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Irish author James Joyce on the street.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Reading Stories

We read stories for pleasure; they entertain us. And we read them for profit; they en-
lighten us. Stories draw us into their imaginative worlds and engage us with the power
of their invention. They provide us with more than the immediate interest of
narrative—of something happening—and more than the pleasures of imagination: they
enlarge our understanding of ourselves and deepen our appreciation of life.

Consider this famous early story about a father and his two sons:

L U K E
[1st century]

The author known simply as Luke is recognized as having written the third gospel of the New
Testament. He is thought to have been a physician and also the author of the New Testament
Acts of the Apostles.

The Prodigal Son

A certain man had two sons: and the younger of them said to his father, “Father, give
me the portion of goods that falleth to me.” And he divided unto them his living. And
not many days after, the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into
a far country, and there wasted his substance with riotous living. And when he had
spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land, and he began to be in want. And he
went and joined himself to a citizen of that country, and he sent him into his fields to
feed swine. And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did
eat: and no man gave unto him. And when he came to himself, he said, “How many
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28 READING STORIES

hired servants of my father’s have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger?
I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, ‘Father, I have sinned against
heaven, and before thee. And am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me as one
of thy hired servants.’ ” And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a
great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck,
and kissed him. And the son said unto him,“Father, I have sinned against heaven, and
in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son.” But the father said to his
servants,“Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and
shoes on his feet. And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it, and let us eat, and be
merry. For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.” And they
began to be merry. Now his elder son was in the field, and as he came and drew nigh
to the house, he heard music and dancing. And he called one of the servants, and asked
what these things meant. And he said unto him,“Thy brother is come, and thy father
hath killed the fatted calf, because he hath received him safe and sound.” And he was
angry, and would not go in: therefore came his father out, and entreated him. And he
answering said to his father,“Lo, these many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed
I at any time thy commandment, and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I might
make merry with my friends: but as soon as this thy son was come, which hath de-
voured thy living with harlots, thou hast killed for him the fatted calf.” And he said
unto him,“Son, thou art ever with me, and all that I have is thine. It was meet that we
should make merry, and be glad: for this thy brother was dead, and is alive again: and
was lost, and is found.”

When we read the story of “The Prodigal Son,” we essentially do three things: (1) we
take in its surface features, and form impressions of character and action; (2) we observe
details, make connections among them, and draw inferences and conclusions from
those connections; and (3) we evaluate the story, measuring its moral, political, and
cultural values against our own. We can call these three aspects of the reading process
“experience,”“interpretation,” and “evaluation.”

THE EXPERIENCE OF FICTION

Our experience of fiction concerns our feelings about the characters, our sense of
involvement in the story’s developing action, our pleasure or confusion in its language,
our joy or sorrow at its outcome. We are concerned, in short, with what the story does
to us, how it affects us—and why.

How did you react to “The Prodigal Son”? What feelings did the story evoke? Did
you feel sorry for the prodigal son? Did you feel anger or resentment at his behavior?
At his father’s or brother’s behavior? Did your feelings about any of the characters
change during the course of your reading or afterward? How does the story relate to
your experiences as a member of a family? How does it reflect what you have observed
of family relations generally?

It is important to remember that readers respond to stories in different ways. When
you compare the reactions of your classmates and teacher to “The Prodigal Son,” you
will discover different perceptions, attitudes, and feelings about it. Why is this so?
Essentially, it is because we bring to our reading a wide range of personal experience,
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social attitudes, religious beliefs, and cultural dispositions that influence our responses.
We do not read a story in a vacuum: Our reading is always affected by who we are,
what we believe, and how we think; that is, by the context we bring to our reading.
Christians, for example, may experience “The Prodigal Son” differently from how
Muslims, Buddhists, or atheists experience it. Women experience the story differently
from men. Practiced readers experience the story differently from inexperienced
ones. Parents experience it differently from those who have no children. And as we
change—as we become more practiced readers, or have children, for example–our
ways of understanding life and literature change too.

In sorting out our thoughts and feelings about “The Prodigal Son,” we have been
emphasizing our subjective impressions of the story—how it affects us. We have been
reading it in the context of our own experience. But while we experience a story sub-
jectively, we are also interpreting and evaluating it. This is inevitable, since the three
parts of reading are interrelated.

THE INTERPRETATION OF FICTION

When we interpret a story we explain it to ourselves and try to make sense of it. We
form subjective impressions as we experience fiction, but we have relatively objective con-
siderations in mind when we interpret it. We say “relatively” objective because no read-
ing of a story is entirely objective: Every interpretation is one way of understanding the
text among many; every interpretation is influenced by our particular language, culture,
and experience. What then do we mean by interpretation? Understanding, essentially. An
interpretation is an argument about a story’s meaning as we understand it. It’s our way of
stating and supporting, with arguments based on analysis, what the story means, what it
says or suggests, rather than how it affects us. Interpretation, in short, relies on our intel-
lectual comprehension rather than on our emotional response to the literary work.

Interpretation involves four related intellectual acts: observing, connecting, inferring, and
concluding. To understand a fictional work, we first observe its details. We notice, for
example, descriptive details about the time and place of its action; we listen carefully to
what the characters say and to their manner of saying it; we note how the characters
interact. As we observe, we make connections among the details and begin to formu-
late a sense of the story’s emphasis and point. On the basis of these connections we de-
velop inferences or interpretive hypotheses about their significance. Finally, we come
to some conclusion about the story’s meaning based on our observations, connections,
and inferences.

The four interpretive actions of observing, connecting, inferring, and concluding
often occur simultaneously, and not in neatly segregated sequential stages. We don’t
delay making inferences, for example, until after we have registered and related all our
observations. Instead, we develop tentative conclusions as we read and observe, while
we relate our observations and develop our inferences. We may change and adjust our
inferences and provisional conclusions both during our reading of a story and afterward
as we think back over its details. This analytical process, however, is not something we
keep separate from our subjective reactions and emotional responses as we read.

In “The Prodigal Son,” for example, we notice that the father sees his younger son
coming from far off, that he runs to him, falls on his neck, and kisses him. Such details
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imply that the father has been watching for his son and hoping for his return. The fa-
ther’s actions speak eloquently of his unreserved acceptance of his son and deep joy at
his return. Reflecting on these actions, we may connect them with the father’s behav-
ior toward his elder son and wonder what is responsible for the difference. In the
process of noticing and wondering, we may also respond emotionally, thinking perhaps
of our own experience or of the situation of someone we know. And we may evaluate
the father’s behavior according to standards we adhere to either consciously or uncon-
sciously. Even in performing the rational, analytical act of interpretation, we cannot
entirely escape a tendency to respond emotionally or to evaluate.

Reading in Context

Our approach to interpreting stories involves something else as well: that we see a story
as a story, and even more important as a particular kind of story. We know, for exam-
ple, that “The Prodigal Son” is not a factual account of the actions of a particular fa-
ther and son. A journalistic account would have included their names, perhaps their
ages and address, and details about the son’s behavior in the foreign land, which would
have been identified. But the story gives none of this information. In fact, the details
included are not those we would typically expect to find in a newspaper. It’s not just
that “The Prodigal Son” is short on information, but that it goes out of its way to in-
clude the kind of repetitions, for example, that would be considered unnecessary in a
factual account.

It is helpful to know that “The Prodigal Son” is fiction, an imagined story that is not
based on historical fact, and to know the conventions or implicit rules of fiction.
Furthermore, this story is a particular kind of fiction—a parable or brief story that
teaches a lesson, often religious or spiritual in nature. As someone once cleverly put
it, a parable is “an earthly story with a heavenly meaning.” Parables point toward
spiritual beliefs or truths and should be read symbolically, with emphasis on their
spiritual meaning.

But we must go further. “The Prodigal Son” is a Christian parable—not a Hebrew
or Zen parable. It was spoken by Jesus roughly two thousand years ago and recorded
by the evangelist Luke in his New Testament Gospel. Thus, we look to the parable for
a religious idea consistent with Jesus’s teaching. It has a religious meaning that may be
paraphrased like this: God (the father) is willing to forgive man (the prodigal son) any
sin man commits, no matter how grievous, if only he repents and asks God’s forgive-
ness. Alternatively: God is eager to welcome the sinner back, and in fact is happier at
his return than with the fidelity of those in no spiritual danger. We can read the para-
ble, thus, as an example of God’s love, as an illustration of man’s need for repentance,
as a description of the relationship between God and man—or as all three.

Whatever we decide about its religious meaning, we should realize that “The Prodigal
Son” means more than any interpretive comments we can make about it. This is so be-
cause the full meaning of any literary work includes our experience in reading it as
well as our understanding of it—our emotional apprehension as well as our intellectual
comprehension. And it includes, further, our perceptions of what is valuable, important,
significant about it, for these perceptions reflect our own social, political, moral, and
cultural values.
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THE EVALUATION OF FICTION

The third part of our approach to reading fiction is evaluation. When we evaluate a
story we do two different things. First, we assess its literary quality; we make a judg-
ment about how good it is, how successfully it realizes its intentions, how effectively it
pleases us. Second, we consider the values the story endorses—or refutes.

An evaluation is essentially a judgment, an opinion about a work formulated as a
conclusion. We may agree or disagree with the father’s forgiveness or the elder
brother’s complaint in “The Prodigal Son.” We may confirm or deny the models of
behavior illustrated in this or any other story. However we evaluate them, though, we
invariably measure the story’s values against our own.

When we evaluate a story, we appraise it according to our own special combination
of cultural, moral, and aesthetic values. Our cultural values derive from our lives as mem-
bers of families and societies. These values are affected by our race and gender and by the
language we speak. Our moral values reflect our ethical norms—what we consider to be
good and evil, right and wrong. Our aesthetic values determine what we see as beautiful
or ugly, well or ill made. Over time, with education and experience, our values often
change. Through contact with other cultures, we may come to understand the limiting
perspectives of our own. When we live with people other than our immediate families,
we may be persuaded to different ways of seeing many things we previously took for
granted. Some of our beliefs, assumptions, and attitudes about religion, family, marriage,
sex, love, school, work, money, and other aspects of life are almost sure to change.

As our lives and outlooks change, we may change the way we view particular liter-
ary works. A story that we once admired for what it reveals about human behavior or
one whose moral perspective impressed us may come to seem trivial or unimportant.
Conversely, we may find that a work we once disliked later seems engaging. Just as in-
dividual tastes in literature change over time, so do collective literary tastes. Culture
evolves; moral beliefs, aesthetic values, and social attitudes change. Literary works, like
musical compositions and political ideas, go in and out of fashion.

Of the kinds of evaluations we make in reading fiction, those about a story’s
aesthetic qualities are hardest to discuss. Aesthetic responses are difficult to describe
because they involve our memories and sensations, our feelings and perceptions, our
subjective impressions. They also involve our expectations, which are further affected
by our prior experience of reading fiction. And they are additionally complicated by
our tendency to react quickly and decisively to what we like and dislike, often with-
out knowing why. Consider the aesthetic value of “The Prodigal Son.” Is it a “beauti-
ful” story? Does it seem to be a good example of its kind—the religious parable that
teaches lessons about divine forgiveness? (Or should we emphasize its human dimen-
sion, especially the relationships between people?) As we mentioned in the discussion
of interpretation, understanding what kind of work we are reading affects how we in-
terpret it. Similarly, our perception of its genre or kind also affects our evaluation. Our
preference for one kind of fiction over another complicates matters still further. (We
may dislike ironic stories, for example, or we may love melodrama and adventure.)
When we evaluate a story, we should judge it against what it attempts to do, what it is,
rather than against something it is not.

How we arrive at an aesthetic evaluation is no easy matter. We develop our aes-
thetic responses to fiction by letting the informed responses of other experienced
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readers enrich our own perceptions, by determining the criteria for what makes a story
“good,” and by gradually developing our sense of literary tact—the kind of balanced
judgment that comes with experience in reading and living coupled with thoughtful
reflection on both. There are no shortcuts or simple formulas for this development; it
comes only with practice and patience.

Admittedly, without a good deal of experience in reading fiction, judgments about
the values supported in a story and about its aesthetic worth need to be made cau-
tiously. But we must begin somewhere, since evaluation is inevitable. We cannot really
avoid judging the stories we read any more than we can avoid judging the people we
meet. The process is natural. What we should strive for in evaluating fiction is to un-
derstand the different kinds of values it presents, and to clarify our own attitudes,
dispositions, and values in responding to them.

Consider the values in John Updike’s “A & P.” Evaluate the behavior of each of the
major characters, particularly Sammy and Lengel. Consider their attitudes toward the
three girls in the story and what those attitudes reveal about each of the males. Try to
assess what part your experiences and personal values play in your assessment of the
story, both as an embodiment of cultural values and as an object of aesthetic value.

J O H N  U P D I K E
[b. 1932]

John Updike,American novelist, short-story writer, and poet, was born
and raised in Pennsylvania. Following his graduation from Harvard,
Updike worked at The New Yorker before devoting himself full time to
writing. Updike has long been a versatile writer, publishing criticism,
essays, poetry, novels, and short stories for more than forty years. He is
best known for his portrayals of suburban life and for characters who

experience the anxieties, tensions, and frustrations of middle-class existence.

A & P

In walks 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 for fifty 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

© Jill Krementz
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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 “attrac-
tive” 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 deliber-
ate 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-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
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houseslaves 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 pack-
ages, 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 Congrega-
tional church and the newspaper store and three real-estate offices and about twenty-
seven old freeloaders tearing up Central Street because the sewer broke again. It’s not
as if we’re on the Cape; we’re north of Boston and there’s people in this town haven’t
seen the ocean for twenty years.

The girls had reached the meat counter and were asking McMahon something. He
pointed, they pointed, and they shuffled out of sight behind a pyramid of Diet Delight
peaches. All that was left for us to see was old McMahon patting his mouth and look-
ing 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 fall 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.
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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 stencilled on.

“That’s all right,” Lengel said.“But this isn’t the beach.” His repeating this struck me
as funny, as if it had just occurred to him, and he had been thinking all these years the
A & P was a great big dune and he was the head lifeguard. He didn’t like my smiling—
as I say he doesn’t miss much—but he 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 de-
cently 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 little 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
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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.

(1961)

Use the following questions about “A & P” as a way of reviewing the three aspects of
reading fiction we have discussed: experience, interpretation, and evaluation.

✑ QUESTIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

Experience

1. Describe your experience in reading “A & P.” Did the story surprise you, entertain
you, annoy you? Why? Did the story engage you and hold your interest? Why or
why not?
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2. Consider the attitude expressed toward the girls by both Sammy and Lengel.
Whose attitude do you find more appealing? Why? Do you object to Sammy’s
(and perhaps Updike’s) language in describing Queenie—her name, her “white
prima donna legs,” her “two scoops of vanilla”?

3. Did your feelings about either Lengel or Sammy change in the course of reading?
If so, explain where the shift occurred and why. Did they change later, on addi-
tional reflection?

Interpretation

4. Characterize Sammy’s style of telling his story. What do you learn about him from
the kind of language he uses? From the details he includes? From the comparisons
he employs to describe the store, the girls, and the other shoppers?

5. Look back to the story’s climactic point, in which Sammy says, “I quit.” Are there
other passages of description, dialogue, or action that you see as closely related to
this one?

6. How do you interpret Sammy’s own response to his action? What does he mean
by saying that he “felt how hard the world was going to be” for him afterward?

Evaluation

7. Whose values does the story seem to endorse? Whose values are criticized? How
do you know? How do you see Sammy’s decisive action? As heroic? As silly?
Something else? Why?

8. Do you find the story meaningful? To what extent can you relate it in any signif-
icant way to your own life?

9. Do you think it is a good story, a successful example of realistic fiction? Do you
find anything in it to admire from the standpoint of its language or structure?

10. Compare “A & P” to another realistic short story you have read. Which is more
valuable for you? Why? Which is the more artistically wrought work? Why?

Critical Thinking

11. Imagine two different alternative endings for “A & P.” Consider for each what
happens to Sammy, Lengel, and the girls in bathing suits.

THE ACT OF READING FICTION

Even though we may read stories line by line, sentence by sentence, page by page, this
linearity belies what happens mentally as we read. Our mental action is cyclical rather
than linear. We project ahead and we glance back; we remember and we predict. By
doing so, we are able to follow and understand a story in the first place, and to see
more in it on subsequent readings.

To exemplify the actual process of reading a short work of fiction, we provide a stop-
and-go reading of Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour.” This story is “chunked,” or
broken up, into seven sections. Between these sections of the story are interpolated
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comments that make observations and raise questions about the story’s details. These
interpolated comments reflect the actual process of one reader’s act of reading—his
thinking about the story during his reading of it. The comments do not so much in-
terpret the story as illustrate the act of reading; they represent the kinds of observa-
tions, inferences, and judgments we make as we move toward an understanding of the
story.

K AT E  C H O P I N
[1851–1904]

Born and raised in St. Louis, Kate Chopin spent the years after her
marriage in Louisiana as a society matron and mother of six.
Business setbacks and the death of her husband in 1883 led her to
assume control of the family business. Subsequently devoting herself
to writing, she published short stories in magazines along with a
novel,The Awakening (1899), now considered a formative work of
female self-assertion.At the time, however, this work, like some of
her short stories, was condemned for its highly charged eroticism and
its guiltless adultery.

The Story of an Hour

Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was afflicted with a heart trouble, great care was taken to
break to her as gently as possible the news of her husband’s death.

It was her sister Josephine who told her, in broken sentences, veiled hints that re-
vealed in half concealing. Her husband’s friend Richards was there, too, near her. It was
he who had been in the newspaper office when intelligence of the railroad disaster was
received, with Brently Mallard’s name leading the list of “killed.” He had only taken the
time to assure himself of its truth by a second telegram, and had hastened to forestall
any less careful, less tender friend in bearing the sad message.

She did not hear the story as many women have heard the same, with a paralyzed
inability to accept its significance. She wept at once, with sudden, wild abandonment,
in her sister’s arms. When the storm of grief had spent itself she went away to her
room alone. She would have no one follow her.

� Comment The opening action is presented quickly and economically.We are not given
Mrs. Mallard’s first name.And we might wonder if there is any significance in the name 
“Mallard.” Do we hear something odd in the description of Mrs. Mallard’s ailment as a “heart
trouble”? More important than these details is the announcement of her husband’s death.
Mrs. Mallard is contrasted with other women who sit paralyzed by such news—women who
refuse, initially at least, to accept the significance of such an announcement. Is there a difference
between accepting the significance of a husband’s death and accepting the simple fact of his
death? We notice, finally, that Mrs. Mallard weeps with “sudden wild abandonment.”
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There stood, facing the open window, a comfortable, roomy armchair. Into this she
sank, pressed down by a physical exhaustion that haunted her body and seemed to
reach into her soul.

She could see in the open square before her house the tops of trees that were all
aquiver with the new spring life. The delicious breath of rain was in the air. In the street
below a peddler was crying his wares. The notes of a distant song which some one was
singing reached her faintly, and countless sparrows were twittering in the eaves.

There were patches of blue sky showing here and there through the clouds that had
met and piled above the other in the west facing her window.

She sat with her head thrown back upon the cushion of the chair quite motionless,
except when a sob came up into her throat and shook her, as a child who has cried it-
self to sleep continues to sob in its dreams.

� Comment The setting for the middle section of the story is Mrs. Mallard’s room. Is the
open window through which she looks of any significance? Do the details that follow—trees,
birds, rain, patches of blue sky, peddler, and song—have anything in common? We notice also
that Mrs. Mallard is compared to a child who sobs in its dreams and may wonder about the im-
plications of this comparison.

She was young, with a fair, calm face, whose lines bespoke repression and even a
certain strength. But now there was a dull stare in her eyes, whose gaze was fixed away
off yonder on one of those patches of blue sky. It was not a glance of reflection, but
rather indicated a suspension of intelligent thought.

There was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully. What was
it? She did not know; it was too subtle and elusive to name. But she felt it, creeping out
of the sky, reaching toward her through the sounds, the scents, the color that filled 
the air.

Now her bosom rose and fell tumultuously. She was beginning to recognize this
thing that was approaching to possess her, and she was striving to beat it back with her
will—as powerless as her two white slender hands would have been.

� Comment These paragraphs alter slightly the tone and pace of the story.We are not told
what Mrs. Mallard is waiting for.Whatever it is, however, she feels it; she senses it coming as she
looks out the window.And we see her resisting it—powerlessly. Do we perhaps also hear sexual
overtones in the description of what is “approaching to possess” her? Or do we wish to assign
religious or psychological significance to this imminent possession and her ambivalent feelings
about it? We notice, in addition, that Mrs. Mallard is described as not conscious of what is hap-
pening to her. Chopin says that there is “a suspension of intelligent thought.” She seems to feel
rather than think.

When she abandoned herself a little whispered word escaped her slightly parted
lips. She said it over and over under her breath:“Free, free, free!” The vacant stare and
the look of terror that had followed it went from her eyes. They stayed keen and
bright. Her pulse beat fast, and the coursing blood warmed and relaxed every inch of
her body.

� Comment In the first sentence the word “abandoned” echoes the earlier description of
Mrs. Mallard’s “wild abandonment.” But she now seems in control of herself. Her repetition of
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“free” signals her excitement and perhaps convinces her of its truth. Her emotional excitement is
rendered in physical imagery: her pulse beats fast, and her blood courses through her body—both
signs of reawakened feeling.

She did not stop to ask if it were not a monstrous joy that held her. A clear and ex-
alted perception enabled her to dismiss the suggestion as trivial.

She knew that she would weep again when she saw the kind, tender hands folded in
death; the face that had never looked save with love upon her, fixed and gray and dead.
But she saw beyond that bitter moment a long procession of years to come that would
belong to her absolutely. And she opened and spread her arms out to them in welcome.

There would be no one to live for during those coming years; she would live for
herself. There would be no powerful will bending her in that blind persistence with
which men and women believe they have a right to impose a private will upon a
fellow-creature. A kind intention or a cruel intention made the act seem no less a
crime as she looked upon it in that brief moment of illumination.

And yet she had loved him—sometimes. Often she had not. What did it matter!
What could love, the unsolved mystery, count for in face of this possession of self-
assertion which she suddenly recognized as the strongest impulse of her being!

� Comment We pause over the words “monstrous joy.” Clearly Mrs. Mallard is overjoyed.
And from one perspective her joy, however honestly felt, is monstrous. She is happy—exultantly
happy—that her husband is dead. But the author makes clear that Mrs. Mallard does not think
about what she is feeling.

The first paragraph underscores Mrs. Mallard’s control and clear-sightedness. Her sense of
confidence, anticipated earlier, becomes explicit and strong.We wonder if her husband treated her
cruelly, but the text answers that he has been kind, which makes Mrs. Mallard’s open-armed
welcome of the coming years indeed monstrous. In the next paragraph Chopin does not exactly
condemn Mr. Mallard but does suggest that Mrs. Mallard had to bend her will to his. Kind or
not, he controlled her; loving wife or not, she resented it. Chopin here seems to move beyond the
case of a particularly unhappy wife to the larger issue of the bonds of marriage, using language
that strongly condemns the husband’s dominance.We hear it in such words and phrases as
“powerful will bending hers,”“blind persistence,”“impose,” and “crime.”This language is bal-
anced by a lyrical evocation of Mrs. Mallard, in the years to come, living for herself rather than
for her husband.The moment is described as “that brief moment of illumination.”This descrip-
tion builds on the earlier description of her eyes as “keen and bright.” Mrs. Mallard is possessed
by a new sense of herself and a new self-confidence as she envisions her future life.This is the
turning point of her life, a moment of recognition, insight, and enlightenment that makes her
previous life with her husband pale into insignificance.

The next paragraphs could end the story:

“Free! Body and soul free!” she kept whispering.
Josephine was kneeling before the closed door with her lips to the keyhole, im-

ploring for admission. “Louise, open the door! I beg; open the door—you will make
yourself ill. What are you doing, Louise? For heaven’s sake open the door.”

“Go away. I am not making myself ill.” No; she was drinking in a very elixir of life
through that open window.

Her fancy was running riot along those days ahead of her. Spring days, and summer
days, and all sorts of days that would be her own. She breathed a quick prayer that life
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might be long. It was only yesterday she had thought with a shudder that life might be
long.

She arose at length and opened the door to her sister’s importunities. There was a
feverish triumph in her eyes, and she carried herself unwittingly like a goddess of
Victory. She clasped her sister’s waist, and together they descended the stairs. Richards
stood waiting for them at the bottom.

� Comment The discrepancy between what Josephine thinks is Mrs. Mallard’s reason for
keeping herself locked in her room and our knowledge of the real reason is ironic.There is irony,
also, in Mrs. Mallard’s praying for a long life, as only the day before she had shuddered at the
thought of a long life with Brently Mallard.The language of these paragraphs is charged with
feeling—somewhat overcharged perhaps—but it is in keeping with extending and intensifying
Mrs. Mallard’s emotion. She drinks in the “elixir of life,” has a “feverish triumph in her eyes,”
and comports herself like a “goddess of Victory.”These paragraphs could end the story, but they
don’t. Instead Chopin has a surprise:

Some one was opening the front door with a latchkey. It was Brently Mallard who
entered, a little travel-stained, composedly carrying his grip-sack and umbrella. He had
been far from the scene of accident, and did not even know there had been one. He
stood amazed at Josephine’s piercing cry; at Richards’s quick motion to screen him
from the view of his wife.

But Richards was too late.
When the doctors came they said she had died of heart disease—of joy that kills.

(1894)

� Comment The surprise, of course, is too much for Mrs. Mallard. Does she die of shock, of
despair, of joy that kills? We are left with the impression that Josephine, Richards, and the
doctor do not understand that Mrs. Mallard dies not of shock at seeing her husband alive, not
out of joy, but out of something like despair.Why does the narrator suggest that none of them
realize the truth?

Some interesting questions are left unresolved by this ending. Is Mrs. Mallard being punished
for harboring a desire to be free of her husband? Or is Mrs. Mallard a symbol of repressed
womanhood yearning to be free of male bondage? Does the story transcend the sexual identity
of its protagonist? Could we imagine a man in Mrs. Mallard’s position?

✑ QUESTIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

Experience

1. Describe your experience in reading “The Story of an Hour.” Did the story sur-
prise you, annoy you, entertain you? Why? Did it hold your interest? Why or why
not?

2. Consider the attitude expressed toward Brently Mallard by his wife. What was
your reaction to her feelings about her husband? Why?
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3. Did your response to Mrs. Mallard change at any point in the story? If so, where—
and why? If not, what was your consistent response toward her? Why?

Interpretation

4. Characterize the two major actors in the story—Brently Mallard and his wife.
Whom do we understand better? Why?

5. What role do the minor characters play in the story? Are any of those characters
dispensable? Why or why not?

6. What is the narrator's attitude toward Mrs. Mallard? Where do you find this atti-
tude most clearly suggested?

7. Why does Mrs. Mallard die? To what extent is her husband responsible for her
death? For her unhappiness?

8. What general idea about marriage does the story convey?

Evaluation

9. What personal and social values influence your reading of the story?
10. What values animate Mrs. Mallard's behavior and feelings?
11. What values underlie her husband's treatment of her?
12. To what extent do their values reflect or depart from society's values at the time

the story was written?
13. To what extent do their values reflect or depart from today's cultural values?
14. How are any or all of these values measured against your own?

Critical Thinking

15. What do you think might have made Mrs. Mallard’s experience of marriage a
more positive one? What could Brently Mallard have done to make her happier?
To what extent do you think this might have been possible for him? 
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