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CHAPTER

Narrative Point of View

verv story is told by someone. Mark Twain wrote Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn. but he does not tell the story; Huck tells the story, and he begins thus:

You don't know about me without you have read a book by the name
of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, but that an’t no Maticr. That book
was made by Mr. Mark Twain, and he told the truth, mainly. There was
things which he stretched, but mainly he told the truth.

Similarly, Edgar Allan Poe wrote “The Cask of Amontillado™ (page 509), but the story
i> told by a man whose name, we learn later, is Montresor. Here is the opening:

The thousand injuries of Fortunato 1 had borne as I best could, but
when he ventured upon insult, 1 vowed revenge

Each of these passages gives a reader a very strong sense of the narrator, that is,
i the invented person who tells the story, and it turns out that the works are

chiefly about the speakers. Compare those Opening passages, however, with

rwo others, which sound far more objective. The first comes from Chekhov's
Misery” (page 403):

The twilight of evening. Big flakes of wet snow are whirling lazily about
the street lamps, which have just been lighted, and lying in 2 thin soft
layer on roofs, horses' backs, shoulders, caps. lona Potapov, the sledge-
driver, is all white like a ghost. e sits on the box without stirring, bent
as double as the living body can be bent.

1nd another example, this one from Hawthorne's "Young Goodman Brown”
(page 154):

Young Goodman Brown came forth, at sunset, into the street at Salem
village; but put his head back, after crossing the threshold, to exchange
a parting kiss with his young wife. And Faith, as the wife was aptly
named, thrust her own pretty head into the street, letting the wind play
with the pink ribbons of her cap while she calied to Goodman Brown.

n each of these two passages, a reader is scarcely aware of the personality of the
narrator: our interest is almost entirely in the scene that each speaker reveals, not
in the speaker’s response to the scene

The narrators of Huckleberry Finn and of “The Cask of Amontillado” imme-
diately impress us with their distinctive personalities. We realize that whatever
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happenings they report will be colored by the special ways in which such per-
sonalities see things. But what can we say about the narrators of “Misery” and of
“Young Goodman Brown™? A reader hardly notices them, at least in comparison
with Huck and Montresor. We look, so to speak, not at these narrators, but at
others (the cabman and Goodman Brown and Faith)

Of course, it is true that as we read “Misery” and “Young Goodman Brown”
we are looking through the eves of the narrators, but these narrators seem (un-
like Huck and Montresor) to have 20720 vision. This is not 1o say, however, that
these apparently colorless narrators really are colorless or invisible. The narrator
of “Misery” seems, at least if we judge from the opening sentences, to want to
evoke an atmosphere, He describes the setting in some detail, whereas the narra-
tor of “Young Goodman Brown" seems chieflv concerned with reporting the ac-
tions of people whom he sees. Moreover, if we listen carefully to Hawthorne's
narrator, perhaps we can say that when he mentions that Faith was “aptly” named,
he makes a judgment. Still_ it is clear that the narrative voices we hear in “Misery”
and “Young Goodman Brown™ are relatively impartial and inconspicuous; when
we hear them, we feel, for the most part, that they are talking about something
objective, about something “out there” These narrative voices will produce sto-
ries very different from the narrative voices used by Twain and Poe. The voice
that the writer chooses, then. will in large measure shape the story; different
voices, different stories.

The narrative point of view of Huckleberry Finn and of “The Cask of Amon-
tillado” (and of any other story in

which a character in the story tells the story) is
a participant (or first-person) point of view. The point of view of “Young
Goodman Brown” (and of any other story in which a nearly invisible outsider
tells the story) is a nonparticipant (or third-person) point of view.

Participant (or First-Person) Point of View

In John Updike's “A & p~ (page 191) the n
Poe’s Montresor, a major character. Updik
undergoes certain experiences
is narrated by one of its charact
(or participant) point of view

It happens that in Updike’s “A & P"the n
character whose actions—whose life, w

arrator is, like Mark Twain's Huck and
€ has invented an adolescent boy who
and who has certain perceptions. Since the story
€rs, we can say that the author uses a first-person

drrator is the central character. the
€ might say—most interests the reader.
But sometimes a first-person narrator tells a story that focuses on another char-
acter; the narrator still says “I" (thus the point of view is first person), but the reader
feels that the story is not chiefly about this “T" but is about some
instance, the narrator may be a witness to
in what happens to Jones, though we get t
the eves of Jones's friend, or brother, or car

When any of us tells a story (for instance, why we

may do well to take what we say with a grain of salt. After all. we are giving our
side, our version of what happened. And so it is with first-person narrators of fic-
tion.They may be reliable, in which case the reader can
they say, or they may be unreliable
ax to grind, perhaps because they
implications of what they

other figure. For
4 story about Jones, and our interest is
he story of Jones filtered through, say,

quit a job), our hearers

pretty much accept what
narrators, perhaps because they have an
are not perceptive enough to grasp the full
report, or perhaps because they are mentally impaired,
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Nonparticipant (or Third-Person) Points of View 189
even insane. Poe's Montresor, in “The Cask of Amontillado,” is so obsessed that we
cannot be certain that Fortunato really did inflict a “thousand injuries” on him.

One special kind of unreliable first-person narrator (whether major or mi-
nor) is the innocent eye: the narrator is naive (usually a child. or a not-too-
bright adult), telling what he or she sees and feels; the contrast between what
the narrator perceives and what the reader understands produces an ironic ef
fect. Such a story, in which the reader understands more than the teller himself
does, is Ring Lardner’s “Haircut™ (1925), a story told by a garrulous barber who
does not perceive that the “accident” he is describing is in fact a murder.

Nonparticipant (or Third-Person) Points of View

In a story told from a nonparticipant (third-person) point of view, the teller of
the tale is not a character in the tale. The narrator has receded from the story. If
the point of view is omniscient, the narrator relates what he or she wishes
about the thoughts as well as the deeds of the characters. The omniscient teller
can at any time enter the mind of any or all of the characters; whereas the first-
person narrator can only say “I was angry” or “Jones seemed angry to me,” the
omiliscient narrator can say, “Jones was inwardly angry but gave no sign: Smith
continued chatting, but he sensed jones's anger”

Furthermore, a distinction can be made between neutral omniscience
(the narrator recounts deeds and thoughts, but does not judge) and editorial
omniscience (the narrator not only recounts, but also judges). The narrator in
Hawthorne's “Young Goodman Brown” knows what goes on in the mind of
Brown, and he comments approvingly or disapprovingly:“With this excellent re-
solve for the future, Goodman Brown felt himself justified in making more haste
on his present evil purpose.”

Because a short story can scarcely hope to effectively develop a picture of
several minds, an author may prefer to limit his or her omniscience to the minds
of only a few of the characters, or even to that of one of the characters; that is,
the author may use selective omniscience as the point of view Selective omni-
science provides a focus, especially if it is limited to a single character. When
thus limited, the author hovers over the shoulder of one character, seeing him or
her from outside and from inside and seeing other characters only from the out-
side and from the impact they make on the mind of this selectied receptor. In
“Young Goodman Brown™ the reader sees things mostly as they make their im-
pact on the protagonist’s mind.

He could have well nigh sworn that the shape of his own dead father
beckoned him to advance, looking downward from a smoke wreath,
while a woman, with dim features of despair. threw out her hand to
warn him back. Was it his mother? But he had no power to retreat one
step, nor to resist, even in thought, when the minister and good old
Deacon Gookin seized his arms and led him to the blazing rock.

When selective omniscience attempts to record mental activity ranging from
consciousness to the unconscious, from clear perceptions to confused long-
ings, point of view is sometimes labeled stream of consciousness. In an ef-
fort to reproduce the unending activity of the mind, some authors who use the
stream-of-consciousness point of view dispense with conventional word order,
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punctuation, and logical transitions. The last forty-six pages in James Joyce’s
Ulysses are an unpunctuated flow of one character’s thoughts.

Finally, sometimes a third-person narrator does not enter even a single mind,
but records only what crosses a dispassionate eye and ear Such a point of view is
objective (sometimes called the camera or fly-on-the-wall narrator). The
absence of editorializing and of dissection of the mind often produces the effect
of a play; we see and hear the characters in action. Much of Hemingway's “Cart in
the Rain” (page 99) is objective, consisting of bits of dialogue that make the story
look like a play:

“I'm going down and get that kitty,” the American wife said.

Tl do it," her husband offered from the bed.

“No, T'll get it. The poor kitty out trying to keep dry under a table”

The husband went on reading, lying propped up with the two pil-
lows at the foot of the bed.

“Don’t get wet,” he said. (100)

The absence of comment on the happenings forces readers to make
their own evaluations of the happenings. In the passage just quoted, when
Hemingway writes “'Don't get wet. he said,” readers are probably forced to
think (and to sense that Hemingway is guiding them to think) that the husband
is indifferent to his wife. After all, how can she £0 out into the rain and not

gct wet? A writer can use an objective point of view, then, and still control the
feclings of the reader.

The Point of 2 Point of View

Generalizations about the effect of 2 point of view are risky, but two have already
been made: that the innocent ¢ye can achieve an ironic effect otherwise unat-
tainable, and that an objective point of view (because we hear dialogue but get

little or no comment about it) is dramatic. Three other generalizations are often
made:

* that a firsi-person point of view lends a sense of immediacy or reality,

* that an omniscient point of view suggests human littleness, and
* that the point of view must be consistent

To take the first of these: it is true that when Poe begins a story “The thou-
sand injuries of Fortunato T had borne as 1 best could, but when he ventured
upon insult, I vowed revenge” we feel that the author has gripped us by the
lapels; but, on the other hand, we know that we
tion, and we do not really beliey
furthermore, when we pick up

are only reading a piece of fic-
‘e in the existence of the “I" or of Fortunato; and
a story that begins with any point of view, we
agree (by picking up the book) to pretend to believe the fictions we are being
told. That is, all fiction—whether in the first person or pot—is known to be liter-
ally false but is read with the pretense that it is true (prob
o get some sort of insight, or truth). The writer must h
make us feel that the fiction is meaningful, but
noun does not of itself confer reality.

ably because we hope
old our attention and
the use of the first-person pro-

The second generalization, that an omniscient point of view can make pup-
pets of its characters, is equally misleading; this point of view can also reveal in
them a depth and complexity quite foreign to the idea of human littleness.
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trip me up. She'd been watching cash registers for fifty years and probably
never seen a mistake before.
By the time T got her feathers smoothed and her goodies into a bag—
she gives me a little snort in passing, if she'd been born at the right time
they would have burned her over in Salem'—by the time I get her on her
way the girls had circled around the bread and were coming back, without a
pushcart, back my way along the counters, in the aisle between the check-
outs and the Special bins. They didn't even have shoes on. There was this
chunky one, with the two-piece—it was bright green and the seams on the
bra were still sharp and her belly was still pretty pale so 1 guessed she just
got it (the suit)—there was this one, with one of those chubby berry-faces,
the lips all bunched together under her nose, this one, and a tall one, with
black hair that hadn't quite frizzed right, and one of these sunburns right
across under the eyes, and a chin that was too long—you know, the kind of
girl other girls think is very “striking” and “attractive” but never quite makes
it, as they very well know. which is why they like her so much—and then
the third one, that wasn't quite so tall. She was the queen. She kind of led
them, the other two peeking around and making their shoulders round. She
didn’t look around, not this queen, she just walked straight on slowly, on
these long white prima-donna legs. She came down a little hard on her
heels, as if she didn't walk in her bare feet that much, putting down her
heels and then letting the weight move along to her toes as if she was
testing the floor with every step, putting a little deliberate extra action
into it. You never know for sure how girls’ minds work (do you really
think it's 2 mind in there or just a little buzz like a bee in a glass jar?) but
you got the idea she had talked the other two into coming in here with
her, and now she was showing them how to do it, walk slow and hoid
yourself straight
She had on a kind of dirty-pink—beige maybe, I don't know—bathing
suit with a little nubble all over it and, what got me, the straps were down.
They were off her shoulders looped loose around the cool tops of her arms,
and I guess as a result the suit had slipped a little on her, so all around the
top of the cloth there was this shining rim. If it hadn’t been there you
wouldn’t have known there could have been anything whiter than those
shoulders, With the straps pushed off, there was nothing between the top of
the suit and the top of her head except just ber this clean bare plane of the
top of her chest down from the shoulder bones like a dented sheet of metal
tilted in the light. I mean, it was more than pretty.
She had sort of oaky hair that the sun and salt had bleached, done up in
a bun that was unravelling, and a kind of prim face. Walking into the A & P
with your straps down, I suppose it’s the only kind of face you can have. She
held her head so high her neck, coming up out of those white shoulders,
looked kind of stretched, but I didn't mind. The longer her neck was, the
more of her there was
She must have felt in the corner of her eye me and over my shoulder
Stokesie in the second slot watching, but she didn’t tip. Not this queen. She
kept her eyes moving across the racks, and stopped, and turned so slow it

'Salem town in Massachusetts, where the witch trials of the 1690s occurred. Many women
and men were hanged for their supposed sins and crimes; no one was burned at the stake
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Cape Cape Cod,a peninsula in easternmost Massachusetts
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made my stomach rub the inside of my apron, and buzzed to the other two,
who kind of huddled against her for relief, and then they all three of
them went up the cat-and-dog-food-breakfast-cereal-macaroni-rice-raisins-
sc:xsumng:»—sprc:u1>-sp:ighcm-m1ftdrink.~rcr.sckcr.»—:lnd~mu|-;icb aisle. From the
third slot I look straight up this aisle to the meat counter, and I watched
them all the way. The fat one with the tan sort of fumbled with the cookies,
but on second thought she put the package back The sheep pushing their
carts down the aisle—the girls were walking against the usual traffic (not
that we have one-way signs or anything)—were prefry hilarious. You could
see them, when Queenie’s white shoulders dawned on them, kind of jerk, or
hop. or hiccup, but their eyes snapped back to their own baskets and on
they pushed. 1 bet you could set off dynamite in an A & P and the people
would by and large keep reaching and checking oatmeal off their lists and
muttering “Let me see, there was a third thing, began with A, asparagus, no,
ah, yes, applesauce!” or whatever it is they do mutter. But there was no
doubt, this jiggled them. A few houseslaves in pin curlers even look around
after pushing their carts past to make sure what they had seen was correct

You know, it’s one thing to have a girl in a bathing suit down on the
beach. where what with the glare nobody can look at each other much any-
way, and another thing in the cool of the A & P, under the fluorescent lights,
against all those stacked packages, with her feet paddling along naked over
our checkerboard green-and-cream rubber-tile floor.

“Oh, Daddy; Stokesie said beside me.“1 feel so faint”

“Darling” 1 said. “Hold me tight” Stokesie’s married. with two babies
chatked up on his fuselage already, but as far as I can tell that's the only dif-
ference. He's twenty-two, and 1 was nineteen this April.

“Is it done?” he asks, the responsible married man finding his voice. I
forgot to say he thinks he's going 1o be a manager some sunny day, maybe in
1990 when it’s called the Great Alexandrov and Petrooshki Tea Company or
something.

What he meant was, our town is five miles from a beach, with a big sum-
mer colony out on the Point, but we're right in the middle of town, and the
women generally put on a shirt or shorts or something before they get out
of the car into the street. And anyway these are usually women with six chil-
dren and varicose veins mapping their legs and nobody, including them,
could care less. As I say, we're right in the middle of town, and if you stand at
our front doors you can see two banks and the Congregational church and
the newspaper store and three real estate offices and about twenty-seven
old freeloaders tearing up Central Street because the sewer broke again. It’s
not as if we're on the Cape;* we're north of Boston and there’s people in
this town haven't seen the ocean for twenty years.

The girls had reached the meat counter and were asking McMahon
something. He pointed, they pointed, and they shuffled out of sight behind
a pyramid of Diet Delight peaches. All that was left for us to see was old
McMahon patting his mouth and looking after them sizing up their joints.
Poor kids, I began to feel sorry for them. they couldn’t help it.

Now here comes the sad part of the story, at least my family says it’s sad,
but 1 don't think it's so sad myself. The store’s pretty empty, it being Thursday
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afternoon, so there was nothing much to do except lean on the register and
wait for the girls to show up again. The whole store was like a pinball ma-
chine and | didn’t know which tunnel they'd come out of. After a while they
come around out of the far aisle, around the light bulbs, records at discount
of the Caribbean Six or Tony Martin Sings or some such gunk you wonder
they waste the wax on, six-packs of candy bars, and plastic toys done up in
cellophane that fall apart when a kid looks at them anyway. Around they
come, Queenie still leading the way, and holding a littie gray jar in her hand.
Slots Three through Seven are unmanned and 1 could see her wondering be-
tween Stokes and me, but Stokesie with his usual luck draws an old party in
baggy grav pants who stumbles up with four giant cans of pineapple juice
(what do these bums #o with all that pineapple juice? I've often asked
mysclf) 50 the girls come to me. Queenie puts down the jar and I take it
into my fingers icy cold. Kingfish Fancy Herring Snacks in Pure Sour
Cream: 49¢. Now her hands are empty, not a ring or a bracelet, bare as
God made them, and I wonder where the money’s coming from. Still with
that prim look she lifts a folded dollar bill out of the hollow at the center
of her nubbled pink top.The jar went heavy in my hand. Really, I thought
that was so cute.

Then everybody's luck begins to run out. Lengel comes in from hag-
gling with a truck full of cabbages on the lot and is about to scuttle into
the door marked MANAGER behind which he hides all day when the girls
touch his eve. Lengel's pretty dreary, teaches Sunday school and the rest,
but he doesn’t miss that much. He comes over and says, “Girls, this isn’t
the beach.”

Queenie blushes, though maybe it’s just a brush of sunburn 1 was noticing
for the first time, now that she was so close. “My mother asked me to pick up a
jar of herring snacks™ Her voice kind of startled me, the way voices do when
you see the people first, coming out so flat and dumb yet kind of tony, too, the
way it ticked over “pick up” and “snacks.” All of a sudden I slid right down her
voice into her living room. Her father and the other men were standing around
in ice-cream coats and bow ties and the women were in sandals picking up
herring snacks on toothpicks off a big glass plate and they were all holding
drinks the color of water with olives and sprigs of mint in them. When my par-
ents have somebody over they get lemonade and if it’s a real racy affair Schlitz
in tall glasses with “They Il Do It Every Time” cartoons stencilled on.

“That's all right,” Lengel said.“But this isn't the beach” His repeating this
struck me as funny, as if it had just occurred to him, and he had been thinking
all these years the A & P was a great big dune and he was the head lifeguard.
He didn't like my smiling—as I say he doesn’t miss much—but he concen-
trates on giving the girls that sad Sunday-schook-superintendent stare

Queenie’s blush is no sunburn now, and the plump one in plaid, that I
liked better from the back—a really sweet can—pipes up,“We weren't doing
any shopping. We just came in for the one thing.”

“That makes no difference.” Lengel tells her, and I could see from the
way his eyes went that he hadn't noticed she was wearing a two-piece
before."We want you decently dressed when you come in here’”

“We are decent,” Queenie says suddenly, her lower lip pushing, getting
sore now that she remembers her place, a place from which the crowd that
runs the A & P must look pretty crummy. Fancy Herring Snacks flashed in
her very blue eyes.
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candy they didn't get by the door of a powder-blue Falcon station wagon.
Looking back in the big windows, over the bags of peat moss and aluminum
lawn furniture stacked on the pavement, I could see Lengel in my place in
the slot, checking the sheep through. His face was dark gray and his back
stiff, as if he'd just had an injection of iron, and my stomach kind of fell as |
felt how hard the world was going 10 be to me hereafter.

YOUR TURN

I. In what sort of community is this A & P located? To what extent does
this community resemble yours?

2. Do you think Sammy is a male chauvinist pig? Why, or why not? And if

you think he is, do you find the story offensive? Again, why or why not?

. In the last line of the story Sammy says, “I felt how hard the world was

going to be to me hereafter.” Do you think the world is going to be
hard to Sammy? Why, or why not? And if it is hard to him, is this be-
Cause of a virtue or a weakness in Sammy?

4. Write Lengel’s version of the stary (500-1000 words) as he might nar-
rate it to his wife during dinner. Or write the story from Queenie's point
of view.

5. In speaking of contemporary fiction Updike said:

I 'want stories to startle and engage me within the first few sen-
tences, and in their middle to widen or deepen or sharpen my
knowledge of human activity, and to end by giving me a sensation
of completed statement.

Let’s assume that you share Updike’s view of what a story should do.
To what extent do you think “A & P” fulfills these demands? (You may
want to put your response in the form of a letter to Updike.)

6. During the course of an interview published in the Southern Review
(Spring 2002), Updike said that the original ending of “A & P” differed
from the present ending. In the original, after Sammy resigns he “goes
down to the beach to try to see these three girls on whose behalf he’s
made this sacrifice of respectability, on whose behalf he's broken with
the bourgeois norm and let his parents down and Mr. Lengel down.
And he doesn't see the girls, and the story ended somewhere there.”
Updike’s editor at the New Yorker persuaded him that the story “ended
with the resignation.” Your view?

ANONYMOUS

Solomon,” appears in the Hebrew Bible, in the latter part of the third chapter
of the book called 1 Kings or First Kings, probably written in the mid-sixth
century BCE. The transiation is Jfrom the King James Version of the Bible
(1611). Two expressions in the story need clarification: (1) The woman who
“overiaid” ber child in ber sleep rolled over on the child and suffocated it; and
(2) it is said of a woman that her “bowels yearned upon her son"—that is, ber
beart longed for ber son. (In Hebrew psychology, the bowels were thought to
be the seat of emotion,)

The following story about King Solomon, customarily called “The Judgment of
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The Judgment of Solomon

Then came there two women, that were harlots, unto the king, and stood be-
fore him.And the one woman said, *O my lord, 1 and this woman dwell in
one house, and T was delivered of a child with her in the house. And it came
to pass the third day after that I was delivered, that this woman was deliv-
ered also: and we were together; there was no stranger in the house, save we
two in the house. And this woman's child died in the night; because she
overlaid it. And she arose at midnight, and took my son from beside me,
while thine handmaid slept. and laid it in her bosom, and laid her dead child
in my bosom. And when I rose in the morning to give my child suck, behold,
it was dead: but when 1 considered it in the morning, behold, it was not my
son, which 1 did bear”

And the other woman said,“Nay: but the living is my son, and the dead
is thy son” And this said,"No; but the dead is thy son, and the living is my
son.” Thus they spake before the king.

Then said the king, “The one saith, “This is my son that liveth, and thy
son is dead': and the other saith, Nay: but thy son is the dead, and my son is
the living. " And the king said, “Bring me a sword.” And they brought a sword
before the king. And the king said, “Divide the living child in two, and give
half to the one, and half to the other”

Then spake the woman whose the living child was unto the king, for
her bowels yearned upon her son, and she said, O my lord, give her the liv-
ing child, and in no wise slay it” But the other said,“Let it be neither mine
nor thine, but divide it.

5 Then the king answered and said, “Give her the living child. and in no
wise slay it: she is the mother thereof.”

And all Israel heard of the judgment which the king had judged; and
they feared the king, for they saw that the wisdom of God was in him to do
judgment.

YOUR TURN

1. In what ways is this story like a detective story?
7. Solomon was known for his wisdom. How would you characterize his
wisdom?

KATHERINE ANNE PORTER

Katberine Anne Porter (1890-1980) bad the curious babit of inventing de-
tails in ber life, but it is true that she was born in a log cabin in Indian Creek,
Texas. that sbe was originally named Callie Russell Porter; that ber motber
died when she was two years old, and that Callie was brought up by ber
maternal grandmother in Kyle, Texas. Apparently the family was conscious of
former wealth and position in Louisiand and Kentucky She was sent to con-
vent schools, where, in ber words, she received “a strangely tseless and orn-
mental education.” At sixteen she left school, married (and soon divorced),
and worked as a reporter, first in Texas and later in Denver and Chicago. Sbe
moved around a good deal, both within the Uniled States and abroad; she
lived in Mexico, Belgium, Switzerland, France, and Germany.
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Even as a child Porter was interested in writing, but she did not publish
her first story until she was thirty-three. She wrote essays and one novel (Ship
of Fools, 1962), but she is best knoun for ber stories. Porter’s Collected Stories
won the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award in 1965

The Filting of Granny Weatherall [1929]

She flicked her wrist neatly out of Doctor Harry's pudgy careful fingers and
pulled the sheet up to her chin. The brat ought to be in knee breeches. Doc-
toring around the country with spectacles on his nose! “Get along now, take
your schoolbooks and go. There's nothing wrong with me.”

Doctor Harry spread a warm paw like a cushion on her forehead where
the forked green vein danced and made her eyelids twitch. “Now, now, be a
good girl, and we’ll have you up in no time.”

“That’s no way to speak to a woman nearly eighty vears old just be-
cause she’s down. I'd have you respect your elders, young man”

“Well, Missy, excuse me.” Doctor Harry patted her cheek.“But I've got to
warn vou, haven't I? You're a marvel, but you must be careful or you're going
to be good and sorry”

“Don't tell me what I'm going to be. I'm on my feet now, morally speak-
ing. It's Cornelia. I had to go to bed to get rid of her”

Her bones felt loose, and floated around in her skin, and Doctor Harry
floated like a balloon around the foot of the bed. He floated and pulled
down his waistcoat and swung his glasses on a cord. “Well, stay where you
are, it certainly can't hurt you.”

“Get along and doctor your sick,” said Granny Weatherall. “Leave a well
woman alone. I'll call for you when I want you. . . . Where were you forty
vears ago when I pulled through milk-leg and double pneumonia? You
weren't even born. Don't let Cornelia lead vou on” she shouted, because
Doctor Harry appeared to float up to the ceiling and out. “I pay my own
bills, and I don’t throw my money away on nonsense!”

She meant to wave good-by, but it was too much trouble. Her eyes
closed of themselves, it was like a dark curtain drawn around the bed.
The pillow rose and floated under her, pleasant as a hammock in a light
wind. She listened to the leaves rustling outside the window. No, some-
body was swishing newspapers: no, Cornelia and Doctor Harry were
whispering together. She leaped broad awake, thinking they whispered
in her ear.

‘She was never like this, never like this!™ “Well, what can we expect?”
“Yes, eighty years old.. . ”

10 Well, and what if she was? She still had ears. It was like Cornelia to whis-
per around doors. She always kept things secret in such a public way. She
was always being tactful and kind. Cornelia was dutiful; that was the trouble
with her. Dutiful and good: “So good and dutiful” said Granny, “that I'd like to
spank her" She saw herself spanking Cornelia and making a fine job of it.

“What'd you say, Mother?”

Granny felt her face tying up in hard knots.
“Can’t a body think, I'd like to know?”

“I thought you might want something”
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“1 do.1 want a lot of things. First off, go away and don’t whisper”
She lay and drowsed, hoping in her sleep thar the children would keep
out and let her rest a minute It had been a long day. Not that she was tired. [t

was always pleasant to spatch 2 minute now and then. There was always sO

much to be done, let me see: LOmOrrow.

Tomorrow was far away and there was nothing to trouble about. Things
were finished somehow when the time came; thank God there was always a
little margin over for peace: then a person could spread out the plan of life
and tuck in the edges orderly It was good o have everything clean and
folded away, with the hair brushes and tonic bottes sitting straight on the
white embroidered linen: the day started without fuss and the pantry
shelves laid out with rows of jelly glasses and brown jugs and white stonc-
china jars with blue whirligigs and words painted on them: coffee, tea, SUgar,
ginger, cinnamon, allspice: and the bronzc clock with the lion on top nicely
dusted off. The dust that lion could collect in twenty-four hours! The box in
the attic with all those letters tied up, well, she’d have (o go through that
tomorrow. All those letters—George’s letters and John's letters and her let-
ters to them both—Ilying around for the children to find afterwards made
her uneasy. Yes, that would be tomorrow’s business. No use to let them
know how silly she had been once.

While she was rummaging around she found death in her mind and it
felt clammy and unfamiliar. She had spent so much time preparing for death
there was no need for bringing it up again. Let it take care of itself now
when she was sixty she had felt very old. finished, and went around making
farewell trips to see her children and grandchildren, with a secret in her
mind: This is the very last of your mother, children! Then she made her will
and came down with a long fever. That was all just a notion like a lot of

other things, but it was jucky too, for she had once for all got over the idea
Now she couldn't be worried. She hoped she had
better sense now. Her father had lived to be one hundred and two years old
and had drunk a noggin of strong hot toddy on his last birthday. He told the
s it ‘was his daily habit, and he owed his long life to that. He had
lieved she'd just

of dying for a long time

reporter:
made quite a scandal and was very pleased about it. She be
plague Cornelia 2 little.

«Cornelia! Cornelia!”™ No footsteps, but a sudden hand on her cheek.
‘Bless you, where have you been?”

“Here, Mother”

“Well, Cornelia, I want a noggin of hot toddy.”

“Are you cold, darling?’

“I'm chilly, Cornelia. Lying in bed stops the circulation. 1 must have told
you that a thousand times.”

Well, she could just hear Cornelia tell her husband that Mother was
getting a little childish and they’'d have to humor her. The thing that most
annoyed her was that Cornelia thought she was deaf, dumb, and blind. Little
hasty glances and tiny gestures tossed around her and over her head saying,
“Don’t cross her, let her have her way, she's eighty years old,” and she sitting
there as if she lived in a thin glass cage. Sometimes Granny almost made up
her mind to pack up and move back to her own house where nobody could
remind her every minute that she was old. Wait, wait, Cornelia, till your own
children whisper behind your back!
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In her day she had kept a better house and had got more work done.
She wasn't too old yet for Lydia to be driving eighty miles for advice when
one of the children jumped the track, and Jimmy still dropped in and talked
things over: “Now, Mammy, you've a good business head, I want to know
what you think of this? . . ” Old. Cornelia couldn't change the furniture
around without asking. Little things, little things! They had been so sweet
when they were little. Granny wished the old days were back again with the
children young and everything to be done over It had been a hard pull, but
not too much for her When she thought of all the food she had cooked, and
all the clothes she had cut and sewed, and all the gardens she had made—
well, the children showed it. There they were, made out of her, and they
couldn’t get away from thar. Sometimes she wanted to see John again and
point to them and say, Well, I didn't do so badly, did 1? But that would have to
wait. That was for tomorrow. She used to think of him as a man, but now all
the children were older than their father and he would be a child beside her
if she saw him now. It seemed strange and there was something wrong in
the idea. Why, he couldn’t possibly recognize her. She had fenced in 2 hun-
dred acres once, digging the post holes herself and clamping the wires
with just a negro boy to help. That changed a woman. John would be look-
ing for a young woman with the peaked Spanish comb in her hair and the
painted fan. Digging post holes changed a woman. Riding country roads in
the winter when women had their babies was another thing: sitting up
nights with sick horses and sick negroes and sick children and hardly ever
losing one. John, 1 hardlv ever lost one of them! John would see that in a
minute, that would be something he could understand, she wouldn’t have to
explain anything!

It made her feel like rolling up her sleeves and putting the whole place
to rights again. No matter if Cornelia was determined to be evervwhere at
once, there were a great many things left undone on this place. She would
start tomorrow and do them. It was good to be strong enough for every-
thing, even if all you made melted and changed and slipped under your
hands, so that by the time you finished you almost forgot what you were
working for. What was it I set out to do? she asked herself intently, but she
could not remember. A fog rose over the valley, she saw it marching across
the creek swallowing the trees and moving up the hill like an army of
ghosts. Soon it would be at the near edge of the orchard, and then it was
time to go in and light the lamps. Come in, children, don't stay out in the
night air.

Lighting the famps had been beautiful, The children huddled up to her
and breathed like little calves waiting at the bars in the twilight. Their eyes
followed the match and watched the flame rise and settle in a blue curve,
then they moved away from her. The lamp was lit, they didn't have to be
scared and hang on to mother any more. Never, never, never more. God, for
all my life T thank Thee. Without Thee, my God, [ could never have done it.
Hail, Mary, full of grace.

I' want you to pick all the fruit this year and see that nothing is wasted.
There’s always someone who can use it. Don't let good things rot for want
of using. You waste life when vou waste good food. Don't let things get lost.
It’s bitter to lose things. Now, don't let me get to thinking, not when 1 am
tired and taking a little nap before supper. . . .

ATy
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The pillow rose about her shoulders and pressed against her heart and
the memory was being squeezed out of it: oh, push down the pillow, some-
body: it would smother her if she tried to hold it. Such a fresh breeze blow-
ing and such a green day with no threats in it. But he had not come, just the
same. What does a woman do when she has put on the white veil and set
out the white cake for a man and he doesn’t come? She tried to remember.
No. I swear he never harmed me but in that. He never harmed me but in
that . . . and what if he did? There was the day, the day, but a whirl of dark
smoke rose and covered it, crept up and over into the bright field where
everything was planted so carefully in orderly rows. That was hell, she knew
hell when she saw it. For sixty years she had prayed against remembering
him and against losing her soul in the deep pit of hell, and now the two
things were mingled in one and the thought of him was a smoky cloud from
hell that moved and crept in her head when she had just got rid of Doctor
Harry and was trying to rest a minuie. Wounded vanity, Ellen, said a sharp
voice in the top of her mind. Don't let your wounded vaniry get the upper
hand of you. Plenty of girls get jilted. You were jilted, weren't you? Then
stand up to it. Her eyelids wavered and let in streamers of blue-gray light like
tissue paper over her eyes. She must get up and pull the shades down or
she'd never sleep. She was in bed again and the shades were not down. How
could that happen? Better turn over, hide from the light, sleeping in the light
gave you nightmares. “Mother, how do you feel now?” and a stinging wet-
ness on her forehead. But 1 don’t like having my face washed in cold water!

Hapsy? George? Lydia? Jimmy? No, Cornelia, and her features were
swollen and full of little puddles. “They're coming, darling, theyll all be here
soon.” Go wash your face, child, you look funny.

Instead of obeying, Cornelia knelt down and put her head on the pil-
low. She seemed to be talking but there was no sound. “Well, are you tongue-
tied? Whose birthday is it? Are you going to give a party?”

Cornelia’s mouth moved urgently in strange shapes.”Don't do that, you
bother me, daughter”

“Oh, no, Mother. Oh, no

Nonsense. It was strange about children. They disputed vour every
word. “No what, Cornelia?”

“Here's Doctor Harry!

] won't see that boy again. He just left five minutes ago.”

“That was this morning, Mother. It’s night now. Here's the nurse.”

“This is Doctor Harry, Mrs. Weatherall. I never saw you look so young
and happy!”

“Ah. I'll never be young again—but I'd be happy if they'd let me lie in
peace and get rested.” .

She thought she spoke up loudly, but no one answered. A warm weight
on her forehead, 2 warm bracelet on her wrist, and a breeze went on whis-
pering, trying to tell her something. A shuffle of leaves in the everlasting
hand of God. He blew on them and they danced and rattled.“Mother, don’t
mind, we're going to give you a little hy podermic.” “Look here, daughter,
how do ants get in this bed? [ saw sugar ants yesterday” Did you send for
Hapsy too?

{t was Hapsy she really wanted. She had to go a long way back through

a great many rooms to find Hapsy standing with a baby on her arm. She
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seemed to herself to be Hapsy also, and the baby on Hapsy's arm was Hapsy
and himself and herself, all at once,and there was no surprise in the meeting.
Then Hapsy melted from within and turned flimsy as gray gauze and the
baby was a gauzy shadow, and Hapsy came up close and said, “1 thought
you'd never come,” and looked at her very searchingly and said,"You haven't
changed 2 bit!” They leaned forward to kiss, when Cornelia began whisper-
ing from a long way off, “Oh, is there anything you want to tell me? Is there
anything I can do for you?”

Yes, she had changed her mind after sixty years and she would like to
see George. | want you to find George. Find him and be sure to tell him 1 for-
got him. I want him to know I had my husband just the same and my chil-
dren and my house like any other woman. A good house too and a good hus-
band that I loved and fine children out of him. Better than I hoped for even.
Tell him I was given back everything he rook away and more. Oh. no, oh,
God, no, there was something else besides the house and the man and the
children. Oh, surely they were not all? What was it? Something not given
back. . . . Her breath crowded down under her ribs and grew into a mon-
strous frightening shape with cutting edges; it bored up into her head, and
the agony was unbelievable: Yes, john, get the doctor now, no more talk, my
time has come

When this one was born it should be the last. The last. It should have
been born first, for it was the one she had truly wanted. Everything came in
good time. Nothing left out, left over. She was strong, in three days she
would be as well as ever. Better. A woman needed milk in her to have her
full health.

“Mother, do you hear me?”

I've been telling you—"

“Mother, Father Connolly’s here”

“I went to Holy Communion only last week. Tell him I'm not so sinful as
all that.”

“Father just wants to speak to you.”

He could speak as much as he pleased. It was like him to drop in and in-
quire about her soul as if it were a teething baby, and then stay on for a cup
of tea and a round of cards and gossip. He always had a funny story of some
sort, usually about an Irishman who made his little mistakes and confessed
them, and the point lay in some absurd thing he would blurt out in the con-
fessional showing his struggles between native piety and original sin.
Granny felt easy about her soul. Cornelia, where are your manners? Give
Father Connolly a chair. She had her secret comfortable understanding with
a few favorite saints who cleared a straight road 1o God for her. All as surely
signed and sealed as the papers for the new Forty Acres. Forever . . . heirs
and assigns forever. Since the day the wedding cake was not cut, but thrown
out and wasted, The whole bottom dropped out of the world, and there she
was blind and sweating with nothing under her feet and the walls falling
away. His hand had caught her under the breast,she had not fallen, there was
the freshly polished floor with the green rug on it, just as before. He had
cursed like a sailor's parrot and said, “T'll kill him for you." Don’t lay a hand
on him, for my sake leave something to God.“Now, Ellen, you must believe
what I tell you.. . ”

So there was nothing, nothing to worry about any more, €xcept some-
times in the night one of the children screamed in a nightmare, and they
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both hustled out shaking and hunting for the matches and calling, “There,
wait a minute, here we are!” John, get the doctor now, Hapsy's time has
come. But there was Hapsy standing by the bed in a white cap. “Corneclia, tell
Hapsy to take off her cap.I can't see her plain.”

Her eyes opened very wide and the room stood out like a picture she
had seem somewhere. Dark colors with the shadows rising towards the
ceiling in long angles. The tall black dresser gleamed with nothing on it
but John's picture, enlarged from a little one, with John's eves very black
when they should have been blue. You never saw him, so how do you
know how he looked? But the man insisted the copy was perfect, it was
very rich and handsome. For a picture, yes, but it'’s not my husband. The
table by the bed had a linen cover and a candle and a crucifix. The light
was blue from Cornelia’s silk lampshades. No sort of light at all, just frip-
pery.You had to live forty years with kerosene lamps (o appreciate honest
electricity. She felt very strong and she saw Doctor Harry with a rosy nim-
bus around him

“You look like a saint, Doctor Harry, and 1 vow that's as near as you'll
ever come 1o it”

“She’s saying something.”

“1 heard you, Cornelia. What's all this carrying on?’

“Father Connolly's saying—"

Cornelia’s voice staggered and bumped like a cart in a bad road. It
rounded corners and turned back again and arrived nowhere. Granny
stepped up in the cart very lightly and reached for the reins, but a man sat
beside her and she knew him by his hands, driving the cart. She did not
look in his face, for she knew without seeing, but looked instead down
the road where the trees leaned over and bowed to each other and a
thousand birds were singing a Mass. She felt like singing too, but she put
her hand in the bosom of her dress and pulled out a rosary, and Father
Connolly murmured Latin in a very solemn voice and tickled her feet. My
God, will you stop that nonsense? I'm a married woman. What if he did
run away and leave me to face the priest by myself? | found another a
whole world better. I wouldn't have exchanged my husband for anybody
except St. Michael himself, and you may tell him that for me with a thank
you in the bargain.

Light flashed on her closed eyelids, and a deep roaring shook her.
Cornelia, is that lightning? I hear thunder. There's going to be a storm. Close
all the windows. Call all the children in. . . .“Mother, here we are, all of us”
“Is that you, Hapsy?"*Oh, no, I'm Lydia. We drove as fast as we could” Their
faces drifted above her, drifted away. The rosary fell out of her hands and
Lydia put it back. Jimmy tried 1o help, their hands fumbled together, and
Granny closed two fingers around Jimmy's thumb. Beads wouldn't do, it
must be something alive. She was so amazed her thoughts ran round and
round. So, my dear Lord, this is my death and I wasn't even thinking about
it. My children have come to sce me die. But 1 can’t, it's not time. Oh, I al-
ways hated surprises. I wanted to give Cornelia the amethyst set—Cornelia,
you're to have the amethyst set, but Hapsy's to wear it when she wants,
and, Doctor Harry, do shut up. Nobody sent for you. Oh, my dear Lord, do
wait a2 minute. 1 meant to do something about the Forty Acres, Jimmy doesn’t
need it and Lydia will later on, with that worthless husband of hers. | meant
to finish the altar cloth and send six bottles of wine to Sister Borgia for her
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dyspepsia. [ want to send six bottles of wine to Sister Borgia, Father Con-
nolly, now don't let me forget.

Cornelia’s voice made short turns and tilted over and crashed. “Oh.
Mother, oh, Mother, oh, Mother. . . .

“I'm not going, Cornelia. I'm taken by surprise. I can't go”

60 You'll see Hapsy again. What about her? “I thought you'd never come.”
Granny made a long journey outward, looking for Hapsy. What if I don't find
her? What then? Her heart sank down and down, there was no bottom to
death, she couldn't come to the end of it. The blue light from Cornelia's
lampshade drew into a tiny point in the center of her brain, it flickered and
winked like an eye, quietly it fluttered and dwindled. Granny lay curled
down within herself, amazed and watchful, staring at the point of light that
was herself; her body was now only a deeper mass of shadow in an endless
darkness and this darkness would curl around the light and swallow it up
God, give a sign!

For the second time there was no sign. Again no bridegroom and the
priest in the house. She could not remember any other sorrow because
this grief wiped them all away. Oh, no, there’s nothing more cruel than
this—I'll never forgive it. She stretched herself with a deep breath and
blew out the light.

YOUR TURN

I. How would you describe Granny Weatherall? In what ways does her
name suit her?

2. The final paragraph begins: “For the second time there was no sign.”
What happened the first time? What is happening now? How are the
two events linked? (The paragraph alludes to Christ’s parable of the
bridegroom, in Matthew 25.1-13. If you are unfamiliar with the para-
ble, read it in the Gospel According to Matthew.)

3. What do you think happens in the last line of the story?

ANNIE PROULX

Annie Proulx (pronounced proo) was born in Norwich, Connecticut. in 1935,
but ber family moved frequently, not only within New England but also to
North Carolina. She studied at Colby College briefly, received a bachelor’s de-
gree from the University of Vermont, and did graduate work in bistory at
Concordia University in Quebec but abandoned the doctoral program and set
out as a freelance journalist. After writing several “bow to” books (such as
Sweet and Hard Cider: Making It, Using It, and Enjoying It /71980]) and bringing
up three sons, she began writing short fiction, some of it for a men's maga-
zine. In 1988 she published ber first book, a collection of nine stories, Heart
Songs and Other Stories. Since then she has published additional novels and
fwo collections of storfes, Close Range: Wyoming Stories (2000)—she bad
moved lo Wyoming in 1995—and Bad Dirt (2004). We reprint a story from
Close Range, the collection that includes “Brokeback Mountain’ a story that in
2005 was made into a movie.
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The Blood Bay [2000]

Buzzy Malli the proprietor of a bar in Arvada, Wyoming.

For Buzzy Malli'

The winter of 1886-87 was terrible. Every goddamn history of the high
plains says so. There were great stocks of cattle on overgrazed land during
the droughty summer. Early wet snow froze hard so the cattle couid not
break through the crust to the grass. Blizzards and frecze-cye cold followed,
the gaunt bodies of cattle piling up in draws and coulees.

A young Montana cowboy, somewhat vain, had skimped on coat and
mittens and put all his wages into a fine pair of handmade boots. He crossed
into Wyoming Territory thinking it would be warmer, for it was south of
where he was. That night he froze to death on Powder River's bitter west
bank. that stream of famous dimensions and direction—an inch deep, a mile
wide, and she flows uphill from Texas.

The next afternoon three cowpunchers from the Box Spring outfit near
Suggs rode past his corpse, blue as a whetstone and half-buried in snow.
They were savvy and salty. They wore blanket coats, wox iy chaps, grease-
wool scarves tied over their hats and under their bristled chins, sheepskin
mitts. and two of them were fortunate enough to park their feet in good
boots and heavy socks. The third, Dirt Sheets, a cross-eyed drinker of hair-oil,
was all right on top but his luck was running muddy near the bottom, no
socks and curl-toe boots cracked and holed.

“That can a corn beef’s wearin my size boots,” Sheets said and got off
his horse for the first time that day. He pulled ar the Montana cowboy’s left
boot but it was frozen on. The right one didn’t come off any easier.

“Son of a sick steer in a snowbank,” he said,*I'll cut em off and thaw em
after supper.” Sheets pulled out a Bowie knife and sawed through Montana’s
shins just above the boot tops, put the booted feet in his saddlebags, admir-
ing the tooled leather and topstitched hearts and clubs. They rode on down
the river looking for strays, found a dozen bogged in decp drifts and lost
most of the daylight getting them out.

“Too late to try for the bunkhouse. Old man Grice's shack is some-
wheres up along. He's bound a have dried prunes or other dainties or at
least a hot stove.” The temperature was dropping, so cold that spit crackled
in the air and a man didn’t dare to piss for fear he'd be rooted fast until
spring. They agreed it must be forty below and more, the wind scything up a
nice Wyoming howler.

They found the shack four miles north. Old man Grice opened the door
a crack.

“Come on in, puncher or rustler, [ don't care”

“We'll put our horses up. Where’s the barn?”

“Barn. Never had one.There's a lean-to out there behind the woodpile
should keep em from blowin away or maybe freczin. [ got my two horses in
here beside the dish cupboard. 1 pamper them babies somethin terrible.
Sleep where you can find a space, but I'm tellin you don’t bother that blood
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5 “Wwake up, survivors, for g yd's sake W

Chapter 9 / Narrative Point of View

¢’s a spirited steed. Pull up
and have some a this son-of-a-bitch stew. And I got plenty conversa-
Hot biscuits just comin out a the oven.”

a fine evening, eating, drinking, and playing cards, swapping
icking out heat, old man Grice’s spoiled horses sighing in
The only disagrecable tone to the evening from the waddies”
hat their host cleaned them out, took them for
three dollars and four bits. Around midnight Grice blew out the lamp and
got in his bunk and the three punchers stretched out on the floor. Sheets
set his trophies behind the stove, laid his head on his saddle, and went

bay none, he will mull you up and spit you out H

a chair
tion juice a W ash it down.

It was
lies, the stove k
comfort.
point of view was the fact t

to sleep.

He woke half an
birthday and if he wanted to telegraph
have to ride faster than chain lightning with the link
Overland office closed at noon. He checked his grisly trophies, found them
thawed and pulled the boots and socks off the originals, drew them onto
wn pedal extremities. He threw the bare Montana feet and his old
ish cupboard, slipped out like a falling
ay. The wind was low and the fine

alled it was his mother’s

hour before daylight, r€C
would

a filial sentiment Lo her he
s snapped, for the

his o
boots in the corner near the d
feather, saddled his horse, and rode aw:
cold air refreshed him.

Old man Grice was up with the sun grinding coffee beans and frying
bacon. He glanced down at his rolled-up guests and said, “Coffee’s ready”
The blood bay stamped and kicked at something that looked like a man’s
foot. Old man Grice took a closer look.

“There's a bad start to the day,” he said, “it is a man’s foot and there’s the
other” He counted the sleeping gucsts. There were only two of them
ake up and get up”

The two punchers rolled out, stared wild-eyed at the old man who was
fairly frothing, pointing at the feet on the floor behind the blood bay.

“He's ate Sheets. Ah, 1 knew he was a hard horse, but to eat a man
whole. You savage bugger, he screamed at the blood bay and drove him out
cold.*You'll never eat human meat again. You'll sleep out
and wolves, you hell-bound fiend.” Secretly he was pleased
sand to eat a raw cowboy

The leftover Box Spring riders were up and
squinted at old man Grice. hitched at their gun belts.

«Ah, boys, for god's sake, it was a terrible accident. I didn’t know what a
brute of a animal was that blood bay. Let's keep this to purselves. Sheets was
nd I've got forty gold dollars says sO and the three and four bits 1
ght. Eat your hacon, don't make no trouble. There's

enough trouble in the world without no more.”

No, they wouldn't make trouble and they putt
saddlebags, drank a last cup of hot coffee, saddled up,
grinning morning.

When they saw Sheets th
tulated him on his mother's bi

gra
or forty-three dollars and four bits. The

into the scorching
with the blizzards

to own a horse with the
drinking coffee. They

no prize a
took off a you last ni

he heavy money in their
and rode out into the

bunkhouse they nodded, con-

at night at the
bout blood bays

rthday but said nothing a
arithmetic stood comfortable.

Hywaddies cowboys.
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YOUR TURN

At what point did you first realize that you were reading a tall tale, a
yarn, not a realistic short story?

What sorts of special pleasure—that is, pleasures different from those
of the conventional short story—does the tall tale offer?

What, if anything, would be lost if the final paragraph of this yarn were

omitted?




