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CHAPTER

Plot

fien we use the terms story and plot as if they mean the same thing, but in lit-
Fary interpretation their meanings are different. “Story™ comes from the same
Latin word that gives us “history” What is history? Even the soberest historians
e sometimes felt that, in the memorable words of a member of the profes-
f."History is one damned thing after another” That is, history—and a story—
= just a bunch of things that happened (or that we pretend happened, as in
aCe upon a time . . ") one after the other (and they lived happily ever after™,
But when an author writes a short story, he or she designs a structure for it, an
reanization of events.

* This is the plot—the arrangement of episodes or doings or incidents or
actions or happenings or whatever we wish to call them. The plot, again,
is the cunning contrivance that is an organized whole

If you think of another sense of “plot.” a secret plan or a scheme, you are
close 1o the literary use of the term

Thus. in the plot of a good story, everything hangs together, just as in a good
“iminal plot everything is wellcoordinated: The getaway car is in place, a decoy
fistracts the bank guard at a crucial moment, and so forth. and the whole thing
eres, (The painter Edgar Degas had something of this sort in mind when he
saad that it takes as much cunning to paint a picture as to commit a crime.) Or, to
ctumn to the law-abiding world, we can recall a comparison suggested by the
cnteth-century English writer Ivy Compton-Burnett: “A plot is like the bones
a person. . . the support of the whole.
Perhaps the best point of departure for understanding plot is the British
clist and short-story writer E. M. Forster’s definition in Aspects of the Novel

¥

27). He states that in a good plot the episodes are connected by causality:

W& have defined a story as a narrative of events arcanged in their time-
sequence. A plot is also a narrative of events, the emphasis falling on
-ausality. “The king died and then the queen died” is a story.“The king
died and then the queen died of grief” is a plot. The time-sequence is
preserved, but the sense of causality overshadows it

w=ice how Forster goes on to develop and complicate his insight:

Or again: “The queen died, no one knew why, antil it was discovered
that it was through grief at the death of the king” This is a plot with a
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mystery in it a form capable of high development. It suspends the time-
sequence, it moves as far away from the story as its limitations will
allow. Consider the death of the queen. If it is in a story we say:“And
then? If it is in a plot we ask:*Why?" That is the fundamental difference
between these two aspects of the novel,

Thus, if “The king died, and a week later the queen was killed by a drunk driver
who was driving the wrong way down a one-way street,” we would have one
thing afier another, a story but not a plot.

Most of the time, the plot of a short story proceeds chronologically, as
Forster indicates: this happened first, and this happened next, and so on to the
end. There may be foreshadowing along the way, where the author hints at or
implies a turn or twist that the story will take. We also may encounter a
flashback, which occurs when the author returns us to an incident or episode
that preceded the events being recounted in the story. For this reason it often
can be useful to set out the plot on a timeline so that we can perceive its struc-
ture visually. Such a visual aid can help us to see what happens and prompt us to
analyze why it happens as it does—the motives, the causes that move the plot
from here to there.

Sometimes, though, an author will choose not to present the plot of a story
in chronological order. We might start in the middie (in medtas res is the Latin
phrase). with, say. the death of the king, then move backward to the marriage of
the king and queen, and then move forward to the death of the queen. Or the
plot might begin in the middle, move backward, forward, then backward again,
and so on. The novelist Joseph Conrad, author of Hecart of Darkness (1899), has
a good term for this—he calls it “sifting,” moving the plot back and forth like a
miner prospecting by a stream, back and forth. back and forth, sifting as the gold
comes into view.

In the Poetics (¢. 330 BCE), the Greek philosopher Aristotle examines the
plot of tragic drama, not of prose fiction, but his observations also highlight plot
S @ structure, as a principle for the organization of a literary work. He empha-
sizes that the beginning, middle, and end should be unified: “The whole, the
structusa! union of the parts [must be) such that, if any one of them is displaced
or remaved, the whole will be disjointed and disturbed.” If the end of the plot is
m some ways implicit in the beginning, and the narrative is, so to speak, the un-
folding of the plot, does this mean that the reader can guess the end even at the
beginning? Almost never. We can again quote E. M. Forster, who says that the in-
cidents. the episodes, are “unexpected. This shock, followed by the feeling,'Oh,
that's all right,'is a sign that all is well with the plot: characters, to be real, ought
o run smoothly, but a plot ought to cause surprise.” We don't think this point
can be averstated: A good plot surprises—but 20t because the author is free to
write amything and cverything. The plot must not only surprise but must also
evoke the sense,“Oh, that's all right.”

Some authors favor simple plots, whereas others prefer complex plots that
require us 1o do careful work to figure out what happened. Even at the end, we
might not be certain that we know. We then might be tempted to say that the
#ory is contusing, and we might go so far as to say that it is badly written. But au-
hors have their reasons for what they decide to do. The purpose of an intricate
Aot might be to show us that it sometimes is difficult to know what happened in
tsituation and why it did. The meaning and significance of this situation might be
umbiguens, or indeterminate.

V. VOISO VR e

A short story is short: usually it focuses on a single plot. In this _.M.m?.u.._ ___
differs from a play like Shakespeare's King Leay, which ﬂ.cuMna MMWM””M“_ .___M r» ._Hw.
, ain plot and the subplot—sometime:
iyl i s 4 ick Leo Tolstoy, and other novelists
ary and the secondary plots. Charles Dic ens, L : .
_e”..“..w, on a wide-ranging, panoramic scale. In their books, we find B:_.:_ﬂ_.n_v_ouﬂ
a half-dozen or more. In Dickens’s Bleak House mem.uﬂmwwu and in To m.”.ﬁm |
.G.a.. and Peace (1869) the authors present a number of Sﬂnanﬂznmawwmw.ﬁ $ _qw
. . f a short story, whose ¢ -
sign an elaborate structure that the author of : .

”"M...hw%cnu not. A short story is perhaps closer to a lyric poem than to a novel: It
ually aims at a single effect. . - .
" >w_:.:=.u. enjoy telling stories; they take _u_.,.m_.:_.n. in leading nswm”:h.ocw_wn.“
plot. The Canadian novelist and critic Robertson Davies (1913-1995) explain

it this way:

If you're a writer, a real writer, you're a descendant of those 3_2_“..“._1“
storytellers who used to go into the square of a town and ..._u.w._r-..z ali -
mat on the ground and sit on it and beat on a bow! and say,“if you gi

me a copper coin 1 will tell you a golden tale.

Here is a very short story told by a writer who often said _UF ,_t:ﬂrnr.,w _”_“ M_M
tradition of the old storyteller, sitting on a mat, that Robertson Davies sp

W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM

Weilliam) Somerset Maugham (1874-19065), cEH.. in s.nM.h..,..v\-ﬂhﬁ. .ﬁ_“mﬂ“ﬂ“
. bere be was trained as a physicie

origin, grew up in England, w O e

tic sdicine. Rather, be preferved to make bis living

practiced medicine. ed ! l g A

iter of ‘t stories, The following story i J
laywright, and writer of short s Ji ; i
Wbm.”a..: .ﬂw_ﬁﬁi by a character, Death, in one of Maugham's plays. Sheppey

(1933).

The Appointinent in Samarra (1933

Death speaks: There was a merchant in Baghdad who sent Eu.:mr.__.né:” m”“

i i H H g ] ) T ad .-

/ risi in a little while the servant came back, w
market to buy provisions and in a i A
ing, : aster, just now when I was in the marketp
and trembling, and said, Master, jus ISR TR L S
jostled by : : he crowd and when 1 turned 1 saw i

wis jostled by a woman in t beia ko : ;
that jostled me. She looked at me and made a ::.EFEE.. T;:..n.... .E_.i..ﬂu:.
me your horse, and I will ride away from the city and avoid my fate. :1; —w
to Samarra and there Death will not find me. The :.E?...E.E _p_:_n, .B; s.
horse, and the servant mounted it, and he dug his m_u:?.:_: its :.:..p ﬁ_cﬂ.: =.

; ¢ -nt, Then the merchant wen
fast as the horse could gallop he wen . : ; :
the H,sﬁ.r.na—.._unn and he saw me standing in the crowd and he r.._dh to _.:“
and said, Why did you make a threatening gesture to my ..&2&.“_.”,.. M_ MM_.
saw him this morning? That was not a threatening gesture, I sai _ fﬂa ol :
a start of surprise. [ was astonished to see him in Baghdad, for 1 ha r

pointment with him tonight in Samarra,
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.nn_.__H n._”_c_ :ﬂ..e is everything. Neither the merchant nor the servant has any
EW s n._: m”:mmm_n:mn Wm a &M__.En:ﬁ. personality. We don't know if Ep.._r _?
: or wise, easily angered, oversexed ;
. : J ,or whatever. Our i 5
10t in a clash of personalities sh: i e
L ies shaped by differences i
“ . n race or in €co i
el pop y nomic
sno_._aw, :.w. h.:“. interest in a profound relationship that goes beyond the bounds
.a o _.m.:nmumm. All we know is that the servant acts reasonably, and his mas
.:wvnct_ .,_. uﬂzwﬂm”uﬂm _”“:a h:a servant a horse. Our interest is not in what
ese but rather in whar happens ne
xt. And wh .
end of the story, we are s i i e e
: surprised but we don't feel
b ek ri e . ise cel that the author has
g an ace out of his sleeve, and we dc
; e do not say tl is
yrobable. On the contrary, { Arsdes e
! . we feel that despite the nons
pap e . y . onsense of Death speak-
B En”.mu_mnn_...n.. The Q._a of ﬁ._.n story is, so to speak, implicit in the UWME.
_-.u - al—t #...:::.: s thesis, we might say—is not stated explicitly, and
: m_ﬂ.rn _.M m._w_ﬂs_ quibble a little about whether there really is any moral m_nzu
i n_z.#._v...n cﬁﬂ we might state it, but the gist surely is clear: Human cn:._mj.
i nhn a u\:cMM__snm to “m “::E._ appointed time. whether appointed E,\
! s ogy or by chance. The first thing fi
AN ; ! oy .1 & for you, as a reader, to
nﬁ.J_. ﬁ_.u__.”w“” M._ ..._:c” story is to €njoy it. You are not obliged o like each
E 1is chapter or in this book as a .
Ak . s a whole—all of us
Oy S Pt us have ou
. “..mv _gz R__«M: approach each story with an open mind, and with ...o:.:
sity, you will find yourself engaged by i : n
) : : y and int - ]
Mg A ) erested in most of them. You
A good plo i and intri
. ;w_.z, h ..”u t %M”:M_“” and intrigues us—which, again, reminds us that the
: (& maneuvering and conspiracy. Wh
are something like a detective: We otic i R et
: ; :We notice details, we wonder : ir sig
el i S, er about their sig-
: EM n__.—ﬁa. .r.:s expectations about what is going to happen next, we S_M_w
.._._ o CM-”_EW. of words .m:; actions and the motives of the n.::.nn.:...? and so
g qw_oni..n_ reading, or in an analytical essay, we might do even more
g nd omugh analytical thinking about how the author crafted this
: What is its structure? How do the pieces fit together? a

inking About Plot

2 are a few questions to think about:

* The beginning: What is i
s the first thing that h : : i
what time-period and setting? : BB Spe dimp lio
» The middle: What ha
-] DpPENs next, ‘ :r that? i
iy ppe t, and next, and after that? Be as specific
* What does the author do to create suspense?
. W”.nm anything in the plot surprise you?
EMMEM."E”:E. —:dmh...:“ a conflict, crisis, or climax in the plot? What is
) h_: r-.hh.... Where in the plot is the crisis? What is the climax of 5..,.
— consequences? What is t - i
R S he dénouvement (literally, the “un-
» Does the main character ch: i
e er change a lot, or a little, or not at all as the plot
= The i :
E.nianu:-”-hbﬁ ewrw. happens as the author brings the story to its close? Is
Y g, or are at least some things, resolved and settled? Or not? ,

MARGARET ATWOOD

Born in 1939 in Ottawa, Canada, the poet, critic, novelist, and short-story
writer Margaret Atwood now lives in Toronto. Her novels include The Edible
Woman (1969), Surfacing (1972), and The Handmaid's Tale (7 985), and more
recently, The Penelopiad (2005) and The Year of the Flood (2009).

Happy Endings (1983]

John and Mary meet.
What happens next?
If you want a happy ending, try A.

A

John and Mary fall in love and get married. They both have worthwhile and
remunerative jobs which they find stirulating and challenging. They buy a
charming house. Real estate values go up. Eventually, when they can afford
live-in help, they have two children, to whom they are devoted. The children
turn out well. John and Mary have a stimulating and challenging sex life and
worthwhile friends. They go on fun vacations together. They retire. They
both have hobbies which they find stimulating and challenging. Eventually
they die.This is the end of the story.

B
Mary falls in love with John but John doesn’t fall in love with Mary. He
merely uses her body for selfish pleasure and ¢go gratification of a tepid
kind. He comes to her apartment twice a week and she cooks him dinner,
you'll notice that he doesn't even consider her worth the price of a dinner
out, and after he's eaten the dinner he fucks her and after that he falls
asleep, while she does the dishes so he won't think she's untidy, having all
those dirty dishes lying around. and puts on fresh lipstick so she'll look good
when he wakes up, but when he wakes up he doesn't even notice, he puts
on his socks and his shorts and his pants and his shirt and his tie and his
shoes, the reverse order from the one in which he took them off. He doesn’t
take off Mary's clothes, she takes them off herself, she acts as if she's dying
for it every time, not because she likes sex exactly, she doesn't, but she
wants John to think she does because if they do it often enough surely he'll
get used to her, he'll come 10 depend on her and they will get married, but
John goes out the door with hardly so much as a good-night and three days
later he turns up at six o'clock and they do the whole thing over again.
Mary gets run-down. Crying is bad for your face, everyone knows that

and so does Mary but she can’t stop. People at work notice. Her friends tell
her John is a rat, a pig, a dog, he isn't good enough for her, but she can't be-
lieve it. Inside John, she thinks, is another John who is much nicer. This
other John will emerge like a butterfly from a cocoon, a Jack from a box, a
pit from a prune, if the first John is only squeezed enough.

5 One evening John complains about the food. He has never complained
about the food before. Mary is hurt.



114

1y

Chapter 6/ Plot

Her friends tell her they've seen him in a restaurant with another
woman, whose name is Madge. It’s not even Madge that finally gets to Mary:
it'’s the restaurant. John has never taken Mary to a restaurant. Mary collects
all the sleeping pills and aspirins she can find, and takes them and half a
bottle of sherry. You can see what kind of 1 woman she is by the fact that it’s
not even whiskey. She leaves a note for John. She hopes he’ll discover her
and get her to the hospital in time and repent and then they can get married,
but this fails to happen and she dies.

John marries Madge and everything continues as in A.

[ 6

John, who is an older man, falls in love with Mary, and Mary, who is only
twenty-two, feels sorry for him because he's worried about his hair falling
out. She sleeps with him even though she’s not in love with him. She met
him at work. She's in love with someone called James, who is twenty-two
also and not yet ready to settle down.

John on the contrary settled down long ago: this is what is bothering
him. John has a steady, respectable job and is getting ahead in his field, but
Mary isn't impressed by him, she’s impressed by James, who has a motorcy-
cle and a fabulous record collection. But James is often away on his motor-
cycle, being free. Freedom isn't the same for girls, so in the meantime Mary
spends Thursday evenings with John. Thursdays are the only days John can
get away.

John is married to a woman called Madge and they have two children, a
charming house which they bought just before the real estate values went
up, and hobbies which they find stimulating and challenging, when they
have the time. John tells Mary how important she is to him, but of course he
can’t leave his wife because a commitment is a commitment, He goes on
about this more than is necessary and Mary finds it boring, but older men
-an keep it up longer so on the whole she has a fairly good time.

One day James breezes in on his motorcycle with some top-grade
California hybrid and James and Mary get higher than you'd helieve possible
and they climb into bed. Everything becomes very underwater, but along
comes John, who has a key to Mary's apartment. He finds them stoned and
entwined. He's hardly in any position to be jealous, considering Madge, but
nevertheless he's overcome with despair. Finally he's middle-aged, in two
years he'll be bald as an egg and he can’t stand it. He purchases a handgun,
saying he needs it for target practice—this is the thin part of the plot, but it
can be dealt with later—and shoots the two of them and himself.

Madge, after a suitable period of mourning, marries an understanding
man called Fred and everything continues as in A, but under different names.

D

Fred and Madge have no problems. They get along exceptionally well and
are good at working out any little difficulties that may arise. But their charm-
ing house is by the seashore and one day a giant tidal wave approaches. Real
estate values go down. The rest of the story is about what caused the tidal
wave and how they escape from it. They do, though thousands drown, but
Fred and Madge are virtuous and lucky. Finally on high ground they clasp
each other, wet and dripping and grateful, and continue as in A.

20

E

Yes, but Fred has a bad heart. The rest of
derstanding they both are until Fred di
charity work until the end of A.If you like,
and confused,” and “bird watching”

the story is about how kind and un-
es. Then Madge devotes herself to
it can be “Madge," “cancer.” “guilty

) 3

1f you think this is all too b
counterespionage agent an
Canada. You'll still end up wit
brawling saga of passionate invo

ourgeois, make John a revolutionary and Kn.a. H
d sec how far that gets you. Remember, this i
h A, though in between you may get a lustfu
jvement, a chronicle of our times. sort of.

You'll have to face it, the endings are the same however vou slice m_,
Don't be deluded by any other endings, they're u__. fake, cither .p_n.‘EunBS_
fake, with malicious intent to deceive, or just motivated by excessive op
mism if not by downright sentimentality.

The only authentic ending is the one :

Jobn and Mary die. John and Mary die.

provided here:
Jobn and Mary die.

So much for endings. Beginnings arc almost more fun. ,:..w_n ncq._«_w_.
seurs, however, are known 1o favor the stretch in between, since it's

hardest to do anything with.

That's about all that can be said for plots, which anyway are just 0

thing after another, @ what and a what and a what.
Now try How and Why.

YOUR TURN
[ i s ise you?
1. Did the form of Atwood's story surprise y ; .
2. Does this story have a plot? Does it present and n_?m._:_u characters!
3. Describe your response to the final :mamrdmrm, which focus on el
ings and beginnings. Which, in your view, 1s harder for a short-st
. o 8
writer, the beginning or the ending? . co
4. Some short stories are extremely short, while others are quite lo
What do you think is the right length for a short story? Why n_c.<o~_._
that? What kinds of arguments can you us€ to support your claim!?
5. Please compose a part G for “Happy Endings.

KATE CHOPIN

For a biographical note, see page 67.

Désirée’s Baby
As the day was pleasant, Madame valmondé drove over to L'Abri tc

Désirée and the baby. - ..
It made her laugh to think of Désirée with a baby, Why, it seemet

yesterday that Désirée was little more than & baby herself; when Mon
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riding through the gateway of Valmondé had found her lying asleep in

= shadow of the big stone pillar.

The little one awoke in his arms and began to cry for “Dada.” That was
much as she could do or say. Some people thought she might have strayed
xre of her.own accord, for she was of the toddling age. The prevailing
lief was that she had been purposely left by a party of Texans, whase
nvas-covered wagon, late in the day, had crossed the ferry that Coton Mais
pt, just below the plantation. In time Madame Valmonde¢ abandoned every
eculation but the one that Désirée had been sent to her by a beneficent
widence to be the child of her affection, seeing that she was without
ild of the flesh. For the girl grew to be beautiful and gentle, affectionate and
icere, —the idol of Valmondé.

It was no wonder, when she stood one day against the stone pillar in
10se shadow she had lain asleep, eighteen years before, that Armand
bigny riding by and seeing her there, had fallen in love with her, That was
= way all the Aubignys fell in love, as if struck by a pistol shot. The wonder

15 that he had not loved her before; for he had known her since his father
aught him home from Paris, a boy of eight, after his mother died there.
e passion that awoke in him that day, when he saw her at the gate, swept
mg like an avalanche, or like a prairie fire, or like anything that drives
adlong aver all obstacles.

Monsieur Valmondeé grew practical and wanted things well considered:
it is, the girl's obscure origin, Armand looked into her eyes and did not
re. He was reminded that she was nameless. What did it matter about a
me when he could give her one of the oldest and proudest in Louisiana?
: ordered the corbeille' from Paris, and contained himself with what
tience he could until it arrived; then they were married.

Madame Valmondé had not seen Désiree and the baby for four weeks,
hen she reached LU'Abri she shuddered at the first sight of it, as she always
L It was a sad looking place, which for many yvears had not known the
ntle presence of a mistress, old Monsieur Aubigny having married and
ricd his wife in France, and she having loved her own land too well ever
leave it. The roof came down steep and black like a cowl, reaching out be-
nd the wide galleries that encircled the yellow stuccoed house. Big,
lemn oaks grew close to it, and their thick-leaved, far-reaching branches
wdowed it like a pall. Young Aubigny’s rule was a strict one, too, and under
s negroes had forgotten how to be gay, as they had been during the old

ister’s easy-going and indulgent lifetime.

The young mother was recovering slowly, and lay full length, in her soft
rte muslins and laces, upon a couch. The baby was beside her, upon her
n, where he had fallen asleep, at her breast. The yellow nurse woman sat
side a window fanning herself.

! : Valmondé bent her portly figure over Désirée and kissed her,
iding her an instant tenderly in her arms. Then she turned to the child.

“This is not the baby!” she exclaimed, in startled tones. French was the
iguage spoken at Valmondeé in those days.

“1 kmew vou would be astonished.” laughed Désirée. “at the way he has
mwn. The little cochon de lait” Look at his legs, mamma, and his hands

M. e A e B B b man s am shen omatemsm o Bads e eileBlimer =i
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d finger-nails,—real finger-nails. Zandrine had to cut them this morning.
an -nails,

e o M ..
= ,,”WMEMMUM“”_Q ”._“Mnn her turbaned __Q.E Gsmmwnnn_:..,....\”..&u MMH. W___._Man%n_hua
“And the way he cries” went on Onm:”nn.. is amnu:.: ng.
him the other day as far away as La Blanche's cabin. = e
Madame Valmondé had never removed ._._E. eyes EB et i
lifted it and walked with it over to the 2:&:4 5..: psw.,”_w e ,sﬂ_._:mn
scanned the baby narrowly, then _ﬂ,ﬁn as searchingly a ;
face was ze across the fields. . ‘
= HMJHHMN_”W_ ﬂwa grown, has changed;” said Znasm._mm&w._._scaan. slowly,
as she replaced it beside its BE_,_E....ﬂ.En: does E.JE:% ” _N, e 0
Désirée’s face became suffused with a glow n_z._.a .w,_ ._“Mﬁ. e
«Oh. Armand is the proudest father in the parish, ”mﬂ . i e
cause it is a boy, to bear his name; though he says :.:.wl..r. ; ey
ook 2 il & 1 But | know it isn't true. 1 know he says that to pleas m
ppinm .G,,s._o added, drawing Madame valmondé's head down to her
?:M EM_“._H”V w:;M ﬂs,_:v.n_...._:.. hasn't punished one of ._#._z.l:.“_ :.”_M _“H.
”_Hﬁhmmmsnn baby is born. Even Negrillon, who _u_.n—.n_:“r.”_ﬂw.,LM.MM__H__“.,S_., )
leg that he might rest from work—he only ._".Em.:ﬁ_u .::.. 54
great scamp. Oh, mammd, I'm s0 _.EEJ.... it :._r_=.n=w H._“rr..
What Désirée said was true. Marriage, and _.._.F_. t _ e e
softened Armand Aubigny’s im perious and ...x:r:...u.. %_; _”‘_ ;p..ﬁ_u.cﬂ.:.:‘.é_:.:
what made the gentle Désirée so happy, for .,,_._w. love .__ :»...,_ s
ho fromast e el S U“..._ _c<ﬁ_~. _..““..d.“r.i__dd.m_dr._.““r_svr_.z_..F..,.. _...E_ not often
sreater blessing of God. But rmand’s o andsort £ ~
been dsgured by snce the oy e D DG Lok one iy 0
en the baby was abou ¢ hs sl s sl
the H”in:c: :ﬁw there was something in the air :._gﬂ__dn.x:”mh, e_“w.,._»:., s
was at first too subtle to grasp. It had only been m..Ap__w.a_.:F _ ,.._.._.“:»._. :m:..._zq:_.m
air of mystery among the blacks; ::nx_.ﬁ...._.:.g ..._v.=7. :.::.d. migesk 3. e
who n:_.:c hardly account for their coming. :#.:. .._ ...mﬂ.“__dh,_..h..“ﬁ u_..:: o
in her husband’s manner, which she dared not H._..._f him _ . H_. ok’
s o it was with averted eyes, from which the old Tove-light seer :
m?n.nn ,.:.”w” _cpﬁ.—._a absented himself from home: and when :.:.:“;,.,\“:m:..”"
ﬂ_“._. .“.“.Mwﬂsnn and that of her child, 5.:_:::.nan.-..vc..”»___ag.”:“ p“_»_ qw__m_,..a__“:ﬁ.m.
satan seemed suddenly to take _5”.: of him in his dealings
_um.m:.nn.f.ﬁm._s__”..m.”.:,__._”g_.r:”:._“__w. __d.znv.w. “ﬂﬁ.qsscs. in her peignoir! _._E.F.m_:.:_ a_.._i..
. nﬂ“”..”mr.ﬂﬁ. fingers _:F. strands of her long, silky brown snu: :d.”: ___”_n..___M
_»_% ut her shoulders. The baby, half naked. lay ..E_nnu. :3.:_.d _.ue,q _,,.” “_r__._.:.
.:E“Em..:é ,vnp_. that was like a sumptuous .FB_._...... s“_.:___q __M»MM”__V U_ci...x_;.op_
canopy. One of La Blanche's little ;:mEE:n boy :i_. z, e v had
E:E.:.w the child stowly with a fan of peacock fi ..:...n...! = mii_wm i chies
been fixed absently and sadly upon ._.,_n cs—éu while ..._an_“m,rq g o o
trate the threatening mist that she felt closing .._dsc.”x .n\. : B il
her child to the boy who stood beside him, Euz._ :ﬁ.. ._M.J_s.o.
“Ah!" It was a cry that she could not _..m_?.i_:..: ._.,r ﬁ...w Mn_ it
having uttered. The blood turned like ice in her veins,

ture gathered upon her face.

hirth of his son, had

b Vinener atter ATMCTL (French).

conscious of
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She tried to speak to the little quadroon boy; but no sound would come,
at first. When he heard his name uttered, he looked up, and his mistress was
pointing to the door. He laid aside the great, soft fan, and obediently stole
away, over the polished floor, on his bare tiptocs.

She stayed motionless, with gaze riveted upon her child, and her face
the picture of fright.

Presently her husband entered the room, and without noticing her,
went (o a table and began to search among some papers which covered it.

“Armand.” she called to him, in a voice which must have stabbed him, if
he was human. But he did not notice. “Armand,” she said again. Then she rose
and tottered towards him. “Armand,” she panted once more, clutching his
arm, “look at our child. What does it mean? Tell me.”

He coldly but gently loosened her fingers from about his arm and thrust
the hand away from him.*Tell me what it means!” she cried despairingly.

‘Tt means,” he answered lightly. “that the child is not white; it means that
you are not white,”

A quick conception of all that this accusation meant for her nerved her
with unwonted courage to deny it.“It is a lie; it is not true, I am white! Look
at my hair, it is brown; and my eyes are gray, Armand, you know they are
gray. And my skin is fair seizing his wrist. "Look at my hand; whiter than
yours Armand,” she laughed hysterically.

“As white as La Blanche’s.” he returned cruelly; and went away leaving
her alone with their child.

When she could hold a pen in her hand, she sent a despairing letter to
Maduame Valmondé,

“My mother, they tell me T am not white. Armand has told me 1 am not
white. For God's sake tell them it is not true. You must know it is not true. I
shall die. I must die. I cannot be so unhappy. and live.”

The answer that came was as brief:

"My own Désirce: Come home to Valmondé; back to your mother who
loves you, Come with your child.”

When the letter reached Désirée she went with it to her husband’s
study, and laid it open upon the desk before which he sat. She was like a
stone image: silent, white, motionless after she placed it there.

In silence he ran his cold eyes over the written words, He said nothing.
“Shall I go. Armand?” she asked in tones sharp with agonized suspense.

“Yes, go”

“Do you want me to go?”

“Yes, I want you to go.”

He thought Almighty God had dealt cruelly and unjustly with him: and
felt. somehow, that he was paying Him back in kind when he stabbed thus
into his wife's soul. Moreover he no longer loved her, because of the uncon-
sclous injury she had brought upon his home and his name.

She murned away like one stunned by a blow, and walke slowly towards
the door, hoping he would call her back.

“Good-by, Armand,” she moaned.

He did not answer her. That was his last blow at fate,

Désirée went in search of her child. Zandrine was pacing the sombre
gallery with it. She took the little one from the nurse's arms with no word of

explanation, and descending the steps, walked away. under the live-oak
bramches. :

45

Kate Chopin 119

i inki in the still
[t was an October afternoon; the sun was just sinking. Out in

- s were picking cotton. :
mn_aﬂun%uﬂw_anszn not nﬂ»:mnn the thin white munﬁnzs.ﬂ._c_. ﬂzw nw_p__wﬂw..“
which she wore. Her hair was uncovered n.ba the m.:nﬂ _.mwwﬁa sy

olden gleam from its brown meshes. She did not ..urn the i = M_n_.omm :
wcum which led to the far-off plantation of S:Ec:nn... m:w M»:nsnn_ ity
deserted field, where the stubble bruised her tender feet, 50 dc y
and tore her thin gown to ms_.nn_ﬂ_m.
She disappeared among the ree : !
the banks of the deep, sluggish bayou; and she did not

ds and willows that grew :.E..w. along
come back again.

acte i __::n.
Some weeks later there was a curious scene enacted at _m»_u_.w»“:,n:;
ne:L.n of the smoothly swept back yard was a mmﬁ: _vw:”: n.,.n:.._..cnnun_a.,
Aubigny sat in the wide hallway that commanded a view O s

: soroes the material which
and it was he who dealt out 1o a half dozen negroes the materia
this fire ablaze. . e e B
rﬁ.:> graceful cradle of willow, with all its dainty _f_._:vr_:*..? ﬂ_q M :._n.,.ﬂ.,..nf
the S.n. which had already been fed with the :».:.:r“._; 0 . ..:.E?. ”
let ...“we 5 .,_.:n_.. there were silk gowns, and velvet “.:c.. m._ﬂ ____ a.._u.w.lr&? A
ﬂr.”“....n. _.snﬁ t0o. and embroideries; bonnets and gloves; for the
se; 5, t00, ¢

been of rare quality.

The last thing to go was a tiny :
blings that Désirée had sent to him during _.. ok ke
was the remnant of one back in the drawer from B D o i et
was not Désirée’s; it was part of an old letter ..::.._ .:w. e i
:.n, «ad it. She was thanking God for the blessing of her husband'’

bundle of letters; innocent _._p__n.un_._:.
he days of their espousal, _.E..q.p
m, But it

¢ the God for
“But, above all)” she wrote, “night and day, 1 :E:_,cﬂ_:.__*_“._”h.ﬂs. g
ir . ives that our dear Armand W
having so arranged our lives e
that _m.a mother, who adores him, belongs to the race that i

with the brand of slavery”

YOUR TURN

1. Let's start with the ending. Readers find the ending powerful, but they

[ i i n Armand
differ in their interpretations of it. Do you think %.____Me””“cﬁ_ 9.5-
reads the letter he learns something he _...#._ :memﬂ_‘_n,_. __u et @, B
steacl, something that he had sensed about himself all along!
1ce in the text to support your view. .
2 Wmm_,mwzrm Désirée’s feelings toward ):jm:n_. me:E agree with
" student who told us, “She makes him into a God | brsse s o
3. Chopin writes economically: each word counts, €ac tn_ it
" tence is significant. What is she revealing about ?Gg:n_ el
about the discovery he has made) when she .2___.,9*._. >n__,_ i iﬂ% i
of Satan seemed suddenly to take hold of him in his dealing
e is Chopi i make
4 Mm_w?m story primarily a character study, or is m:wu_: seeking to
. larger points in it about race, slavery, and gender?

—
Slavette collection of clothing for a newborn child.
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Walker was born i
n 1944 in Eatont G /
T ! on, Georgia, where ber pare,
stic. mw: i Qﬂuﬁww.ebma and dairy farmers; ber mother mwcﬁé-h”.. mﬂm&
SRh :»M:“E of M&&ﬁ In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens /7 bﬂnﬂ
en who, like ber mother, .
EEET Tut , her, passed on a “respect
2 Emsﬁ- ..M wm_.m% ; HH.& MWM u_:M\ Uw grasp them.”) Walker attended mmh“:ﬂﬁ
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il in Mississippi, at -
chu 8 Tougaloo College, and at Wellesley College _cb ! U \Aw.ﬁcz
. \?“,.2? and Yale University. i bl
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i {1 c&MNQmM“.wgﬂ. poetry, and fiction. Her best-kRnown novel, The
S ! 1 @ Pulitzer Prize and the National Book m:i.év S
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2id thar ber chief cc :
! wacern is “exploring th 1t
yalties, and the trivmpbs of dlack zé__z.m.: ...m bbb

veryday Use
(1973)

W yonr ..dq..::&t-bczz

will wait for i ; i

oo n#ﬂ..z.“.“ _._” ““M.ﬁ._“_n:””“ Maggie and I made so clean and wavy yes-

e A . D =r.,... ,ﬁm Bm:ﬁ. ﬁo_i::u?_c than most vc.h_u_n

i et s um.u ot _» an extended living room. When the hard

S oy .== ::.u fine sand around the edges lined with

N _u.qnnwnh_ﬂzn._z w:..:n and sit and look up into the elm

e oy i lonpns at _.Feﬂ. come inside the house.

e s e .5.“._ _.h_ﬁ__ after her sister goes: she will stand hope-

i i Ay as amed of the burn scars down her arms and
vith & mixture of envy and awe. She thinks her .,.m._ﬁnq

15 held fife alwavs in th :
ST ¢ palm of one h: at Han ¥ TC
=ver learned 1o say o her. pand, that “no” is a word the world

»a've no doubt se TV s
ok .M_».o_.... n_:ﬂr. I'V shows where the child who has “made it" is
prm by _d.F se, q.. her 9<_._ mother and father, tottering in ﬂéur._u.,
e mﬁrn 3 “ur ..unwﬂ_z .”._.:._:._u.n. of course: What would they do if parent
e ek Encs only _w curse out and insult each c,.:...n.: A..hs.ﬂc
s e s Hr:w:m:.m_a__n into cach other’s faces. mcsﬁn_smm the
e e m_-__”. ﬂwcma_”muén i ps them in her arms and leans across
. ave made it without their help. I have
Somatimes [ dream 3 i i
B mmarps sty am a aqwu_:.d.:.d which Dee and [ are suddenly brought
mbeogminner Tl :vﬂ.“E ._w. ”Mm.. sort. Out of a dark and soft-seated limou
i a bright room filled with peew .
e : Relght with many people. Th
smiling, gray, sporty man like Johnny Carson' who mrnwﬂm my MHL

w Carsea 2 popular TV com
. ! edian, best known as -
1 Shose Swriiag folniny Carson (1962-1992), A
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and tells me what a fine girl 1 have. Then we are on the stage and Dee
is embracing me with tears in her eyes. She pins on my dress a large or-
chid. even though she has told me once that she thinks orchids are tacky
flowers.
In real life I am a large, big-boned woman with rough, man-working
hands. In the winter 1 wear flannel nightgowns to bed and overalls during
the day. I can kill and clean a hog as mercilessly as a man. My fat keeps me
hot in zero weather. I can work outside all day, breaking ice to get water for
washing; 1 can eat pork liver cooked over the open fire minutes after it
comes steaming from the hog. One winter 1 knocked a bull calf straight in
the brain between the €yes with a sledge hammer and had the meat hung
up 1o chill before nightfall. But of course all this does not show on televi-
sion. I am the way 0ty daughter would want me to be: a hundred pounds
lighter, my skin like an uncooked barley pancake. My hair glistens in the hot
bright lights. Johnny Carson has much to do to keep up with my quick and
witty tonguc.
But that is a mistake. I know even before 1 wake up. Who ever knew a
Johnson with a quick tongue? Who can even imaginc me looking a strange
white man in the eye? It seems o me 1 have talked to them always with one
foot raised in flight, with my head turned in whichever way is farthest from

them. Dee, though. She would always look anyone in the eye. Hesitation was

no part of her nature.
“How do I look, Mamat” Maggic says, showing just enough of her thin

body enveloped in pink skirt and red blouse for me to know she's there,

almost hidden by the door.
«Come out into the yard." 1 say.
Have you ever seen lame animal, perhaps @ dog run over by some
rson rich enough to own a G, sidle up 1o someone who is igno-
way my Maggic walks. She has
et in shuffle, ever since the

careless pe
rant enough to be kind to him? That is the

been like this, chin on chest, eyes on ground, fe
fire that burned the other house to the ground.

Dee is lighter than Maggic, with nicer fhair and a fuller figure. she's a

woman now, though sometimes | forget. How long ago wis it that the other
house burned? Ten, twelve years? Sometimes | can still hear the flames and
feel Maggice's arms sticking to me, her hair smoking and her dress falling off
her in little black papery flakes. Her eyes scemed stretched open, blazed
open by the flames reflected in them. And Dee. 1 see her standing off under
the sweet gum tree she used to dig gum out of; a look of concentration on
her face as she watched the last dingy gray board of the house fall in toward
the red-hot brick chimney. Why don’t you do a dance around the ashes? I'd
wanted to ask her.She had hated the house that much.

1 used to think she hated Maggie, too. But that was before we raised the
money, the church and me, to send her to Augusta to school. She used to
read to us without pity; forcing words, lies, other folks’ habits, whole lives
upon us two, sitting trapped and ignorant underneath her voice. She
washed us in a river of make-believe, burned us with a lot of knowledge we
didn't necessarily need to know. Pressed us to her with the serious way she
read, to shove us away at just the moment, like dimwits, we seemed about

to understand.
things. A yellow organdy dress to wear Lo her gradua-

Dee wanted nice
tion from high school; black pumps to match a green suit she'd made from
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an old suit somebody gave me. She was determined to stare down any disas-
Mru“ M:E:n__u.mnm.ﬁm. Her eyelids would not flicker for minutes at a E:n.umuzmn._
off the temptation to 3 5
O oat Mn Euz.n shake her. At sixteen she had a style of her own:
I never had an education myself. After second grade the school was
closed down. Don’t ask me why:in 1927 colored asked fewer questions :L:
they do now. Sometimes Maggie reads (o me. She stumbles along .moo.n_.
naturedly but can’t see well. She knows she is not bright. Like good looks
and money, quickness passed her by. She will marry John Thomas (who _.n,m
mossy teeth in an earnest face) and then Ull be free to sit here and 1 guess
E,ﬂ sing church songs to myself. Although I never was a good singer. _mweﬁ.
could carry a tune. 1 was always better at a man’s job. I used to love ~.= milk
till T was hooked in the side in '49. Cows are soothing and slow and don't
bother you, ualess you try to milk them the wrong way. &
. ._ _“n<n nnrvn_.ﬁa:.. :_:._na my back .c: the house. It is three rooms, just
. one that burned. except the roof is tin; they don’'t make shingle roofs
“__3 more. There ;R no real windows, just some holes cut in the sides, like
he partholes in a ship, but not round and not square, with rawhide holding
the shutters up on the outside. This house is in a pasture, too, like the o::.m_..
ane. No doubt when Dee sees it she will want to tear it ncq..:.. She wrote me
once that no 1:.:9. where we “choose” to live, she will manage to come ..»_M
”M_ w:. L:. will :o:ﬁq _ud..zm.. her friends. Z\umﬁn and 1 thoughrt about this and
ggiie asked me “Mama, when did Dee ever bave any friends?”
o She had a few. Furtive boys in pink shirts _E:ﬂ.:..m about on washday
after Mn:cc_. Zn_ufézm girls who never laughed. Impressed with her they
WOrs _mx..n_ the wellturned phrase, the cute shape, the scalding humor that
n:_u,ﬁa like bubbles in lye. She read to them. .

. When she was courting Jimmy T she didn’t have much time to pay to
._n.” c..m.z turned all her faultfinding power on him. He flew to marry a _M:.Qﬁ
J.. e o v i ~] . : )
n“‘:..:wa, ;M.wﬂa JM_M.._EE of ignorant flashy people. She hardly had time to re-

When she comes 1 will meet—but there they are!
Maggie attempts to make a dash for the house, in her shuffling way, but
1 stay her with my hand.*Come back here." 1 say. And she stops and tri s
dig a well in the sand with her toe. . Bl T
. Itis __E to see them clearly through the strong sun. But even the first
glimpse of leg out of the car tells me it is Dee. Her feet were always neat-
_ax.E..ﬁ._ as if God himself had shaped them with a certain style. From :.._n
other side of the car comes a short, stocky man. Hair is all over .Eu head a
foot _.c:m and hanging from his chin like a kinky mule tail. I hear Maggie
mi.”w in her nnn.ur....ﬂ_._::_.__._.., is what it sounds like. Like when you see the
ﬂ...ﬁ.ﬂ!:m.. end of a snake just in front of your foot on the road.“Uhnnnh.”
Dee nest. A dress down to the ground, in this hot weather. A n__.n.wm S0
_oE_.w hurts my eyes. There are yellows and oranges enough to throw ,Un.nw
the light of the sun. 1 feel my whole face warming from the heat waves it
throws out. Earrings gold, too, and hanging down to her shoulders. wn.nr._,ca
dangling and making noises when she moves her arm up to shake the folds
of the dress out of her armpits. The dress is loose and flows, and as she
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stands straight up like the wool on a sheep. It is black as night and around

the edges are two long pigtails that rope about like small lizards disappecar-

ing behind her ears.
“Wa-su-zo-Tean-0!” she says, coming on in that gliding way the dress

makes her move. The short stocky fellow with the hair to his navel is all grin-
ning and he follows up with “Asalamalakim. my mother and sister!” He
moves to hug Maggie but she falls back, right up against the back of my
chair. 1 feel her trembling there and when 1 look up I see the perspiration
falling off her chin.

“Don't get up,” says Dee. since 1 am stout it takes something of a
push, You can sec me trying to move a second or two before T make it. She
turns, showing white heels through her sandals, and goes back to the car.
Out she peeks next with 4 Polaroid. She stoops down quickly and lines up
picture after picture of me sitting there in front of the house with Maggie
cowering behind me. She never takes a shot without making sur¢ the
house is included. When a cow cOmes nibbling around the edge of the yard
she snaps it and me and Maggie and the house. Then she puts the Polaroid
in the back seat of the car, and comes up and kisses me on the foreh cad.

Meanwhile Asalamalakim is going through the motions with Maggic's
hand. Maggie's hand is as limp as a fish, and probably as cold, despite the
sweat, and she keeps trying to pull it back. 1t looks like Asalamalakim wants
to shake hands but wants to do it fancy. Or maybe he don’t know how pco-
ple shake hands. Anyhow, he soon gives up on Maggie.

“Well' T say."Dee.”

“No, Mama," she says.“Not ‘Dee! Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo!”

“What happened o Dee’?"1 wanted to know.

“She's dead Wangero said.”] couldn't bear it any longer, being named
after the people who oppress me.”

“you know as well as me you was named after your aunt Dicie," 1 said.
Dicie is my sister. She named Dee. We called her*Big Dee” after Dee was born.

“But who was she named after?” asked Wangero.

“I guess after Grandma Dee.' I said.

“And who was she named after?” asked Wangero.

“Her mother,” 1 said, and saw Wangero wis getting tired. “That's about as
far back as I can trace it," T said. Though, in fact, | probably could have car-
ried it back beyond the Civil War through the branches.

“Well” said Asalamalakim, “there you are”

«Uhnnnh, T heard Maggie say.

“There 1 was not," I said,"before ‘Dicie’ cropped up in our family, so why
should I try to trace it that far back?”

He just stood there grinning, looking down on me like somebody in-
specting a Model A car. Every once in a while he and Wangero sent eye sig-
nals over my head.

“How do you pronounce this name?" [ asked.

“You don't have to call me by it if you don't want to;’ said Wangero.

“Why shouldn’t 2”1 asked. “If that's what you want us to call you, we'll
call you.”

“{ know it might sound awkward at first.” said Wangero.

“1'1l get used to it)"] said.“Ream it out again”

Well, soon we got the pame out of the way. Asalamalakim had a name
rwice as long and three times as hard. After I tripped over it two or three



