican American woman in the United expect us to wi
States—obviously must be very different from that of Frost, an Anglo-Saxon male and millions of
and almost the official poet of the country. Further, Mora is writing in our own formed literatu
time, not almost a century ago. A reader expects, and finds, a very different sort a nursery rhym

of poem.We won't discuss this poem at length, but we will say that in our view
she too gets at something important. Among the many things in this verbal per-
formance that give us pleasure are these:

Pat-a-cake, |
Bake me a «

where the spok

» The wit of making the title part of the first sentence. A reader expects the in silently readi
title to be relevant to the poem but does not expect it to be grammatically muscular respor
the first word of the poem. We like the fresh way in which the title is In a mome:

used. mance, but for |
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28 Chapter 2 / Reading and Responding to Literature

When we read a particularly engrossing work, or when we see 4 movie, we may
say to a friend that we were “carried away” Or we may speak of certain kinds of
writing as “escape literature,” again suggesting that the writing takes us out of
our ordinary world. The following short poem by Emily Dickinson (1830-18806)
uses the idea that literature carries us away. Dickinson first compares a book
to a swift square-rigged ship (“frigate” in line 1). then in line 3 to swift horses
(“coursers™) and finally, in the next-to-last line, to a chariot, normally the vehicle
of kings and warriors but also of angels (cf. "Swing low, sweet chariot,/Coming
for to carry me home”). One other word in the poem may require comment:
“traverse” (line 5) is a route or a journey—again a word associated with being

“carried away.”
EMILY DICKINSON

There is no frigate like a book c. 1873]

There is no frigate like a book

To take us lands away,

Nor any coursers like a page

Of prancing poetry

This traverse may the poorest take
Without oppress of toll;

How frugal is the chariot

That bears a human soul!

For Dickinson, none of these swift means of transportation can carry us—we
might say “transport” us—as effectively as a book can. And a book is a lot cheaper
(note “frugal”in line 7) than, say, taking a cruise on a frigate

Let's now put these two points together: (1) literature as a performance not
only by the writer but also by the spectator, and (2) literature as a journey
Robert Frost put the following poem at the beginning of his collected poems.
Each of the two stanzas announces that the speaker, the poet, is going to the
pasture, and each stanza ends with the words “You come too.” Clearly the reader
is invited to journey along with the writer—that is, to enter into the writer’s
world

ROBERT FROST

The Pasture [1915]

I'm going out to clean the pasture spring;
I'll only stop to rake the leaves away

(And wait to watch the water clear, I may):
I sha'n’t be gone long. You come too

I'm going out to fetch the little calf

That's standing by the mother. It’s so young,

It totters when she licks it with her tongue.
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Chapter 2/ Reading and Responding to Literature

A Worn Path 1941]

It was December—a bright frozen day in the early morning. Far out in the
country there was an old Negro woman with her head tied in a red rag,
coming along a path through the pinewoods. Her name was Phoenix
Jackson. She was very old and small and she walked slowly in the dark
pine shadows, moving a little from side to side in her steps, with the bal-
anced heaviness and lightness of a pendulum in a grandfather clock. She
carried a thin, small cane made from an umbrella, and with this she kept
tapping the frozen earth in front of her. This made a grave and persistent
noise in the still air, that seemed meditative like the chirping of a solitary
little bird.

She wore a dark striped dress reaching down to her shoe tops, and an
equally long apron of bleached sugar sacks, with a full pocket: all neat and
tidy, but every time she took a step she might have fallen over her shoe-
laces, which dragged from her unlaced shoes. She looked straight ahead. Her
eyes were blue with age. Her skin had a pattern all its own of numberless
branching wrinkles and as though a whole little tree stood in the middle of
her forehead. but a golden color ran underneath, and the two knobs of her
cheeks were illuminated by a yvellow burning under the dark. Under the red
rag her hair came down on her neck in the frailest of ringlets, still black. and
with an odor like copper

Now and then there was a quivering in the thicket. Old Phoenix said,
“Out of my way, all you foxes, owls, beetles, jack rabbits, coons and wild
animals! ... Keep out from under these feet, little bob-whites. . . . Keep the
big wild hogs out of my path. Don’t let none of those come running my
direction. I got a long way.” Under her small black-freckled hand her cane,
limber as a buggy whip, would switch at the brush as if to rouse up am
hiding things

On she went. The woods were deep and still. The sun made the pine
needles almost too bright to look at, up where the wind rocked. The cones
dropped as light as feathers. Down in the hollow was the mourning dove—
it was not too late for him.

The path ran up a hill. “Seem like there is chains about my feet, time |
get this far” she said. in the voice of argument old people keep to use with
themselves. “Something always take a hold of me on this hill—pleads 1
should stay.”

After she got to the top she turned and gave a full, severe look behind
her where she had come.“Up through pines.” she said at length.“Now down
through oaks.

Her eyes opened their widest, and she started down gently. But before
she got to the bottom of the hill a bush caught her dress.

Her fingers were busy and intent, but her skirts were full and long, so
that before she could pull them free in one place they were caught in
another. It was not possible to allow the dress to tear.”l in the thorny bush,
she said. “Thorns, you doing vour appointed work. Never want to let folks
pass, no sir. Old eyes thought you was a pretty little green bush.”

Finally, trembling all over, she stood free, and after a moment dared to
stoop for her cane.

“Sun so high!” she cried, leaning back and looking, while the thick tears
went over her eves."The time getting all gone here”
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Chapter 2 / Reading and Responding to Literature

She followed the track, swaving through the quiet bare fields, through
the little strings of trees silver in their dead leaves, past cabins silver from
weather, with the doors and windows boarded shut, all like old women un-
der a spell sitting there."I walking in their sleep.” she said, nodding her head
vigorously.

In a ravine she went where a spring was silently flowing through a hol-
low log. Old Phoenix bent and drank. “Sweet-gum makes the water sweet,”
she said, and drank more."Nobody know who made this well. for it was here
when [ was born.”

The track crossed a swampy part where the moss hung as white as lace
from every limb.“Sleep on, alligators, and blow your bubbles” Then the track
went into the road.

Deep, deep the road went down between the high green-colored banks.
Overhead the live-oaks met. and it was as dark as a cave

A black dog with a lolling tongue came up out of the weeds by the
ditch. She was meditating, and not ready, and when he came at her she only
hit him a little with her cane. Over she went in the ditch, like a little puff of
milk-weed.

Down there, her senses drifted away. A dream visited her, and she
reached her hand up, but nothing reached down and gave her a pull. So she
lay there and presently went to talking. “Old woman,” she said to herself,
“that black dog come up out of the weeds to stall you off, and now there he
sitting on his fine tail, smiling at you.”

A white man finally came along and found her—a hunter, a young man,
with his dog on a chain

“Well, Granny!” he laughed.“What are you doing there?

“Lying on my back like a June-bug waiting to be turned over, mister,” she
said, reaching up her hand.

He lifted her up, gave her a swing in the air,and set her down."Anything
broken, Granny?’

“No sir, them old dead weeds is springy enough,” said Phoenix, when
she had got her breath.“I thank you for your trouble”

“Where do you live, Granny?” he asked, while the two dogs were growl-
ing at each other.

“Away back yonder, sir, behind the ridge.You can’t even see it from here!

*On your way home?”

“No, sir, | going to town.”

“Why, that's too far! That's as far as 1 walk when I come out myself,
and I get something for my trouble.” He patted the stuffed bag he carried,
and there hung down a little closed claw. It was one of the bob-whites,
with its beak hooked bitterly to show it was dead. "Now you go on
home, Granny!”

“I bound to go to town, mister,” said Phoenix.*The time come around.”

He gave another laugh, filling the whole landscape.“l know you old col-
ored people! Wouldn’t miss going to town to see Santa Claus!”

But something held old Phoenix very still. The deep lines in her face
went into a fierce and different radiation. Without warning, she had seen
with her own eyes a flashing nickel fall out of the man’s pocket onto the

ground.
“How old are you, Granny?” he was saying.
“There is no telling, mister.” she said, “no telling.
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Chapter 2 / Reading and Responding to Literature

Moving slowly and from side to side, she went into the big building and
into a tower of steps. where she walked up and around and around until her
feet knew to stop

She entered a door. and there she saw nailed up on the wall the docu-
ment that had been stamped with the gold seal and framed in the gold
frame, which matched the dream that was hung up in her head.

“Here I be.” she said. There was a fixed and ceremonial stiffness over
her body.

“A charity case. I suppose.”said an attendant who sat at the desk before her.

But Phoenix only looked above her head. There was sweat on her face,
the wrinkles in her skin shone like a bright net.

“Speak up, Grandma." the woman said. “What's your name? We must
have your history, you know. Have you been here before? What seems to be
the trouble with vou?”

Old Phoenix only gave a twitch to her face as if a flv were bothering her.

‘Are you deaf?” cried the attendant.

But then the nurse came in.

"Oh. that’s just old Aunt Phoenix.” she said. “She doesn’t come for her-
self—she has a little grandson. She makes these trips just as regular as clock-
work. She lives away back off the Old Natchez Trace.” She bent down. “Well,
Aunt Phoenix, why don’t vou just take a seat? We won't keep vou standing
after your long trip.” She pointed

The old woman sat down, bolt upright in the chair.

“Now, how is the boy?"asked the nurse

Old Phoenix did not speak.

I said, how is the boy?’

But Phoenix only waited and stared straight ahead. her face very solemn
and withdrawn into rigidity.

“Is his throat any better?” asked the nurse.“Aunt Phoenix, don't you hear
me? Is your grandson’s throat any better since the last time vou came for the
medicine?”

With her hands on her knees, the old woman waited. silent, erect and
motionless, just as if she were in armor.

“You mustn’t take up our time this way, Aunt Phoenix,” the nurse said
“Tell us quickly about your grandson, and get it over. He isn't dead, is he?”

At last there came a flicker and then a flame of comprehension across
her face, and she spoke,

"My grandson. It was my memory had left me. There I sat and forgot
why I made my long trip.”

“Forgot?” The nurse frowned. “After you came so far?”

Then Phoenix was like an old woman begging a dignified forgiveness
for waking up frightened in the night.I never did go to school. [ was too old
at the Surrender” she said in a soft voice.“I'm an old woman without an edu-
cation. It was my memory fail me. My little grandson, he is just the same, and
[ forgot it in the coming”

“Throat never heals, does it?” said the nurse, speaking in a loud, sure
voice to old Phoenix. By now she had a card with something written on
it, a little list.“Yes. Swallowed lye. When was it—January—two-three years
ago—"

Phoenix spoke unasked now. “No, missy, he not dead, he just the same.
Every little while his throat begin to close up again, and he not able to
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Chapter 2/ Reading and Responding to Literature

Two Very Short Contemporary Short Stories

LYDIA DAVIS

Lydia Davis, born in 1947 in Northampton, Massachuselts, grew up in New York
City and then lived for several years in France and Ireland. A professor of cre-
ative writing at the State University of New York ( UUbany), Davis has trans-
lated French literature and hbas written several books of stories; The Collected
Stories of Lydia Davis, published in 2009, contains all of ber stories to date.
Among ber awards is a MacArthur Fellowship

Childcare 2007

[t’s his turn to take care of the baby. He is cross

He says,“I never get enough done

The baby is in a bad mood. too

He gives the baby a bottle of juice and sits him well back in a big armchair.
He sits himself down in another chair and turns on the television
Together they watch The Odd Couple

In Davis's Varieties of Disturbance (2007), the book from which we reprint

“Childcare,” the story appears in the middle of a page that is otherwise blank
The very appearance on the page is part of the performance, and it is also part
of—dare we say?—the meaning. We see a largely blank page, a bare world, not
much to look at, not much to make life rich. What do we know about the inhab-
itants of this world?

The unnamed man (he is merely “he™) is “cross,”and the unnamed baby “is
in a bad mood, too.

The next thing we learn about the man is what we deduce from his state-
ment,“I never get enough done.”Ah, he is someone who wants to accom-
plish something. That sounds admirable

But he thinks the temporary job (*it’s his turn™) of caring for the baby
interferes with his unspecified aspirations. That sounds not so nice, and
we may wonder, “What sort of a guy is this who resents caring for his
infant?”

I'he next things we learn dispose us favorably toward the man

* “He gives the baby a bottle of juice and sits him well back in a big arm-

chair.” This business of sitting the child “well back in a big armchair” sug-
gests that the man takes some care to make sure that the child is secure. is
safely placed. We like that, we are reassured.

The man then sits down in another chair and “turns on the television.”
Television? We might have thought that this man who can “never get
enough done” would balance his checkbook. or read the newspaper, or

answer a letter, but no, he watches television. That's not a crime, but for
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38 Chapter 2 / Reading and Responding to Literature
Jesus was a man of loose morals, one who “receives sinners and eats with them.” (the fathe
According to Luke, Jesus responded thus: the restor;

of us can

The Parable of the Prodigal Son i

Still, «
) . . ) story, and
And he said,"A certain man had two sons: and the younger of them said apparent
to his father, ‘Father, give me the portion of goods that falleth to me’ And he i

superb st

divided unto them his living. And not many days after, the younger son gath- We begin |

ered all together, and took his journey into a far country, and there wasted
his substance with riotous living.

.
And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land, and (’:]Ili
he began to be in want. And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that rere
country, and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would fain and
have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave life:
unto him the
And when he came to himself he said, How many hired servants of my is ]
father’s have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger? I will of b
arise and go to my father, and will say unto him,"Father, I have sinned against ors
heaven, and before thee. And am no more w orthy to be called thy son: make + Aga
me as one of thy hired servants;’ whe
And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was vet a great way his |
off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck. doe
and kissed him. And the son said unto him. ‘Father. | have sinned against gal
heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son. But fath
the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him, his 1
and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. And bring hither the fat- alth
ted calf and kill it, and let us eat, and be merry. For this mv son was dead, heat
and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to be merry e Theé
Now his elder son was in the field, and as he came and drew nigh to the gal,
house, he heard music and dancing. And he called one of the servants. and brie:
asked what these things meant. And he said unto him. "1 hy brother is come, unfo
and thy father hath killed the fatted calf, because he hath recei ed him safe distz
and sound.’And he was angry, and would not g0 in: therefore came his father resp
out, and entreated him. And he answering said to his father.'Lo. these many
vears do 1 serve thee, neither transgressed [ at any time thy commandment, TF
and yet thou never gavest me a kid. that | might make merry with my -
friends: but as soon as this thy son was come, which hath devoured thy liv- 'he
ing with harlots, thou has killed for him the fatted calf’ And he said unto gal s
him, ‘Son, thou art ever with me, and all that T have is thine. It was meet that A
we should make merry, and be glad: for this thy brother was dead. and is i
alive again: and was lost, and is found, " (Luke 15. 1 1-32, King James Version) "[h'_“
son,
Now, to begin with a small point, it is not likely that any but strictly observant
Jews, or Muslims (who. like these Jews, do not eat pork), can feel the disgust that YO
Jesus’s audience must have felt at the thought that the son was reduced to feed-
ing swine and that he even envied the food that swine ate, Further, some of us This
may be vegetarians; if so, we are not at all delighted at the thought that the father case |
kills the fatted calf (probably the wretched beast has been force-fed) in order to Prodi
celebrate the son’s return. if the
And some readers do not believe in God, and hence are not prepared to take the e

the story, as many people take it, as a story whose message is that we, like God interp




‘uoneasdiaul
siy) 10alas 1o jdaooe noA Aym urejdx3y "aAo| siy Yim |edipoid s1 pua ay)
je oym pue Auadoid siy yim [e8ipoud st oym Jayiey e o s||9) Al0ls Byl i
||2SIN0A 3SE pue ‘3|31 [EuOnIpe] Ayl ‘UBD NOA JI 108104 ;1aUie4 |e8Ipold
3yl 10 ajqeleq ayl pajjed aq o} |Li‘r{rm 11 18] M3IA ay] 10} apewl aq ased
e ue) 'uog [e8ipoid ayl JO a|qeied ay) pajed Ajjeuonipen st AIOls siy]

NdNL 3NOA

I2101g Ad \}1]1_\3;“[.11 I2Le] A1 JUos
A1 SIS, U0S JaP[2 AT O IS yds21 s 12118 A1 ST IBYA PUY UOS ALJ) ST,
se [esiposd ay1 01 SurLapal A[MIUTEPSIP 12101 ST WOl J[PSWI Sa0ur)
SIP 1EYAMIWOS JAIL) SIY 01 Suny[El ‘Uos JIpjo AUl 1Byl SUos Jo Sunyeads
‘001°2on0N (Sdps 2y ey seurtodun se st sa0p JaUIe] Y1 1IBYAL) U0S [ed
apoad a1 01 120 a¢0F pey dY e Isnl uos [ynnp a1 01 1no $208 12138) 24,

"I paleaaua pue IO I21EJ SIY 2WeD 210J21a1 ],

;3911e) SUIAIRI0) AU WOLJ JUIDJIP OS ST oM ‘U0S SI) 01 asuodsal
S IR AU ST IBYAL "UIIQ PEY UO0s J2FUNod A1) Se I2UIE] SIY WOl WeIsIp
SE SI DY INQ ‘11 ZI[EI JOU S0P U0S Iaplo AL, uemad pue ‘Fuiardiojun
‘paisiuaa-gs adA1 ) S2ZIUF0DAI APIEIPAWWI Japeal B INng ‘AlJaniq
{UO PaTDIaYs SI JDDRILYD SI[L Ul 03 10U p[nom pue ‘Aidue sem, ‘v8
apoad Suruamias a1 30§ st Sunjpwiiiaw Syl Jey) Suiiles] ‘Uos Jap[@ AL
-aouruadal Jo ypaads £1pssa0ouun ‘SIDURISWNDID 1 IIPUn INg I2JIeay

SIY SULIANN WOLJ UIEIAI JOUUED SSIIYLIAIU—UIAIZI0) Apeaife ysnoyife
—eSipoad 2 (Yonoy uewny AIDA IDUOUE) PUY WL PISSTY PUE “dau sy
uo [[2] PUE "UEI PUE "L nssedwod pey,. 2y ‘Suruanial |!!‘-‘§!|1U.Id AU AES JIIE]
2} Se UOOS SE 1 SN S[[M snsaf yoaads sy Jo pasu ou ser| es
-ipoxd 21 1B WAWOL B UT 228 [[IA 2A 10] IIYIE] SIY PUTISIapun j0u 20D
[ms 2y ng Ao sy pawepndar pue SasUIS SI 01 WOD SEY Y I2UIE] SIY
01 ABS [[IM 21 1M JO SYUIL) 21 "2Wor tinial ol suepd pedpoad a1 vaym
“3ourISUT 104 ‘S[IE12P SUIP1 1N [[BWS [E2A2 SUIpEalal pue uipeal ‘uiedy

ads 1o

U123 Ul IDIEJ YT WO MNOWDI ST UOS IIP[O II SSIUPIIANUII-J[S SHY JO
oA g AEM JUDIDINIP ¥ UL 1S0] ST 10 T2PE) AU wodj aowas Ajjeniuids s
Ia1e) AU Y surewal A[earsAyd oga ‘uos Iap[o I SEAIIM IIT) 21
01 stIma1 pue s1uadal Y U ING—IIYIL] Y1 01 ISO] SWIIS SN Y—241]
JO ABM JUDIJJIP B JOJ SN0 S IINILY SIY $2AI] [EBIpoId 211 :pASEIu0d pue
paredwiod are SIDIOIQ S 1Y) 225 [BUISEIOUL OM AI0IS I Praial
AL UDAL U0 JO 10U *STOS 0M1 JO S[[21 11 ‘UOS 10T U1 JO [qeied 2], IO
0§ [ESIP0Id U1 JO D[qeILd UL, PAED A[Iewo1snd st 41018 ) Yy3noyy «

siuod aaj e Sunou Aq uiSaq a4

sgupeas yEnot) e wolj uies J2peas ¢ ued 1eym pue ‘aJay Suipa4101s qiadns

jo soidwexs JWos 2Ie JRYA SSUIPEIT [EIDAIS IDYE A[UO U2AIMOY uasedde

WO 1A TIPS STILLPIO1 ST yoIay un Aem [ryys 213 Lofua ued am pue ‘A101s
211 Jo 1818 211 3¢ 01 e am eym uo 2213 Ljgeqord ued sn Jo Jsow NS

‘11 PIEAY 2DUIPNE S SNSI SE

{porxa 41018 A1 JEaY puE 40 AINIUD 18I AU 01T YOrq SIAPSMO nd ued sn jo

2UOU SUOSEII SNOTAQO JO SLIOS [[E 10 ‘UdL) ‘AJqeqOld I2UUIS I JO UONEI0ISAT 311

ur 2o10l21 01 1yBNno (pon 10j purels 01 udyel Afensn st afqeaed S UL IDYIEY YD)

6¢ L1016 J1sse|) B Inoqy Sunjury |

POD 241 "am
aye1 01 pared

01 J2pJo ul (f
Jaej a1 18y
SN JO 2WOS ‘L
-p23J 01 paon
e 1sndsip o
IUEAJISqO AR

(lItl!?\'.IJ\ SO
SI pUE ‘peap !
1E1]] 1291 SEX
ojun pres aij
-All A1 paino
Aw s A
QUIIPURLLILY
AUeLW 28I ‘¢
J2UIEJ ST 2
JJES W PIAL
AWOD ST I
PUE "SIJUBAJIDS
241 01 y3u s

£33 2q «
PEAP SEM UO
1) Y2 Jatuy
‘wiry uo 11 ng
Ing [uos AUl |
1Isurede pauul
‘“Yoau SIY Uo |
{em 1B2I8 B 1S

e (uos Ayl
1IsuteSe pauuns
M [ s198uny
AL JO SIUBAIY:

JAES UBLI OU |
urej pmnoas 2y
1E1] JO UdZND
pue ‘pue| e

paisem 21211
-es vos Jo8u
Y puy 2w 01
pIes woay) Jo 1

LD A §)




40 Chapter 2/ Reading and Responding to Literature

Stories True and False

I'he word story comes from history—the stories that historians, biographers,
and journalists narrate are supposed to be true accounts of what happened
The stories of novelists and short-story writers, however, are admittedly untrue;
they are fiction, things made up, imagined, manufactured. As readers. we come
to a supposedly true story with expectations different from those we bring to
fiction.

Consider the difference between reading a narrative in a new spaper and
one in a book of short stories. If, while reading a new Spaper. we Come across a
story of, say. a subway accident, we assume that the account is true. and we read
it for the information about a relatively unusual event. Anyvone hurt? What sort
of people? In our neighborhood? Whose fault? When we read a book of fiction.
however, we do not expect to encounter literal truths; we read novels and short
stories not for facts but for pleasure and for some insight or for a sense of what
an aspect of life means to the writer. Consider the following short story by
Grace Paley.

GRACE PALEY

Grace Paley (1922-2007) was born in New York ity, where
she attended Hunter College and New York [ niversity, but
left without a degree. While raising two children she wrote
poetry and then. in the 1950s, turned to writing fiction.
Paley’s books include two collections of short stories, The
Little Disturbances of Man (7959) and Enormous Changes at
the Last Minute (/974).

Paley's chief subject is the life of little people strig-
gling in the Big City. Of life she bas said, “How daily life is
lived is a mystery to me. You write about what's mysteri-
ous to you. What is it like? Why do people do this?” Of the
short story she bas said, “It can be just telling a little tale, or writing a compli-
cated philosopbical story. It can be a song, almost.”

Samuel (1968]

Some boys are very tough. They're afraid of nothing. They are the ones who
climb a wall and take a bow at the top. Not only are they brave on the roof,
but they make a lot of noise in the darkest part of the cellar where even the
super hates to go. They also jiggle and hop on the platform between the
locked doors of the subway cars

Four boys are jiggling on the swaving platform. Their names are Alfred.
Calvin, Samuel, and Tom. The men and the women in the cars on cither side
watch them. They don't like them to jiggle or jump but don't want to inter-
fere. Of course some of the men in the cars were once brave boys like these.
One of them had ridden the tail of a speeding truck from New York to Rock-
away Beach without getting off, without his sore fingers losing hold. Noth-
ing happened to him then or later. He had made a compact with other boys
who preferred to watch: Starting at Eighth Avenue and Fifteenth Street. he
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42 Chapter 2/ Reading and Responding to Literature

People standing in the most secure places fell forward, then backward.
Samuel had let go of his hold on the chain so he could pound Tom as well
as Alfred. All the passengers in the cars whipped back and forth, but he
pitched only forward and fell head first to be crushed and killed between
the cars

10 The train had stopped hard, halfway into the station, and the conduc-
tor called at once for the trainmen who knew about this kind of death and
how to take the body from the wheels and brakes. There was silence ex-
cept for passengers from other cars who asked. What happened! What
happened! The ladies waited around wondering if he might be an only
child. The men recalled other afternoons with very bad endings. The little
boys stayed close to each other, leaning and touching shoulders and arms
and legs

When the policeman knocked at the door and told her about it,
Samuel's mother began to scream. She screamed all day and moaned all
night, though the doctors tried to quiet her with pills

Oh, oh, she hopelessly cried. She did not know how she could ever find
another boy like that one. However, she was a young woman and she be-
came pregnant. Then for a few months she was hopeful. The child born to
her was a boy. They brought him to be seen and nursed. She smiled. But im-
mediately she saw that this baby wasn't Samuel. She and her hushband to-
gether have had other children, but never again will a boy exactly like
Samuel be known.

You might think about the ways in which “Samuel” differs from a newspa-
per story of an accident in a subway. (You might even want to write a news-
paper version of the happening.) In some ways, Paley's story faintly resembles
an account that might appear in a newspaper. Journalists are taught to give in-
formation about Who, What, When, Where, and Why, and Paley does provide
this. Thus, the characters (Samuel and others) are the journalist’s Who; the plot
(the boys were jiggling on the platform. and when a man pulled the emergency
cord one of them was killed) is the What: the setting (the subway, presumably
in modern times) is the When and the Where; the motivation (the irritation of
the man who pulls the emergency cord) is the Why

Ask yourself questions about each of these elements, and think about how
they work in Paley’s story. You might also think about responses to the following
questions.Your responses will teach you a good deal about what literature is and
about some of the ways in which it works

YOUR TURN

1. Paley wrote the story, but an unspecified person tells it. Describe
the voice of this narrator in the first paragraph. Is the voice neutral
and objective, or do you hear some sort of attitude, a point of view?
If you do hear an attitude, what words or phrases in the story indi-
cate it?

2. What do you know about the setting of “Samuel”? What an you infer
about the neighborhood?

3. In the fourth paragraph we are told that “three of the boys were Ne-
groes and the fourth was something else.” Is race important in this
story? Is Samue

“Negro” or “something else”? Does it matter?
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Chapter 2/ Reading and Responding to Literature

Gil“[ 1978

Wash the white clothes on Monday and put them on the stone heap; wash
the color clothes on Tuesday and put them on the clothesline to dry;
don’t walk barehead in the hot sun; cook pumpkin fritters in very hot
sweet oil: soak your little clothes right after you take them off; when buy-
ing cotton to make yourself a nice blouse, be sure that it doesn’'t have
gum on it, because that way it won't hold up well after a wash; soak salt
fish overnight before you cook it; is it true that you sing benna! in Sunday
School? always eat your food in such a way that it won't turn someone
else’s stomach; on Sundays try to walk like a lady and not like the slut you
are so bent on becoming; don’t sing benna in Sunday School; you mustn't
speak to wharf-rat boys, not even to give directions; don’t eat fruits on the
street—flies will follow you: but I don't sing benna on Sundays at all
and never in Sunday school; this is how to sew on a button; this is how
to make a buttonhole for the button you have just sewed on: this is how
to hem a dress when you see the hem coming down and so to prevent
yourself from looking like the slut T know you are so bent on becoming;
this is how you iron your father's khaki pants so that they don't have a
crease; this is how you grow okra—far from the house, because okra tree
harbors red ants; when you are growing dasheen, make sure it gets plenty
of water or else it makes your throat itch when you are eating it; this is
how you sweep a corner: this is how you sweep a whole house; this is
how you sweep a yard; this is how you smile to someone you don't like
too much; this is how you set a table for dinner with an important guest;
this is how you smile to someone you don't like at all; this is how you smile
to someone you like completely; this is how you set a table for tea; this is
how you set a table for dinner; this is how you set a table for lunch; this is
how you set a table for breakfast: this is how to behave in the presence of
men who don’t know you very well, and this way they won't recognize
immediately the slut 1 have warned vou against becoming; be sure to
wash every day, even if it is with your own spit; don’t squat down to play
marbles—you are not a boy, you know; don’t pick people’s flowers—you
might catch something: don’t throw stones at blackbirds, because it might
not be a blackbird at all; this is how to make a bread pudding; this is how
to make duokona;* this is how to make a pepper pot; this is how to make
a good medicine for a cold; this is how to make a good medicine to throw
away a child before it even becomes a child; this is how to catch a fish:
this is how to throw back a fish vou don't like, and that way something
bad won't fall on you: this is how to bully a man; this is how a man bullies
you; this is how to love a man, and if this doesn’t work there are other
ways, and if they don’t work don't feel too bad about giving up; this is
how to spit up in the air if you feel like it, and this is how to move quick
so that it doesn't fall on you; this is how to make ends meet; always
squeeze bread to make sure it’s fresh: but what if the baker won’t let me

Jeel the bread? you mean to say that after all you are really going to be

the kind of woman who the baker won't let near the bread?

'benna Calypso music. *duokona a spicy pudding made of plantains
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