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“A Temporary Matter” 

Jhumpa Lahiri 

The notice informed them that it was a temporary matter: for five days their 
electricity would be cut off for one hour, beginning at eight P.M. A line had 
gone down in the last snowstorm, and the repairmen were going to take 
advantage of the milder evenings to set it right. The work would affect only the 
houses on the quiet tree-lined street, within walking distance of a row of brick-
faced stores and a trolley stop, where Shoba and Shukumar had lived for three 
years. 

    "It's good of them to warn us," Shoba conceded after reading the notice 
aloud, more for her own benefit than Shukumar's. She let the strap of her 
leather satchel, plump with files, slip from her shoulders, and left it in the 
hallway as she walked into the kitchen. She wore a navy blue poplin raincoat 
over gray sweatpants and white sneakers, looking, at thirty-three, like the type 
of woman she'd once claimed she would never resemble. 

    She'd come from the gym. Her cranberry lipstick was visible only on the 
outer reaches of her mouth, and her eyeliner had left charcoal patches beneath 
her lower lashes. She used to look this way sometimes, Shukumar thought, on 
mornings after a party or a night at a bar, when she'd been too lazy to wash her 
face, too eager to collapse into his arms. She dropped a sheaf of mail on the 
table without a glance. Her eyes were still fixed on the notice in her other hand. 
"But they should do this sort of thing during the day." 

    "When I'm here, you mean," Shukumar said. He put a glass lid on a pot of 
lamb, adjusting it so only the slightest bit of steam could escape. Since January 
he'd been working at home, trying to complete the final chapters of his 
dissertation on agrarian revolts in India. "When do the repairs start?" 

    "It says March nineteenth. Is today the nineteenth?" Shoba walked over to 
the framed corkboard that hung on the wall by the fridge, bare except for a 
calendar of William Morris wallpaper patterns. She looked at it as if for the first 
time, studying the wallpaper pattern carefully on the top half before allowing 
her eyes to fall to the numbered grid on the bottom. A friend had sent the 
calendar in the mail as a Christmas gift, even though Shoba and Shukumar 
hadn't celebrated Christmas that year. 

    "Today then," Shoba announced. "You have a dentist appointment next 
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Friday, by the way." 

    He ran his tongue over the tops of his teeth; he'd forgotten to brush them 
that morning. It wasn't the first time. He hadn't left the house at all that day, or 
the day before. The more Shoba stayed out, the more she began putting in 
extra hours at work and taking on additional projects, the more he wanted to 
stay in, not even leaving to get the mail, or to buy fruit or wine at the stores by 
the trolley stop. 

    Six months ago, in September, Shukumar was at an academic conference in 
Baltimore when Shoba went into labor, three weeks before her due date. He 
hadn't wanted to go to the conference, but she had insisted; it was important to 
make contacts, and he would be entering the job market next year. She told 
him that she had his number at the hotel, and a copy of his schedule and flight 
numbers, and she had arranged with her friend Gillian for a ride to the hospital 
in the event of an emergency. When the cab pulled away that morning for the 
airport, Shoba stood waving good-bye in her robe, with one arm resting on the 
mound of her belly as if it were a perfectly natural part of her body. 

    Each time he thought of that moment, the last moment he saw Shoba 
pregnant, it was the cab he remembered most, a station wagon, painted red 
with blue lettering. It was cavernous compared to their own car. Although 
Shukumar was six feet tall, with hands too big ever to rest comfortably in the 
pockets of his jeans, he felt dwarfed in the back seat. As the cab sped down 
Beacon Street, he imagined a day when he and Shoba might need to buy a 
station wagon of their own, to cart their children back and forth from music 
lessons and dentist appointments. He imagined himself gripping the wheel, as 
Shoba turned around to hand the children juice boxes. Once, these images of 
parenthood had troubled Shukumar, adding to his anxiety that he was still a 
student at thirty-five. But that early autumn morning, the trees still heavy with 
bronze leaves, he welcomed the image for the first time. 

    A member of the staff had found him somehow among the identical 
convention rooms and handed him a stiff square of stationery. It was only a 
telephone number, but Shukumar knew it was the hospital. When he returned 
to Boston it was over. The baby had been born dead. Shoba was lying on a bed, 
asleep, in a private room so small there was barely enough space to stand 
beside her, in a wing of the hospital they hadn't been to on the tour for 
expectant parents. Her placenta had weakened and she'd had a cesarean, 
though not quickly enough. The doctor explained that these things happen. He 
smiled in the kindest way it was possible to smile at people known only 
professionally. Shoba would be back on her feet in a few weeks. There was 
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nothing to indicate that she would not be able to have children in the future. 

    These days Shoba was always gone by the time Shukumar woke up. He 
would open his eyes and see the long black hairs she shed on her pillow and 
think of her, dressed, sipping her third cup of coffee already, in her office 
downtown, where she searched for typographical errors in textbooks and 
marked them, in a code she had once explained to him, with an assortment of 
colored pencils. She would do the same for his dissertation, she promised, 
when it was ready. He envied her the specificity of her task, so unlike the 
elusive nature of his. He was a mediocre student who had a facility for 
absorbing details without curiosity. Until September he had been diligent if not 
dedicated, summarizing chapters, outlining arguments on pads of yellow lined 
paper. But now he would lie in their bed until he grew bored, gazing at his side 
of the closet which Shoba always left partly open, at the row of the tweed 
jackets and corduroy trousers he would not have to choose from to teach his 
classes that semester. After the baby died it was too late to withdraw from his 
teaching duties. But his adviser had arranged things so that he had the spring 
semester to himself. Shukumar was in his sixth year of graduate school. "That 
and the summer should give you a good push," his adviser had said. "You 
should be able to wrap things up by next September." 

    But nothing was pushing Shukumar. Instead he thought of how he and 
Shoba had become experts at avoiding each other in their three-bedroom 
house, spending as much time on separate floors as possible. He thought of 
how he no longer looked forward to weekends, when she sat for hours on the 
sofa with her colored pencils and her files, so that he feared that putting on a 
record in his own house might be rude. He thought of how long it had been 
since she looked into his eyes and smiled, or whispered his name on those rare 
occasions they still reached for each other's bodies before sleeping. 

    In the beginning he had believed that it would pass, that he and Shoba 
would get through it all somehow. She was only thirty-three. She was strong, 
on her feet again. But it wasn't a consolation. It was often nearly lunchtime 
when Shukumar would finally pull himself out of bed and head downstairs to 
the coffeepot, pouring out the extra bit Shoba left for him, along with an empty 
mug, on the countertop. 

Shukumar gathered onion skins in his hands and let them drop into the 
garbage pail, on top of the ribbons of fat he'd trimmed from the lamb. He ran 
the water in the sink, soaking the knife and the cutting board, and rubbed a 
lemon half along his fingertips to get rid of the garlic smell, a trick he'd learned 
from Shoba. It was seven-thirty. Through the window he saw the sky, like soft 
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black pitch. Uneven banks of snow still lined the sidewalks, though it was warm 
enough for people to walk about without hats or gloves. Nearly three feet had 
fallen in the last storm, so that for a week people had to walk single file, in 
narrow trenches. For a week that was Shukumar's excuse for not leaving the 
house. But now the trenches were widening, and water drained steadily into 
grates in the pavement. 

    "The lamb won't be done by eight," Shukumar said. "We may have to eat in 
the dark." 

    "We can light candles," Shoba suggested. She unclipped her hair, coiled 
neatly at her nape during the days, and pried the sneakers from her feet 
without untying them. "I'm going to shower before the lights go," she said, 
heading for the staircase. "I'll be down." 

    Shukumar moved her satchel and her sneakers to the side of the fridge. She 
wasn't this way before. She used to put her coat on a hanger, her sneakers in 
the closet, and she paid bills as soon as they came. But now she treated the 
house as if it were a hotel. The fact that the yellow chintz armchair in the living 
room clashed with the blue-and-maroon Turkish carpet no longer bothered 
her. On the enclosed porch at the back of the house, a crisp white bag still sat 
on the wicker chaise, filled with lace she had once planned to turn into 
curtains. 

    While Shoba showered, Shukumar went into the downstairs bathroom and 
found a new toothbrush in its box beneath the sink. The cheap, stiff bristles 
hurt his gums, and he spit some blood into the basin. The spare brush was one 
of many stored in a metal basket. Shoba had bought them once when they were 
on sale, in the event that a visitor decided, at the last minute, to spend the 
night. 

    It was typical of her. She was the type to prepare for surprises, good and bad. 
If she found a skirt or a purse she liked she bought two. She kept the bonuses 
from her job in a separate bank account in her name. It hadn't bothered him. 
His own mother had fallen to pieces when his father died, abandoning the 
house he grew up in and moving back to Calcutta, leaving Shukumar to settle it 
all. He liked that Shoba was different. It astonished him, her capacity to think 
ahead. When she used to do the shopping, the pantry was always stocked with 
extra bottles of olive and corn oil, depending on whether they were cooking 
Italian or Indian. There were endless boxes of pasta in all shapes and colors, 
zippered sacks of basmati rice, whole sides of lambs and goats from the Muslim 
butchers at Haymarket, chopped up and frozen in endless plastic bags. Every 
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other Saturday they wound through the maze of stalls Shukumar eventually 
knew by heart. He watched in disbelief as she bought more food, trailing 
behind her with canvas bags as she pushed through the crowd, arguing under 
the morning sun with boys too young to shave but already missing teeth, who 
twisted up brown paper bags of artichokes, plums, gingerroot, and yams, and 
dropped them on their scales, and tossed them to Shoba one by one. She 
didn't mind being jostled, even when she was pregnant. She was tall, and 
broad-shouldered, with hips that her obstetrician assured her were made for 
childbearing. During the drive back home, as the car curved along the Charles, 
they invariably marveled at how much food they'd bought. 

    It never went to waste. When friends dropped by, Shoba would throw 
together meals that appeared to have taken half a day to prepare, from things 
she had frozen and bottled, not cheap things in tins but peppers she had 
marinated herself with rosemary, and chutneys that she cooked on Sundays, 
stirring boiling pots of tomatoes and prunes. Her labeled mason jars lined the 
shelves of the kitchen, in endless sealed pyramids, enough, they'd agreed, to 
last for their grandchildren to taste. They'd eaten it all by now. Shukumar had 
been going through their supplies steadily, preparing meals for the two of 
them, measuring out cupfuls of rice, defrosting bags of meat day after day. He 
combed through her cookbooks every afternoon, following her penciled 
instructions to use two teaspoons of ground coriander seeds instead of one, or 
red lentils instead of yellow. Each of the recipes was dated, telling the first time 
they had eaten the dish together. April 2, cauliflower with fennel. January 14, 
chicken with almonds and sultanas. He had no memory of eating those meals, 
and yet there they were, recorded in her neat proofreader's hand. Shukumar 
enjoyed cooking now. It was the one thing that made him feel productive. If it 
weren't for him, he knew, Shoba would eat a bowl of cereal for her dinner. 

    Tonight, with no lights, they would have to eat together. For months now 
they'd served themselves from the stove, and he'd taken his plate into his study, 
letting the meal grow cold on his desk before shoving it into his mouth without 
pause, while Shoba took her plate to the living room and watched game shows, 
or proofread files with her arsenal of colored pencils at hand. 

    At some point in the evening she visited him. When he heard her approach 
he would put away his novel and begin typing sentences. She would rest her 
hands on his shoulders and stare with him into the blue glow of the computer 
screen. "Don't work too hard," she would say after a minute or two, and head 
off to bed. It was the one time in the day she sought him out, and yet he'd come 
to dread it. He knew it was something she forced herself to do. She would look 
around the walls of the room, which they had decorated together last summer 
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with a border of marching ducks and rabbits playing trumpets and drums. By 
the end of August there was a cherry crib under the window, a white changing 
table with mint-green knobs, and a rocking chair with checkered cushions. 
Shukumar had disassembled it all before bringing Shoba back from the 
hospital, scraping off the rabbits and ducks with a spatula. For some reason the 
room did not haunt him the way it haunted Shoba. In January, when he 
stopped working at his carrel in the library, he set up his desk there 
deliberately, partly because the room soothed him, and partly because it was a 
place Shoba avoided. 

Shukumar returned to the kitchen and began to open drawers. He tried to 
locate a candle among the scissors, the eggbeaters and whisks, the mortar and 
pestle she'd bought in a bazaar in Calcutta, and used to pound garlic cloves and 
cardamom pods, back when she used to cook. He found a flashlight, but no 
batteries, and a half-empty box of birthday candles. Shoba had thrown him a 
surprise birthday party last May. One hundred and twenty people had crammed 
into the house — all the friends and the friends of friends they now 
systematically avoided. Bottles of vinho verde had nested in a bed of ice in the 
bathtub. Shoba was in her fifth month, drinking ginger ale from a martini glass. 
She had made a vanilla cream cake with custard and spun sugar. All night she 
kept Shukumar's long fingers linked with hers as they walked among the guests 
at the party. 

    Since September their only guest had been Shoba's mother. She came from 
Arizona and stayed with them for two months after Shoba returned from the 
hospital. She cooked dinner every night, drove herself to the supermarket, 
washed their clothes, put them away. She was a religious woman. She set up a 
small shrine, a framed picture of a lavender-faced goddess and a plate of 
marigold petals, on the bedside table in the guest room, and prayed twice a day 
for healthy grandchildren in the future. She was polite to Shukumar without 
being friendly. She folded his sweaters with an expertise she had learned from 
her job in a department store. She replaced a missing button on his winter coat 
and knit him a beige and brown scarf, presenting it to him without the least bit 
of ceremony, as if he had only dropped it and hadn't noticed. She never talked 
to him about Shoba; once, when he mentioned the baby's death, she looked up 
from her knitting, and said, "But you weren't even there." 

    It struck him as odd that there were no real candles in the house. That 
Shoba hadn't prepared for such an ordinary emergency. He looked now for 
something to put the birthday candles in and settled on the soil of a potted ivy 
that normally sat on the windowsill over the sink. Even though the plant was 
inches from the tap, the soil was so dry that he had to water it first before the 
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candles would stand straight. He pushed aside the things on the kitchen table, 
the piles of mail, the unread library books. He remembered their first meals 
there, when they were so thrilled to be married, to be living together in the 
same house at last, that they would just reach for each other foolishly, more 
eager to make love than to eat. He put down two embroidered place mats, a 
wedding gift from an uncle in Lucknow, and set out the plates and wineglasses 
they usually saved for guests. He put the ivy in the middle, the white-edged, 
star-shaped leaves girded by ten little candles. He switched on the digital clock 
radio and tuned it to a jazz station. 

    "What's all this?" Shoba said when she came downstairs. Her hair was 
wrapped in a thick white towel. She undid the towel and draped it over a chair, 
allowing her hair, damp and dark, to fall across her back. As she walked 
absently toward the stove she took out a few tangles with her fingers. She wore 
a clean pair of sweatpants, a T-shirt, an old flannel robe. Her stomach was flat 
again, her waist narrow before the flare of her hips, the belt of the robe tied in 
a floppy knot. 

    It was nearly eight. Shukumar put the rice on the table and the lentils from 
the night before into the microwave oven, punching the numbers on the timer. 

    "You made rogan josh," Shoba observed, looking through the glass lid at the 
bright paprika stew. 

    Shukumar took out a piece of lamb, pinching it quickly between his fingers 
so as not to scald himself. He prodded a larger piece with a serving spoon to 
make sure the meat slipped easily from the bone. "It's ready," he announced. 

    The microwave had just beeped when the lights went out, and the music 
disappeared. 

    "Perfect timing," Shoba said. 

    "All I could find were birthday candles." He lit up the ivy, keeping the rest of 
the candles and a book of matches by his plate. 

    "It doesn't matter," she said, running a finger along the stem of her 
wineglass. "It looks lovely." 

    In the dimness, he knew how she sat, a bit forward in her chair, ankles 
crossed against the lowest rung, left elbow on the table. During his search for 
the candles, Shukumar had found a bottle of wine in a crate he had thought 
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was empty. He clamped the bottle between his knees while he turned in the 
corkscrew. He worried about spilling, and so he picked up the glasses and held 
them close to his lap while he filled them. They served themselves, stirring the 
rice with their forks, squinting as they extracted bay leaves and cloves from the 
stew. Every few minutes Shukumar lit a few more birthday candles and drove 
them into the soil of the pot. 

    "It's like India," Shoba said, watching him tend his makeshift candelabra. 
"Sometimes the current disappears for hours at a stretch. I once had to attend 
an entire rice ceremony in the dark. The baby just cried and cried. It must have 
been so hot." 

    Their baby had never cried, Shukumar considered. Their baby would never 
have a rice ceremony, even though Shoba had already made the guest list, and 
decided on which of her three brothers she was going to ask to feed the child 
its first taste of solid food, at six months if it was a boy, seven if it was a girl. 

    "Are you hot?" he asked her. He pushed the blazing ivy pot to the other end 
of the table, closer to the piles of books and mail, making it even more difficult 
for them to see each other. He was suddenly irritated that he couldn't go 
upstairs and sit in front of the computer. 

    "No. It's delicious," she said, tapping her plate with her fork. "It really is." 

    He refilled the wine in her glass. She thanked him. 

    They weren't like this before. Now he had to struggle to say something that 
interested her, something that made her look up from her plate, or from her 
proofreading files. Eventually he gave up trying to amuse her. He learned not to 
mind the silences. 

    "I remember during power failures at my grandmother's house, we all had to 
say something," Shoba continued. He could barely see her face, but from her 
tone he knew her eyes were narrowed, as if trying to focus on a distant object. 
It was a habit of hers. 

    "Like what?" 

    "I don't know. A little poem. A joke. A fact about the world. For some reason 
my relatives always wanted me to tell them the names of my friends in America. 
I don't know why the information was so interesting to them. The last time I 
saw my aunt she asked after four girls I went to elementary school with in 
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Tucson. I barely remember them now." 

    Shukumar hadn't spent as much time in India as Shoba had. His parents, 
who settled in New Hampshire, used to go back without him. The first time 
he'd gone as an infant he'd nearly died of amoebic dysentery. His father, a 
nervous type, was afraid to take him again, in case something were to happen, 
and left him with his aunt and uncle in Concord. As a teenager he preferred 
sailing camp or scooping ice cream during the summers to going to Calcutta. It 
wasn't until after his father died, in his last year of college, that the country 
began to interest him, and he studied its history from course books as if it were 
any other subject. He wished now that he had his own childhood story of India. 

    "Let's do that," she said suddenly. 

    "Do what?" 

    "Say something to each other in the dark." 

    "Like what? I don't know any jokes." 

    "No, no jokes." She thought for a minute. "How about telling each other 
something we've never told before." 

    "I used to play this game in high school," Shukumar recalled. "When I got 
drunk." 

    "You're thinking of truth or dare. This is different. Okay, I'll start." She took 
a sip of wine. "The first time I was alone in your apartment, I looked in your 
address book to see if you'd written me in. I think we'd known each other two 
weeks." 

    "Where was I?" 

    "You went to answer the telephone in the other room. It was your mother, 
and I figured it would be a long call. I wanted to know if you'd promoted me 
from the margins of your newspaper." 

    "Had I?" 

    "No. But I didn't give up on you. Now it's your turn." 

    He couldn't think of anything, but Shoba was waiting for him to speak. She 
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hadn't appeared so determined in months. What was there left to say to her? 
He thought back to their first meeting, four years earlier at a lecture hall in 
Cambridge, where a group of Bengali poets were giving a recital. They'd ended 
up side by side, on folding wooden chairs. Shukumar was soon bored; he was 
unable to decipher the literary diction, and couldn't join the rest of the 
audience as they sighed and nodded solemnly after certain phrases. Peering at 
the newspaper folded in his lap, he studied the temperatures of cities around 
the world. Ninety-one degrees in Singapore yesterday, fifty-one in Stockholm. 
When he turned his head to the left, he saw a woman next to him making a 
grocery list on the back of a folder, and was startled to find that she was 
beautiful. 

    "Okay" he said, remembering. "The first time we went out to dinner, to the 
Portuguese place, I forgot to tip the waiter. I went back the next morning, 
found out his name, left money with the manager." 

    "You went all the way back to Somerville just to tip a waiter?" 

    "I took a cab." 

    "Why did you forget to tip the waiter?" 

    The birthday candles had burned out, but he pictured her face clearly in the 
dark, the wide tilting eyes, the full grape-toned lips, the fall at age two from her 
high chair still visible as a comma on her chin. Each day, Shukumar noticed, 
her beauty, which had once overwhelmed him, seemed to fade. The cosmetics 
that had seemed superfluous were necessary now, not to improve her but to 
define her somehow. 

    "By the end of the meal I had a funny feeling that I might marry you," he 
said, admitting it to himself as well as to her for the first time. "It must have 
distracted me." 

The next night Shoba came home earlier than usual. There was lamb left over 
from the evening before, and Shukumar heated it up so that they were able to 
eat by seven. He'd gone out that day, through the melting snow, and bought a 
packet of taper candles from the corner store, and batteries to fit the flashlight. 
He had the candles ready on the countertop, standing in brass holders shaped 
like lotuses, but they ate under the glow of the copper-shaded ceiling lamp that 
hung over the table. 

    When they had finished eating, Shukumar was surprised to see that Shoba 
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was stacking her plate on top of his, and then carrying them over to the sink. 
He had assumed she would retreat to the living room, behind her barricade of 
files. 

    "Don't worry about the dishes," he said, taking them from her hands. 

    "It seems silly not to," she replied, pouring a drop of detergent onto a 
sponge. "It's nearly eight o'clock." 

    His heart quickened. All day Shukumar had looked forward to the lights 
going out. He thought about what Shoba had said the night before, about 
looking in his address book. It felt good to remember her as she was then, how 
bold yet nervous she'd been when they first met, how hopeful. They stood side 
by side at the sink, their reflections fitting together in the frame of the window. 
It made him shy, the way he felt the first time they stood together in a mirror. 
He couldn't recall the last time they'd been photographed. They had stopped 
attending parties, went nowhere together. The film in his camera still contained 
pictures of Shoba, in the yard, when she was pregnant. 

    After finishing the dishes, they leaned against the counter, drying their 
hands on either end of a towel. At eight o'clock the house went black. 
Shukumar lit the wicks of the candles, impressed by their long, steady flames. 

    "Let's sit outside," Shoba said. "I think it's warm still." 

    They each took a candle and sat down on the steps. It seemed strange to be 
sitting outside with patches of snow still on the ground. But everyone was out 
of their houses tonight, the air fresh enough to make people restless. Screen 
doors opened and closed. A small parade of neighbors passed by with 
flashlights. 

    "We're going to the bookstore to browse," a silver-haired man called out. He 
was walking with his wife, a thin woman in a windbreaker, and holding a dog 
on a leash. They were the Bradfords, and they had tucked a sympathy card into 
Shoba and Shukumar's mailbox back in September. "I hear they've got their 
power." 

    "They'd better," Shukumar said. "Or you'll be browsing in the dark." 

    The woman laughed, slipping her arm through the crook of her husband's 
elbow. "Want to join us?" 
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    "No thanks," Shoba and Shukumar called out together. It surprised 
Shukumar that his words matched hers. 

    He wondered what Shoba would tell him in the dark. The worst possibilities 
had already run through his head. That she'd had an affair. That she didn't 
respect him for being thirty-five and still a student. That she blamed him for 
being in Baltimore the way her mother did. But he knew those things weren't 
true. She'd been faithful, as had he. She believed in him. It was she who had 
insisted he go to Baltimore. What didn't they know about each other? He knew 
she curled her fingers tightly when she slept, that her body twitched during bad 
dreams. He knew it was honeydew she favored over cantaloupe. He knew that 
when they returned from the hospital the first thing she did when she walked 
into the house was pick out objects of theirs and toss them into a pile in the 
hallway: books from the shelves, plants from the windowsills, paintings from 
walls, photos from tables, pots and pans that hung from the hooks over the 
stove. Shukumar had stepped out of her way, watching as she moved 
methodically from room to room. When she was satisfied, she stood there 
staring at the pile she'd made, her lips drawn back in such distaste that 
Shukumar had thought she would spit. Then she'd started to cry. 

    He began to feel cold as he sat there on the steps. He felt that he needed her 
to talk first, in order to reciprocate. 

    "That time when your mother came to visit us," she said finally. "When I said 
one night that I had to stay late at work, I went out with Gillian and had a 
martini." 

    He looked at her profile, the slender nose, the slightly masculine set of her 
jaw. He remembered that night well; eating with his mother, tired from 
teaching two classes back to back, wishing Shoba were there to say more of the 
right things because he came up with only the wrong ones. It had been twelve 
years since his father had died, and his mother had come to spend two weeks 
with him and Shoba, so they could honor his father's memory together. Each 
night his mother cooked something his father had liked, but she was too upset 
to eat the dishes herself, and her eyes would well up as Shoba stroked her 
hand. "It's so touching," Shoba had said to him at the time. Now he pictured 
Shoba with Gillian, in a bar with striped velvet sofas, the one they used to go to 
after the movies, making sure she got her extra olive, asking Gillian for a 
cigarette. He imagined her complaining, and Gillian sympathizing about visits 
from in-laws. It was Gillian who had driven Shoba to the hospital. 

    "Your turn," she said, stopping his thoughts. 
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    At the end of their street Shukumar heard sounds of a drill and the 
electricians shouting over it. He looked at the darkened facades of the houses 
lining the street. Candles glowed in the windows of one. In spite of the warmth, 
smoke rose from the chimney. 

    "I cheated on my Oriental Civilization exam in college," he said. "It was my 
last semester, my last set of exams. My father had died a few months before. I 
could see the blue book of the guy next to me. He was an American guy, a 
maniac. He knew Urdu and Sanskrit. I couldn't remember if the verse we had 
to identify was an example of a ghazal or not. I looked at his answer and copied 
it down." 

    It had happened over fifteen years ago. He felt relief now, having told her. 

    She turned to him, looking not at his face, but at his shoes — old moccasins 
he wore as if they were slippers, the leather at the back permanently flattened. 
He wondered if it bothered her, what he'd said. She took his hand and pressed 
it. "You didn't have to tell me why you did it," she said, moving closer to him. 

    They sat together until nine o'clock, when the lights came on. They heard 
some people across the street clapping from their porch, and televisions being 
turned on. The Bradfords walked back down the street, eating ice-cream cones 
and waving. Shoba and Shukumar waved back. Then they stood up, his hand 
still in hers, and went inside. 

Somehow, without saying anything, it had turned into this. Into an exchange of 
confessions — the little ways they'd hurt or disappointed each other, and 
themselves. The following day Shukumar thought for hours about what to say 
to her. He was torn between admitting that he once ripped out a photo of a 
woman in one of the fashion magazines she used to subscribe to and carried it 
in his books for a week, or saying that he really hadn't lost the sweater-vest she 
bought him for their third wedding anniversary but had exchanged it for cash 
at Filene's, and that he had gotten drunk alone in the middle of the day at a 
hotel bar. For their first anniversary, Shoba had cooked a ten-course dinner 
just for him. The vest depressed him. "My wife gave me a sweater-vest for our 
anniversary," he complained to the bartender, his head heavy with cognac. 
"What do you expect?" the bartender had replied. "You're married." 

    As for the picture of the woman, he didn't know why he'd ripped it out. She 
wasn't as pretty as Shoba. She wore a white sequined dress, and had a sullen 
face and lean, mannish legs. Her bare arms were raised, her fists around her 
head, as if she were about to punch herself in the ears. It was an advertisement 
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for stockings. Shoba had been pregnant at the time, her stomach suddenly 
immense, to the point where Shukumar no longer wanted to touch her. The 
first time he saw the picture he was lying in bed next to her, watching her as 
she read. When he noticed the magazine in the recycling pile he found the 
woman and tore out the page as carefully as he could. For about a week he 
allowed himself a glimpse each day. He felt an intense desire for the woman, 
but it was a desire that turned to disgust after a minute or two. It was the 
closest he'd come to infidelity. 

    He told Shoba about the sweater on the third night, the picture on the 
fourth. She said nothing as he spoke, expressed no protest or reproach. She 
simply listened, and then she took his hand, pressing it as she had before. On 
the third night, she told him that once after a lecture they'd attended, she let 
him speak to the chairman of his department without telling him that he had a 
dab of pâté on his chin. She'd been irritated with him for some reason, and so 
she'd let him go on and on, about securing his fellowship for the following 
semester, without putting a finger to her own chin as a signal. The fourth night, 
she said that she never liked the one poem he'd ever published in his life, in a 
literary magazine in Utah. He'd written the poem after meeting Shoba. She 
added that she found the poem sentimental. 

    Something happened when the house was dark. They were able to talk to 
each other again. The third night after supper they'd sat together on the sofa, 
and once it was dark he began kissing her awkwardly on her forehead and her 
face, and though it was dark he closed his eyes, and knew that she did, too. The 
fourth night they walked carefully upstairs, to bed, feeling together for the final 
step with their feet before the landing, and making love with a desperation they 
had forgotten. She wept without sound, and whispered his name, and traced 
his eyebrows with her finger in the dark. As he made love to her he wondered 
what he would say to her the next night, and what she would say, the thought 
of it exciting him. "Hold me," he said, "hold me in your arms," By the time the 
lights came back on downstairs, they'd fallen asleep. 

The morning of the fifth night Shukumar found another notice from the 
electric company in the mailbox. The line had been repaired ahead of schedule, 
it said. He was disappointed. He had planned on making shrimp malai for 
Shoba, but when he arrived at the store he didn't feel like cooking anymore. It 
wasn't the same, he thought, knowing that the lights wouldn't go out. In the 
store the shrimp looked gray and thin. The coconut milk tin was dusty and 
overpriced. Still, he bought them, along with a beeswax candle and two bottles 
of wine. 
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    She came home at seven-thirty. "I suppose this is the end of our game," he 
said when he saw her reading the notice. 

    She looked at him. "You can still light candles if you want." She hadn't been 
to the gym tonight. She wore a suit beneath the raincoat. Her makeup had been 
retouched recently. 

    When she went upstairs to change, Shukumar poured himself some wine 
and put on a record, a Thelonius Monk album he knew she liked. 

    When she came downstairs they ate together. She didn't thank him or 
compliment him. They simply ate in a darkened room, in the glow of a beeswax 
candle. They had survived a difficult time. They finished off the shrimp. They 
finished off the first bottle of wine and moved on to the second. They sat 
together until the candle had nearly burned away. She shifted in her chair, and 
Shukumar thought that she was about to say something. But instead she blew 
out the candle, stood up, turned on the light switch, and sat down again. 

    "Shouldn't we keep the lights off?" Shukumar asked. She set her plate aside 
and clasped her hands on the table. "I want you to see my face when I tell you 
this," she said gently. 

    His heart began to pound. The day she told him she was pregnant, she had 
used the very same words, saying them in the same gentle way, turning off the 
basketball game he'd been watching on television. He hadn't been prepared 
then. Now he was. 

    Only he didn't want her to be pregnant again. He didn't want to have to 
pretend to be happy. 

    "I've been looking for an apartment and I've found one," she said, narrowing 
her eyes on something, it seemed, behind his left shoulder. It was nobody's 
fault, she continued. They'd been through enough. She needed some time 
alone. She had money saved up for a security deposit. The apartment was on 
Beacon Hill, so she could walk to work. She had signed the lease that night 
before coming home. 

    She wouldn't look at him, but he stared at her. It was obvious that she'd 
rehearsed the lines. All this time she'd been looking for an apartment, testing 
the water pressure, asking a Realtor if heat and hot water were included in the 
rent. It sickened Shukumar, knowing that she had spent these past evenings 
preparing for a life without him. He was relieved and yet he was sickened. This 
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was what she'd been trying to tell him for the past four evenings. This was the 
point of her game. 

    Now it was his turn to speak. There was something he'd sworn he would 
never tell her, and for six months he had done his best to block it from his 
mind. Before the ultrasound she had asked the doctor not to tell her the sex of 
their child, and Shukumar had agreed. She had wanted it to be a surprise. 

    Later, those few times they talked about what had happened, she said at least 
they'd been spared that knowledge. In a way she almost took pride in her 
decision, for it enabled her to seek refuge in a mystery. He knew that she 
assumed it was a mystery for him, too. He'd arrived too late from Baltimore — 
when it was all over and she was lying on the hospital bed. But he hadn't. He'd 
arrived early enough to see their baby, and to hold him before they cremated 
him. At first he had recoiled at the suggestion, but the doctor said holding the 
baby might help him with the process of grieving. Shoba was asleep. The baby 
had been cleaned off, his bulbous lids shut tight to the world. 

    "Our baby was a boy," he said. "His skin was more red than brown. He had 
black hair on his head. He weighed almost five pounds. His fingers were curled 
shut, just like yours in the night." 

    Shoba looked at him now, her face contorted with sorrow. He had cheated 
on a college exam, ripped a picture of a woman out of a magazine. He had 
returned a sweater and got drunk in the middle of the day instead. These were 
the things he had told her. He had held his son, who had known life only 
within her, against his chest in a darkened room in an unknown wing of the 
hospital. He had held him until a nurse knocked and took him away, and he 
promised himself that day that he would never tell Shoba, because he still 
loved her then, and it was the one thing in her life that she had wanted to be a 
surprise. 

    Shukumar stood up and stacked his plate on top of hers. He carried the 
plates to the sink, but instead of running the tap he looked out the window. 
Outside the evening was still warm, and the Bradfords were walking arm in 
arm. As he watched the couple the room went dark, and he spun around. 
Shoba had turned the lights off. She came back to the table and sat down, and 
after a moment Shukumar joined her. They wept together, for the things they 
now knew. 
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 “A Rose for Emily” 

William Faulkner 

I 

WHEN Miss Emily Grierson died, our whole town went to her funeral: the men 
through a sort of respectful affection for a fallen monument, the women mostly 
out of curiosity to see the inside of her house, which no one save an old man-
servant--a combined gardener and cook--had seen in at least ten years. 

It was a big, squarish frame house that had once been white, decorated with 
cupolas and spires and scrolled balconies in the heavily lightsome style of the 
seventies, set on what had once been our most select street. But garages and 
cotton gins had encroached and obliterated even the august names of that 
neighborhood; only Miss Emily's house was left, lifting its stubborn and 
coquettish decay above the cotton wagons and the gasoline pumps-an eyesore 
among eyesores. And now Miss Emily had gone to join the representatives of 
those august names where they lay in the cedar-bemused cemetery among the 
ranked and anonymous graves of Union and Confederate soldiers who fell at 
the battle of Jefferson. 

Alive, Miss Emily had been a tradition, a duty, and a care; a sort of hereditary 
obligation upon the town, dating from that day in 1894 when Colonel Sartoris, 
the mayor--he who fathered the edict that no Negro woman should appear on 
the streets without an apron-remitted her taxes, the dispensation dating from 
the death of her father on into perpetuity. Not that Miss Emily would have 
accepted charity. Colonel Sartoris invented an involved tale to the effect that 
Miss Emily's father had loaned money to the town, which the town, as a matter 
of business, preferred this way of repaying. Only a man of Colonel Sartoris' 
generation and thought could have invented it, and only a woman could have 
believed it. 

When the next generation, with its more modern ideas, became mayors and 
aldermen, this arrangement created some little dissatisfaction. On the first of 
the year they mailed her a tax notice. February came, and there was no reply. 
They wrote her a formal letter, asking her to call at the sheriff's office at her 
convenience. A week later the mayor wrote her himself, offering to call or to 
send his car for her, and received in reply a note on paper of an archaic shape, 
in a thin, flowing calligraphy in faded ink, to the effect that she no longer went 
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out at all. The tax notice was also enclosed, without comment. 

They called a special meeting of the Board of Aldermen. A deputation waited 
upon her, knocked at the door through which no visitor had passed since she 
ceased giving china-painting lessons eight or ten years earlier. They were 
admitted by the old Negro into a dim hall from which a stairway mounted into 
still more shadow. It smelled of dust and disuse--a close, dank smell. The Negro 
led them into the parlor. It was furnished in heavy, leather-covered furniture. 
When the Negro opened the blinds of one window, they could see that the 
leather was cracked; and when they sat down, a faint dust rose sluggishly about 
their thighs, spinning with slow motes in the single sun-ray. On a tarnished gilt 
easel before the fireplace stood a crayon portrait of Miss Emily's father. 

They rose when she entered--a small, fat woman in black, with a thin gold 
chain descending to her waist and vanishing into her belt, leaning on an ebony 
cane with a tarnished gold head. Her skeleton was small and spare; perhaps 
that was why what would have been merely plumpness in another was obesity 
in her. She looked bloated, like a body long submerged in motionless water, 
and of that pallid hue. Her eyes, lost in the fatty ridges of her face, looked like 
two small pieces of coal pressed into a lump of dough as they moved from one 
face to another while the visitors stated their errand. 

She did not ask them to sit. She just stood in the door and listened quietly 
until the spokesman came to a stumbling halt. Then they could hear the 
invisible watch ticking at the end of the gold chain. 

Her voice was dry and cold. "I have no taxes in Jefferson. Colonel Sartoris 
explained it to me. Perhaps one of you can gain access to the city records and 
satisfy yourselves." 

"But we have. We are the city authorities, Miss Emily. Didn't you get a notice 
from the sheriff, signed by him?" 

"I received a paper, yes," Miss Emily said. "Perhaps he considers himself the 
sheriff . . . I have no taxes in Jefferson." 

"But there is nothing on the books to show that, you see We must go by the--" 

"See Colonel Sartoris. I have no taxes in Jefferson." 

"But, Miss Emily--" 
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"See Colonel Sartoris." (Colonel Sartoris had been dead almost ten years.) "I 
have no taxes in Jefferson. Tobe!" The Negro appeared. "Show these gentlemen 
out." 

 

II 

So SHE vanquished them, horse and foot, just as she had vanquished their 
fathers thirty years before about the smell. 

That was two years after her father's death and a short time after her 
sweetheart--the one we believed would marry her --had deserted her. After her 
father's death she went out very little; after her sweetheart went away, people 
hardly saw her at all. A few of the ladies had the temerity to call, but were not 
received, and the only sign of life about the place was the Negro man--a young 
man then--going in and out with a market basket. 

"Just as if a man--any man--could keep a kitchen properly, "the ladies said; so 
they were not surprised when the smell developed. It was another link between 
the gross, teeming world and the high and mighty Griersons. 

A neighbor, a woman, complained to the mayor, Judge Stevens, eighty years 
old. 

"But what will you have me do about it, madam?" he said. 

"Why, send her word to stop it," the woman said. "Isn't there a law? " 

"I'm sure that won't be necessary," Judge Stevens said. "It's probably just a 
snake or a rat that nigger of hers killed in the yard. I'll speak to him about it." 

The next day he received two more complaints, one from a man who came in 
diffident deprecation. "We really must do something about it, Judge. I'd be the 
last one in the world to bother Miss Emily, but we've got to do something." 
That night the Board of Aldermen met--three graybeards and one younger 
man, a member of the rising generation. 

"It's simple enough," he said. "Send her word to have her place cleaned up. 
Give her a certain time to do it in, and if she don't. .." 

"Dammit, sir," Judge Stevens said, "will you accuse a lady to her face of 
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smelling bad?" 

So the next night, after midnight, four men crossed Miss Emily's lawn and 
slunk about the house like burglars, sniffing along the base of the brickwork 
and at the cellar openings while one of them performed a regular sowing 
motion with his hand out of a sack slung from his shoulder. They broke open 
the cellar door and sprinkled lime there, and in all the outbuildings. As they 
recrossed the lawn, a window that had been dark was lighted and Miss Emily 
sat in it, the light behind her, and her upright torso motionless as that of an 
idol. They crept quietly across the lawn and into the shadow of the locusts that 
lined the street. After a week or two the smell went away. 

That was when people had begun to feel really sorry for her. People in our 
town, remembering how old lady Wyatt, her great-aunt, had gone completely 
crazy at last, believed that the Griersons held themselves a little too high for 
what they really were. None of the young men were quite good enough for Miss 
Emily and such. We had long thought of them as a tableau, Miss Emily a 
slender figure in white in the background, her father a spraddled silhouette in 
the foreground, his back to her and clutching a horsewhip, the two of them 
framed by the back-flung front door. So when she got to be thirty and was still 
single, we were not pleased exactly, but vindicated; even with insanity in the 
family she wouldn't have turned down all of her chances if they had really 
materialized. 

When her father died, it got about that the house was all that was left to her; 
and in a way, people were glad. At last they could pity Miss Emily. Being left 
alone, and a pauper, she had become humanized. Now she too would know the 
old thrill and the old despair of a penny more or less. 

The day after his death all the ladies prepared to call at the house and offer 
condolence and aid, as is our custom Miss Emily met them at the door, dressed 
as usual and with no trace of grief on her face. She told them that her father 
was not dead. She did that for three days, with the ministers calling on her, and 
the doctors, trying to persuade her to let them dispose of the body. Just as they 
were about to resort to law and force, she broke down, and they buried her 
father quickly. 

We did not say she was crazy then. We believed she had to do that. We 
remembered all the young men her father had driven away, and we knew that 
with nothing left, she would have to cling to that which had robbed her, as 
people will. 
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III 

SHE WAS SICK for a long time. When we saw her again, her hair was cut 
short, making her look like a girl, with a vague resemblance to those angels in 
colored church windows--sort of tragic and serene. 

The town had just let the contracts for paving the sidewalks, and in the summer 
after her father's death they began the work. The construction company came 
with riggers and mules and machinery, and a foreman named Homer Barron, a 
Yankee--a big, dark, ready man, with a big voice and eyes lighter than his face. 
The little boys would follow in groups to hear him cuss the riggers, and the 
riggers singing in time to the rise and fall of picks. Pretty soon he knew 
everybody in town. Whenever you heard a lot of laughing anywhere about the 
square, Homer Barron would be in the center of the group. Presently we began 
to see him and Miss Emily on Sunday afternoons driving in the yellow-wheeled 
buggy and the matched team of bays from the livery stable. 

At first we were glad that Miss Emily would have an interest, because the ladies 
all said, "Of course a Grierson would not think seriously of a Northerner, a day 
laborer." But there were still others, older people, who said that even grief 
could not cause a real lady to forget noblesse oblige- - 

without calling it noblesse oblige. They just said, "Poor Emily. Her kinsfolk 
should come to her." She had some kin in Alabama; but years ago her father 
had fallen out with them over the estate of old lady Wyatt, the crazy woman, 
and there was no communication between the two families. They had not even 
been represented at the funeral. 
 
And as soon as the old people said, "Poor Emily," the whispering began. "Do 
you suppose it's really so?" they said to one another. "Of course it is. What else 
could . . ." This behind their hands; rustling of craned silk and satin behind 
jalousies closed upon the sun of Sunday afternoon as the thin, swift clop-clop-
clop of the matched team passed: "Poor Emily." 
She carried her head high enough--even when we believed that she was fallen. 
It was as if she demanded more than ever the recognition of her dignity as the 
last Grierson; as if it had wanted that touch of earthiness to reaffirm her 
imperviousness. Like when she bought the rat poison, the arsenic. That was 
over a year after they had begun to say "Poor Emily," and while the two female 
cousins were visiting her. 
"I want some poison," she said to the druggist. She was over thirty then, still a 
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slight woman, though thinner than usual, with cold, haughty black eyes in a 
face the flesh of which was strained across the temples and about the 
eyesockets as you imagine a lighthouse-keeper's face ought to look. "I want 
some poison," she said. 
"Yes, Miss Emily. What kind? For rats and such? I'd recom--" 
"I want the best you have. I don't care what kind." 
The druggist named several. "They'll kill anything up to an elephant. But what 
you want is--" 
"Arsenic," Miss Emily said. "Is that a good one?" 
"Is . . . arsenic? Yes, ma'am. But what you want--" 
"I want arsenic." 
The druggist looked down at her. She looked back at him, erect, her face like a 
strained flag. "Why, of course," the druggist said. "If that's what you want. But 
the law requires you to tell what you are going to use it for." 
Miss Emily just stared at him, her head tilted back in order to look him eye for 
eye, until he looked away and went and got the arsenic and wrapped it up. The 
Negro delivery boy brought her the package; the druggist didn't come back. 
When she opened the package at home there was written on the box, under the 
skull and bones: "For rats." 
 

IV 

So THE NEXT day we all said, "She will kill herself"; and we said it would be 
the best thing. When she had first begun to be seen with Homer Barron, we 
had said, "She will marry him." Then we said, "She will persuade him yet," 
because Homer himself had remarked--he liked men, and it was known that he 
drank with the younger men in the Elks' Club--that he was not a marrying man. 
Later we said, "Poor Emily" behind the jalousies as they passed on Sunday 
afternoon in the glittering buggy, Miss Emily with her head high and Homer 
Barron with his hat cocked and a cigar in his teeth, reins and whip in a yellow 
glove. 

Then some of the ladies began to say that it was a disgrace to the town and a 
bad example to the young people. The men did not want to interfere, but at last 
the ladies forced the Baptist minister--Miss Emily's people were Episcopal-- to 
call upon her. He would never divulge what happened during that interview, 
but he refused to go back again. The next Sunday they again drove about the 
streets, and the following day the minister's wife wrote to Miss Emily's relations 
in Alabama. 

So she had blood-kin under her roof again and we sat back to watch 
developments. At first nothing happened. Then we were sure that they were to 
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be married. We learned that Miss Emily had been to the jeweler's and ordered 
a man's toilet set in silver, with the letters H. B. on each piece. Two days later 
we learned that she had bought a complete outfit of men's clothing, including a 
nightshirt, and we said, "They are married." We were really glad. We were glad 
because the two female cousins were even more Grierson than Miss Emily had 
ever been. 

So we were not surprised when Homer Barron--the streets had been finished 
some time since--was gone. We were a little disappointed that there was not a 
public blowing-off, but we believed that he had gone on to prepare for Miss 
Emily's coming, or to give her a chance to get rid of the cousins. (By that time it 
was a cabal, and we were all Miss Emily's allies to help circumvent the cousins.) 
Sure enough, after another week they departed. And, as we had expected all 
along, within three days Homer Barron was back in town. A neighbor saw the 
Negro man admit him at the kitchen door at dusk one evening. 

And that was the last we saw of Homer Barron. And of Miss Emily for some 
time. The Negro man went in and out with the market basket, but the front 
door remained closed. Now and then we would see her at a window for a 
moment, as the men did that night when they sprinkled the lime, but for almost 
six months she did not appear on the streets. Then we knew that this was to be 
expected too; as if that quality of her father which had thwarted her woman's 
life so many times had been too virulent and too furious to die. 

When we next saw Miss Emily, she had grown fat and her hair was turning 
gray. During the next few years it grew grayer and grayer until it attained an 
even pepper-and-salt iron-gray, when it ceased turning. Up to the day of her 
death at seventy-four it was still that vigorous iron-gray, like the hair of an 
active man. 

From that time on her front door remained closed, save for a period of six or 
seven years, when she was about forty, during which she gave lessons in china-
painting. She fitted up a studio in one of the downstairs rooms, where the 
daughters and granddaughters of Colonel Sartoris' contemporaries were sent to 
her with the same regularity and in the same spirit that they were sent to 
church on Sundays with a twenty-five-cent piece for the collection plate. 
Meanwhile her taxes had been remitted. 

Then the newer generation became the backbone and the spirit of the town, 
and the painting pupils grew up and fell away and did not send their children 
to her with boxes of color and tedious brushes and pictures cut from the ladies' 
magazines. The front door closed upon the last one and remained closed for 
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good. When the town got free postal delivery, Miss Emily alone refused to let 
them fasten the metal numbers above her door and attach a mailbox to it. She 
would not listen to them. 

Daily, monthly, yearly we watched the Negro grow grayer and more stooped, 
going in and out with the market basket. Each December we sent her a tax 
notice, which would be returned by the post office a week later, unclaimed. 
Now and then we would see her in one of the downstairs windows--she had 
evidently shut up the top floor of the house--like the carven torso of an idol in a 
niche, looking or not looking at us, we could never tell which. Thus she passed 
from generation to generation--dear, inescapable, impervious, tranquil, and 
perverse. 

And so she died. Fell ill in the house filled with dust and shadows, with only a 
doddering Negro man to wait on her. We did not even know she was sick; we 
had long since given up trying to get any information from the Negro 

He talked to no one, probably not even to her, for his voice had grown harsh 
and rusty, as if from disuse. 

She died in one of the downstairs rooms, in a heavy walnut bed with a curtain, 
her gray head propped on a pillow yellow and moldy with age and lack of 
sunlight. 

 

V 

THE NEGRO met the first of the ladies at the front door and let them in, with 
their hushed, sibilant voices and their quick, curious glances, and then he 
disappeared. He walked right through the house and out the back and was not 
seen again. 

The two female cousins came at once. They held the funeral on the second day, 
with the town coming to look at Miss Emily beneath a mass of bought flowers, 
with the crayon face of her father musing profoundly above the bier and the 
ladies sibilant and macabre; and the very old men --some in their brushed 
Confederate uniforms--on the porch and the lawn, talking of Miss Emily as if 
she had been a contemporary of theirs, believing that they had danced with her 
and courted her perhaps, confusing time with its mathematical progression, as 
the old do, to whom all the past is not a diminishing road but, instead, a huge 
meadow which no winter ever quite touches, divided from them now by the 
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narrow bottle-neck of the most recent decade of years. 

Already we knew that there was one room in that region above stairs which no 
one had seen in forty years, and which would have to be forced. They waited 
until Miss Emily was decently in the ground before they opened it. 

The violence of breaking down the door seemed to fill this room with 
pervading dust. A thin, acrid pall as of the tomb seemed to lie everywhere upon 
this room decked and furnished as for a bridal: upon the valance curtains of 
faded rose color, upon the rose-shaded lights, upon the dressing table, upon 
the delicate array of crystal and the man's toilet things backed with tarnished 
silver, silver so tarnished that the monogram was obscured. Among them lay a 
collar and tie, as if they had just been removed, which, lifted, left upon the 
surface a pale crescent in the dust. Upon a chair hung the suit, carefully folded; 
beneath it the two mute shoes and the discarded socks. 

The man himself lay in the bed. 

For a long while we just stood there, looking down at the profound and 
fleshless grin. The body had apparently once lain in the attitude of an embrace, 
but now the long sleep that outlasts love, that conquers even the grimace of 
love, had cuckolded him. What was left of him, rotted beneath what was left of 
the nightshirt, had become inextricable from the bed in which he lay; and upon 
him and upon the pillow beside him lay that even coating of the patient and 
biding dust. 

Then we noticed that in the second pillow was the indentation of a head. One 
of us lifted something from it, and leaning forward, that faint and invisible dust 
dry and acrid in the nostrils, we saw a long strand of iron-gray hair. 
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“The Yellow Wallpaper” 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman 

 
It is very seldom that mere ordinary people like John and myself secure 
ancestral halls for the summer. 

A colonial mansion, a hereditary estate, I would say a haunted house, and reach 
the height of romantic felicity—but that would be asking too much of fate! 

Still I will proudly declare that there is something queer about it. 

Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so long untenanted? 

John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that in marriage. 

John is practical in the extreme. He has no patience with faith, an intense 
horror of superstition, and he scoffs openly at any talk of things not to be felt 
and seen and put down in figures. 

John is a physician, and PERHAPS—(I would not say it to a living soul, of 
course, but this is dead paper and a great relief to my mind)—PERHAPS that is 
one reason I do not get well faster. 

You see he does not believe I am sick! 

And what can one do? 

If a physician of high standing, and one's own husband, assures friends and 
relatives that there is really nothing the matter with one but temporary nervous 
depression—a slight hysterical tendency—what is one to do? 

My brother is also a physician, and also of high standing, and he says the same 
thing. 

So I take phosphates or phosphites—whichever it is, and tonics, and journeys, 
and air, and exercise, and am absolutely forbidden to "work" until I am well 
again. 

Personally, I disagree with their ideas. 

Personally, I believe that congenial work, with excitement and change, would 
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do me good. 

But what is one to do? 

I did write for a while in spite of them; but it DOES exhaust me a good deal—
having to be so sly about it, or else meet with heavy opposition. 

I sometimes fancy that in my condition if I had less opposition and more 
society and stimulus—but John says the very worst thing I can do is to think 
about my condition, and I confess it always makes me feel bad. 

So I will let it alone and talk about the house. 

The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well back from the road, 
quite three miles from the village. It makes me think of English places that you 
read about, for there are hedges and walls and gates that lock, and lots of 
separate little houses for the gardeners and people. 

There is a DELICIOUS garden! I never saw such a garden—large and shady, 
full of box-bordered paths, and lined with long grape-covered arbors with seats 
under them. 

There were greenhouses, too, but they are all broken now. 

There was some legal trouble, I believe, something about the heirs and coheirs; 
anyhow, the place has been empty for years. 

That spoils my ghostliness, I am afraid, but I don't care—there is something 
strange about the house—I can feel it. 

I even said so to John one moonlight evening, but he said what I felt was a 
DRAUGHT, and shut the window. 

I get unreasonably angry with John sometimes. I'm sure I never used to be so 
sensitive. I think it is due to this nervous condition. 

But John says if I feel so, I shall neglect proper self-control; so I take pains to 
control myself—before him, at least, and that makes me very tired. 

I don't like our room a bit. I wanted one downstairs that opened on the piazza 
and had roses all over the window, and such pretty old-fashioned chintz 
hangings! but John would not hear of it. 

He said there was only one window and not room for two beds, and no near 
room for him if he took another. 
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He is very careful and loving, and hardly lets me stir without special direction. 

I have a schedule prescription for each hour in the day; he takes all care from 
me, and so I feel basely ungrateful not to value it more. 

He said we came here solely on my account, that I was to have perfect rest and 
all the air I could get. "Your exercise depends on your strength, my dear," said 
he, "and your food somewhat on your appetite; but air you can absorb all the 
time." So we took the nursery at the top of the house. 

It is a big, airy room, the whole floor nearly, with windows that look all ways, 
and air and sunshine galore. It was nursery first and then playroom and 
gymnasium, I should judge; for the windows are barred for little children, and 
there are rings and things in the walls. 

The paint and paper look as if a boys' school had used it. It is stripped off—the 
paper—in great patches all around the head of my bed, about as far as I can 
reach, and in a great place on the other side of the room low down. I never saw 
a worse paper in my life. 

One of those sprawling flamboyant patterns committing every artistic sin. 

It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following, pronounced enough to 
constantly irritate and provoke study, and when you follow the lame uncertain 
curves for a little distance they suddenly commit suicide—plunge off at 
outrageous angles, destroy themselves in unheard of contradictions. 

The color is repellent, almost revolting; a smouldering unclean yellow, 
strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlight. 

It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur tint in others. 

No wonder the children hated it! I should hate it myself if I had to live in this 
room long. 

There comes John, and I must put this away,—he hates to have me write a 
word. 

We have been here two weeks, and I haven't felt like writing before, since that 
first day. 

I am sitting by the window now, up in this atrocious nursery, and there is 
nothing to hinder my writing as much as I please, save lack of strength. 

John is away all day, and even some nights when his cases are serious. 
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I am glad my case is not serious! 

But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing. 

John does not know how much I really suffer. He knows there is no REASON 
to suffer, and that satisfies him. 

Of course it is only nervousness. It does weigh on me so not to do my duty in 
any way! 

I meant to be such a help to John, such a real rest and comfort, and here I am a 
comparative burden already! 

Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am able,—to dress 
and entertain, and order things. 

It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby. Such a dear baby! 

And yet I CANNOT be with him, it makes me so nervous. 

I suppose John never was nervous in his life. He laughs at me so about this 
wall-paper! 

At first he meant to repaper the room, but afterwards he said that I was letting 
it get the better of me, and that nothing was worse for a nervous patient than to 
give way to such fancies. 

He said that after the wall-paper was changed it would be the heavy bedstead, 
and then the barred windows, and then that gate at the head of the stairs, and 
so on. 

"You know the place is doing you good," he said, "and really, dear, I don't care 
to renovate the house just for a three months' rental." 

"Then do let us go downstairs," I said, "there are such pretty rooms there." 

Then he took me in his arms and called me a blessed little goose, and said he 
would go down to the cellar, if I wished, and have it whitewashed into the 
bargain. 

But he is right enough about the beds and windows and things. 

It is an airy and comfortable room as any one need wish, and, of course, I 
would not be so silly as to make him uncomfortable just for a whim. 

I'm really getting quite fond of the big room, all but that horrid paper. 
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Out of one window I can see the garden, those mysterious deepshaded arbors, 
the riotous old-fashioned flowers, and bushes and gnarly trees. 

Out of another I get a lovely view of the bay and a little private wharf belonging 
to the estate. There is a beautiful shaded lane that runs down there from the 
house. I always fancy I see people walking in these numerous paths and arbors, 
but John has cautioned me not to give way to fancy in the least. He says that 
with my imaginative power and habit of story-making, a nervous weakness like 
mine is sure to lead to all manner of excited fancies, and that I ought to use my 
will and good sense to check the tendency. So I try. 

I think sometimes that if I were only well enough to write a little it would 
relieve the press of ideas and rest me. 

But I find I get pretty tired when I try. 

It is so discouraging not to have any advice and companionship about my work. 
When I get really well, John says we will ask Cousin Henry and Julia down for 
a long visit; but he says he would as soon put fireworks in my pillow-case as to 
let me have those stimulating people about now. 

I wish I could get well faster. 

But I must not think about that. This paper looks to me as if it KNEW what a 
vicious influence it had! 

There is a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a broken neck and two 
bulbous eyes stare at you upside down. 

I get positively angry with the impertinence of it and the everlastingness. Up 
and down and sideways they crawl, and those absurd, unblinking eyes are 
everywhere. There is one place where two breadths didn't match, and the eyes 
go all up and down the line, one a little higher than the other. 

I never saw so much expression in an inanimate thing before, and we all know 
how much expression they have! I used to lie awake as a child and get more 
entertainment and terror out of blank walls and plain furniture than most 
children could find in a toy store. 

I remember what a kindly wink the knobs of our big, old bureau used to have, 
and there was one chair that always seemed like a strong friend. 

I used to feel that if any of the other things looked too fierce I could always hop 
into that chair and be safe. 
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The furniture in this room is no worse than inharmonious, however, for we had 
to bring it all from downstairs. I suppose when this was used as a playroom 
they had to take the nursery things out, and no wonder! I never saw such 
ravages as the children have made here. 

The wall-paper, as I said before, is torn off in spots, and it sticketh closer than a 
brother—they must have had perseverance as well as hatred. 

Then the floor is scratched and gouged and splintered, the plaster itself is dug 
out here and there, and this great heavy bed which is all we found in the room, 
looks as if it had been through the wars. 

But I don't mind it a bit—only the paper. 

There comes John's sister. Such a dear girl as she is, and so careful of me! I 
must not let her find me writing. 

She is a perfect and enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes for no better 
profession. I verily believe she thinks it is the writing which made me sick! 

But I can write when she is out, and see her a long way off from these windows. 

There is one that commands the road, a lovely shaded winding road, and one 
that just looks off over the country. A lovely country, too, full of great elms and 
velvet meadows. 

This wall-paper has a kind of sub-pattern in a different shade, a particularly 
irritating one, for you can only see it in certain lights, and not clearly then. 

But in the places where it isn't faded and where the sun is just so—I can see a 
strange, provoking, formless sort of figure, that seems to skulk about behind 
that silly and conspicuous front design. 

There's sister on the stairs! 

Well, the Fourth of July is over! The people are gone and I am tired out. John 
thought it might do me good to see a little company, so we just had mother and 
Nellie and the children down for a week. 

Of course I didn't do a thing. Jennie sees to everything now. 

But it tired me all the same. 

John says if I don't pick up faster he shall send me to Weir Mitchell in the fall. 
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But I don't want to go there at all. I had a friend who was in his hands once, 
and she says he is just like John and my brother, only more so! 

Besides, it is such an undertaking to go so far. 

I don't feel as if it was worth while to turn my hand over for anything, and I'm 
getting dreadfully fretful and querulous. 

I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time. 

Of course I don't when John is here, or anybody else, but when I am alone. 

And I am alone a good deal just now. John is kept in town very often by serious 
cases, and Jennie is good and lets me alone when I want her to. 

So I walk a little in the garden or down that lovely lane, sit on the porch under 
the roses, and lie down up here a good deal. 

I'm getting really fond of the room in spite of the wall-paper. Perhaps 
BECAUSE of the wall-paper. 

It dwells in my mind so! 

I lie here on this great immovable bed—it is nailed down, I believe—and follow 
that pattern about by the hour. It is as good as gymnastics, I assure you. I start, 
we'll say, at the bottom, down in the corner over there where it has not been 
touched, and I determine for the thousandth time that I WILL follow that 
pointless pattern to some sort of a conclusion. 

I know a little of the principle of design, and I know this thing was not 
arranged on any laws of radiation, or alternation, or repetition, or symmetry, or 
anything else that I ever heard of. 

It is repeated, of course, by the breadths, but not otherwise. 

Looked at in one way each breadth stands alone, the bloated curves and 
flourishes—a kind of "debased Romanesque" with delirium tremens—go 
waddling up and down in isolated columns of fatuity. 

But, on the other hand, they connect diagonally, and the sprawling outlines run 
off in great slanting waves of optic horror, like a lot of wallowing seaweeds in 
full chase. 

The whole thing goes horizontally, too, at least it seems so, and I exhaust myself 
in trying to distinguish the order of its going in that direction. 
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They have used a horizontal breadth for a frieze, and that adds wonderfully to 
the confusion. 

There is one end of the room where it is almost intact, and there, when the 
crosslights fade and the low sun shines directly upon it, I can almost fancy 
radiation after all,—the interminable grotesques seem to form around a 
common centre and rush off in headlong plunges of equal distraction. 

It makes me tired to follow it. I will take a nap I guess. 

I don't know why I should write this. 

I don't want to. 

I don't feel able. 

And I know John would think it absurd. But I MUST say what I feel and think 
in some way—it is such a relief! 

But the effort is getting to be greater than the relief. 

Half the time now I am awfully lazy, and lie down ever so much. 

John says I musn't lose my strength, and has me take cod liver oil and lots of 
tonics and things, to say nothing of ale and wine and rare meat. 

Dear John! He loves me very dearly, and hates to have me sick. I tried to have a 
real earnest reasonable talk with him the other day, and tell him how I wish he 
would let me go and make a visit to Cousin Henry and Julia. 

But he said I wasn't able to go, nor able to stand it after I got there; and I did 
not make out a very good case for myself, for I was crying before I had finished. 

It is getting to be a great effort for me to think straight. Just this nervous 
weakness I suppose. 

And dear John gathered me up in his arms, and just carried me upstairs and 
laid me on the bed, and sat by me and read to me till it tired my head. 

He said I was his darling and his comfort and all he had, and that I must take 
care of myself for his sake, and keep well. 

He says no one but myself can help me out of it, that I must use my will and 
self-control and not let any silly fancies run away with me. 

There's one comfort, the baby is well and happy, and does not have to occupy 
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this nursery with the horrid wall-paper. 

If we had not used it, that blessed child would have! What a fortunate escape! 
Why, I wouldn't have a child of mine, an impressionable little thing, live in 
such a room for worlds. 

I never thought of it before, but it is lucky that John kept me here after all, I 
can stand it so much easier than a baby, you see. 

Of course I never mention it to them any more—I am too wise,—but I keep 
watch of it all the same. 

There are things in that paper that nobody knows but me, or ever will. 

Behind that outside pattern the dim shapes get clearer every day. 

It is always the same shape, only very numerous. 

And it is like a woman stooping down and creeping about behind that pattern. I 
don't like it a bit. I wonder—I begin to think—I wish John would take me away 
from here! 

It is so hard to talk with John about my case, because he is so wise, and because 
he loves me so. 

But I tried it last night. 

It was moonlight. The moon shines in all around just as the sun does. 

I hate to see it sometimes, it creeps so slowly, and always comes in by one 
window or another. 

John was asleep and I hated to waken him, so I kept still and watched the 
moonlight on that undulating wall-paper till I felt creepy. 

The faint figure behind seemed to shake the pattern, just as if she wanted to get 
out. 

I got up softly and went to feel and see if the paper DID move, and when I 
came back John was awake. 

"What is it, little girl?" he said. "Don't go walking about like that—you'll get 
cold." 

I though it was a good time to talk, so I told him that I really was not gaining 
here, and that I wished he would take me away. 
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"Why darling!" said he, "our lease will be up in three weeks, and I can't see 
how to leave before. 

"The repairs are not done at home, and I cannot possibly leave town just now. 
Of course if you were in any danger, I could and would, but you really are 
better, dear, whether you can see it or not. I am a doctor, dear, and I know. You 
are gaining flesh and color, your appetite is better, I feel really much easier 
about you." 

"I don't weigh a bit more," said I, "nor as much; and my appetite may be better 
in the evening when you are here, but it is worse in the morning when you are 
away!" 

"Bless her little heart!" said he with a big hug, "she shall be as sick as she 
pleases! But now let's improve the shining hours by going to sleep, and talk 
about it in the morning!" 

"And you won't go away?" I asked gloomily. 

"Why, how can I, dear? It is only three weeks more and then we will take a nice 
little trip of a few days while Jennie is getting the house ready. Really dear you 
are better!" 

"Better in body perhaps—" I began, and stopped short, for he sat up straight 
and looked at me with such a stern, reproachful look that I could not say 
another word. 

"My darling," said he, "I beg of you, for my sake and for our child's sake, as well 
as for your own, that you will never for one instant let that idea enter your 
mind! There is nothing so dangerous, so fascinating, to a temperament like 
yours. It is a false and foolish fancy. Can you not trust me as a physician when I 
tell you so?" 

So of course I said no more on that score, and we went to sleep before long. He 
thought I was asleep first, but I wasn't, and lay there for hours trying to decide 
whether that front pattern and the back pattern really did move together or 
separately. 

On a pattern like this, by daylight, there is a lack of sequence, a defiance of law, 
that is a constant irritant to a normal mind. 

The color is hideous enough, and unreliable enough, and infuriating enough, 
but the pattern is torturing. 

You think you have mastered it, but just as you get well underway in following, 
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it turns a back-somersault and there you are. It slaps you in the face, knocks 
you down, and tramples upon you. It is like a bad dream. 

The outside pattern is a florid arabesque, reminding one of a fungus. If you can 
imagine a toadstool in joints, an interminable string of toadstools, budding and 
sprouting in endless convolutions—why, that is something like it. 

That is, sometimes! 

There is one marked peculiarity about this paper, a thing nobody seems to 
notice but myself, and that is that it changes as the light changes. 

When the sun shoots in through the east window—I always watch for that first 
long, straight ray—it changes so quickly that I never can quite believe it. 

That is why I watch it always. 

By moonlight—the moon shines in all night when there is a moon—I wouldn't 
know it was the same paper. 

At night in any kind of light, in twilight, candle light, lamplight, and worst of all 
by moonlight, it becomes bars! The outside pattern I mean, and the woman 
behind it is as plain as can be. 

I didn't realize for a long time what the thing was that showed behind, that dim 
sub-pattern, but now I am quite sure it is a woman. 

By daylight she is subdued, quiet. I fancy it is the pattern that keeps her so still. 
It is so puzzling. It keeps me quiet by the hour. 

I lie down ever so much now. John says it is good for me, and to sleep all I can. 

Indeed he started the habit by making me lie down for an hour after each meal. 

It is a very bad habit I am convinced, for you see I don't sleep. 

And that cultivates deceit, for I don't tell them I'm awake—O no! 

The fact is I am getting a little afraid of John. 

He seems very queer sometimes, and even Jennie has an inexplicable look. 

It strikes me occasionally, just as a scientific hypothesis,—that perhaps it is the 
paper! 

I have watched John when he did not know I was looking, and come into the 
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room suddenly on the most innocent excuses, and I've caught him several times 
LOOKING AT THE PAPER! And Jennie too. I caught Jennie with her hand 
on it once. 

She didn't know I was in the room, and when I asked her in a quiet, a very 
quiet voice, with the most restrained manner possible, what she was doing with 
the paper—she turned around as if she had been caught stealing, and looked 
quite angry—asked me why I should frighten her so! 

Then she said that the paper stained everything it touched, that she had found 
yellow smooches on all my clothes and John's, and she wished we would be 
more careful! 

Did not that sound innocent? But I know she was studying that pattern, and I 
am determined that nobody shall find it out but myself! 

Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be. You see I have 
something more to expect, to look forward to, to watch. I really do eat better, 
and am more quiet than I was. 

John is so pleased to see me improve! He laughed a little the other day, and 
said I seemed to be flourishing in spite of my wall-paper. 

I turned it off with a laugh. I had no intention of telling him it was BECAUSE 
of the wall-paper—he would make fun of me. He might even want to take me 
away. 

I don't want to leave now until I have found it out. There is a week more, and I 
think that will be enough. 

I'm feeling ever so much better! I don't sleep much at night, for it is so 
interesting to watch developments; but I sleep a good deal in the daytime. 

In the daytime it is tiresome and perplexing. 

There are always new shoots on the fungus, and new shades of yellow all over 
it. I cannot keep count of them, though I have tried conscientiously. 

It is the strangest yellow, that wall-paper! It makes me think of all the yellow 
things I ever saw—not beautiful ones like buttercups, but old foul, bad yellow 
things. 

But there is something else about that paper—the smell! I noticed it the 
moment we came into the room, but with so much air and sun it was not bad. 
Now we have had a week of fog and rain, and whether the windows are open or 
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not, the smell is here. 

It creeps all over the house. 

I find it hovering in the dining-room, skulking in the parlor, hiding in the hall, 
lying in wait for me on the stairs. 

It gets into my hair. 

Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head suddenly and surprise it—there is 
that smell! 

Such a peculiar odor, too! I have spent hours in trying to analyze it, to find 
what it smelled like. 

It is not bad—at first, and very gentle, but quite the subtlest, most enduring 
odor I ever met. 

In this damp weather it is awful, I wake up in the night and find it hanging over 
me. 

It used to disturb me at first. I thought seriously of burning the house—to 
reach the smell. 

But now I am used to it. The only thing I can think of that it is like is the 
COLOR of the paper! A yellow smell. 

There is a very funny mark on this wall, low down, near the mopboard. A streak 
that runs round the room. It goes behind every piece of furniture, except the 
bed, a long, straight, even SMOOCH, as if it had been rubbed over and over. 

I wonder how it was done and who did it, and what they did it for. Round and 
round and round—round and round and round—it makes me dizzy! 

I really have discovered something at last. 

Through watching so much at night, when it changes so, I have finally found 
out. 

The front pattern DOES move—and no wonder! The woman behind shakes it! 

Sometimes I think there are a great many women behind, and sometimes only 
one, and she crawls around fast, and her crawling shakes it all over. 

Then in the very bright spots she keeps still, and in the very shady spots she 
just takes hold of the bars and shakes them hard. 
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And she is all the time trying to climb through. But nobody could climb 
through that pattern—it strangles so; I think that is why it has so many heads. 

They get through, and then the pattern strangles them off and turns them 
upside down, and makes their eyes white! 

If those heads were covered or taken off it would not be half so bad. 

I think that woman gets out in the daytime! 

And I'll tell you why—privately—I've seen her! 

I can see her out of every one of my windows! 

It is the same woman, I know, for she is always creeping, and most women do 
not creep by daylight. 

I see her on that long road under the trees, creeping along, and when a carriage 
comes she hides under the blackberry vines. 

I don't blame her a bit. It must be very humiliating to be caught creeping by 
daylight! 

I always lock the door when I creep by daylight. I can't do it at night, for I know 
John would suspect something at once. 

And John is so queer now, that I don't want to irritate him. I wish he would 
take another room! Besides, I don't want anybody to get that woman out at 
night but myself. 

I often wonder if I could see her out of all the windows at once. 

But, turn as fast as I can, I can only see out of one at one time. 

And though I always see her, she MAY be able to creep faster than I can turn! 

I have watched her sometimes away off in the open country, creeping as fast as 
a cloud shadow in a high wind. 

If only that top pattern could be gotten off from the under one! I mean to try it, 
little by little. 

I have found out another funny thing, but I shan't tell it this time! It does not 
do to trust people too much. 

There are only two more days to get this paper off, and I believe John is 
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beginning to notice. I don't like the look in his eyes. 

And I heard him ask Jennie a lot of professional questions about me. She had a 
very good report to give. 

She said I slept a good deal in the daytime. 

John knows I don't sleep very well at night, for all I'm so quiet! 

He asked me all sorts of questions, too, and pretended to be very loving and 
kind. 

As if I couldn't see through him! 

Still, I don't wonder he acts so, sleeping under this paper for three months. 

It only interests me, but I feel sure John and Jennie are secretly affected by it. 

Hurrah! This is the last day, but it is enough. John is to stay in town over night, 
and won't be out until this evening. 

Jennie wanted to sleep with me—the sly thing! but I told her I should 
undoubtedly rest better for a night all alone. 

That was clever, for really I wasn't alone a bit! As soon as it was moonlight and 
that poor thing began to crawl and shake the pattern, I got up and ran to help 
her. 

I pulled and she shook, I shook and she pulled, and before morning we had 
peeled off yards of that paper. 

A strip about as high as my head and half around the room. 

And then when the sun came and that awful pattern began to laugh at me, I 
declared I would finish it to-day! 

We go away to-morrow, and they are moving all my furniture down again to 
leave things as they were before. 

Jennie looked at the wall in amazement, but I told her merrily that I did it out 
of pure spite at the vicious thing. 

She laughed and said she wouldn't mind doing it herself, but I must not get 
tired. 

How she betrayed herself that time! 
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But I am here, and no person touches this paper but me—not ALIVE! 

She tried to get me out of the room—it was too patent! But I said it was so quiet 
and empty and clean now that I believed I would lie down again and sleep all I 
could; and not to wake me even for dinner—I would call when I woke. 

So now she is gone, and the servants are gone, and the things are gone, and 
there is nothing left but that great bedstead nailed down, with the canvas 
mattress we found on it. 

We shall sleep downstairs to-night, and take the boat home to-morrow. 

I quite enjoy the room, now it is bare again. 

How those children did tear about here! 

This bedstead is fairly gnawed! 

But I must get to work. 

I have locked the door and thrown the key down into the front path. 

I don't want to go out, and I don't want to have anybody come in, till John 
comes. 

I want to astonish him. 

I've got a rope up here that even Jennie did not find. If that woman does get 
out, and tries to get away, I can tie her! 

But I forgot I could not reach far without anything to stand on! 

This bed will NOT move! 

I tried to lift and push it until I was lame, and then I got so angry I bit off a 
little piece at one corner—but it hurt my teeth. 

Then I peeled off all the paper I could reach standing on the floor. It sticks 
horribly and the pattern just enjoys it! All those strangled heads and bulbous 
eyes and waddling fungus growths just shriek with derision! 

I am getting angry enough to do something desperate. To jump out of the 
window would be admirable exercise, but the bars are too strong even to try. 

Besides I wouldn't do it. Of course not. I know well enough that a step like that 
is improper and might be misconstrued. 



Unit 1 AP Lit and Comp Mrs. Eleftheriades   

	
   43	
  

I don't like to LOOK out of the windows even—there are so many of those 
creeping women, and they creep so fast. 

I wonder if they all come out of that wall-paper as I did? 

But I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope—you don't get ME out 
in the road there! 

I suppose I shall have to get back behind the pattern when it comes night, and 
that is hard! 

It is so pleasant to be out in this great room and creep around as I please! 

I don't want to go outside. I won't, even if Jennie asks me to. 

For outside you have to creep on the ground, and everything is green instead of 
yellow. 

But here I can creep smoothly on the floor, and my shoulder just fits in that 
long smooch around the wall, so I cannot lose my way. 

Why there's John at the door! 

It is no use, young man, you can't open it! 

How he does call and pound! 

Now he's crying for an axe. 

It would be a shame to break down that beautiful door! 

"John dear!" said I in the gentlest voice, "the key is down by the front steps, 
under a plantain leaf!" 

That silenced him for a few moments. 

Then he said—very quietly indeed, "Open the door, my darling!" 

"I can't," said I. "The key is down by the front door under a plantain leaf!" 

And then I said it again, several times, very gently and slowly, and said it so 
often that he had to go and see, and he got it of course, and came in. He 
stopped short by the door. 

"What is the matter?" he cried. "For God's sake, what are you doing!" 
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I kept on creeping just the same, but I looked at him over my shoulder. 

"I've got out at last," said I, "in spite of you and Jane. And I've pulled off most 
of the paper, so you can't put me back!" 

Now why should that man have fainted? But he did, and right across my path by 
the wall, so that I had to creep over him every time! 
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“A&P” 
 

John Updike 
 
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 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. 
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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- rackers-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 
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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, six packs 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 



Unit 1 AP Lit and Comp Mrs. Eleftheriades   

	
   48	
  

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 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 decently dressed when you come in here." 
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"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 un-crease 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." 
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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. 
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"Happy Endings" 

Margaret Atwood 

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

A. 

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

B. 

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

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

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

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

John marries Madge and everything continues as in A. 

C. 

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

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

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

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

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

D. 

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

E. 

Yes, but Fred has a bad heart. The rest of the story is about how kind and 
understanding they both are until Fred dies. Then Madge devotes herself to 
charity work until the end of A. If you like, it can be "Madge," "cancer," "guilty 
and confused," and "bird watching." 

F. 

If you think this is all too bourgeois, make John a revolutionary and Mary a 
counterespionage agent and see how far that gets you. Remember, this is 
Canada. You'll still end up with A, though in between you may get a lustful 
brawling saga of passionate involvement, a chronicle of our times, sort of. 

You'll have to face it, the endings are the same however you slice it. Don't be 
deluded by any other endings, they're all fake, either deliberately fake, with 
malicious intent to deceive, or just motivated by excessive optimism if not by 
downright sentimentality. 

The only authentic ending is the one provided here:���John and Mary die. John and 
Mary die. John and Mary die. 
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So much for endings. Beginnings are always more fun. True connoisseurs, 
however, are known to favor the stretch in between, since it's the hardest to do 
anything with. 

That's about all that can be said for plots, which anyway are just one thing after 
another, a what and a what and a what. 

Now try How and Why. 
 
 


