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Theme is an essential term for
fising Decduse woe o ond w

“theme” may refer to the subject of a literary work, as when we note that a story

treats the theme of good and

parents and children. But somertimes “theme” may suggest the point of view—the
attitude—that an author has taken toward his or her subject. It is not just that the
author is dealing with the nature of good and evil, but that he or she has some-

thing special 1o say about it,

from others on this same subject. Probably it is best nof to use “theme” in this

second sense but instead to

1 . N T I VORI WL (PR . L (e e e, [ Ry - RS | et
SCTLIL WU UC dlgUlllgg, CVTOL pPICaCLULRE, AL ACOUY idUic proity LlLuu.;y WAICLI D a v ono,

but most contemporary short

Consider the following anonymous short Japanese narrative. It is said to be
literally true, but whether it really occurred or not is scarcely of any importance.
It is the story, not the history, thar connts.

ANONYMOITIS

Muddy Road

Two monks, Tanzan and Ekido, were once traveling together down a muddy
road. A heavy rain was still falling.
Coming around a bend, they met a lovely girl in a silk kimono and sash, un-

able to cross the intersection.

“Come on, girl,” said Tanzan at once. Lifting her in his arms, he carried her
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Ekido did not speak again until that night when they reached a lodging tem-

ple. Then he no longer could

he told Tanzan, “especially not young and lovely ones. It is dangerous. Why did

you do that?”
“I left the girl there” said

Do we want to say that this story argues that priests should not lust for women?

Crsmaler ane Rt voe can caw

literary study and interpretation, but it can be con-

usc it i diffcicut, i iclaicd, sCuscs. Junincluines

evil, or has as its theme the relationship between

¥

a perspective on it that makes this story different
use thesis, especially for works by authors who

stories do not.

restrain himself,"We monks don't go near females,”

Tanzan.“Are vou still carrving her?”

rascanahly that the theme ic ahnnt nroner and
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226 Chapter 11 / Theme

improper responses to a potentially sexual situation. And we can admire the skill
with which the story is told. After the introduction of the two characters and the
setting, we quickly get the complication, the encounter with the girl. Still there is
apparently no conflict, though in “Ekido did not speak again until that night” we
sense an unspoken conflict, an action (or, in this case, an inaction) that must be
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Ekido, no longer able to contain his thoughts, lets his indignation burst out:“We
monks don’t go near females . . . especially not young and lovely ones. It is dan-
gerous. Why did you do that?” His statement and his question reveal not only his
moral principles, but also his insecurity and the anger that grows from it. And
now. when the conflict is out in the open, comes the brief reply that reveals
Tanzan's very different character as clearly as the outburst revealed Ekido's. This
reply—though we could not have predicted it—strikes us as exactly right, bring-
e the story i s perfcct end, thatisrna naint ar which there is no more o be
said. It provides the dénouement (literally, the "Unknotung ), OF resviuLvL. Dat,
again, although we can say that the theme deals with lust, we hardly want to say
that the author is arguing a thesis.

Most literary works do not offer arguments (o us—not cxacitly at any rate.
A short story is not a legal document or a case in court. But readers may sense
that an author has an attitude toward his or her characters. Interviewing
Tobias Wolff, a writer of novels and short stories (see page 359), Julie Orringer
asked if Wolff sometimes was too “hard on the protagonists” of his stories.
WO TCpie.

It isn't so much matter of wishing to be hard on people as wishing to
be truthful. If there is 2 moral quality to my work. I suppose it has to do
with will and the exercise of choice within one’s will. The choices we
make tend to narrow down a myriad of opportunitics to just a few, and
those choices tend to reinforce themselves in whatever direction we've
started to go, including the wrong direction. . . . Well, maybe it's not
such a good idea to stay the course if you're headed toward the rocks.
aknont 0
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drive vour ship onto the shoals.

Putting aside the issuc of whether writers judge their characters and thereby
offer arguments, it is obviously true that good literary works often provake
arguments—debate and discussion about what the work means, what its theme
is. In a general sense all of us might agree that the theme of Shakespeare’s play
The Taming of the Shrew is the relationship between men and women, “the bat-

te of the sexes.” But what in more precise terms is this play’s theme? What is the
ad women

st 5t o fha nadascranding of e reidiiviianegg ooowoon o
that Shakespeare gives us in The Taming of the Shrew, or that D. H. Lawrence or
John Updike in a story, or John Donne or Andrew Marvell in a poem, present?

It might be best, then, to agrec o Use (WO SCPATAE IErms, subject and
theme. What is the subject of Ozick’s story “The Shawi™ We could say that it is
the unspeakable pain that the protagonist Rosa experiences when her child
Magda is brutally killed in the conceni ration camp.What is its theme? We might
propose that the theme is twofold: the extreme evil of the Holocaust and the
hinnd  harrifically assanlted but not wholly annihilated—Dbetween mother and
daughter. Ozick’s writing Irom peguumng w cind gives to ke teoatment N The
subject,and to her presentation of the theme, emotional power and depth.
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Anonymous 227

Perhaps your key task as an interpreter and writer of analytical essays is for
you to be as specific as you can when you describe your response to the poem,
play, or novel before you. What is the theme of this literary work? Not another

ELR S N ST SR A D T TRt o

tres ol

ar 34 Iy works have iz
theme in common, but what counts. and whar makes reading and interpretation
rewarding, is to perceive the distinctive way in which a given author develops
this theme in a given story.

Several literary scholars have in effect said that the theme of a short story is
“everything in it” What they are getting at is that ih order for us to perceive the
theme, we nced o pay close attention to the plot, character, setting, point of
view, style—all of the elements of the story as they function together. When you
write an essav about the theme of a literary wark concider cach of thees ale
LICULs and the roie that it performs by itself and in relationship to the others.

Here are some additional points and questions to consider:

- The title: Sometimes the title offers an insight into the story's theme.

The first paragraph: How does the story begin?

. The final paragraph: How does the story end, and what is the connection
between where we end and where we began in our experience of this
storv?

4. Significant details: We know that details matter: What are the most signifi-

cant details in the story? Do you see a pattern or patterns among them?

5. Conflict: What is the major conflict presented in the story? Is there more

than one?

6. Choices: In the beginning. middle, or conclusion of a story, the main char-

acter might make an importam choice. He does something, or he says some-

thing, or else decides not to do or say something. Does this choice and its
consequences help us to understand the story’s theme?
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&3 ; changed, if anything, fum thc

way it was at the outset? Has the main character, or other characters.
changed?

8. Responding to theme: What have vou learned from your reading and
study of this story? Has it changed your thinking in any way?

Sometimes you will be asked in an assignment to do some outside reading,
and in such cases you might find in an author’s letters, memoirs, diary entries,

interriensiand stk o5 fie 47 she

explores.

In his Preface to The House of the Seven Gables (1851), for example,
Nathaniel Hawthorne says: “The author has provided himself with a moral—the
truth, namely, that the wrongdoing of one generation lives into the successive
ones.” Thomas Hardy, author of Tess of the d'Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the Ob-
scure (1893), jotted in his notebook {(April 19, 1885):“The business of the poet
and novelist is to show the sorriness underlying the grandest things, and the
grandeur underlying the sorriest things” With these examples we can reasonably

tail

- OIS Desis as will as about ibeme aud subjedi. Flannery
O'Connor, whose work we feature in this book, states in “Catholic Novelists and
Their Readers” (1964): “The main concern of the fiction writer is with mystery
as it is incarnated in real life”




228 Chapter 11/ Theme

Much of the time, though, what we are doing first is reading a story in its
own terms, responding 1o it, thinking about it, deciding how much or little we
Lows eoioven ami iearncd fom it There are noints we look for, questions we ask.
We then can make comparisons with Other UIEFATY Wuihs s s SEpEIenor e
side and outside the classroom. This is how we build up and develop our literary
experience and understanding.

fn the pages that follow, you will find three stories: “Carpathia” “The
Shawl” and “Who's Irish?” Read each one of them carefully, and ask yourself
why each one is special, and also how each compares and contrasts with the
other two.

JESSE LEE KERCHEVAL

Jesse Lee Kercheval was born in France but received ber bacbelor’s degree
Jrom Florida State University and ber master’s degree (in creative writing)
Jfrom the University of Iowa. The author of several books of poetry and of
fiction, as well as a book about bow 10 write fiction (Building Fiction
{1997]), Kercheval bhas received numerous awards. She teaches al the
UTHLEr ey of Wicooncin-Madisii. The stary we include bere wdas written in
response to a challenge 1o write a short story CONSISIING U] TV e L2Lr
300 words.

As this story indicates, Carpathia was the ship that in 1912 picked up sur-
vivors from the Titanic, after the Titanic struck an iceberg and sank.

Carpathia

It NAppPeiEy U iy PATEREE feneth morning out from New
York, Mother woke tO find the Carpathia still, engines silent. snc wune
Father: they rushed to the deck in their nightgowns. The first thing they
saw was the white of an ocean filled with ice, then they saw white boats, in
groups of two or three, pulling slowly toward the Carpatbia. My father
read the name written in red across their bows— Titanic. The sun was shin-
ing. Here and therc a deck chair floated on the calm sea. There was nothing
else.

e snpvivars came on board in small groups. Women and children.
Two sailors for each Doat. 1Nt wuinas of the Corparing wenl 10 the
women of the Titanic, wrapping them in their long warm furs. My
mother left my father’s side to go 1o them. The women went down on
their knees on the deck and, prayed, holding each other’s children. My
father stood looking at the icy water where, if he had been on the other
ship, he would be.

When the Carpatbia dropped off the survivors in New York, my par
ents too got off and took the train home, not talking much, the honeymoon
unyiilng Bot a gooress Al thie welcome home party my father got drunk.
When someone asked about the Titanic, he said,“They SNOUIG avy pus tks
men in the lifeboats. Men can marry-again, have new families. What's the use
of all those widows and orphans?” My mother, who was standing next to
him, tarned her face away. She was pregnant, eighteen. She was the one
drowning. But there was 0o onc there to rescue her.
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Cynthia Ozick 229

YOUR TURN

1 In the cecond naragraoh, the second and third sentences have no
verbs. 1JO you suppose veibs have beeii Giiilicd simgly Becaiss fies
author was limited to 300 words, or are these two sentences more ef-
fective than they would be if they were equipped with verbs? Explain.

. The speaker’s father offers an argument—that is, he advances a thesis.
Is the story about the issue that he raises—in effect, that the traditional
doctrine of “women and children first” is misguided—or is it about
something else. If something else, what is it about

3. What is the narrator’s attitude toward her father? Toward her mother?
. 4 f M tee ectmmnnn #Tha lacenn that thic storv

I

teaches is. . . . What is your evidence for this?
A teacher of creative writing, commenting on this story, says, “its ending
is exactly right.” Do you agree? Please explain.

v

CYNTHIA OZICK

Syusiin Dick hows in 102R in New York of Russtan Jewish parentage, gradu-
ated from New York University in 1949 wiib a Dacinioi's degiee i Ling £
1950 she earned a master’s degree at Obio State Universily, writing a thesis on
“Parable in the Later Novels of Henry James” In an essay in Art and Ardor
(1983) she says that ber early worsbip of James catsed ber to worship art and
to try to “live unsoiled by whdt we mean when we say ‘Life’—relationship, fam-
ity mess, distraction, exbauslion, anxiety, above atl disappointnrent.” Later; she
says, she learned that the true “Lesson of the Master” was “to seek 1o be young
while young, primitive while primitive, ungainly when ungainly—to look Jor

ciadeness gt YHACHOSS, K A R S seenbidus
Ozick’s many books include the novels The Messiah of Stockholm (7987),
The Puttermesser Papers (1997), and Heir 1o the Glimmering World (2004),

and Collected Stories (2007).

g4 LIPEE 3 QILLEL Jitrpsranaiy oo e

The Shawl (1980]

Gealla rold cold the coldness of hell. How they walked on the roads to-
gether, Rosa with Magda curied up betwon suic breasts, Magda wonuna up
in the shawl. Somerimes Stella carried Magda. But she was jealous of Magda.
A thin girl of fourteen, too small, with thin breasts of her own, Stella wanted
to be wrapped in a shawl, hidden away, asleep, rocked by the march, a baby,
4 round infant in arms. Magda took Rosa’s nipple, and Rosa never stopped
walking, a2 walking cradie. There was not enough milk; sometimes Magda
sucked air; then she screamed. Stella was ravenous. Her knees were fumors
on sticks, her elbows chicken bones.

Yoot D, Bios 555 Nt wa ke enmeane walkineg but
like someone in a faint, in trance, arrested in a fit, someone who is already a
floating angel, alert and seeing everything, but in the air, not there, not
touching the road. As if Lectering on the tips of her fingernails. She looked
into Magda’s face through a gap in the shawl: a squirrel in a nest, safe, no one
could reach her inside the little house of the shawl's windings. The face, very

§188 L5 ] i_l:-%_l i1
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round, a pocket mirror of a face: but it was not Rosa’s bleak complexion,
dark like cholera. it was another kind of face altogether, cyes blue as air,
smooth feathers of hair nearly as vellow as the Star sewn into Rosa’s coat.
Ry cssesd ARty e TEERCEMTE: of ibely habies

Rosa. floating, dreamed of giving Magda away in One o1 e PR ool
could leave the line for a minute and push Magda into the hands of any
woman on the side of the road. But if she moved out of line they might
shoot. And even if she fled the line for haif a second and pushed the shawl-
bundle at a stranger, would the woman take it? She might be surprised, of
afraid; she might drop the shawl. and Magda would fall out and strike her
head and die.The little round head. Such a good child, she gave up scream-
i 24 encled now only for the taste of the drying nipple itself. The neat
grip of the tiny gums. Une i oi e tooth tip sTicienn B i1 the hottom gum,
how shining. an elfin tombstone of white marble gleaming there. Without
complaining, Magda relinquished Rosa’s teals, first the left, then the right:
both were cracked, not i sniff of milk. The duct-crevice extinct, a dead vol-
cano. blind eve, chill hole, s0 Magda took the corner of the shawl and milked
it instead. She sucked and sucked, flooding the threads with wetness. The
shawl's good flavor, milk of linen.

It was 2 magic shawl.it could nourish an infant for three days and three
wighsn, Magda hd ot dic. she stayed alive although very quict. A peculiar
smell, of cinnamon and almonds, lifted out o1 ner TR TR AR o oo L i
open every moment, forgetting how to blink or nap, and Rosa and some-
times Stella studied their blueness. On the road they raised one burden of a
leg after another and studied Magda’s face. “Aryan,”! Stella said, in a voice
grown as thin as a string; and Rosa thought how Stella gazed at Magda like a
young cannibal. And the time that Stella said “Arvan.”it sounded to Rosa as if
Stella had really said “Let us devour her”

Rut Magda lived 0 walk. She lived that long, but she did not walk very
well, artly DECAUSE dite v 7 aissan menths old.and partly hecanse the
spindles of her legs could not hold up her fat belly. It was fat with air, ruu
and round. Rosa gave almost all her food to Magda, Stella gave nothing; Stella
Was ravenous, a growing child herself, but not growing much. Stella did not
menstruate. Rosa did not menstruate. Rosa was ravenous, put also not; she
learned from Magda how to drink the taste of a finger in one's mouth. They
were in a place without pity, all pity was annihilated in Rosa, she looked at
Stella’s bones without pity. She was surc that Stella was waiting for Magda to
it her tacth inta the little thighs.

Rosa knew Magda was going 1o Qi€ very swnns Jaz showld have DECh
dead already, but she had been buried away deep inside the magic shawl,
mistaken there for the shivering mound of Rosa’s breasts; Rosa clung to the
shawl as if it covered only herself. No one took it away from her. Magda was
mute. She never cried. Rosa hid her in the barracks, under the shawl, but she
knew that one day someonc would inform; or one day someonc, not even
Stella, would steal Magda to cat her. When Magda began to walk Rosa knew

hia ey whe COrRERL

IAryan According to The Amerfcan Hertuge s es: r oF Snee E

“Aryan, a word nowadays referring to the blond-haired, blue-eyed physical ideal of Nazi
Germany, originally referred to a people who looked vastly different. Its history starts
with the ancient lndoTranians. peoples who inhabited parts of what are now Iran,
Afghanistan, Pakistan and India”
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Cynthia Ozick 231

shae Manda wac anine to die verv soon. something would happen. She was
afraid to falk asleep: she slept with the weigiit of her Taigii Ui Magda's body;
she was afraid she would smother Magda under her thigh. The weight of
Rosa was becoming less and less: Rosa and Stella were slowly turning into air.

Magda was quiet, but her eyes were horribly alive, like blue tigers. She
watched. Sometimes she langhed—it seemed a laugh, but how could it be?
Magda had never seen anyone laugh. Stli, Magda laughed at her shawl when
the wind blew its corners, the bad wind with pieces of black in it, that made
Stella’s and Rosa’s eyes tear. Magda's eyes were always clear and tearless. She
4 pc a3 e she guadied T sluw 1 TI6 Sao comtd amach w: onby Bnea
could touch it. Stella was not allowed. The shawl was Magda’s own baby, her
pet, her little sister. She tangled herself up in it and sucked on one of the cor-
ners when she wanted to be very siill.

Then Stella took the shawl away and made Magda die.

Afterward Stella said: “1 was cold.”

And afterward she was always cold, always. The cold went into her
heart: Rosa saw that Stella’s heart was cold. Magda flopped onward with her
little nencil legs scribbling this way and that, in search of the shawl; the pen-
cils taltered at the Darracks vpcuing, whore e Lght Dogan, Hosa sow ona
pursued. But already Magda was in the square outside the barracks, in the
jolly Tight. It was the roll-call arena. Every morning Rosa had to conceal
Magda under the shawl against a wall of the barracks and go out and stand
in the arena with Stella and hundreds of others, sometimes for hours, and
Magda, deserted, was quiet under the shawl, sucking on her corner. Every
day Magda was silent, and so she did not die. Rosa saw that today Magda was
going to die, and at the same time a fearful joy ran in Rosa’s two palms, her
PIIEOTS Wa i G iC, STiC #asd “._7?{‘..‘.':7"".:‘.:'.,5"_1:‘::_‘.“.' u"?'{" in the "-“n“ght |Swav-
ing on her pencil legs, was howling. Ever since the drying up of Rosa’s mp-
ples, ever since Magda’s last scream on the road, Magda had been devoid of
any syllable; Magda was a mute. Rosa believed that something had gone
wrong with her vocal cords, with her windpipe, with the cave of her larynx;
Magda was defective, without a voice; perhaps she was deaf; there might be
something amiss with her intelligence; Magda was dumb. Even the laugh
that came when the ash-stippled wind made a clown out of Magda’s shawl
was only the air-blown showing of her teeth. Even when the lice, head lice
and body i, Lrazed nicr su iat she b F On i
that plundered the barracks at daybreak looking for carr
scratched and kicked and bit and rolled without a whimper. But now
Magda’s mouth was spilling a long viscous rope of clamor.

“Maaaa—"

it was the first noise Magda had ever sent out from her throat since the
drying up of Rosa’s nipples.

“Maaaa . . . aaal”

AR SRR TRy e periloas aunlioht of the arena. scrib-
bling on such pitiful little bent shins. Rosa saw. She saw (hat Magdd was
grieving for the loss of her shawl, she saw that Magda was going to dic. A
tide of commands hammered in Rosa’s nipples: Fetch, get, bring! But she did
not know which to go after first, Magda or the shawl. If she jumped out into
the arena to snatch Magda up, the howling would not stop, because Magda
would still not have the shawl; but if she ran back into the barracks to find
the shawl, and if she found it, and if she came after Magda holding it and

bty
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shaking it, then she would get Magda back, Magda would put the shawl in
her mouth and turn dumb again.

B enrered the dark. It was easy to discover the shawl Stella was
heaped under it, asleep in her thin DONEs. funa doic the shrwi irec aind
flew—she could 1y, she was only air—into the arena. The sunheat mur-
mured of another life, of butterflies in summer. The light was placid, mellow.
On the other side of the steel fence, far away, there were green meadows
speckled with dandelions and deep-colored violets; beyond them, cven far-
ther, innocent tiger lilies, tall, liffing their orange bonnets. In the barracks
they spoke of “flowers,” of “rain”: excrement, thick turd-braids, and the slow
srinking Maroon waterfall that shunk down from the upper bunks, the stink
mixed With @ Dieer dawy So2Sl cmaice (1t sreased Rosa’s skin. She stood
for an instant at the margin of the arena. Sometimes the eleCtrICITy it s
fence would seem to hum; even Siella said it was only an imagining, but
Rosa heard real sounds in the wire: grainy sad voices. The farther she was
from the fence, the more clearly the voices crowded at her. The lamenting
voices strummed so convincingly, SO passionately, it was impossible to sus-
pect them of being phantoms. The voices told her to hold up the shawl, high;
the voices told her 10 shake it, to whip with it, t0 unfurl it like a flag. Rosa
ufred ook, whipped, wnfurled. Far off, very far, Magda leaned across her air-
fed belly, reaching out with the roas vl ires aisd, S1s =78 high up, clovated
riding someone’s shoulder. But the shoulder that carried Magda was not com-
ing toward Rosa and the shawl, it was drifting away, the speck of Magda was
moving more and more into the smoky distanee. Above the shoulder 4 hel-
met glinted. The light tapped the helmet and sparkled it into a goblet. Below
the helmet a black body like a domino and a pair of black boots hurled them-
selves in the direction of the electrified fence The electric voices began to
chatter wildly, “Maamaa, maaamaaa, they all hummed together. How far
MAgaa was s RSSL 1T AT v 1L whale sanare nast a dozen barracks, all
the way on the other side! She was no bigger than a motn.

All at once Magda was swimming through the air. The whole of Magda
traveled through loftiness. She looked like a butterfly touching a silver vine.
And the moment Magda's feathered round head and her pencil legs and bal
loonish belly and zigzag arms splashed against the fence. the steel voices
went mad in their growling, urging Rosa to run and run to the spot where
Magda had fallen from her flight against the electrified fence; but of course
wost did ot obey them. She only stood, because if she ran they would
shoot, and if she tried 10 PICK up e SEELE At Magda's body they wonld
shoort, and if she let the wolf’s screech ascending now through the ladder or
her skeleton break out, they would shoot; s0 she took Magda’s shawl and
filled her own mouth,with it, stuffed it in and stuffed it in, until she was swal-
lowing up the wolf’s screech and tasting the cinnamon and almond depth of
Magda’s saliva; and Rosa drank Magda’s shaw! until it dried.

1. The fourth paragraph begins, ‘)t was a magic siawi. Wy Do e
narrator say this{ Now notice the last clause in the story: “Rosa dran
Magda's shawl until it dried.” Does this mean that the magic stopped
working¢ Or that, for some reason, there was no longer a need for a

magic shawl? Or what?
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=am Harvard and then, in accordance with ber parenis’ wisbes, went to Stan-

“can (1991) and Mona in the Promised Land (1996) and a collection of stories,
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Gish Jen

2. The story combmes an apparently SImpIe matter-of-fact, reahstlc style

H E','_'_‘i“‘-‘ -:-‘!.'—- vvnar s ine { -'-.'=..i =_;-. ..|_ _-iin W el
There is ver\ little chalogue in Ihe story. What is the effect of the rela-
tive absence of dialogue?

GISH JEN

s Jen was born in 1955 in Yonkers, New York. I'be daughter of Chinese im-

wsimmante eho anae wamed lillian len by her harents. She disliked the name

1e%ian. and her school friends created a new name for ber, derived jrom ie
ime of a famous actress of the silent screen—Lillian Gish. Jen graduated

#.~7 Business School (MBA, 1980). Jen's books include the novels Typical Amer-

Who's Irish? (1999).
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In China, people say mixed children are supposed to be smart, and definitely
my granddaughter Sophie is smart. But Sophie is wild, Sophie is not like my
daughter Natalie, or like me. 1 am work hard my whole life, and fierce besides.
My husband always used to say he is afraid of me, and in our restaurant, bus-
boys and cooks all afraid of me too. Even the gang members come for pro-
tection money, they try to talk to my husband. When I am there, they stay
away. lfthcy come by mistake, they pmtend they are come to eat. They hide

dr as B, w4 A. TTR TS ] ‘l 3
ohiand the meau, u“n..; ordir 3 ot of lone, 12y Bl anmy thor MOLNers.

Oh, my mother have some arthritis, need to take herbal medicine, they say.
Oh, my mother getting old, her hair all white now.

I say, Your mother’s hair used to be white, but since she dye it, it be-
come black again. Why don’t you go home once in a2 while and take a look? 1
tell them, Confucius® say 2 filial son knows what color his mother's hair is.

My daughter is fierce too, she is vice president in the bank now. Her
new house is big enough for everybody to have their own room, including
me Bue Canhin tale aftar Naralie's huchand’s family their name is Shea. Irish.
I always thought Irish people are like Chinese people, work so hard on the
railroad, but now 1 know why the Chinese beat the Irish. Of course, not all
Irish are like the Shea family, of course not. My daughter tell me I should not
say Irish this, Irish that.

How do you like it when people say the Chinese this, the Chinese that,

she say.
5 You know, the British call the Irish heathen, just like they call the Chi-
nese, she say.
Yeprg Livends rhe u-u; 10T AR ;.;r- Al il THOW g\_a_v._g;-._; :.::n "’n. (3¥%] ';_ :;u.jui.

next door to the Bnmh. she say.

IConfucins Chinese religious leader and philosopher (551-479 BCE). 2Opinm War
conflicts, 1839-1842 and 1856-1860, berween China and Great Britain involving the
opium trade.
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And that is that. My daughter have a funmny habit when she win an argu-
ment. she take a sip of something and look away, so the other person is not
embarrassed. So I am not embarrassed. I do not call anybody anything either.
I just happen to mention about the Shea family, an interesting fact: four
froithers 10 the famile and not one of them work. The mother, Bess, have a
job before she got sick, She wWas EXECUUVE deuitiary s Lim coramant She s
handle everything for a big shot, you would be surprised how complicated
her job is, not just type this. type that, Now she is a nice woman with a clean
house. But her boys, every one of them is on welfare, or so-called severance
pay, or so-called disability pay. something. They say they cannot find work,
this is not the economy of the fifties, but 1 say, Even the black people doing
better these days, some of them live so fancy, you'd be surprised. Why the
Shea family have so much trouble? They are white people, they speak English.
Wircas § come o this comnrry 1 hawe o do not speak Fnglish. But
my husband and 1 own our restaurant before he die. Free and clear, no mort-
gage. Of course, I understand 1 am just lucky, come from a country where the
food is popular all over the world. I understand it is not the Shea family’s fault
they come from a country where everything is boiled. 5till, I say.

She’s right, we should broaden our horizons, say one brother, Jim, at
Thanksgiving. Forget about the car business. Think about egg rolls.

Pad thai, say another brother. Mike. I'm going to make my fortune in pad
4l Ir's anino to he the new pizza.

I say, You people 100 picky annn it o ekl SeHinGErUD
good enough for you, but at least my husband and T can say, We made it.
What can you say? Tell me. What can you say?

Everybody chew their tough turkey.

1 especially cannot understand my daughter’s husband John, who has
no job but cannot take care of Sophie either. Because he is a man, he say, and
that’s the end of the sentence.

Plain boiled food, plain boiled thinking. Even his name is plain boiled:
Joka, Muybe hermse orew u —i:t Wlack hean cauce and hoisin sauce and
garlic sauce, 1 always feel something is missing when my SOn-n-raw e

But, okay: s0 my son-indaw can be man. 1 am baby-sitter. Six hours a day,
same as the old sitter, crazy Amy, who quit. This is not so easy, now that { am
sixty-cight, Chinesc age almost seventy. Still, 1 try. In China, daughter take care
of mother. Here it is the other way around. Mother help daughter, mother ask,
Anything else I can do? Otherwise daughter complain mother is not supportive.
I tell daughter, We do not have this word in Chinese, supportive. But my
Aanahter ton busy 10 listen, she has to go 10 meeting, she has to write memo
while her NuUSDana gu 1 T gy wr Lo o non Mr danghier Sy ¢ siherwiac he
will be depressed. Seems like all his life he has this trouble, depression.

No one wants to hire someone who is depressed, she say. It is important
for him to keep his spirits up.

Beautiful wife, beautiful daughter, beautiful house, oven can clean itself
automatically. No money left over, because only one income, but lucky
enough, got the baby-sitter for free. If John lived in China, he would be very
happy. But he is not happy. Even at the gym things go wrong. One day, he
pull 2 muscie. Anoiie weight ronm 00 erowded. Always something.

Until finally, hooray, he has a job.Then he feci pressure.

I need to concentrate, he say. 1 need to focus.

He is going to work for insurance company. Salesman job. A paycheck,
he say, and at least he will wear clothes instead of gym shorts. My daughter

ririis Riesi
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buy him some special candy bars from the health-food store. They say
THINK! on them, and are supposed to help John think.

John is a good-looking boy, you have to say that, especially now that he
shzwc SO you can see his face

Lwill neecl anew suit. suy _lulm.
This time 1 am not going to shoot myself in the foot, say John.
Good, I say.
25 She means to be supportive, my daughter say. Don't start the send her
back to China thing, because we can't.

Sophie is three years old American age, but already 1 see her nicc Chi-
nasa side sumllawed un by her wild Shea side. She looks like mostly Chinese.
Beautiful black hair, beautitul black eves. NOS€ pPerfect si4e, uoi s0 iiat iUk
like something fell down, not so large looks like some big deal got stuck in
wrong face. Everything just right, only her skin is a brown surprise to John's
family. So brown, they say. Even John say it. She never goes in the sun, still
she is that color, he say. Brown. They say, Nothing the matter with brown.
They are just surprised. So brown. Nattie is not that brown, they say. They
say, It scems like Sophie should be a color in between Nattie and john.
Seems funny a gu-l named Sophlc Shca be brown But she is brown, maybe

A S ‘I._.-.

123 I ST VOl R 0D tags I,

= : cntor they say. \uth:ng.. tht: matter with hrnv. n. The\ are just ~urpmed

The Shea family talk is like this sometimes, going around and around
like a Christmas-tree train.

Maybe John is not her father, I say one day, to stop the train. And sure
enough, train wreck. None of the brothers ever say the word brown to me
@ again.
g Instead, John's mother, Bess, say, 1 hope you are not offended.

Y She sav 1 did mv best on those bovs. But raising four boys with no father
1S NO picnic.
You have a beautiful family, [ say.

; I'm getting old, she say.
b4 You deserve a rest, I say. Too many boys make you old.
o I never had a daughter, she say. You have a daughter.
35 I have a daughter, [ say. Chinese people don't think a daughter is so
f_” great, but you're right. T have a daughter.
g_ T was never agamst the ma.rnagc you know, she say. [ never thought
- fr Sras mut T alwas 3 ousht Martds mmn fnmt ne enad ac white
z I was mwr Ag,.unx[ lh(. marriage uther I say.1 |ust wnnder if they look
2 at the whole problem.
& Of course you pointed out the problem, you are a mother, she say. And
E2 now we both have a granddaughter. A little brown granddaughter, she is so
precious to me.
& I laugh. A little brown granddaughter. I say. To tell you the truth, I don't
i_ know how she came out so brown.
‘ 40 We laugh some more.These days Bess need a walker to walL She take

SO many pl.l..'lb SilC LECd TWO F,m:)aLa Ul Wwailsi WO gt miim ¥
vorite TV show is about bloopers, and she love her bird feeder. All day lun;..,
- she can watch thart bird feeder, like a cat.
I can't wait for her to grow up, Bess say. I could use some female company.
Too many boys, I say.
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Boys are fine, she say. But they do surround vou after a while.
You should take a break, come live with us, I say. Lots of girls at our house.
Be careful what you offer, say Bess with a wink. Where 1 com¢ from.
people mean for you 1o move in when they say a thing like that.

Nothing the matter with Sophie’s outside, that's the truth. Tt is inside
char che is like not any Chinese girl 1 ever see. We go to the park, and this is
what she doges. duc aEns ey I TR ivndies Sho take off all her clothes and
throw them in the fountain.

sophie! | say. Stop!

But she just laugh like a crazy person. Before 1 take OVET as baby-sitter,
Sophie has that crazy-person sitter, Amy the guitar player. My daughter
thought this Amy very creative—another word we do not talk about in
China. In China, we talk about whether we have difficulty or no difficulty.
wWe talk about whether life is bitter or not bitter. In America, all day long, peo-
Sl TRl niwst oarive Never mind that [ cannot even look at this Amy, with
her shirt so short that her belly Dunun sissm g 250 0 dank Sophic
should love her body. S0 when Sophie take off her diaper, Amy laugh. When
Sophie run around naked, Amy say she wouldn't want 10 wear 4 diaper
either. When Sophie go shie-shu in her lap. Amy laugh and say there are no
germs in pee.When Sophie take off her shoes, Amy 53y bare feet is best, even
the pediatrician say so- That is why Sophie now walk around with no shoes

like a beggar child. Also why Sophie love to take off her clothes.

Turn around! say the boys in the park. Let's se€ that ass!

UI COULIG, sophiis =07 77 pli-rstand, Sophie clap her hands, 1 am the
only one to say, No! This is not a game.

1t has nothing to do with John's family, my daughter say. Amy Wis too
permissive, that’s all.

But 1 think if Sophic was not wild inside, she would not take off her
shoes and clothes to begin with.

You never take off your clothes when you were little, T say. All my
Chinese friends had babies, 1 never saw onc of them act wild like that.

Lauk. sy dauphter sav. 1 have a big prcscntatiun [OMOIrow.

John and my daughter agree supsus & 5 geahiem, I8 - don't klnow
what to do.

You spank her, she'll stop, | say another day.

But they say, Oh no. ‘

In America, parents not supposed 10 spank the child.

Tt gives them low self-esteem, my daughter say. And that leads to prob-
lems later, as I happen 10 know.

My daughter never have big presentation the next day when the subject
OF Spatinmg ~is o -

I don’t want you to touch Sophie, she say. NO SPANRIS, pros e

Don't tell me what L0 do, 1 say.

I'm not telling you what to do, say my daughter.1'm telling you how 1 feel.

[ am not your servant, 1 say. Don't you dare talk to me like that.

My daughter have another funny habit when she lose an argument. She
spread out all her fingers and look at them, as if she like to make sure they
are still there )

a1 Aanohter is fierce like me, but she and john think it is better to €x-
plain to Sophie Mat clutises aw = g ften This ‘e ot 2o hard in the cold
weather. In the warm weather, it is very hard.

. v | H

-

i/l




RS Y

Yy ~No Ao

2]

O

1]

1

er

ny

W

ob-

ect

(SS9

she
hey

y EX-
cold

g e

L/
¥

§

§ “ | m."\
i

?‘V E:‘ i

i

80

85

Gish Jen 237

Use your words, my daughter say. “That's what we tell Sophie. How
skt if von set a2 good example.

As it good exampie mean anyuiiiig W SUpiud. L am s Loies, e gang
- ==shers who used to come to the restaurant all afraid ot me, but Sophie is
not afraid.

1 say. Sophie, if you take off your clothes, no snack.

1 say. Sophie, if you take off your clothes, no unch.

1 sav. Sophie, if you take off )-'om" clothes, no park.

Pretty soon we are stay home all day, and by the end of six hours she
<:ill did not have one thing to eat.You never saw a child stubborn like that.

sy 2t s Axmchrenonme hae

What's the matter, doesn’t your grandmother feed yous My daugnier
faugh.

No! Sophie say. She doesn’t feed me anything!

My daughter laugh again. Here you go, she say.

She say to Johrm, Sophie must be growing.

Growing like a weed, 1 say.

still Sophie take off her clothes, until one day I spank her. Not too hard,
but she crv and cry, and when I tell her if she doesn’t put her clothes back

on 1 spank el agaii, siic put 5T © . braci0 o Phwn 7 Sl Zies 3O
good girl, and give her some food to eat. The next day we go to the park and,
like a4 nice Chinese girl, she does not take off her clothes.

She stop taking off her clothes, I report. Finally!

How did vou do it? my daughter ask.

After twenty-cight years experience with you, I guess 1learn something,
| say.

It must have been a phase, John say, and his voice is suddenly like an

His voice is like an expert about everythung thesc days, OW Uial G
carry 4 leather bricfcase, and wear shiny shoes, and can go shopping for a
new car. On the company, he say. The company will pay for it, but he will be
able to drive it whenever he want.

A free car, he say. How do you like that.

It's good to see you in the saddle again, my daughter say. Some of your
family patterns arc scary.

At least I don’t drink, he say. He say, And I'm not the only one with scary
Iiuujiy paticiiia.

That’s for sure, say my daughter.

Everyone is happy. Even I am happy. because there is more trouble with
Sophie, but now T think I can heip her Chinese side fight against her wild
side. T teach her to eat food with fork or spoon or chopsticks, she cannot
just grab into the middle of a bow! of noodles. 1 teach her not to play with
garbage cans. Sometimes 1 spank her, but not t0o often, and not too hard.

£a1 sbee aee neahleme Sanhie like to climb everything. If there is a
railing, she is never next to it. AlIwWays She 15 vl tup of it. Alsc, Sopinc Bie v
hit the mommies of her friends. She learn this from her playground best
friend, Sinbad, who is four. Sinbad wear army clothes every day and like to
ambush his mommy. He is the one who dug a big hole under the play struc-
ture, 2 foxhole he call it,all by himself. Very hardworking. Now he wait in the
foxhole with a shovel full of wet sand. When his mommy come, he throw it
right at her.
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G its @il rielic, his mommy say You can't get rid of war games. it's part
of their imaginative play. All the boys go through it.

Also. he like to kick his mommy, and one day he tell Sophie to kick his
mommy [0o.
; 1 wish this story is not true.
o Kick her, kick her! Sinbad say.
il 95 Sophie kick her. A little kick, as if she just so happened was swinging
? her little leg and didn’t realize that big mommy leg was in the way. Still I

spank Sophie and make Sophie say sOrry, and what does the mommy say?

Reaily, 1t ail 11gin, s ouy. Iy 2ldn’t huep

After that. Sophie learn she can attack mommies in the playground, and
some will say, Stop, but others will say, Oh, she didn’t mean it, especially if
they realize Sophie will be punished.

This is how, one day, bigger trouble come.The bigger trouble start when
Sophie hide in the foxhole with that shovel full of sand. She wait, and when
| come look for her, she throw it at me. All over my nice clean clothes.

Thid vou ovor sce 2 Chincse girl act this way?

100 Sophie! I say. Come out of there, say you're sorry.

Rut she does not come out. Instead, she laugh. Naaah, naah-na, naaa-
naaa, she say.

I am not exaggerate: millions of children in China, not one act like this.

Sophie! 1 say. Now! Come out now!

But she know she is in big trouble. She know if she come out, what will
happen next. So she does not come out. 1 am sixty-eight, Chinese age almost
seventy, how can I crawl under there to catch her? Impossible. So 1 yell, yell,
YEiL, @ittt v itas b s in Mothing & Chinewe Woiher Wiokiii hielin, but Amerd
can mothers, they look at you, they shake their head, they go home. And, 0
course, 2 Chinese child would give up, but not Sophie.

105 1 hate you! she yell. 1 hate you, Meanie!

Meanie is my new name these days.

Long time this goes on, long long time. The foxhole is deep, you cannot
see too much, you don’t know where is the bottom. You cannot hear too
much either. If she does not yell, you cannot even know she is still there or
act Afrer 2 wohile aerting cold onr getting dark out. No one left in the play-
ground, only us.

Sophie, I say. How did you become stubborn like this? I am go home
without you now.

I try to use a stick, chase her out of there, and once or twice I hit ber,
but still she does not come out. So finally 1 leave. I go outside the garte.

110 Bye-bye! 1 say.I'm go home now.

But still she does not come out and does not come out. Now it is din-

aertime, the sky is black. I think 1 should maybe go get help, but how can 1

A rome A rmat
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could come. I go back in to see what is happen to Sophie. What if she have a
shovel and is making a tunnel 1o escape?
Sophie! 1 say.
NO answer.
Sophie!
115 I don’t know if she is alive.T don't know if she is fall asleep down there.
If she is crying, I cannot hear her.
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So I take the stick and poke.
Sophie! 1 say. I promise T no hit you. If you come out, I give you a lok

lipop.
s eried Wikes be Adn wrhat to do what o do? 1

poke some more, even harder, so that T am poking and poking when my
daughter and John suddenly appear.
What are you doing? What is going on? say my daughter.
Put down that stick! say my daughter.
You are crazy! say my daughter.
John wiggle under the structure, into the foxhole, to rescue Sophie.
She fell asleep, say John the expert. She’s okay. That is one big hole.
Now Sophie is crying and crying.
SOPIIL, 1y GAUBTILLT sy, liugpiiig B A5y you OF
She’s just scared, say John.
Are you okay? | say 100. I don't know what happen, I say.
She’s okay. say John. He is not like my daughter, full of questions. He is
full of answers until we get home and can see by the lamplight.
Will you look at her? he yell then. What the hell happened?
Bruises all over her brown skin, and a swollen-up eye.
You are crazy! say my daughter. Look at what you did! You arc crazy!
v e b m el T e
L UL WA} dRaAdieya wiege
How could you use a stick? [ told you to use your words!
She is hard to handle, I sav.
She’s three years old! You cannot use a stick! say my daughter.
She is not like any Chinese girl I ever saw, I say.
1 brush some sand off my clothes. Sophie’s clothes are dirty too, but at
least she has her clothes on. ’
Has she done this before? ask my daughter. Has she hit you before?
She hits me all the time, Sophie say, eating ice cream.

C TEATIEY ATE Vi ORAVE
iig oo .

Believe me, say my daughter.

A daughter I have, a beautiful daughter. | took care of her when she could
not hold her head up. | took care of her before she could argue with me,
when she was a little girt with two pigtails, one of them always crooked. I ook
care of her when we have to escape from China, I took care of her when sud-
denly we live in a country with cars everywhere, if you are not careful your
Hete i cmt cun over When my tmshand die. I promise him I will keep the
family together, even though it was just two of us, ifardty 4 LALLLY &T dii.

But now my daughter take me around to look at apartments. After all, 1
can cook, 1 can clean, there’s no reason 1 cannot live by myself. all 1 need is a
telephone. Of course, she is sorry. Sometimes she cry, I am the one to say
everything will be okay. She say she have no choice, she doesn’t want to end
up divorced. I say divorce is terrible, 1 don’t know who invented this terrible
idea. Instead of live with a telephone, though, surprise. I come to live with
Bess. Imagine that. Bess make an offer and, sure enough, where she come

1 O VO FO ROvE D wWhien diey ady things Whe thot A oroy
idea, go to live with someone else’s family, but she like to have some female
company, not like my daughter, who does not believe in company. These
days when my daughter visit, she does not bring Sophie. Bess say we should

give Nattie time, we will see Sophie again soon. But seems like my daughter

Frmma ol
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have more presentation than ever before, every time she come she have to
leave.

| have a family to support, she say, and her voice is heavy, as if soaking
wet. I have a young daughter and a depressed husband and no one to turn to.

When she say no one to turn to, she mean me.

These days my beautiful daughter is soO tired she can just sit there in 2
chair and fall asleep. John lost his job again, already, but still they rather hire a
5By thon ack oie (0 hoto. even they can't afford i, Of course, the new
haby-sitter is much younger, can run around. I don’t KNOW 1 dupiuc thase
days is wild or not wild. She call me Meanie, but she like to kiss me 100,
sometimes. | remember that every time 1 see a child on TV. Sophie like to
grab my hair, 4 fistful in each hand, and then kiss me smack on the nose. 1
never see any other child kiss that way.

The satellite TV has so many channels, more channels than 1 can count,
including a Chinese channel from the Mainland and a Chinese channel from
Taivwan hut most of the time I watch bloopers with Bess. Also, T watch the
bird feeder—so mary, nrany ninie oEhicde come e Shica sons Bang around
all the time, asking when will T go home, but Bess tell them, Get lost.

She's 2 permanent resident, say Bess. She isn’t going anywhere.

Then she wink at me, and switch the channel with the remote control.

OFf course, 1 shouldn’t say lrish this, Ivish that, especially now T am be-
come honorary Irish myself, according to Bess. Me! Who's Irish? T say, and
she laugh. All the same. if I could mention one thing about some of the Irish,
ot all of them of course, 1 like to mention this: Their talk just stick. I don't
; ce hee words hut sometimes I hear what she
say a long time later. Permanent resident. NOt gomg unysireie. Over and
over I hear it, the voice of Bess.

3 = oy LU, | - ——
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YOUR TURN

1. When you began this story, what was your response to the title? Did
your response to it change by the time you reached the conclusion?

2 How ic the title connected to the main theme of the story? What is the
main hemes Fiease eaphais wHil L, with reference 1o a key passage
or passages in the text.

3. A critic has said that the voice that Gish Jen chose for her narrator is
connected to the theme of the story as a whole. Do you agree? Please
explain why or why not.

4. Another critic has said that this story focuses on “the war between gen-
erations.” Do you agree? Does “war” strike you as the right term, or
not?

: ITE - ~iLk In
i an anierview, z=b !r-‘f:" =

Gish that a5 a writer she-finds she is keenly in-
terested in the “different realities™ Of ner Characiers. Docs this 2pply 70
"Who's Irish”? Please point to evidence in the text to explain what
these different realities are.

_ Did anything in this story surprise you?
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