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“Harrison Bergeron”  by Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.   (Focus on PLOT and CONFLICT.) 
 

American novelist Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. (1922-2007) is known for his pessimistic and satirical writing about 20th-century 

civilization.  This story was first published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction in 1961.   

THE YEAR WAS 2081, and everybody was finally equal. They weren't only equal before God and the 

law. They were equal every which way. Nobody was smarter than anybody else. Nobody was better 

looking than anybody else. Nobody was stronger or quicker than anybody else. All this equality was due 

to the 211th, 212th, and 213th Amendments to the Constitution, and to the unceasing vigilance of agents 

of the United States Handicapper General.  

Some things about living still weren't quite right, though. April for instance, still drove people crazy by 

not being springtime. And it was in that clammy month that the H-G men took George and Hazel 

Bergeron's fourteen-year-old son, Harrison, away.  

It was tragic, all right, but George and Hazel couldn't think about it very hard. Hazel had a perfectly 

average intelligence, which meant she couldn't think about anything except in short bursts. And George, 

while his intelligence was way above normal, had a little mental handicap radio in his ear. He was 

required by law to wear it at all times. It was tuned to a government transmitter. Every twenty seconds or 

so, the transmitter would send out some sharp noise to keep people like George from taking unfair 

advantage of their brains.  

George and Hazel were watching television. There were tears on Hazel's cheeks, but she'd forgotten for 

the moment what they were about.  

On the television screen were ballerinas.  

A buzzer sounded in George's head. His thoughts fled in panic, like bandits from a burglar alarm.  

"That was a real pretty dance, that dance they just did," said Hazel.  

"Huh" said George.  

"That dance--it was nice," said Hazel.  

"Yup," said George. He tried to think a little about the ballerinas. They weren't really very good-no better 

than anybody else would have been, anyway. They were burdened with sashweights and bags of birdshot, 

and their faces were masked, so that no one, seeing a free and graceful gesture or a pretty face, would feel 

like something the cat drug in. George was toying with the vague notion that maybe dancers shouldn't be 

handicapped. But he didn't get very far with it before another noise in his ear radio scattered his thoughts.  

George winced. So did two out of the eight ballerinas.  

Hazel saw him wince. Having no mental handicap herself, she had to ask George what the latest sound 

had been.  

"Sounded like somebody hitting a milk bottle with a ball peen hammer," said George.  

"I'd think it would be real interesting, hearing all the different sounds," said Hazel a little envious. "All the 

things they think up."  



 
 

"Um," said George.  

"Only, if I was Handicapper General, you know what I would do?" said Hazel. Hazel, as a matter of fact, 

bore a strong resemblance to the Handicapper General, a woman named Diana Moon Glampers. "If I was 

Diana Moon Glampers," said Hazel, "I'd have chimes on Sunday-just chimes. Kind of in honor of 

religion."  

"I could think, if it was just chimes," said George.  

"Well-maybe make 'em real loud," said Hazel. "I think I'd make a good Handicapper General."  

"Good as anybody else," said George.  

"Who knows better than I do what normal is?" said Hazel.  

"Right," said George. He began to think glimmeringly about his abnormal son who was now in jail, about 

Harrison, but a twenty-one-gun salute in his head stopped that.  

"Boy!" said Hazel, "that was a doozy, wasn't it?"  

It was such a doozy that George was white and trembling, and tears stood on the rims of his red eyes. Two 

of  the eight ballerinas had collapsed to the studio floor, were holding their temples.  

"All of a sudden you look so tired," said Hazel. "Why don't you stretch out on the sofa, so's you can rest 

your handicap bag on the pillows, honeybunch." She was referring to the forty-seven pounds of birdshot 

in a canvas bag, which was padlocked around George's neck. "Go on and rest the bag for a little while," 

she said. "I don't care if you're not equal to me for a while."  

George weighed the bag with his hands. "I don't mind it," he said. "I don't notice it any more. It's just a 

part of me."  

"You been so tired lately-kind of wore out," said Hazel. "If there was just some way we could make a 

little hole in the bottom of the bag, and just take out a few of them lead balls. Just a few."  

"Two years in prison and two thousand dollars fine for every ball I took out," said George. "I don't call 

that a bargain."  

"If you could just take a few out when you came home from work," said Hazel. "I mean-you don't 

compete with anybody around here. You just sit around."  

"If I tried to get away with it," said George, "then other people'd get away with it-and pretty soon we'd be 

right back to the dark ages again, with everybody competing against everybody else. You wouldn't like 

that, would you?"  

"I'd hate it," said Hazel.  

"There you are," said George. The minute people start cheating on laws, what do you think happens to 

society?"  

If Hazel hadn't been able to come up with an answer to this question, George couldn't have supplied one. 

A siren was going off in his head.  

"Reckon it'd fall all apart," said Hazel.  

"What would?" said George blankly.  

"Society," said Hazel uncertainly. "Wasn't that what you just said?  



 
 

"Who knows?" said George.  

The television program was suddenly interrupted for a news bulletin. It wasn't clear at first as to what the 

bulletin was about, since the announcer, like all announcers, had a serious speech impediment. For about 

half a minute, and in a state of high excitement, the announcer tried to say, "Ladies and Gentlemen."  

He finally gave up, handed the bulletin to a ballerina to read.  

"That's all right-" Hazel said of the announcer, "he tried. That's the big thing. He tried to do the best he 

could with what God gave him. He should get a nice raise for trying so hard."  

"Ladies and Gentlemen," said the ballerina, reading the bulletin. She must have been extraordinarily 

beautiful, because the mask she wore was hideous. And it was easy to see that she was the strongest and 

most graceful of all the dancers, for her handicap bags were as big as those worn by two-hundred pound 

men.  

And she had to apologize at once for her voice, which was a very unfair voice for a woman to use. Her 

voice was a warm, luminous, timeless melody. "Excuse me-" she said, and she began again, making her 

voice absolutely uncompetitive.  

"Harrison Bergeron, age fourteen," she said in a grackle squawk, "has just escaped from jail, where he 

was held on suspicion of plotting to overthrow the government. He is a genius and an athlete, is under-

handicapped, and should be regarded as extremely dangerous."  

A police photograph of Harrison Bergeron was flashed on the screen-upside down, then sideways, upside 

down again, then right side up. The picture showed the full length of Harrison against a background 

calibrated in feet and inches. He was exactly seven feet tall.  

The rest of Harrison's appearance was Halloween and hardware. Nobody had ever born heavier 

handicaps. He had outgrown hindrances faster than the H-G men could think them up. Instead of a little 

ear radio for a mental handicap, he wore a tremendous pair of earphones, and spectacles with thick wavy 

lenses. The spectacles were intended to make him not only half blind, but to give him a whanging 

headaches besides.  

Scrap metal was hung all over him. Ordinarily, there was a certain symmetry, a military neatness to the 

handicaps issued to strong people, but Harrison looked like a walking junkyard. In the race of life, 

Harrison carried three hundred pounds.  

And to offset his good looks, the H-G men required that he wear at all times a red rubber ball for a nose, 

keep his eyebrows shaved off, and cover his even white teeth with black caps at snaggle-tooth random.  

"If you see this boy," said the ballerina, "do not - I repeat, do not - try to reason with him."  

There was the shriek of a door being torn from its hinges.  

Screams and barking cries of consternation came from the television set. The photograph of Harrison 

Bergeron on the screen jumped again and again, as though dancing to the tune of an earthquake.  

George Bergeron correctly identified the earthquake, and well he might have -- for many was the time his 

own home had danced to the same crashing tune. "My God-" said George, "that must be Harrison!"  

The realization was blasted from his mind instantly by the sound of an automobile collision in his head.  

When George could open his eyes again, the photograph of Harrison was gone. A living, breathing 

Harrison filled the screen.  



 
 

Clanking, clownish, and huge, Harrison stood - in the center of the studio. The knob of the uprooted 

studio door was still in his hand. Ballerinas, technicians, musicians, and announcers cowered on their 

knees before him, expecting to die.  

"I am the Emperor!" cried Harrison. "Do you hear? I am the Emperor! Everybody must do what I say at 

once!" He stamped his foot and the studio shook.  

"Even as I stand here" he bellowed, "crippled, hobbled, sickened -- I am a greater ruler than any man who 

ever lived! Now watch me become what I can become!"  

Harrison tore the straps of his handicap harness like wet tissue paper, tore straps guaranteed to support 

five thousand pounds.  

Harrison's scrap-iron handicaps crashed to the floor.  

Harrison thrust his thumbs under the bar of the padlock that secured his head harness. The bar snapped 

like celery. Harrison smashed his headphones and spectacles against the wall.  

He flung away his rubber-ball nose, revealed a man that would have awed Thor, the god of thunder.  

"I shall now select my Empress!" he said, looking down on the cowering people. "Let the first woman 

who dares rise to her feet claim her mate and her throne!"  

A moment passed, and then a ballerina arose, swaying like a willow.  

Harrison plucked the mental handicap from her ear, snapped off her physical handicaps with marvelous 

delicacy. Last of all he removed her mask.  

She was blindingly beautiful.  

"Now-" said Harrison, taking her hand, "shall we show the people the meaning of the word dance? 

Music!" he commanded.  

The musicians scrambled back into their chairs, and Harrison stripped them of their handicaps, too. "Play 

your best," he told them, "and I'll make you barons and dukes and earls."  

The music began. It was normal at first-cheap, silly, false. But Harrison snatched two musicians from 

their chairs, waved them like batons as he sang the music as he wanted it played. He slammed them back 

into their chairs.  

The music began again and was much improved.  

Harrison and his Empress merely listened to the music for a while-listened gravely, as though 

synchronizing their heartbeats with it.  

They shifted their weights to their toes.  

Harrison placed his big hands on the girls tiny waist, letting her sense the weightlessness that would soon 

be hers.  

And then, in an explosion of joy and grace, into the air they sprang!  

Not only were the laws of the land abandoned, but the law of gravity and the laws of motion as well.  

They reeled, whirled, swiveled, flounced, capered, gamboled, and spun.  

They leaped like deer on the moon.  



 
 

The studio ceiling was thirty feet high, but each leap brought the dancers nearer to it.  

It became their obvious intention to kiss the ceiling. They kissed it.  

And then, neutralizing gravity with love and pure will, they remained suspended in air inches below the 

ceiling, and they kissed each other for a long, long time.  

It was then that Diana Moon Glampers, the Handicapper General, came into the studio with a double-

barreled ten-gauge shotgun. She fired twice, and the Emperor and the Empress were dead before they hit 

the floor.  

Diana Moon Glampers loaded the gun again. She aimed it at the musicians and told them they had ten 

seconds to get their handicaps back on.  

It was then that the Bergerons' television tube burned out.  

Hazel turned to comment about the blackout to George. But George had gone out into the kitchen for a 

can of beer.  

George came back in with the beer, paused while a handicap signal shook him up. And then he sat down 

again. "You been crying" he said to Hazel.  

"Yup," she said.  

"What about?" he said.  

"I forget," she said. "Something real sad on television."  

"What was it?" he said.  

"It's all kind of mixed up in my mind," said Hazel.  

"Forget sad things," said George.  

"I always do," said Hazel.  

"That's my girl," said George. He winced. There was the sound of a rivetting gun in his head.  

"Gee - I could tell that one was a doozy," said Hazel.  

"You can say that again," said George.  

"Gee-" said Hazel, "I could tell that one was a doozy."  

 
 

“They're Made out of Meat”    by Terry Bisson   (Focus on IRONY and TONE.)  
American short story science fiction and fantasy writer Terry Bisson (1942-) originally published this story in Omni April 1991. 
It was nominated for the Nebula Award and is taken from his collection Bears Discover Fire.   

"They're made out of meat."  

     "Meat?"  

     "Meat. They're made out of meat."  

     "Meat?"  

http://www.eastoftheweb.com/cgi-bin/read_db.pl?search_field=author_id&search_for=TerryBisson&order_by=author_last,title&page=1


 
 

     "There's no doubt about it. We picked up several from different parts of the planet, took them aboard 

our recon vessels, and probed them all the way through. They're completely meat."  

     "That's impossible. What about the radio signals? The messages to the stars?"  

     "They use the radio waves to talk, but the signals don't come from them. The signals come from 

machines."  

     "So who made the machines? That's who we want to contact."  

     "They made the machines. That's what I'm trying to tell you. Meat made the machines."  

     "That's ridiculous. How can meat make a machine? You're asking me to believe in sentient meat."  

     "I'm not asking you, I'm telling you. These creatures are the only sentient race in that sector and they're 

made out of meat."  

     "Maybe they're like the orfolei. You know, a carbon-based intelligence that goes through a meat 

stage."  

     "Nope. They're born meat and they die meat. We studied them for several of their life spans, which 

didn't take long. Do you have any idea what's the life span of meat?"  

     "Spare me. Okay, maybe they're only part meat. You know, like the weddilei. A meat head with an 

electron plasma brain inside."  

     "Nope. We thought of that, since they do have meat heads, like the weddilei. But I told you, we probed 

them. They're meat all the way through."  

     "No brain?"  

     "Oh, there's a brain all right. It's just that the brain is made out of meat! That's what I've been trying to 

tell you."  

     "So ... what does the thinking?"  

     "You're not understanding, are you? You're refusing to deal with what I'm telling you. The brain does 

the thinking. The meat."  

     "Thinking meat! You're asking me to believe in thinking meat!"  

     "Yes, thinking meat! Conscious meat! Loving meat. Dreaming meat. The meat is the whole deal! Are 

you beginning to get the picture or do I have to start all over?"  

     "Omigod. You're serious then. They're made out of meat."  

     "Thank you. Finally. Yes. They are indeed made out of meat. And they've been trying to get in touch 

with us for almost a hundred of their years."  

     "Omigod. So what does this meat have in mind?"  

     "First it wants to talk to us. Then I imagine it wants to explore the Universe, contact other sentiences, 

swap ideas and information. The usual."  

     "We're supposed to talk to meat."  

     "That's the idea. That's the message they're sending out by radio. 'Hello. Anyone out there. Anybody 



 
 

home.' That sort of thing."  

     "They actually do talk, then. They use words, ideas, concepts?"  

     "Oh, yes. Except they do it with meat."  

     "I thought you just told me they used radio."  

     "They do, but what do you think is on the radio? Meat sounds. You know how when you slap or flap 

meat, it makes a noise? They talk by flapping their meat at each other. They can even sing by squirting air 

through their meat."  

     "Omigod. Singing meat. This is altogether too much. So what do you advise?"  

     "Officially or unofficially?"  

     "Both."  

     "Officially, we are required to contact, welcome and log in any and all sentient races or multibeings in 

this quadrant of the Universe, without prejudice, fear or favor. Unofficially, I advise that we erase the 

records and forget the whole thing."  

     "I was hoping you would say that."  

     "It seems harsh, but there is a limit. Do we really want to make contact with meat?"  

     "I agree one hundred percent. What's there to say? 'Hello, meat. How's it going?' But will this work? 

How many planets are we dealing with here?"  

     "Just one. They can travel to other planets in special meat containers, but they can't live on them. And 

being meat, they can only travel through C space. Which limits them to the speed of light and makes the 

possibility of their ever making contact pretty slim. Infinitesimal, in fact."  

     "So we just pretend there's no one home in the Universe."  

     "That's it."  

     "Cruel. But you said it yourself, who wants to meet meat? And the ones who have been aboard our 

vessels, the ones you probed? You're sure they won't remember?"  

     "They'll be considered crackpots if they do. We went into their heads and smoothed out their meat so 

that we're just a dream to them."  

     "A dream to meat! How strangely appropriate, that we should be meat's dream."  

     "And we marked the entire sector unoccupied."  

     "Good. Agreed, officially and unofficially. Case closed. Any others? Anyone interesting on that side of 

the galaxy?"  

     "Yes, a rather shy but sweet hydrogen core cluster intelligence in a class nine star in G445 zone. Was 

in contact two galactic rotations ago, wants to be friendly again."  

     "They always come around."  

     "And why not? Imagine how unbearably, how unutterably cold the Universe would be if one were all 



 
 

alone ..."  

      

“To Build a Fire”     by Jack London  (Focus on PLOT, CONFLICT, and 

SETTING.)  
American naturalist writer Jack Londo was born on January 12, 1876 in San Francisco, California and  died on November 22, 
1916 at age 40.This story was first published in The Century Magazine, v.76, August, 1908. 
 
DAY HAD BROKEN cold and gray, exceedingly cold and gray, when the man turned aside from the main Yukon trail 

and climbed the high earth-bank, where a dim and little-travelled trail led eastward through the fat spruce 

timberland. It was a steep bank, and he paused for breath at the top, excusing the act to himself by looking at his 

watch. It was nine o'clock. There was no sun nor hint of sun, though there was not a cloud in the sky. It was a clear 

day, and yet there seemed an intangible pall over the face of things, a subtle gloom that made the day dark, and 

that was due to the absence of sun. This fact did not worry the man. He was used to the lack of sun. It had been 

days since he had seen the sun, and he knew that a few more days must pass before that cheerful orb, due south, 

would just peep above the sky-line and dip immediately from view. 

 
The man flung a look back along the way he had come. The Yukon lay a mile wide and hidden under three feet of 

ice. On top of this ice were as many feet of snow. It was all pure white, rolling in gentle undulations where the ice-

jams of the freeze-up had formed. North and south, as far as his eye could see, it was unbroken white, save for a 

dark hair-line that curved and twisted from around the spruce-covered island to the south, and that curved and 

twisted away into the north, where it disappeared behind another spruce-covered island. This dark hair-line was 

the trail—the main trail—that led south five hundred miles to the Chilcoot Pass, Dyea, and salt water; and that led 

north seventy miles to Dawson, and still on to the north a thousand miles to Nulato, and finally to St. Michael on 

Bering Sea, a thousand miles and half a thousand more. 

But all this—the mysterious, far-reaching hair-line trail, the absence of sun from the sky, the tremendous cold, 

and the strangeness and weirdness of it all—made no impression on the man. It was not because he was long 

used to it. He was a newcomer in the land, a chechaquo, and this was his first winter. The trouble with him was 

that he was without imagination. He was quick and alert in the things of life, but only in the things, and not in the 

significances. Fifty degrees below zero meant eighty-odd degrees of frost. Such fact impressed him as being cold 

and uncomfortable, and that was all. It did not lead him to meditate upon his frailty as a creature of temperature, 

and upon man's frailty in general, able only to live within certain narrow limits of heat and cold; and from there on 

it did not lead him to the conjectural field of immortality and man's place in the universe. Fifty degrees below zero 

stood for a bite of frost that hurt and that must be guarded against by the use of mittens, ear-flaps, warm 

moccasins, and thick socks. Fifty degrees below zero was to him just precisely fifty degrees below zero. That there 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Francisco,_California


 
 

should be anything more to it than that was a thought that never entered his head. 

As he turned to go on, he spat speculatively. There was a sharp, explosive crackle that startled him. He spat again. 

And again, in the air, before it could fall to the snow, the spittle crackled. He knew that at fifty below spittle 

crackled on the snow, but this spittle had crackled in the air. Undoubtedly it was colder than fifty below—how 

much colder he did not know. But the temperature did not matter. He was bound for the old claim on the left fork 

of Henderson Creek, where the boys were already. They had come over across the divide from the Indian Creek 

country, while he had come the roundabout way to take a look at the possibilities of getting out logs in the spring 

from the islands in the Yukon. He would be in to camp by six o'clock; a bit after dark, it was true, but the boys 

would be there, a fire would be going, and a hot supper would be ready. As for lunch, he pressed his hand against 

the protruding bundle under his jacket. It was also under his shirt, wrapped up in a handkerchief and lying against 

the naked skin. It was the only way to keep the biscuits from freezing. He smiled agreeably to himself as he 

thought of those biscuits, each cut open and sopped in bacon grease, and each enclosing a generous slice of fried 

bacon. 

He plunged in among the big spruce trees. The trail was faint. A foot of snow had fallen since the last sled had 

passed over, and he was glad he was without a sled, travelling light. In fact, he carried nothing but the lunch 

wrapped in the handkerchief. He was surprised, however, at the cold. It certainly was cold, he concluded, as he 

rubbed his numb nose and cheek-bones with his mittened hand. He was a warm-whiskered man, but the hair on 

his face did not protect the high cheek-bones and the eager nose that thrust itself aggressively into the frosty air. 

At the man's heels trotted a dog, a big native husky, the proper wolf-dog, gray-coated and without any visible or 

temperamental difference from its brother, the wild wolf. The animal was depressed by the tremendous cold. It 

knew that it was no time for travelling. Its instinct told it a truer tale than was told to the man by the man's 

judgment. In reality, it was not merely colder than fifty below zero; it was colder than sixty below, than seventy 

below. It was seventy-five below zero. Since the freezing-point is thirty-two above zero, it meant that one 

hundred and seven degrees of frost obtained. The dog did not know anything about thermometers. Possibly in its 

brain there was no sharp consciousness of a condition of very cold such as was in the man's brain. But the brute 

had its instinct. It experienced a vague but menacing apprehension that subdued it and made it slink along at the 

man's heels, and that made it question eagerly every unwonted movement of the man as if expecting him to go 

into camp or to seek shelter somewhere and build a fire. The dog had learned fire, and it wanted fire, or else to 

burrow under the snow and cuddle its warmth away from the air. 

The frozen moisture of its breathing had settled on its fur in a fine powder of frost, and especially were its jowls, 

muzzle, and eyelashes whitened by its crystallized breath. The man's red beard and mustache were likewise 



 
 

frosted, but more solidly, the deposit taking the form of ice and increasing with every warm, moist breath he 

exhaled. Also, the man was chewing tobacco, and the muzzle of ice held his lips so rigidly that he was unable to 

clear his chin when he expelled the juice. The result was that a crystal beard of the color and solidity of amber was 

increasing its length on his chin. If he fell down it would shatter itself, like glass, into brittle fragments. But he did 

not mind the appendage. It was the penalty all tobacco-chewers paid in that country, and he had been out before 

in two cold snaps. They had not been so cold as this, he knew, but by the spirit thermometer at Sixty Mile he knew 

they had been registered at fifty below and at fifty-five. 

He held on through the level stretch of woods for several miles, crossed a wide flat of niggerheads, and dropped 

down a bank to the frozen bed of a small stream. This was Henderson Creek, and he knew he was ten miles from 

the forks. He looked at his watch. It was ten o'clock. He was making four miles an hour, and he calculated that he 

would arrive at the forks at half-past twelve. He decided to celebrate that event by eating his lunch there. 

The dog dropped in again at his heels, with a tail drooping discouragement, as the man swung along the creek-

bed. The furrow of the old sled-trail was plainly visible, but a dozen inches of snow covered the marks of the last 

runners. In a month no man had come up or down that silent creek. The man held steadily on. He was not much 

given to thinking, and just then particularly he had nothing to think about save that he would eat lunch at the 

forks and that at six o'clock he would be in camp with the boys. There was nobody to talk to; and, had there been, 

speech would have been impossible because of the ice-muzzle on his mouth. So he continued monotonously to 

chew tobacco and to increase the length of his amber beard. 

Once in a while the thought reiterated itself that it was very cold and that he had never experienced such cold. As 

he walked along he rubbed his cheek-bones and nose with the back of his mittened hand. He did this 

automatically, now and again changing hands. But rub as he would, the instant he stopped his cheek-bones went 

numb, and the following instant the end of his nose went numb. He was sure to frost his cheeks; he knew that, 

and experienced a pang of regret that he had not devised a nose-strap of the sort Bud wore in cold snaps. Such a 

strap passed across the cheeks, as well, and saved them. But it didn't matter much, after all. What were frosted 

cheeks? A bit painful, that was all; they were never serious. 

Empty as the man's mind was of thoughts, he was keenly observant, and he noticed the changes in the creek, the 

curves and bends and timber-jams, and always he sharply noted where he placed his feet. Once, coming around a 

bend, he shied abruptly, like a startled horse, curved away from the place where he had been walking, and 

retreated several paces back along the trail. The creek he knew was frozen clear to the bottom,—no creek could 

contain water in that arctic winter,—but he knew also that there were springs that bubbled out from the hillsides 

and ran along under the snow and on top the ice of the creek. He knew that the coldest snaps never froze these 



 
 

springs, and he knew likewise their danger. They were traps. They hid pools of water under the snow that might 

be three inches deep, or three feet. Sometimes a skin of ice half an inch thick covered them, and in turn was 

covered by the snow. Sometimes there were alternate layers of water and ice-skin, so that when one broke 

through he kept on breaking through for a while, sometimes wetting himself to the waist. 

That was why he had shied in such panic. He had felt the give under his feet and heard the crackle of a snow-

hidden ice-skin. And to get his feet wet in such a temperature meant trouble and danger. At the very least it 

meant delay, for he would be forced to stop and build a fire, and under its protection to bare his feet while he 

dried his socks and moccasins. He stood and studied the creek-bed and its banks, and decided that the flow of 

water came from the right. He reflected awhile, rubbing his nose and cheeks, then skirted to the left, stepping 

gingerly and testing the footing for each step. Once clear of the danger, he took a fresh chew of tobacco and 

swung along at his four-mile gait. In the course of the next two hours he came upon several similar traps. Usually 

the snow above the hidden pools had a sunken, candied appearance that advertised the danger. Once again, 

however, he had a close call; and once, suspecting danger, he compelled the dog to go on in front. The dog did 

not want to go. It hung back until the man shoved it forward, and then it went quickly across the white, unbroken 

surface. Suddenly it broke through, floundered to one side, and got away to firmer footing. It had wet its forefeet 

and legs, and almost immediately the water that clung to it turned to ice. It made quick efforts to lick the ice off 

its legs, then dropped down in the snow and began to bite out the ice that had formed between the toes. This was 

a matter of instinct. To permit the ice to remain would mean sore feet. It did not know this. It merely obeyed the 

mysterious prompting that arose from the deep crypts of its being. But the man knew, having achieved a 

judgment on the subject, and he removed the mitten from his right hand and helped tear out the ice-particles. He 

did not expose his fingers more than a minute, and was astonished at the swift numbness that smote them. It 

certainly was cold. He pulled on the mitten hastily, and beat the hand savagely across his chest. 

At twelve o'clock the day was at its brightest. Yet the sun was too far south on its winter journey to clear the 

horizon. The bulge of the earth intervened between it and Henderson Creek, where the man walked under a clear 

sky at noon and cast no shadow. At half-past twelve, to the minute, he arrived at the forks of the creek. He was 

pleased at the speed he had made. If he kept it up, he would certainly be with the boys by six. He unbuttoned his 

jacket and shirt and drew forth his lunch. The action consumed no more than a quarter of a minute, yet in that 

brief moment the numbness laid hold of the exposed fingers. He did not put the mitten on, but, instead, struck 

the fingers a dozen sharp smashes against his leg. Then he sat down on a snow-covered log to eat. The sting that 

followed upon the striking of his fingers against his leg ceased so quickly that he was startled. He had had no 

chance to take a bite of biscuit. He struck the fingers repeatedly and returned them to the mitten, baring the 

other hand for the purpose of eating. He tried to take a mouthful, but the ice-muzzle prevented. He had forgotten 



 
 

to build a fire and thaw out. He chuckled at his foolishness, and as he chuckled he noted the numbness creeping 

into the exposed fingers. Also, he noted that the stinging which had first come to his toes when he sat down was 

already passing away. He wondered whether the toes were warm or numb. He moved them inside the moccasins 

and decided that they were numb. 

He pulled the mitten on hurriedly and stood up. He was a bit frightened. He stamped up and down until the 

stinging returned into the feet. It certainly was cold, was his thought. That man from Sulphur Creek had spoken 

the truth when telling how cold it sometimes got in the country. And he had laughed at him at the time! That 

showed one must not be too sure of things. There was no mistake about it, it was cold. He strode up and down, 

stamping his feet and threshing his arms, until reassured by the returning warmth. Then he got out matches and 

proceeded to make a fire. From the undergrowth, where high water of the previous spring had lodged a supply of 

seasoned twigs, he got his fire-wood. Working carefully from a small beginning, he soon had a roaring fire, over 

which he thawed the ice from his face and in the protection of which he ate his biscuits. For the moment the cold 

of space was outwitted. The dog took satisfaction in the fire, stretching out close enough for warmth and far 

enough away to escape being singed. 

When the man had finished, he filled his pipe and took his comfortable time over a smoke. Then he pulled on his 

mittens, settled the ear-flaps of his cap firmly about his ears, and took the creek trail up the left fork. The dog was 

disappointed and yearned back toward the fire. This man did not know cold. Possibly all the generations of his 

ancestry had been ignorant of cold, of real cold, of cold one hundred and seven degrees below freezing-point. But 

the dog knew; all its ancestry knew, and it had inherited the knowledge. And it knew that it was not good to walk 

abroad in such fearful cold. It was the time to lie snug in a hole in the snow and wait for a curtain of cloud to be 

drawn across the face of outer space whence this cold came. On the other hand, there was no keen intimacy 

between the dog and the man. The one was the toil-slave of the other, and the only caresses it had ever received 

were the caresses of the whip-lash and of harsh and menacing throat-sounds that threatened the whip-lash. So 

the dog made no effort to communicate its apprehension to the man. It was not concerned in the welfare of the 

man; it was for its own sake that it yearned back toward the fire. But the man whistled, and spoke to it with the 

sound of whip-lashes, and the dog swung in at the man's heels and followed after. 

The man took a chew of tobacco and proceeded to start a new amber beard. Also, his moist breath quickly 

powdered with white his mustache, eyebrows, and lashes. There did not seem to be so many springs on the left 

fork of the Henderson, and for half an hour the man saw no signs of any. And then it happened. At a place where 

there were no signs, where the soft, unbroken snow seemed to advertise solidity beneath, the man broke 

through. It was not deep. He wet himself halfway to the knees before he floundered out to the firm crust. 



 
 

He was angry, and cursed his luck aloud. He had hoped to get into camp with the boys at six o'clock, and this 

would delay him an hour, for he would have to build a fire and dry out his foot-gear. This was imperative at that 

low temperature—he knew that much; and he turned aside to the bank, which he climbed. On top, tangled in the 

underbrush about the trunks of several small spruce trees, was a high-water deposit of dry fire-wood—sticks and 

twigs, principally, but also larger portions of seasoned branches and fine, dry, last-year's grasses. He threw down 

several large pieces on top of the snow. This served for a foundation and prevented the young flame from 

drowning itself in the snow it otherwise would melt. The flame he got by touching a match to a small shred of 

birch-bark that he took from his pocket. This burned even more readily than paper. Placing it on the foundation, 

he fed the young flame with wisps of dry grass and with the tiniest dry twigs. 

He worked slowly and carefully, keenly aware of his danger. Gradually, as the flame grew stronger, he increased 

the size of the twigs with which he fed it. He squatted in the snow, pulling the twigs out from their entanglement 

in the brush and feeding directly to the flame. He knew there must be no failure. When it is seventy-five below 

zero, a man must not fail in his first attempt to build a fire—that is, if his feet are wet. If his feet are dry, and he 

fails, he can run along the trail for half a mile and restore his circulation. But the circulation of wet and freezing 

feet cannot be restored by running when it is seventy-five below. No matter how fast he runs, the wet feet will 

freeze the harder. 

All this the man knew. The old-timer on Sulphur Creek had told him about it the previous fall, and now he was 

appreciating the advice. Already all sensation had gone out of his feet. To build the fire he had been forced to 

remove his mittens, and the fingers had quickly gone numb. His pace of four miles an hour had kept his heart 

pumping blood to the surface of his body and to all the extremities. But the instant he stopped, the action of the 

pump eased down. The cold of space smote the unprotected tip of the planet, and he, being on that unprotected 

tip, received the full force of the blow. The blood of his body recoiled before it. The blood was alive, like the dog, 

and like the dog it wanted to hide away and cover itself up from the fearful cold. So long as he walked four miles 

an hour, he pumped that blood, willy-nilly, to the surface; but now it ebbed away and sank down into the recesses 

of his body. The extremities were the first to feel its absence. His wet feet froze the faster, and his exposed fingers 

numbed the faster, though they had not yet begun to freeze. Nose and cheeks were already freezing, while the 

skin of all his body chilled as it lost its blood. 

But he was safe. Toes and nose and cheeks would be only touched by the frost, for the fire was beginning to burn 

with strength. He was feeding it with twigs the size of his finger. In another minute he would be able to feed it 

with branches the size of his wrist, and then he could remove his wet foot-gear, and, while it dried, he could keep 

his naked feet warm by the fire, rubbing them at first, of course, with snow. The fire was a success. He was safe. 



 
 

He remembered the advice of the old-timer on Sulphur Creek, and smiled. The old-timer had been very serious in 

laying down the law that no man must travel alone in the Klondike after fifty below. Well, here he was; he had 

had the accident; he was alone; and he had saved himself. Those old-timers were rather womanish, some of 

them, he thought. All a man had to do was to keep his head, and he was all right. Any man who was a man could 

travel alone. But it was surprising, the rapidity with which his cheeks and nose were freezing. And he had not 

thought his fingers could go lifeless in so short a time. Lifeless they were, for he could scarcely make them move 

together to grip a twig, and they seemed remote from his body and from him. When he touched a twig, he had to 

look and see whether or not he had hold of it. The wires were pretty well down between him and his finger-ends. 

All of which counted for little. There was the fire, snapping and crackling and promising life with every dancing 

flame. He started to untie his moccasins. They were coated with ice; the thick German socks were like sheaths of 

iron halfway to the knees; and the moccasin strings were like rods of steel all twisted and knotted as by some 

conflagration. For a moment he tugged with his numb fingers, then, realizing the folly of it, he drew his sheath-

knife. 

But before he could cut the strings, it happened. It was his own fault or, rather, his mistake. He should not have 

built the fire under the spruce tree. He should have built it in the open. But it had been easier to pull the twigs 

from the brush and drop them directly on the fire. Now the tree under which he had done this carried a weight of 

snow on its boughs. No wind had blown for weeks, and each bough was fully freighted. Each time he had pulled a 

twig he had communicated a slight agitation to the tree—an imperceptible agitation, so far as he was concerned, 

but an agitation sufficient to bring about the disaster. High up in the tree one bough capsized its load of snow. 

This fell on the boughs beneath, capsizing them. This process continued, spreading out and involving the whole 

tree. It grew like an avalanche, and it descended without warning upon the man and the fire, and the fire was 

blotted out! Where it had burned was a mantle of fresh and disordered snow. 

The man was shocked. It was as though he had just heard his own sentence of death. For a moment he sat and 

stared at the spot where the fire had been. Then he grew very calm. Perhaps the old-timer on Sulphur Creek was 

right. If he had only had a trail-mate he would have been in no danger now. The trail-mate could have built the 

fire. Well, it was up to him to build the fire over again, and this second time there must be no failure. Even if he 

succeeded, he would most likely lose some toes. His feet must be badly frozen by now, and there would be some 

time before the second fire was ready. 

Such were his thoughts, but he did not sit and think them. He was busy all the time they were passing through his 

mind. He made a new foundation for a fire, this time in the open, where no treacherous tree could blot it out. 

Next, he gathered dry grasses and tiny twigs from the high-water flotsam. He could not bring his fingers together 



 
 

to pull them out, but he was able to gather them by the handful. In this way he got many rotten twigs and bits of 

green moss that were undesirable, but it was the best he could do. He worked methodically, even collecting an 

armful of the larger branches to be used later when the fire gathered strength. And all the while the dog sat and 

watched him, a certain yearning wistfulness in its eyes, for it looked upon him as the fire-provider, and the fire 

was slow in coming. 

When all was ready, the man reached in his pocket for a second piece of birch-bark. He knew the bark was there, 

and, though he could not feel it with his fingers, he could hear its crisp rustling as he fumbled for it. Try as he 

would, he could not clutch hold of it. And all the time, in his consciousness, was the knowledge that each instant 

his feet were freezing. This thought tended to put him in a panic, but he fought against it and kept calm. He pulled 

on his mittens with his teeth, and threshed his arms back and forth, beating his hands with all his might against his 

sides. He did this sitting down, and he stood up to do it; and all the while the dog sat in the snow, its wolf-brush of 

a tail curled around warmly over its forefeet, its sharp wolf-ears pricked forward intently as it watched the man. 

And the man, as he beat and threshed with his arms and hands, felt a great surge of envy as he regarded the 

creature that was warm and secure in its natural covering. 

After a time he was aware of the first faraway signals of sensation in his beaten fingers. The faint tingling grew 

stronger till it evolved into a stinging ache that was excruciating, but which the man hailed with satisfaction. He 

stripped the mitten from his right hand and fetched forth the birch-bark. The exposed fingers were quickly going 

numb again. Next he brought out his bunch of sulphur matches. But the tremendous cold had already driven the 

life out of his fingers. In his effort to separate one match from the others, the whole bunch fell in the snow. He 

tried to pick it out of the snow, but failed. The dead fingers could neither touch nor clutch. He was very careful. He 

drove the thought of his freezing feet, and nose, and cheeks, out of his mind, devoting his whole soul to the 

matches. He watched, using the sense of vision in place of that of touch, and when he saw his fingers on each side 

the bunch, he closed them—that is, he willed to close them, for the wires were down, and the fingers did not 

obey. He pulled the mitten on the right hand, and beat it fiercely against his knee. Then, with both mittened 

hands, he scooped the bunch of matches, along with much snow, into his lap. Yet he was no better off. 

After some manipulation he managed to get the bunch between the heels of his mittened hands. In this fashion 

he carried it to his mouth. The ice crackled and snapped when by a violent effort he opened his mouth. He drew 

the lower jaw in, curled the upper lip out of the way, and scraped the bunch with his upper teeth in order to 

separate a match. He succeeded in getting one, which he dropped on his lap. He was no better off. He could not 

pick it up. Then he devised a way. He picked it up in his teeth and scratched it on his leg. Twenty times he 

scratched before he succeeded in lighting it. As it flamed he held it with his teeth to the birch-bark. But the 



 
 

burning brimstone went up his nostrils and into his lungs, causing him to cough spasmodically. The match fell into 

the snow and went out. 

The old-timer on Sulphur Creek was right, he thought in the moment of controlled despair that ensued: after fifty 

below, a man should travel with a partner. He beat his hands, but failed in exciting any sensation. Suddenly he 

bared both hands, removing the mittens with his teeth. He caught the whole bunch between the heels of his 

hands. His arm-muscles not being frozen enabled him to press the hand-heels tightly against the matches. Then 

he scratched the bunch along his leg. It flared into flame, seventy sulphur matches at once! There was no wind to 

blow them out. He kept his head to one side to escape the strangling fumes, and held the blazing bunch to the 

birch-bark. As he so held it, he became aware of sensation in his hand. His flesh was burning. He could smell it. 

Deep down below the surface he could feel it. The sensation developed into pain that grew acute. And still he 

endured it, holding the flame of the matches clumsily to the bark that would not light readily because his own 

burning hands were in the way, absorbing most of the flame. 

At last, when he could endure no more, he jerked his hands apart. The blazing matches fell sizzling into the snow, 

but the birch-bark was alight. He began laying dry grasses and the tiniest twigs on the flame. He could not pick 

and choose, for he had to lift the fuel between the heels of his hands. Small pieces of rotten wood and green moss 

clung to the twigs, and he bit them off as well as he could with his teeth. He cherished the flame carefully and 

awkwardly. It meant life, and it must not perish. The withdrawal of blood from the surface of his body now made 

him begin to shiver, and he grew more awkward. A large piece of green moss fell squarely on the little fire. He 

tried to poke it out with his fingers, but his shivering frame made him poke too far, and he disrupted the nucleus 

of the little fire, the burning grasses and tiny twigs separating and scattering. He tried to poke them together 

again, but in spite of the tenseness of the effort, his shivering got away with him, and the twigs were hopelessly 

scattered. Each twig gushed a puff of smoke and went out. The fire-provider had failed. As he looked apathetically 

about him, his eyes chanced on the dog, sitting across the ruins of the fire from him, in the snow, making restless, 

hunching movements, slightly lifting one forefoot and then the other, shifting its weight back and forth on them 

with wistful eagerness. 

The sight of the dog put a wild idea into his head. He remembered the tale of the man, caught in a blizzard, who 

killed a steer and crawled inside the carcass, and so was saved. He would kill the dog and bury his hands in the 

warm body until the numbness went out of them. Then he could build another fire. He spoke to the dog, calling it 

to him; but in his voice was a strange note of fear that frightened the animal, who had never known the man to 

speak in such way before. Something was the matter, and its suspicious nature sensed danger—it knew not what 

danger, but somewhere, somehow, in its brain arose an apprehension of the man. It flattened its ears down at the 



 
 

sound of the man's voice, and its restless, hunching movements and the liftings and shiftings of its forefeet 

became more pronounced; but it would not come to the man. He got on his hands and knees and crawled toward 

the dog. This unusual posture again excited suspicion, and the animal sidled mincingly away. 

The man sat up in the snow for a moment and struggled for calmness. Then he pulled on his mittens, by means of 

his teeth, and got upon his feet. He glanced down at first in order to assure himself that he was really standing up, 

for the absence of sensation in his feet left him unrelated to the earth. His erect position in itself started to drive 

the webs of suspicion from the dog's mind; and when he spoke peremptorily, with the sound of whip-lashes in his 

voice, the dog rendered its customary allegiance and came to him. As it came within reaching distance, the man 

lost his control. His arms flashed out to the dog, and he experienced genuine surprise when he discovered that his 

hands could not clutch, that there was neither bend nor feeling in the fingers. He had forgotten for the moment 

that they were frozen and that they were freezing more and more. All this happened quickly, and before the 

animal could get away, he encircled its body with his arms. He sat down in the snow, and in this fashion held the 

dog, while it snarled and whined and struggled. 

But it was all he could do, hold its body encircled in his arms and sit there. He realized that he could not kill the 

dog. There was no way to do it. With his helpless hands he could neither draw nor hold his sheath-knife nor 

throttle the animal. He released it, and it plunged wildly away, with tail between its legs, and still snarling. It 

halted forty feet away and surveyed him curiously, with ears sharply pricked forward. The man looked down at his 

hands in order to locate them, and found them hanging on the ends of his arms. It struck him as curious that one 

should have to use his eyes in order to find out where his hands were. He began threshing his arms back and 

forth, beating the mittened hands against his sides. He did this for five minutes, violently, and his heart pumped 

enough blood up to the surface to put a stop to his shivering. But no sensation was aroused in the hands. He had 

an impression that they hung like weights on the ends of his arms, but when he tried to run the impression down, 

he could not find it. 

A certain fear of death, dull and oppressive, came to him. This fear quickly became poignant as he realized that it 

was no longer a mere matter of freezing his fingers and toes, or of losing his hands and feet, but that it was a 

matter of life and death with the chances against him. This threw him into a panic, and he turned and ran up the 

creek-bed along the old, dim trail. The dog joined in behind and kept up with him. He ran blindly, without 

intention, in fear such as he had never known in his life. Slowly, as he ploughed and floundered through the snow, 

he began to see things again,—the banks of the creek, the old timber-jams, the leafless aspens, and the sky. The 

running made him feel better. He did not shiver. Maybe, if he ran on, his feet would thaw out; and, anyway, if he 

ran far enough, he would reach camp and the boys. Without doubt he would lose some fingers and toes and some 



 
 

of his face; but the boys would take care of him, and save the rest of him when he got there. And at the same 

time there was another thought in his mind that said he would never get to the camp and the boys; that it was 

too many miles away, that the freezing had too great a start on him, and that he would soon be stiff and dead. 

This thought he kept in the background and refused to consider. Sometimes it pushed itself forward and 

demanded to be heard, but he thrust it back and strove to think of other things. 

It struck him as curious that he could run at all on feet so frozen that he could not feel them when they struck the 

earth and took the weight of his body. He seemed to himself to skim along above the surface, and to have no 

connection with the earth. Somewhere he had once seen a winged Mercury, and he wondered if Mercury felt as 

he felt when skimming over the earth. 

His theory of running until he reached camp and the boys had one flaw in it: he lacked the endurance. Several 

times he stumbled, and finally he tottered, crumpled up, and fell. When he tried to rise, he failed. He must sit and 

rest, he decided, and next time he would merely walk and keep on going. As he sat and regained his breath, he 

noted that he was feeling quite warm and comfortable. He was not shivering, and it even seemed that a warm 

glow had come to his chest and trunk. And yet, when he touched his nose or cheeks, there was no sensation. 

Running would not thaw them out. Nor would it thaw out his hands and feet. Then the thought came to him that 

the frozen portions of his body must be extending. He tried to keep this thought down, to forget it, to think of 

something else; he was aware of the panicky feeling that it caused, and he was afraid of the panic. But the 

thought asserted itself, and persisted, until it produced a vision of his body totally frozen. This was too much, and 

he made another wild run along the trail. Once he slowed down to a walk, but the thought of the freezing 

extending itself made him run again. 

And all the time the dog ran with him, at his heels. When he fell down a second time, it curled its tail over its 

forefeet and sat in front of him, facing him, curiously eager and intent. The warmth and security of the animal 

angered him, and he cursed it till it flattened down its ears appeasingly. This time the shivering came more quickly 

upon the man. He was losing in his battle with the frost. It was creeping into his body from all sides. The thought 

of it drove him on, but he ran no more than a hundred feet, when he staggered and pitched headlong. It was his 

last panic. When he had recovered his breath and control, he sat up and entertained in his mind the conception of 

meeting death with dignity. However, the conception did not come to him in such terms. His idea of it was that he 

had been making a fool of himself, running around like a chicken with its head cut off—such was the simile that 

occurred to him. Well, he was bound to freeze anyway, and he might as well take it decently. With this new-found 

peace of mind came the first glimmerings of drowsiness. A good idea, he thought, to sleep off to death. It was like 

taking an anesthetic. Freezing was not so bad as people thought. There were lots worse ways to die. 



 
 

He pictured the boys finding his body next day. Suddenly he found himself with them, coming along the trail and 

looking for himself. And, still with them, he came around a turn in the trail and found himself lying in the snow. He 

did not belong with himself any more, for even then he was out of himself, standing with the boys and looking at 

himself in the snow. It certainly was cold, was his thought. When he got back to the States he could tell the folks 

what real cold was. He drifted on from this to a vision of the old-timer on Sulphur Creek. He could see him quite 

clearly, warm and comfortable, and smoking a pipe. 

"You were right, old hoss; you were right," the man mumbled to the old-timer of Sulphur Creek. 

 Then the man drowsed off into what seemed to him the most comfortable and satisfying sleep he had 

ever known. The dog sat facing him and waiting. The brief day drew to a close in a long, slow twilight. There were 

no signs of a fire to be made, and, besides, never in the dog's experience had it known a man to sit like that in the 

snow and make no fire. As the twilight drew on, its eager yearning for the fire mastered it, and with a great lifting 

and shifting of forefeet, it whined softly, then flattened its ears down in anticipation of being chidden by the man. 

But the man remained silent. Later, the dog whined loudly. And still later it crept close to the man and caught the 

scent of death. This made the animal bristle and back away. A little longer it delayed, howling under the stars that 

leaped and danced and shone brightly in the cold sky. Then it turned and trotted up the trail in the direction of 

the camp it knew, where were the other food-providers and fire-providers. – End 

 
 

“Brilliant Silence” by Spencer Holst  (Focus on POINT OF VIEW.)  

American storyteller and radio personality Spencer Holst was born in 1926 and spent most of his career in New York City.  

This piece is the title selection from his short story collection, published in 2000, just before his death in 2001.  

 

 Two Alaskan Kodiak bears joined a small circus where the pair appeared in a nightly parade 

pulling a covered wagon. The two were taught to somersault, to spin, to stand on their heads, and to dance 

on their hind legs, paw in paw, stepping in unison. Under the spotlight the dancing bears, a male and 

female, soon become favorites of the crowd. The circus went south on a west coast tour through Canada 

to California and on down into Mexico, through panama into South America, down the Andes the length 

of Chile to those southernmost isles of Tierra del Fuego. There a jaguar jumped the juggler, and 

afterwards, mortally mauled the animal trainer, and the shocked show people disbanded in dismay and 

horror. In the confusion the bears went their own way. Without a master, they wandered off by themselves 

into the wilderness on those densely wooded, wildly windy, subantarctic islands. Utterly away from 

people, on an out-of-the-way uninhabited island, and in a climate they found ideal, the bears mated, 

thrived, multiplied, and after a number of generations populated the entire island. Indeed, after some 

years, descendents of the two moved out onto half a dozen adjacent islands; and seventy years later, it was 

discovered that all of them, to a bear, were performing splendid circus tricks.  



 
 

 On nights when the sky is bright and the moon is full, they gather to dance. They gather the cubs 

and the juveniles in a circle around them. They gather together out of the wind at the center of a sparkling, 

circular crater left by a meteorite which had fallen in a bed of chalk. Its glassy walls are chalk white, its 

flat floor is covered with white gravel, and it is well-drained, and dry. No vegetation grows within. When 

the moon rises above it, the light reflecting off the walls fills the crater with a pool of moonlight, so that it 

is twice as bright on the crater floor as anywhere else in the vicinity. Scientists speculate that originally 

the full moon had reminded the two bears of the circus spotlight, and for that reason they danced. Yet, it 

might be asked, what music do the descendents dance to?  

 Paw in paw, stepping in unison… what music can they possibly hear inside their heads as they 

dance under the full moon and the Aurora Australia, as they dance in brilliant silence.  

 
 

“Eleven”   by Sandra Cisneros (Focus on CHARACTERIZATION and POINT OF VIEW, and 

FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE, especially SIMILES.)  
Mexican-American short-story writer, poet, and teacher Sandra Cisneros was born in 1954 in Chicago.  This selection first 

appeared in Woman Hollering Creek (1991) and has been used as an AP English Language prompt. 

What they don't understand about birthdays and what they never tell you is that when 

you're eleven, you're also ten, and nine, and eight, and seven, and six, and five, and four, and 
three, and two, and one. And when you wake up on your eleventh birthday you expect to feel 
eleven, but you don't. You open your eyes and everything's just like yesterday, only it's today. 
And you don't feel eleven at all. You feel like you're still ten. And you are --underneath the year 
that makes you eleven. 
 Like some days you might say something stupid, and that's the part of you that's still ten. 
Or maybe some days you might need to sit on your mama's lap because you're scared, and that's 
the part of you that's five. And maybe one day when you're all grown up maybe you will need to 
cry like if you're three, and that's okay. That's what I tell Mama when she's sad and needs to cry. 
Maybe she's feeling three.  
 Because the way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like the rings inside a tree trunk 
or like my little wooden dolls that fit one inside the other, each year inside the next one. That's 
how being eleven years old is. 
 You don't feel eleven. Not right away. It takes a few days, weeks even, sometimes even 
months before you say Eleven when they ask you. And you don't feel smart eleven, not until 
you're almost twelve. That's the way it is.  
 Only today I wish I didn't have only eleven years rattling inside me like pennies in a tin 
Band-Aid box. Today I wish I was one hundred and two instead of eleven because if I was one 
hundred and two I'd have known what to say when Mrs. Price put the red sweater on my desk. I 
would've known how to tell her it wasn't min instead of just sitting there with that look on my 
face and nothing coming out of my mouth. 
 "Whose is this?" Mrs. Price says, and she holds the red sweater up in the air for all the 
class to see. "Whose? It's been sitting in the coatroom for a month." 
 "Not mine," says everybody. "Not me." 
 "It has to belong to somebody," Mrs. Price keeps saying, but nobody can remember. It's 
an ugly sweater with red plastic buttons and a collar and sleeves all stretched out like you could 



 
 

use it for a jump rope. It's maybe a thousand years old and even if it belonged to me I wouldn't 
say so.  
 Maybe because I'm skinny, maybe because she doesn't like me, that stupid Sylvia Saldivar 
says, "I think it belongs to Rachel." An ugly sweater like that, all raggedy and old, but Mrs. Price 
believes her. Mrs. Price takes the sweater and puts it right on my desk, but when I open my 
mouth nothing comes out. 
 "That's not, I don't , you’re not...Not mine," I finally say in a little voice that was maybe 
me when I was four. 
 "Of course it's yours," Mrs. Price says. "I remember you wearing it once." Because she's 
older and the teacher, she's right and I'm not.  
 Not mine, not mine, not mine, but Mrs. Price is already turning to page thirty-two, and 
math problem number four. I don't know why but all of a sudden I'm feeling sick inside, like the 
part of me that's three wants to come out of my eyes, only I squeeze them shut tight and bite 
down on my teeth real hard and try to remember today I am eleven, eleven. Mama is making a 
cake for me tonight, and when Papa comes home everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy 
birthday to you.  
 But when the sick feeling goes away and I open my eyes, the red sweater's still sitting 
there like a big red mountain. I move the red sweater to the corner of my desk with my ruler. I 
move my pencil and books and eraser as far from it as possible. I even move my chair a little to 
the right. Not mine, not mine, not mine.  
 In my head I'm thinking how long till lunchtime, how long till I can take the red sweater 
and throw it over the school yard fence, or even leave it hanging on a parking meter, or bunch it 
up into a little ball and toss it in the alley. Except when math period ends Mrs. Price says loud 
and in front of everybody , "Now Rachel, that's enough," because she sees I've shoved the red 
sweater to the tippy-tip corner of my desk and it's hanging all over the edge like a waterfall, but I 
don't' care. 
 "Rachel," Mrs. Price says. She says it like she's getting mad. "You put that sweater on 
right now and no more nonsense." 
 "But it's not--" 
 "Now!" Mrs. Price says. 
 This is when I wish I wasn't eleven, because all the years inside of me--ten, nine, eight, 
seven, six, five, four, three, two and one--are pushing at the back of my eyes when I put one arm 
through one sleeve of the sweater that smells like cottage cheese, and then the other arm 
through the other and stand there with my arms apart like if the sweater hurts me and it does, 
all itchy and full of germs that aren't even mine. 
 That's when everything I've been holding in since this morning, since when Mrs. Price put 
the sweater on my desk, finally lets go, and all of a sudden I'm crying in front of everybody. I 
wish I was invisible but I'm not. I’m eleven and it's my birthday today and I'm crying like I’m 
three in front of everybody. I put my head down on the desk and bury my face in my stupid 
clown-sweater arms. My face all hot and spit coming out of my mouth because I can't stop the 
little animal noises from coming out of me, until there aren't any more tears left in my eyes, and 
it’s just my body shaking like when you have the hiccups, and my whole head hurts like when 
you drink milk too fast.  
 But the worst part is right before the bell rings for lunch. That stupid Phyllis Lopez, who 
is even dumber than Sylvia, remembers the red sweater is hers! I take it off right away and give it 
to her, only Mrs. Price pretends like everything's okay. 
 Today I'm eleven. There's cake Mama's making for tonight, and when Papa comes home 
from work we'll eat and everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy birthday to you, Rachel, 
only it's too late. 



 
 

 I'm eleven today. I'm eleven, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, and one, 
but I wish I was one hundred and two. I wish I was anything but eleven, because I want today to 
be far away already, far away like a runaway balloon, like a tiny “o” in the sky, so tiny-tiny you 
have to close your eyes to see it.  

 

“Fish Cheeks” by Amy Tan     (Focus on POINT OF VIEW and 

SYMBOLISM.)  
Amy Tan was born in Oakland, CA in 1952 to Chinese immigrant parents.  She lives in Sausalito. This narrative essay was 

published in 1987.  

            I fell in love with the minister's son the winter I turned fourteen.  He was not Chinese, but as white 

as Mary in the manger.  For Christmas I prayed for this blond-haired boy, Robert, and a slim new 

American nose. 

            When I found out that my parents had invited the minister's family over for Christmas Eve dinner, 

I cried.  What would Robert think of our shabby Chinese Christmas?  What would he think of our noisy 

Chinese relatives who lacked proper American manners?  What terrible disappointment would he feel 

upon seeing not a roasted turkey and sweet potatoes but Chinese food? 

            On Christmas Eve I saw that my mother had outdone herself in creating a strange menu.  She was 

pulling black veins out of the backs of fleshy prawns.  The kitchen was littered with appalling mounds of 

raw food:  A slimy rock cod with bulging eyes that pleaded not to be thrown into a pan of hot oil.  Tofu, 

which looked like stacked wedges of rubbery white sponges.  A bowl soaking dried fungus back to 

life.  A plate of squid, their backs crisscrossed with knife markings so they resembled bicycle tires. 

            And then they arrived – the minister's family and all my relatives in a clamor of doorbells and 

rumpled Christmas packages.  Robert grunted hello, and I pretended he was not worthy of existence. 

            Dinner threw me deeper into despair.  My relatives licked the ends of their chopsticks and reached 

across the table, dipping them into the dozen or so plates of food.  Robert and his family waited patiently 

for platters to be passed to them.  My relatives murmured with pleasure when my mother brought out the 

whole steamed fish.  Robert grimaced.  Then my father poked his chopsticks just below the fish eye and 

plucked out the soft meat.  "Amy, your favorite," he said, offering me the tender fish cheek.  I wanted to 

disappear. 

            At the end of the meal my father leaned back and belched loudly, thanking my mother for her fine 

cooking.  "It's a polite Chinese custom to show you are satisfied," explained my father to our astonished 

guests.  Robert was looking down at his plate with a reddened face.  The minister managed to muster up a 

quiet burp.  I was stunned into silence for the rest of the night. 

            After everyone had gone, my mother said to me, "You want to be the same as American girls on 

the outside."  She handed me an early gift.  It was a miniskirt in beige tweed.  "But inside you must 

always be Chinese.  You must be proud you are different.  Your only shame is to have shame." 

            And even though I didn't agree with her then, I knew that she understood how much I had suffered 

during the evening's dinner.  It wasn't until many year later – long after I had gotten over my crush on 

Robert – that I was able to fully appreciate her lesson and the true purpose behind our particular 



 
 

menu.  For Christmas Eve that year, she had chosen all my favorite foods. 

 
 

 

 

 

“Appointment with Love”  by Sulamith Ish-Kishor    (Focus on CHARACTERIZATION and CONFLICT.) 
S.I. Kishor (1896-1977), an American writer born in London and raised in a Jewish family that soon moved to New York, began writing in 
childhood. This story was published in 1943, in the middle of WWII.   

In six minutes Lt. Blandford would meet the woman he thought he loved. He had corresponded with her for over a 
year, but he had never met her or seen her picture. Would he be surprised or disappointed?  

Six minutes to six, said the clock over the information booth in New York's Grand central Station. The tall young Army 
lieutenant lifted his sunburned face, and narrowed his eyes to note the exact time. His heart was pounding with a 
beat that shocked him. In six minutes he would see the woman who had filled such a special place in his life for the 
past thirteen months, the woman he had never seen, yet those written words had sustained him unfailingly.  

Lieutenant Blandford remembered one day in particular, the worst of the fighting, when his plane had been caught in 
the midst of a pack of enemy planes.  

In one of his letters, he had confessed to her that he often felt fear, and only a few days before his battle, he had 
received her answer: "Of course you fear...all brave men do. Next time you doubt yourself, I want you to hear my 
voice reciting to you: "Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil, for Thou art 
with me"... He had remembered and it had renewed his strength.  

Now he was going to hear her real voice. Four minutes to six.  

A girl passed close to him, and Lieutenant Blandford started. She was wearing a flower, but it was not the little red 
rose they had agreed upon. Besides, the girl was only about 18, and Hollis Meynell had told him she was 30. "What 
of it?" he had answered. "I'm 32." He was 29.  

His mind went back to that book he had read in the training camp. Of Human Bondage, it was; and throughout the 
book were notes in a woman's writing. He had never believed that a woman could see into a man's heart so tenderly, 
so understandingly. Her name was on the bookplate: Hollis Meynell. He had got hold of a New York City telephone 
book and found her address. He had written, she had answered. Next day he had been shipped out, but they had 
gone on writing.  

For 13 months she had faithfully replied. When his letters did not arrive, she wrote anyway, and now he believed he 
loved her, and she loved him.  

But she refused all his pleas to send him her photograph. She had explained: "If your feeling for me has any reality, 
what I look like won't matter. Suppose I'm beautiful, I'd always be haunted by the feeling that you had been taking a 
chance on just that, and that kind of love would disgust me. Suppose I'm plain (and you must admit that it is more 
likely), then I'd always fear that you were only writing because you were lonely and had no one else. No, don't ask for 
my picture. When you come to New York, you shall see me and then you shall make your decision." 

One minute to six... Then Lieutenant Blandford's heart leapt.  

A young woman was coming toward him. Her figure was long and slim; her blond hair lay back in curls from her 
delicate ears. Her eyes were blue as flowers, her lips and chin had a gentle firmness. In her pale green suit, she was 
like springtime come alive.  



 
 

He started toward her, forgetting to notice that she was wearing no rose, and as he moved, a small, provocative smile 
curved her lips.  

"Going my way, soldier?" she murmured.  

He made one step closer to her. Then he saw Hollis Meynell.  

She was standing almost directly behind the girl, a woman well past 40, her graying hair tucked under a worn hat. 
She was more than plump; her thick-ankled feet were thrust into a low-heeled shoe. But she wore a red rose on her 
rumpled coat.  

The girl in the green suit was walking quickly away.  

Blandford felt as if though he were being split into two, so keen was his desire to follow the girl, yet so deep was his 
longing for the woman whose spirit had truly companioned and upheld his own; and there she stood. He could see 
that her pale, plump face was gentle and sensible; her grey eyes had a warm twinkle.  

Lieutenant Blandford did not hesitate. His fingers gripped the worn copy of Of Human Bondage which was to identify 
him to her. This would not be love, but it would be something precious, a friendship for which he had been and must 
ever be grateful...  

He squared his shoulders, saluted, and held out the book toward the woman, although even while he spoke he felt 
the bitterness of his disappointment.  

"I'm Lieutenant John Blandford and you -- you are Miss Meynell. I'm so glad you can meet me. May - may I take you 
to dinner?"  

The woman's face broadened in a tolerant smile. "I don't know what this is all about, son," she answered. "That 
young lady in the green suit, she begged me to wear this rose on my coat. And she said that if you asked me to go 
out with you, I should tell you that she's waiting for you in that restaurant across the street. She said that it was kind 
of a test."  

 

 

“Lamb to the Slaughter“ (1953)      by Roald Dahl (1916-1990)   (Focus on SYMBOL and IRONY.)  

Roald Dahl, born in Cardiff, Wales in 1916, first established himself as a children’s writer—James and the Giant Peach, 

Matillda, The BFG, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.  This story, as many of his other short stories, is definitely an adult story 

about adult evil. Much of Dahls’ work, whether for adults or children, is known for its black humor.   

  

        The room was warm and clean, the curtains drawn, the two table lamps alight-hers and the one by the empty 

chair opposite.  On the sideboard behind her, two tall glasses, soda water, whiskey. Fresh ice cubes in the Thermos 

bucket.  
 
 Mary Maloney was waiting for her husband to come home from work. Now and again she would glance up 

at the clock, but without anxiety, merely to please herself with the thought that each minute gone by made it nearer 

the time when he would come.  There was a slow smiling air about her, and about everything she did.  The drop of 

a head as she bent over her sewing was curiously tranquil.  Her skin -for this was her sixth month with child-had 

acquired a wonderful translucent quality, the mouth was soft, and the eyes, with their new placid look, seemed 

larger darker than before.  
 When the clock said ten minutes to five, she began to listen, and a few moments later, punctually as always, 

she heard the tires on the gravel outside, and the car door slamming, the footsteps passing the window, the key 

turning in the lock.  She laid aside her sewing, stood up, and went forward to kiss him as he came in.  
 “Hullo darling,” she said.  
 “Hullo darling,” he answered.  
She took his coat and hung it in the closer.  Then she walked over and made the drinks, a strongish one for him, a 



 
 

weak one for herself; and soon she was back again in her chair with the sewing, and he in the other, opposite, 

holding the tall glass with both hands, rocking it so th For her, this was always a blissful time of day.  She knew he 

didn’t want to speak much until the first drink was finished, and she, on her side, was content to sit quietly, 

enjoying his company after the long hours alone in the house.  She loved to luxuriate in the presence of this man, 

and to feel-almost as a sunbather feels the sun-that warm male glow that came out of him to her when they were 

alone together.  She loved him for the way he sat loosely in a chair, for the way he came in a door, or moved slowly 

across the room with long strides.  She loved intent, far look in his eyes when they rested in her, the funny shape of 

the mouth, and especially the way he remained silent about his tiredness, sitting still with himself until the whiskey 

had taken some of it away. 
 “Tired darling?” 
 “Yes,” he said.  “I’m tired,”  And as he spoke, he did an unusual thing.  He lifted his glass and drained it in 

one swallow although there was still half of it, at least half of it left.. She wasn’t really watching him, but she knew 

what he had done because she heard the ice cubes falling back against the bottom of the empty glass when he 

lowered his arm.  He paused a moment, leaning forward in the chair, then he got up and went slowly over to fetch 

himself another.  
“I’ll get it!” she cried, jumping up. 
 “Sit down,” he said. 
When he came back, she noticed that the new drink was dark amber with the quantity of whiskey in it.  
 “Darling, shall I get your slippers?”  
 “No.”  
 She watched him as he began to sip the dark yellow drink, and she could see little oily swirls in the liquid 

because it was so strong.  
 “I think it’s a shame,” she said, “that when a policeman gets to be as senior as you, they keep him walking 

about on his feet all day long.”  
 He didn’t answer, so she bent her head again and went on with her sewing; bet each time he lifted the drink 

to his lips, she heard the ice cubes clinking against the side of the glass.  
 “Darling,” she said.  “Would you like me to get you some cheese?  I haven’t made any supper because it’s 

Thursday.”   
 “No,” he said.  
 “If you’re too tired to eat out,” she went on, “it’s still not too late.  There’s plenty of meat and stuff in the 

freezer, and you can have it right here and not even move out of the chair.”  
 Her eyes waited on him for an answer, a smile, a little nod, but he made no sign. “Anyway,” she went on, 

“I’ll get you some cheese and crackers first.”  
 “I don’t want it,” he said.  
 She moved uneasily in her chair, the large eyes still watching his face.  “But you must eat!  I’ll fix it 

anyway, and then you can have it or not, as you like.”  
 She stood up and placed her sewing on the table by the lamp.  
 “Sit down,” he said.  “Just for a minute, sit down.”  
 It wasn’t till then that she began to get frightened.   
 “Go on,” he said.  “Sit down.”  
 She lowered herself back slowly into the chair, watching him all the time with those large, bewildered eyes.  

He had finished the second drink and was staring down into the glass, frowning.  
 “Listen,” he said.  “I’ve got something to tell you.”    
“What is it, darling?  What’s the matter?”  
 He had now become absolutely motionless, and he kept his head down so that the light from the lamp 

beside him fell across the upper part of his face, leaving the chin and mouth in shadow.  She noticed there was a 

little muscle moving near the corner of his left eye. 
 “This is going to be a bit of a shock to you, I’m afraid,” he said.  “But I’ve thought about it a good deal and 

I’ve decided the only thing to do is tell you right away.  I hope you won’t blame me too much.”  
 And he told her.  It didn’t take long, four or five minutes at most, and she say very still through it all, 

watching him with a kind of dazed horror as he went further and further away from her with each word. 
 “So there it is,” he added.  “And I know it’s kind of a bad time to be telling you, bet there simply wasn’t 

any other way.  Of course I’ll give you money and see you’re looked after. But there needn’t really be any fuss.  I 



 
 

hope not anyway.  It wouldn’t be very good for my job.” 



 
 

 Her first instinct was not to believe any of it, to reject it all.  It occurred to her that perhaps he hadn’t even 

spoken, that she herself had imagined the whole thing.  Maybe, if she went about her business and acted as though 

she hadn’t been listening, then later, when she sort of woke up again, she might find none of it had ever happened. 

 “I’ll get the supper,” she managed to whisper, and this time he didn’t stop her. 

 When she walked across the room she couldn’t feel her feet touching the floor.  She couldn’t feel anything 

at all- except a slight nausea and a desire to vomit.  Everything was automatic now-down the steps to the cellar, the 

light switch, the deep freeze, the hand inside the cabinet taking hold of the first object it met.  She lifted it out, and 

looked at it.  It was wrapped in paper, so she took off the paper and looked at it again. 

 A leg of lamb. 

 All right then, they would have lamb for supper.  She carried it upstairs, holding the thin bone-end of it 

with both her hands, and as she went through the living-room, she saw him standing over by the window with his 

back to her, and she stopped. 

 “For God’s sake,” he said, hearing her, but not turning round.  “Don’t make supper for me.  I’m going out.” 

 At that point, Mary Maloney simply walked up behind him and without any pause she swung the big frozen 

leg of lamb high in the air and brought it down as hard as she could on the back of his head. 

 She might just as well have hit him with a steel club. 

 She stepped back a pace, waiting, and the funny thing was that he remained standing there for at least four 

or five 

seconds, gently swaying.  Then he crashed to the carpet. 

 The violence of the crash, the noise, the small table overturning, helped bring her out of he shock.  She 

came out slowly, feeling cold and surprised, and she stood for a while blinking at the body, still holding the 

ridiculous piece of meat tight with both hands. 

 All right, she told herself.  So I’ve killed him. 

 It was extraordinary, now, how clear her mind became all of a sudden.  She began thinking very fast.  As 

the wife of a detective, she knew quite well what the penalty would be.  That was fine.  It made no difference to 

her.  In fact, it would be a relief.  On the other hand, what about the child?  What were the laws about murderers 

with unborn children?  Did they kill then both-mother and child?  Or did they wait until the tenth month?  

What did they do? 

 Mary Maloney didn’t know.  And she certainly wasn’t prepared to take a chance. 

 She carried the meat into the kitchen, placed it in a pan, turned the oven on high, and shoved t inside.  Then 

she washed her hands and ran upstairs to the bedroom.  She sat down before the mirror, tidied her hair, touched up 

her lops and face.  She tried a smile.  It came out rather peculiar.  She tried again. 

 “Hullo Sam,” she said brightly, aloud. 

 The voice sounded peculiar too. 

 “I want some potatoes please, Sam.  Yes, and I think a can of peas.” 

 That was better.  Both the smile and the voice were coming out better now.  She rehearsed it several times 

more.  Then she ran downstairs, took her coat, went out the back door, down the garden, into the street. 

 It wasn’t six o’clock yet and the lights were still on in the grocery shop. 

 “Hullo Sam,” she said brightly, smiling at the man behind the counter. 

 “Why, good evening, Mrs. Maloney.  How’re you?” 

 “I want some potatoes please, Sam.  Yes, and I think a can of peas.” 

 The man turned and reached up behind him on the shelf for the peas. 



 
 

 “Patrick’s decided he’s tired and doesn’t want to eat out tonight,” she told him.  “We usually go out 

Thursdays, you know, and now he’s caught me without any vegetables in the house.” 

 “Then how about meat, Mrs. Maloney?” 

 “No, I’ve got meat, thanks.  I got a nice leg of lamb from the freezer.” 

 “Oh.” 

 “I don’t know much like cooking it frozen, Sam, but I’m taking a chance on it this time.  You think it’ll be 

all right?” 

 “Personally,” the grocer said, “I don’t believe it makes any difference.  You want these Idaho potatoes?” 

 “Oh yes, that’ll be fine.  Two of those.” 

 “Anything else?” The grocer cocked his head on one side, looking at her pleasantly.  “How about 

afterwards?  What you going to give him for afterwards?” 

 “Well-what would you suggest, Sam?” 

 The man glanced around his shop.  “How about a nice big slice of cheesecake?  I know he likes that.” 

 “Perfect,” she said.  “He loves it.” 

 And when it was all wrapped and she had paid, she put on her brightest smile and said, “Thank you, Sam.  

Goodnight.” 

 “Goodnight, Mrs. Maloney.  And thank you.” 

 And now, she told herself as she hurried back, all she was doing now, she was returning home to her 

husband and he was waiting for his supper; and she must cook it good, and make it as tasty as possible because the 

poor man was tired; and if, when she entered the house, she happened to find anything unusual, or tragic, or 

terrible, then naturally it would be a shock and she’d become frantic with grief and horror.  Mind you, she wasn’t 

expecting to find anything.  She was just going home with the vegetables.  Mrs. Patrick Maloney going home with 

the vegetables on Thursday evening to cook supper for her husband. 

 That’s the way, she told herself.  Do everything right and natural.  Keep things absolutely natural and 

there’ll be no need for any acting at all. 

 Therefore, when she entered the kitchen by the back door, she was humming a little tune to herself and 

smiling. 

 “Patrick!” she called.  “How are you, darling?” 

 She put the parcel down on the table and went through into the living room; and when she saw him lying 

there on the floor with his legs doubled up and one arm twisted back underneath his body, it really was rather a 

shock.  All the old love and longing for him welled up inside her, and she ran over to him, knelt down beside him, 

and began to cry her heart out.  It was easy.  No acting was necessary. 

 A few minutes later she got up and went to the phone.  She know the number of the police station, and 

when the man at the other end answered, she cried to him, “Quick!  Come quick! Patrick’s dead!” 

 “Who’s speaking?” 

 “Mrs. Maloney.  Mrs. Patrick Maloney.” 

 “You mean Patrick Maloney’s dead?” 

 “I think so,” she sobbed.  “He’s lying on the floor and I think he’s dead.” 

 “Be right over,” the man said. 

 The car came very quickly, and when she opened the front door, two policeman walked in.  She know them 

both-she know nearly all the man at that precinct-and she fell right into a chair, then went over to join the other one, 

who was called O’Malley, kneeling by the body. 

 “Is he dead?” she cried. 



 
 

 “I’m afraid he is.  What happened?” 

 Briefly, she told her story about going out to the grocer and coming back to find him on the floor.  While 

she was talking, crying and talking, Noonan discovered a small patch of congealed blood on the dead man’s head.  

He showed it to O’Malley who got up at once and hurried to the phone. 

 Soon, other men began to come into the house.  First a doctor, then two detectives, one of whom she know 

by name.  Later, a police photographer arrived and took pictures, and a man who know about fingerprints.  There 

was a great deal of whispering and muttering beside the corpse, and the detectives kept asking her a lot of 

questions.  But they always treated her kindly.  She told her story again, this time right from the beginning, when 

Patrick had come in, and she was sewing, and he was tired, so tired he hadn’t wanted to go out for supper.  She told 

how she’d put the meat in the oven-”it’s there now, cooking”- and how she’d slopped out to the grocer for 

vegetables, and come back to find him lying on the floor. 

 Which grocer?” one of the detectives asked. 

 She told him, and he turned and whispered something to the other detective who immediately went outside 

into the street. 

 In fifteen minutes he was back with a page of notes, and there was more whispering, and through her 

sobbing she heard a few of the whispered phrases-”...acted quite normal...very cheerful...wanted to give him a good 

supper... peas...cheesecake...impossible that she...” 

 After a while, the photographer and the doctor departed and two other men came in and took the corpse 

away on a stretcher.  Then the fingerprint man went away.  The two detectives remained, and so did the two 

policeman.  They were exceptionally nice to her, and Jack Noonan asked if she wouldn’t rather go somewhere else, 

to her sister’s house perhaps, or to his own wife who would take care of her and put her up for the night. 

 No, she said.  She didn’t feel she could move even a yard at the moment.  Would they mind awfully of she 

stayed just where she was until she felt better.  She didn’t feel too good at the moment, she really didn’t. 

 Then hadn’t she better lie down on the bed?  Jack Noonan asked. 

 No, she said.  She’d like to stay right where she was, in this chair.  A little later, perhaps, when she felt 

better, she would move. 

 So they left her there while they went about their business, searching the house.  Occasionally one of the 

detectives asked her another question.  Sometimes Jack Noonan spoke at her gently as he passed by.  Her husband, 

he told her, had been killed by a blow on the back of the head administered with a heavy blunt instrument, almost 

certainly a large piece of metal.  They were looking for the weapon.  The murderer may have taken it with him, but 

on the other hand he may have thrown it away or hidden it somewhere on the premises. 

 “It’s the old story,” he said.  “Get the weapon, and you’ve got the man.” 

 Later, one of the detectives came up and sat beside her.  Did she know, he asked, of anything in the house 

that could’ve been used as the weapon?  Would she mind having a look around to see if anything was missing-a 

very big spanner, for example, or a heavy metal vase. 

 They didn’t have any heavy metal vases, she said. 

 “Or a big spanner?” 

 She didn’t think they had a big spanner.  But there might be some things like that in the garage. 

 The search went on.  She knew that there were other policemen in the garden all around the house.  She 

could hear their footsteps on the gravel outside, and sometimes she saw a flash of a torch through a chink in the 

curtains.  It began to get late, nearly nine she noticed by the clock on the mantle.  The four men searching the rooms 

seemed to be growing weary, a trifle exasperated. 

 “Jack,” she said, the next tome Sergeant Noonan went by. “Would you mind giving me a drink?” 

 “Sure I’ll give you a drink.  You mean this whiskey?” 

 “Yes please.  But just a small one.  It might make me feel better.” 



 
 

 He handed her the glass. 

 “Why don’t you have one yourself,” she said.  “You must be awfully tired.  Please do.  You’ve been very 

good to me.” 

 “Well,” he answered.  “It’s not strictly allowed, but I might take just a drop to keep me going.” 

 One by one the others came in and were persuaded to take a little nip of whiskey.  They stood around rather 

awkwardly with the drinks in their hands, uncomfortable in her presence, trying to say consoling things to her.  

Sergeant Noonan wandered into the kitchen, come out quickly and said, “Look, Mrs. Maloney. You know that oven 

of yours is still on, and the meat still inside.” 

 “Oh dear me!” she cried.  “So it is!” 

 “I better turn it off for you, hadn’t I?” 

 “Will you do that, Jack.  Thank you so much.” 

 When the sergeant returned the second time, she looked at 

him with her large, dark tearful eyes.  “Jack Noonan,” she said. 

 “Yes?” 

 “Would you do me a small favor-you and these others?” 

 “We can try, Mrs. Maloney.” 

 “Well,” she said.  “Here you all are, and good friends of dear Patrick’s too, and helping to catch the man 

who killed him.  You must be terrible hungry by now because it’s long past your suppertime, and I know Patrick 

would never forgive me, God bless his soul, if I allowed you to remain in his house without offering you decent 

hospitality.  Why don’t you eat up that lamb that’s in the oven.  It’ll be cooked just right by now.” 

 “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Sergeant Noonan said. 

 “Please,” she begged.  “Please eat it.  Personally I couldn’t touch a thing, certainly not what’s been in the 

house when he was here.  But it’s all right for you.  It’d be a favor to me if you’d eat it up.  Then you can go on 

with your work again afterwards.” 

 There was a good deal of hesitating among the four policemen, but they were clearly hungry, and in the end 

they were persuaded to go into the kitchen and help themselves.  The woman stayed where she was, listening to 

them speaking among themselves, their voices thick and sloppy because their mouths were full of meat. 

 “Have some more, Charlie?” 

 “No.  Better not finish it.” 

 “She wants us to finish it. She said so.  Be doing her a favor.” 

 “Okay then.  Give me some more.” 

 “That’s a hell of a big club the gut must’ve used to hit poor Patrick,” one of them was saying.  “The doc 

says his skull was smashed all to pieces just like from a sledgehammer.” 

 “That’s why it ought to be easy to find.” 

 “Exactly what I say.” 

 “Whoever done it, they’re not going to be carrying a thing like that around with them longer than they 

need.” 

 One of them belched. 

 “Personally, I think it’s right here on the premises.” 

 “Probably right under our very noses.  What you think, Jack?” 

 And in the other room, Mary Maloney began to giggle. 



 
 

 

 

 

 

“The Tell-Tale Heart”  by Edgar Allan Poe  (Focus on NARRATION/POINT OF VIEW.)  

One of the most influential America authors, Poe was born in Boston in 1809, and, in addition to short stories and poetry, 

wrote literary criticism.  He died a mysterious death in Baltimore in 1849.  This story appeared in 1843. 

Art is long and Time is fleeting, 

  And our hearts, though stout and brave, 

  Still, like muffled drums, are beating  

  Funeral marches to the grave.   Longfellow. 

TRUE! — nervous — very, very dreadfully nervous I had been, and am; but why will you say that I am 

mad? The disease had sharpened my senses — not destroyed — not dulled them. Above all was the sense 

of hearing acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth. I heard many things in hell. How, then, 

am I mad? Harken! and observe how healthily — how calmly I can tell you the whole story. 

It is impossible to say how first the idea entered my brain; but, once conceived, it haunted me day and 

night. Object there was none. Passion there was none. I loved the old man. He had never wronged me. He 

had never given me insult. For his gold I had no desire. I think it was his eye! — yes, it was this! He had 

the eye of a vulture — a pale blue eye, with a film over it. Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran cold; 

and so, by degrees — very gradually — I made up my mind to take the life of the old man, and thus rid 

myself of the eye forever. 

Now this is the point. You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should have  seen me. You 

should have seen how wisely I proceeded — with what caution — with what foresight — with what 

dissimulation I went to work! I was never kinder to the old man than during the whole week before I 

killed him. And every night, about midnight, I turned the latch of his door and opened it — oh so gently! 

And then, when I had made an opening sufficient for my head, I first put in a dark lantern, all closed, 

closed, so that no light shone out, and then I thrust in my head. Oh, you would have laughed to see how 

cunningly I thrust it in! I moved it slowly — very, very slowly, so that I might not disturb the old man’s 

sleep. It took me an hour to place my whole head within the opening so far that I could see the old man as 

he lay upon his bed. Ha! — would a madman have been so wise as this? And then, when my head was 

well in the room, I undid the lantern cautiously — oh, so cautiously (for the hinges creaked) — I undid it 

just so much that a single thin ray fell upon the vulture eye. And this I did for seven long nights — every 

night just at midnight — but I found the eye always closed; and so it [page 30:] was impossible to do the 

work; for it was not the old man who vexed me, but his Evil Eye. And every morning, when the day 

broke, I went boldly into his chamber, and spoke courageously to him, calling him by name in a hearty 

tone, and inquiring how he has passed the night. So you see he would have been a very profound old man, 

indeed, to suspect that every night, just at twelve, I looked in upon him while he slept. 

Upon the eighth night I was more than usually cautious in opening the door. A watch’s minute-hand 

moves more quickly than did mine. Never, before that night, had I felt the extent of my own powers — of 

my sagacity. I could scarcely contain my feelings of triumph. To think that there I was, opening the door, 

little by little, and the old man not even to dream of my secret deeds or thoughts. I fairly chuckled at the 

idea. And perhaps the old man heard me; for he moved in the bed suddenly, as if startled. Now you may 



 
 

think that I drew back — but no. His room was as black as pitch with the thick darkness, (for the shutters 

were close fastened, through fear of robbers,) and so I knew that he could not see the opening of the door, 

and I kept on pushing it steadily, steadily. 

I had got my head in, and was about to open the lantern, when my thumb slipped upon the tin fastening, 

and the old man sprang up in bed, crying out — “Who’s there?” 

I kept quite still and said nothing. For another hour I did not move a muscle, and in the meantime I did not 

hear the old man lie down. He was still sitting up in the bed, listening; — just as I have done, night after 

night, hearkening to the death-watches in the wall. 

Presently I heard a slight groan, and I knew that it was the groan of mortal terror. It was not a groan of 

pain, or of grief — oh, no! — it was the low, stifled sound that arises from the bottom of the soul when 

overcharged with awe. I knew the sound well. Many a night, just at midnight, when all the world slept, it 

has welled up from my own bosom, deepening, with its dreadful echo, the terrors that distracted me. I say 

I knew it well. I knew what the old man felt, and pitied him, although I chuckled at heart. I knew that he 

had been lying awake ever since the first slight noise, when he had turned in the bed. His fears had been, 

ever since, growing upon him. He had been trying to fancy them causeless, but could not. He had been 

saying to himself — “It is nothing but the wind in the chimney — it is only a mouse crossing the floor,” 

or “it is merely a cricket which has made a single chirp.” Yes, he had been trying to comfort himself with 

these suppositions; but he had found all in vain. All in vain: because death, in approaching the old man 

had stalked with his black shadow before him, and the shadow had now reached and enveloped the 

victim. And it was the mournful influence of the unperceived shadow that caused him to feel — although 

he neither saw nor heard me — to feel the presence of my head within the room. 

When I had waited a long time, very patiently, without hearing the old man lie down, I resolved to open a 

little — a very, very little crevice in the lantern. So I opened it — you cannot imagine how stealthily, 

stealthily — until, at length, a single dim ray, like the thread of the spider, shot from out the crevice and 

fell full upon the vulture eye. 

It was open — wide, wide open — and I grew furious as I gazed upon it. I saw it with perfect distinctness 

— all a dull blue, with a hideous veil over it that chilled the very marrow in my bones; but I could see 

nothing else of the old man’s face or person; for I had directed the ray, as if by instinct, precisely upon the 

damned spot. 

And now — have I not told you that what you mistake for madness is but over acuteness of the senses? — 

now, I say, there came to my ears a low, dull, quick sound — much such a sound as a watch makes when 

enveloped in cotton. I knew that sound well, too. It was the beating of the old man’s heart. It increased my 

fury, as the beating of a drum stimulates the soldier into courage. 

But even yet I refrained and kept still. I scarcely breathed. I held the lantern motionless. I tried how 

steadily I could maintain the ray upon the eye. Meantime the hellish tattoo of the heart increased. It grew 

quicker, and louder and louder every instant. The old man’s terror must have been extreme! It grew 

louder, I say, louder every moment: — do you mark me well? I have told you that I am nervous: — so I 

am. And now, at the dead hour of the night, and amid the dreadful silence of that old house, so strange a 

noise as this excited me to uncontrollable wrath. Yet, for some minutes longer, I refrained and kept still. 

But the beating grew louder, louder! I thought the heart must burst! And now a new anxiety seized me — 

the sound would be heard by a neighbor! The old man’s hour had come! With a loud yell, I threw open 

the lantern and leaped into the room. He shrieked once — once only. In an instant I dragged him to the 

floor, and pulled the heavy bed over him. I then sat upon the bed and smiled gaily, to find the deed so far 

done. But, for many minutes, the heart beat on, with a muffled sound. This, however, did not vex me; it 



 
 

would not be heard through the walls. At length it ceased. The old man was dead. I removed the bed and 

examined the corpse. Yes, he was stone, stone dead. I placed my hand upon the heart and held it there 

many minutes. There was no pulsation. The old man was stone dead. His eye would trouble me no more. 

If, still, you think me mad, you will think so no longer when I describe the wise precautions I took for the 

concealment of the body. The night waned, and I worked hastily, but in silence. First of all I dismembered 

the corpse. I cut off the head and the arms and the legs. [page 31:] I then took up three planks from the 

flooring of the chamber, and deposited all between the scantlings. I then replaced the boards so cleverly, 

so cunningly, that no human eye — not even his — could have detected anything wrong. There was 

nothing to wash out — no stain of any kind — no blood-spot whatever. I had been too wary for that. A 

tub had caught all — ha! ha! 

When I had made an end of these labors, it was four o‘clock — still dark as midnight. As the bell sounded 

the hour, there came a knocking at the street door. I went down to open it with a light heart, — for what 

had I now to fear? There entered three men, who introduced themselves, with perfect suavity, as officers 

of the police. A shriek had been heard by a neighbor during the night; suspicion of foul play had been 

aroused; information had been lodged at the police-office, and they (the officers) had been deputed to 

search the premises. 

I smiled, — for what had I to fear? I bade the gentlemen welcome. The shriek, I said, was my own in a 

dream. The old man, I mentioned, was absent in the country. I took my visitors all over the house. I bade 

them search — search well. I led them, at length, to his chamber. I showed them his treasures, secure, 

undisturbed. In the enthusiasm of my confidence, I brought chairs into the room, and desired them here to 

rest from their fatigues; while I myself, in the wild audacity of my perfect triumph, placed my own seat 

upon the very spot beneath which reposed the corpse of the victim. 

The officers were satisfied. My manner had convinced them. I was singularly at ease. They sat, and, while 

I answered cheerily, they chatted of familiar things. But, ere long, I felt myself getting pale and wished 

them gone. My head ached, and I fancied a ringing in my ears: but still they sat and still chatted. The 

ringing became more distinct: I talked more freely, to get rid of the feeling; but it continued and gained 

definiteness — until, at length, I found that the noise was not within my ears. 

No doubt I now grew very pale; — but I talked more fluently, and with a heightened voice. Yet the sound 

increased — and what could I do? It was a low, dull, quick sound — much such a sound as a watch makes 

when enveloped in cotton. I gasped for breath — and yet the officers heard it not. I talked more quickly — 

more vehemently; — but the noise steadily increased. I arose, and argued about trifles, in a high key and 

with violent gesticulations; — but the noise steadily increased. Why would they not be gone? I paced the 

floor to and fro, with heavy strides, as if excited to fury by the observations of the men; — but the noise 

steadily increased. Oh God! what could I do? I foamed — I raved — I swore! I swung the chair upon 

which I had sat, and grated it upon the boards; — but the noise arose over all and continually increased. It 

grew louder — louder — louder! And still the men chatted pleasantly, and smiled. Was it possible they 

heard not? Almighty God! — no, no! They heard! — they suspected! — they knew! — they were making 

a mockery of my horror! — this I thought, and this I think. But anything was better than this agony! 

Anything was more tolerable than this derision! I could bear those hypocritical smiles no longer! I felt 

that I must scream or die! — and now — again! — hark! louder! louder! louder! louder! — 

“Villains!” I shrieked, “dissemble no more! I admit the deed! — tear up the planks! — here, here! — it is 

the beating of his hideous heart!” 

 



 
 

 

 
 
 

“A&P” by John Updike      (Focus on SETTING, SYMBOLISM, CHARACTERIZATION, and IRONY.) 

John Updike was born in 1932 in Reading, Pennsylvania and died in 2009 at 76. This story appeared in 1961.  

 In walk these three girls in nothing but bathing suits. I'm in the third check-out slot, with my back to the 
door, so I don't see them until they're over by the bread. The one that caught my eye first was the one in the plaid 
green two-piece. She was a chunky kid, with a good tan and a sweet broad soft-looking can with those two 
crescents of white just under it, where the sun never seems to hit, at the top of the backs of her legs. I stood there 
with my hand on a box of HiHo crackers trying to remember if I rang it up or not. I ring it up again and the 
customer starts giving me hell. She's one of these cash-register-watchers, a witch about fifty with rouge on her 
cheekbones and no eyebrows, and I know it made her day to trip me up. She'd been watching cash registers forty 
years and probably never seen a mistake before.  

 By the time I 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 I 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 a 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 hold 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 her, 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 
made my stomach rub the inside of my apron, and buzzed to the other two, who kind of huddled against her for 
relief, and they all three of them went up the cat-and-dog-food-breakfast-cereal-macaroni-rice-raisins-seasonings-
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spreads-spaghetti-soft drinks- crackers-and- cookies 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 packages 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 pretty 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. I 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 house-slaves in pin curlers even looked 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 anyway, 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. "I feel so faint."  

 "Darling," I said. "Hold me tight." Stokesie's married, with two babies chalked up on his fuselage already, 
but as far as I can tell that's the only difference. He's twenty-two, and I 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 to 
be 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 summer 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 children 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 free-loaders 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 I don't think it's sad myself. 
The store's pretty empty, it being Thursday 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 machine and I 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, sixpacks of candy bars, and plastic toys done up in cellophane that faIl apart when a kid looks at them anyway. 
Around they come, Queenie still leading the way, and holding a little gray jar in her hand. Slots Three through 
Seven are unmanned and I could see her wondering between Stokes and me, but Stokesie with his usual luck 
draws an old party in baggy gray pants who stumbles up with four giant cans of pineapple juice (what do these 
bums do with all that pineapple juice' I've often asked myself) so 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 haggling with a truck full of cabbages on 
the lot and is about to scuttle into that door marked MANAGER behind which he hides all day when the girls touch 
his eye. 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 I 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 plate and they were all holding drinks the color of water with olives and sprigs of 
mint in them. When my parents have somebody over they get lemonade and if it's a real racy affair Schlitz in tall 
glasses with "They'll Do It Every Time" cartoons stenciled 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 concentrates on giving the girls that 
sad Sunday- school-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.  

 "Girls, I don't want to argue with you. After this come in here with your shoulders covered. It's our policy." 
He turns his back. That's policy for you. Policy is what the kingpins want. What the others want is juvenile 
delinquency.  

 All this while, the customers had been showing up with their carts but, you know, sheep, seeing a scene, 
they had all bunched up on Stokesie, who shook open a paper bag as gently as peeling a peach, not wanting to 
miss a word. I could feel in the silence everybody getting nervous, most of all Lengel, who asks me, "Sammy, have 
you rung up this purchase?"  

 I thought and said "No" but it wasn't about that I was thinking. I go through the punches, 4, 9, GROC, TOT 
-- it's more complicated than you think, and after you do it often enough, it begins to make a lttle song, that you 
hear words to, in my case "Hello (bing) there, you (gung) hap-py pee-pul (splat)"-the splat being the drawer flying 
out. I uncrease the bill, tenderly as you may imagine, it just having come from between the two smoothest scoops 
of vanilla I had ever known were there, and pass a half and a penny into her narrow pink palm, and nestle the 
herrings in a bag and twist its neck and hand it over, all the time thinking.  

 The girls, and who'd blame them, are in a hurry to get out, so I say "I quit" to Lengel quick enough for 
them to hear, hoping they'll stop and watch me, their unsuspected hero. They keep right on going, into the 
electric eye; the door flies open and they flicker across the lot to their car, Queenie and Plaid and Big Tall Goony-
Goony (not that as raw material she was so bad), leaving me with Lengel and a kink in his eyebrow.  

 "Did you say something, Sammy?"  



 
 

 "I said I quit."  

 "I thought you did."  

 "You didn't have to embarrass them."  

 "It was they who were embarrassing us."  

 I started to say something that came out "Fiddle-de-doo." It's a saying of my grand- mother's, and I know 
she would have been pleased.  

 "I don't think you know what you're saying," Lengel said.  

 "I know you don't," I said. "But I do." I pull the bow at the back of my apron and start shrugging it off my 
shoulders. A couple customers that had been heading for my slot begin to knock against each other, like scared 
pigs in a chute.  

 Lengel sighs and begins to look very patient and old and gray. He's been a friend of my parents for years. 
"Sammy, you don't want to do this to your Mom and Dad," he tells me. It's true, I don't. But it seems to me that 
once you begin a gesture it's fatal not to go through with it. I fold the apron, "Sammy" stitched in red on the 
pocket, and put it on the counter, and drop the bow tie on top of it. The bow tie is theirs, if you've ever wondered. 
"You'll feel this for the rest of your life," Lengel says, and I know that's true, too, but remembering how he made 
that pretty girl blush makes me so scrunchy inside I punch the No Sale tab and the machine whirs "pee-pul" and 
the drawer splats out. One advantage to this scene taking place in summer, I can follow this up with a clean exit, 
there's no fumbling around getting your coat and galoshes, I just saunter into the electric eye in my white shirt 
that my mother ironed the night before, and the door heaves itself open, and outside the sunshine is skating 
around on the asphalt.  

 I look around for my girls, but they're gone, of course. There wasn't anybody but some young married 

screaming with her children about some 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 I felt how hard the world was 

going to be to me hereafter.  

 

“Grover Dill and the Tasmanian Devil”  A memoir by Jean Shepherd 

Shepherd, born in Chicago in 1921, was an actor, writer, and radio personality.  This excerpt from 

his semi-autobiographical work, A Christmas Story, appeared in 2003, after his death in 1999.  
(Focus on POINT OF VIEW.) 

The male human animal, skulking through the impenetrable, fetid jungle of kidhood, learns early in 

the game just what sort of animal he is. The jungle he stalks is a howling tangled wilderness, 

infested with crawling, flying, leaping, nameless dangers. There are occasional brilliant patches of 

passionate orchids and other sweet flowers and succulent fruits, but they are rare. He daily does 

battle with horrors and emotions that he will spend the rest of his life trying to forget or suppress. 

Or recapture.  

His jungle is a wilderness he will never fully escape, but those first early years, when the bloom is on 

the peach and the milk teeth have just barely departed, are the crucial days in the great education. I 



 
 

am not at all sure that girls have even the slightest hint that there is such a jungle. But no man is 
really qualified to say. Most wildernesses are masculine, anyway. 

And one thing that must be said about a wilderness, in contrast to the supple silkiness of civilization, 

is that the basic, primal elements of existence are laid bare and raw. And can't be ducked. It is in 

this jungle that all men find out about themselves. Things we all know, but rarely admit. Say, for 

example, about that beady-eyed, clawed and ravening carnivore, that incorrigibly wild, insane, 

scurrying little beast -- the killer that is in each of us. We pretend it isn't there most of the time, but 

this is a silly, idle sham, as all male ex-kids know. They have seen it and have run fleeing from it 

more than once. Screaming into the night. 

One quiet summer afternoon, leafing through a nature book in the library, with the sun slanting 

down on the oaken tables, I came across a picture of a creature called the Tasmanian devil. He 

glared directly at me out of the page, with an unwavering red-eyed gaze, and I have never forgotten 
it. I was looking at my own soul! 

The Tasmanian devil is well named, being a nocturnal marsupial of extra-ordinary ferocity, being 

strictly carnivorous, and, when cornered, fighting with a nuttiness beyond all bounds of reason. In 

fact, it is said that he is one of the few creatures on earth that actually looks forward to being 
cornered. 

I looked him in the eye; he looked back, and even from the flat, glossy surface of the paper I could 

feel his burning rage, a primal fury that glowed white-hot like the core of a nuclear explosion. A 

chord of understanding was struck between us. He knew and I knew. We were killers. The only thing 

that separated us was the sham. He admitted it, and I had been attempting to cover it up all of my 
life. 

I remember well the first time my own Tasmanian devil without warning screamed out of the 

darkness and revealed himself for what he was -- a fanged and maniacal meat eater. Every male 

child sweats inside at a word that is rarely heard today: bully. That is not to say that bullies no 

longer exist. Sociologists have given them other and softer-sounding labels, "overaggressive child," 

for example, but they all amount to the same thing -- meatheads. Guys who grow up banging grilles 

in the parking lots and becoming captains of industry or Mafia hatchet men. Every school had at 

least five, and they usually gathered followers and toadies like barnacles on the bottom of a garbage 

scow. The lines were clearly drawn. You were either a bully, a toady, or one of the nameless rabble 

of victims who hid behind hedges, continually ran up alleys, ducked under porches, and tried to get 

a connection with city hall -- city hall being the bully himself.  

I was 13, and an accomplished alley runner who wore sneakers to school not from choice but to get 

off the mark quicker. I was well-qualified to endorse Keds Champions with: "I have outrun some of 
the biggest bullies of my time wearing Keds, and I am still here to tell the tale." 

It would make a great ad in Boys' Life: "KIDS! When that cold sweat pours down your back and you 

are facing the moment of truth on the way home from the store, don't you wish you had bought 

Keds? Yes, our new Bully-Beater model has been endorsed by skinny kids with glasses from coast to 

coast. That extra six feet may mean the difference between making the porch and you-know-what!" 

Many of us have grown up wearing mental Keds and still ducking behind filing cabinets, water 

coolers and into convenient men's rooms when that cold sweat trickles down between the shoulder 
blades. My moment of truth was a kid named Grover Dill. 

What a rotten name! Dill was a runny-nose type of bully. His nose was always running, even when it 

wasn't. He was a yelling, wiry, malevolent, sneevily snively bully who had quelled all insurgents for 

miles around. I did not know one kid who was not afraid of Dill, mainly because Dill was truly 

aggressive. This kind of aggression later in life is often called "talent" or "drive," but to the great 
formless herd of kids it just means a lot of running, getting belted, and continually feeling ashamed. 



 
 

If Dill so much as said hi to you, you felt great and warm inside. But mostly he just hit you in the 

mouth. Now, a true bully is not a flash in the pan, and Dill wasn't. This went on for years. I must 
have been in about second grade when Dill first belted me behind the ear. 

Maybe the terrain had something to do with it. Life was very basic in northern Indiana, in a steel 

town at the far southern tip of Lake Michigan. Life was more primal there than in, say, New York City 

or New Jersey or California. Take the seasons. Snow, ice, hard rocky frozen ground that wouldn't 

thaw out until late June. Kids played baseball all winter on this frozen lumpy tundra. Ground balls 

would come galloping: "K-tunk K-tunk K-tunk K-tunk" over the arctic concrete. And then summer 

would come. The ground would thaw and the wind would start, whistling in off the lake, a hot Sahara 

gale. I lived the first ten years of my life in a continual sandstorm. A sandstorm in the Dunes region, 

with the temperature at 105 and no rain since the first of June, produces in a kid the soul of a Death 

Valley prospector. The Indiana Dunes -- in those days no one thought they were special or 

spectacular -- they were just the Dunes, all sand and swamps and timber wolves and even 

rattlesnakes. There were also rattlesnakes in fifth grade: like Grover Dill, a puff adder among garden 
worms. 

This terrain grew very basic kids who fought the elements all their lives. We'd go to school in a 

sandstorm and come home just before a tornado. Lake Michigan is like an enormous flue that 

stretches all the way up into the Straits of Mackinac, into the great north woods of Canada, and the 

wind howls down that lake like a gigantic chimney. We lived at the bottom of this immense 

stovepipe. The wind hardly ever stops. Winter, spring, summer, fall -- whatever weather we had was 

made 20 times worse by the wind. If it was warm, it seared you like the open door of a blast 

furnace. If it was cold, the wind sliced you to little pieces, diced and cubed you, ground you up, then 
put you back together and started all over again. People had red faces all year round from the wind. 

When the sand is blowing off the Dunes in the summer it does something to the temper. The sand 

gets in your shoes and always hurts between the toes. The kids would cut the sides of their sneakers 

so that when the sand would get to be too much, you just stick your foot up in the air and the sand 
would squirt out and you're ready for another ten minutes of action. 

Grover Dill was just another of the hostile elements of nature, like the sand, the wind -- and the 

stickers. Northern Indiana has a strange little green bur that has festered in fingers and ankles for 

countless centuries. One of the great moments in life for a kid was to catch a fly ball covered with a 
thick fur of stickers in a barehand grab, driving them in right to the marrow of the knuckle bones. 

One day, without warning of any kind, it happened. Monumental moments in our lives are rarely 

telegraphed. I am coming home from school on a hot, shimmering day, totally unaware that I was 

about to meet face to face my Tasmanian devil, that clawed, raging maniac that lurks inside each of 

us. There were three or four of us eddying along, blown like leaves through vacant lots, sticker 

patches, asphalt streets, steaming cindered alleys, wading through great clouds of Indiana 

grasshoppers, big dark-green ones that spat tobacco juice on your kneecaps and hollered and yelled 

in the weeds on all sides. The eternal locusts were shrieking in the poplars and the monarch 

butterflies were on the wing amid the thistles. In short, it was a day like any other. 

My kid brother is with me and we have one of those little running ball games going, where you bat 

the ball with your hand back and forth to each other, moving homeward at the same time. The ball 

hops along; you field it; you throw it back; somebody tosses it; it's grabbed on the first bounce, 
you're out, but nobody stops moving homeward. A moving ball game. Like a floating crap game. 

We were about a block or so from my house, bouncing the ball over the concrete, when it happened. 

We are moving along over the sandy landscape, under the dark lowering clouds of open-hearth haze 

that always hung between us and the sun. I dart to my right to field a ground ball. A foot lashes out 

unexpectedly and down I go, flat on my face on the concrete road. I hit hard and jarring, a bruising, 

scraping jolt that cut my lip and drew blood. Stunned for a second, I look up. It is the dreaded Dill! 

To this day I have no idea how he materialized out of nowhere to trip me flat and to finally force the 

issue. 



 
 

"Come on, kid, get out of the way, willya?" He grabs the ball and whistles it off to one of his toadies. 
He had yellow eyes. So help me God, yellow eyes! 

I got up with my knees bleeding and my hands stunned and tingling from the concrete, and without 

any conception at all of what I was doing I screamed and rushed. My mind was a total red, raging 

flaming blank. I know I screamed. 

"YAAAAAAHHHH!" 

The next thing I knew we are rolling over and over on the concrete, screaming and clawing. I'm out 

of my skull! I am pounding Dill against the concrete and we're rolling over and over, battering at 

each other's faces. I was screaming continually. I couldn't stop. I hit him over and over in the eyes. 

He rolled over me but I was kicking and clawing, gouging, biting, tearing. I was vaguely conscious of 

people coming out of houses and across lawns. I was on top. I grabbed at his head. I caught both of 

Grover Dill's ears in either hand and I began to pound him on the concrete, over and over again.  

I have since heard of people under extreme duress speaking in strange tongues. I became conscious 

that a steady torrent of obscenities and swearing was pouring out of me as I screamed. I could hear 

my brother running home, hysterically yelling for my mother, but only dimly. All I knew is that I was 

tearing and ripping and smashing at Grover Dill, who fought back like a fiend! But I guess it was the 

first time he had ever met face to face with an unleashed Tasmanian devil. 

I continued to swear fantastically. I was conscious of it, and yet it was as though it was coming from 

something or someone outside of me. I swore as I have never sworn since as we rolled screaming 

on the ground. And suddenly we were pulled apart. Dill, the back of his head all battered, his eyes 

puffed and streaming, slashed by my claws and fangs, was hysterical. There was hardly a scratch on 

me, except for my scraped knees. 

I learned then that bravery does not exist. Just a kind of latent insanity. If I had thought about 

attacking Dill for the seconds before I had done it, I'd have been four blocks away in a minute flat. 
But something had happened. A fuse had blown. And I had gone out of my skull. 

But I had sworn! Terribly! Obscenely! In our house you didn't swear. The thing I called Dill I'm sure 

my mother had not even heard before. And I had only heard them once or twice, coming out of an 

alley. I had woven a tapestry of obscenity that as far as I know is still hanging in space over Lake 
Michigan. And my mother had heard! 

Dill by this time is wailing hysterically. This had never happened to him before. They're dragging the 

two of us apart amid a great ring of surging grownups and exultant, scared kids who knew more 

about what was happening than the mothers and fathers ever would. My mother is looking at me. 
She said: "What did you say?" That's all. There was a funny look on her face. 

At that instant all thought of Grover Dill disappeared from what was left of my mind and all I could 

think of was the incredible shame of that unbelievable tornado of obscenity I had sprayed all over 
the neighborhood. 

I go into the house in a daze, and my mother's putting water on me in the bathroom, pouring it over 

my head and dabbing my eyes, which are puffed and red from hysteria. My kid brother is cowering 

under the dining-room table, scared. Bruner, next door, had been hiding in the basement, under the 

steps, scared. The whole neighborhood is scared, and so am I. The water trickles down over my hair 
and around my ears as I stare into the swirling drainage hole in the sink. 

"You better go in and lie down on the day bed. Take it easy. Just go in and lie down." 

She takes me by the shoulder and pushes me down on the day bed. I lie there scared, really scared 

of what I have done. I felt no sense of victory, no sense of beating Dill. All I felt was this terrible 
thing I had said and done. 

The light was getting purple and soft outside, almost time for my father to come home from work. 

I'm just lying there. I can see that it's getting dark, and I know that he's on his way home. Once in a 



 
 

while a gigantic sob would come out, half hysterically. My kid brother by now is under the sink in the 
john, hiding among the mops, mewing occasionally. 

I hear the car roar up the driveway and a wave of terror breaks over me, the terror that a kid feels 

when he knows that retribution is about to be meted out for something that he's been hiding 

forever: his rottenness. The basic rottenness has been uncovered, and now it's the wrath of God, 
which you are not only going to get, but which you deserve! 

I hear him in the kitchen now. I'm in the front bedroom, cowering on the day bed. The normal 

sounds -- he's hollering around with the newspaper. Finally my mother says: "Come on, supper's 
ready. Come on, kids, wash up." 

I painfully drag myself off the day bed and sneak along the woodwork, under the buffet, skulking 

into the bathroom. My kid brother and I wash together over the sink. He says nothing. 

Then I am sitting at the kitchen table, toying with the red cabbage. My old man says: "Well, what 
happened today?" and looks up from the sports page. Here it comes! 

There is a short pause, and then my mother says: "Oh, not much. Jean had a little fight." 

"Fight? What kind of fight!" 

She says: "Oh, you know how kids are." 

The ax is poised over my naked neck! There is no way out! Mechanically I continue to shovel in the 
mashed potatoes and red cabbage and meat loaf. But I am tasting nothing, just eating and eating. 

"Oh, it wasn't much. I gave him a talking to. By the way, I see the White Sox won today...." 

About two thirds of the way through the meal I slowly began to realize that I was not about to be 

destroyed. And then a very peculiar thing happened. A sudden cramp hit me so bad I could feel my 

shoes coming right up through my ears.  

I rushed back into the bathroom, so sick to my stomach that my knees were buckling. It was all 

coming up, pouring out of me, the conglomeration of it all. The terror of Grover Dill, the fear of 

yelling the things that I had yelled, my father coming home, my obscenities -- I heaved it all out. It 

poured out of me in great heaving rushes, splattering the walls, the floor, the sink. Old erasers that I 

had eaten years before, library paste that I had downed in second grade, an Indian-head penny that 
I had gulped when I was two! It all came up in the thunderous, retching heaves. 

My father hovered out in the hall, saying: "What's the matter with him? What's the matter? Let's call 
Doctor Slicker!" 

My mother knew what was the matter with me.  

"Now, he's going to be all right. Just take it easy. Go back and finish eating. Go on." 

She pressed a washrag to the back of my neck. "Now, take it easy. I'm not going to say anything. 
Just be quiet. Take it easy." 

Down comes the bottle of Pepto-Bismol and the spoon. "Take this. Stop crying." 

But then I really started to cry, yelling and blubbering. She was talking low and quiet to me. 

"We'll tell him your stomach is upset, that you ate something at school." 

The Pepto-Bismol slides down my throat, amid my blubbering. Now it's really coming out! I'm scared 

of Grover Dill again, scared of everything. I'm convinced that I will never grow up to be 21, that I'm 
going blind! 

I'm lying in bed, sobbing, but I finally drift off to sleep, completely passed out from sheer nervous 

exhaustion. The soft warm air blew the curtains back and forth as we caught the tail of a breeze 

from the great north woods, from the wilderness at the head of the lake. Both of us slept quietly, me 
and my red-eyed, fanged, furry little Tasmanian devil. Both of us slept. For the time being. 



 
 

 

“Priscilla and the Wimps” (1994)   by Richard Peck (1934 - )   (Focus on POINT OF VIEW.)    

 

Listen there was a time when you couldn't even go to the rest room around this school without a pass. And I'm 

not talking about those little pink tickets made out by some teacher. I'm talking about a pass that cost anywhere 

up to a buck, sold by Monk Clutter. 

 

Not that mighty Monk ever touched money, not in public. The gang he ran, which ran the school for him, was his 

collection agency. They were Klutter's Kobras, a name spelled out in nailheads on six well-known black plastic 

windbreakers. 

 

Monk's threads were more...subtle. A pile-lined suede battle jacket with lizard-skin flaps over tailored Levi's and a 

pair of ostrich-skin boots, brass-toed and suitable for kicking people around. One of his Kobras did nothing all day 

but walk a half step behind Monk, carrying a fitted bag with Monk's gym shoes, a roll of rest-room passes, a cash-

box, and a switchblade that Monk gave himself manicures with at Lunch over at the Kobra's table. 

 

Speaking of Lunch, there were a few cases of advanced malnutrition among the newer kids. The ones who were a 

little slow in handing over a cut of their lunch money and were therefore barred from the cafeteria. Monk ran a 

tight ship. 

 

I admit it. I'm five foot five, and when the Kobras slithered by, with or without Monk, I shrank. And I admit this, 

too: I paid up on a regular basis. And I might add: so would you. 

 

The school was old Monk's Garden of Eden. Unfortunately for him, there was a serpent in it. The reason Monk 

didn't recognize trouble when it was staring him in the face is that the serpent in the Kobras' Eden was a girl. 

 

Practically every guy in school could show you his scars. Fang marks from Kobras, you might say. And they were all 

highly visible in the shower room: lumps, lacerations, blue bruises, you name it. But girls usually get off with a 

warning. 

 

Except there was one girl named Priscilla Roseberry. Picture a girl named Priscilla Roseberry, and you'll be light 

years off. Priscilla was, hands down, the largest student in our particular institution of learning. I'm not talking big. 

Even beautiful, in a bionic way. Priscilla wasn't inclined toward organized crime. Otherwise, she could have put 

together a gang that would turn Klutter's Kobras into garter snakes. 

 

Priscilla was basically a loner except she had one friend. A little guy named Melvin Detweiler. You talk about the 

Odd Couple. Melvin's one of the smallest guys above midget status ever seen. A really nice guy, but, you know, 

little. They even had lockers next to each other, in the same bank as mine. I don't know what they had going. I'm 

not saying this was a romance. After all, people deserve their privacy. 

 

Priscilla was sort of above everything, if you'll pardon a pun. And very calm, as only the very big can be. If there 

was anybody who didn't notice Klutter's Kobras, it was Priscilla. 



 
 

 

Until one winter day after school when we were all grabbing our coats out of our lockers. And hurrying, since 

Klutter's Kobras made sweeps of the halls for after-school shakedowns 

 

Anyway, up to Melvin's locker swaggers one of the Kobras. Never mind his name. Gang members don't need 

names. They've got group identity. He reaches down and grabs little Melvin by the neck and slams his head 

against his locker door. The sound of skull against steel rippled all the way down the locker row, speeding the 

crowds on their way. 

 

"Okay, let's see your pass," snarls the Kobra. 

"A pass for what this time?" Melvin asks, probably still dazed. 

"Let's call it a pass for very short people," says the Kobra, " a dwarf tax." He wheezes a little Kobra chuckle at his 

own wittiness. And already he's reaching for Melvin's wallet with the hand that isn't circling Melvin's windpipe. All 

this time, of course, Melvin and the Kobra are standing in Priscilla's big shadow. 

 

She's taking her time shoving her books into her locker and pulling of a very large-size coat. Then, quicker than the 

eye, she brings the side of her enormous hand down in a chop that breaks the Kobra's hold on Melvin's throat. 

You could hear a pin drop in that hallway. Nobody's ever laid a finger on a Kobra, let alone a hand the size of 

Priscilla's. Then Priscilla, who hardly ever says anything to anybody except to Melvin, says to the Kobra, "Who's 

your leader, wimp?" 

 

This practically blows the Kobra away. First he's chopped by a girl, and now she's acting like she doesn't know 

Monk Klutter, the Head Honcho of the World. He's so amazed, he tells her, "Monk Klutter." 

"Never heard of him," Priscilla mentions. :Send him to see me." The Kobra just backs away from her like the whole 

situation is too big for him, which it is. 

Pretty soon Monk himself slides up. He jerks his head once, and his Kobras slither off down the hall. He's going to 

handle this interesting case personally. "Who is it around here doesn't know Monk Klutter?' 

 

He's standing inches from Priscilla, but since he'd have to look up at her, he doesn't. " Never heard of him," says 

Priscilla. 

 

Monk's not happy with this answer, but by now he's spotted Melvin, who's grown smaller in spite of himself. 

Monk breaks his own rule by reaching for Melvin with his own hands. "Kid," he says, "you're going to have to 

educate your girl friend." 

 

His hands never quite make it to Melvin. In a move of pure poetry Priscilla has Monk in a hammerlock. His neck's 

popping like gunfire, and his heart's bowed under the immense weight of her forearm. His suede jacket's peeling 

back, showing pile. 

 

Priscilla's behind him in another easy motion. And with a single mighty thrust forward, frog-marches Monk into 

her own locker. It's incredible. His ostrich-skin boots click once in the air. And suddenly he's gone, neatly wedged 

into the locker, a perfect fit. Priscilla bangs the door shut, twirls the lock, and strolls out of school. Melvin goes 

with her, of course, trotting along below her shoulder. The last stragglers leave quietly. 



 
 

 

Well.  this is where fate, an even bigger force than Priscilla, steps in. It snows all that night, a blizzard. The whole 

town ices up. And school closes for a week.  

 

 

 

 

 

“Higher Education” by Ron Bast      (Does this contain ALL ELEMENTS of a story?) 

This short story appeared in The World’s Shortest Stories, edited by Steve Moss, in 1998. 

“College was a breeze,” Jennings said, washing his grimy 

hands. “With all those budget cuts, they couldn’t teach much. 

They just gave us our grades and sent us on our way.” 

 

“How did you learn?” 

“We didn’t, but so what?  

Look at me now.” A nurse 

opened the door. 

“Dr. Jennings, you’re wanted in surgery.”  


