CHAPTER

The Pleasures of Reading—
and of Writing Arguments
About Literature

“The pleasures of reading,” a student may say, are obvious, “but when it comes
to talking about the ‘pleasures’ of writing, surely you must be kidding.” Students
who make this reply have on their side the authority of a good many distin-
guishved writers. To cite only three: Edna Ferber said that writing “is a combina-
tion of ditch-digging, mountain-climbing, rreadmill, and childbirth”; Ernest
Hemingway is reported to have said,“There is nothing to writing. All you do is
sit down at a typewriter and bleed”; and in our own day the novelist William
Styron said,“Let’s face it, writing is hell”

Every student and every professor understands what these writers are talk-
ing about. The bad news is that they are talking about the difficult job of getting
on to paper some coherent thoughts that they think are good enough to share
with a reader. But there is good news too: All writers know that the very act of
writing will stimulate better thoughts than those that they begin with. Writers—
professionals as well as students—put words on paper with the understanding
that the process of writing is a way of getting better ideas, a way of improving
thc ncarly inccherent stuft that at first drifts through our minds,

¢ A Common Misapprebension: Students often think they are writing “for
the teacher” Such an assumpition leads to (1) miserable attempts to guess
about what this mysterious figure has in mind, and (2) writing that ulti-
mately satisfies neither the student nor the instructor.

» The Facts: You are, first of all. wriling for yourself; you are trying to clar-
ify something. The instructor may have set the problem—Ilet's say (to
take a famous example), “1s Hamlet mad or only pretending to be?"—or
the problem may be one of your own choosing, possibiy even so broad
and so basic as “Why don’r I care for this work?” In any event, you start look-
ing again at the text, thinking, jotting down brief notes that come to mind,
then perhaps commenting on these notes, perhaps amplifying them, per-
haps almost immediately seeing that even though you wrote them only a
few seconds ago vou no longer agree with them. Again, you are writing in
order, ultimately, to explain something to yourself.
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« The Results: Finally, of course, you will revise your thoughts and offer
them to the instructor and perhaps to your classmates, in an effort to
belp readers lo see things your way. You have listencd to yoursell, quar
reled with yourself, taught yourself something, arrived at a place where
vou think you at last have some clear and coherent ideas, and now you
want to teach your readers

The Open Secret of Good Writing

We have just said that in drafting your essay you have “quaricled with vemrself”
One of the great open SECrels of decent writing is this: G¢ yod writers are good
critics of their oun writing. In words attributed to Truman Capote, “Writing is
rewriting.”When writers reread their own writing, they read in a skeptical spirit,
arguing with themselves

“Have I adequately supported this point?”

«“Have I considered all of the possible counter-evidence?”

“Do I really wani 10 54y . . 2 Omght T to have said ... 7"

“«Come to think of it, there aren’t two reasons but three reasons why 1
think such-and-such/

and so forth.

Your pleasure in writing will come chiefly from your awareness that you are
improving your Writing, getting better ideas than those that you had at the be-
ginning. You will feel pleasure, too, in knowing that you are using words well—a
pleasre of the sort we all experience when we read any work that we enjoy and
admire, a work by an author who uses words skillfully. BY the rime von finish—
although there is much to the saving that a writer doesn’t finish a work, but
rather just finally ahandons it—you mentally say of your material."Not at all bad”
If, for instance, you arc writing an analysis of a story, by the time that you aban-
don your €ssay you ought to think that you now have some neat ideas that were
only half-formulated (at best) when you sat down to write your first draft.

After revising and revising again, you can reasonably feel that you have
thought about an issue—for instance, about characterization in a short story—
and, having argucd with yourself in the process of revising your drafts, you now
have come to some conclusions that you are willing to sharc with readers

Let's look at a very short story.a contemporary version of a traditional Chinese
story.

EMILY WU

The Lesson of the Mdasier (20051
A e

in fourteenth-century China a Buddhist monk named Tung-ming, who was
also a painter, was fortunat¢ in having a merchant who supported him by
buying his ink—p:ﬁmmgs.'i'ung-ming excelled in his art, a very difficult art
because an Asian ink painting, unlike a Western oil painting, cannot be
changed as the artist works on it. Once the brush touches the paper, the ink




makes its mark, and it cannot be removed. The brushstroke cannot even be
widened or lengthened because a knowledgeable observer will easily detect
the change, the places where the first stroke was widened or extended or
whatever; the painting’s lack of grace and spontaneity will be evident. Part
of the beauty of ink painting is that the viewer understands the difficulty,
and appreciates the skill that is evident in each line.

Tung-ming excelled in paintings of plum branches, but one day the mer-
chant, who was a wholesaler of fish, asked him if he would paint a carp. The
monk assured the merchant that he would paint the picture, and he then de-
parted. A week passed. Then two weeks. Then three weeks, and still there
Wwas no painting. It was not that the merchant and the monk did not mect.
No, they met every few days because the merchant often invited the monk
to dinner. And in the past the monk sometimes invited the merchant to have
a cup of tea at the temple and to discuss matters of Buddhism, but he had
not invited the merchant since the conversation about the carp.

After the second week the merchant began to fret: “Have 1 offended
lung-ming?” he wondered. “Might he think that I don't sufficiently appreci-
ate his paintings of plum blossoms?” And: “Is it possible that he thinks it is
vulgar of me to ask for a picture of a fish because I am 2 fish merchant?” And:
“Could it be that he thinks, because 1am a specialist in fish, T will notice that
in fact his picture of a carp is not very good, that he can't catch the essence
of its fishiness?” Day after day, week after week, month after month the mer-
chant tormented himself with such thoughts.

Now that months had gone by, the merchant summoned up the courage
ta ask Tung-ming if they might not, for a change meei al ihe temple and
have a cup of tea. Tung-ming agreed.

On the appointed day they met in the monk’s quarters, drank tea, talked
about Buddhist matters and other things, and then the merchant—having
noticed that brush, ink-cake, and paper were in view—nervously broached
the subject of the picture of the carp. Tung-ming ground some fresh ink
from an ink-cake, dipped the brush in the ink. stood over the paper, paused
for five seconds (but the pause seemed like eternity to the merchant) and
then, in another five seconds, with five strokes brushed a marvelous silvery-
gray carp and handed the sheet to the merchant.

The merchant was beside himself with joy. When he recovered his com-
posure, he hesitantly asked Tung-ming why, since the task was apparently so
casy, e had not produced a picture months earlier. Tung-ming walked across
the room, opened the door of a cabinet, and hundreds of sheets of paper—
cach with a picture of a carp—streamed to the floor.

Getting Ready to Write

We hope that this brief story gave you at least a little pleasure. When you come
to write about a work of literature, it’s not 2 bad idea to begin by thinking about
why the work pleased you—or did not please you. In this instance, for example,
you may have enjoyed the fact that

* the story has a moral (something along the lines of “Practice makes per-
fect”),and

= the moral is soi stuied expiicitly.
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readers sometimes take pleasure in reading 2 work that offers a satisfying

moral, but '
eaders sometimes also take pleasure in nof having a moral hammered

home?

(We hasten to add that not all works of literature have morals; we will dis-
cuss this issue in a later chapter.)

you might have found, oo, if

vou had been asked to write an analysis of

Emily Wu's “The Lesson of the Master!” that you would want to consider the fol-

lowing topics:

The title: Although the title of a story may be the last thing the author
writes. it is the first thing that the reader encounters, and it is therefore
highly important. The story called “The Lesson of the Master™ might have
been called “A Very Short Story” or “Tung-ming’s Fish” or “A Fishy Story” or
“The Patron and the Painter” or “The Painter and the Patron” or “Easy
When You Know How” or. . .. Consider the original title and the six alter-
nate titles. Which do vou think is the best? Why? Can you think of a title
that is better than the original and the proposed alternatives? If 50, state it
and explain why you think it is better.

The plot: 1t is probably fair to say that the ending of this small story comes
as a surprise. But it is probably also fair to say that, as soon as the reader
absorbs the surprise, he or she thinks,"Yes, this ending makes perfect sense.
That's the way it ought to be’ Some authors—notably O. Henry—are
famous for their surprise endings, many of which are ingenious but seem
arbitrary, unlikely, unconvincing—but on the whole serious literature does
not give much weight to such surprises. This is not to say that surprise has
no place in serious literature. The novelist E. M. Forster, in Aspecis of the
Nowvel (1927), has a shrewd comment on the importance of both fulfilling

expectation and offering a slight surprise:
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 to run smoothly,
but a plot ought o cause surprise.

The important poiat Forster is making is the “oh, that's all right” The plot
causes 4 surprise, but upon reflection we realize that it makes sense. it is

coherent, not tricky.

« The characlerization: Suppose you were asked to characterize each of

the two figures. Given this assignment, you would reread the story in
preparation for jotting down (or keyboarding) some characteristics of
each figure. On rereading, you might notice that although the author on
scveral occasions takes her readers into the mind of the merchant (for
example, “the merchant began to fret”“the merchant summoned up the
courage to ask Tung-ming,”“The merchant was beside himself with joy™
but she never takes her readers into the mind of the painter. What do
you make of this fact? Do you feel that you know the merchant but not
the painter? Do you think the author should have told us more about
the painter—for instance, more about his appearance or his mental

processes?
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A Student Writes: From Jottings to a Final Draft
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| Berger 2 &

He talks and he worries, but so far as the writer goes he is a nobody. Un i
the other hand the painter is given the dignity of having a name and |
thus (or at least by the end of the story) the reader understands that the
painter is the more jmportant person, the person with, so to speak, a
powerful identity, 2 powerful individuality.
We are told that “the merchant began to fret,” and that he
wondered if the paiiiier thought he {the merhant) was coarse. A little
later we are told that “the merchant summoned up the courage” to ask
the painter if they could meet, and when the painter finally paints
the picture we are told that “The mexchant was beside himself with joy.”
In short, we understand that the merchant is a person with ordinary

feelings, feelings just like our own. Meanwhile, we have heard nothing at

all about the painter’s thoughts or emotions or words. The painter thus

remains a mystery.

What the story gives to Us {s not the painter’s ideas or emotions
but his actions, and (as usual) actions speak louder than words, o, 10
use another cliche, one picture is worth a thousand words. When we
have finished reading the story, we understand that the painter doesn't
have to talk, and readers do not have to hear about his mental processes.
Wu could have written something like “The painter realized that he
would have to practice for a long time,” but we get no such sententes. In
fact, much of the strength of the story, a reader realizes when rereading
the story, is in the fact that we know so little about the painter. By the end
of the story we realize that if we are to characterize him, it willbe as a
person who keeps his thoughits to himself and whose actions are what
counts. Of course he does have a personality, a character. We can say he is
quiet, he apparently does not express his emotions. and so forth. But when
we think about him, we chiefly think of his accomplishment.

Much of the pleasure of the story undoubtedly results from the
surprise ending, but unlike most stories with surprise endings, this ending
is not inconsistent with what has happened eartier in the story. That is, it
makes perfect sense for the painter to be able to produce 2 great paimting
of a fish—after he has had time to practice. And we are just as glad that
he didn’t bother to Lell the merchant that he was practicing. Heisa
somewhat mysterious figure and perhaps that's what most great artists are.
Wu tells us less about the artist than she tells us about the merchant, but
in the end we see that the artist is the more interesting figure.
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| £
. The Student’s Analysis Analyzed i
x Let's look, very briefly, at this short essay =
i « The title is not simply “"An Analysis of a Story” Rather, it is micrestng —
s (“Less Is More™) and it is focused: It lets the readers know where they will f
i 3 be going (“Characterization”). When you write an essay, try to give it an in- &
‘ : teresting title and try to indicate the focus. &
e + The opening paragraph names the avthor whose work is discussed f&
Rt (i.e., the opening provides necessary information) and it makes an in- 5
teresting assertion (the difference in the treatment of the two charac- -
= el ters) at the very beginning. In short, it is interesting, not mere throat-
[ - cleariug.
3 + The second paragraph deals with one character, the third paragraph

with the other character. Conceivably the two characters could both
have been discussed in one paragraph, but the division here is reason-
abie

the reader wondering where the writer is going, and (2) in the final sen-
tence, the word “more” connects neatly with the title, thus helping to
round off the essay. In short, the concluding paragraph is satisfying rather
than boring (as 2 mere summary would be) or puzzling (as the introduc-
tion of a new issue might be).

« The essay makes a point, has a thesis; it is not a mere summary of
the plot, and it is not a mere presentation of what other people have

; « The final paragraph generalizes a bit, asserting that although the artist is &
scarcely described he turns out to be the more interesting character. Note E
two other things about this final paragraph: (1) although it introduces a i
new point (the ending is surprising but not inconsistent), this point is -
closely connected 1o what has been said, so the paragrapii docs not lcave e

aald
Sdud.

Three Poems

Probably most people would agree that one of the pleasures of literature—
stories, poems, plays—is that a work of literature reveals a new world to the
reader. This new world may be as strange as the world offered by a work of sci-
ence fiction, or st may seem as Guniliar—and yet still as fresh—as the world ihat
Robert Frost offers in “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening," which ends thus:

The woods are lovely, dark andi deep,
But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before 1 sleep,

And miles to go before T sleep.

-

(If you are not already familiar with this poem, please tun [0 pages 7
and read it.)

Consider. for instance, this poem in which the writer lets us hear the
thoughts of a woman who lifts weights.

s _24£
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DIANE ACKERMAN

Foet, essayist, and naturalist, Diane Ackerman wes born in Washington, 1il;-
nols, in 1948. The author of many works of nonfiction and Dboetry, she is per-
baps best knoten for A Natural His

4Story of the Senses ¢ Y90, an expioration in
arase of the nature and meanin

& of the five senses.

Pumping Iron [1085)
R M Rt
She doesn’t want
the bunchy ook
of male lifters:
torse an unytelding love
arms hard at mid-boil.
Doesn't want
the dancing bicepses
of pros.
Just to run her flesh
up the flagpole 10
of her body,
to pull her roaming flab
e tighter cascades,
machete a waist
through the jungle 15
of her hips,
a trim waist
™wo hands might grip
as a4 bouquet.

5

Doubtless most people who p
¢, but each person has hi
S into a very specific—

ump iron do so in order 1o Improve their a ppeur-
§ or her own individual thoughts. Ackerman gers
and interesting—mind, She gives us the feel. 50 to
*peak, of the thoughts of her speaker. That's what most poems do. In Robert

Frost’s words, a poem embodies “the act of having an idea and how it feels o
#ave an idea.”

THEODORE ROETHKE

Thendore Roethlbe (1908-7 263 was born in Saginaw, Michigan, and edy-
cated at the Uni ersity of Michigan and Harvard. From 1947 untif bis death
e faught at the Uni; ersity of Washington in Seattle, wheve he exerted consid-

crable influence on the next &eneration of poets. Many of Roethke’s best LPoems
wre lyrical memories of bis childboad.

i

My Papa’s Waltz [1948]
—_— &
The whiskey on your breath

Could make a small boy dizzy:

but I hung on like death:
Such waltzing was not casy.
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WILLIAM BUTLER YFATS

William Butler Yeats ( 1865-1939)

on Irish mytbology. The later poems, from about 1

poenis are mare down-to-earth. He was au

Chapter 3/ The Pleasures of Reading—and of Writing Arguments About Literature

We romped until the pans
slid from the kitchen shelf;
My mother’s countenance &
Could not unfrown itself.

The hand that held my wrist
Was battered on one knuckle;
At everv step you missed

My right car seraped 4 bucklc. 12

You beat time on my head
With a palm caked hard by dist,
Then waltzed me off to bed

still clinging to your shirt. 16

YOUR TURN

1. Do the syntactical pauses vary much from slaiza 0
cific. Would you say that the rhythm suggests lightness? Why?

7. Does the rhythm parallel or ironically contrast with the episode de-
scribed? Was the dance a graceful waltz? Explain.

3. What would you say is the function of the stresses in lines 13-1 47

stanza? Be spe-

was born in Dublin, Ireland. The early
lyrical, romantic poetry, often drawing
910 (and especiaily after
Yeats met Ezra Pound in 1911 ), are often more colloquial. Although these

later poems often employ mythological references, 100, one feels that the
sarded the Nobel Prize in Literature

Yeats was much interested in bighly

|
g

in 1923.
s 65 when he wrole this poem for Anne Gregory, the 19-yearold

Jeails Wwas G
oI

granddaughter of Lady Augusta Gregory, el

e

4ar
[

a woman whom Yeais bud adini

1930

For Anne Gregory

“Never shall a young man,
Thrown into despair

By thosc great honey-coloured
Kamparis i your €ar

Love you for yourself alone
And not your yellow hair”

“But I can get a hair-dye

And set such colour there,
Brown, or black, or carrot,
That young men in despair
May love me for myself alone

10

And nut my yelow hair”
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Miss Brill was glad that she had decided on her fur. The air was motionless,
but when you opened your mouth there was just a faint chill, like a chill
from a glass of iced water before you sip, and now and again a leaf came
drifting— from nowhore fram e sky. Mise Rrill put up her hand and
touched her fur. Dear little thing! It was nice to feel it again. She had taken it
out of its box that afternoon, shaken out the moth-powder, given it a good
brush. and rubbed the life back into the dim little eyes.“What has been hap-
pening to me?” said the sad little eyes. Oh, how sweet it was 0 see them
snap at her again from the red eiderdown! . .. But the nose, which was of
some black composition, wasn't at all firm. It must have had a knock, some-
how. Never mind—a little dab of black sealing-wax when the time came—
when it was absolutely necessary. . .. Little rogue! Yes, she really felt like that
about it. Little rogue bruing its wail jusi by her ieft can She could have raken it
off and laid it on her lap and stroked it. She felt a tingling in her hands and
arms, but that came from walking, she supposed. And when she breathed,
something light and sad—no, not sad, exactly—something gentle scemed to
move in her bosom.

There were a number of people out this afternoon, far more than last
Sunday. And the band sounded louder and gayer. That was becausc the
Season had begun. For although the band played all year round on Sundays,
out of season it was never the same. It was like some one playing with only
the family to listen; it didn't care how it played if there weren't any Sirangers
present. Wasn't the conductor wearing a new coat, too? She was sure it was
new. He scraped with his foot and flapped his arms. like a rooster about to
crow, and the bandsmen sitting in the green rotunda blew out their cheeks
and glared at the music. Now there came 2 little “flutey” bit—very pretty!—a
liitle chain of bright drops. She was sure it would be repeated. It was; she
lifted her head and smiled.

Only two people shared her “special” seat: a fine old man in a velvet
coat, his hands ciasped uver a huge carved walking-siick. and a big old
woman, sitting upright, with a roll of knitting on her embroidered apron.
They did not speak. This was disappointing, for Miss Brill always looked
forward to the conversation. She had become really quite expert, she
thought, at listening as though she didn’t listen, at sitting in other people’s
lives just for a minute while they talked round her.

She glanced, sideways, at the old couple. Perhaps they would go soon.
Last Sunday, too, hadn’t been as interesting as usual. An Englishman and his
wife. he wearing 2 dreadful Panama hat and she button boots. And she'd
gone on the whole time about how she ought to wear speciacics, shic kicw
she needed them; but that it was no good getting any; they'd be sure to
break and they'd never keep on. And he'd been so patient. He'd suggested
everything—gold rims, the kind, that curved round your ears, little pads in-
side the bridge. No, nothing would please her. “They'll aiways be sliding
down my nose!” Miss Brill had wanted to shake her.

The old people sat on the bench, still as statucs. Never mind, there was
always the crowd to watch. To and fro. in front of the flower-beds and the
band rotunda, iic couples and groups paraded, stopped to talk o greet, to
buy a handful of flowers from the old beggar who had his tray fixed to the
railings. Little children ran among them, swooping and laughing; little boys

with big white silk bows under their chins, little girls, little French dolls,
dressed up in velvet and lace. And sometimes a tiny staggerer came suddenly
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Katherine Mansfield 57

rocking into the open from under the trees, stopped, stared. as suddenly sar
down “flop.” until Its o high-stepping mother, like a voung hen, rushed
scolding to its rescue. Other people sat on the benches and green chairs, but
they were nearly always the same, Sunday after Sunday, and—Miss Brill had
often noticed—there was something funny about nearly all of them. They
were odd, silent, nearly all old. and from the way they stared they looked as
though they'd just come from.dark little rooms or even—even cupboards!
Behind the rotunda the slender trees with vellow leaves down droop-
ing, and through them just a line of sea, and beyond the blue sky with gold-
veined clouds.
Tum-tu-ium tiddie-um! riddle-um! tum tiddley-um tum ta! blew (he band.
Two young girls in red came by and two young soldiers in blue met
them, and they laughed and paired and went off drii-w-arm. Two peasant
straw hats passed, gravely, leading beautiful smoke-
‘old, pale aun hurried by. A beauriful woman came along
and dropped her bunch of violets, and a little boy ran after to hand them to
her, and she took them and threw them away as if they'd been poisoned.
Dear me! Miss Brill didn’t know whether to admire that or not! And now an
ermine toque? and a gentleman in BFEY Mt just in front of her. He was tall,
stiff, dignified, and she was wearing the ermine toque she'd boughr when
her hair was yellow. Now everything, her hair, her face, even her eves, was
the same color as the shabby ermine, and her hand, in its cleaned glove,
lifted to dab her lips, was a tiny vellowish paw. Oh. she Was so pleased to see
him—delighted! She rather thought they were going to meet that afternoon
She described where she'd I)ccn—-evcrywhcre.herc. there, along by the sea.
The day was so charming—didn't he agree? And wouldn't he, perhaps? |
But he shook his head, lighted a cigarette, slowly breathed 2 arear ey D puil

nte her face, and, even while she was still talking and laughing, flicked the

Brute!” aver and over. What would

But as Miss Brill wondered. the ermine toque turned. raised her hand as

though she'd seen some one else, much nicer, just over there, and pattered
ged again and played more quickly, more gaily than

ever, and the old couple on Miss Brl's seat gor UP and diarched away, and

such a funny old man with long whiskers hobbled along in time to the mu.

sic and was nearly knocked over by four girls walking abreast,

Oh, how fascinating it was! How she enjoyed it! How she loved sitting
here, watching it all! It was like a play. It was exactly like a play Who could
believe the sky at the back wasn't painted? But it wasn't till a little brown
dog trotted on solemn and then slowly trotted off like a little “theatre” dog,a
little dog that had been drugged, that Miss Brill discovered what it was that
made it 50 exciting, They were all on the stage. They weren's onhr the aum
SO, noi only looking on; tiey were acting. Even she had a part and came
cvery Sunday. No doubt somebody would have noticed if she hadn't been
there; she was part of the performance after all. How strange she'd never
thought of it like that before! And vet it explained why she made such a

—_—
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point of starting from home at just the same time each week—so as not to
be late for the performance—and it also explained why she had quite a
queer, shy fecling at telling her English pupils how she spent her Sunday
afternoons. No wonder! Miss Brill nearly laughed out loud. She was on the
stage. She thought of the old invalid gentleman to whom she read the news-
paper four afternoons a week while he slept in the garden. She had got quite
used to the frail head on the cotton pillow, the hollowed eyes, the open
sacnith and the high pinched nose If he'd been dead she mightn't have no-
ticed for weeks; she wouldn’t have minded. But suddenty he knew ne was
having the paper read to him by an actress! “An actress!” The old head lifted;
two points of light guivered in the old eyes.“An actress—are ye?” And Miss
Brill smoothed the newspaper as though it were the manuscript of her part
and said gently: “Yes, I have been an actress for a long time.

The band had been having a rest. Now they started again. And what
they played was warm, sunny, yct there was just a faint chill—a something,
what was it’—not sadness—no, not sadness—a something that made you
want to sing. The tunc lificd, lifted, the lghe shon; and it seemced to Miss
Brill that in another moment all of them, all the whole company, would
begin singing. The young ones, the laughing ones who were moving to-
gether, they would begin. and the men’s voices, very resolute and brave,
would join them. And then she too, she too, and the others on the
benches—they would come in with a kind of accompaniment—something
low, that scarcely rose or fell, something so beautiful—moving. . .. And Miss
Brill's eyes filled with tears and she looked smiling at all the other members
of the company Yes we understand, we understand, she thought—though
what they understood she didn’'t know.

Just at that moment a boy and a girl came and sat down where the old
couple had been. They were beautifully dressed; they were in love. The hero
and hervine, of course, just arrived from his father’s yacht. And still sound-
lessly singing, still with that trembling smile, Miss Brill prepared to listen.

“No, not now.” said the girl.“Not here. I can't”

“But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the end there?” asked the
boy. “Why does she come here at all—who wants her? Why doesn’t she keep
hier silly old mug at homes”

“It’s her fu-fur which is so funny; giggled the girl.“It's exactly like a fried
whiting."?

“Ah. be off with you!” said the boy in an angry whisper. Then: “Tell me,
my petite chere’—"

“No, not here,” said the girl.“Not yet”

On her way home she usually bought a slice of honey-cake at the
baker’s. It was her Sunday treat. Sometimes there was an almond in her slice,
somctimes not. It made 2 greai difference. If there was an almond it was like
carrying home a tiny present—a surprise—something that might very well
not have been there. She hurried on the almond Sundays and struck the
match for the ketde in quite a dashing way.

But today she passed the baker’s by. climbed the stairs, went into the
little dark room—her room like a cupboard—and sat down on the red eider-
down. She sat there for a long time. The box that the fur came out of was on
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the bed. She unclasped the necklet quickly; quickly, without looking, laid it

inside. But when she put the lid an she thouoht she

sl lae e .
Lol AT SOEIC e Oy v
=] 4 o

YOUR TURN

. Why do you think Mansfield did not give Miss Brill a first name?

. What would be lost (or gained?) if the first paragraph were omitted?

- Suppose someone said that the story is about a woman who s justly
punished for her pride. What might be your response?

w ha —a

TONI CADE BAMBARA

foni Cade Bambara (1939-1995), an African American writer; was born in
Yew York City and grew up in black districts of the city. After studying at the
University of Flovence and at City College in New York, where she received a
masters degree, she worked for a while as a case investigator for the New York
State Welfare Department. Later she divected a recreation program for bospital
patienis. Unce ber iiterary reputation was established. she spent most of her
time writing, though she also served as writer in residence at Spelman College
in Atlanta. Perhaps the best of Bambara’s books are Gorilla, My Love (1972), a
collection of stories, and The Salt Faters 1980), a novel,

The Lesson

Back in the days when everyone was oid and stupid or young and foolish
and me and Sugar were the only ones just right, this lady moved on our
block with nappy hair and proper speech and no makeup. And quite natu-
rally we laughed at her, laughed the way we did at the junk man who went
about his business like he was some big-time president and his SOLTY-4Ss
horse his secretary. And we kinda hated her 100, hated the way we did the
winos who cluttered up our parks and pissed on our handball walls and
stank up our hallways and stairs so you couldn't halfway play hide-and-seek
without a goddam gas mask. Miss Moore was her name The only woman on
the biock with no first name. And she was black as hell, cept for her feet.
which were fish-white and spooky. And she was always planning these bor-
ing-ass things for us to do. us being my cousin, mostly, who lived on the
block cause we all moved North the same time and to the same apartment
then spread out gradual to breathe. And our parents would yank our heads
into some kinda shape and crisp up our clothes so we'd be presentable for
travel with Miss Moore, who always looked like she was going to church,
though she never did. Which is just one of the things the grownups talked
about when they talked hehind her back like a dog, But whin shc caing cali-
ing with some sachet she'd sewed up or some gingerbread she'd made or
some book, why then they'd all be too embarrassed to turn her down and
we'd get handed over all spruced up. she’d been to college and said it was
only right that she should take responsibility for the young ones’ education.
and she not even related by marriage or blood. So they'd go for it Specially

Aunt Gretchen. She was the main gofer in the family. You got some old dumb
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shit foolishness you want somebody to go for, you send for Aunt Gretchen.
She been screwed into the go-along for so long, it's a blood-deep natural
thing with her.Which is how she got saddled with me and Sugar and Junior
in the first place while our mothers were in la-de-da apartment up the block
faviag a good olc tme.

So this one day Miss Moore rounds us all up at the mailbox and it’s
puredee hot and she's knockin herself out about arithmetic. And school
suppose to let up in summer I heard. but she don't never let up. And the
starch in my pinafore seratching the shit outta me and I'm really hating this
nappy-head bitch and her goddam college degree. I'd much rather go to the
pool or to the show where it's cool.So me and Sugar leaning on the mailbox
being surly, which is a Miss Moore word. And Flyboy checking out what
evervhody hrought for lunch. And Fat Burtt already wasting his peanut-butter-
and-jelly sandwich like the pig he s. And juncbug puichin on QLS ann
for potato chips. And Rosie Giraffe shifting from one hip to the other wait-
ing for somebody to step on her foot or ask her if she from Georgia so she
can kick ass, preferably Mercedes’. And Miss Moore asking us do we know
what money is. like we a bunch of retards. 1 mean real money, she say, like
it’s only poker chips or monopoly papers we lay on the grocer. 50 right away
I'm tired of this and say so. And would much rather snatch Sugar and go to
the Sunset and terrorize the West Indian kids and take their hair ribbons and
their money too. And Miss Moorc files that remark awav for next week's les-
son on brotherhood, I can tell. And finally I say we oughta get 1o the subway
cause it's cooler and besides we might meet some cute boys. Sugar done
swiped her mama’s lipstick, so we ready.

$o we heading down the street and she’s bering us silly about what
things cost and what our parents make and how much goes for rent and
how money ain't divided up right in this country. And then she gets to the
part about we all poor and live in the slums, which 1 don't feature. And I'm
ready to speak on that, but she steps out in the street and hails two cabs just
like that. Then she husties haii the crew i withi her and hands me 3 fve-dollar
hill and tells me to calculate 10 percent tip for the driver. And we're off. Me
and Sugar and Junebug and Flyboy hangin out the window and hollering
to everybody, putting lipstick on each other cause Flyboy a faggot anyway,
and making farts with our sweaty armpits. But I'm mostly trying to figure
how to spend this money. But they all fascinated with the meter ticking and
Junebug starts laying bets as to how much it'll read when Flyboy can’t hold
his breath no more. Then Sugar lays bets as to how much it'll be when we
ger there So T'm stuck. Don't nohady want to go for my plan, which is to
jump out at the next light and run off to the first bar-b-que we can find. inhen
the driver tells us to get the hell out cause we there already. And the meter
reads eighty-five cents.And I'm stalling to figure out the tip and Sugar say give
him a dime.'And I decide he don't need it bad as [ do, so later for him. But
then he tries to take off with Junebug foot still in the door so we talk about
his mama something ferocious.Then we check out that we on Fifth Avenue
and everybody dressed up in stockings. One lady in a fur coat, hot as it is.
White folks crazy.

“1'his 1s the place,” Miss MOGIT 535, presenting It 1o us i the voice she
uses at the museum.“Let’s look in the windows before we go in”

“Can we steal?” Sugar asks very serious like she's getting the ground
rules squared away before she plays.“1 beg your pardon,’say Miss Moore, and
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we fall out. So she leads us around the windows of the toy store and me an
Sugar screamin, “This is mine that's mine, | sotta have
ivr me. i was born for that ” til] Big Butt drow

“Hey, I'm going to buy that there.

“That there? You don't even know what it is, stupid.

“Tdo so” he say punchin on Rosie Giraffe. “It’s 2 microscope.”

“Whatcha gonna do with 2 microscope, fool?”

“Look at things”

“Like what, Ronald?” ask Miss Moore. And Bi
tion. So here go Miss Moore gabbing about the
drop of water and the someth
and one living things in the air ar
what she say that for?

s us out.

£ Butt ain’t got the first no-
thousands of bacteria in a
TOUREH il d speck of blood and the million
ound us is invisible to the naked cye. And

Junebug go to town on that “naked” and we rolling.

Then Miss Moore ask what it cost. So we all jam into the window smudgin it

up and the price tag sav $300. So then she ask how long'd take for Big Butt
and Junebug to save up their allowances. “Too long.” [ sav.“Yeh” adds Sugar,

“outgrown it by that rime” And Miss Moore say no, you never outgrow learn-

ing instruments. “Why, even medical students and interns and,” blah, blah,
blah. And we ready to choke Big Butt for hringing it up in ¢

e first dammn
place.

“This here cost four hundred cighty doll
pile up all over her to see what she
of glass cracked with something he
the spits, then the whole thing put
don’t make sense.

“That’s a paperweight made of semi-precious stones fused together un-
der tremendous pressure.” she explains slowly, with her hands doing the
mining and alt the factory woik

“So what's a paperweight?" asks Rosie Giraffe

“To weight paper with, dumbbell,” say Flyboy, the wise man from the East

“Not exactly,”say Miss Moore, which is what she say when vou warm or
way off too. “It's to weigh paper down so it won't scatter and make your
desk untidy.” So Fight away me and Sugar curtsy to each other and then to
Mercedes who is more the tidy type.

“We don’t keep paper on top of the desk in my class,” say Junebug, fig-
uring Miss Moore crazy or lyin one.

“AL hoag, dien,” shie say. “Don't vou have a calendar and a pencil case
and a blotter and 2 letter-opener on your desk at home where you do your
homework?” And she know damn well what our homes look like cause she

nosys around in them every chance she gets.

“I'don't even have a desk” say Junebug.“Do we?”

"No. And 1 don’t get no homework neither” savs Big Bua.

“And I don't even have a home” say Flyboy, like he do at school to keep
the white folks off his back and sorry for him. Send this poor kid to camp
posters. is his speciaing

“T do” says Mercedes.“I have

ars,” say Rosie Giraffe. So we
pointin out. My eyes tell me it's a chunk
avy, and different-color inks dripped into
into a oven or somcething. But for $480 it

a box of stationery on my desk and a pic-
ture of my cat. My godmother bought the stationery and the desk. There's a
big rose on each sheet and the cavelopes smell like roses.”

“Who wants to know about your smelly-ass stationery” say Rosie Giraffe
fore | can ger my two cents in.
“It's important to have a work area all your own so that ..
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“will you look at this sailboat, please.” say Flyboy, cuttin her off and
pointin to the thing like it was his. 50 once again we tumble all over each
other to gaze at this magnificent thing in the toy store which is just big
enough to maybe sail two Kittens across the pond if you strap them to the
posts tight. We a1l start reciting the price tag like we in assembly. “Handcrafted
sailboat of fiberglass at one thousand one hundred ninety-five dollars”

“Unbcliovabie | hear myself say and am really stunned. 1 read it again
for myself just in cas¢ the group recitation put me in & tzancc. Same thing
For some reason this pisses me off We look at Miss Moore and she lookin at
us. waiting for 1 dunno what.

“who'd pay all that when you can buy a sailboat set for a quarter at
Pop's, a tube of glue for a dime, and a ball of string for eight cents? It must
have a motor and 4 whole lot else besides” 1 say. “My sailboat cost me about
fifty cents.”

sRur will it take water?” say Mercedes with her Smartass.

“Took mine to Aliey Fond Park unce,” 53y vboy. “String hroke. Lost it
Pity”

“Sailed mine in Central park and it keeled over and sank. Had to ask my
father for another dollar”

“And you got the strap,’ laugh Big Buti. “The jerk didn’t even have a
string on it. My old man wailed on his behind.”

Little Q.T. was staring hard at the sailboat and you could see he wanted
it bad, But he too little and somebody 'd just take it from him. So what the
totl < Tis boai 67 1ids Miss Mnore?”

“parents silly to buy something like that just 10 &C1 ail broke up. s4Y
Rosie Giraffe.

“That much money it should last forever." I figure.

“My father'd buy it for me if 1 wanted it”

“your father, my ass,” say Rosie Giraffe getting 2 chance 1o finally pusly
Mercedes.

“Must be rich people shop here,"say QT

“you are a very bright boy," say Flyboy. «wWhat was your first clue?” And
he rap him on the head with the hack of his kouckles. since Q.T. the only
one he could get away with. Though Q.T. liable to come up behind you yeais
later and get his licks in when you half expect it.

«what 1 want to know is 1 says to Miss Moore though 1 never talk to
per, 1 wouldn't give the bitch that satisfaction, “is how much a real boat
costs? 1 figure a thousand'd get you @ yacht any day”

“Why don’t you check that out,” she says, “and report hack to the group?”
Which really pains my dss. 1f you gonna mess up a perfectly good swim day
teast you could dn is have some answers. “Let’s go in] she say like she got
something up her sleeve. Onty she dos't iead the way. So me and Sugar rm
the corner to where the entrance is, but when we get there I kinda hang
back. Not that I'm scared, what's there to be afraid of, just a toy Store. But I
feel funny, shame. But what T got to be shamed about? Got as much right to
g0 in as anybody: But somehow | can’t seem 10 get hold of the door, so 1 step
away for Sugar to lead. But she hangs back too. And 1 look at her and she
looks at me and this is cidiculous. T mean, damn, 1 have never ever been shy
about doing nothing of going nowhere. But then Mercedes steps up and then
Rosie Giruiic and Big Butl somed in behind and shove, and next thing we all
stuffed into the doorway with only Mercedes squeczing past us, smoothing
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out her jumper and walking right down the aisle. Then the rest of us tumble
in like a glued-together jigsaw done all wrong. And people lookin at us. And
it's like the time me and Sugar crashed into the Catholic church on a dare.
But once we got in there and r-'w-rvﬂ'nnrv s hnshed and hO]V and the candles

and the bowin and the handkerchiefs on all the drooping heads. | just couldn’t
go through with the plan. Which was for me to run up to the altar and do a
tap dance while Sugar played the nose flute and messed around in the holy
water. And Sugar kept giving me the elbow. Then later teased me so bad I
tied her up in the shower and turned it on and logked her in. And she'd be
there till this day if Aunt Gretchen hadn’t finally figured 1 was lying about the
boarder takin a shower.

Same thmg in the store. We all walkin on uptoc and hardly touchin the

c Amnst 1 or
N LAdANE A TY

BAIcs and Put_.mua and U Moore wi is sics Jl'l

watchin us like she waiting for a sign. Like \hmi Dr‘t'\\ ery watches the sky
and sniffs the air and takes note of just how much slant is in the bird forma-
tion.Then me and Sugar bump smack into each other, so busy gazing at the
toys, ‘specially the sailboat. But we don’t laugh and go into our fat-lady
bump-stomach routine. We just stare at that price tag. Then Sugar run a fin-
ger over the whole boat. And I'm jealous and want to hit her. Maybe not her,
but I sure want to punch somebody in the mouth.

“Watcha hring us here for. Miss Moore?”

“You sound angry, Sylvia. Are you mad about something/” Givin me one
of them grins like she tellin a grown-up joke that never turns out to be
funny. And she’s looking very closely at me like maybe she plannin to do my
portrait from memory. I'm mad, but I won't give her the satisfaction. So 1
slouch around the store being very bored and say."Let’s go.”

Me and Sugar at the back of the train watchin the tracks whizzin by
large then small then gettin gobbled up in the dark. I'm thinkin about this
tricky toy 1 saw in the store. A clown that somersaults on a bar then does

' Cast 87285 T conld cos v
i hiis g Cost B ¢ COan 588 M

chin-ups just cause 3
askin my mother for a "-‘a'w birthda 1y clown. “You wanna who that costs
what?” she'd say, cocking her head to the side to get a better view of the
hole in my head. Thirty-five dollars could buy new bunk beds for Junior and
Gretchen’s boy. Thirty-five dollars and the whole household could go visit
Granddaddy Nelson in the country. Thirty-five dollars would pay for the
rent and the piano bill too. Who are these people that spend that much for
performing clowns and $1000 for toy sailboats? What kinda work they do
and how thev live and how come we ain’t in on it? Where we are is who
we are, Miss Moore always pointin out. But it don't necessarily iave w be
that way, she always adds then waits for somebody to say that poor people
have to wake up and demand their share of the pie and don’t none of us
know what kind of pic she rtalkin about in the first damn place. But she
ain't so smart cause 1 still got her four dollars from the taxi and she sure
ain't getting it. Messin up my day with this shit. Sugar nudges me in my
pocket and winks.

Miss Moore lines us up in front of the mailbox where we started from,

@ for thinkin so hard. And we lean all

LTI

seem ke YEAUS AZ0. Al
over each other so we can huld up under the draggy-ass lecture she always
qushc.b off with at the end before we thank her for borin us to tears. But she
just looks at us like she readin tea leaves. Finally she say,"Well, what did you
think of EA.O. Schwarz?”
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Rasie Giraffe mumbles “White folks crazy”

“I'd like to go there again when I get my birthday monecy,” says
Mercedes, and we shove her out the pack so she has to lean on the mailbox
by herself.

“T'd like a shower Tiring day.” say Flvbov.

Then Sugar surprises me by saying."You know, Miss Moore, I don't think
all of us here put together eat in a year what that sailboat costs” And Miss
Moore lights up like somebody goosed her. “And?” she say, urging Sugar on.
Only I'm standin on her foot so she don't um[imu'

“ minure whar kind of IS LA 13 LR ET
ANagine for a minure what ¥ s is in wh

can spend on a toy what it would cost to feed a family of six or sevcn What
do you think?"

I think" say Sugar pushing me off her feet like she never done before,
cause I whip her ass in a minute, “that this is not much of a democracy it
you ask me. Equal chance to pursue happiness means an equal crack at the
dough. don’t it?” Miss Moore is beside herself and 1 am disgusted with
Sugar’s treachery. So | stand on her foot one more time to see if she’ll shove
me She shuts up. and Miss Moore looks at me, sorrowfully I'm thinkin. And
somethin weird is goin on, I can feel it in my chest.

“Anybody else learn anything today?” lookin dead at me. I walk away
and Sugar has to rTun to catch up and don't even seem to notice when |
shrug her arm off my shoulder.

“Well, we got four dollars anyway,” she says.

“Uh hunh”

“We could go to Hascombs and get half a chocolate layer and then go
Lo th' Sunset and still have plenty of money for potato chips and ice cream

Un hunh”

“Race you to Hascombs,” she say.

We start down the block and she gets ahead which is O.K. by me cause
I'm going to the West End and then over to the Drive to think this day
through. She can run if she want to and even run faster. But ain’t nobody
gonna beat me at nuthin.

8
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1. What is “the lesson” that Miss Moore is trying to teach the children?
How much, if any, of this lesson does Sylvia learn? Point to specific
passages to support your answers.

2. Since Miss Moore intends the lesson for the children’s own good, why
is Svlvia so resistant to it, so impatient and exasperated?

3. Toward the end of the story, Sylvia says that she is “disgusted with
Sugar’s treachery.” Describe their relationship. What would be missing

from the story if Bambara had not included Sugar ameng its charactere?
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