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. From what point of view is the story told? What advantages has this point of
view for this story? Are there any places where the contents of Janet’s con-
sciousness are suppressed, at least temporarily? For what purpose?

. Put together an account of Ben’s activities that will explain as many as possi-
ble of the phenomena that Janet observes —or thinks she observes —during
the course of the evening. Are any left unexplained? Is any motivation pro-
vided for the murder of the woman in the trunk? How?

. What are the chief features of Ben’s characterization? Why is he characterized
as he is? Has the characterization been fashioned to serve the story or the
story to serve the characterization?

. To what extent does the story depend on coincidence?

. What is the main purpose of the story? Does it have a theme? If so, what?

8. What do you find most effective in the story?

There were the neat, newspaper-wrapped packages she had put away so

carefully, just as she had left them deep in the bottom of the trunk. And

thing else.

e Shf must have imagined the body. She was light with the relief Fhe
lenowledge brought her, and yet confused and frighltened, too. If her_mmd
could play such tricks, if she could imagine anything so gruesome in the
complete detail with which she had seen the dead woman in the trunk, the
thought of the future was terrifying. When might she not have another such
hallucination? '

The actual, physical danger did not exist, however, and never existed
The threat of the law hanging over Ben had been based on a dream.

“] —dreamed it all, I must have,” she admitted. “Yet it was so horribly
clear and I wasn’t asleep”” Her voice broke. ““I thought—oh, Ben, I:
thought—"

“What did you think, my dear?” His voice was odd, not like Ben’s atall
It had a cold cutting edge to it. :

He stood looking down at her with an immobility that chilled her more |
than the cold wind that swept in through the broken window. She tried to
read his face, but the light from the little bulb was too weak. It left hi
features shadowed in broad, dark planes that made him look like a stranger.
and somehow sinister.

She said, “I—"" and faltered.

He still did not move, but his voice hardened. ‘““What was it you
thought?”

She backed away from him. :

He moved, then. It was only to take his hands from his pockets to stretch:
his arms toward her; but she stood for an instant staring at the thing that leff
her stricken, with a voiceless scream forming in her throat.

She was never to know whether his arms had been outstretched to take
her within their shelter or to clutch at her white neck. For she turned and
fled, stumbling up the stairs in a mad panic of escape. :

He shouted, “Janet! Janet!” His steps were heavy behind her. He tripped; :
on the bottom step and fell on one knee and cursed.

Terror lent her strength and speed. She could not be mistaken. Althougt
she had seen it only once, she knew that on the little finger of his left ha
there had been the same, the unmistakable ring the dead woman had wori&

The blessed wind snatched the front door from her and flung it wide, a
she was out in the safe, dark shelter of the storm.

Nadine Gordimer
Once Upon a Time

Someone has written to ask me to contribute to an anthology of stories
for children. [ reply that I don’t write children’s stories; and he writes back
that at a recent congress/book fair/seminar a certain novelist said every
writer ought to write a least one story for children. I think of sending a
'postcard saying I don’t accept that I “ought” to write anything.

 And then last night I woke up— or rather was awakened without know-
g what had roused me.

A voice in the echo-chamber of the subconscious?

A sound.

A creaking of the kind made by the weight carried by one foot after
~another along a wooden floor. I listened. I felt the apertures of my ears dis-
‘tend with concentration. Again: the creaking. I was waiting for it; waiting to
ear if it indicated that feet were moving from room to room, coming up the
assage — to my door. I have no burglar bars, no gun under the pillow, but I
ave the same fears as people who do take these precautions, and my win-
owpanes are thin as rime, could shatter like a wineglass. A woman was
nurdered (how do they put it) in broad daylight in a house two blocks away,

t year, and the fierce dogs who guarded an old widower and his collection
f antique clocks were strangled before he was knifed by a casual laborer he
ad dismissed without pay.

INCE UPON A TIME First published in 1989. Nadine Gordimer was born in 1923 in a
mall town near Johannesburg, South Africa, and graduated from the University of Wit-
ersrand. She has taught at several American universities, but continues to reside in her
attve country. A prolific writer, Gordimer has published ten novels and ten short story

ollections. In addition to England’s prestigious Booker Prize for Fiction (1974), she re-
ived the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1991,

QUESTIONS

1. By what means does this story create and build suspense? What uses doe
make of mystery? At what points does it employ surprise?
2. Is the ending of the story determinate or indeterminate?
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‘ I was staring at the door, making it out in my mind ingi
in the d:'ark. I lay quite still —a victim already —ythegrrili:th;;é:in? :;lﬁia]xt‘;
was fleeing, knocking this way and that against its body-cage. How finel

tunef:l the senses are, just out of rest, sleep! I could never listen intent! az : ;
th_at in the distractions of the day; I was reading every faintest sound ide)r’:ti- o
fymg anfllclassifying its possible threat. ’

ut I learned that I was to be neither threatened no
no human weight pressing on the boards, the creakingrv:ssa Ze%'u.crl?l?;e W:;
epicenter of stress. I was in it. The house that surrounds me while I slegeJ is
built on undermined ground; far beneath my bed, the floor, the houl;e's
foundations, the stopes and passages of gold mines have hollov:'ed the rock
and when some face trembles, detaches and falls, three thousand feet below,
the whole house shifts slightly, bringing uneasy strain to the balance ané
counterbalance of brick, cement, wood and glass that hold it as a structure
_around me. The misbeats of my heart tailed off like the last muffled flour-
1shes on one of - the wooden xylophones made by the Chopi and Tsonga®
migrant miners who might have been down there, under me in the earthgat
;}:fltg I‘I;O:t':er;t. The stope where the fall was could have been disused, drip-
ater from its rupture ins; i i i
i t}f) o sd velns; or men might now be interred there in
I couldn’t find a position in which my mind would |

release me to sleep again. So I began to tell myself a sto:y[;gao l:)gdir;ﬁl:(:fgry

people might come up the street and tear off the plaque YOU HAVE BEEN

ARNED and open the gates and stream in . . . Nonsense, my dear, said the
usband, there are police and soldiers and tear-gas and guns to keep them
But 1o please her — for he loved her very much and buses were being
burned, cars stoned, and schoolchildren shot by the police in those quarters
out of sight and hearing of the suburb—he had electronically controlled
gates fitted. Anyone who pulled off the sign YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED
and tried to open the gates would have to announce his intentions by press-
ing a button and speaking into a receiver relayed to the house. The little boy
was fascinated by the device and used it as a walkie-talkie in cops and robbers
play with his small friends.

The riots were suppressed, but there were many burglaries in the suburb
and somebody’s trusted housemaid was tied up and shut in a cupboard by
thieves while she was in charge of her employers’ house. The trusted house-
maid of the man and wife and little boy was so upset by this misfortune
befalling a friend left, as she herself often was, with responsibility for the
possessions of the man and his wife and the little boy that she implored her
employers to have burglar bars attached to the doors and windows of the
house, and an alarm system installed. The wife said, She is right, let us take
heed of her advice. So from every window and door in the house where they
| were living happily ever after they now saw the trees and sky through bars,
and when the little boy’s pet cat tried to climb in by the fanlight to keep him
company in his little bed at night, as it customarily had done, it set off the
alarm keening through the house.

The alarm was often answered — it seemed — by other burglar alarms, in
other houses, that had been triggered by pet cats or nibbling mice. The
alarms called to one another across the gardens in shrills and bleats and wails
that everyone soon became accustomed to, so that the din roused the inhabi-
tants of the suburb no more than the croak of frogs and musical grating of
cicadas’ legs. Under cover of the electronic harpies’ discourse intruders
sawed the iron bars and broke into homes, taking away hi-fi equipment,
television sets, cassette players, cameras and radios, jewelry and clothing,
and sometimes were hungry enough to devour everything in the refrigerator
or paused audaciously to drink the whiskey in the cabinets or patio bars.
Insurance companies paid no compensation for single malt,” a loss made
keener by the property owner’s knowledge that the thieves wouldn’t even
have been able to appreciate what it was they were drinking.

Then the time came when many of the people who were not trusted
housemaids and gardeners hung about the suburb because they were unem- ;
ployed. Some importuned for a job: weeding or painting a roof; anything,
baas,” madam. But the man and his wife remembered the warning about
taking on anyone off the street. Some drank liquor and fouled the street with
discarded bottles. Some begged, waiting for the man or his wife to drive the

Inahouse, ina suburb, in a city, there were a man and his wife who loved
Each other very much and were living happily ever after. They had a little
boy, and they loved him very much. They had a cat and a dog that the little
oy lovz?d very muci_x. They had a car and a caravan trailer for holidays, and a
smmmmg—pool. which was fenced so that the little boy and his pla);mates
would not fall in and drown. They had a housemaid who was absolutel
m}stwor[hy and an itinerant gardener who was highly recommended by thz
ﬂClgthI‘S'. For wh_en they began to live happily ever after they were warned
by that wise old w1‘tch, the husband’s mother, not to take on anyone off thé
street, They were inscribed in a medical benefit society, their pet dog was
llce_nsed, they were insured against fire, flood damage e:nd theft andgsub~
scribed to the local Neighborhood Watch, which supplied thém with
plaque for their gates lettered YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED over the 'la
houette of a would-be intruder. He was masked; it could not be said if he \:'ia
black or white, and therefore proved the property owner was no racist :
10 ‘It was not possible to insure the house, the swimming pool or thé car
against riot damage. There were riots, but these were outside the city, where
people of anather color were quartered. These people were not allow’ed int
Fhe suburb except as reliable housemaids and gardeners, so there was noth(-)
ing to fear, the husband told the wife. Yet she was afraid that some day such

Chopi and T : :
. songa: tw peaples from Mozambique, northeast of South Africa single malt: an expensive Scotch whiskey  baas: boss
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3. To what extent does the story explore the motives for the behavior of the wife
and husband, the husband’s mother, the servants, and the people who sur-
round the suburb and the house? What motives can you infer for these peo-

ple? What ironies do they display in their actions?

4. Why do the wife and husband keep increasing the security devices of their

home? What is ironic about the conclusion of the story?

5. Can you fix the blame for the calamity that befalls the child? What are the
possible meanings for the repeated phrase “YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED?
6. What details in the introductory section and in the children’s story imply the

nature of the social order in which both occur?

7. Compare this story with “The Storm” as a study in fear. What are the most

significant differences? What are the themes of the two stories?

James Thurber
The Catbird Seat

Mr. Martin bought the pack of Camels on Monday night in the most
crowded cigar store on Broadway. It was theater time and seven or eight men
were buying cigarettes. The clerk didn’t even glance at Mr. Martin, who
put the pack in his overcoat pocket and went out. If any of the staffat F & §
had seen him buy the cigarettes, they would have been astonished, for it
was generally known that Mr. Martin did not smoke, and never had, No one
saw him,

It was just a week to the day since Mr. Martin had decided to rub out
Mrs. Ulgine Barrows. The term “rub out” pleased him because it suggested
nothing more than the correction of an error —in this case an error of Mr.
Fitweiler. Mr. Martin had spent each night of the past week working out his
plan and examining it. As he walked home now he went over it again. For the
hundredth time he resented the element of imprecision, the margin of guess-

work that entered into the business. The project as he had worked it out was
casual and bold, the risks were considerable. Something might go wrong
anywhere along the line. And therein lay the cunning of his scheme. No one
would ever see in it the cautious, painstaking hand of Erwin Martin, head of
the filing department at F & S of whom Mr. Fitweiler had once said, “Man is
fallible but Martin isn’t.”” No one would see his hand, that is, unless it were
caught in the act.
Sitting in his apartment, drinking a glass of milk, Mr. Martin reviewed
his case against Mrs. Ulgine Barrows, as he had every night for seven nights.
He began at the beginning. Her quacking voice and braying laugh had first

THE CATBIRD SEAT First published in 1942 in The New Yorker. At that time the
“Dodgers” were located in Brooklyn, and Red Barber, originally from Mississippi, was the
beloved radio announcer for all the Dodgers’ games. James Thurber (1894-1961), cartoo-
nist and writer, was born and grew up in Columbus, Ohio. In 1925, after a year’s sojourn in
France, he joined the staff of The New Yorker, with which he was associated until his death.,
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ofaned the halls of F & S on March_ 7, 1941 '(Mr. Martin had a head f?r
dates). Old Roberts, the personnel ct}lef, had introduced her as tl.'xle ne'}vhy
&ppointed special adviser to the president of the firm, ,Mr. an'el c;rl. 4 ;
oman had appalled Mr. Martin instantly, but he hafln t shown it. He ‘?
ven her his dry hand, a look of studious concqntrauon‘,‘ and a fai‘.‘;‘. smi ;.
Well,” she had said, looking at the papers on his desk, “are you li htimg 'tlke
oxcart out of the ditch?”” As Mr. Martin .recallled the moment, over his mil} i
'fhc squirmed slightly. He must keep his qnnd on her crimes as alspefila
viser, not on her peccadillos as a person_alluy. .Thls he found difficult to do,
in spite of entering an objection and sustaining it. The faqlts of tt‘;l w?lm;nfas
2 woman kept chattering on in his mind like an U{lruly witness. She had, th:
almost two years now, baited him. In the halls, in the e:levamr, even hm
own office, into which she romped now and rhen El‘ke a circus }_:orsel,] she wast
constantly shouting these silly questions at him. *“Are you hfi:u;lg the 0§cirn
out of the ditch? Are you tearing up the pea patch? Are you ho ulzjnng PoAre
the rain barrel? Are you scraping around the bottom of the pickle barrel:
sitting 1 catbird seat?” .
youlstlztrl;g]lot;hlflart, one of Mr. Martin’s two assistams’,,who had e_)zipl‘a‘lfr;eﬁ
what the gibberish meant. “She must be a Dodgpr fan,” he haci} said. es-
Barber announces the Dodger games over the radio and he uses those expre
sions — picked ’em up down South.” Joey had gone on to e::plgm one (;:: twri:
“Tearing up the pea patch” meant going on a rampage; smcling in tl 1: ca -
bird seat” meant sitting pretty, like a b_atter with three balls and no strikes 0‘1
him. Mr. Martin dismissed all this with an effort. It_ had been 1nnoymgd, [10
had driven him near to distraction, but he was too solid a man tohe movec1 ke
murder by anything so childish. It was fortunate, he reflected as‘:l e pass\zl .
to the important charges against Mrs. Barrows, that he had stcc;- u;la_ un =
so well. He had maintained always an outwarc}, appearance c!)] [ po t1lu: tole :
ance. “Why, I even believe you lik::z1 tl}e wloma\n-,l ;mss Paird, his other assis
said to him. He had simply smiled.
[amkhgjvzrg:pped in Mr. Martin’s n}ind and the case was ;esumed. Mri.s.’ s
Ulgine Barrows stood charged with willful, blatant, and persistent atu:m';z1 ;
to destroy the efficiency and system of'F & S. It was competf:ni], :crlm etnthé
and relevant to review her advent and rise to power. Mr.'Martm K godin
story from Miss Paird, who seemed always able to find things outl..l dccor eg
to her, Mrs, Barrows had met Mr. Fitwedgr at a party, where she 3 r_esta;en
him from the embraces of a powerfully b'ullt dn:mkcn man wh? hab Iﬂ:s aaCh
the president of F & S for a famous retired Middle Western footba m:mué
She had led him to a sofa and somehow worked upon hlmha mon; e
magic. The aging gentleman had juxpped to the clonclusmn there anhc e
that this was a woman of singular attainments, equipped to t.JnngFog: ts oot
in him and the firm. A week later he had m‘troduceld her into o aMiss
special adviser. On that day confusion got its foot in the doorM ter e
Tyson, Mr. Brundage and Mr. Bartllett 1l1ad pcen _ﬁred gnd Mr. ll(ljni;{mbens
taken his hat and stalked out, mailing 1n his resignation later, 0 )
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