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Course Description 
 
English 110 is an Aesthetic Foundation (AE) course. This means 
that one of our goals this semester is to give you the ability to 
comprehend the creative, expressive and structural dimension of 
literature by expanding your knowledge and appreciation of 
various literary forms and of their application throughout history.  

 
Our course includes texts from five centuries of literature written 
in English, across two continents. We will read a novel, a play, 
poetry, short stories, letters, and speeches, all on a wide range of 
topics: seeking revenge for the murder of a father, coming of age 
on a Native American reservation, fighting injustice in a world of 
slavery and oppression, grieving the death of a national leader, 
understanding how science affects society, or the difficulty of 
loving people who are very different from ourselves. Despite such 
variety, this class will only give you a small taste of the different 
kinds of and types of writing that humans have done in order to 
express themselves and respond to the world around them. Rather 
than covering a breadth of literature, we will focus on depth of 
study.  We will have some classes where we spend a whole class 
period discussing and responding to a single poem—working out 
how it was written, what it could mean, how it might shape other 
people’s views of the world.  
 

According to the University catalog, “Aesthetic Foundations” 
courses will help students: 

• demonstrate an ability to understand and analyze the 
structure, form, and style of specific works of art, 
music, literature, drama, or film  

• develop an awareness of the aesthetic traditions and the 
cultural and historical dimensions of specific works of 
art, music, literature, drama, or film  

• understand how form is expressive in a work of art  
• come to recognize the value of the arts as an essential 

form of human expression. 
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In other words, we will be looking beyond the idea of literature as 
entertainment—certainly much of what we will read will be 
entertaining, but most of it will be more than just entertainment. 
Philip Sidney said that the goal of poetry, and indeed of all 
literature, is “to teach and delight.” Other writers have said that the 
goal should be to evoke the sublime—the powerful ideas and 
emotions in our world that are somehow just beyond our ability to 
fully grasp, or that are the most difficult to express. By writing 
about such things, by trying to both teach and delight, these 
authors hope help us better to understand and confront the world 
we live in, even the parts we would like to ignore, or that we take 
for granted.  

 
Required Materials 

 

                
 
Texts 
Alexie, Sherman. The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian. 

Little Brown, 2009. ISBN: 978-0316013697  
Shakespeare, William. Hamlet. Revised Edition. Signet, 1998. 

ISBN: 978-0451526922 
Nelson, Marilyn. A Wreath for Emmett Till. Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt, 2009. ISBN: 978-0547076362 
Printed Course Pack.  
 
Other Materials 
Google Drive and/or Dropbox 
Daily access to Brightspace and e-mail 
Notebook and pens or pencils 
Materials for Creative Project (various) 
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Course Outcomes 
 
The elements of in this course are designed to facilitate your 
growth with regards to five major sets of skills. 
 

EXPECTED COURSE 
OUTCOMES 

METHODS FOR 
AUGMENTING 

ABILITIES 

METHODS FOR 
ASSESSMENT 

To read texts closely and 
critically, so as to identify 
subtle nuances of language 
and lines of thought 

Reading Questions 
and Exercises 

Class Discussions 

In Class Activities 

Outlines & 
Drafts 

Projects 1-4 

Final Exam 

To write clearly and 
persuasively, expressing your 
ideas through logical 
arguments supported by 
evidence 

Outlines & Drafts 

Individual 
Meetings 

Projects 1-4 

Final Exam 

To identify, understand, and 
analyze the elements of well-
crafted literature (including 
structure, form, and style) 

Reading Questions 
and Exercises 

Class Discussions  

Projects 1, 3, 4 

Final Exam 

To thoughtfully engage with 
complex ideas, and 
respectfully engage with 
readers and writers who hold 
different points of view 

Course Readings 

Class Discussions 

In-Class Activities 

Projects 1, 2, 4 

Final Exam 

To develop an awareness of 
the aesthetic tradition of 
literature, the cultural and 
historical dimensions of 
specific works of literature, 
and literature’s value as a 
form of human expression 

Reading Questions 

Class Discussions 

In-Class Activities 

Projects 1-4 

Final Exam 
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Grades 
 

Percentages 
Participation and Professionalism 15% 

Participation Evaluations 50% 
Exercises, Reading Questions, and Quizzes 30% 
Four (4) Individual Meetings with Dr. Taylor 20% 

Logical Outlines (4) 10% 
Unit 1: Logical Outline 25% 
Unit 2: Logical Outline and Mock-up 25% 
Unit 3: Logical Outline 25% 
Unit 4: Logical Outline 25% 

Unit Essays (4) 65% 
Unit 1: Letter 25% 
Unit 2: Book Art and Essay 25% 
Unit 3: Essay  25% 
Unit 4: Essay 25% 

Final Exam Reflection 10% 
 
 

Rubric 
 

Grade Scale Quality of Work 
A 94 - 

100.00 
 
 
 
 

An “A” project is superior: it has excellent ideas, 
logical and compelling organization, precise language, 
and polished prose. It has a complex, convincing, and 
interesting argument expressed in a thesis statement; 
topic sentences and transitions that guide the reader 
through the logical moves of the argument; extensive, 
analytic use of the source text(s); and clear expression 
of the student’s own ideas. The paper does not 
plagiarize, intentionally or otherwise. The project has 
been thoroughly revised; it is also extensively 
proofread, with few or no grammar, spelling, 
punctuation, or citation mistakes.  

A- 90 - 
93.99 
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Grade Scale Quality of Work 
B+ 87 - 

89.99 
 
 

The “B” project exceeds expectations with above-
average, high-quality work. It has a clear thesis, with a 
well-developed and well-organized argument, clearly 
articulated in transitions and topic sentences. It shows 
active engagement with any texts, and genuine 
intellectual work on the part of the author. The 
project shows substantial improvement from previous 
drafts. Any grammar, spelling, or punctuation 
mistakes do not hinder the expression of meaning. All 
sources are fully cited. The project may have a few 
structural flaws, or a few weak points, but overall is a 
strong piece of work.   

B 84 - 
86.99 
 
 

B- 80 - 
83.99 

C+ 77 - 
79.99 
 
 

The “C” project meets minimum expectations 
with average or mediocre work. The work has some 
of the good points listed above, but also has serious 
flaws. The language is often imprecise; the argument 
isn’t fully developed or clear. The thesis isn’t 
immediately apparent or is too vague. The student 
does not critically engage the texts, only summarizing 
or “quote bombing.” The project may have large 
logical or structural problems, but these problems do 
not hinder the audience’s understanding. A “C” 
project will also have a few “bright” spots, or areas 
that might be useful in revising. In short, it has 
unrealized potential. 

C 74 - 
76.99 
 
 

C- 70 - 
73.99 

D+ 67 - 
69.99 
 

“D” and “F” projects have multiple serious flaws 
that handicap the work. A thesis or argument is 
unidentifiable, or the project may be reliant on 
summary rather than analysis.  The language is hard to 
understand, or ideas may be jumbled in such a way as 
to hinder the audience’s ability to understand the 
work. This project may consistently misuse or 
misrepresent its sources. The project either is difficult 
to understand or fails to address the assignment goals, 
prompt, or rhetorical situation. (Note: an “F” for 
reasons of plagiarism is a 0 on the assignment; other 
failing grades may have some points attached.) 

D 62 - 
66.99 
 

F 0 - 
59.99  
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Office Hours and Email 
Monday 10:00 AM to 11:00 AM 
Tuesday 1:00 PM to 2:00 PM 
Wednesday 10:00 AM to 11:00 AM 
Thursday 1:00 PM to 2:00 PM 
Friday 10:00 AM to 11:00 AM 

 
Office hours are held in Heelan Hall 303. You can reserve a 15- or 
30-minute timeslot in advance on Starfish. Reservations have first 
priority, but you can also simply drop by. I am available at other 
times by appointment, depending on my schedule; please e-mail 
me if you cannot come to the scheduled office hours.  
 
Office hours are a crucial form of class engagement. Students who 
come to office hours are more likely to improve their skills and do 
well in the class. When you come to office hours, it helps to have 
a special question to discuss, a paragraph you want feedback on, or 
a skill you want to work on. Of course, if I’m not busy with another 
student, I’m also happy to talk about more general things like your 
time at Briar Cliff, your larger educational and professional goals, 
the latest Marvel movie, etc., so feel to just stop by.  
 

 
Email Policy  
I try to answer questions via e-mail within 24 hours. I often 
respond on weekends, but I may take more time. Please plan 

Required Individual Conferences 
At four points in the semester, we will cancel classes for a day 
and you will meet with me individually in my office at some 
point during the week. You must sign up for these meetings 
ahead of time on Starfish (we’ll discuss in class how to do so). 
While we will discuss your logical outlines at the meeting, you 
should come with anything you have prepared or any questions 
you have about the assignment. If you did not turn in a logical 
outline on time, you can still bring it to our meeting. Coming 
to a meeting without anything prepared will still help you with 
the assignment, but you will not receive full credit. Come 
prepared to take notes during the meeting. 
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accordingly. I will not normally comment on whole projects 
outside of office hours or scheduled individual meetings. However, 
I am happy to look at small pieces of your work if you provide a 
particular focus for my comments. For example, if you send me a 
polite e-mail with a draft of an essay introduction, asking if you 
have clearly established your argument, I’d be happy to provide 
feedback by e-mail.  
 
Please follow professional e-mail etiquette when e-mailing all your 
professors at Briar Cliff, and make sure to use the subject line to 
indicate which class you are in when e-mailing me.  
 
I do not accept any assignments by e-mail. All assignments must 
be submitted on BrightSpace.  
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Attendance and Participation 
 
Preparedness, Professionalism, and Participation 
I place great value on earnest, enthusiastic engagement of texts. 
Some of the greatest joy I’ll have in class, in fact, will be in hearing 
your insights and seeing your minds at work. One of our goals is 
to involve you actively in the learning process rather than simply 
deluge you with information; to that end, your comments and 
analysis will provide much of the substance of our class (and much 
of your grade as well). Make an effort to say at least one 
substantial, thoughtful thing in each class (this can include 
asking good questions).  
 
However, participation is not just about speaking, but also listening 
(evidenced both by taking notes and by your body language in 
class), attending office hours, working well in small groups during 
class activities, and behaving professionally.  
 
Please keep in mind the following components of professionalism: 

 Preparedness: Please arrive in class with the assigned 
reading, your course pack, and materials for taking notes.  

 Respectfulness: Please be respectful towards the authors we 
are reading, towards your fellow students, and towards 
me. You are welcome and encouraged to disagree with 
other people’s positions so long as you do not use 
language that is derogatory or insulting.  

 E-mail: If you have a question about the course, begin by 
double checking to make sure this course pack does not 
answer your question; if it doesn’t, then send me a 
professionally formatted e-mail with the following 
elements: 

1. A subject line with the course name (Engl 110) 
2. Address me according to my professional title 

(Dr. Taylor) 
3. Use complete sentences and paragraphs 
4. Sign with your first and last name.  

 Electronic devices: In class, avoid using electronic devices 
unless explicitly instructed to do otherwise, as they are 
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often distracting not only to you, but to me and to other 
members of the class. (Research also indicates that 
students who take notes on the computer tend to learn 
less than students who take notes by hand.)  

 
You will grade yourself on participation using an evaluation form 
on BrightSpace. The professor reserves the right to alter your 
participation grade higher or lower based on your performance in 
the classroom or in other communication with the professor.  
 
Attendance 
Class participation is impossible when students do not come to 
class. In a perfect world, each of you would attend every class, but 
life has a tendency to not be perfect. I thus offer you three free 
absences; each additional absence will lower your overall 
grade 10%. I recommend you do not waste these free absences on 
frivolous pursuits, but save them for the inevitable end-of-
semester flu or alarm malfunction. More than 6 absences—3 
weeks of class—will result in automatically failing the course.  

 
However, I too have had to attend a family member’s funeral, been 
stricken by horrible illnesses that result in hospitalization, and even 
been chased across campus by hordes of raging Visigoths; what I 
mean to say is that if you have a legitimate, serious problem, I’m 
willing to talk and try to work something out if you bring such 
problems to my attention as soon as possible! If you have 
mandatory absences (for sports or religious observances), they 
must be brought to my attention in advance, but they will not count 
against you.  
 
Arriving after class begins will count as one-half of an absence. 
If you are late, you are responsible for seeing me after class to make 
sure you are marked present; if you do not, it may be counted as a 
full absence. Students who leave early may be counted absent as 
well.  

Students who don’t use any of their free absences may see 
their grade positively adjusted at the end of term if they are on 
the cusp between two grades. 
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Quality of Failure 
 
One of the greatest hindrances to a student’s active learning can be 
fear of failure: fear of looking silly or stupid in front of a classmate 
or faculty member, or fear of not getting a good grade on a project. 
Students have sometimes been taught that they need to be perfect, 
or as close to perfect as possible, to be rewarded. Students afraid of 
failure choose not to take risks; they might even choose not to turn 
work in because it isn’t as good as they think it should be.  

However, I think that there 
are things more important 
than perfection: curiosity, risk 
taking, persistence, integrity, 
and self-awareness. Failure 
can even be an important part 
of learning. Edward Burger 
argues that “individuals need 
to embrace the realization 
that taking risks and failing 
are often the essential moves 
necessary to bring clarity, 
understanding, and innovation.” Rejecting the fear of failure, he 
writes, can result in “a mind enlivened by curiosity and the 
intellectual audacity to take risks and create new ideas, a mind that 
sees a world of unlimited possibilities.”  
 
As part of your final exam, you will write a reflection in which you 
discuss the quality of your failure over the semester. You will be 
graded not on how much you fail, but how you handle failure. 
Have you been willing to challenge yourself to take risks that might 
result in failure? Have you been aware of when you have failed, and 
refused to give up in the face of failure? Have you found ways to 
use your failure to create something new and interesting? Have you 
grown from your failures? I hope this grade category will give you 
the freedom to try new things, and even to fail at them, and to 
come back having learned something from the experience.  
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Assignment Logistics  
 
I do not accept any assignments by e-mail. All assignments 
must be submitted on BrightSpace one hour before class 
begins. Do not submit Pages documents—I cannot read them on 
BrightSpace or on my office computer. Convert to a Word 
document (.docx) to submit.  
 
Please format all documents and citations according to MLA style. 
Information on MLA style is available in the writing guide in this 
course pack (pg. 302). 
 
Each submitted file name should include your last name, first 
initial, course, assignment title, and extension. 

 
While most assignments have word count requirements, these are 
not hard limits. A few words under is fine (though if you are 
substantially short, you probably have misunderstood the 
requirements and will not do well), and if you need to go over, that 
is fine.  
 

Getting Feedback 
 

I will try to get grades and feedback to students within two weeks 
of the assignment’s due date, though sometimes this will not be 
possible. The feedback will come in one or two forms: a rubric 
with overall comments explaining what worked well or needs 
improvement; and marginal comments created using Word’s 
“Track Changes” and commenting features. You are expected to 
read the feedback, and come to office hours if you have questions. 
To find your feedback, open Communication > Dropbox in 
BrightSpace, and then find the appropriate dropbox. There should 
be an option to “View Feedback.” Scroll to the bottom of the 
screen. There may be written feedback in paragraph form, or files 
for you to download with feedback.  

Example File Title 
Taylor.P.Engl110.Unit1LogicalOutline.docx 
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Late Work and Extensions 
 
I do not accept or grade late work unless you request an extension 
by e-mail at least 24 hours in advance, or if you have a documented 
emergency. If I grant an extension, anything turned in more than 
24 hours after the original deadline will receive a 10% penalty on 
the final grade for each day it is late. I am willing to make 
exceptions to this policy in some circumstances if you discuss them 
with me as soon as is feasible.  
 
Because I do not accept late work, turning in a bad or incomplete 
project is better than turning in nothing. If you turn in nothing, 
you will receive a 0; you are likely to still receive some points if you 
turn in an incomplete project.  
 
 

 
 

Disability Services  
 

Students with disabilities who need accommodations should 
contact the TRiO-Student Support Services Office to discuss their 
situation. Documentation of the disability is required for 
accommodations. You may also contact Brenda Parkhill by phone 
at 712-279-5232 or by email at Brenda.parkhill@briarcliff.edu.  
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Academic Integrity 
 
Academic Integrity in Our Class 
In this class, I encourage you to build on the ideas and texts of 
others; this is a vital part of academic life. However, when you use 
another person’s ideas, language, or syntax—whether directly, in 
summary, or in paraphrase—you must formally acknowledge that 
debt by signaling it with a standard form of academic citation. If 
you do not, you are guilty of plagiarism. In such cases, you will 
receive a zero for the assignment or for the course (depending on 
severity and type of assignment), and the issue will be referred to 
the Provost’s office. 
 
Students commit plagiarism if they do ANY of the following:  

• Use the internet as a source of ideas without citing 
• “Cut and paste” text, images, or sound into a project 

without citing  
• Modify material from a source (text, images, sound, 

etc.) and incorporate into a project without citing 
• Submit a project created by someone else, including a 

tutor, while claiming to be the author. 
• Submit a project created in another course without the 

permission of both instructors. 
• Put another person’s ideas “in their own words” without 

documenting the source. 
• Take another person’s expressions—a key word, a phrase, 

or a longer passage—without telling the reader precisely 
what has been done. This is considered plagiarism even 
when the student’s own ideas are being expressed.  

 
Plagiarism most often happens when students are staring blankly 
at the page they need to fill and they aren’t sure what to write, so 
they go online and look for what they are “supposed” to say. They 
may end up copying and pasting ideas into a document, or typing 
out the same thing that they read in the hopes it will help them get 
started. Most of the time, they even intend to delete the copied 
passages, but then later forget to remove them, or aren’t even sure 
how to rewrite what they’ve done without the borrowed material. 
To avoid this problem, here are a few strategies you can try instead 
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of looking online: 
 

1. Type out a passage from the reading and write down 
everything you observe about the passage.  

2. If you’re working on a passage you don’t think you 
understand, try paraphrasing it phrase by phrase or sentence 
by sentence. Use the Oxford English Dictionary 
(http://OED.com) to help you understand words that are 
confusing.  

3. Go back over your notes from in class or from the reading 
questions. Type up your notes and expand on them.  

4. Brainstorm with a friend from class about things you could 
say.  

5. Create a mind map. Some people find it easier to organize 
ideas visually before fleshing them out.   

6. Come to office hours! 
 
If you have questions about using sources during the semester, 
consult me, the Writing Center, the Purdue OWL 
(http://bit.ly/2fn76eM) or Harvard’s online guide to using sources 
(http://bit.ly/21PrHsx). If you are ever tempted to plagiarize 
because of stress or lack of time, talk to me first because I can help. 
Do not let stress tarnish your academic record.  
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Title IX Mandatory Reporting 
 
As an instructor, I have a mandatory reporting responsibility under 
The Title IX Educational Act of 1972 which prohibits violence, 
harassment, and discrimination based on sex and gender. For the 
sake of Briar Cliff University students’ safety and welfare, I am 
required to share information regarding sexual misconduct or 
information about a crime that may have involved a Briar Cliff 
University student with the Title IX Coordinator or Deputy Title IX 
Coordinators.  This includes incidents that occur within on-line 
courses, on and off-campus, or study abroad.  This also takes into 
account all means by which I might learn of such an event, whether 
I see it personally, whether I am told about it directly (e.g., in-person, 
through an assignment, on a discussion thread, etc.), or whether I 
learn about it indirectly (e.g., secondhand, social media, etc.). 
 
Confidential assistance is available for students.  If you or someone 
you know has been harassed, assaulted, or discriminated against 
because of sex or gender, the following resources are available:  

• Jeanette Tobin, Director of Counseling Services 
712-279-5433, Jeanette.Tobin@briarcliff.edu  

• Carla Jo Morgan, Campus Nurse 
712-279-5436, CarlaJo.Morgan@briarcliff.edu  

• Sr. Janet May, Director of Campus Ministry 
712-279-5227, Janet.May@briarcliff.edu  

 
Reporting to University Officials / Title IX Resources: 

• Louise Paskey, Title IX Coordinator 
712-279-5494, louise.paskey@briarcliff.edu   

• Dave Arens, Deputy Title IX Coordinator 
712-279-1715, david.arens@briarcliff.edu  

• Beau Sudtelgte, Deputy Title IX Coordinator 
712-279-1633, beau.sudtelgte@briarcliff.edu 

• Security Department: 712-898-1888 
 
The Sexual Violence and Harassment policy and additional off-
campus resources can be found at: 
http://www.briarcliff.edu/legal-and-consumer/sexual-abuse,-
assault-and-title-ix-procedures/ 
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Course Schedule 
 Subject to change in case of blizzard, hurricane, plague, alien invasion, etc. 
 Individual meetings will substitute for some class sessions; these days are 

greyed out.  
 Assignments listed in brackets should be brought to class rather than turned in 

on BrightSpace.  
 Glossary terms can be found in this course pack starting on page 287. 

 
Day Date Readings Due Assignments Due 

T 8/22 Course Pack (CP) pgs. 1-25 

Glossary Terms: Close 
Reading, Poetry, Stanza, 
Image, Imagery, Metaphor 
and Simile 

By Midnight: Syllabus Quiz  

Th 8/24 Alexie, ATDPTI 1-53 

CP: Formatting Papers 

Glossary Terms: Prose, 
Novel, Genre, Character, 
Fiction, Symbol, Narrator, 
Narrative, Point of View 

Exercise 1 
[Reading Questions] 

T 8/29 Alexie, ATDPTI 54-103 

CP: Unit 1 Assignment  

Glossary Terms: Comedy, 
Connotation, Denotation 

Exercise 2  
[Reading Questions] 
 

Th 8/31 Alexie, ATDPTI 104-158 

Glossary Terms: Diction, 
Syntax, Theme 

Exercise 3 
[Reading Questions] 
 

T 9/5 Alexie, ATDPTI 159-End 

CP: Logical Outlines 

Glossary Terms: Closure, 
Bildungsroman 

Exercise 4  
[Questions for Outline] 
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Day Date Readings Due Assignments Due 

Th 9/7 CP: Introductions and 
Thesis Statements; 
Paragraphs, Topic 
Sentences, and Transitions 

[Partial Draft of Logical 
Outline] 
[Schedule Individual Meeting 
on Starfish] 

T 9/12 No Class: Individual 
Meetings 

Project 1: Logical Outline 

Th 9/14 CP: “Amleth, Prince of 
Denmark” 

Glossary Terms: Hero, 
Antagonist, Conflict, Plot 

Unit 1 Participation 
Evaluation 
[Reading Questions] 

T 9/19 Hamlet, 1.1-1.4 

Glossary Terms: Drama, 
Play, Act, Scene, Ambiguity, 
Foreshadowing, Tragedy, 
Apostrophe 

Unit 1: Final Draft 
[Reading Questions] 
 
Reminder: Extra Credit 
available on 9/20 

Th 9/21 Hamlet 1.5-2.2 

CP: Unit 2 Assignment 

Glossary Terms: 
Antagonist, Hero, Soliloquy 

Exercise 5 
[Reading Questions] 

T 9/26 Hamlet 3.1-3.4 

Glossary Terms: Aesthetics, 
Empathy, Irony 

Extra Credit Due 
[Reading Questions] 

Th 9/30 Hamlet 4.1-4.7 

Glossary Terms: Pathos, 
Tragic Flaw 

[Reading Questions] 

T 10/3 Hamlet 5.1-5.2 

Glossary Terms: Climax, 
Comic Relief 

[Reading Questions] 
[Read Feedback on Unit 1] 

Th 10/5 [No reading—bring Hamlet 
to class] 

[Ideas for Project 2] 
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Day Date Readings Due Assignments Due 

T 10/10 CP: King, “Letter from 
Birmingham Jail” 

Glossary Terms: Rhetoric 

Unit 2 Participation Eval  
Schedule Individual Meeting  
[Reading Questions] 

Th 10/12 No Class: Fall Break  

T 10/17 No Class: Individual 
Meetings 

Project 2: Outline and 
Mock-up 

Th 10/19 Nelson, A Wreath for Emmett 
Till  

Glossary Terms: Sonnet, 
Sonnet Sequence, Rhyme, 
Rhyme Scheme, Influence, 
Intertextuality, Allusion,  

 [Reading Questions] 

T 10/24 CP: Whitman, “When 
Lilacs Last in the Dooryard 
Bloomed” 

CP: Project 3 Assignment 

Glossary Terms: Elegy, 
Canto, Cacophony, 
Euphony 

[Reading Questions] 

Th 10/26 CP: Dunbar, “The Haunted 
Oak”; Meeropol, “Strange 
Fruit” 

Glossary Terms: Ballad, 
Personification 

Project 2: Final Draft 
[Reading Questions] 

T 10/31 CP: Frost, “Birches”; 
Shakespeare, “Sonnet 73”; 
Roosevelt, “First Inaugural 
Address” 

[Reading Questions] 

Th 11/2 CP: Truth, “Ain’t I a 
Woman”; Douglass, “The 

Schedule Individual Meeting 
[Reading Questions] 
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Day Date Readings Due Assignments Due 

Hypocrisy of American 
Slavery” 

T 11/7 No Class: Individual 
Meetings 

Project 3: Logical Outline 

Th 11/9 CP: Jackson, “The Lottery” 

Glossary Terms: Short 
Story, Ideology 

Unit 3 Participation Eval 
[Reading Questions] 
[Read Feedback on Unit 2] 

T 11/14 CP: Le Guin, “The Ones 
Who Walk Away from 
Omelas” 

Glossary Terms: Paradox, 
Utopia 

Project 3: Final Draft 
[Reading Questions] 

Th 11/16 CP: Project 4 Assignment  

CP: Butler, “Bloodchild” 

[Reading Questions] 

T 11/21 CP: Chiang, “The Truth of 
Fact, The Truth of Feeling” 

[Reading Questions] 

Th 11/23 No Class: Thanksgiving 
Break 

 

T 11/28 CP: Bujold, “Mountains of 
Mourning” Part 1 

Glossary Terms: Novella 

[Reading Questions] 
[Read Feedback on Unit 3] 

Th 11/30 CP: Bujold, “Mountains of 
Mourning” Part 2 

Schedule Meeting  
[Reading Questions] 

T 12/5 No Class: Individual 
Meetings 

Project 4: Logical Outline 

Th 12/7 CP: Atwood, “Happy 
Endings” 

Unit 4 Participation Eval 
[Reading Questions] 

FINALS  Unit 4: Final Draft 
[Final Exam] 
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Preparing for Class: Readings and Annotations 
 
Please come to class having completed the assigned readings listed 
on the course schedule and having completed the reading 
questions for the day. Always bring the reading to class with 
you. Failing to bring the text with you to class more than once will 
result in a grade penalty.  

When you read, you should not simply passively pass your eyes 
over the text. In order to truly understand and process the text, you 
will need to be more active in your engagement by annotating your 
text with your thoughts. Here are some strategies you can use: 
• Summarize what is happening on the page by writing in the 

margins. 
• Define words you do not know. Many unfamiliar words may 

be glossed in the notes in our textbooks; if you run across 
others, you can look them up in the Oxford English 
Dictionary which will let you know which meanings of a word 
were in use at the time the text was written. On campus, simply 
go to OED.com. Off campus, use the Library’s website. 

• Star, bracket, or underline important passages and circle or 
otherwise mark important words or ideas. 

• Write questions or comments next to passages. 
• Color code ideas. Some students use colored pencils or pens.  

 

https://aureliamoser.com/2014/02/26/periphages-marginalia-make-
better-narratives/ 
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This kind of active reading will help increase both your 
understanding of the text and your ability to remember significant 
elements. There is significant research that indicates that 
handwritten notes are substantially better than typewritten notes 
for learning purposes. By taking notes in your textbook, you will 
preserve some of your initial reading experience, and can to bring 
it to class to share. Notes will also be essential when writing papers 
and creating other projects: your ideas will be easier to recall, and, 
and use. If you object to writing in your books, use sticky notes.  

The readings in this course pack also come with reading 
questions designed to help prepare you for class discussion 
and for the larger assignments. I will sometimes begin class by 
asking you about one or more of them—not having thought about 
them carefully will result in the loss of participation points. 
However, you are graded on having an answer, rather than whether 
your answer is right. This means you should not do any outside 
research or go online looking for answers, but simply do your best 
to understand the text on your own or with other students in class. 
I do not expect full sentence answers—bullet points, ideas, etc. are 
acceptable. Write your answers in your course pack. 

If it seems students aren’t doing the work of thinking about 
the questions, I will start requiring students to type up the 
answers and turn them in on BrightSpace, or even institute 
quizzes. 
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“Old Black Men” (1938) 
By Georgia Douglass Johnson 
Public Domain 
 
They have dreamed as young men dream 

Of glory, love and power; 
They have hoped as youth will hope 

Of life’s sun-minted hour 
 
They have seen as others saw    5 

Their bubbles burst in air 
And they have learned to live it down 

As though they did not care. 
 
 
Reading questions (answer after reading glossary terms for 
today): 

1. What metaphors and imagery does Johnson use, and 
why? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How does the break between stanzas help create 
meaning in the poem?  

 
 
 
 
 
3. What do you think the final two lines mean? 
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“Harlem” (1951) 
By Langston Hughes 
Selected Poems of Langston Hughes (Random House Inc., 1990)  
 
What happens to a dream deferred?  
 
      Does it dry up  
      like a raisin in the sun?  
      Or fester like a sore—  
      And then run?      5 
      Does it stink like rotten meat?  
      Or crust and sugar over—  
      like a syrupy sweet?  
 
      Maybe it just sags  
      like a heavy load.      10 
 
      Or does it explode? 
 
 
Reading questions: 

1. This poem uses a series of images and similes in the 
middle part of the poem. What do these similes have in 
common? What is important about these images?  

 
 
 
 

2. How does Hughes use the layout and structure of his 
poem to create meaning? Layout includes things like line 
breaks, punctuation, font choices, and indentation. 

 
 
 
 

3. How is the final line different from the rest of the poem? 
What are the different possible ways we could interpret it? 
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The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time 
Indian Reading Questions and Exercises 
 
Exercise 1: Literary Analysis using Summary, 
Paraphrase, and Quotation 
 
Task: Read the instructions below on using summary, paraphrase, 
and quotations literary analysis. Then, write one or two paragraphs 
(300-400 words) in which you answer ONE of the reading 
questions for page 1-53 of The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time 
Indian (listed on pg. 32-33 of this course pack). Your paragraph 
should use quotations, paraphrase, and summary from the text to 
help support your answer. Turn in your exercise on BrightSpace.  
 
Using Summary, Paraphrase, and Quotations  
There are three big tools you need to be thinking of when you are 
engaging in literary analysis: summary, paraphrase and quotation.  
 •  Summary involves putting the main idea(s) of a text into your 

own words, focusing on just the main point(s) or big picture. 
It is necessary to attribute summarized ideas to the original 
source, usually through a signal phrase stating the author and 
title of the source.  

 •  Paraphrase involves putting a short passage of someone else’s 
writing into your own words. A paraphrase must also be 
attributed to the original source—this means you must use 
signal phrases and cite with page numbers. Paraphrase may be 
interspersed with very short quotations of words or phrases.  

 •  Quotations must be identical to the original text (word for 
word, punctuation mark for punctuation mark identical), use a 
small part of the source, and must be attributed to the original 
author. Depending on length, quotations can be identified by 
quotation marks or by being set off from the rest of the paper 
in block-quotation format. 

Generally, the best rule is to summarize the factual, quote the 
memorable, and paraphrase the in-between. Writers frequently 
intertwine summaries, paraphrases, and quotations. As part of a 
summary, a writer might include paraphrases of various key points 
blended with quotations of striking or suggestive phrases. 
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Summary and Paraphrase 
Summarizing and paraphrasing are very similar activities; their 
primary difference is scope and level of detail. Summarizing 
involves putting the big idea of a source into your own words, 
including only the main point(s). Paraphrasing involves putting a 
shorter passage from your source into your own words, often 
including more detail from the original source.  Paraphrase can 
either expand or condense relative to the original. Unlike 
quotations, paraphrases are used to represent ideas where the 
original wording is less important.  
 
When you are summarizing or paraphrasing, the first thing you 
need to do is decide which information is necessary to your point; 
not all the material will be crucial to supporting your argument. 
You’ll also want to decide if there are phrases or words from the 
source are irreplaceable—you can integrate these as quotations 
into your paraphrase or summary.  
 
Quotations  
Quotations must be identical to the original text, using a small part 
of the source; they must be attributed to the original speaker or 
author using a signal phrase; and they must be followed by a page 
number.  
 
Signal Phrases and Quote Bombs 
Quotations provide the reader with specific bits of information 
where the original wording of the information is important or 
memorable. Quotations and paraphrases should be integrated into 
the text of a sentence that starts with a signal phrase, like this: 
 

 
Here, the signal phrase gives us the text we’re quoting from, the 
speaker, the speaker’s role in the text, and the context of the 

In the beginning of The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, 
Junior, the main character, explains that he was born with 
“water on the brain,” a poetic way to describe the serious 
medical problem of having “too much cerebral spinal fluid 
inside [his] skull” (Alexie 1).  
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quotation. Quotations that aren’t integrated into a sentence in this 
way are sometimes called “dropped quotes” or “quote bombs.” 
They might look like this: 
 

 
Quote bombs in literary texts (novels, short stories, plays, poems) 
are problematic because they are hard for a reader to follow and 
can seem to arrive out of the blue. They often are incomplete 
sentence fragments, and so cannot stand on their own. Even if you 
can assume that your audience knows the text you are writing 
about, you may not want to assume they have done so recently, or 
that they remember all the specifics of the text. Signal phrases to 
let the reader know where a piece of information comes from: does 
is it the speaker of the poem or narrator of a novel? Does it come 
from a particular character? What’s the purpose of the information 
in its original context? Your goal is to provide just enough 
information to help your reader be able to say, “Oh yes, I know 
the bit you’re talking about,” so that you can move along and make 
your point. Ideally, you will lay out your evidence in such a way 
that a reader never has to pick up the text unless she wants to 
double-check your point for herself.   
 
The verb of the signal phrase is also important, because each verb 
has its own nuance. Using a verb like “explains” shows that the 
information is presented in direct manner, not something that had 
to be figured out indirectly. If the information had been less clearly 
stated, a different verb like “implied” would have been more 
appropriate. Familiarize yourself with the various verbs commonly 
used to introduce quotations. Here is a partial list:  
 
argues  writes  points out  concludes  reveals   

insists  says maintains  observes  counters  
notes implies comments identifies describes 
states  claims  demonstrates  suggests explains  

Junior was born with a serious medical problem. “Too much 
cerebral spinal fluid inside [his] skull” (Alexie 1).  
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Vary the way you introduce quotations to avoid sounding 
monotonous, but never sacrifice precision of phrasing for the sake 
of variety.  
 
Sometimes students who are not proficient with signal phrases will 
include a page number as their primary signal, writing something 
like, “On page 64, we see,” or “in chapters four and five, we find,” 
before moving into the quotation or paraphrase. However, this is 
ineffective: while your audience may indeed have read the text, it 
is not at all certain they will remember page or even the chapter off 
hand. It is better to provide the specific context of the passage or 
source you are discussing by describing the elements of the 
argument or narrative that appear before or after the passage.  
 
However, there’s a bit more than just needing a signal phrase to 
avoid a quote bomb. You also need to follow up the quotation with 
analysis—that is, where you explain the meaning and nuance of the 
quotation and why it is important. To avoid a quote bomb, use the 
following paradigm:  

1. Provide context for the quotation, including a signal 
phrase. 

2. Segue into the quotation, followed by an in-text citation 
3. Analyze the quotation, drawing the reader’s attention to 

the elements that support the argument. 
 
Citation: The Technical Bits 
For all prose quotations, you need to cite according to the page of 
the source. Periods and commas go after the citation, which is 
outside the quotation marks, like so: “Here is the quotation” 
(page). However, other punctuation marks like exclamation marks 
and question marks still goes inside the quotation marks, and a 
period still occurs after the citations, like so: 
 “Is this the quotation?” (page). 
 “Oh yeah, baby, thizzis thuh quotation!” (page). 
These exampes are only the case if the punctuation (?, !, etc.) is part 
of the original quotation. If you are adding the question mark or the 
exclamation mark, they take the place of the period after the 
citation information.  
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For quotations of more than four lines of prose, cite the text as a 
block quotation, indented 1 inch. Do not use quotation marks 
(indentation replaces the quotation marks), and the punctuation 
reverts to before the citation. Quotations should not be centered 
or italicized. 

 
Quotations within Quotations 
If you were to quote the part of the above section that includes an 
internal quotation in a non-block-quotation format, it would look 
like this: “Should the passage include some speech, such as ‘Oh 
what a witty example this is’” (page). Note that the quotation inside 
the quotation only has single quotation or apostrophe marks 
around it.  
 
Sample Exercise  
On the next page is a reading question like the ones in your course 
pack, along with a student’s exercise answering the question. As 
you read, underline, star, or otherwise mark where the student uses 
signal phrases, summary, paraphrase, quotations, and analysis. Also 
pay attention to the different types of quotations the author uses, 
and the punctuation that links the quotations into the sentences. 
We will discuss the example in class.  
 
 

Now I think that I shall quote something—a rather long 
section, too—and after introducing the context for the 
quotation, I type: 

This is a quotation from the text. Omit the outer 
quotation marks. Should the passage include an 
embedded quotation, such as “O what a witty 
example this is,” then enclose the speech in double 
rather than single quotation marks. Put two spaces 
after your last punctuation mark, and then give the 
page number. (page) 

Then continue with your analysis of the quotation. 
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Sample Exercise Response 
At the beginning of Sherman Alexie’s novel The Absolutely True 
Diary of a Part-Time Indian, Junior, the main character, describes how 
he wants to be an artist because he wants “the world to pay 
attention to [him]” (6). However, before he discusses why his art 
is so important to him, he explains that he was born with “water 
on the brain,” which he says is a way to describe “too much 
cerebral spinal fluid inside [his] skull,” a serious medical problem 
(1). He prefers the phrase “water on the brain” because his 
alternative is to compare himself to a car engine that doesn’t work 
properly:  

But cerebral spinal fluid is just the doctors’ fancy way of 
saying brain grease. And brain grease works inside the 
lobes like car grease works inside an engine. It keeps things 
running smooth and fast. But weirdo me, I was born with 
too much grease inside my skull, and it got all thick and 
muddy and disgusting, and it only mucked up the works. 
My thinking and breathing and living engine slowed down 
and flooded. (1) 

This opening example makes us aware of Junior’s own sense of his 
limitations, and how he has already surpassed them. He thinks of 
himself as a “weirdo,” and he later tells us his brain injury was 
supposed to kill him or cause him to “live the rest of [his] life as a 
vegetable” (2). But Junior has instead become a cartoonist, and 
even a writer—it is his diary we are reading after all. His thinking 
is supposed to be “slowed down and flooded,” but this is not the 
sense we get at all from his diary, which tells us that he prefers 
“serious and poetic” ways to describe himself (2). While he might 
stutter and lisp when he speaks, the creative comparison of himself 
with the car engine makes him seems smart. His opening 
description of himself as having been born with “water on the 
brain” thus tells us about important elements of Junior’s character 
that may help him get the world to pay attention to him: he prefers 
to be poetic when he can, he paints vivid imagery with both his 
cartoons and his words, and he has already beaten many of the 
expectations people have for him.  

What does Junior’s opening description of himself tell us? Why 
is this information important to his character? 
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Pages 1-53 
 
[Note: While you should only do the exercise for one of these 
questions, you should write notes on the others below to prepare 
for class discussion.] 
 

1. Junior says that he draws because “words are too 
unpredictable” but that “when you draw a picture, 
everybody can understand it” (5). Is this always true? 
When is it true, and when isn’t it?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Junior says that “the world is a series of broken dams and 
floods, and my cartoons are tiny little lifeboats” (6). What 
does he mean by this? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. The chapter about Oscar’s death is entitled “Why Chicken 
Means So Much to Me.” Why is this the title? What does 
the chicken symbolize, and what does the chicken have to 
do with Oscar?  
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4. How would you describe the relationship between Junior 
and Rowdy? Why is their relationship important?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Why does Mr. P say Junior needs to leave the reservation? 
What does the conversation with Mr. P tell us about 
racism and the reservation? Why is this conversation 
important?  
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Exercise 2: Read the feedback you received on the last exercise, 
and identify areas you need to improve. Then, write one or two 
substantial paragraphs (300-400 words) in which you answer one 
of the reading questions for pages 54-103 of ATDOAPTI, using 
quotations from the text to help support your answer. Make sure 
to follow the rules for signaling and quoting from prose in the 
writing guide. Turn in your exercise on BrightSpace.  
 
To find your feedback, open Communication > Dropbox in 
BrightSpace, and then find the appropriate dropbox for Exercise 
1. There should be an option to “View Feedback.” Scroll to the 
bottom of the screen. There may be written feedback in 
paragraph form, or files for you to download with feedback.  

[Remember: Write notes on the other response questions below.] 
 
Pages 54-103 

1. What attitudes towards or about the Indians on his 
reservation does Junior have? How would you 
characterize these attitudes? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What kinds of racism does Junior encounter in Reardon? 
Does he experience different kinds of racism, or they all 
the same?  
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3. This section continues to consider the way that class 
(especially poverty) intersects with tribal issues. What 
patterns can you see emerging? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What are some of the messages that Junior receives from 
people around him, like family, friends, and classmates, 
about who he is or should be? What patterns can you see 
emerging?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What different attitudes towards emotions do we see in 
the novel? How are emotions expressed or repressed? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

6. Identify two scenes, ideas, metaphors, or issues from 
today’s reading that you think we need to talk about in 
class when we discuss the reading. These can be framed as 
topics or questions.  
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Exercise 3: Read the feedback you received on the last exercise, 
and identify areas you need to improve. Then, write one or two 
substantial paragraphs (300-400 words) in which you analyze one 
of the cartoons from today’s reading. How do the visuals of the 
image and any text in the cartoons interact? How does the cartoon 
fit the narrative that surrounds it? What does the image reveal or 
obscure about the characters or events that might not otherwise be 
visible? Make sure to spend some time describing the image in 
detail, but also quote from the text to support your interpretation. 
Turn in your exercise on BrightSpace. 
 
[Remember: Write notes on the response questions below.] 
 
Pages 104-158 

1. Junior says that Penelope’s bulimia is like his father’s 
alcoholism. How is this true? How isn’t it true? How might 
the similarities (or differences) matter to Junior?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Both Gordy and Rowdy accuse Junior of racism in how 
he thinks about Penelope. What do they mean by this, and 
why is it important?  
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3. When Junior returns to Wellpinit with the basketball team, 
what reactions does he experience, both personally and 
from other people? What is notable about these reactions? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Junior’s dad misses Christmas to go on a drunken binge, 
but he manages to save a five-dollar bill for Junior in his 
boot. Junior calls the money “a beautiful and ugly thing” 
(151). What does he mean by this? How does it reflect 
Junior’s attitudes towards his father, or towards his tribe 
more generally?  
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Exercise 4: Discussion Questions (159-End) 
Look at the chart below and on next page, which identifies three 
different types of discussion question. Write 6 discussion questions 
(two for each type) for the rest of the class based on the reading 
for today, though you may refer to or include elements from earlier 
in the novel. Give page numbers to refer to specific events or 
scenes. Failure to have the right types of questions or to provide 
page numbers for specific scenes will result in lost points.  
 
A good question will require critical thinking in order to answer: it 
can’t just have a “yes” or “no” answer, and goes beyond just 
requiring people to remember facts. Your questions should be 
based on particular passages and should encourage and challenge 
us to explain or uncover meaning in the text. You don’t necessarily 
have to have an answer to your question (indeed the most 
interesting questions often don’t have a definitive answer), but you 
should think in advance about the kinds of answers your question 
may elicit in class. 
 
 

Types of Questions  
Analysis: ask why 
something happens, 
or what something 
means 

Example: Why does Junior describe his brain 
injury as ‘water on the brain’? (1) 
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Compare and 
contrast: Ask us to 
draw connections 
between characters, 
symbols, events, etc. 

Example: How is Penelope’s bulimia similar to 
Junior’s father’s alcoholism? How is it different? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cause and Effect: 
ask us to draw 
connections 
between events, 
between events and 
reactions, etc. 
 
 
 
 
 

Example: What causes Junior to dress as a 
homeless person for Halloween? 
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“Amleth, Prince of Denmark” 
From the Gesta Danorum of Saxo Grammaticus 
Edited by D. L. Ashliman 
http://www.pitt.edu/~dash/amleth.html  
 
Horwendil, King of Denmark, married Gurutha, the daughter of 
Rorik, and she bore him a son, whom they named Amleth. 
Horwendil’s good fortune stung his brother Feng with jealousy, so 
that the latter resolved treacherously to waylay his brother, thus 
showing that goodness is not safe even from those of a man’s own 
house. And behold when a chance came to murder him, his bloody 
hand sated the deadly passion of his soul.  

Then he took the wife of the brother he had butchered, 
capping unnatural murder with incest. For whoso yields to one 
iniquity, speedily falls an easier victim to the next, the first being an 
incentive to the second. Also the man veiled the monstrosity of his 
deed with such hardihood of cunning, that he made up a mock 
pretense of goodwill to excuse his crime, and glossed over 
fratricide with a show of righteousness.  

Gerutha, said he, though so gentle that she would do no man 
the slightest hurt, had been visited with her husband’s extremest 
hate; and it was all to save her that he had slain his brother; for he 
thought it shameful that a lady so meek and unrancorous should 
suffer the heavy disdain of her husband. Nor did his smooth words 
fail in their intent; for at courts, where fools are sometimes favored 
and backbiters preferred, a lie lacks not credit. Nor did Feng keep 
from shameful embraces the hands that had slain a brother; 
pursuing with equal guilt both of his wicked and impious deeds. 

Amleth beheld all this, but feared lest too shrewd a behavior 
might make his uncle suspect him. So he chose to feign dullness, 
and pretend an utter lack of wits. This cunning course not only 
concealed his intelligence but ensured his safety.  

Every day he remained in his mother’s house utterly listless 
and unclean, flinging himself on the ground and bespattering his 
person with foul and filthy dirt. His discolored face and visage 
smutched with slime denoted foolish and grotesque madness. All 
he said was of a piece with these follies; all he did savored of utter 
lethargy. In a word, you would not have thought him a man at all, 
but some absurd abortion due to a mad fit of destiny.  
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He used at times to sit over the fire, and, raking up the embers 
with his hands, to fashion wooden crooks, and harden them in the 
fire, shaping at their tips certain barbs, to make them hold more 
tightly to their fastenings. When asked what he was about, he said 
that he was preparing sharp javelins to avenge his father. This 
answer was not a little scoffed at, all men deriding his idle and 
ridiculous pursuit; but the thing helped his purpose afterwards.  

Now it was his craft in this matter that first awakened in the 
deeper observers a suspicion of his cunning. For his skill in a 
trifling art betokened the hidden talent of the craftsman; nor could 
they believe the spirit dull where the hand had acquired so cunning 
a workmanship. Lastly, he always watched with the most punctual 
care over his pile of stakes that he had pointed in the fire. Some 
people, therefore, declared that his mind was quick enough, and 
fancied that he only played the simpleton in order to hide his 
understanding, and veiled some deep purpose under a cunning 
feint.  

His wiliness (said these) would be most readily detected, if a 
fair woman were put in his way in some secluded place, who would 
provoke his mind to the temptations of love; all man’s natural 
temper being too blindly amorous to be artfully dissembled, and 
this passion being also too impetuous to be checked by cunning. 
Therefore, if his lethargy were feigned, he would seize the 
opportunity, and yield straightway to violent delights. Some men 
were commissioned to draw the young man in his rides into a 
remote part of the forest, and there assail him with a temptation of 
this nature. Among these chanced to be a foster-brother of 
Amleth, who had not ceased to have regard to their common 
nurture; and who esteemed his present orders less than the 
memory of their past fellowship. He attended Amleth among his 
appointed train, being anxious not to entrap, but to warn him; and 
was persuaded that he would suffer the worst if he showed the 
slightest glimpse of sound reason, and above all if he did the act of 
love openly. This was also plain enough to Amleth himself. For 
when he was bidden mount his horse, he deliberately set himself 
in such a fashion that he turned his back to the neck and faced 
about, fronting the tail; which he proceeded to encompass with the 
reins, just as if on that side he would check the horse in its furious 
pace. By this cunning thought he eluded the trick, and overcame 
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the treachery of his uncle. The reinless steed galloping on, with the 
rider directing its tail, was ludicrous enough to behold. 

[. . .] 
Then they purposely left him, that he might pluck up more 

courage to practice wantonness. The woman whom his uncle had 
dispatched met him in a dark spot, as though she had crossed him 
by chance; and he took her and would have ravished her, had not 
his foster-brother, by a secret device, given him an inkling of the 
trap. For this man, while pondering the fittest way to play privily 
the prompter’s part, and forestall the young man’s hazardous 
lewdness, found a straw on the ground and fastened it underneath 
the tail of a gadfly that was flying past; which he then drove 
towards the particular quarter where he knew Amleth to be: an act 
which served the unwary price exceedingly well. The token was 
interpreted as shrewdly as it had been sent. For Amleth saw the 
gadfly, espied with curiosity the straw which it wore embedded in 
its tail, and perceived that it was a secret warning to beware of 
treachery. Alarmed, scenting a trap, and fain to possess his desire 
in greater safety, he caught up the woman in his arms and dragged 
her off to a distant and impenetrable fen. Moreover, when they had 
lain together, he conjured her earnestly to disclose the matter to 
none, and the promise of silence was accorded as heartily as it was 
asked. For both of them had been under the same fostering in their 
childhood; and this early rearing in common had brought Amleth 
and the girl into great intimacy.  

So, when he had returned home, they all jeeringly asked him 
whether he had given way to love, and he avowed that he had 
ravished the maid. When he was next asked where he did it, and 
what had been is pillow, he said that he had rested upon the hoof 
of a beast of burden, upon a cockscomb, and also upon a ceiling. 
For, when he was starting into temptation, he had gathered 
fragments of all these things, in order to avoid lying. And though 
his jest did not take aught of the truth out of the story, the answer 
was greeting with shouts of merriment from the bystanders.  

[. . .] 
But a friend of Feng, gifted more with assurance than 

judgment, declared that the unfathomable cunning of such a mind 
could not be detected by any vulgar plot, for the man’s obstinacy 
was so great that it ought not to be assailed with any mild measures; 
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there were many sides to his wiliness, and it ought not to be 
entrapped by any one method. Accordingly, said he, his own 
profounder acuteness had hit on a more delicate way, which was 
well fitted to be put in practice, and would effectually discover 
what they desired to know. Feng was purposely to absent himself, 
pretending affairs of great import. Amleth should be closeted alone 
with his mother in her chamber; but a man should first be 
commissioned to place himself in a concealed part of the room and 
listen heedfully to what they talked about. For if the son had any 
wits at all he would not hesitate to speak out in the hearing of his 
mother, or fear to trust himself to the fidelity of her who bore him. 
The speaker, loath to seem readier to devise than to carry out the 
plot, zealously proffered himself as the agent of the eavesdropping. 
Feng rejoiced at the scheme, and departed on pretense of a long 
journey. Now he who had given up this counsel repaired privily to 
the room where Amleth was shut up with his mother, and lay down 
skulking in the straw.  

But Amleth had his antidote for the treachery. Afraid of being 
overheard by some eavesdropper, he at first resorted to his usual 
imbecile ways, and crowed like a noisy cock, beating his arms 
together to mimic the flapping of wings. Then he mounted the 
straw and began to swing his body and jump again and again, 
wishing to try if aught lurked there in hiding. Feeling a lump 
beneath his feet, he drove his sword into the spot, and impaled him 
who lay hid. Then he dragged him from his concealment and slew 
him. Then, cutting his body into morsels, he seethed it in boiling 
water, and flung it through the mouth of an open sewer for the 
swine to eat, bestrewing the stinking mire with his hapless limbs.  

Having in this wise eluded the snare, he went back to the room. 
Then his mother set up a great wailing and began to lament her 
son’s folly to his face; but he said: “Most infamous of women! dost 
thou seek with such lying lamentations to hide thy most heavy 
guilt? Wantoning like a harlot, thou hast entered a wicked and 
abominable state of wedlock, embracing with incestuous bosom 
thy husband’s slayer, and wheedling with filthy lures of 
blandishment him who had slain the father of thy son. This, 
forsooth, is the way that the mares couple with the vanquishers of 
their mates; for brute beasts are naturally incited to pair 
indiscriminately; and it would seem that thou, like them, hast clean 
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forgot thy first husband. As for me, not idly do I wear the mask of 
folly; for I doubt not that he who destroyed his brother will riot as 
ruthlessly in the blood of his kindred. Therefore it is better to 
choose the garb of dullness than that of sense, and to borrow some 
protection from a show of utter frenzy. Yet the passion to avenge 
my father still burns in my heart; but I am watching the chances, I 
await the fitting hour. There is a place for all things; against so 
merciless and dark a spirit must be used the deeper devices of the 
mind. And thou, who hadst been better employed in lamenting 
thine own disgrace, know it is superfluity to bewail my witlessness; 
thou shouldst weep for the blemish in thine own mind, not for that 
in another’s. On the rest see thou keep silence.” 

[. . .] 
Feng now suspected that his stepson was certainly full of guile, 

and desired to make way with him, but durst not do the deed for 
fear of the displeasure, not only of Amleth’s grandsire Rorik, but 
also of his own wife.  

So he thought that the King of Britain should be employed to 
slay him, so that another could do the deed, and he be able to feign 
innocence. Thus, desirous to hide his cruelty, he chose rather to 
besmirch his friend than to bring disgrace on his own head. 
Amleth, on departing, gave secret orders to his mother to hang the 
hall with knotted tapestry, and to perform pretended obsequies for 
him a year thence; promising that he would then return. Two 
retainers of Feng then accompanied him, bearing a letter graven on 
wood--a kind of letter enjoined the king of the Britons to put to 
death the youth who was sent over to him.  

While they were reposing, Amleth searched their coffers, 
found the letter, and read the instructions therein. Whereupon he 
erased all the writing on the surface, substituted fresh characters, 
and so, changing the purport of the instructions, shifted his own 
doom upon his companions. Nor was he satisfied with removing 
from himself the sentence of death and passing the peril on to 
others, but added and entreaty that the King of Britain would grant 
his daughter in marriage to a youth of great judgment whom he 
was sending to him. Under this was falsely marked the signature of 
Feng. 

Now when they had reached Britain, the envoys went to the 
king, and proffered him the letter which they supposed was an 
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implement of destruction to one another, but which really 
betokened death to themselves. The king dissembled the truth, and 
entreated them hospitably and kindly.  

[. . .] 
When he had passed a whole year with the king he obtained to 

make a journey, and returned to his own land, carrying away of all 
his princely wealth and state only the sticks which held the gold.  

On reaching Jutland, he exchanged his present attire for his 
ancient demeanor, which he had adopted for righteous ends, 
purposely assuming an aspect of absurdity. Covered with filth, he 
entered the banquet-room where his own obsequies were being 
held, and struck all men utterly aghast, rumor having falsely noised 
abroad his death. At last terror melted into mirth, and the guests 
jeered and taunted one another, that he whose last rites they were 
celebrating as though he were dead, should appear in the flesh.  

When he was asked concerning his comrades, he pointed to 
the sticks he was carrying, and said, “Here is both the one and the 
other.” This he observed with equal truth and pleasantry; for his 
speech, though most thought it idle, yet departed not from the 
truth; for it pointed at the weregild of the slain as though it were 
themselves. Thereon, wishing to bring the company into a gayer 
mood, he joined the cupbearers, and diligently did the office of 
plying the drink.  

Then, to prevent his loose dress hampering his walk, he girded 
his sword upon his side, and purposely drawing it several times, 
pricked his fingers with its point. The bystanders accordingly had 
both sword and scabbard riveted across with an iron nail.  

Then, to smooth the way more safely to his plot, he went to 
the lords and plied them heavily with draught upon draught, and 
drenched them all so deep in wine, that their feet were made feeble 
with drunkenness, and they turned to rest within the palace, 
making their bed where they had reveled. Then he saw they were 
in a fit state for his plots, and thought that here was a chance 
offered to do his purpose. So he took out of his bosom the stakes 
he had long ago prepared, and went into the building, where the 
ground lay covered with the bodies of the nobles wheezing off 
their sleep and their debauch. Then, cutting away its supports, he 
brought down the hanging his mother had knitted, which covered 
the inner as well as the outer walls of the hall. This he flung upon 
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the snorers, and then applying the crooked stakes, he knotted and 
bound them up in such insoluble intricacy, that not one of the men 
beneath, however hard he might struggle, could contrive to rise.  

After this he set fire to the palace. The flames spread, 
scattering the conflagration far and wide. It enveloped the whole 
dwelling, destroyed the palace, and burnt them all while they were 
either buried in deep sleep of vainly striving to arise.  

Then he went to the chamber of Feng, who had before this 
been conducted by his train into his pavilion; plucked up a sword 
that chanced to be hanging to the bed, and planted his own in its 
place. Then, awakening his uncle, he told him that his nobles were 
perishing in the flames, and that Amleth was here, armed with his 
old crooks to help him, and thirsting to exact the vengeance, now 
long overdue, for his father’s murder. Feng, on hearing this, leapt 
from his couch, but was cut down while, deprived of his own 
sword, he strove in vain to draw the strange one.  

O valiant Amleth, and worthy of immortal fame, who being 
shrewdly armed with a feint of folly, covered a wisdom too high 
for human wit under a marvelous disguise of silliness! and not only 
found in his subtlety means to protect his own safety, but also by 
its guidance found opportunity to avenge his father. By this skillful 
defense of himself, and strenuous revenge for his parent, he has 
left it doubtful whether we are to think more of his wit or his 
bravery. 
 
[The story continues at this point with Amleth’s further 
adventures, beginning as he returns to Britain for his wife.] 
 
Reminder: read the glossary entries before trying to answer these 
questions.  
 
Reading Questions: 

1. What are your impressions of the character Amleth? 
What are his primary qualities or characteristics? How 
does he compare to the other characters in the story?  
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2. What is the central conflict of the story?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Are there any differences between the story and the plot 
of “Amleth”? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What does the story of “Amleth” seem to say about 
revenge? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What other themes do you see in “Amleth”? (Review the 
definition of “theme” in the glossary before answering.) 
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Hamlet Discussion Questions and Exercises 
 
Shakespeare’s work is often difficult for students to understand. 
We will be reading the play slowly so you can have time to process 
the text. You should give yourself plenty of time to read and re-
read the text to make sure you understand it. There are more 
reading questions than with our last text to help make sure you are 
understanding important parts of the characters and plot that you 
might otherwise miss; for your answers, summaries or bullet points 
are sufficient, but you will want to also record line numbers for 
relevant passages. 
 
For this text, I recommend your read each scene twice: once on 
your own, then read the questions and read it again trying to answer 
them. As you read, if you are not sure what the text means or 
what is happening, mark it and ask about it in class. If you 
aren’t sure the answer to the question, see if you can identify 
why you aren’t sure. 
 
Remember: you are not graded on the accuracy of your answer, but 
your good-faith attempt to answer it. Don’t go looking for 
outside sources to help you answer it—ask in class instead. 
Plagiarism can result in an F for the assignment or the 
course. 
 
 
Exercise 5:  
Read the following information on quoting from Shakespeare. 
Then, choose one of the reading questions from Act 1 (scenes 1-
4) that you think will require a paragraph with several quotations 
to answer. When you write your paragraph, you should use a 
combination of paraphrase and quotation, with accurate citations, 
to answer the questions. You must include at least one block 
quotation, and one in-sentence quotation. You will be graded 
on your ability to follow the guidelines for quoting Shakespeare.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
49

Quoting from Shakespeare 
Quoting from drama requires you follow special rules. Instead of 
page numbers, you must cite using Act, Scene, and Line numbers. 
So, if I wanted to cite Hamlet’s famous question, “To be or not to 
be,” which comes from act 3, scene 1, line 56, it would look like 
this:  
 

 
However, there are additional complications. Shakespeare uses 
both poetry and prose in the same text, so you must pay attention 
to which he is using at any given time. Poetry or verse, remember, 
has an internal rhythm (in Shakespeare, this is usually iambic 
pentameter) and sometimes rhymes. Poetry also has line breaks, 
which means that long speeches in Shakespeare that are poetry will 
usually have a ragged right edge on the page (see 1.1.23-29 for an 
example.) Prose does not usually have a regular pattern of syllables 
or internal rhythm. It also looks different on the page; prose 
speeches will be flush with the right margin of the page (see 
2.2.188-193 for an example).  
 
Quoting Shakespeare’s Poetry 
If you are quoting two or three lines of poetry by a single speaker, 
you need to indicate the line breaks by including a forward slash 
with a space on each side [ / ] to separate them:  
 

 
If you quote more than three lines, you should make it a block 
quotation as with prose, but maintaining the line breaks:  
 
 
 
 

Hamlet begins his soliloquy with a reflection on whether he 
should continue to exist: “To be or not to be, that is the 
question” (3.1.56).  

Hamlet asks whether it would be better for him to suffer, or if 
he should “take arms against a sea of troubles / And by 
opposing end them” (3.1.59-60).  
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Sometimes you will want to quote dialogue between characters. 
Even if you are only quoting two lines, make it a block quotation. 
Begin each part of the dialogue with the character’s name in capital 
letters. Place a period after the name, and indent all subsequent 
lines of the character’s speech an extra quarter inch. When the 
dialogue shifts to a new character, start a new line. 

 
If speakers share a verse line, indent the second half of the shared 
verse line to the right of the first half to visually maintain the line. 
(In other words, try and format it as closely as possible to the text 
in your book.) 

 

 

Shakespeare opens Hamlet with a confrontation between two 
minor characters who serve as guards. 

BARNARDO.  Who’s there? 
FRANCISCO.  Nay, answer me. Stand and unfold 

yourself. 
BARNARDO.  Long live the King! 
FRANCISCO. Barnardo? (1.1.1-4) 

The confrontation tells us that it is dark, that the characters 
cannot see each other, and that they are taking their duties as 
guards seriously.  

Hamlet describes both his desire to die and his fears about 
what will happen to him if he does : 

Tis a consummation 
Devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep— 
To sleep—perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub,  
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come 
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil, 
Must give us pause. (3.1.63-68) 

Initially, the comparison of sleep and death make death seem 
desirable, almost peaceful, but the metaphor raises the 
possibility of more sinister nightmares.  
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1.1 Questions 

1. What happens when Francisco and Bernardo meet at the 
beginning of 1.1? Where are we, and when? Why is there 
confusion over which one is supposed to challenge the 
other by asking “Who’s there?”  

 
 
 
 
 

2. Why do Barnardo and Francisco asked Horatio to join 
them as they keep watch? 

 
 
 
 

3. What is Horatio’s initial response to the story of the 
apparition? What happens when the ghost appears for the 
first time (1.1.37)? Notice that Horatio addresses it as 
“thou.” This is the form of address used with friends or 
inferiors. Shakespeare’s audience would have been much 
more attuned to the difference than we are. What is the 
effect of Horatio’s addressing the ghost as “thou”? 

 

 

The guards use the movement of the Ghost to try and 
interpret its emotions: 

MARCELLUS. It is offended. 
BARNARDO.                          See, it stalks away.  

(1.1.50)  
However, the Ghost’s motivations are not so clear as the men 
suppose. 
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4. What does Horatio first assume the appearance of the 
ghost means (1.1.68)? 
 
 

 
 
 

5. How do the men identify the Ghost as that of the former 
King? (1.1.67-69) 

 
 
 
 
 

6. Why are there such intense war preparations in Denmark? 
(Read 1.1.69-106 carefully to get the international 
background of the play.)  

 
 
 
 

7. What happens when the ghost appears for the second time 
(at the stage direction before 1.1.125-148)? Why does it 
leave so abruptly? 

  

 

8. How do Horatio and Marcellus’s discussions of the cock 
crowing differ? (1.1.145-165)  
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9. What do we know so far about the nature of the ghost? 
How do the questions Horatio asks of the ghost help us 
understand what he thinks about ghosts? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
1.2 Questions 

1. What is Claudius telling the court in the first part of his 
speech (1.2.1-16)? What does he say about young 
Fortinbras and his uncle the king of Norway (1.2.17-41)? 
How does Claudius respond to the threat?  

 
 
 
 
 

2. What do Claudius and Gertrude want Hamlet to do 
(1.2.69)? 

 
 
 
 

3. What is Hamlet’s response to his mother? What does his 
response tell us about his character? 

 
 
 
 
 

4. How reasonable does Claudius’s argument that Hamlet 
should stop mourning seem to you (1.2.87-108)?  
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5. Hamlet has a soliloquy (1.2.129-59) after all the other 
characters leave the stage. What is soliloquy about? How 
would you describe the tone of his soliloquy?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Why did Horatio come to Elsinore from Wittenberg? 
 
 
 
 
 

7. What is Hamlet’s response to the news from Horatio, 
Marcellus, and Bernardo? Notice the way Hamlet 
questions them. How much do we know about how his 
mind works at this point of the play? What does he suspect 
as the reason for the ghost’s appearance (1.2.254-57)? 

 

 

 

1.3 Questions: 
1. What does Laertes warn Ophelia about? What, apparently, 

has been the relationship between Hamlet and Ophelia 
since his return from Wittenberg? 
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2. How seriously do you take Polonius’ precepts (1.3.58-80)? 
Consider especially the last one (1.3.78-80). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What is Ophelia’s response to her brother’s concerns? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What does Polonius say about how Ophelia should deal 
with Hamlet? 

 
 
 
 
 

5. How willing is Ophelia to discuss with her father what she 
has discussed with Laertes? What is his response to 
Hamlet’s interest in her and her response to him? How 
seriously do you think she should take their warnings 
about Hamlet’s lack of seriousness and his inability to 
choose his own wife? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

6. What do we know about Laertes, Polonius, and Ophelia 
by the end of 1.3? What sort of people are they? What sort 
of family are they? Who is missing from this family? How 
strong-willed in Ophelia? 

 

 
 

56

1.4 Questions 
1. What noise do Hamlet and Horatio hear before the ghost 

appears, and what explanation does Hamlet give? What 
does Hamlet think of the noise? 

 
 
 
 

2. Read 1.4.18-22 carefully. What is Hamlet saying here? 

 

 

3. When Hamlet first sees the ghost, how does he respond? 
If it is a "damned ghost," is he as safe as he thinks he is in 
1.4.65-68? 

 
 
 
 
 

4. What is Horatio worried the Ghost will ask Hamlet to do 
if he goes with it? 

 
 
 

5. Why can’t/don’t the others stop him? What does 
Marcellus still think the nature of the problem is (1.4.60)? 
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1.5 Questions 
1. Where does the Ghost say he will go when his time is up? 

 
 
 

2. Is Hamlet surprised when the Ghost asks him to revenge 
his father’s murder? Is he surprised when he learns who 
the murderer is? 

 

 

3. Do father and son have the same opinion of Claudius? 
(Compare 1.2.139-40, 152-53 and 1.5.47-52.) Would 
others in the court, not knowing about Claudius’ crime, 
see Claudius as this much below his dead brother? 

 

 

4. How does the Ghost say Claudius murdered Old Hamlet? 

 

 

5. What does the Ghost tell Hamlet to do about his mother? 

 

 

6. Read Hamlet’s second soliloquy carefully (1.5.92-113). 
What does Hamlet say he has learned? In other words, 
what general piece of wisdom does he want to save from 
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this encounter (1.5.108). Is this shockingly new 
information to us? Given this soliloquy, how soon would 
you expect Hamlet to go for his revenge? 

 

 

7. What happens when the others find Hamlet? What does 
he ask them to swear? What does his mention of an “antic 
disposition” (1.5.173) suggest about his future plans? How 
might you expect Hamlet to be acting when next we see 
him? 

 

 

2.1 Questions 
1. What task does Polonius give Reynaldo? What does this 

tell up about Polonius and his way of thinking and acting? 
 
 
 
 

2. Why is Ophelia so upset when she enters at 2.1.74.1? What 
has happened to her? Does Hamlet’s appearance come as 
a surprise after what we last heard him say? Why would he 
appear in this way to her? Is there any possibility he really 
is a distracted lover responding to Ophelia’s apparent 
rejection of him?  
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3. How well has Ophelia obeyed her father’s orders in 1.3? 

 

 

4. How does Polonius interpret Hamlet’s behavior? What is 
response? 

 
 
 
 
2.2 Questions 

1. Who are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, and why did 
Claudius send for them? What use does Claudius have for 
them? Does this remind you of Polonius’ use for 
Reynaldo? Are there any significant differences? 

 
 
 
 

2. What does Claudius think caused Hamlet’s 
“transformation” (2.2.5)?  

 
 
 
 

3. 2. We’ve now had several different explanations of 
Hamlet’s madness: love (2.1.86, 103), his father’s death 
(2.2.8), and that plus “our o’erhasty marriage” (2.2.57). 
What do you think of these explanations? 

 
 
 
 

4. What results have come from Cornelius’ and Voltemand’s 
trip to Norway? What will Fortinbras be doing next? Can 
we expect to see him in Denmark after all? Why?  
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5. How effective is Polonius as a bearer of news? How 
convinced are Claudius and Gertrude that Polonius has 
found the answer? How do they plan to test this answer? 
Does Polonius’ plan sound like his normal way of 
operating (2.2.163-68)? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. How does Hamlet behave when he enters? Does Polonius 
think he is mad? Is this the way we would expect Hamlet 
to act after Ophelia’s description in 2.1? Why does he call 
Polonius a fishmonger? (It may help to know that 
fishmongers’ wives, and daughters, apparently because of 
the fish, were assumed to be extremely fertile and thus able 
to conceive easily—and thus the connection in 2.2.185-
86.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How does Hamlet behave initially with Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern (through 2.2.216-66)? Is it different from the 
way he just acted with Polonius? How does Hamlet 
change when he realizes that the two were sent for by 
Claudius and Gertrude? 
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8. What is unusual about the speech Hamlet begins to recite 
(2.2.430-44) and the First Player continues (2.2.448-498). 
How is its style different from that of the surrounding 
lines of Hamlet? Do lines 461-62 echo anything from or 
about the play Hamlet?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

9. What play does Hamlet want the players to play? What 
does he want to do to the play? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

10. Read Hamlet’s third soliloquy carefully (2.2.526-82). How 
does he use the player’s performance to show how 
different his own position is? Is the comparison justified 
by what we have seen happen in the play?  
 
 
 
 
 

11. Hamlet complains in the soliloquy that he hasn’t acted on 
his vengeance. Why hasn’t he? Why does he need the play? 
What will he learn from it? 
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3.1 Questions 
1. How much have Rosencrantz and Guildenstern learned 

from/about Hamlet?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. Finally the planned meeting between Hamlet and Ophelia 
is arranged, spies and all. What does Polonius give Ophelia 
to read (3.1.46)? What response does his remark get (in an 
aside) from Claudius? Why is this speech of Claudius’ 
important? What do we learn that we have not learned 
before? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Read Hamlet’s fourth soliloquy carefully (3.1.58-90). How 
is this soliloquy different from the first two? Think about 
the way Hamlet’s mind works within the first two—is the 
same thing happening here? What is the main idea of this 
third soliloquy? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What happens between Hamlet and Ophelia in the so-
called “Nunnery scene” (3.1.90-160)? Does Hamlet know 
that he’s being watched?  
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5. How does Claudius respond to what he has seen and 

heard? Is he convinced that love is the cause of Hamlet’s 
madness? What does he plan to do about Hamlet?  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

6. How does Polonius respond to Claudius? Is he willing to 
give up his “love” answer? What does he propose as an 
additional way to find out what Hamlet is thinking?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.2 Questions 
1. What advice does Hamlet have for the actors? Why? 

(3.2.1-47) 
 
 
 
 

2. Why does Hamlet say he especially likes Horatio (3.2.56-
76, esp. 65-76)?  
 
 

 
 

3. What is the purpose of the play-within-a-play (called “The 
Mousetrap”)? What does Hamlet want Horatio to do 
while watching the play, and why? (3.2.80-89) 
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4. How does the play-within-the-play (3.2.141-270) reflect the 
issues bothering Hamlet?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Who murders the king within the play (3.1.250-270)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. What is Claudius’ mood as he stops the play at 3.2.270-
275? How does Hamlet respond?  
 
 
 
 
 

7. What message do Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have for 
Hamlet (3.2.318-339)? Despite the chaos at the end of the 
play, is this message unexpected after hearing Polonius’ 
suggestion at the end of the Nunnery scene (3.1)?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. What lesson does Hamlet teach with a recorder (3.2.359-
380)? 
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9. Read Hamlet’s fifth soliloquy carefully (3.2.396-407). How 
is it different from the other soliloquies? What is the mood 
of the soliloquy? How do you react to it? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
3.3 Questions 

1. What has Claudius decided to do with Hamlet? Who will 
go with him?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. What does Claudius admit in his attempt to pray? Has the 
play actually had an effect on him? Why can’t he ask for 
forgiveness? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What happens when Hamlet enters? Why doesn’t Hamlet 
kill Claudius then? What is ironic about Hamlet’s decision? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.4 Questions 
1. How successful is the first part of the interview between 

Gertrude and Hamlet? What goes wrong (even before 
Polonius’ death)?  
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2. Who controls their conversation? Why does Gertrude call 

for help? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Does Gertrude know that Claudius killed Hamlet’s father? 
(Consider 3.4.29-31, 39-41, 52-53.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What object does Hamlet use to force Gertrude to 
consider what she has done? (3.4.54-89) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Hamlet seems to be getting through to Gertrude when the 
Ghost enters (3.4.102). Why does the Ghost appear at this 
point? How is his appearance different from his 
appearances in Act 1? Who saw him then? Who sees him 
now? What is his message to Hamlet? 
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6. After the Ghost leaves, does Hamlet succeed in what he 
came to do? What is Gertrude’s state when he leaves? 
What should she do, and what should she not do? 
 
 
 
 

7. What does Hamlet think of his upcoming trip to England? 
What does he expect to do? 
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4.1 Questions 
1. Does Gertrude tell Claudius the truth about what 

happened between her and Hamlet (4.1.7-12)? Is she 
following Hamlet’s advice at the end of 3.4? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How does Claudius respond to the death of Polonius? 
Does he understand the implications of what happened? 
What will he do now? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4.2 Questions 

1. What do Rosencrantz and Guildenstern learn from 
Hamlet? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.3 Questions 
1. Why does Claudius believe he can’t simply arrest Hamlet? 

(4.3.1-5) 
 

 
 
 

2. What is the result of Hamlet’s joking about death and 
worms? (4.3.19-25) 
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3. Is Hamlet going to England as a prisoner or in the guise 

of a royal representative? 
 
 
 

 
 

4. What do Claudius’ letters tell England (i.e., the king of 
England) to do with Hamlet? Why does Claudius expect 
to be obeyed?  

 
 
 
 
 
4.4 Questions 

1. Why is Fortinbras’ army passing through Denmark? 
(Remember 2.2.60-80.) 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What sort of judgment does the Captain make about the 
place they are fighting for? How does Hamlet describe it 
(4.4.9.15-.19)? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Where is Hamlet going when he meets the Captain? 
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5. Read Hamlet’s sixth soliloquy carefully (4.4.32-66). Has 
Hamlet been delaying, as he says? What example does he 
compare himself to? Does this soliloquy remind you of 
any other? 

 
 
 
 
 
4.5 Questions 

1. What do we learn about the state of Gertrude’s soul in her 
aside (4.5.17-20)? What does this say about how she has 
responded to Hamlet’s accusations and recommendations 
in 3.4? 

 
 
 
 
 
2.  The court assumes Ophelia’s madness is caused by her 

father’s death. Judging from her songs, are they correct? 
Is that the only thing that has made her mad? What else 
might be on her mind and coming to the surface in her 
madness? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What is Laertes’ approach to revenging his father’s death? 
How does it compare to Hamlet’s? How much support 
does he have? Whom does he initially blame? 
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4. What is being threatened as Laertes enters (4.5.107.1)? 
How well does Claudius handle this emergency? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. How does Laertes respond to mad Ophelia? What offer 
does Claudius make to get his discussion with Laertes back 
on track? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
4.6 Questions 

1. Who brings Hamlet’s letter to Horatio? What has 
happened to Hamlet? 

 
 
 
 
 
4.7 Questions 

1. Claudius has obviously convinced Laertes of his 
innocence. What things of a personal nature do we learn 
about Gertrude and Claudius (4.7.11-16)? Laertes wants 
his revenge, but Claudius tells him “You shortly shall hear 
more.” What does Claudius expect to be able to tell 
Laertes soon? 
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2. What does Hamlet’s letter tell Claudius? Why does Hamlet 
want to see him “alone”? What seems to be Hamlet’s plan? 

 
 
 
 
 

3. What plan do Claudius and Laertes develop? How will 
Claudius and Laertes use Laertes’ reputation to get 
revenge? 

 
 
 
 
 

4. What would Laertes do to get revenge (4.7.98)? How does 
this compare to Hamlet? How does Claudius respond? 

 
 
 
 
 

5. What happened to Ophelia? Did she kill herself, or is her 
death accidental?   

 
 
 
 
 

6. What is Laertes’ response to her death? What does 
Claudius fear will happen? 
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5.1 Questions 
1. What are the two clowns doing while they talk? Who is the 

“she” of 5.1.1? Why, according to the second clown, is she 
really being given a Christian burial? 

 
 
 
 
 
2. What happens in the discussion between Hamlet and the 

Clown? What does Hamlet learn from his confrontation 
with Yorick’s skull? What does he learn from his 
meditation on Alexander and Caesar? How does the mood 
here differ from that in 4.3.17-38? 
 
 
 
 

3. How old is Hamlet? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What do we learn from Gertrude’s farewell to Ophelia 
(5.1.227-30)? Would Polonius have been surprised if he 
had heard this? 
 
 
 
 

5. What happens when Hamlet appears to the others? What 
is significant about him calling himself “Hamlet the Dane” 
(5.1.242)? Why is he so angry? 
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5.2 Questions 
1. What sort of attitude towards life do you see Hamlet 

taking in 5.2.1-79? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What would have happened to him in England? How did 
he find out? What did he do about it? What has happened 
to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? Do they know what hit 
them? How does Hamlet feel about them? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. What sort of person is Osric? What message does he have 

for Hamlet? What seems to be the problem with his hat? 
What is the wager (5.2.100-112)? (This speech is 
confusing; no one has been able to fully explain it, so don’t 
be surprised if you have problems)  
 
 
 
 
 

4. What is Hamlet’s reaction to the idea of the match 
(5.2.174-196)? How well does Hamlet expect to do? Why 
does he go ahead with it (5.2.210-225)? How does this 
reflect the new attitude we saw in Hamlet in 5.1? 
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5. Hamlet apologizes to Laertes (5.2.227-244). How does 
Laertes respond? Given what we know about Laertes’ 
plans, how do you take Laertes’ promise (5.2.247-253)? 
Can we say he has any honor at all?  

 
 
 
 
 

6. What is Laertes doing at line 265? 
 
 
 
 
 

7. What is the “union” Claudius promises to put in the cup 
at line 273 and perhaps does not put into the cup until 
after line 284?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

8. What problem is created by Hamlet’s response to 
Claudius’s offer of a drink in line 285? What happens at 
line 290?  

 
 
 
 
 

9. Look carefully at lines 298-311. Who wounds whom? 
What happens with the swords? What happens to 
Gertrude? What lie does Claudius make at line 309? 
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10. Why is Hamlet so concerned that Horatio stay alive to tell 
his story? How much do the other people at court know 
at this point? 

 
 
 
 
 

11. Do you believe Horatio in his assumption that Hamlet is 
saved and not damned? Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
 

12. Does the Hamlet Fortinbras describes (5.2.397-404) 
sound like the Hamlet we have known?  
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“Letter from Birmingham Jail” 
By Martin Luther King, Jr. 
https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html  
 

16 April 1963 
My Dear Fellow Clergymen: 

While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across 
your recent statement calling my present activities “unwise and 
untimely.” Seldom do I pause to answer criticism of my work and 
ideas. If I sought to answer all the criticisms that cross my desk, 
my secretaries would have little time for anything other than such 
correspondence in the course of the day, and I would have no time 
for constructive work. But since I feel that you are men of genuine 
good will and that your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I want to 
try to answer your statement in what I hope will be patient and 
reasonable terms. 

I think I should indicate why I am here in Birmingham, since 
you have been influenced by the view which argues against 
“outsiders coming in.” I have the honor of serving as president of 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization 
operating in every southern state, with headquarters in Atlanta, 
Georgia. We have some eighty-five affiliated organizations across 
the South, and one of them is the Alabama Christian Movement 
for Human Rights. Frequently we share staff, educational and 
financial resources with our affiliates. Several months ago the 
affiliate here in Birmingham asked us to be on call to engage in a 
nonviolent direct action program if such were deemed necessary. 
We readily consented, and when the hour came we lived up to our 
promise. So I, along with several members of my staff, am here 
because I was invited here. I am here because I have organizational 
ties here. 

But more basically, I am in Birmingham because injustice is 
here. Just as the prophets of the eighth century B.C. left their 
villages and carried their “thus saith the Lord” far beyond the 
boundaries of their home towns, and just as the Apostle Paul left 
his village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to the 
far corners of the Greco Roman world, so am I compelled to carry 
the gospel of freedom beyond my own home town. Like Paul, I 
must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for aid. 
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Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all 
communities and states. I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be 
concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere 
is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable 
network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever 
affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford 
to live with the narrow, provincial “outside agitator” idea. Anyone 
who lives inside the United States can never be considered an 
outsider anywhere within its bounds. 

You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. 
But your statement, I am sorry to say, fails to express a similar 
concern for the conditions that brought about the demonstrations. 
I am sure that none of you would want to rest content with the 
superficial kind of social analysis that deals merely with effects and 
does not grapple with underlying causes. It is unfortunate that 
demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham, but it is even more 
unfortunate that the city’s white power structure left the Negro 
community with no alternative. 

[. . .] 
You may well ask: “Why direct action? Why sit ins, marches 

and so forth? Isn’t negotiation a better path?” You are quite right 
in calling for negotiation. Indeed, this is the very purpose of direct 
action. Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and 
foster such a tension that a community which has constantly 
refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks so to 
dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored. My citing the 
creation of tension as part of the work of the nonviolent resister 
may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not afraid 
of the word “tension.” I have earnestly opposed violent tension, 
but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent tension which is 
necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to 
create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the 
bondage of myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of 
creative analysis and objective appraisal, so must we see the need 
for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that 
will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to 
the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood. The 
purpose of our direct action program is to create a situation so 
crisis packed that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation. I 
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therefore concur with you in your call for negotiation. Too long 
has our beloved Southland been bogged down in a tragic effort to 
live in monologue rather than dialogue. 

[. . .] I have hope that Mr. Boutwell will be reasonable enough 
to see the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. But he will 
not see this without pressure from devotees of civil rights. My 
friends, I must say to you that we have not made a single gain in 
civil rights without determined legal and nonviolent pressure. 
Lamentably, it is an historical fact that privileged groups seldom 
give up their privileges voluntarily. Individuals may see the moral 
light and voluntarily give up their unjust posture; but, as Reinhold 
Niebuhr has reminded us, groups tend to be more immoral than 
individuals. 

We know through painful experience that freedom is never 
voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the 
oppressed. Frankly, I have yet to engage in a direct action campaign 
that was “well timed” in the view of those who have not suffered 
unduly from the disease of segregation. For years now I have heard 
the word “Wait!” It rings in the ear of every Negro with piercing 
familiarity. This “Wait” has almost always meant “Never.” We 
must come to see, with one of our distinguished jurists, that 
“justice too long delayed is justice denied.” 

We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional 
and God given rights. The nations of Asia and Africa are moving 
with jetlike speed toward gaining political independence, but we 
still creep at horse and buggy pace toward gaining a cup of coffee 
at a lunch counter. Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt 
the stinging darts of segregation to say, “Wait.” But when you have 
seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and 
drown your sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen hate 
filled policemen curse, kick and even kill your black brothers and 
sisters; when you see the vast majority of your twenty million 
Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in the 
midst of an affluent society; when you suddenly find your tongue 
twisted and your speech stammering as you seek to explain to your 
six year old daughter why she can’t go to the public amusement 
park that has just been advertised on television, and see tears 
welling up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to 
colored children, and see ominous clouds of inferiority beginning 
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to form in her little mental sky, and see her beginning to distort her 
personality by developing an unconscious bitterness toward white 
people; when you have to concoct an answer for a five year old son 
who is asking: “Daddy, why do white people treat colored people 
so mean?”; when you take a cross county drive and find it necessary 
to sleep night after night in the uncomfortable corners of your 
automobile because no motel will accept you; when you are 
humiliated day in and day out by nagging signs reading “white” and 
“colored”; when your first name becomes “nigger,” your middle 
name becomes “boy” (however old you are) and your last name 
becomes “John,” and your wife and mother are never given the 
respected title “Mrs.”; when you are harried by day and haunted by 
night by the fact that you are a Negro, living constantly at tiptoe 
stance, never quite knowing what to expect next, and are plagued 
with inner fears and outer resentments; when you are forever 
fighting a degenerating sense of “nobodiness”--then you will 
understand why we find it difficult to wait. There comes a time 
when the cup of endurance runs over, and men are no longer 
willing to be plunged into the abyss of despair. I hope, sirs, you can 
understand our legitimate and unavoidable impatience. You 
express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to break laws. 
This is certainly a legitimate concern. Since we so diligently urge 
people to obey the Supreme Court’s decision of 1954 outlawing 
segregation in the public schools, at first glance it may seem rather 
paradoxical for us consciously to break laws. One may well ask: 
“How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?” 
The answer lies in the fact that there are two types of laws: just and 
unjust. I would be the first to advocate obeying just laws. One has 
not only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. 
Conversely, one has a moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws. 
I would agree with St. Augustine that “an unjust law is no law at 
all.” 

Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one 
determine whether a law is just or unjust? A just law is a man-made 
code that squares with the moral law or the law of God. An unjust 
law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law. To put it 
in the terms of St. Thomas Aquinas: An unjust law is a human law 
that is not rooted in eternal law and natural law. Any law that uplifts 
human personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality 
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is unjust. All segregation statutes are unjust because segregation 
distorts the soul and damages the personality. It gives the 
segregator a false sense of superiority and the segregated a false 
sense of inferiority. Segregation, to use the terminology of the 
Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, substitutes an “I it” relationship 
for an “I thou” relationship and ends up relegating persons to the 
status of things. Hence segregation is not only politically, 
economically and sociologically unsound, it is morally wrong and 
sinful. Paul Tillich has said that sin is separation. Is not segregation 
an existential expression of man’s tragic separation, his awful 
estrangement, his terrible sinfulness? Thus it is that I can urge men 
to obey the 1954 decision of the Supreme Court, for it is morally 
right; and I can urge them to disobey segregation ordinances, for 
they are morally wrong. 

Let us consider a more concrete example of just and unjust 
laws. An unjust law is a code that a numerical or power majority 
group compels a minority group to obey but does not make 
binding on itself. This is difference made legal. By the same token, 
a just law is a code that a majority compels a minority to follow 
and that it is willing to follow itself. This is sameness made legal. 
Let me give another explanation. A law is unjust if it is inflicted on 
a minority that, as a result of being denied the right to vote, had no 
part in enacting or devising the law. Who can say that the legislature 
of Alabama which set up that state’s segregation laws was 
democratically elected? Throughout Alabama all sorts of devious 
methods are used to prevent Negroes from becoming registered 
voters, and there are some counties in which, even though Negroes 
constitute a majority of the population, not a single Negro is 
registered. Can any law enacted under such circumstances be 
considered democratically structured? 

Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. 
For instance, I have been arrested on a charge of parading without 
a permit. Now, there is nothing wrong in having an ordinance 
which requires a permit for a parade. But such an ordinance 
becomes unjust when it is used to maintain segregation and to deny 
citizens the First-Amendment privilege of peaceful assembly and 
protest. 

I hope you are able to see the distinction I am trying to point 
out. In no sense do I advocate evading or defying the law, as would 
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the rabid seg-regationist. That would lead to anarchy. One who 
breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and with a 
willingness to accept the penalty. I submit that an individual who 
breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, and who willingly 
accepts the penalty of imprisonment in order to arouse the 
conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality 
expressing the highest respect for law. 

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil 
disobedience. It was evidenced sublimely in the refusal of 
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of 
Nebuchadnezzar, on the ground that a higher moral law was at 
stake. It was practiced superbly by the early Christians, who were 
willing to face hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping 
blocks rather than submit to certain unjust laws of the Roman 
Empire. To a degree, academic freedom is a reality today because 
Socrates practiced civil disobedience. In our own nation, the 
Boston Tea Party represented a massive act of civil disobedience. 

We should never forget that everything Adolf Hitler did in 
Germany was “legal” and everything the Hungarian freedom 
fighters did in Hungary was “illegal.” It was “illegal” to aid and 
comfort a Jew in Hitler’s Germany. Even so, I am sure that, had I 
lived in Germany at the time, I would have aided and comforted 
my Jewish brothers. If today I lived in a Communist country where 
certain principles dear to the Christian faith are suppressed, I 
would openly advocate disobeying that country’s antireligious laws. 

I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and 
Jewish brothers. First, I must confess that over the past few years 
I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I have 
almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great 
stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White 
Citizen’s Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white 
moderate, who is more devoted to “order” than to justice; who 
prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a 
positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says: 
“I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your 
methods of direct action”; who paternalistically believes he can set 
the timetable for another man’s freedom; who lives by a mythical 
concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait for 
a “more convenient season.” Shallow understanding from people 
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of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding 
from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more 
bewildering than outright rejection. 

I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that 
law and order exist for the purpose of establishing justice and that 
when they fail in this purpose they become the dangerously 
structured dams that block the flow of social progress. I had hoped 
that the white moderate would understand that the present tension 
in the South is a necessary phase of the transition from an 
obnoxious negative peace, in which the Negro passively accepted 
his unjust plight, to a substantive and positive peace, in which all 
men will respect the dignity and worth of human personality. 
Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct action are not the 
creators of tension. We merely bring to the surface the hidden 
tension that is already alive. We bring it out in the open, where it 
can be seen and dealt with. Like a boil that can never be cured so 
long as it is covered up but must be opened with all its ugliness to 
the natural medicines of air and light, injustice must be exposed, 
with all the tension its exposure creates, to the light of human 
conscience and the air of national opinion before it can be cured. 

In your statement you assert that our actions, even though 
peaceful, must be condemned because they precipitate violence. 
But is this a logical assertion? Isn’t this like condemning a robbed 
man because his possession of money precipitated the evil act of 
robbery? Isn’t this like condemning Socrates because his 
unswerving commitment to truth and his philosophical inquiries 
precipitated the act by the misguided populace in which they made 
him drink hemlock? Isn’t this like condemning Jesus because his 
unique God consciousness and never ceasing devotion to God’s 
will precipitated the evil act of crucifixion? We must come to see 
that, as the federal courts have consistently affirmed, it is wrong to 
urge an individual to cease his efforts to gain his basic 
constitutional rights because the quest may precipitate violence. 
Society must protect the robbed and punish the robber. I had also 
hoped that the white moderate would reject the myth concerning 
time in relation to the struggle for freedom. I have just received a 
letter from a white brother in Texas. He writes: “All Christians 
know that the colored people will receive equal rights eventually, 
but it is possible that you are in too great a religious hurry. It has 
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taken Christianity almost two thousand years to accomplish what 
it has. The teachings of Christ take time to come to earth.” Such 
an attitude stems from a tragic misconception of time, from the 
strangely irrational notion that there is something in the very flow 
of time that will inevitably cure all ills. Actually, time itself is 
neutral; it can be used either destructively or constructively. More 
and more I feel that the people of ill will have used time much 
more effectively than have the people of good will. We will have 
to repent in this generation not merely for the hateful words and 
actions of the bad people but for the appalling silence of the good 
people. Human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability; it 
comes through the tireless efforts of men willing to be co-workers 
with God, and without this hard work, time itself becomes an ally 
of the forces of social stagnation. We must use time creatively, in 
the knowledge that the time is always ripe to do right. Now is the 
time to make real the promise of democracy and transform our 
pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood. Now 
is the time to lift our national policy from the quicksand of racial 
injustice to the solid rock of human dignity. 

You speak of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At first I 
was rather disappointed that fellow clergymen would see my 
nonviolent efforts as those of an extremist. I began thinking about 
the fact that I stand in the middle of two opposing forces in the 
Negro community. One is a force of complacency, made up in part 
of Negroes who, as a result of long years of oppression, are so 
drained of self-respect and a sense of “somebodiness” that they 
have adjusted to segregation; and in part of a few middle-class 
Negroes who, because of a degree of academic and economic 
security and because in some ways they profit by segregation, have 
become insensitive to the problems of the masses. The other force 
is one of bitterness and hatred, and it comes perilously close to 
advocating violence. It is expressed in the various black nationalist 
groups that are springing up across the nation, the largest and best 
known being Elijah Muhammad’s Muslim movement. Nourished 
by the Negro’s frustration over the continued existence of racial 
discrimination, this movement is made up of people who have lost 
faith in America, who have absolutely repudiated Christianity, and 
who have concluded that the white man is an incorrigible “devil.” 
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I have tried to stand between these two forces, saying that we 
need emulate neither the “do nothingism” of the complacent nor 
the hatred and despair of the black nationalist. For there is the 
more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest. I am grateful 
to God that, through the influence of the Negro church, the way 
of nonviolence became an integral part of our struggle. If this 
philosophy had not emerged, by now many streets of the South 
would, I am convinced, be flowing with blood. And I am further 
convinced that if our white brothers dismiss as “rabble rousers” 
and “outside agitators” those of us who employ nonviolent direct 
action, and if they refuse to support our nonviolent efforts, 
millions of Negroes will, out of frustration and despair, seek solace 
and security in black nationalist ideologies--a development that 
would inevitably lead to a frightening racial nightmare. 

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The 
yearning for freedom eventually manifests itself, and that is what 
has happened to the American Negro. Something within has 
reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something without 
has reminded him that it can be gained. Consciously or 
unconsciously, he has been caught up by the Zeitgeist, and with his 
black brothers of Africa and his brown and yellow brothers of Asia, 
South America and the Caribbean, the United States Negro is 
moving with a sense of great urgency toward the promised land of 
racial justice. If one recognizes this vital urge that has engulfed the 
Negro community, one should readily understand why public 
demonstrations are taking place. The Negro has many pent up 
resentments and latent frustrations, and he must release them. So 
let him march; let him make prayer pilgrimages to the city hall; let 
him go on freedom rides -and try to understand why he must do 
so. If his repressed emotions are not released in nonviolent ways, 
they will seek expression through violence; this is not a threat but 
a fact of history. So I have not said to my people: “Get rid of your 
discontent.” Rather, I have tried to say that this normal and healthy 
discontent can be channeled into the creative outlet of nonviolent 
direct action. And now this approach is being termed extremist. 
But though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an 
extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I gradually 
gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an 
extremist for love: “Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, 
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do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which 
despitefully use you, and persecute you.” Was not Amos an 
extremist for justice: “Let justice roll down like waters and 
righteousness like an ever flowing stream.” Was not Paul an 
extremist for the Christian gospel: “I bear in my body the marks of 
the Lord Jesus.” Was not Martin Luther an extremist: “Here I 
stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God.” And John Bunyan: 
“I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery 
of my conscience.” And Abraham Lincoln: “This nation cannot 
survive half slave and half free.” And Thomas Jefferson: “We hold 
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal . . .” 
So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind 
of extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love? 
Will we be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for the 
extension of justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary’s hill three 
men were crucified. We must never forget that all three were 
crucified for the same crime—the crime of extremism. Two were 
extremists for immorality, and thus fell below their environment. 
The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and 
goodness, and thereby rose above his environment. Perhaps the 
South, the nation and the world are in dire need of creative 
extremists. 

I had hoped that the white moderate would see this need. 
Perhaps I was too optimistic; perhaps I expected too much. I 
suppose I should have realized that few members of the oppressor 
race can understand the deep groans and passionate yearnings of 
the oppressed race, and still fewer have the vision to see that 
injustice must be rooted out by strong, persistent and determined 
action. I am thankful, however, that some of our white brothers in 
the South have grasped the meaning of this social revolution and 
committed themselves to it. They are still all too few in quantity, 
but they are big in quality. Some -such as Ralph McGill, Lillian 
Smith, Harry Golden, James McBride Dabbs, Ann Braden and 
Sarah Patton Boyle—have written about our struggle in eloquent 
and prophetic terms. Others have marched with us down nameless 
streets of the South. They have languished in filthy, roach infested 
jails, suffering the abuse and brutality of policemen who view them 
as “dirty nigger-lovers.” Unlike so many of their moderate brothers 
and sisters, they have recognized the urgency of the moment and 



 
 
87

sensed the need for powerful “action” antidotes to combat the 
disease of segregation. Let me take note of my other major 
disappointment. I have been so greatly disappointed with the white 
church and its leadership. Of course, there are some notable 
exceptions. I am not unmindful of the fact that each of you has 
taken some significant stands on this issue. I commend you, 
Reverend Stallings, for your Christian stand on this past Sunday, in 
welcoming Negroes to your worship service on a non-segregated 
basis. I commend the Catholic leaders of this state for integrating 
Spring Hill College several years ago. 

But despite these notable exceptions, I must honestly reiterate 
that I have been disappointed with the church. I do not say this as 
one of those negative critics who can always find something wrong 
with the church. I say this as a minister of the gospel, who loves 
the church; who was nurtured in its bosom; who has been 
sustained by its spiritual blessings and who will remain true to it as 
long as the cord of life shall lengthen. 

When I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership of the bus 
protest in Montgomery, Alabama, a few years ago, I felt we would 
be supported by the white church. I felt that the white ministers, 
priests and rabbis of the South would be among our strongest 
allies. Instead, some have been outright opponents, refusing to 
understand the freedom movement and misrepresenting its 
leaders; all too many others have been more cautious than 
courageous and have remained silent behind the anesthetizing 
security of stained glass windows. 

In spite of my shattered dreams, I came to Birmingham with 
the hope that the white religious leadership of this community 
would see the justice of our cause and, with deep moral concern, 
would serve as the channel through which our just grievances 
could reach the power structure. I had hoped that each of you 
would understand. But again I have been disappointed. 

I have heard numerous southern religious leaders admonish 
their worshipers to comply with a desegregation decision because 
it is the law, but I have longed to hear white ministers declare: 
“Follow this decree because integration is morally right and 
because the Negro is your brother.” In the midst of blatant 
injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched white 
churchmen stand on the sideline and mouth pious irrelevancies 
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and sanctimonious trivialities. In the midst of a mighty struggle to 
rid our nation of racial and economic injustice, I have heard many 
ministers say: “Those are social issues, with which the gospel has 
no real concern.” And I have watched many churches commit 
themselves to a completely other worldly religion which makes a 
strange, un-Biblical distinction between body and soul, between 
the sacred and the secular. 

I have traveled the length and breadth of Alabama, Mississippi 
and all the other southern states. On sweltering summer days and 
crisp autumn mornings I have looked at the South’s beautiful 
churches with their lofty spires pointing heavenward. I have beheld 
the impressive outlines of her massive religious education 
buildings. Over and over I have found myself asking: “What kind 
of people worship here? Who is their God? Where were their 
voices when the lips of Governor Barnett dripped with words of 
interposition and nullification? Where were they when Governor 
Wallace gave a clarion call for defiance and hatred? Where were 
their voices of support when bruised and weary Negro men and 
women decided to rise from the dark dungeons of complacency to 
the bright hills of creative protest?” 

Yes, these questions are still in my mind. In deep 
disappointment I have wept over the laxity of the church. But be 
assured that my tears have been tears of love. There can be no deep 
disappointment where there is not deep love. Yes, I love the 
church. How could I do otherwise? I am in the rather unique 
position of being the son, the grandson and the great grandson of 
preachers. Yes, I see the church as the body of Christ. But, oh! 
How we have blemished and scarred that body through social 
neglect and through fear of being nonconformists. 

There was a time when the church was very powerful--in the 
time when the early Christians rejoiced at being deemed worthy to 
suffer for what they believed. In those days the church was not 
merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas and principles of 
popular opinion; it was a thermostat that transformed the mores 
of society. Whenever the early Christians entered a town, the 
people in power became disturbed and immediately sought to 
convict the Christians for being “disturbers of the peace” and 
“outside agitators.” But the Christians pressed on, in the 
conviction that they were “a colony of heaven,” called to obey God 
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rather than man. Small in number, they were big in commitment. 
They were too God-intoxicated to be “astronomically 
intimidated.” By their effort and example they brought an end to 
such ancient evils as infanticide and gladiatorial contests. Things 
are different now. So often the contemporary church is a weak, 
ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound. So often it is an arch-
defender of the status quo. Far from being disturbed by the 
presence of the church, the power structure of the average 
community is consoled by the church’s silent--and often even 
vocal--sanction of things as they are. 

But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. 
If today’s church does not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early 
church, it will lose its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of millions, 
and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for 
the twentieth century. Every day I meet young people whose 
disappointment with the church has turned into outright disgust. 

Perhaps I have once again been too optimistic. Is organized 
religion too inextricably bound to the status quo to save our nation 
and the world? Perhaps I must turn my faith to the inner spiritual 
church, the church within the church, as the true ekklesia and the 
hope of the world. But again I am thankful to God that some noble 
souls from the ranks of organized religion have broken loose from 
the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us as active partners 
in the struggle for freedom. They have left their secure 
congregations and walked the streets of Albany, Georgia, with us. 
They have gone down the highways of the South on tortuous rides 
for freedom. Yes, they have gone to jail with us. Some have been 
dismissed from their churches, have lost the support of their 
bishops and fellow ministers. But they have acted in the faith that 
right defeated is stronger than evil triumphant. Their witness has 
been the spiritual salt that has preserved the true meaning of the 
gospel in these troubled times. They have carved a tunnel of hope 
through the dark mountain of disappointment. I hope the church 
as a whole will meet the challenge of this decisive hour. But even 
if the church does not come to the aid of justice, I have no despair 
about the future. I have no fear about the outcome of our struggle 
in Birmingham, even if our motives are at present misunderstood. 
We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham and all over the 
nation, because the goal of America is freedom. Abused and 
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scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with America’s 
destiny. Before the pilgrims landed at Plymouth, we were here. 
Before the pen of Jefferson etched the majestic words of the 
Declaration of Independence across the pages of history, we were 
here. For more than two centuries our forebears labored in this 
country without wages; they made cotton king; they built the 
homes of their masters while suffering gross injustice and shameful 
humiliation -and yet out of a bottomless vitality they continued to 
thrive and develop. If the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could 
not stop us, the opposition we now face will surely fail. We will win 
our freedom because the sacred heritage of our nation and the 
eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands. Before 
closing I feel impelled to mention one other point in your 
statement that has troubled me profoundly. You warmly 
commended the Birmingham police force for keeping “order” and 
“preventing violence.” I doubt that you would have so warmly 
commended the police force if you had seen its dogs sinking their 
teeth into unarmed, nonviolent Negroes. I doubt that you would 
so quickly commend the policemen if you were to observe their 
ugly and inhumane treatment of Negroes here in the city jail; if you 
were to watch them push and curse old Negro women and young 
Negro girls; if you were to see them slap and kick old Negro men 
and young boys; if you were to observe them, as they did on two 
occasions, refuse to give us food because we wanted to sing our 
grace together. I cannot join you in your praise of the Birmingham 
police department. 

It is true that the police have exercised a degree of discipline 
in handling the demonstrators. In this sense they have conducted 
themselves rather “nonviolently” in public. But for what purpose? 
To preserve the evil system of segregation. Over the past few years 
I have consistently preached that nonviolence demands that the 
means we use must be as pure as the ends we seek. I have tried to 
make clear that it is wrong to use immoral means to attain moral 
ends. But now I must affirm that it is just as wrong, or perhaps 
even more so, to use moral means to preserve immoral ends. 
Perhaps Mr. Connor and his policemen have been rather 
nonviolent in public, as was Chief Pritchett in Albany, Georgia, but 
they have used the moral means of nonviolence to maintain the 
immoral end of racial injustice. As T. S. Eliot has said: “The last 
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temptation is the greatest treason: To do the right deed for the 
wrong reason.” 

I wish you had commended the Negro sit inners and 
demonstrators of Birmingham for their sublime courage, their 
willingness to suffer and their amazing discipline in the midst of 
great provocation. One day the South will recognize its real heroes. 
They will be the James Merediths, with the noble sense of purpose 
that enables them to face jeering and hostile mobs, and with the 
agonizing loneliness that characterizes the life of the pioneer. They 
will be old, oppressed, battered Negro women, symbolized in a 
seventy-two-year-old woman in Montgomery, Alabama, who rose 
up with a sense of dignity and with her people decided not to ride 
segregated buses, and who responded with ungrammatical 
profundity to one who inquired about her weariness: “My feets is 
tired, but my soul is at rest.” They will be the young high school 
and college students, the young ministers of the gospel and a host 
of their elders, courageously and nonviolently sitting in at lunch 
counters and willingly going to jail for conscience’ sake. One day 
the South will know that when these disinherited children of God 
sat down at lunch counters, they were in reality standing up for 
what is best in the American dream and for the most sacred values 
in our Judeo-Christian heritage, thereby bringing our nation back 
to those great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the 
founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and the 
Declaration of Independence. 

Never before have I written so long a letter. I’m afraid it is 
much too long to take your precious time. I can assure you that it 
would have been much shorter if I had been writing from a 
comfortable desk, but what else can one do when he is alone in a 
narrow jail cell, other than write long letters, think long thoughts 
and pray long prayers? 

If I have said anything in this letter that overstates the truth 
and indicates an unreasonable impatience, I beg you to forgive me. 
If I have said anything that understates the truth and indicates my 
having a patience that allows me to settle for anything less than 
brotherhood, I beg God to forgive me. 

I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope that 
circumstances will soon make it possible for me to meet each of 
you, not as an integrationist or a civil-rights leader but as a fellow 
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clergyman and a Christian brother. Let us all hope that the dark 
clouds of racial prejudice will soon pass away and the deep fog of 
misunderstanding will be lifted from our fear drenched 
communities, and in some not too distant tomorrow the radiant 
stars of love and brotherhood will shine over our great nation with 
all their scintillating beauty. 
 
Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood,  
Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
 
Reading questions: 

1. What is King’s purpose in writing this letter?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. What claims does King make about the people in power? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. How does King describe the situation and state of 
African Americans in his time?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Why is King disappointed in his white allies? What would 
he like them to do? 
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5. What kinds of sources does King use, and what allusions 
to other writers and thinkers does he make? Why are 
these important? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Identify at least three passages that you find particularly 
important and/or challenging, and be prepared to talk 
about them in class. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How can we connect King’s letter to Franciscan values 
that Briar Cliff University emphasizes? The key values 
are 1) Building a caring community; 2) Peacemaking; 3) 
Reverencing Creation; 4) Connecting with Joyful Service.  
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A Wreath for Emmett Till 
Reading Questions 
 

1. A Wreath for Emmett Till  is a “heroic crown” of sonnets. 
This means that is a series of 14 sonnets, with a fifteenth 
sonnet being composed of the final lines of the previous 
fourteen. How does this structure help connect all the 
sonnets together? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Who is the narrator of the poem? Does the narrator’s 
voice change at any point? If so, why? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What is the significance of the parallel universe in Sonnet 
VI? What is the meaning of the last two lines of that 
Sonnet?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Who is the blind girl in Sonnet VIII? How does she 
relate to Emmett Till? 
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5. How does this poem connect the past to the present and 
future? Which lines in the poem support these 
connections?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. What is the meaning of the title, A Wreath for Emmett Till? 
How do the images of flowers and vegetation fit into the 
sonnet sequence?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How do the images in the illustrations interact with the 
meaning of each poem and the overall structure? How is 
it similar to or different from the illustrations in Absolutely 
True Diary of a Part-Time Indian? 
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“The Haunted Oak” (1900) 
By Paul Laurence Dunbar 
The Complete Poems of Paul Laurence Dunbar, (Dodd Mead & 
Company, 1913) 

 
Pray why are you so bare, so bare,  
   Oh, bough of the old oak-tree;  

And why, when I go through the shade you throw,  
   Runs a shudder over me?  
 
My leaves were green as the best, I trow,    5 
   And sap ran free in my veins,  
But I say in the moonlight dim and weird  
   A guiltless victim’s pains.  
 
I bent me down to hear his sigh; 
   I shook with his gurgling moan,   10 
And I trembled sore when they rode away, 
   And left him here alone. 
 
They’d charged him with the old, old crime,  
   And set him fast in jail:  
Oh, why does the dog howl all night long,   15 
   And why does the night wind wail?  
 
He prayed his prayer and he swore his oath,  
   And he raised his hand to the sky;  
But the beat of hoofs smote on his ear,  
   And the steady tread drew nigh.    20 
 
Who is it rides by night, by night,  
   Over the moonlit road?  
And what is the spur that keeps the pace,  
   What is the galling goad?  

 
And now they beat at the prison door,    25 
   ”Ho, keeper, do not stay!  
We are friends of him whom you hold within,  
   And we fain would take him away  
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“From those who ride fast on our heels  
   With mind to do him wrong;     30 
They have no care for his innocence,  
   And the rope they bear is long.”  
 
They have fooled the jailer with lying words,  
   They have fooled the man with lies;  
The bolts unbar, the locks are drawn,    35 
   And the great door open flies.  
 
Now they have taken him from the jail,  
   And hard and fast they ride,  
And the leader laughs low down in his throat,  
   As they halt my trunk beside.     40 
 
Oh, the judge, he wore a mask of black,  
   And the doctor one of white,  
And the minister, with his oldest son,  
   Was curiously bedight.  
 
Oh, foolish man, why weep you now?    45 
   ’Tis but a little space,  
And the time will come when these shall dread  
   The mem’ry of your face.  
 
I feel the rope against my bark,  
   And the weight of him in my grain,    50 
I feel in the throe of his final woe  
   The touch of my own last pain.  
 
And never more shall leaves come forth  
   On the bough that bears the ban;  
I am burned with dread, I am dried and dead,   55 
   From the curse of a guiltless man.  
 
And ever the judge rides by, rides by,  
   And goes to hunt the deer,  
And ever another rides his soul  
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   In the guise of a mortal fear.     60 
 
And ever the man he rides me hard,  
   And never a night stays he;  
For I feel his curse as a haunted bough,  
   On the trunk of a haunted tree. 
 
 
 
Reading questions: 

1. Why does Dunbar describe the lynching from the point 
of view of the tree? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What led up to the lynching? Why is it important?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What happens to the tree as the result of the lynching? 
What does it symbolize? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Why do you think Marilyn Nelson alludes to this poem 
in A Wreath for Emmett Till?  
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“Strange Fruit Fruit” 
Written by Abel Meeropol, Sung by Billie Holliday 
 
Video: https://youtu.be/h4ZyuULy9zs  
 
Southern trees bear a strange fruit 
Blood on the leaves and blood at the root 
Black bodies swingin’ in the Southern breeze 
Strange fruit hangin’ from the poplar trees 

 
Pastoral scene of the gallant South   5 
The bulgin’ eyes and the twisted mouth 
Scent of magnolias sweet and fresh 
Then the sudden smell of burnin’ flesh 

 
Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck 
For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck  10 
For the sun to rot, for the tree to drop 
Here is a strange and bitter crop 

 
 

Reading questions: 
1. What images does the song evoke? What effect do you 

think they are meant to have on the reader or listener? 
 
 
 
 

2. Which lines do you think are the most important in the 
song and why? 

 
 
 
 

3. Listen to Billie Holiday’s rendition of the song on 
YouTube. What words or images does the music 
emphasize? Why are they emphasized? 
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“When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloomed”1 
By Walt Whitman 
From Sequel to Drum Taps (1865) 
 
1   
When lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d,   
And the great star early droop’d in the western sky in the 

night,  
 

I mourn’d, and yet shall mourn with ever-returning spring.   
  
Ever-returning spring, trinity sure to me you bring,   
Lilac blooming perennial and drooping star in the west,  5 
And thought of him I love.   
  
2   
O powerful western fallen star!   
O shades of night—O moody, tearful night!   
O great star disappear’d—O the black murk that hides the star!   
O cruel hands that hold me powerless—O helpless soul of me!  10 
O harsh surrounding cloud that will not free my soul.   
  
3   
In the dooryard fronting an old farm-house near the white-

wash’d palings,  
 

Stands the lilac-bush tall-growing with heart-shaped leaves of 
rich green,  

 

With many a pointed blossom rising delicate, with the perfume 
strong I love,   

 

With every leaf a miracle—and from this bush in the dooryard,  15 
With delicate-color’d blossoms and heart-shaped leaves of rich 

green,  
 

A sprig with its flower I break.   

                                                 
1 Whitman’s “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloomed” is an elegy 
on the death of Abraham Lincoln. Whitman never mentions Lincoln by 
name, nor discusses the nature of his death, instead using a series of 
natural and rural images as metaphors and symbols. Whitman follows 
the traditional progression of ideas in an elegy: it starts with grief, but 
moves towards an acceptance of death. Often purpose of an elegy is to 
help the speaker or reader(s) heal from the loss.  
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4   
In the swamp in secluded recesses,   
A shy and hidden bird is warbling a song.   
  
Solitary the thrush,  20 
The hermit withdrawn to himself, avoiding the settlements,   
Sings by himself a song.   
  
Song of the bleeding throat,   
Death’s outlet song of life, (for well dear brother I know,   
If thou wast not granted to sing thou would’st surely die.)  25 
  
5   
Over the breast of the spring, the land, amid cities,   
Amid lanes and through old woods, where lately the violets 

peep’d from the ground, spotting the gray debris,  
 

Amid the grass in the fields each side of the lanes, passing the 
endless grass,  

 

Passing the yellow-spear’d wheat, every grain from its shroud 
in the dark-brown fields uprisen,  

 

Passing the apple-tree blows of white and pink in the orchards,  30 
Carrying a corpse to where it shall rest in the grave,   
Night and day journeys a coffin.   
  
6   
Coffin that passes through lanes and streets,   
Through day and night with the great cloud darkening the 

land,  
 

With the pomp of the inloop’d flags with the cities draped in 
black,  

35 

With the show of the States themselves as of crape-veil’d 
women standing,  

 

With processions long and winding and the flambeaus of the 
night,  

 

With the countless torches lit, with the silent sea of faces and 
the unbared heads,  

 

With the waiting depot, the arriving coffin, and the sombre 
faces,  
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With dirges through the night, with the thousand voices rising 
strong and solemn,  

40 

With all the mournful voices of the dirges pour’d around the 
coffin,  

 

The dim-lit churches and the shuddering organs—where amid 
these you journey,  

 

With the tolling tolling bells’ perpetual clang,   
Here, coffin that slowly passes,   
I give you my sprig of lilac.  45 
  
7   
(Nor for you, for one alone,   
Blossoms and branches green to coffins all I bring,   
For fresh as the morning, thus would I chant a song for you O 

sane and sacred death.  
 

  
All over bouquets of roses,   
O death, I cover you over with roses and early lilies,  50 
But mostly and now the lilac that blooms the first,   
Copious I break, I break the sprigs from the bushes,   
With loaded arms I come, pouring for you,   
For you and the coffins all of you O death.)   
  
8   
O western orb sailing the heaven,  55 
Now I know what you must have meant as a month since I 

walk’d,  
 

As I walk’d in silence the transparent shadowy night,   
As I saw you had something to tell as you bent to me night 

after night,  
 

As you droop’d from the sky low down as if to my side, (while 
the other stars all look’d on,)  

 

As we wander’d together the solemn night, (for something I 
know not what kept me from sleep,)  

60 

As the night advanced, and I saw on the rim of the west how 
full you were of woe,  

 

As I stood on the rising ground in the breeze in the cool 
transparent night,  
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As I watch’d where you pass’d and was lost in the netherward 
black of the night,  

 

As my soul in its trouble dissatisfied sank, as where you sad 
orb,  

 

Concluded, dropt in the night, and was gone.  65 
  
9   
Sing on there in the swamp,   
O singer bashful and tender, I hear your notes, I hear your call,   
I hear, I come presently, I understand you,   
But a moment I linger, for the lustrous star has detain’d me,   
The star my departing comrade holds and detains me.  70 
  
10   
O how shall I warble myself for the dead one there I loved?   
And how shall I deck my song for the large sweet soul that has 

gone?  
 

And what shall my perfume be for the grave of him I love?   
  
Sea-winds blown from east and west,   
Blown from the Eastern sea and blown from the Western sea, 

till there on the prairies meeting,  
75 

These and with these and the breath of my chant,   
I’ll perfume the grave of him I love.   
  
11   
O what shall I hang on the chamber walls?   
And what shall the pictures be that I hang on the walls,   
To adorn the burial-house of him I love?  80 
  
Pictures of growing spring and farms and homes,   
With the Fourth-month eve at sundown, and the gray smoke 

lucid and bright,  
 

With floods of the yellow gold of the gorgeous, indolent, 
sinking sun, burning, expanding the air,  

 

With the fresh sweet herbage under foot, and the pale green 
leaves of the trees prolific,  

 

In the distance the flowing glaze, the breast of the river, with a 
wind-dapple here and there,  

85 
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With ranging hills on the banks, with many a line against the 
sky, and shadows,  

 

And the city at hand with dwellings so dense, and stacks of 
chimneys,  

 

And all the scenes of life and the workshops, and the workmen 
homeward returning.  

 

  
12   
Lo, body and soul—this land,   
My own Manhattan with spires, and the sparkling and hurrying 

tides, and the ships,  
90 

The varied and ample land, the South and the North in the 
light, Ohio’s shores and flashing Missouri,  

 

And ever the far-spreading prairies cover’d with grass and corn.   
  
Lo, the most excellent sun so calm and haughty,   
The violet and purple morn with just-felt breezes,   
The gentle soft-born measureless light,  95 
The miracle spreading bathing all, the fulfill’d noon,   
The coming eve delicious, the welcome night and the stars,   
Over my cities shining all, enveloping man and land.   
  
13   
Sing on, sing on you gray-brown bird,   
Sing from the swamps, the recesses, pour your chant from the 

bushes,  
100 

Limitless out of the dusk, out of the cedars and pines.   
  
Sing on dearest brother, warble your reedy song,   
Loud human song, with voice of uttermost woe.   
  
O liquid and free and tender!   
O wild and loose to my soul—O wondrous singer!  105 
You only I hear—yet the star holds me, (but will soon depart,)   
Yet the lilac with mastering odor holds me.   
  
14   
Now while I sat in the day and look’d forth,   
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In the close of the day with its light and the fields of spring, and 
the farmers preparing their crops,  

 

In the large unconscious scenery of my land with its lakes and 
forests,  

110 

In the heavenly aerial beauty, (after the perturb’d winds and the 
storms,)  

 

Under the arching heavens of the afternoon swift passing, and 
the voices of children and women,  

 

The many-moving sea-tides, and I saw the ships how they sail’d,   
And the summer approaching with richness, and the fields all 

busy with labor,  
 

And the infinite separate houses, how they all went on, each 
with its meals and minutia of daily usages,  

115 

And the streets how their throbbings throbb’d, and the cities 
pent—lo, then and there,  

 

Falling upon them all and among them all, enveloping me with 
the rest,  

 

Appear’d the cloud, appear’d the long black trail,   
And I knew death, its thought, and the sacred knowledge of 

death.  
 

  
Then with the knowledge of death as walking one side of me,  120 
And the thought of death close-walking the other side of me,   
And I in the middle as with companions, and as holding the 

hands of companions,  
 

I fled forth to the hiding receiving night that talks not,   
Down to the shores of the water, the path by the swamp in the 

dimness,  
 

To the solemn shadowy cedars and ghostly pines so still.  125 
  
And the singer so shy to the rest receiv’d me,   
The gray-brown bird I know receiv’d us comrades three,   
And he sang the carol of death, and a verse for him I love.   
From deep secluded recesses,   
From the fragrant cedars and the ghostly pines so still,  130 
Came the carol of the bird.   
  
And the charm of the carol rapt me,   
As I held as if by their hands my comrades in the night,   
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And the voice of my spirit tallied the song of the bird.   
  
Come lovely and soothing death,  135 
Undulate round the world, serenely arriving, arriving,   
In the day, in the night, to all, to each,   
Sooner or later delicate death.   
  
Prais’d be the fathomless universe,   
For life and joy, and for objects and knowledge curious,  140 
And for love, sweet love—but praise! praise! praise!   
For the sure-enwinding arms of cool-enfolding death.   
  
Dark mother always gliding near with soft feet,   
Have none chanted for thee a chant of fullest welcome?   
Then I chant it for thee, I glorify thee above all,  145 
I bring thee a song that when thou must indeed come, come unfalteringly.   
  
Approach strong deliveress,   
When it is so, when thou hast taken them I joyously sing the dead,   
Lost in the loving floating ocean of thee,   
Laved in the flood of thy bliss O death.  150 
  
From me to thee glad serenades,   
Dances for thee I propose saluting thee, adornments and feastings for thee,   
And the sights of the open landscape and the high-spread sky are fitting,   
And life and the fields, and the huge and thoughtful night.   
  
The night in silence under many a star,  155 
The ocean shore and the husky whispering wave whose voice I know,   
And the soul turning to thee O vast and well-veil’d death,   
And the body gratefully nestling close to thee.   
  
Over the tree-tops I float thee a song,   
Over the rising and sinking waves, over the myriad fields and the prairies 

wide,  
160 

Over the dense-pack’d cities all and the teeming wharves and ways,   
I float this carol with joy, with joy to thee O death.   
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15   
To the tally of my soul,   
Loud and strong kept up the gray-brown bird,   
With pure deliberate notes spreading filling the night.  165 
  
Loud in the pines and cedars dim,   
Clear in the freshness moist and the swamp-perfume,   
And I with my comrades there in the night.   
  
While my sight that was bound in my eyes unclosed,   
As to long panoramas of visions.  170 
  
And I saw askant the armies,   
I saw as in noiseless dreams hundreds of battle-flags,   
Borne through the smoke of the battles and pierc’d with missiles 

I saw them,  
 

And carried hither and yon through the smoke, and torn and 
bloody,  

 

And at last but a few shreds left on the staffs, (and all in silence,)  175 
And the staffs all splinter’d and broken.   
  
I saw battle-corpses, myriads of them,   
And the white skeletons of young men, I saw them,   
I saw the debris and debris of all the slain soldiers of the war,   
But I saw they were not as was thought,  180 
They themselves were fully at rest, they suffer’d not,   
The living remain’d and suffer’d, the mother suffer’d,   
And the wife and the child and the musing comrade suffer’d,   
And the armies that remain’d suffer’d.   
  
16   
Passing the visions, passing the night,  185 
Passing, unloosing the hold of my comrades’ hands,   
Passing the song of the hermit bird and the tallying song of my 

soul,  
 

Victorious song, death’s outlet song, yet varying ever-altering 
song,  

 

As low and wailing, yet clear the notes, rising and falling, 
flooding the night,  
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Sadly sinking and fainting, as warning and warning, and yet 
again bursting with joy,  

190 

Covering the earth and filling the spread of the heaven,   
As that powerful psalm in the night I heard from recesses,   
Passing, I leave thee lilac with heart-shaped leaves,   
I leave thee there in the door-yard, blooming, returning with 

spring.  
 

  
I cease from my song for thee,  195 
From my gaze on thee in the west, fronting the west, 

communing with thee,  
 

O comrade lustrous with silver face in the night.   
  
Yet each to keep and all, retrievements out of the night,   
The song, the wondrous chant of the gray-brown bird,   
And the tallying chant, the echo arous’d in my soul,  200 
With the lustrous and drooping star with the countenance full 

of woe,  
 

With the holders holding my hand nearing the call of the bird,   
Comrades mine and I in the midst, and their memory ever to 

keep, for the dead I loved so well,  
 

For the sweetest, wisest soul of all my days and lands—and 
this for his dear sake,  

 

Lilac and star and bird twined with the chant of my soul,  205 
There in the fragrant pines and the cedars dusk and dim.  

 
 

Reading questions: 
1. Which symbols does Whitman keep coming back to, and 

why? What do you think each symbol represents?  
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2. How does the speaker envision death in the poem? Is his 
attitude towards death different when he is talking about 
the Civil War or Lincoln’s death than when he is talking 
about death in general? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3. The speaker describes the poem as an “ever-altering 
song.” What does he mean by this, and how does it 
contribute to our understanding of the meaning of the 
poem?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. One of the main ideas that the speaker provides is the 
need for perseverance in the face of death. What 
different types of perseverance do you see in the poem? 
Mark them in the text.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Why do you think Marilyn Nelson alludes to this poem 
in A Wreath for Emmett Till?  
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“Birches” 
by Robert Frost 
The Poetry of Robert Frost (1969)  
 
When I see birches bend to left and right  
Across the lines of straighter darker trees,  
I like to think some boy’s been swinging them.  
But swinging doesn’t bend them down to stay  
As ice-storms do. Often you must have seen them  5 
Loaded with ice a sunny winter morning  
After a rain. They click upon themselves  
As the breeze rises, and turn many-colored  
As the stir cracks and crazes their enamel.  
Soon the sun’s warmth makes them shed crystal shells  10 
Shattering and avalanching on the snow-crust—  
Such heaps of broken glass to sweep away  
You’d think the inner dome of heaven had fallen.  
They are dragged to the withered bracken by the load,  
And they seem not to break; though once they are bowed  15 
So low for long, they never right themselves:  
You may see their trunks arching in the woods  
Years afterwards, trailing their leaves on the ground  
Like girls on hands and knees that throw their hair  
Before them over their heads to dry in the sun.   20 
But I was going to say when Truth broke in  
With all her matter-of-fact about the ice-storm  
I should prefer to have some boy bend them  
As he went out and in to fetch the cows—  
Some boy too far from town to learn baseball,   25 
Whose only play was what he found himself,  
Summer or winter, and could play alone.  
One by one he subdued his father’s trees  
By riding them down over and over again  
Until he took the stiffness out of them,    30 
And not one but hung limp, not one was left  
For him to conquer. He learned all there was  
To learn about not launching out too soon  
And so not carrying the tree away  
Clear to the ground. He always kept his poise   35 
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To the top branches, climbing carefully  
With the same pains you use to fill a cup  
Up to the brim, and even above the brim.  
Then he flung outward, feet first, with a swish,  
Kicking his way down through the air to the ground.  40 
So was I once myself a swinger of birches.  
And so I dream of going back to be.  
It’s when I’m weary of considerations,  
And life is too much like a pathless wood  
Where your face burns and tickles with the cobwebs  45 
Broken across it, and one eye is weeping  
From a twig’s having lashed across it open.  
I’d like to get away from earth awhile  
And then come back to it and begin over.  
May no fate willfully misunderstand me    50 
And half grant what I wish and snatch me away  
Not to return. Earth’s the right place for love:  
I don’t know where it’s likely to go better.  
I’d like to go by climbing a birch tree,  
And climb black branches up a snow-white trunk   55 
Toward heaven, till the tree could bear no more,  
But dipped its top and set me down again.  
That would be good both going and coming back.  
One could do worse than be a swinger of birches.  
 
Reading questions: 

1. What do the birches symbolize? Do they symbolize more 
than one thing?  

 
 
 
 

2. The poem describes two ways the birches might become 
bent, but one is more realistic than the other. Why does 
the poem draw attention to the different possibilities? 
What does each have to do with the other?  
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3. After describing an imaginary who is a birch swinger, the 
speaker says that “So was I once myself a swinger of 
birches / And so I dream of going back to be” (l. 41-42). 
What does the speaker mean by this? Do any of the 
surrounding lines help answer that question? 

 
 
 
 
 

4. What does the speaker mean when he says “Earth’s the 
right place for love?” What kind of love is he talking 
about? 

 
 
 
 
 

5. Frost is known for using “sound of sense,” or words 
whose syllables and sounds express the subject of the 
poem or line. Read the poem out loud. What kinds of 
sounds does the poem use, and where do they contribute 
to our understanding of the poem?   

 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Why do you think Marilyn Nelson alludes to this poem 
in A Wreath for Emmett Till?  
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“Sonnet 73” 
By William Shakespeare 
 
That time of year thou may’st in me behold  
When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang 
Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,  
Bare ruin’d choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.  
In me thou see’st the twilight of such day,   5 
As after sunset fadeth in the west,  
Which by-and-by black night doth take away, 
Death’s second self, that seals up all in rest.  
In me thou see’st the glowing of such fire  
That on the ashes of his youth doth lie,    10 
As the death-bed whereon it must expire  
Consum’d with that which it was nourish’d by.  
      This thou perceivest, which makes thy love more strong, 
      To love that well which thou must leave ere long. 
 
Reading questions: 

1. What is the subject of this poem, and who is the speaker 
talking to?  

 
 
 
 

2. Where is the volta1 in this sonnet? Does the turn surprise 
you? 

 
 
 
 

3. Why do you think Marilyn Nelson alludes to this poem 
in A Wreath for Emmett Till?  

 

                                                 
1 A volta, also called a “turn,” is a rhetorical shift or a dramatic change in 
thought or emotion, often signaling the larger purpose of the poem.  
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“First Inaugural Address” (March 4, 1933) 
by Franklin D. Roosevelt 
Samuel Rosenman, ed., The Public Papers of Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
Volume Two: The Year of Crisis, 1933 (New York: Random 
House, 1938), 11–16. 
 

I am certain that my fellow Americans expect that on my 
induction into the Presidency I will address them with a candor 
and a decision which the present situation of our people impel. 
This is preeminently the time to speak the truth, the whole truth, 
frankly and boldly. Nor need we shrink from honestly facing 
conditions in our country today. This great Nation will endure as 
it has endured, will revive and will prosper. So, first of all, let me 
assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear 
itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes 
needed efforts to convert retreat into advance. In every dark hour 
of our national life a leadership of frankness and vigor has met with 
that understanding and support of the people themselves which is 
essential to victory. I am convinced that you will again give that 
support to leadership in these critical days. 

In such a spirit on my part and on yours we face our common 
difficulties. They concern, thank God, only material things. Values 
have shrunken to fantastic levels; taxes have risen; our ability to 
pay has fallen; government of all kinds is faced by serious 
curtailment of income; the means of exchange are frozen in the 
currents of trade; the withered leaves of industrial enterprise lie on 
every side; farmers find no markets for their produce; the savings 
of many years in thousands of families are gone. 

More important, a host of unemployed citizens face the grim 
problem of existence, and an equally great number toil with little 
return. Only a foolish optimist can deny the dark realities of the 
moment. 

Yet our distress comes from no failure of substance. We are 
stricken by no plague of locusts. Compared with the perils which 
our forefathers conquered because they believed and were not 
afraid, we have still much to be thankful for. Nature still offers her 
bounty and human efforts have multiplied it. Plenty is at our 
doorstep, but a generous use of it languishes in the very sight of 
the supply. Primarily this is because the rulers of the exchange of 
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mankind’s goods have failed, through their own stubbornness and 
their own incompetence, have admitted their failure, and 
abdicated. Practices of the unscrupulous money changers stand 
indicted in the court of public opinion, rejected by the hearts and 
minds of men. 

True they have tried, but their efforts have been cast in the 
pattern of an outworn tradition. Faced by failure of credit they have 
proposed only the lending of more money. Stripped of the lure of 
profit by which to induce our people to follow their false 
leadership, they have resorted to exhortations, pleading tearfully 
for restored confidence. They know only the rules of a generation 
of self-seekers. They have no vision, and when there is no vision 
the people perish. 

The money changers have fled from their high seats in the 
temple of our civilization. We may now restore that temple to the 
ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to 
which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit. 

Happiness lies not in the mere possession of money; it lies in 
the joy of achievement, in the thrill of creative effort. The joy and 
moral stimulation of work no longer must be forgotten in the mad 
chase of evanescent profits. These dark days will be worth all they 
cost us if they teach us that our true destiny is not to be ministered 
unto but to minister to ourselves and to our fellow men. 

Recognition of the falsity of material wealth as the standard of 
success goes hand in hand with the abandonment of the false belief 
that public office and high political position are to be valued only 
by the standards of pride of place and personal profit; and there 
must be an end to a conduct in banking and in business which too 
often has given to a sacred trust the likeness of callous and selfish 
wrongdoing. Small wonder that confidence languishes, for it 
thrives only on honesty, on honor, on the sacredness of 
obligations, on faithful protection, on unselfish performance; 
without them it cannot live. 

Restoration calls, however, not for changes in ethics alone. 
This Nation asks for action, and action now. 

Our greatest primary task is to put people to work. This is no 
unsolvable problem if we face it wisely and courageously. It can be 
accomplished in part by direct recruiting by the Government itself, 
treating the task as we would treat the emergency of a war, but at 
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the same time, through this employment, accomplishing greatly 
needed projects to stimulate and reorganize the use of our natural 
resources. 

Hand in hand with this we must frankly recognize the 
overbalance of population in our industrial centers and, by 
engaging on a national scale in a redistribution, endeavor to 
provide a better use of the land for those best fitted for the land. 
The task can be helped by definite efforts to raise the values of 
agricultural products and with this the power to purchase the 
output of our cities. It can be helped by preventing realistically the 
tragedy of the growing loss through foreclosure of our small 
homes and our farms. It can be helped by insistence that the 
Federal, State, and local governments act forthwith on the demand 
that their cost be drastically reduced. It can be helped by the 
unifying of relief activities which today are often scattered, 
uneconomical, and unequal. It can be helped by national planning 
for and supervision of all forms of transportation and of 
communications and other utilities which have a definitely public 
character. There are many ways in which it can be helped, but it 
can never be helped merely by talking about it. We must act and 
act quickly. 

Finally, in our progress toward a resumption of work we 
require two safeguards against a return of the evils of the old order; 
there must be a strict supervision of all banking and credits and 
investments; there must be an end to speculation with other 
people’s money, and there must be provision for an adequate but 
sound currency. 

There are the lines of attack. I shall presently urge upon a new 
Congress in special session detailed measures for their fulfillment, 
and I shall seek the immediate assistance of the several States. 

Through this program of action we address ourselves to 
putting our own national house in order and making income 
balance outgo. Our international trade relations, though vastly 
important, are in point of time and necessity secondary to the 
establishment of a sound national economy. I favor as a practical 
policy the putting of first things first. I shall spare no effort to 
restore world trade by international economic readjustment, but 
the emergency at home cannot wait on that accomplishment. 
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The basic thought that guides these specific means of national 
recovery is not narrowly nationalistic. It is the insistence, as a first 
consideration, upon the interdependence of the various elements 
in all parts of the United States—a recognition of the old and 
permanently important manifestation of the American spirit of the 
pioneer. It is the way to recovery. It is the immediate way. It is the 
strongest assurance that the recovery will endure. 

In the field of world policy I would dedicate this Nation to the 
policy of the good neighbor—the neighbor who resolutely respects 
himself and, because he does so, respects the rights of others—the 
neighbor who respects his obligations and respects the sanctity of 
his agreements in and with a world of neighbors. 

If I read the temper of our people correctly, we now realize as 
we have never realized before our interdependence on each other; 
that we cannot merely take but we must give as well; that if we are 
to go forward, we must move as a trained and loyal army willing to 
sacrifice for the good of a common discipline, because without 
such discipline no progress is made, no leadership becomes 
effective. We are, I know, ready and willing to submit our lives and 
property to such discipline, because it makes possible a leadership 
which aims at a larger good. This I propose to offer, pledging that 
the larger purposes will bind upon us all as a sacred obligation with 
a unity of duty hitherto evoked only in time of armed strife. 

With this pledge taken, I assume unhesitatingly the leadership 
of this great army of our people dedicated to a disciplined attack 
upon our common problems. 

Action in this image and to this end is feasible under the form 
of government which we have inherited from our ancestors. Our 
Constitution is so simple and practical that it is possible always to 
meet extraordinary needs by changes in emphasis and arrangement 
without loss of essential form. That is why our constitutional 
system has proved itself the most superbly enduring political 
mechanism the modern world has produced. It has met every 
stress of vast expansion of territory, of foreign wars, of bitter 
internal strife, of world relations. 

It is to be hoped that the normal balance of executive and 
legislative authority may be wholly adequate to meet the 
unprecedented task before us. But it may be that an unprecedented 
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demand and need for undelayed action may call for temporary 
departure from that normal balance of public procedure. 

I am prepared under my constitutional duty to recommend the 
measures that a stricken nation in the midst of a stricken world may 
require. These measures, or such other measures as the Congress 
may build out of its experience and wisdom, I shall seek, within my 
constitutional authority, to bring to speedy adoption. 

But in the event that the Congress shall fail to take one of these 
two courses, and in the event that the national emergency is still 
critical, I shall not evade the clear course of duty that will then 
confront me. I shall ask the Congress for the one remaining 
instrument to meet the crisis—broad Executive power to wage a 
war against the emergency, as great as the power that would be 
given to me if we were in fact invaded by a foreign foe. 

For the trust reposed in me I will return the courage and the 
devotion that befit the time. I can do no less. 

We face the arduous days that lie before us in the warm 
courage of the national unity; with the clear consciousness of 
seeking old and precious moral values; with the clean satisfaction 
that comes from the stern performance of duty by old and young 
alike. We aim at the assurance of a rounded and permanent 
national life. 

We do not distrust the future of essential democracy. The 
people of the United States have not failed. In their need they have 
registered a mandate that they want direct, vigorous action. They 
have asked for discipline and direction under leadership. They have 
made me the present instrument of their wishes. In the spirit of the 
gift I take it. 

In this dedication of a Nation we humbly ask the blessing of 
God. May He protect each and every one of us. May He guide me 
in the days to come. 
 
 
Reading questions: 

1. What values in his listeners does Roosevelt appeal to, 
and why? 
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2. What metaphors does Roosevelt use, and why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What policies does Roosevelt ask for support for? Do 
these policies strike you as reasonable? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How does Nelson use her allusion to this speech? Does 
she agree with the argument Roosevelt puts forth?  
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“Ain’t I a Woman” 
by Sojourner Truth, as reported by Marius Robinson.  
Anti-Slavery Bugle, June 21, 1851 
 

One of the most unique and interesting speeches of the 
convention was made by Sojourner Truth, an emancipated slave.  
[. . .] She came forward to the platform and addressing the 
President said with great simplicity: “May I say a few words?” 
Receiving an affirmative answer, she proceeded: 

“I want to say a few words about this matter. I am a woman’s 
rights. I have as much muscle as any man, and can do as much 
work as any man. I have plowed and reaped and husked and 
chopped and mowed, and can any man do more than that? I have 
heard much about the sexes being equal. I can carry as much as any 
man, and can eat as much too, if I can get it. I am as strong as any 
man that is now. As for intellect, all I can say is, if a woman have a 
pint, and a man a quart – why can’t she have her little pint full? 
You need not be afraid to give us our rights for fear we will take 
too much, – for we can’t take more than our pint’ll hold. The poor 
men seems to be all in confusion, and don’t know what to do. Why 
children, if you have woman’s rights, give it to her and you will feel 
better. You will have your own rights, and they won’t be so much 
trouble. I can’t read, but I can hear. I have heard the Bible and have 
learned that Eve caused man to sin. Well, if woman upset the 
world, do give her a chance to set it right side up again. The Lady 
has spoken about Jesus, how he never spurned woman from him, 
and she was right. When Lazarus died, Mary and Martha came to 
him with faith and love and besought him to raise their brother. 
And Jesus wept and Lazarus came forth. And how came Jesus into 
the world? Through God who created him and the woman who 
bore him. Man, where was your part? But the women are coming 
up blessed be God and a few of the men are coming up with them. 
But man is in a tight place, the poor slave is on him, woman is 
coming on him, he is surely between a hawk and a buzzard.” 
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Reading questions: 
1. How would you summarize Truth’s argument? What are 

her different points? 
 
 
 
 

2. How does Truth use repetition in the speech? What 
effect does it have?  

 
 
 
 

3. What is the tone of the speech? Why is the tone 
important? 

 
 
 
 

4. What do you make of Truth’s final line? Why is it 
important to her speech?  

 
 
 
 

5. Why do you think Robinson deemed Truth’s argument 
the “most unique and interesting”? What is so important 
about this speech? 

 
 
 
 

6. While Nelson doesn’t mention Truth’s speech 
specifically in A Wreath for Emmett Till, she does list her 
in the notes to explain her reference to early abolitionists 
more generally. Why would speeches like this be 
important to Nelson’s project? 
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“The Hypocrisy of American Slavery”  
by Frederick Douglass 
Delivered July 4, 1852 

 
Fellow citizens, pardon me, and allow me to ask, why am I 

called upon to speak here today? What have I or those I represent 
to do with your national independence? Are the great principles of 
political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in that 
Declaration of Independence, extended to us? And am I, therefore, 
called upon to bring our humble offering to the national altar, and 
to confess the benefits, and express devout gratitude for the 
blessings resulting from your independence to us?  

Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, that an affirmative 
answer could be truthfully returned to these questions. Then would 
my task be light, and my burden easy and delightful. For who is there 
so cold that a nation’s sympathy could not warm him? Who so 
obdurate and dead to the claims of gratitude, that would not 
thankfully acknowledge such priceless benefits? Who so stolid and 
selfish that would not give his voice to swell the hallelujahs of a 
nation’s jubilee, when the chains of servitude had been torn from his 
limbs? I am not that man. In a case like that, the dumb might 
eloquently speak, and the “lame man leap as an hart.”  

But such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense 
of disparity between us. I am not included within the pale of this 
glorious anniversary! Your high independence only reveals the 
immeasurable distance between us. The blessings in which you this 
day rejoice are not enjoyed in common. The rich inheritance of 
justice, liberty, prosperity, and independence bequeathed by your 
fathers is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought life 
and healing to you has brought stripes and death to me. This 
Fourth of July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. 
To drag a man in fetters into the grand illuminated temple of 
liberty, and call upon him to join you in joyous anthems, were 
inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, citizens, 
to mock me, by asking me to speak today? If so, there is a parallel 
to your conduct. And let me warn you, that it is dangerous to copy 
the example of a nation (Babylon) whose crimes, towering up to 
heaven, were thrown down by the breath of the Almighty, burying 
that nation in irrecoverable ruin.  
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Fellow citizens, above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the 
mournful wail of millions, whose chains, heavy and grievous 
yesterday, are today rendered more intolerable by the jubilant 
shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not remember those 
bleeding children of sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget 
her cunning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!” 

To forget them, to pass lightly over their wrongs and to chime 
in with the popular theme would be treason most scandalous and 
shocking, and would make me a reproach before God and the world.  

My subject, then, fellow citizens, is “American Slavery.” I shall 
see this day and its popular characteristics from the slave’s point of 
view. Standing here, identified with the American bondman, 
making his wrongs mine, I do not hesitate to declare, with all my 
soul, that the character and conduct of this nation never looked 
blacker to me than on this Fourth of July.  

Whether we turn to the declarations of the past, or to the 
professions of the present, the conduct of the nation seems equally 
hideous and revolting. America is false to the past, false to the 
present, and solemnly binds herself to be false to the future. 
Standing with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this 
occasion, I will, in the name of humanity, which is outraged, in the 
name of liberty, which is fettered, in the name of the Constitution 
and the Bible, which are disregarded and trampled upon, dare to 
call in question and to denounce, with all the emphasis I can 
command, everything that serves to perpetuate slavery—the great 
sin and shame of America! “I will not equivocate—I will not 
excuse.” I will use the severest language I can command, and yet 
not one word shall escape me that any man, whose judgment is not 
blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slave-holder, shall not 
confess to be right and just.  

But I fancy I hear some of my audience say it is just in this 
circumstance that you and your brother Abolitionists fail to make 
a favorable impression on the public mind. Would you argue more 
and denounce less, would you persuade more and rebuke less, your 
cause would be much more likely to succeed. But, I submit, where 
all is plain there is nothing to be argued. What point in the anti-
slavery creed would you have me argue? On what branch of the 
subject do the people of this country need light? Must I undertake 
to prove that the slave is a man? That point is conceded already. 
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Nobody doubts it. The slave-holders themselves acknowledge it in 
the enactment of laws for their government. They acknowledge it 
when they punish disobedience on the part of the slave. There are 
seventy-two crimes in the State of Virginia, which, if committed by 
a black man (no matter how ignorant he be), subject him to the 
punishment of death; while only two of these same crimes will 
subject a white man to like punishment. 

What is this but the acknowledgment that the slave is a moral, 
intellectual, and responsible being? The manhood of the slave is 
conceded. It is admitted in the fact that Southern statute books are 
covered with enactments, forbidding, under severe fines and 
penalties, the teaching of the slave to read and write. When you can 
point to any such laws in reference to the beasts of the field, then 
I may consent to argue the manhood of the slave. When the dogs 
in your streets, when the fowls of the air, when the cattle on your 
hills, when the fish of the sea, and the reptiles that crawl, shall be 
unable to distinguish the slave from a brute, then I will argue with 
you that the slave is a man!  

For the present it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the 
Negro race. Is it not astonishing that, while we are plowing, 
planting, and reaping, using all kinds of mechanical tools, erecting 
houses, constructing bridges, building ships, working in metals of 
brass, iron, copper, silver, and gold; that while we are reading, 
writing, and ciphering, acting as clerks, merchants, and secretaries, 
having among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, 
orators, and teachers; that we are engaged in all the enterprises 
common to other men—digging gold in California, capturing the 
whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep and cattle on the hillside, living, 
moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families as husbands, 
wives, and children, and above all, confessing and worshipping the 
Christian God, and looking hopefully for life and immortality 
beyond the grave—we are called upon to prove that we are men?  

Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? That 
he is the rightful owner of his own body? You have already 
declared it. Must I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a 
question for republicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic and 
argumentation, as a matter beset with great difficulty, involving a 
doubtful application of the principle of justice, hard to understand? 
How should I look today in the presence of Americans, dividing 
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and subdividing a discourse, to show that men have a natural right 
to freedom, speaking of it relatively and positively, negatively and 
affirmatively? To do so would be to make myself ridiculous, and 
to offer an insult to your understanding. There is not a man 
beneath the canopy of heaven who does not know that slavery is 
wrong for him.  

What! Am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to 
rob them of their liberty, to work them without wages, to keep 
them ignorant of their relations to their fellow men, to beat them 
with sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with 
irons, to hunt them with dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder 
their families, to knock out their teeth, to burn their flesh, to starve 
them into obedience and submission to their masters? Must I argue 
that a system thus marked with blood and stained with pollution is 
wrong? No—I will not. I have better employment for my time and 
strength than such arguments would imply.  

What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not 
divine; that God did not establish it; that our doctors of divinity 
are mistaken? There is blasphemy in the thought. That which is 
inhuman cannot be divine. Who can reason on such a proposition? 
They that can, may—I cannot. The time for such argument is past.  

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, 
is needed. Oh! had I the ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, 
I would today pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting 
reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light 
that is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. We 
need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The feeling of 
the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must 
be roused; the propriety of the nation must be startled; the 
hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its crimes against 
God and man must be denounced.  

What to the American slave is your Fourth of July? I answer, 
a day that reveals to him more than all other days of the year, the 
gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To 
him your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty an unholy 
license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of 
rejoicing are empty and heartless; your shouts of liberty and 
equality, hollow mock; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and 
thanksgivings, with all your religious parade and solemnity, are to 
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him mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy - a 
thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of 
savages. There is not a nation of the earth guilty of practices more 
shocking and bloody than are the people of these United States at 
this very hour.  

Go search where you will, roam through all the monarchies 
and despotisms of the Old World, travel through South America, 
search out every abuse and when you have found the last, lay your 
facts by the side of the everyday practices of this nation, and you 
will say with me that, for revolting barbarity and shameless 
hypocrisy, America reigns without a rival. 

[. . .] 
Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark 

picture I have this day presented of the state of the nation, I do not 
despair of this country. There are forces in operation, which must 
inevitably work the downfall of slavery. “The arm of the Lord is 
not shortened,” and the doom of slavery is certain. I, therefore, 
leave off where I began, with hope. While drawing encouragement 
from the Declaration of Independence, the great principles it 
contains, and the genius of American Institutions, my spirit is also 
cheered by the obvious tendencies of the age. Nations do not now 
stand in the same relation to each other that they did ages ago. No 
nation can now shut itself up from the surrounding world, and trot 
round in the same old path of its fathers without interference. The 
time was when such could be done. Long established customs of 
hurtful character could formerly fence themselves in, and do their 
evil work with social impunity. Knowledge was then confined and 
enjoyed by the privileged few, and the multitude walked on in 
mental darkness. But a change has now come over the affairs of 
mankind. Walled cities and empires have become unfashionable. 
The arm of commerce has borne away the gates of the strong city. 
Intelligence is penetrating the darkest corners of the globe. It 
makes its pathway over and under the sea, as well as on the earth. 
Wind, steam, and lightning are its chartered agents. Oceans no 
longer divide, but link nations together. From Boston to London 
is now a holiday excursion. Space is comparatively annihilated. 
Thoughts expressed on one side of the Atlantic are, distinctly heard 
on the other. The far off and almost fabulous Pacific rolls in 
grandeur at our feet. The Celestial Empire, the mystery of ages, is 
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being solved. The fiat of the Almighty, "Let there be Light," has 
not yet spent its force. No abuse, no outrage whether in taste, sport 
or avarice, can now hide itself from the all-pervading light. The 
iron shoe, and crippled foot of China must be seen, in contrast 
with nature. Africa must rise and put on her yet unwoven garment. 
"Ethiopia shall stretch out her hand unto God." In the fervent 
aspirations of William Lloyd Garrison, I say, and let every heart 
join in saying it: 
  
God speed the year of jubilee 
The wide world o’er 
When from their galling chains set free,  
Th’ oppress’d shall vilely bend the knee,  
And wear the yoke of tyranny 
Like brutes no more. 
That year will come, and freedom’s reign, 
To man his plundered fights again 
Restore. 
 
God speed the day when human blood 
Shall cease to flow! 
In every clime be understood, 
The claims of human brotherhood, 
And each return for evil, good, 
Not blow for blow; 
That day will come all feuds to end. 
And change into a faithful friend 
Each foe. 
 
God speed the hour, the glorious hour, 
When none on earth 
Shall exercise a lordly power, 
Nor in a tyrant’s presence cower; 
But all to manhood’s stature tower, 
By equal birth! 
THAT HOUR WILL, COME, to each, to all,  
And from his prison-house, the thrall 
Go forth. 
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Until that year, day, hour, arrive, 
With head, and heart, and hand I’ll strive, 
To break the rod, and rend the gyve, 
The spoiler of his prey deprive— 
So witness Heaven! 
And never from my chosen post, 
Whate’er the peril or the cost, 
Be driven. 
 
 
Reading questions: 

1. Douglass starts with a series of questions. What purpose 
does he have for starting with these questions? How do 
they affect a listener or reader? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What is Douglass’s primary argument? What are his main 
points? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Douglass spends a great deal of time pointing out various 
ironies, or states of affairs that are contrary to what we 
should expect. Which ironies do you find most potent or 
important? 
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4. How do the final paragraph of the speech and the song 
that Douglass quotes change the tone of what he is 
saying? How do they change or clarify his point?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Watch Danny Glover perform part of Douglass’s speech 
on YouTube: https://youtu.be/mb_sqh577Zw  What do 
you notice in the performance? Does hearing the speech 
affect what you take away from it? If so, how? 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 

6. While Nelson doesn’t allude to Douglass specifically in A 
Wreath for Emmett Till, she does list him in the notes 
explaining her reference early abolitionists more 
generally. Why would speeches like this be important to 
Nelson? 
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“My Country ‘Tis of Thee” (Abolitionist Lyrics) 
By A.G. Duncan, 1843  https://youtu.be/GnmFU_-0FkI 

 
My country, ‘tis of thee, 
Stronghold of slavery, of thee I sing; 
Land where my fathers died, 
Where men man’s rights deride, 
From every mountainside thy deeds shall ring!  5 
 
My native country, thee, 
Where all men are born free, if white’s their skin; 
I love thy hills and dales, 
Thy mounts and pleasant vales; 
But hate thy negro sales, as foulest sin.   10 
 
Let wailing swell the breeze, 
And ring from all the trees the black man’s wrong; 
Let every tongue awake; 
Let bond and free partake; 
Let rocks their silence break, the sound prolong.  15 
 
Our father’s God! to thee, 
Author of Liberty, to thee we sing; 
Soon may our land be bright, 
With holy freedom’s right, 
Protect us by thy might, Great God, our King.  20 
 
It comes, the joyful day, 
When tyranny’s proud sway, stern as the grave, 
Shall to the ground be hurl’d, 
And freedom’s flag, unfurl’d, 
Shall wave throughout the world, O’er every slave.  25 
 
Trump of glad jubilee! 
Echo o’er land and sea freedom for all. 
Let the glad tidings fly, 
And every tribe reply, 
“Glory to God on high,” at Slavery’s fall.   30 
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“The Lottery”  
by Shirley Jackson  
The New Yorker, June 26, 1948 p. 25 

 
The morning of June 27th was clear and sunny, with the fresh 

warmth of a full-summer day; the flowers were blossoming 
profusely and the grass was richly green. The people of the village 
began to gather in the square, between the post office and the bank, 
around ten o’clock; in some towns there were so many people that 
the lottery took two days and had to be started on June 2nd, but in 
this village, where there were only about three hundred people, the 
whole lottery took less than two hours, so it could begin at ten 
o’clock in the morning and still be through in time to allow the 
villagers to get home for noon dinner.  

The children assembled first, of course. School was recently 
over for the summer, and the feeling of liberty sat uneasily on most 
of them; they tended to gather together quietly for a while before 
they broke into boisterous play. and their talk was still of the 
classroom and the teacher, of books and reprimands. Bobby 
Martin had already stuffed his pockets full of stones, and the other 
boys soon followed his example, selecting the smoothest and 
roundest stones; Bobby and Harry Jones and Dickie Delacroix—
the villagers pronounced this name “Dellacroy”—eventually made 
a great pile of stones in one corner of the square and guarded it 
against the raids of the other boys. The girls stood aside, talking 
among themselves, looking over their shoulders the boys, and the 
very small children who rolled in the dust or clung to the hands of 
their older brothers or sisters.  

Soon the men began to gather, surveying their own children, 
speaking of planting and rain, tractors and taxes. They stood 
together, away from the pile of stones in the corner, and their jokes 
were quiet and they smiled rather than laughed. The women, 
wearing faded house dresses and sweaters, came shortly after their 
menfolk. They greeted one another and exchanged bits of gossip 
as they went to join their husbands. Soon the women, standing by 
their husbands, began to call to their children, and the children 
came reluctantly, having to be called four or five times. Bobby 
Martin ducked under his mother’s grasping hand and ran, laughing, 
back to the pile of stones. His father spoke up sharply, and Bobby 
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came quickly and took his place between his father and his oldest 
brother.  

The lottery was conducted—as were the square dances, the teen 
club, the Halloween program—by Mr. Summers, who had time and 
energy to devote to civic activities. He was a round-faced, jovial man 
and he ran the coal business, and people were sorry for him because 
he had no children and his wife was a scold. When he arrived in the 
square, carrying the black wooden box, there was a murmur of 
conversation among the villagers, and he waved and called, “Little 
late today, folks.” The postmaster, Mr. Graves, followed him, 
carrying a three-legged stool, and the stool was put in the center of 
the square and Mr. Summers set the black box down on it. The 
villagers kept their distance, leaving a space between themselves and 
the stool, and when Mr. Summers said, “Some of you fellows want 
to give me a hand?” there was a hesitation before two men. Mr. 
Martin and his oldest son, Baxter, came forward to hold the box 
steady on the stool while Mr. Summers stirred up the papers inside 
it.  

The original paraphernalia for the lottery had been lost long 
ago, and the black box now resting on the stool had been put into 
use even before Old Man Warner, the oldest man in town, was 
born. Mr. Summers spoke frequently to the villagers about making 
a new box, but no one liked to upset even as much tradition as was 
represented by the black box. There was a story that the present 
box had been made with some pieces of the box that had preceded 
it, the one that had been constructed when the first people settled 
down to make a village here. Every year, after the lottery, Mr. 
Summers began talking again about a new box, but every year the 
subject was allowed to fade off without anything’s being done.  

The black box grew shabbier each year: by now it was no 
longer completely black but splintered badly along one side to 
show the original wood color, and in some places faded or stained.  

Mr. Martin and his oldest son, Baxter, held the black box 
securely on the stool until Mr. Summers had stirred the papers 
thoroughly with his hand. Because so much of the ritual had been 
forgotten or discarded, Mr. Summers had been successful in having 
slips of paper substituted for the chips of wood that had been used 
for generations. Chips of wood, Mr. Summers had argued, had 
been all very well when the village was tiny, but now that the 
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population was more than three hundred and likely to keep on 
growing, it was necessary to use something that would fit more 
easily into the black box. The night before the lottery, Mr. 
Summers and Mr. Graves made up the slips of paper and put them 
in the box, and it was then taken to the safe of Mr. Summers’ coal 
company and locked up until Mr. Summers was ready to take it to 
the square next morning. The rest of the year, the box was put way, 
sometimes one place, sometimes another; it had spent one year in 
Mr. Graves’s barn and another year underfoot in the post office. 
and sometimes it was set on a shelf in the Martin grocery and left 
there.  

There was a great deal of fussing to be done before Mr. 
Summers declared the lottery open. There were the lists to make 
up—of heads of families, heads of households in each family. 
members of each household in each family. There was the proper 
swearing-in of Mr. Summers by the postmaster, as the official of 
the lottery; at one time, some people remembered, there had been 
a recital of some sort, performed by the official of the lottery, a 
perfunctory, tuneless chant that had been rattled off duly each year; 
some people believed that the official of the lottery used to stand 
just so when he said or sang it, others believed that he was 
supposed to walk among the people, but years and years ago this 
part of the ritual had been allowed to lapse. There had been, also, 
a ritual salute, which the official of the lottery had had to use in 
addressing each person who came up to draw from the box, but 
this also had changed with time, until now it was felt necessary only 
for the official to speak to each person approaching. Mr. Summers 
was very good at all this; in his clean white shirt and blue jeans. 
with one hand resting carelessly on the black box. he seemed very 
proper and important as he talked interminably to Mr. Graves and 
the Martins.  

Just as Mr. Summers finally left off talking and turned to the 
assembled villagers, Mrs. Hutchinson came hurriedly along the path 
to the square, her sweater thrown over her shoulders, and slid into 
place in the back of the crowd. “Clean forgot what day it was,” she 
said to Mrs. Delacroix, who stood next to her, and they both laughed 
softly. “Thought my old man was out back stacking wood,” Mrs. 
Hutchinson went on, “and then I looked out the window and the 
kids was gone, and then I remembered it was the twenty-seventh 
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and came a-running.” She dried her hands on her apron, and Mrs. 
Delacroix said, “You’re in time, though. They’re still talking away up 
there.”  

Mrs. Hutchinson craned her neck to see through the crowd 
and found her husband and children standing near the front. She 
tapped Mrs. Delacroix on the arm as a farewell and began to make 
her way through the crowd. The people separated good-humoredly 
to let her through: two or three people said, in voices just loud 
enough to be heard across the crowd, “Here comes your, Missus, 
Hutchinson,” and “Bill, she made it after all.” Mrs. Hutchinson 
reached her husband, and Mr. Summers, who had been waiting, 
said cheerfully, “Thought we were going to have to get on without 
you, Tessie.” Mrs. Hutchinson said, grinning, “Wouldn’t have me 
leave m’dishes in the sink, now, would you, Joe?” and soft laughter 
ran through the crowd as the people stirred back into position after 
Mrs. Hutchinson’s arrival.  

“Well, now,” Mr. Summers said soberly, “guess we better get 
started, get this over with, so’s we can go back to work. Anybody 
ain’t here?”  

“Dunbar,” several people said. “Dunbar. Dunbar.”  
Mr. Summers consulted his list. “Clyde Dunbar.” he said. 

“That’s right. He’s broke his leg, hasn’t he? Who’s drawing for 
him?”  

“Me, I guess,” a woman said, and Mr. Summers turned to look 
at her. “Wife draws for her husband,” Mr. Summers said. “Don’t 
you have a grown boy to do it for you, Janey?” Although Mr. 
Summers and everyone else in the village knew the answer 
perfectly well, it was the business of the official of the lottery to 
ask such questions formally. Mr. Summers waited with an 
expression of polite interest while Mrs. Dunbar answered.  

“Horace’s not but sixteen yet,” Mrs. Dunbar said regretfully. 
“Guess I gotta fill in for the old man this year.”  

“Right.” Sr. Summers said. He made a note on the list he was 
holding. Then he asked, “Watson boy drawing this year?”  

A tall boy in the crowd raised his hand. “Here,” he said. “I’m 
drawing for my mother and me.” He blinked his eyes nervously and 
ducked his head as several voices in the crowd said things like “Good 
fellow, lack,” and “Glad to see your mother’s got a man to do it.”  

“Well,” Mr. Summers said, “guess that’s everyone. Old Man 
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Warner make it?”  
“Here,” a voice said. and Mr. Summers nodded.  
A sudden hush fell on the crowd as Mr. Summers cleared his 

throat and looked at the list. “All ready?” he called. “Now, I’ll read 
the names—heads of families first—and the men come up and 
take a paper out of the box. Keep the paper folded in your hand 
without looking at it until everyone has had a turn. Everything 
clear?”  

The people had done it so many times that they only half 
listened to the directions: most of them were quiet, wetting their 
lips, not looking around. Then Mr. Summers raised one hand high 
and said, “Adams.” A man disengaged himself from the crowd and 
came forward. “Hi, Steve,” Mr. Summers said, and Mr. Adams 
said, “Hi, Joe.” They grinned at one another humorlessly and 
nervously. Then Mr. Adams reached into the black box and took 
out a folded paper. He held it firmly by one corner as he turned 
and went hastily back to his place in the crowd, where he stood a 
little apart from his family, not looking down at his hand.  

“Allen,” Mr. Summers said. “Anderson.... Bentham.”  
“Seems like there’s no time at all between lotteries anymore,” 

Mrs. Delacroix said to Mrs. Graves in the back row.  
“Seems like we got through with the last one only last week.”  
“Time sure goes fast,” Mrs. Graves said.  
“Clark.... Delacroix.”  
“There goes my old man,” Mrs. Delacroix said. She held her 

breath while her husband went forward.  
“Dunbar,” Mr. Summers said, and Mrs. Dunbar went steadily 

to the box while one of the women said, “Go on, Janey,” and 
another said, “There she goes.”  

“We’re next.” Mrs. Graves said. She watched while Mr. Graves 
came around from the side of the box, greeted Mr. Summers 
gravely and selected a slip of paper from the box. By now, all 
through the crowd there were men holding the small folded papers 
in their large hand, turning them over and over nervously. Mrs. 
Dunbar and her two sons stood together, Mrs. Dunbar holding the 
slip of paper.  

“Harburt.... Hutchinson.”  
“Get up there, Bill,” Mrs. Hutchinson said. and the people 

near her laughed.  
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“Jones.”  
“They do say,” Mr. Adams said to Old Man Warner, who 

stood next to him, “that over in the north village they’re talking of 
giving up the lottery.”  

Old Man Warner snorted. “Pack of crazy fools,” he said. 
“Listening to the young folks, nothing’s good enough for them. 
Next thing you know, they’ll be wanting to go back to living in 
caves, nobody work anymore, live that way for a while. Used to be 
a saying about ‘Lottery in June, corn be heavy soon.’ First thing 
you know, we’d all be eating stewed chickweed and acorns. There’s 
always been a lottery,” he added petulantly. “Bad enough to see 
young Joe Summers up there joking with everybody.”  

“Some places have already quit lotteries,” Mrs. Adams said.  
“Nothing but trouble in that,” Old Man Warner said stoutly. 

“Pack of young fools.”  
“Martin.” And Bobby Martin watched his father go forward. 

“Overdyke.... Percy.”  
“I wish they’d hurry,” Mrs. Dunbar said to her older son. “I 

wish they’d hurry.”  
“They’re almost through,” her son said.  
“You get ready to run tell Dad,” Mrs. Dunbar said.  
Mr. Summers called his own name and then stepped forward 

precisely and selected a slip from the box. Then he called, 
“Warner.”  

“Seventy-seventh year I been in the lottery,” Old Man Warner 
said as he went through the crowd. “Seventy-seventh time.”  

“Watson.” The tall boy came awkwardly through the crowd. 
Someone said, “Don’t be nervous, Jack,” and Mr. Summers said, 
“Take your time, son.”  

“Zanini.”  
After that, there was a long pause, a breathless pause, until Mr. 

Summers. holding his slip of paper in the air, said, “All right, 
fellows.” For a minute, no one moved, and then all the slips of 
paper were opened. Suddenly, all the women began to speak at 
once, saving, “Who is it?,” “Who’s got it?,” “Is it the Dunbars?,” 
“Is it the Watsons?” Then the voices began to say, “It’s 
Hutchinson. It’s Bill,” “Bill Hutchinson’s got it.”  

“Go tell your father,” Mrs. Dunbar said to her older son.  
People began to look around to see the Hutchinsons. Bill 
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Hutchinson was standing quiet, staring down at the paper in his 
hand. Suddenly, Tessie Hutchinson shouted to Mr. Summers, 
“You didn’t give him time enough to take any paper he wanted. I 
saw you. It wasn’t fair!”  

“Be a good sport, Tessie,” Mrs. Delacroix called, and Mrs. 
Graves said, “All of us took the same chance.”  

“Shut up, Tessie,” Bill Hutchinson said.  
“Well, everyone,” Mr. Summers said, “that was done pretty 

fast, and now we’ve got to be hurrying a little more to get done in 
time.” He consulted his next list. “Bill,” he said, “you draw for the 
Hutchinson family. You got any other households in the 
Hutchinsons?”  

“There’s Don and Eva,” Mrs. Hutchinson yelled. “Make them 
take their chance!”  

“Daughters draw with their husbands’ families, Tessie,” Mr. 
Summers said gently. “You know that as well as anyone else.”  

“It wasn’t fair,” Tessie said.  
“I guess not, Joe.” Bill Hutchinson said regretfully. “My 

daughter draws with her husband’s family; that’s only fair. And I’ve 
got no other family except the kids.”  

“Then, as far as drawing for families is concerned, it’s you,” 
Mr. Summers said in explanation, “and as far as drawing for 
households is concerned, that’s you, too. Right?”  

“Right,” Bill Hutchinson said.  
“How many kids, Bill?” Mr. Summers asked formally.  
“Three,” Bill Hutchinson said.  
“There’s Bill, Jr., and Nancy, and little Dave. And Tessie and 

me.”  
“All right, then,” Mr. Summers said. “Harry, you got their 

tickets back?”  
Mr. Graves nodded and held up the slips of paper. “Put them 

in the box, then,” Mr. Summers directed. “Take Bill’s and put it 
in.”  

“I think we ought to start over,” Mrs. Hutchinson said, as 
quietly as she could. “I tell you it wasn’t fair. You didn’t give him 
time enough to choose. Everybody saw that.”  

Mr. Graves had selected the five slips and put them in the box. 
and he dropped all the papers but those onto the ground, where 
the breeze caught them and lifted them off.  
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“Listen, everybody,” Mrs. Hutchinson was saying to the 
people around her.  

“Ready, Bill?” Mr. Summers asked. and Bill Hutchinson, with 
one quick glance around at his wife and children, nodded.  

“Remember,” Mr. Summers said, “take the slips and keep 
them folded until each person has taken one. Harry, you help little 
Dave.” Mr. Graves took the hand of the little boy, who came 
willingly with him up to the box. “Take a paper out of the box, 
Davy,” Mr. Summers said. Davy put his hand into the box and 
laughed. “Take just one paper,” Mr. Summers said. “Harry, you 
hold it for him.” Mr. Graves took the child’s hand and removed 
the folded paper from the tight fist and held it while little Dave 
stood next to him and looked up at him wonderingly.  

“Nancy next,” Mr. Summers said. Nancy was twelve, and her 
school friends breathed heavily as she went forward switching her 
skirt, and took a slip daintily from the box. “Bill, Jr.,” Mr. Summers 
said, and Billy, his face red and his feet overlarge, near knocked the 
box over as he got a paper out. “Tessie,” Mr. Summers said. She 
hesitated for a minute, looking around defiantly, and then set her 
lips and went up to the box. She snatched a paper out and held it 
behind her.  

“Bill,” Mr. Summers said, and Bill Hutchinson reached into 
the box and felt around, bringing his hand out at last with the slip 
of paper in it.  

The crowd was quiet. A girl whispered, “I hope it’s not 
Nancy,” and the sound of the whisper reached the edges of the 
crowd.  

“It’s not the way it used to be.” Old Man Warner said clearly. 
“People ain’t the way they used to be.”  

“All right,” Mr. Summers said. “Open the papers. Harry, you 
open little Dave’s.”  

Mr. Graves opened the slip of paper and there was a general 
sigh through the crowd as he held it up and everyone could see 
that it was blank. Nancy and Bill, Jr., opened theirs at the same 
time, and both beamed and laughed, turning around to the crowd 
and holding their slips of paper above their heads.  

“Tessie,” Mr. Summers said. There was a pause, and then Mr. 
Summers looked at Bill Hutchinson, and Bill unfolded his paper 
and showed it. It was blank.  
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“It’s Tessie,” Mr. Summers said, and his voice was hushed. 
“Show us her paper, Bill.”  

Bill Hutchinson went over to his wife and forced the slip of 
paper out of her hand. It had a black spot on it, the black spot Mr. 
Summers had made the night before with the heavy pencil in the 
coal company office. Bill Hutchinson held it up, and there was a 
stir in the crowd.  

“All right, folks,” Mr. Summers said. “Let’s finish quickly.”  
Although the villagers had forgotten the ritual and lost the 

original black box, they still remembered to use stones. The pile of 
stones the boys had made earlier was ready; there were stones on 
the ground with the blowing scraps of paper that had come out of 
the box Delacroix selected a stone so large she had to pick it up 
with both hands and turned to Mrs. Dunbar. “Come on,” she said. 
“Hurry up.”  

Mr. Dunbar had small stones in both hands, and she said, 
gasping for breath, “I can’t run at all. You’ll have to go ahead and 
I’ll catch up with you.”  

The children had stones already. And someone gave little Davy 
Hutchinson a few pebbles.  

Tessie Hutchinson was in the center of a cleared space by now, 
and she held her hands out desperately as the villagers moved in 
on her. “It isn’t fair,” she said. A stone hit her on the side of the 
head. Old Man Warner was saying, “Come on, come on, 
everyone.” Steve Adams was in the front of the crowd of villagers, 
with Mrs. Graves beside him.  

“It isn’t fair, it isn’t right,” Mrs. Hutchinson screamed, and 
then they were upon her.  

 
Reading questions: 

1. What was the original purpose of the lottery? What do 
people in the story believe the purpose of the lottery is? 
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2. What is the significance of Tessie’s final scream, “It isn’t 
fair, it isn’t right”? What aspect of the lottery does she 
explicitly challenge; what aspect goes unquestioned? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3. How does Jackson use foreshadowing in the story?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What elements increase the emotional impact of the 
story, and why? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What are the different attitudes towards the lottery that 
we see in the story?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Could we read the lottery symbolically? If so, what could 
the lottery represent? What parallels might there be to 
modern society?  
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“The Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas” 
by Ursula Le Guin  
From The Wind’s Twelve Quarters: Short Stories  
 

With a clamor of bells that set the swallows soaring, the 
Festival of Summer came to the city Omelas, bright-towered by the 
sea. The rigging of the boats in harbor sparkled with flags. In the 
streets between houses with red roofs and painted walls, between 
old moss-grown gardens and under avenues of trees, past great 
parks and public buildings, processions moved. Some were 
decorous: old people in long stiff robes of mauve and grey, grave 
master workmen, quiet, merry women carrying their babies and 
chatting as they walked. In other streets the music beat faster, a 
shimmering of gong and tambourine, and the people went dancing, 
the procession was a dance. Children dodged in and out, their high 
calls rising like the swallows’ crossing flights, over the music and 
the singing. All the processions wound towards the north side of 
the city, where on the great water-meadow called the Green’ Fields 
boys and girls, naked in the bright air, with mud-stained feet and 
ankles and long, lithe arms, exercised their restive horses before 
the race. The horses wore no gear at all but a halter without bit. 
Their manes were braided with streamers of silver, gold, and green. 
They flared their nostrils and pranced and boasted to one another; 
they were vastly excited, the horse being the only animal who has 
adopted our ceremonies as his own. Far off to the north and west 
the mountains stood up half encircling Omelas on her bay. The air 
of morning was so clear that the snow still crowning the Eighteen 
Peaks burned with white-gold fire across the miles of sunlit air, 
under the dark blue of the sky. There was just enough wind to 
make the banners that marked the racecourse snap and flutter now 
and then. In the silence of the broad green meadows one could 
hear the music winding through the city streets, farther and nearer 
and ever approaching, a cheerful faint sweetness of the air that 
from time to time trembled and gathered together and broke out 
into the great joyous clanging of the bells.  

Joyous! How is one to tell about joy? How describe the citizens 
of Omelas?  

They were not simple folk, you see, though they were happy. 
But we do not say the words of cheer much anymore. All smiles 
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have become archaic. Given a description such as this one tends 
to make certain assumptions. Given a description such as this one 
tends to look next for the King, mounted on a splendid stallion 
and surrounded by his noble knights, or perhaps in a golden litter 
borne by great-muscled slaves. But there was no king. They did not 
use swords, or keep slaves. They were not barbarians. I do not 
know the rules and laws of their society, but I suspect that they 
were singularly few. As they did without monarchy and slavery, so 
they also got on without the stock exchange, the advertisement, the 
secret police, and the bomb. Yet I repeat that these were not simple 
folk, not dulcet shepherds, noble savages, bland utopians. They 
were not less complex than us. The trouble is that we have a bad 
habit, encouraged by pedants and sophisticates, of considering 
happiness as something rather stupid. Only pain is intellectual, only 
evil interesting. This is the treason of the artist: a refusal to admit 
the banality of evil and the terrible boredom of pain. If you can’t 
lick ‘em, join ‘em. If it hurts, repeat it. But to praise despair is to 
condemn delight, to embrace violence is to lose hold of everything 
else. We have almost lost hold; we can no longer describe a happy 
man, nor make any celebration of joy. How can I tell you about the 
people of Omelas? They were not naive and happy children – 
though their children were, in fact, happy. They were mature, 
intelligent, passionate adults whose lives were not wretched. O 
miracle! but I wish I could describe it better. I wish I could 
convince you. Omelas sounds in my words like a city in a fairy tale, 
long ago and far away, once upon a time. Perhaps it would be best 
if you imagined it as your own fancy bids, assuming it will rise to 
the occasion, for certainly I cannot suit you all. For instance, how 
about technology? I think that there would be no cars or 
helicopters in and above the streets; this follows from the fact that 
the people of Omelas are happy people. Happiness is based on a 
just discrimination of what is necessary, what is neither necessary 
nor destructive, and what is destructive. In the middle category, 
however – that of the unnecessary but undestructive, that of 
comfort, luxury, exuberance, etc. -- they could perfectly well have 
central heating, subway trains, washing machines, and all kinds of 
marvelous devices not yet invented here, floating light-sources, 
fuelless power, a cure for the common cold. Or they could have 
none of that: it doesn’t matter. As you like it. I incline to think that 
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people from towns up and down the coast have been coming in to 
Omelas during the last days before the Festival on very fast little 
trains and double-decked trams, and that the train station of 
Omelas is actually the handsomest building in town, though plainer 
than the magnificent Farmers’ Market. But even granted trains, I 
fear that Omelas so far strikes some of you as goody-goody. Smiles, 
bells, parades, horses, bleh. If so, please add an orgy. If an orgy 
would help, don’t hesitate. Let us not, however, have temples from 
which issue beautiful nude priests and priestesses already half in 
ecstasy and ready to copulate with any man or woman, lover or 
stranger who desires union with the deep godhead of the blood, 
although that was my first idea. But really it would be better not to 
have any temples in Omelas – at least, not manned temples. 
Religion yes, clergy no. Surely the beautiful nudes can just wander 
about, offering themselves like divine soufflés to the hunger of the 
needy and the rapture of the flesh. Let them join the processions. 
Let tambourines be struck above the copulations, and the glory of 
desire be proclaimed upon the gongs, and (a not unimportant 
point) let the offspring of these delightful rituals be beloved and 
looked after by all. One thing I know there is none of in Omelas is 
guilt. But what else should there be? I thought at first there were 
no drugs, but that is puritanical. For those who like it, the faint 
insistent sweetness of drooz may perfume the ways of the city, 
drooz which first brings a great lightness and brilliance to the mind 
and limbs, and then after some hours a dreamy languor, and 
wonderful visions at last of the very arcana and inmost secrets of 
the Universe, as well as exciting the pleasure of sex beyond all 
belief; and it is not habit-forming. For more modest tastes I think 
there ought to be beer. What else, what else belongs in the joyous 
city? The sense of victory, surely, the celebration of courage. But 
as we did without clergy, let us do without soldiers. The joy built 
upon successful slaughter is not the right kind of joy; it will not do; 
it is fearful and it is trivial. A boundless and generous contentment, 
a magnanimous triumph felt not against some outer enemy but in 
communion with the finest and fairest in the souls of all men 
everywhere and the splendor of the world’s summer; this is what 
swells the hearts of the people of Omelas, and the victory they 
celebrate is that of life. I really don’t think many of them need to 
take drooz. 
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Most of the processions have reached the Green Fields by 
now. A marvelous smell of cooking goes forth from the red and 
blue tents of the provisioners. The faces of small children are 
amiably sticky; in the benign grey beard of a man a couple of 
crumbs of rich pastry are entangled. The youths and girls have 
mounted their horses and are beginning to group around the 
starting line of the course. An old woman, small, fat, and laughing, 
is passing out flowers from a basket, and tall young men, wear her 
flowers in their shining hair. A child of nine or ten sits at the edge 
of the crowd, alone, playing on a wooden flute. People pause to 
listen, and they smile, but they do not speak to him, for he never 
ceases playing and never sees them, his dark eyes wholly rapt in the 
sweet, thin magic of the tune.  

He finishes, and slowly lowers his hands holding the wooden 
flute.  

As if that little private silence were the signal, all at once a 
trumpet sounds from the pavilion near the starting line: imperious, 
melancholy, piercing. The horses rear on their slender legs, and 
some of them neigh in answer. Sober-faced, the young riders 
stroke the horses’ necks and soothe them, whispering, “Quiet, 
quiet, there my beauty, my hope. . . .” They begin to form in rank 
along the starting line. The crowds along the racecourse are like a 
field of grass and flowers in the wind. The Festival of Summer has 
begun.  

Do you believe? Do you accept the festival, the city, the joy? 
No? Then let me describe one more thing.  

In a basement under one of the beautiful public buildings of 
Omelas, or perhaps in the cellar of one of its spacious private 
homes, there is a room. It has one locked door, and no window. A 
little light seeps in dustily between cracks in the boards, 
secondhand from a cobwebbed window somewhere across the 
cellar. In one corner of the little room a couple of mops, with stiff, 
clotted, foul-smelling heads, stand near a rusty bucket. The floor is 
dirt, a little damp to the touch, as cellar dirt usually is. The room is 
about three paces long and two wide: a mere broom closet or 
disused tool room. In the room a child is sitting. It could be a boy 
or a girl. It looks about six, but actually is nearly ten. It is feeble-
minded. Perhaps it was born defective or perhaps it has become 
imbecile through fear, malnutrition, and neglect. It picks its nose 
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and occasionally fumbles vaguely with its toes or genitals, as it sits 
hunched in the corner farthest from the bucket and the two mops. 
It is afraid of the mops. It finds them horrible. It shuts its eyes, but 
it knows the mops are still standing there; and the door is locked; 
and nobody will come. The door is always locked; and nobody ever 
comes, except that sometimes-the child has no understanding of 
time or interval – sometimes the door rattles terribly and opens, 
and a person, or several people, are there. One of them may come 
and kick the child to make it stand up. The others never come 
close, but peer in at it with frightened, disgusted eyes. The food 
bowl and the water jug are hastily filled, the door is locked, the eyes 
disappear. The people at the door never say anything, but the child, 
who has not always lived in the tool room, and can remember 
sunlight and its mother’s voice, sometimes speaks. “I will be 
good,” it says. “Please let me out. I will be good!” They never 
answer. The child used to scream for help at night, and cry a good 
deal, but now it only makes a kind of whining, “eh-haa, eh-haa,” 
and it speaks less and less often. It is so thin there are no calves to 
its legs; its belly protrudes; it lives on a half-bowl of corn meal and 
grease a day. It is naked. Its buttocks and thighs are a mass of 
festered sores, as it sits in its own excrement continually.  

They all know it is there, all the people of Omelas. Some of 
them have come to see it, others are content merely to know it is 
there. They all know that it has to be there. Some of them 
understand why, and some do not, but they all understand that 
their happiness, the beauty of their city, the tenderness of their 
friendships, the health of their children, the wisdom of their 
scholars, the skill of their makers, even the abundance of their 
harvest and the kindly weathers of their skies, depend wholly on 
this child’s abominable misery.  

This is usually explained to children when they are between 
eight and twelve, whenever they seem capable of understanding; 
and most of those who come to see the child are young people, 
though often enough an adult comes, or comes back, to see the 
child. No matter how well the matter has been explained to them, 
these young spectators are always shocked and sickened at the 
sight. They feel disgust, which they had thought themselves 
superior to. They feel anger, outrage, impotence, despite all the 
explanations. They would like to do something for the child. But 
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there is nothing they can do. If the child were brought up into the 
sunlight out of that vile place, if it were cleaned and fed and 
comforted, that would be a good thing, indeed; but if it were done, 
in that day and hour all the prosperity and beauty and delight of 
Omelas would wither and be destroyed. Those are the terms. To 
exchange all the goodness and grace of every life in Omelas for 
that single, small improvement: to throw away the happiness of 
thousands for the chance of the happiness of one: that would be 
to let guilt within the walls indeed.  

The terms are strict and absolute; there may not even be a kind 
word spoken to the child.  

Often the young people go home in tears, or in a tearless rage, 
when they have seen the child and faced this terrible paradox. They 
may brood over it for weeks or years. But as time goes on they 
begin to realize that even if the child could be released, it would 
not get much good of its freedom: a little vague pleasure of warmth 
and food, no doubt, but little more. It is too degraded and imbecile 
to know any real joy. It has been afraid too long ever to be free of 
fear. Its habits are too uncouth for it to respond to humane 
treatment. Indeed, after so long it would probably be wretched 
without walls about it to protect it, and darkness for its eyes, and 
its own excrement to sit in. Their tears at the bitter injustice dry 
when they begin to perceive the terrible justice of reality, and to 
accept it. Yet it is their tears and anger, the trying of their generosity 
and the acceptance of their helplessness, which are perhaps the 
true source of the splendor of their lives. Theirs is no vapid, 
irresponsible happiness. They know that they, like the child, are 
not free. They know compassion. It is the existence of the child, 
and their knowledge of its existence, that makes possible the 
nobility of their architecture, the poignancy of their music, the 
profundity of their science. It is because of the child that they are 
so gentle with children. They know that if the wretched one were 
not there sniveling in the dark, the other one, the flute-player, could 
make no joyful music as the young riders line up in their beauty for 
the race in the sunlight of the first morning of summer.  

Now do you believe in them? Are they not more credible? But 
there is one more thing to tell, and this is quite incredible.  

At times one of the adolescent girls or boys who go to see the 
child does not go home to weep or rage, does not, in fact, go home 
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at all. Sometimes also a man or woman much older falls silent for 
a day or two, and then leaves home. These people go out into the 
street, and walk down the street alone. They keep walking, and walk 
straight out of the city of Omelas, through the beautiful gates. They 
keep walking across the farmlands of Omelas. Each one goes 
alone, youth or girl man or woman. Night falls; the traveler must 
pass down village streets, between the houses with yellow-lit 
windows, and on out into the darkness of the fields. Each alone, 
they go west or north, towards the mountains. They go on. They 
leave Omelas, they walk ahead into the darkness, and they do not 
come back. The place they go towards is a place even less 
imaginable to most of us than the city of happiness. I cannot 
describe it at all. It is possible that it does not exist. But they seem 
to know where they are going, the ones who walk away from 
Omelas.  

 
Reading questions: 

1. What characterizes the city of Omelas? What are its most 
important features, aside from the child, and why? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What purpose does the suffering child serve for Omelas? 
What might the child represent or symbolize? 
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3. What are the different reactions people have to the child? 
Why is the variety of reactions important? How is 
walking away from Omelas different from the other 
reactions? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. The narrator says that the place the people who leave 
Omelas go towards is “even less imaginable” than 
Omelas, and “I cannot describe it at all. It is possible that 
it does not exist.” Why is this place less imaginable, and 
why can it not be described?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. How is this story similar to or different from Jackson’s 
“The Lottery”? 
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“The Truth of Fact, the Truth of Feeling” 
Subterranean Press Magazine, Fall 2013 
by Ted Chiang 

 
https://subterraneanpress.com/magazine/fall_2013/the_truth_o
f_fact_the_truth_of_feeling_by_ted_chiang 
 
 
When my daughter Nicole was an infant, I read an essay suggesting 
that it might no longer be necessary to teach children how to read 
or write, because speech recognition and synthesis would soon 
render those abilities superfluous. My wife and I were horrified by 
the idea, and we resolved that, no matter how sophisticated 
technology became, our daughter’s skills would always rest on the 
bedrock of traditional literacy. 

It turned out that we and the essayist were both half correct: 
now that she’s an adult, Nicole can read as well as I can. But there 
is a sense in which she has lost the ability to write. She doesn’t 
dictate her messages and ask a virtual secretary to read back to her 
what she last said, the way that essayist predicted; Nicole 
subvocalizes, her retinal projector displays the words in her field 
of vision, and she makes revisions using a combination of gestures 
and eye movements. For all practical purposes, she can write. But 
take away the assistive software and give her nothing but a 
keyboard like the one I remain faithful to, and she’d have difficulty 
spelling out many of the words in this very sentence. Under those 
specific circumstances, English becomes a bit like a second 
language to her, one that she can speak fluently but can only barely 
write. 

It may sound like I’m disappointed in Nicole’s intellectual 
achievements, but that’s absolutely not the case. She’s smart and 
dedicated to her job at an art museum when she could be earning 
more money elsewhere, and I’ve always been proud of her 
accomplishments. But there is still the past me who would have 
been appalled to see his daughter lose her ability to spell, and I 
can’t deny that I am continuous with him. 

It’s been more than twenty years since I read that essay, and in 
that period our lives have undergone countless changes that I 
couldn’t have predicted. The most catastrophic one was when 
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Nicole’s mother Angela declared that she deserved a more 
interesting life than the one we were giving her, and spent the next 
decade criss-crossing the globe. But the changes leading to Nicole’s 
current form of literacy were more ordinary and gradual: a 
succession of software gadgets that not only promised but in fact 
delivered utility and convenience, and I didn’t object to any of 
them at the times of their introduction. 

So it hasn’t been my habit to engage in doomsaying whenever 
a new product is announced; I’ve welcomed new technology as 
much as anyone. But when Whetstone released its new search tool 
Remem, it raised concerns for me in a way none of its predecessors 
did. 

Millions of people, some my age but most younger, have been 
keeping lifelogs for years, wearing personal cams that capture 
continuous video of their entire lives. People consult their lifelogs 
for a variety of reasons—everything from reliving favorite 
moments to tracking down the cause of allergic reactions—but 
only intermittently; no one wants to spend all their time 
formulating queries and sifting through the results. Lifelogs are the 
most complete photo album imaginable, but like most photo 
albums, they lie dormant except on special occasions. Now 
Whetstone aims to change all of that; they claim Remem’s 
algorithms can search the entire haystack by the time you’ve 
finished saying “needle.” 

Remem monitors your conversation for references to past 
events, and then displays video of that event in the lower left 
corner of your field of vision. If you say “remember dancing the 
conga at that wedding?”, Remem will bring up the video. If the 
person you’re talking to says “the last time we were at the beach,” 
Remem will bring up the video. And it’s not only for use when 
speaking with someone else; Remem also monitors your 
subvocalizations. If you read the words “the first Szechuan 
restaurant you ate at,” your vocal cords will move as if you’re 
reading aloud, and Remem will bring up the relevant video. 

There’s no denying the usefulness of software that can actually 
answer the question “where did I put my keys?” But Whetstone is 
positioning Remem as more than a handy virtual assistant: they 
want it to take the place of your natural memory. 
 



 
 
151

# 
 
It was the summer of Jijingi’s thirteenth year when a European 
came to live in the village. The dusty harmattan winds had just 
begun blowing from the north when Sabe, the elder who was 
regarded as chief by all the local families, made the announcement. 

Everyone’s initial reaction was alarm, of course. “What have 
we done wrong?” Jijingi’s father asked Sabe. 

Europeans had first come to Tivland many years ago, and 
while some elders said one day they’d leave and life would return 
to the ways of the past, until that day arrived it was necessary for 
the Tiv to get along with them. This had meant many changes in 
the way the Tiv did things, but it had never meant Europeans living 
among them before. The usual reason for Europeans to come to 
the village was to collect taxes for the roads they had built; they 
visited some clans more often because the people refused to pay 
taxes, but that hadn’t happened in the Shangev clan. Sabe and the 
other clan elders had agreed that paying the taxes was the best 
strategy. 

Sabe told everyone not to worry. “This European is a 
missionary; that means all he does is pray. He has no authority to 
punish us, but our making him welcome will please the men in the 
administration.” 

He ordered two huts built for the missionary, a sleeping hut 
and a reception hut. Over the course of the next several days 
everyone took time off from harvesting the guinea-corn to help lay 
bricks, sink posts into the ground, weave grass into thatch for the 
roof. It was during the final step, pounding the floor, that the 
missionary arrived. His porters appeared first, the boxes they 
carried visible from a distance as they threaded their way between 
the cassava fields; the missionary himself was the last to appear, 
apparently exhausted even though he carried nothing. His name 
was Moseby, and he thanked everyone who had worked on the 
huts. He tried to help, but it quickly became clear that he didn’t 
know how to do anything, so eventually he just sat in the shade of 
a locust bean tree and wiped his head with a piece of cloth. 

Jijingi watched the missionary with curiosity. The man opened 
one of his boxes and took out what at first looked like a block of 
wood, but then he split it open and Jijingi realized it was a tightly 
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bound sheaf of papers. Jijingi had seen paper before; when the 
Europeans collected taxes, they gave paper in return so that the 
village had proof of what they’d paid. But the paper that the 
missionary was looking at was obviously of a different sort, and 
must have had some other purpose. 

The man noticed Jijingi looking at him, and invited him to 
come closer. “My name is Moseby,” he said. “What is your name?” 

“I am Jijingi, and my father is Orga of the Shangev clan.” 
Moseby spread open the sheaf of paper and gestured toward 

it. “Have you heard the story of Adam?” he asked. “Adam was the 
first man. We are all children of Adam.” 

“Here we are descendants of Shangev,” said Jijingi. “And 
everyone in Tivland is a descendant of Tiv.” 

“Yes, but your ancestor Tiv was descended from Adam, just 
as my ancestors were. We are all brothers. Do you understand?” 

The missionary spoke as if his tongue were too large for his 
mouth, but Jijingi could tell what he was saying. “Yes, I 
understand.” 

Moseby smiled, and pointed at the paper. “This paper tells the 
story of Adam.” 

“How can paper tell a story?” 
“It is an art that we Europeans know. When a man speaks, we 

make marks on the paper. When another man looks at the paper 
later, he sees the marks and knows what sounds the first man made. 
In that way the second man can hear what the first man said.” 

Jijingi remembered something his father had told him about 
old Gbegba, who was the most skilled in bushcraft. “Where you or 
I would see nothing but some disturbed grass, he can see that a 
leopard had killed a cane rat at that spot and carried it off,” his 
father said. Gbegba was able to look at the ground and know what 
had happened even though he had not been present. This art of 
the Europeans must be similar: those who were skilled in 
interpreting the marks could hear a story even if they hadn’t been 
there when it was told. 

“Tell me the story that the paper tells,” he said. 
Moseby told him a story about Adam and his wife being 

tricked by a snake. Then he asked Jijingi, “How do you like it?” 
“You’re a poor storyteller, but the story was interesting 

enough.” 
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Moseby laughed. “You are right, I am not good at the Tiv 
language. But this is a good story. It is the oldest story we have. It 
was first told long before your ancestor Tiv was born.” 

Jijingi was dubious. “That paper can’t be so old.” 
“No, this paper is not. But the marks on it were copied from 

older paper. And those marks were copied from older paper. And 
so forth many times.” 

That would be impressive, if true. Jijingi liked stories, and older 
stories were often the best. “How many stories do you have there?” 

“Very many.” Moseby flipped through the sheaf of papers, and 
Jijingi could see each sheet was covered with marks from edge to 
edge; there must be many, many stories there. 

“This art you spoke of, interpreting marks on paper; is it only 
for Europeans?” 

“No, I can teach it to you. Would you like that?” 
Cautiously, Jijingi nodded. 

 
# 
 
As a journalist, I have long appreciated the usefulness of lifelogging 
for determining the facts of the matter. There is scarcely a legal 
proceeding, criminal or civil, that doesn’t make use of someone’s 
lifelog, and rightly so. When the public interest is involved, finding 
out what actually happened is important; justice is an essential part 
of the social contract, and you can’t have justice until you know 
the truth. 

However, I’ve been much more skeptical about the use of 
lifelogging in purely personal situations. When lifelogging first 
became popular, there were couples who thought they could use it 
to settle arguments over who had actually said what, using the 
video record to prove they were right. But finding the right clip of 
video often wasn’t easy, and all but the most determined gave up 
on doing so. The inconvenience acted as a barrier, limiting the 
searching of lifelogs to those situations in which effort was 
warranted, namely situations in which justice was the motivating 
factor. 

Now with Remem, finding the exact moment has become 
easy, and lifelogs that previously lay all but ignored are now being 
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scrutinized as if they were crime scenes, thickly strewn with 
evidence for use in domestic squabbles. 

I typically write for the news section, but I’ve written feature 
stories as well, and so when I pitched an article about the potential 
downsides of Remem to my managing editor, he gave me the go-
ahead. My first interview was with a married couple whom I’ll call 
Joel and Deirdre, an architect and a painter, respectively. It wasn’t 
hard to get them talking about Remem. 

“Joel is always saying that he knew it all along,” said Deirdre, 
“even when he didn’t. It used to drive me crazy, because I couldn’t 
get him to admit he used to believe something else. Now I can. For 
example, recently we were talking about the McKittridge 
kidnapping case.” 

She sent me the video of one argument she had with Joel. My 
retinal projector displayed footage of a cocktail party; it’s from 
Deirdre’s point of view, and Joel is telling a number of people, “It 
was pretty clear that he was guilty from the day he was arrested.” 

Deirdre’s voice: “You didn’t always think that. For months you 
argued that he was innocent.” 

Joel shakes his head. “No, you’re misremembering. I said that even 
people who are obviously guilty deserve a fair trial.” 

“That’s not what you said. You said he was being railroaded.” 
“You’re thinking of someone else; that wasn’t me.” 
“No, it was you. Look.” A separate video window opened up, an 

excerpt of her lifelog that she looked up and broadcast to the 
people they’ve been talking with. Within the nested video, Joel and 
Deirdre are sitting in a café, and Joel is saying, “He’s a scapegoat. The 
police needed to reassure the public, so they arrested a convenient suspect. Now 
he’s done for.” Deidre replies, “You don’t think there’s any chance of him 
being acquitted?” and Joel answers, “Not unless he can afford a high-
powered defense team, and I’ll bet you he can’t. People in his position will never 
get a fair trial.” 

I closed both windows, and Deirdre said, “Without Remem, 
I’d never be able to convince him that he changed his position. 
Now I have proof.” 

“Fine, you were right that time,” said Joel. “But you didn’t 
have to do that in front of our friends.” 

“You correct me in front of our friends all the time. You’re 
telling me I can’t do the same?” 
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Here was the line at which the pursuit of truth ceased to be an 
intrinsic good. When the only persons affected have a personal 
relationship with each other, other priorities are often more 
important, and a forensic pursuit of the truth could be harmful. 
Did it really matter whose idea it was to take the vacation that 
turned out so disastrously? Did you need to know which partner 
was more forgetful about completing errands the other person 
asked of them? I was no expert on marriage, but I knew what 
marriage counselors said: pinpointing blame wasn’t the answer. 
Instead, couples needed to acknowledge each other’s feelings and 
address their problems as a team. 

Next I spoke with a spokesperson from Whetstone, Erica 
Meyers. For a while she gave me a typically corporate spiel about 
the benefits of Remem. “Making information more accessible is an 
intrinsic good,” she says. “Ubiquitous video has revolutionized law 
enforcement. Businesses become more effective when they adopt 
good record-keeping practices. The same thing happens to us as 
individuals when our memories become more accurate: we get 
better, not just at doing our jobs, but at living our lives.” 

When I asked her about couples like Joel and Deirdre, she said, 
“If your marriage is solid, Remem isn’t going to hurt it. But if 
you’re the type of person who’s constantly trying to prove that 
you’re right and your spouse is wrong, then your marriage is going 
to be in trouble whether you use Remem or not.” 

I conceded that she may have had a point in this particular 
case. But, I asked her, didn’t she think Remem created greater 
opportunities for those types of arguments to arise, even in solid 
marriages, by making it easier for people to keep score? 

“Not at all,” she said. “Remem didn’t give them a scorekeeping 
mentality; they developed that on their own. Another couple could 
just as easily use Remem to realize that they’ve both 
misremembered things, and become more forgiving when that sort 
of mistake happens. I predict the latter scenario will be the more 
common one with our customers as a whole.” 

I wished I could share Erica Meyers’ optimism, but I knew that 
new technology didn’t always bring out the best in people. Who 
hasn’t wished they could prove that their version of events was the 
correct one? I could easily see myself using Remem the way 
Deirdre did, and I wasn’t at all certain that doing so would be good 
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for me. Anyone who has wasted hours surfing the internet knows 
that technology can encourage bad habits. 
 
# 
 
Moseby gave a sermon every seven days, on the day devoted to 
resting and brewing and drinking beer. He seemed to disapprove 
of the beer drinking, but he didn’t want to speak on one of the days 
of work, so the day of beer brewing was the only one left. He talked 
about the European god, and told people that following his rules 
would improve their lives, but his explanations of how that would 
do so weren’t particularly persuasive. 

But Moseby also had some skill at dispensing medicine, and he 
was willing to learn how to work in the fields, so gradually people 
grew more accepting of him, and Jijingi’s father let him visit 
Moseby occasionally to learn the art of writing. Moseby offered to 
teach the other children as well, and for a time Jijingi’s age-mates 
came along, mostly to prove to each other that they weren’t afraid 
of being near a European. Before long the other boys grew bored 
and left, but because Jijingi remained interested in writing and his 
father thought it would keep the Europeans happy, he was 
eventually permitted to go every day. 

Moseby explained to Jijingi how each sound a person spoke 
could be indicated with different marks on the paper. The marks 
were arranged in rows like plants in a field; you looked at the marks 
as if you were walking down a row, made the sound each mark 
indicated, and you would find yourself speaking what the original 
person had said. Moseby showed him how to make each of the 
different marks on a sheet of paper, using a tiny wooden rod that 
had a core of soot. 

In a typical lesson, Moseby would speak, and then write what 
he had said: “When night comes I shall sleep.” Tugh mba a ile yo me 
yav. “There are two persons.” Ioruv mban mba uhar. Jijingi carefully 
copied the writing on his sheet of paper, and when he was done, 
Moseby would look at it.  

“Very good. But you need to leave spaces when you write.” 
“I have.” Jijingi pointed at the gap between each row. 
“No, that is not what I mean. Do you see the spaces within 

each line?” He pointed at his own paper. 
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Jijingi understood. “Your marks are clumped together, while 
mine are arranged evenly.” 

“These are not just clumps of marks. They are… I do not 
know what you call them.” He picked up a thin sheaf of paper from 
his table and flipped through it. “I do not see it here. Where I come 
from, we call them ‘words.’ When we write, we leave spaces 
between the words.” 

“But what are words?” 
“How can I explain it?” He thought a moment. “If you speak 

slowly, you pause very briefly after each word. That’s why we leave 
a space in those places when we write. Like this: How. Many. Years. 
Old. Are. You?” He wrote on his paper as he spoke, leaving a space 
every time he paused: Anyom a ou kuma a me? 

“But you speak slowly because you’re a foreigner. I’m Tiv, so 
I don’t pause when I speak. Shouldn’t my writing be the same?” 

“It does not matter how fast you speak. Words are the same 
whether you speak quickly or slowly.” 

“Then why did you say you pause after each word?” 
“That is the easiest way to find them. Try saying this very 

slowly.” He pointed at what he’d just written. 
Jijingi spoke very slowly, the way a man might when trying to 

hide his drunkenness. “Why is there no space in between an and 
yom?” 

“Anyom is one word. You do not pause in the middle of it.” 
“But I wouldn’t pause after anyom either.” 
Moseby sighed. “I will think more about how to explain what 

I mean. For now, just leave spaces in the places where I leave 
spaces.” 

What a strange art writing was. When sowing a field, it was 
best to have the seed yams spaced evenly; Jijingi’s father would 
have beaten him if he’d clumped the yams the way the Moseby 
clumped his marks on paper. But he had resolved to learn this art 
as best he could, and if that meant clumping his marks, he would 
do so. 

It was only many lessons later that Jijingi finally understood 
where he should leave spaces, and what Moseby meant when he 
said “word.” You could not find the places where words began and 
ended by listening. The sounds a person made while speaking were 
as smooth and unbroken as the hide of a goat’s leg, but the words 
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were like the bones underneath the meat, and the space between 
them was the joint where you’d cut if you wanted to separate it into 
pieces. By leaving spaces when he wrote, Moseby was making 
visible the bones in what he said. 

Jijingi realized that, if he thought hard about it, he was now 
able to identify the words when people spoke in an ordinary 
conversation. The sounds that came from a person’s mouth hadn’t 
changed, but he understood them differently; he was aware of the 
pieces from which the whole was made. He himself had been 
speaking in words all along. He just hadn’t known it until now. 
 
# 
 
The ease of searching that Remem provides is impressive enough, 
but that merely scratches the surface of what Whetstone sees as 
the product’s potential. When Deirdre fact-checked her husband’s 
previous statements, she was posing explicit queries to Remem. 
But Whetstone expects that, as people become accustomed to their 
product, queries will take the place of ordinary acts of recall, and 
Remem will be integrated into their very thought processes. Once 
that happens, we will become cognitive cyborgs, effectively 
incapable of misremembering anything; digital video stored on 
error-corrected silicon will take over the role once filled by our 
fallible temporal lobes. 

What might it be like to have a perfect memory? Arguably the 
individual with the best memory ever documented was Solomon 
Shereshevskii, who lived in Russia during the first half of the 
twentieth century. The psychologists who tested him found that he 
could hear a series of words or numbers once and remember it 
months or even years later. With no knowledge of Italian, 
Shereshevskii was able to quote stanzas of The Divine Comedy that 
had been read to him fifteen years earlier. 

But having a perfect memory wasn’t the blessing one might 
imagine it to be. Reading a passage of text evoked so many images 
in Shereshevskii’s mind that he often couldn’t focus on what it 
actually said, and his awareness of innumerable specific examples 
made it difficult for him to understand abstract concepts. At times, 
he tried to deliberately forget things. He wrote down numbers he 
no longer wanted to remember on slips of paper and then burnt 
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them, a kind of slash-and-burn approach to clearing out the 
undergrowth of his mind, but to no avail. 

When I raised the possibility that a perfect memory might be 
a handicap to Whetstone’s spokesperson, Erica Meyers, she had a 
ready reply. “This is no different from the concerns people used to 
have about retinal projectors,” she said. “They worried that seeing 
updates constantly would be distracting or overwhelming, but 
we’ve all adapted to them.” 

I didn’t mention that not everyone considered that a positive 
development. 

“And Remem is entirely customizable,” she continued. “If at 
any time you find it’s doing too many searches for your needs, you 
can decrease its level of responsiveness. But according to our 
customer analytics, our users haven’t been doing that. As they 
become more comfortable with it, they’re finding that Remem 
becomes more helpful the more responsive it is.” 

But even if Remem wasn’t constantly crowding your field of 
vision with unwanted imagery of the past, I wondered if there 
weren’t issues raised simply by having that imagery be perfect. 

“Forgive and forget” goes the expression, and for our idealized 
magnanimous selves, that was all you needed. But for our actual 
selves the relationship between those two actions wasn’t so 
straightforward. In most cases we had to forget a little bit before 
we could forgive; when we no longer experienced the pain as fresh, 
the insult was easier to forgive, which in turn made it less 
memorable, and so on. It was this psychological feedback loop that 
made initially infuriating offences seem pardonable in the mirror 
of hindsight. 

What I feared was that Remem would make it impossible for 
this feedback loop to get rolling. By fixing every detail of an insult 
in indelible video, it could prevent the softening that’s needed for 
forgiveness to begin. I thought back to what Erica Meyers said 
about Remem’s inability to hurt solid marriages. Implicit in that 
assertion was a claim about what qualified as a solid marriage. If 
someone’s marriage was built on—as ironic as it might sound—a 
cornerstone of forgetfulness, what right did Whetstone have to 
shatter that? 

The issue wasn’t confined to marriages; all sorts of 
relationships rely on forgiving and forgetting. My daughter Nicole 
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has always been strong-willed; rambunctious when she was a child, 
openly defiant as an adolescent. She and I had many furious 
arguments during her teen years, arguments that we have mostly 
been able to put behind us, and now our relationship is pretty good. 
If we’d had Remem, would we still be speaking to each other? 

I don’t mean to say that forgetting is the only way to mend 
relationships. While I can no longer recall most of the arguments 
Nicole and I had—and I’m grateful that I can’t—one of the 
arguments I remember clearly is one that spurred me to be a better 
father. 

It was when Nicole was sixteen, a junior in high school. It had 
been two years since her mother Angela had left, probably the two 
hardest years of both our lives. I don’t remember what started the 
argument—something trivial, no doubt—but it escalated and 
before long Nicole was taking her anger at Angela out on me. 

“You’re the reason she left! You drove her away! You can leave 
too, for all I care. I sure as hell would be better off without you.” 
And to demonstrate her point, she stormed out of the house. 

I knew it wasn’t premeditated malice on her part—I don’t 
think she engaged in much premeditation in anything during that 
phase of her life—but she couldn’t have come up with a more 
hurtful accusation if she’d tried. I’d been devastated by Angela’s 
departure, and I was constantly wondering what I could have done 
differently to keep her. 

Nicole didn’t come back until the next day, and that night was 
one of soul searching for me. While I didn’t believe I was 
responsible for her mother leaving us, Nicole’s accusation still 
served as a wake-up call. I hadn’t been conscious of it, but I realized 
that I had been thinking of myself as the greatest victim of Angela’s 
departure, wallowing in self-pity over just how unreasonable my 
situation was. It hadn’t even been my idea to have children; it was 
Angela who’d wanted to be a parent, and now she had left me 
holding the bag. What sane world would leave me with sole 
responsibility for raising an adolescent girl? How could a job that 
was so difficult be entrusted to someone with no experience 
whatsoever? 

Nicole’s accusation made me realize her predicament was 
worse than mine. At least I had volunteered for this duty, albeit 
long ago and without full appreciation for what I was getting into. 
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Nicole had been drafted into her role, with no say whatsoever. If 
there was anyone who had a right to be resentful, it was her. And 
while I thought I’d been doing a good job of being a father, 
obviously I needed to do better. 

I turned myself around. Our relationship didn’t improve 
overnight, but over the years I was able to work myself back into 
Nicole’s good graces. I remember the way she hugged me at her 
college graduation, and I realized my years of effort had paid off. 

Would those years of repair have been possible with Remem? 
Even if each of us could have refrained from throwing the other’s 
bad behavior in their faces, the opportunity to privately rewatch 
video of our arguments seems like it could be pernicious. Vivid 
reminders of the way she and I yelled at each other in the past 
might have kept our anger fresh, and prevented us from rebuilding 
our relationship. 
 
# 
Jijingi wanted to write down some of the stories of where the Tiv 
people came from, but the storytellers spoke rapidly, and he wasn’t 
able to write fast enough to keep up with them. Moseby said he 
would get better with practice, but Jijingi despaired that he’d ever 
become fast enough. 

Then, one summer a European woman named Reiss came to 
visit the village. Moseby said she was “a person who learns about 
other people” but could not explain what that meant, only that she 
wanted to learn about Tivland. She asked questions of everyone, 
not just the elders but young men, too, even women and children, 
and she wrote down everything they told her. She didn’t try to get 
anyone to adopt European practices; where Moseby had insisted 
that there were no such thing as curses and that everything was 
God’s will, Reiss asked about how curses worked, and listened 
attentively to explanations of how your kin on your father’s side 
could curse you while your kin on your mother’s side could protect 
you from curses. 

One evening Kokwa, the best storyteller in the village, told the 
story of how the Tiv people split into different lineages, and Reiss 
had written it down exactly as he told it. Later she had recopied the 
story using a machine she poked at noisily with her fingers, so that 
she had a copy that was clean and easy to read. When Jijingi asked 
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if she would make another copy for him, she agreed, much to his 
excitement. 

The paper version of the story was curiously disappointing. 
Jijingi remembered that when he had first learned about writing, 
he’d imagined it would enable him to see a storytelling 
performance as vividly as if he were there. But writing didn’t do 
that. When Kokwa told the story, he didn’t merely use words; he 
used the sound of his voice, the movement of his hands, the light 
in his eyes. He told you the story with his whole body, and you 
understood it the same way. None of that was captured on paper; 
only the bare words could be written down. And reading just the 
words gave you only a hint of the experience of listening to Kokwa 
himself, as if one were licking the pot in which okra had been 
cooked instead of eating the okra itself. 

Jijingi was still glad to have the paper version, and would read 
it from time to time. It was a good story, worthy of being recorded 
on paper. Not everything written on paper was so worthy. During 
his sermons Moseby would read aloud stories from his book, and 
they were often good stories, but he also read aloud words he had 
written down just a few days before, and those were often not 
stories at all, merely claims that learning more about the European 
god would improve the lives of the Tiv people. 

One day, when Moseby had been eloquent, Jijingi 
complimented him. “I know you think highly of all your sermons, 
but today’s sermon was a good one.” 

“Thank you,” said Moseby, smiling. After a moment, he asked, 
“Why do you say I think highly of all my sermons?” 

“Because you expect that people will want to read them many 
years from now.” 

“I don’t expect that. What makes you think that?” 
“You write them all down before you even deliver them. 

Before even one person has heard a sermon, you have written it 
down for future generations.” 

Moseby laughed. “No, that is not why I write them down.” 
“Why, then?” He knew it wasn’t for people far away to read 

them, because sometimes messengers came to the village to deliver 
paper to Moseby, and he never sent his sermons back with them. 

“I write the words down so I do not forget what I want to say 
when I give the sermon.” 
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“How could you forget what you want to say? You and I are 
speaking right now, and neither of us needs paper to do so.” 

“A sermon is different from conversation.” Moseby paused to 
consider. “I want to be sure I give my sermons as well as possible. 
I won’t forget what I want to say, but I might forget the best way 
to say it. If I write it down, I don’t have to worry. But writing the 
words down does more than help me remember. It helps me 
think.” 

“How does writing help you think?” 
“That is a good question,” he said. “It is strange, isn’t it? I do 

not know how to explain it, but writing helps me decide what I 
want to say. Where I come from, there’s a very old proverb: verba 
volant, scripta manent. In Tiv you would say, ‘spoken words fly away, 
written words remain.’ Does that make sense?” 

“Yes,” Jijingi said, just to be polite; it made no sense at all. The 
missionary wasn’t old enough to be senile, but his memory must 
be terrible and he didn’t want to admit it. Jijingi told his age-mates 
about this, and they joked about it amongst themselves for days. 
Whenever they exchanged gossip, they would add, “Will you 
remember that? This will help you,” and mimic Moseby writing at 
his table. 

On an evening the following year, Kokwa announced he 
would tell the story of how the Tiv split into different lineages. 
Jijingi brought out the paper version he had, so he could read the 
story at the same time Kokwa told it. Sometimes he could follow 
along, but it was often confusing because Kokwa’s words didn’t 
match what was written on the paper. After Kokwa was finished, 
Jijingi said to him, “You didn’t tell the story the same way you told 
it last year.” 

“Nonsense,” said Kokwa. “When I tell a story it doesn’t 
change, no matter how much time passes. Ask me to tell it twenty 
years from today, and I will tell it exactly the same.” 

Jijingi pointed at the paper he held. “This paper is the story 
you told last year, and there were many differences.” He picked 
one he remembered. “Last time you said, ‘the Uyengi captured the 
women and children and carried them off as slaves.’ This time you 
said, ‘they made slaves of the women, but they did not stop there: 
they even made slaves of the children.’” 

“That’s the same.” 
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“It is the same story, but you’ve changed the way you tell it.” 
“No,” said Kokwa, “I told it just as I told it before.” 
Jijingi didn’t want to try to explain what words were. Instead 

he said, “If you told it as you did before, you would say ‘the Uyengi 
captured the women and children and carried them off as slaves’ 
every time.” 

For a moment Kokwa stared at him, and then he laughed. “Is 
this what you think is important, now that you’ve learned the art 
of writing?” 

Sabe, who had been listening to them, chided Kokwa. “It’s not 
your place to judge Jijingi. The hare favors one food, the hippo 
favors another. Let each spend his time as he pleases.” 

“Of course, Sabe, of course,” said Kokwa, but he threw a 
derisive glance at Jijingi. 

Afterwards, Jijingi remembered the proverb Moseby had 
mentioned. Even though Kokwa was telling the same story, he 
might arrange the words differently each time he told it; he was 
skilled enough as a storyteller that the arrangement of words didn’t 
matter. It was different for Moseby, who never acted anything out 
when he gave his sermons; for him, the words were what was 
important. Jijingi realized that Moseby wrote down his sermons 
not because his memory was terrible, but because he was looking 
for a specific arrangement of words. Once he found the one he 
wanted, he could hold on to it for as long as he needed. 

Out of curiosity, Jijingi tried imagining he had to deliver a 
sermon, and began writing down what he would say. Seated on the 
root of a mango tree with the notebook Moseby had given him, he 
composed a sermon on tsav, the quality that enabled some men to 
have power over others, and a subject which Moseby hadn’t 
understood and had dismissed as foolishness. He read his first 
attempt to one of his age-mates, who pronounced it terrible, 
leading them to have a brief shoving match, but afterwards Jijingi 
had to admit his age-mate was right. He tried writing out his 
sermon a second time and then a third before he became tired of 
it and moved on to other topics. 

As he practiced his writing, Jijingi came to understand what 
Moseby had meant; writing was not just a way to record what 
someone said; it could help you decide what you would say before 
you said it. And words were not just the pieces of speaking; they 
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were the pieces of thinking. When you wrote them down, you 
could grasp your thoughts like bricks in your hands and push them 
into different arrangements. Writing let you look at your thoughts 
in a way you couldn’t if you were just talking, and having seen 
them, you could improve them, make them stronger and more 
elaborate. 
 
# 
 
Psychologists make a distinction between semantic memory—
knowledge of general facts—and episodic memory—recollection 
of personal experiences. We’ve been using technological 
supplements for semantic memory ever since the invention of 
writing: first books, then search engines. By contrast, we’ve 
historically resisted such aids when it comes to episodic memory; 
few people have ever kept as many diaries or photo albums as they 
did ordinary books. The obvious reason is convenience; if we 
wanted a book on the birds of North America, we could consult 
one that an ornithologist has written, but if we wanted a daily diary, 
we had to write it for ourselves. But I also wonder if another reason 
is that, subconsciously, we regarded our episodic memories as such 
an integral part of our identities that we were reluctant to 
externalize them, to relegate them to books on a shelf or files on a 
computer. 

That may be about to change. For years parents have been 
recording their children’s every moment, so even if children 
weren’t wearing personal cams, their lifelogs were effectively 
already being compiled. Now parents are having their children 
wear retinal projectors at younger and younger ages so they can 
reap the benefits of assistive software agents sooner. Imagine what 
will happen if children begin using Remem to access those lifelogs: 
their mode of cognition will diverge from ours because the act of 
recall will be different. Rather than thinking of an event from her 
past and seeing it with her mind’s eye, a child will subvocalize a 
reference to it and watch video footage with her physical eyes. 
Episodic memory will become entirely technologically mediated. 

An obvious drawback to such reliance is the possibility that 
people might become virtual amnesiacs whenever the software 
crashes. But just as worrying to me as the prospect of technological 
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failure was that of technological success: how will it change a 
person’s conception of herself when she’s only seen her past 
through the unblinking eye of a video camera? Just as there’s a 
feedback loop in softening harsh memories, there’s also one at 
work in the romanticization of childhood memories, and 
disrupting that process will have consequences. 

The earliest birthday I remember is my fourth; I remember 
blowing out the candles on my cake, the thrill of tearing the 
wrapping paper off the presents. There’s no video of the event, but 
there are snapshots in the family album, and they are consistent 
with what I remember. In fact, I suspect I no longer remember the 
day itself. It’s more likely that I manufactured the memory when I 
was first shown the snapshots and over time, I’ve imbued it with 
the emotion I imagine I felt that day. Little by little, over repeated 
instances of recall, I’ve created a happy memory for myself. 

Another of my earliest memories is of playing on the living 
room rug, pushing toy cars around, while my grandmother worked 
at her sewing machine; she would occasionally turn and smile 
warmly at me. There are no photos of that moment, so I know the 
recollection is mine and mine alone. It is a lovely, idyllic memory. 
Would I want to be presented with actual footage of that 
afternoon? No; absolutely not. 

Regarding the role of truth in autobiography, the critic Roy 
Pascal wrote, “On the one side are the truths of fact, on the other 
the truth of the writer’s feeling, and where the two coincide cannot 
be decided by any outside authority in advance.” Our memories 
are private autobiographies, and that afternoon with my 
grandmother features prominently in mine because of the feelings 
associated with it. What if video footage revealed that my 
grandmother’s smile was in fact perfunctory, that she was actually 
frustrated because her sewing wasn’t going well? What’s important 
to me about that memory is the happiness I associated with it, and 
I wouldn’t want that jeopardized. 

It seemed to me that continuous video of my entire childhood 
would be full of facts but devoid of feeling, simply because cameras 
couldn’t capture the emotional dimension of events. As far as the 
camera was concerned, that afternoon with my grandmother 
would be indistinguishable from a hundred others. And if I’d 
grown up with access to all the video footage, there’d have been 
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no way for me to assign more emotional weight to any particular 
day, no nucleus around which nostalgia could accrete. 

And what will the consequences be when people can claim to 
remember their infancy? I could readily imagine a situation where, 
if you ask a young person what her earliest memory is, she will 
simply look baffled; after all, she has video dating back to the day 
of her birth. The inability to remember the first few years of one’s 
life—what psychologists call childhood amnesia—might soon be a 
thing of the past. No more would parents tell their children 
anecdotes beginning with the words “You don’t remember this 
because you were just a toddler when it happened.” It’ll be as if 
childhood amnesia is a characteristic of humanity’s childhood, and 
in ouroboric fashion, our youth will vanish from our memories. 

Part of me wanted to stop this, to protect children’s ability to 
see the beginning of their lives filtered through gauze, to keep 
those origin stories from being replaced by cold, desaturated video. 
But maybe they will feel just as warmly about their lossless digital 
memories as I do of my imperfect, organic memories. 

People are made of stories. Our memories are not the impartial 
accumulation of every second we’ve lived; they’re the narrative that 
we assembled out of selected moments. Which is why, even when 
we’ve experienced the same events as other individuals, we never 
constructed identical narratives: the criteria used for selecting 
moments were different for each of us, and a reflection of our 
personalities. Each of us noticed the details that caught our 
attention and remembered what was important to us, and the 
narratives we built shaped our personalities in turn. 

But, I wondered, if everyone remembered everything, would 
our differences get shaved away? What would happen to our sense 
of selves? It seemed to me that a perfect memory couldn’t be a 
narrative any more than unedited security-cam footage could be a 
feature film. 
 
# 
 
When Jijingi was twenty, an officer from the administration came 
to the village to speak with Sabe. He had brought with him a young 
Tiv man who had attended the mission school in Katsina-Ala. The 
administration wanted to have a written record of all the disputes 
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brought before the tribal courts, so they were assigning each chief 
one of these youths to act as a scribe. Sabe had Jijingi come 
forward, and to the officer he said, “I know you don’t have enough 
scribes for all of Tivland. Jijingi here has learned to write; he can 
act as our scribe, and you can send your boy to another village.” 
The officer tested Jijingi’s ability to write, but Moseby had taught 
him well, and eventually the officer agreed to have him be Sabe’s 
scribe. 

After the officer had left, Jijingi asked Sabe why he hadn’t 
wanted the boy from Katsina-Ala to be his scribe. 

“No one who comes from the mission school can be trusted,” 
said Sabe. 

“Why not? Did the Europeans make them liars?” 
“They’re partly to blame, but so are we. When the Europeans 

collected boys for the mission school years ago, most elders gave 
them the ones they wanted to get rid of, the layabouts and 
malcontents. Now those boys have returned, and they feel no 
kinship with anyone. They wield their knowledge of writing like a 
long gun; they demand their chiefs find them wives, or else they’ll 
write lies about them and have the Europeans depose them.” 

Jijingi knew a boy who was always complaining and looking 
for ways to avoid work; it would be a disaster if someone like him 
had power over Sabe. “Can’t you tell the Europeans about this?” 

“Many have,” Sabe answered. “It was Maisho of the Kwande 
clan who warned me about the scribes; they were installed in 
Kwande villages first. Maisho was fortunate that the Europeans 
believed him instead of his scribe’s lies, but he knows of other 
chiefs who were not so lucky; the Europeans often believe paper 
over people. I don’t wish to take the chance.” He looked at Jijingi 
seriously. “You are my kin, Jijingi, and kin to everyone in this 
village. I trust you to write down what I say.” 

“Yes, Sabe.” 
Tribal court was held every month, from morning until late 

afternoon for three days in a row, and it always attracted an 
audience, sometimes one so large that Sabe had to demand 
everyone sit to allow the breeze to reach the center of the circle. 
Jijingi sat next to Sabe and recorded the details of each dispute in 
a book the officer had left. It was a good job; he was paid out of 
the fees collected from the disputants, and he was given not just a 
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chair but a small table too, which he could use for writing even 
when court wasn’t in session. The complaints Sabe heard were 
varied—one might be about a stolen bicycle, another might be 
about whether a man was responsible for his neighbor’s crops 
failing—but most had to do with wives. For one such dispute, 
Jijingi wrote down the following: 

Umem’s wife Girgi has run away from home and gone back to 
her kin. Her kinsman Anongo has tried to convince her to stay with 
her husband, but Girgi refuses, and there is no more Anongo can 
do. Umem demands the return of the £11 he paid as bridewealth. 
Anongo says he has no money at the moment, and moreover that 
he was only paid £6. 

Sabe requested witnesses for both sides. Anongo says he has 
witnesses, but they have gone on a trip. Umem produces a witness, 
who is sworn in. He testifies that he himself counted the £11 that 
Umem paid to Anongo. 

Sabe asks Girgi to return to her husband and be a good wife, 
but she says she has had all that she can stand of him. Sabe instructs 
Anongo to repay Umem £11, the first payment to be in three 
months when his crops are saleable. Anongo agrees. 

It was the final dispute of the day, by which time Sabe was 
clearly tired. “Selling vegetables to pay back bridewealth,” he said 
afterwards, shaking his head. “This wouldn’t have happened when 
I was a boy.” 

Jijingi knew what he meant. In the past, the elders said, you 
conducted exchanges with similar items: if you wanted a goat, you 
could trade chickens for it; if you wanted to marry a woman, you 
promised one of your kinswomen to her family. Then the 
Europeans said they would no longer accept vegetables as payment 
for taxes, insisting that it be paid in coin. Before long, everything 
could be exchanged for money; you could use it to buy everything 
from a calabash to a wife. The elders considered it absurd. 

“The old ways are vanishing,” agreed Jijingi. He didn’t say that 
young people preferred things this way, because the Europeans 
had also decreed that bridewealth could only be paid if the woman 
consented to the marriage. In the past, a young woman might be 
promised to an old man with leprous hands and rotting teeth, and 
have no choice but to marry him. Now a woman could marry the 

 
 

170

man she favored, as long as he could afford to pay the bridewealth. 
Jijingi himself was saving money to marry. 

Moseby came to watch sometimes, but he found the 
proceedings confusing, and often asked Jijingi questions 
afterwards. 

“For example, there was the dispute between Umem and 
Anongo over how much bridewealth was owed. Why was only the 
witness sworn in?” asked Moseby. 

“To ensure that he said precisely what happened.” 
“But if Umem and Anongo were sworn in, that would have 

ensured they said precisely what happened too. Anongo was able 
to lie because he was not sworn in.” 

“Anongo didn’t lie,” said Jijingi. “He said what he considered 
right, just as Umem did.” 

“But what Anongo said wasn’t the same as what the witness 
said.” 

“But that doesn’t mean he was lying.” Then Jijingi 
remembered something about the European language, and 
understood Moseby’s confusion. “Our language has two words for 
what in your language is called ‘true.’ There is what’s right, mimi, 
and what’s precise, vough. In a dispute the principals say what they 
consider right; they speak mimi. The witnesses, however, are sworn 
to say precisely what happened; they speak vough. When Sabe has 
heard what happened can he decide what action is mimi for 
everyone. But it’s not lying if the principals don’t speak vough, as 
long as they speak mimi.” 

Moseby clearly disapproved. “In the land I come from, 
everyone who testifies in court must swear to speak vough, even the 
principals.” 

Jijingi didn’t see the point of that, but all he said was, “Every 
tribe has its own customs.” 

“Yes, customs may vary, but the truth is the truth; it doesn’t 
change from one person to another. And remember what the Bible 
says: the truth shall set you free.” 

“I remember,” said Jijingi. Moseby had said that it was 
knowing God’s truth that had made the Europeans so successful. 
There was no denying their wealth or power, but who knew what 
was the cause? 
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# 
 
In order to write about Remem, it was only fair that I try it out 
myself. The problem was that I didn’t have a lifelog for it to index; 
typically I only activated my personal cam when I was conducting 
an interview or covering an event. But I’ve certainly spent time in 
the presence of people who kept lifelogs, and I could make use of 
what they’d recorded. While all lifelogging software has privacy 
controls in place, most people also grant basic sharing rights: if 
your actions were recorded in their lifelog, you have access to the 
footage in which you’re present. So I launched an agent to 
assemble a partial lifelog from the footage others had recorded, 
using my GPS history as the basis for the query. Over the course 
of a week, my request propagated through social networks and 
public video archives, and I was rewarded with snippets of video 
ranging from a few seconds in length to a few hours: not just 
security-cam footage but excerpts from the lifelogs of friends, 
acquaintances, and even complete strangers. 

The resulting lifelog was of course highly fragmentary 
compared to what I would have had if I’d been recording video 
myself, and the footage was all from a third-person perspective 
rather than the first-person that most lifelogs have, but Remem 
was able to work with that. I expected that coverage would be 
thickest in the later years, simply due to the increasing popularity 
of lifelogs. It was somewhat to my surprise, then, that when I 
looked at a graph of the coverage, I found a bump in the coverage 
over a decade ago. Nicole had been keeping a lifelog since she was 
a teenager, so an unexpectedly large segment of my domestic life 
was present. 

I was initially a bit uncertain of how to test Remem, since I 
obviously couldn’t ask it to bring up video of an event I didn’t 
remember. I figured I’d start out with something I did remember. 
I subvocalized, “The time Vince told me about his trip to Palau.” 

My retinal projector displayed a window in the lower left 
corner of my field of vision: I’m having lunch with my friends 
Vincent and Jeremy. Vincent didn’t maintain a lifelog either, so the 
footage was from Jeremy’s point of view. I listened to Vincent rave 
about scuba diving for a minute. 
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Next I tried something that I only vaguely remembered. “The 
dinner banquet when I sat between Deborah and Lyle.” I didn’t 
remember who else was sitting at the table, and wondered if 
Remem could help me identify them. 

Sure enough, Deborah had been recording that evening, and 
with her video I was able to use a recognition agent to identity 
everyone sitting across from us. 

After those initial successes, I had a run of failures; not 
surprising, considering the gaps in the lifelog. But over the course 
of an hour-long trip survey of past events, Remem’s performance 
was generally impressive. 

Finally it seemed time for me to try Remem on some memories 
that were more emotionally freighted. My relationship with Nicole 
felt strong enough now for me to safely revisit the fights we’d had 
when she was young. I figured I’d start with the argument I 
remembered clearly, and work backwards from there. 

I subvocalized, “The time Nicole yelled at me ‘you’re the 
reason she left.’” 

The window displays the kitchen of the house we lived in when 
Nicole was growing up. The footage is from Nicole’s point of view, 
and I’m standing in front of the stove. It’s obvious we’re fighting. 

“You’re the reason she left. You can leave too, for all I care. I sure as hell 
would be better off without you.” 

The words were just as I remembered them, but it wasn’t 
Nicole saying them. 

It was me. 
My first thought was that it must be a fake, that Nicole had 

edited the video to put her words into my mouth. She must have 
noticed my request for access to her lifelog footage, and concocted 
this to teach me a lesson. Or perhaps it was a film she had created 
to show her friends, to reinforce the stories she told about me. But 
why was she still so angry at me, that she would do such a thing? 
Hadn’t we gotten past this? 

I started skimming through the video, looking for 
inconsistencies that would indicate where the edited footage had 
been spliced in. The subsequent footage showed Nicole running 
out of the house, just as I remembered, so there wouldn’t be signs 
of inconsistency there. I rewound the video and started watching 
the preceding argument. 
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Initially I was angry as I watched, angry at Nicole for going to 
such lengths to create this lie, because the preceding footage was 
all consistent with me being the one who yelled at her. Then some 
of what I was saying in the video began to sound queasily familiar: 
complaining about being called to her school again because she’d 
gotten into trouble, accusing her of spending time with the wrong 
crowd. But this wasn’t the context in which I’d said those things, 
was it? I had been voicing my concern, not berating her. Nicole 
must have adapted things I’d said elsewhere to make her 
slanderous video more plausible. That was the only explanation, 
right? 

I asked Remem to examine the video’s watermark, and it 
reported the video was unmodified. I saw that Remem had 
suggested a correction in my search terms: where I had said “the 
time Nicole yelled at me,” it offered “the time I yelled at Nicole.” 
The correction must have been displayed at the same time as the 
initial search result, but I hadn’t noticed. I shut down Remem in 
disgust, furious at the product. I was about to search for 
information on forging a digital watermark to prove this video was 
faked, but I stopped myself, recognizing it as an act of desperation. 

I would have testified, hand on a stack of Bibles or using any 
oath required of me, that it was Nicole who’d accused me of being 
the reason her mother left us. My recollection of that argument 
was as clear as any memory I had, but that wasn’t the only reason 
I found the video hard to believe; it was also my knowledge that—
whatever my faults or imperfections—I was never the kind of 
father who could say such a thing to his child. 

Yet here was digital video proving that I had been exactly that 
kind of father. And while I wasn’t that man anymore, I couldn’t 
deny that I was continuous with him. 

Even more telling was the fact that for many years I had 
successfully hidden the truth from myself. Earlier I said that the 
details we choose to remember are a reflection of our personalities. 
What did it say about me that I put those words in Nicole’s mouth 
instead of mine? 

I remembered that argument as being a turning point for me. 
I had imagined a narrative of redemption and self-improvement in 
which I was the heroic single father, rising to meet the challenge. 
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But the reality was…what? How much of what had happened since 
then could I take credit for? 

I restarted Remem and began looking at video of Nicole’s 
graduation from college. That was an event I had recorded myself, 
so I had footage of Nicole’s face, and she seemed genuinely happy 
in my presence. Was she hiding her true feelings so well that I 
couldn’t detect them? Or, if our relationship had actually 
improved, how had that happened? I had obviously been a much 
worse father fourteen years ago than I’d thought; it would be 
tempting to conclude I had come farther to reach where I currently 
was, but I couldn’t trust my perceptions anymore. Did Nicole even 
have positive feelings about me now? 

I wasn’t going to try using Remem to answer this question; I 
needed to go to the source. I called Nicole and left a message saying 
I wanted to talk to her, and asking if I could come over to her 
apartment that evening. 
 
# 
 
It was a few years later that Sabe began attending a series of 
meetings of all the chiefs in the Shangev clan. He explained to 
Jijingi that the Europeans no longer wished to deal with so many 
chiefs, and were demanding that all of Tivland be divided into eight 
groups they called ‘septs.’ As a result, Sabe and the other chiefs had 
to discuss who the Shangev clan would join with. Although there 
was no need for a scribe, Jijingi was curious to hear the 
deliberations and asked Sabe if he might accompany him, and Sabe 
agreed. 

Jijingi had never seen so many elders in one place before; some 
were even-tempered and dignified like Sabe, while others were loud 
and full of bluster. They argued for hours on end. 

In the evening after Jijingi had returned, Moseby asked him 
what it had been like. Jijingi sighed. “Even if they’re not yelling, 
they’re fighting like wildcats.” 

“Who does Sabe think you should join?” 
“We should join with the clans that we’re most closely related 

to; that’s the Tiv way. And since Shangev was the son of Kwande, 
our clan should join with the Kwande clan, who live to the south.” 
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“That makes sense,” said Moseby. “So why is there 
disagreement?” 

“The members of the Shangev clan don’t all live next to each 
other. Some live on the farmland in the west, near the Jechira clan, 
and the elders there are friendly with the Jechira elders. They’d like 
the Shangev clan to join the Jechira clan, because then they’d have 
more influence in the resulting sept.” 

“I see.” Moseby thought for a moment. “Could the western 
Shangev join a different sept from the southern Shangev?” 

Jijingi shook his head. “We Shangev all have one father, so we 
should all remain together. All the elders agree on that.” 

“But if lineage is so important, how can the elders from the 
west argue that the Shangev clan ought to join with the Jechira 
clan?” 

“That’s what the disagreement was about. The elders from the 
west are claiming Shangev was the son of Jechira.” 

“Wait, you don’t know who Shangev’s parents were?” 
“Of course we know! Sabe can recite his ancestors all the way 

back to Tiv himself. The elders from the west are merely 
pretending that Shangev was Jechira’s son because they’d benefit 
from joining with the Jechira clan.” 

“But if the Shangev clan joined with the Kwande clan, 
wouldn’t your elders benefit?” 

“Yes, but Shangev was Kwande’s son.” Then Jijingi realized 
what Moseby was implying. “You think our elders are the ones 
pretending!” 

“No, not at all. It just sounds like both sides have equally good 
claims, and there’s no way to tell who’s right.” 

“Sabe’s right.” 
“Of course,” said Moseby. “But how can you get the others to 

admit that? In the land I come from, many people write down their 
lineage on paper. That way we can trace our ancestry precisely, 
even many generations in the past.” 

“Yes, I’ve seen the lineages in your Bible, tracing Abraham 
back to Adam.” 

“Of course. But even apart from the Bible, people have 
recorded their lineages. When people want to find out who they’re 
descended from, they can consult paper. If you had paper, the 
other elders would have to admit that Sabe was right.” 
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That was a good point, Jijingi admitted. If only the Shangev 
clan had been using paper long ago. Then something occurred to 
him. “How long ago did the Europeans first come to Tivland?” 

“I’m not sure. At least forty years ago, I think.” 
“Do you think they might have written down anything about 

the Shangev clan’s lineage when they first arrived?” 
Moseby looked thoughtful. “Perhaps. The administration 

definitely keeps a lot of records. If there are any, they’d be stored 
at the government station in Katsina-Ala.” 

A truck carried goods along the motor road into Katsina-Ala 
every fifth day, when the market was being held, and the next 
market would be the day after tomorrow. If he left tomorrow 
morning, he could reach the motor road in time to get a ride. “Do 
you think they would let me see them?” 

“It might be easier if you have a European with you,” said 
Moseby, smiling. “Shall we take a trip?” 
 
# 
 
Nicole opened the door to her apartment and invited me in. She 
was obviously curious about why I’d come. “So what did you want 
to talk about?” 

I wasn’t sure how to begin. “This is going to sound strange.” 
“Okay,” she said. 
I told her about viewing my partial lifelog using Remem, and 

seeing the argument we’d had when she was sixteen that ended 
with me yelling at her and her leaving the house. “Do you 
remember that day?” 

“Of course I do.” She looked uncomfortable, uncertain of 
where I was going with this. 

“I remembered it too, or at least I thought I did. But I 
remembered it differently. The way I remembered it, it was you 
who said it to me.” 

“Me who said what?” 
“I remembered you telling me that I could leave for all you 

cared, and that you’d be better off without me.” 
Nicole stared at me for a long time. “All these years, that’s how 

you’ve remembered that day?” 
“Yes, until today.” 
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“That’d almost be funny if it weren’t so sad.” 
I felt sick to my stomach. “I’m so sorry. I can’t tell you how 

sorry I am.” 
“Sorry you said it, or sorry that you imagined me saying it?” 
“Both.” 
“Well you should be! You know how that made me feel?” 
“I can’t imagine. I know I felt terrible when I thought you had 

said it to me.” 
“Except that was just something you made up. It actually 

happened to me.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Fucking typical.” 
That hurt to hear. “Is it? Really?” 
“Sure,” she said. “You’re always acting like you’re the victim, 

like you’re the good guy who deserves to be treated better than you 
are.” 

“You make me sound like I’m delusional.” 
“Not delusional. Just blind and self-absorbed.” 
I bristled a little. “I’m trying to apologize here.” 
“Right, right. This is about you.” 
“No, you’re right, I’m sorry.” I waited until Nicole gestured 

for me to go on. “I guess I am…blind and self-absorbed. The 
reason it’s hard for me to admit that is that I thought I had opened 
my eyes and gotten over that.” 

She frowned. “What?” 
I told her how I felt like I had turned around as a father and 

rebuilt our relationship, culminating in a moment of bonding at her 
college graduation. Nicole wasn’t openly derisive, but her 
expression caused me to stop talking; it was obvious I was 
embarrassing myself. 

“Did you still hate me at graduation?” I asked. “Was I 
completely making it up that you and I got along then?” 

“No, we did get along at graduation. But it wasn’t because you 
had magically become a good father.” 

“What was it, then?” 
She paused, took a deep breath, and then said, “I started seeing 

a therapist when I went to college.” She paused again. “She pretty 
much saved my life.” 

My first thought was, why would Nicole need a therapist? I pushed 
that down and said, “I didn’t know you were in therapy.” 
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“Of course you didn’t; you were the last person I would have 
told. Anyway, by the time I was a senior, she had convinced me 
that I was better off not staying angry at you. That’s why you and 
I got along so well at graduation.” 

So I had indeed fabricated a narrative that bore little 
resemblance to reality. Nicole had done all the work, and I had 
done none. 

“I guess I don’t really know you.” 
She shrugged. “You know me as well as you need to.” 
That hurt, too, but I could hardly complain. “You deserve 

better,” I said. 
Nicole gave a brief, rueful laugh. “You know, when I was 

younger, I used to daydream about you saying that. But now…well, 
it’s not as if it fixes everything, is it?” 

I realized that I’d been hoping she would forgive me then and 
there, and then everything would be good. But it would take more 
than my saying sorry to repair our relationship. 

Something occurred to me. “I can’t change the things I did, 
but at least I can stop pretending I didn’t do them. I’m going to 
use Remem to get a honest picture at myself, take a kind of 
personal inventory.” 

Nicole looked at me, gauging my sincerity. “Fine,” she said. 
“But let’s be clear: you don’t come running to me every time you 
feel guilty over treating me like crap. I worked hard to put that 
behind me, and I’m not going to relive it just so you can feel better 
about yourself.” 

“Of course.” I saw that she was tearing up. “And I’ve upset 
you again by bringing all this up. I’m sorry.” 

“It’s all right, Dad. I appreciate what you’re trying to do. 
Just…let’s not do it again for a while, okay?” 

“Right.” I moved toward the door to leave, and then stopped. 
“I just wanted to ask…if it’s possible, if there’s anything I can do 
to make amends…” 

“Make amends?” She looked incredulous. “I don’t know. Just 
be more considerate, will you?” 

And that what I’m trying to do. 
 
# 
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At the government station there was indeed paper from forty years 
ago, what the Europeans called “assessment reports,” and 
Moseby’s presence was sufficient to grant them access. They were 
written in the European language, which Jijingi couldn’t read, but 
they included diagrams of the ancestry of the various clans, and he 
could identify the Tiv names in those diagrams easily enough, and 
Moseby had confirmed that his interpretation was correct. The 
elders in the western farms were right, and Sabe was wrong: 
Shangev was not Kwande’s son, he was Jechira’s. 

One of the men at the government station had agreed to type 
up a copy of the relevant page so Jijingi could take it with him. 
Moseby decided to stay in Katsina-Ala to visit with the 
missionaries there, but Jijingi came home right away. He felt like 
an impatient child on the return trip, wishing he could ride the 
truck all the way back instead of having to walk from the motor 
road. As soon as he had arrived at the village, Jijingi looked for 
Sabe. 

He found him on the path leading to a neighboring farm; some 
neighbors had stopped Sabe to have him settle a dispute over how 
a nanny goat’s kids should be distributed. Finally, they were 
satisfied, and Sabe resumed his walk. Jijingi walked beside him. 

“Welcome back,” said Sabe. 
“Sabe, I’ve been to Katsina-Ala.” 
“Ah. Why did you go there?” 
Jijingi showed him the paper. “This was written long ago, 

when the Europeans first came here. They spoke to the elders of 
the Shangev clan then, and when the elders told them the history 
of the Shangev clan, they said that Shangev was the son of Jechira.” 

Sabe’s reaction was mild. “Whom did the Europeans ask?” 
Jijingi looked at the paper. “Batur and Iorkyaha.” 
“I remember them,” he said, nodding. “They were wise men. 

They would not have said such a thing.” 
Jijingi pointed at the words on the page. “But they did!” 
“Perhaps you are reading it wrong.” 
“I am not! I know how to read.” 
Sabe shrugged. “Why did you bring this paper back here?” 
“What it says is important. It means we should rightfully be 

joined with the Jechira clan.” 
“You think the clan should trust your decision on this matter?” 
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“I’m not asking the clan to trust me. I’m asking them to trust 
the men who were elders when you were young.” 

“And so they should. But those men aren’t here. All you have 
is paper.” 

“The paper tells us what they would say if they were here.” 
“Does it? A man doesn’t speak only one thing. If Batur and 

Iorkyaha were here, they would agree with me that we should join 
with the Kwande clan.” 

“How could they, when Shangev was the son of Jechira?” He 
pointed at the sheet of paper. “The Jechira are our closer kin.” 

Sabe stopped walking and turned to face Jijingi. “Questions of 
kinship cannot be resolved by paper. You’re a scribe because 
Maisho of the Kwande clan warned me about the boys from the 
mission school. Maisho wouldn’t have looked out for us if we 
didn’t share the same father. Your position is proof of how close 
our clans are, but you forget that. You look to paper to tell you 
what you should already know, here.” Sabe tapped him on his 
chest. “Have you studied paper so much that you’ve forgotten 
what it is to be Tiv?” 

Jijingi opened his mouth to protest when he realized that Sabe 
was right. All the time he’d spent studying writing had made him 
think like a European. He had come to trust what was written on 
paper over what was said by people, and that wasn’t the Tiv way. 

The assessment report of the Europeans was vough; it was exact 
and precise, but that wasn’t enough to settle the question. The 
choice of which clan to join with had to be right for the 
community; it had to be mimi. Only the elders could determine 
what was mimi; it was their responsibility to decide what was best 
for the Shangev clan. Asking Sabe to defer to the paper was asking 
him to act against what he considered right. 

“You’re right, Sabe,” he said. “Forgive me. You’re my elder, 
and it was wrong of me to suggest that paper could know more 
than you.” 

Sabe nodded and resumed walking. “You are free to do as you 
wish, but I believe it will do more harm than good to show that 
paper to others.” 

Jijingi considered it. The elders from the western farms would 
undoubtedly argue that the assessment report supported their 
position, prolonging a debate that had already gone too long. But 
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more than that, it would move the Tiv down the path of regarding 
paper as the source of truth; it would be another stream in which 
the old ways were washing away, and he could see no benefit in it. 

“I agree,” said Jijingi. “I won’t show this to anyone else.” 
Sabe nodded. 
Jijingi walked back to his hut, reflecting on what had 

happened. Even without attending a mission school, he had begun 
thinking like a European; his practice of writing in his notebooks 
had led him to disrespect his elders without him even being aware 
of it. Writing helped him think more clearly, he couldn’t deny that; 
but that wasn’t good enough reason to trust paper over people. 

As a scribe, he had to keep the book of Sabe’s decisions in 
tribal court. But he didn’t need to keep the other notebooks, the 
ones in which he’d written down his thoughts. He would use them 
as tinder for the cooking fire. 

 
# 
 
We don’t normally think of it as such, but writing is a technology, 
which means that a literate person is someone whose thought 
processes are technologically mediated. We became cognitive 
cyborgs as soon as we became fluent readers, and the 
consequences of that were profound. 

Before a culture adopts the use of writing, when its knowledge 
is transmitted exclusively through oral means, it can very easily 
revise its history. It’s not intentional, but it is inevitable; throughout 
the world, bards and griots have adapted their material to their 
audiences, and thus gradually adjusted the past to suit the needs of 
the present. The idea that accounts of the past shouldn’t change is 
a product of literate cultures’ reverence for the written word. 
Anthropologists will tell you that oral cultures understand the past 
differently; for them, their histories don’t need to be accurate so 
much as they need to validate the community’s understanding of 
itself. So it wouldn’t be correct to say that their histories are 
unreliable; their histories do what they need to do. 

Right now each of us is a private oral culture. We rewrite our 
pasts to suit our needs and support the story we tell about 
ourselves. With our memories we are all guilty of a Whig 
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interpretation of our personal histories, seeing our former selves as 
steps toward our glorious present selves. 

But that era is coming to an end. Remem is merely the first of 
a new generation of memory prostheses, and as these products gain 
widespread adoption, we will be replacing our malleable organic 
memories with perfect digital archives. We will have a record of 
what we actually did instead of stories that evolve over repeated 
tellings. Within our minds, each of us will be transformed from an 
oral culture into a literate one. 

It would be easy for me to assert that literate cultures are better 
off than oral ones, but my bias should be obvious, since I’m writing 
these words rather than speaking them to you. Instead I will say 
that it’s easier for me to appreciate the benefits of literacy and 
harder to recognize everything it has cost us. Literacy encourages 
a culture to place more value on documentation and less on 
subjective experience, and overall I think the positives outweigh 
the negatives. Written records are subject to every kind of error 
and their interpretation is subject to change, but at least the words 
on the page remain fixed, and there is real merit in that. 

When it comes to our individual memories, I live on the 
opposite side of the divide. As someone whose identity was built 
on organic memory, I’m threatened by the prospect of removing 
subjectivity from our recall of events. I used to think it could be 
valuable for individuals to tell stories about themselves, valuable in 
a way that it couldn’t be for cultures, but I’m a product of my time, 
and times change. We can’t prevent the adoption of digital memory 
any more than oral cultures could stop the arrival of literacy, so the 
best I can do is look for something positive in it. 

And I think I’ve found the real benefit of digital memory. The 
point is not to prove you were right; the point is to admit you were 
wrong. 

Because all of us have been wrong on various occasions, 
engaged in cruelty and hypocrisy, and we’ve forgotten most of 
those occasions. And that means we don’t really know ourselves. 
How much personal insight can I claim if I can’t trust my memory? 
How much can you? You’re probably thinking that, while your 
memory isn’t perfect, you’ve never engaged in revisionism of the 
magnitude I’m guilty of. But I was just as certain as you, and I was 
wrong. You may say, “I know I’m not perfect. I’ve made mistakes.” 
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I am here to tell you that you have made more than you think, that 
some of the core assumptions on which your self-image is built are 
actually lies. Spend some time using Remem, and you’ll find out. 

But the reason I now recommend Remem is not for the 
shameful reminders it provides of your past; it’s to avoid the need 
for those in the future. Organic memory was what enabled me to 
construct a whitewashed narrative of my parenting skills, but by 
using digital memory from now on, I hope to keep that from 
happening. The truth about my behavior won’t be presented to me 
by someone else, making me defensive; it won’t even be something 
I’ll discover as a private shock, prompting a reevaluation. With 
Remem providing only the unvarnished facts, my image of myself 
will never stray too far from the truth in the first place. 

Digital memory will not stop us from telling stories about 
ourselves. As I said earlier, we are made of stories, and nothing can 
change that. What digital memory will do is change those stories 
from fabulations that emphasize our best acts and elide our worst, 
into ones that—I hope—acknowledge our fallibility and make us 
less judgmental about the fallibility of others. 

Nicole has begun using Remem as well, and discovered that 
her recollection of events isn’t perfect either. This hasn’t made her 
forgive me for the way I treated her—nor should it, because her 
misdeeds were minor compared to mine—but it has softened her 
anger at my misremembering my actions, because she realizes it’s 
something we all do. And I’m embarrassed to admit that this is 
precisely the scenario Erica Meyers predicted when she talked 
about Remem’s effects on relationships. 

This doesn’t mean I’ve changed my mind about the downsides 
of digital memory; there are many, and people need to be aware of 
them. I just don’t think I can argue the case with any sort of 
objectivity anymore. I abandoned the article I was planning to write 
about memory prostheses; I handed off the research I’d done to a 
colleague, and she wrote a fine piece about the pros and cons of 
the software, a dispassionate article free from all the soul-searching 
and angst that would have saturated anything I submitted. Instead, 
I’ve written this. 

The account I’ve given of the Tiv is based in fact, but isn’t 
precisely accurate. There was indeed a dispute among the Tiv in 
1941 over whom the Shangev clan should join with, based on 
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differing claims about the parentage of the clan’s founder, and 
administrative records did show that the clan elders’ account of 
their genealogy had changed over time. But many of the specific 
details I’ve described are invented. The actual events were more 
complicated and less dramatic, as actual events always are, so I have 
taken liberties to make a better narrative. I’ve told a story in order 
to make a case for the truth. I recognize the contradiction here. 

As for my account of my argument with Nicole, I’ve tried to 
make it as accurate as I possibly could. I’ve been recording 
everything since I started working on this project, and I’ve 
consulted the recordings repeatedly when writing this. But in my 
choice of which details to include and which to omit, perhaps I 
have just constructed another story. In spite of my efforts to be 
unflinching, have I flattered myself with this portrayal? Have I 
distorted events so they more closely follow the arc expected of a 
confessional narrative? The only way you can judge is by 
comparing my account against the recordings themselves, so I’m 
doing something I never thought I’d do: with Nicole’s permission, 
I am granting public access to my lifelog, such as it is. Take a look 
at the video, and decide for yourself. 

And if you think I’ve been less than honest, tell me. I want to 
know. 
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Reading questions: 
1. What does this story have to say about the nature of 

memory?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What is the difference between “the truth of fact” and 
“the truth of feeling”? Does the narrator’s view of the 
difference seem reasonable? Are there any problems that 
you have with this view? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. The narrator creates a parallel story to his own 

experience with the account of the Tiv and the 
introduction of writing into their culture. How do these 
two stories inform one another?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What ethical issues are at stake in the narrator’s account 
of his relationship with Nicole? How does the narrator 
try to make us confront the ethical issues that arise from 
his reliance on (or failure to rely on) technology?  
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5. What ethical issues are at stake in the narrator’s account 
of the Tiv? How does the narrator try to make us 
confront the ethical issues that arise from the Tiv’s use 
of (or failure to use) writing?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

6. The story ends with the narrator asking the reader to 
review his video and make their own determination 
about whether he has been “honest.” However, since 
this is a fictional character, we don’t actually have access 
to the video. How does this change how we see the 
story, or see the narrator?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How does this story raise ethical questions about our 
own use of technology? Are there parallels with any 
technologies we currently use but might not have 
considered the ramifications or effects carefully enough? 
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“Bloodchild” 
By Octavia E. Butler 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
srv/style/longterm/books/chap1/bloodchi.htm  

 
My last night of childhood began with a visit home. T’Gatoi’s 

sisters had given us two sterile eggs. T’Gatoi gave one to my 
mother, brother, and sisters. She insisted that I eat the other one 
alone. It didn’t matter. There was still enough to leave everyone 
feeling good. Almost everyone. My mother wouldn’t take any. She 
sat, watching everyone drifting and dreaming without her. Most of 
the time she watched me. 

I lay against T’Gatoi’s long, velvet underside, sipping from my 
egg now and then, wondering why my mother denied herself such 
a harmless pleasure. Less of her hair would be gray if she indulged 
now and then. The eggs prolonged life, prolonged vigor. ,My 
father, who had never refused one in his life, had lived more than 
twice as long as he should have. And toward the end of his life, 
when he should have been slowing down, he had married my 
mother and fathered four children. 

But my mother seemed content to age before she had to. I 
saw her turn away as several of T’Gatoi’s limbs secured me closer. 
T’Gatoi liked our body heat, and took advantage of it whenever 
she could. When I was little and at home more, my mother used to 
try to tell me how to behave with T’Gatoi- how to be respectful 
and always obedient because T’Gatoi was the Tlic government 
official in charge of the Preserve, and thus the most important of 
her kind to deal directly with Terrans. It was an honor, my mother 
said, that such a person had chosen to come into the family. My 
mother was at her most formal and severe when she was lying. 

I had no idea why she was lying, or even what she was lying 
about. It was an honor to have T’Gatoi in the family, but it was 
hardly a novelty. T’Gatoi and my mother had been friends all my 
mother’s life, and T’Gatoi was not interested in being honored in 
the house she considered her second home. She simply came in, 
climbed onto one of her special couches and called me over to 
keep her warm. It was impossible to be formal with her while lying 
against her and hearing her complain as usual that I was too skinny. 
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“You’re better,” she said this time, probing me with six or 
seven of her limbs. “You’re gaining weight finally. Thinness is 
dangerous.” The probing changed subtly, became a series of 
caresses. 

“He’s still too thin,” my mother said sharply. 
T’Gatoi lifted her head and perhaps a meter of her body off 

the couch as though she were sitting up. She looked at my mother 
and my mother, her face lined and old-looking, turned away. 

“Lien, I would like you to have what’s left of Gan’s egg.” 
“The eggs are for the children,” my mother said. 
“They are for the family. Please take it.” 
Unwillingly obedient, my mother took it from me and put it 

to her mouth. There were only a few drops left in the now-
shrunken, elastic shell, but she squeezed them out, swallowed 
them, and after a few moments some of the lines of tension began 
to smooth from her face. 

“It’s good,” she whispered. “Sometimes I forget how good it 
is.” 

“You should take more,” T’Gatoi said. “Why are you in such 
a hurry to be old?” 

My mother said nothing. 
“I like being able to come here,” T’Gatoi said. “This place is 

a refuge because of you, yet you won’t take care of yourself.’’ 
T’Gatoi was hounded on the outside. Her people wanted 

more of us made available. Only she and her political faction stood 
between us and the hordes who did not understand why there was 
a Preserve-why any Terran could not be courted, paid, drafted, in 
some way made available to them. Or they did understand, but in 
their desperation, they did not care. She parceled us out to the 
desperate and sold us to the rich and powerful for their political 
support. Thus, we were necessities, status symbols, and an 
independent people. She oversaw the joining of families, putting 
an end to the final remnants of the earlier system of breaking up 
Terran families to suit impatient Tlic. I had lived outside with her. 
I had seen the desperate eagerness in the way some people looked 
at me. It was a little frightening to know that only she stood 
between us and that desperation that could so easily swallow us. 
My mother would look at her sometimes and say to me, “Take care 
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of her.” And I would remember that she too had been outside, had 
seen. 

Now T’Gatoi used four of her limbs to push me away from 
her onto the floor. “Go on, Gan,” she said. “Sit down there with 
your sisters and enjoy not being sober. You had most of the egg. 
Lien, come warm me.” 

My mother hesitated for no reason that I could see. One of 
my earliest memories is of my mother stretched alongside T’Gatoi, 
talking about things I could not understand, picking me up from 
the floor and laughing as she sat me on one of T’Gatoi’s segments. 
She ate her share of eggs then. I wondered when she had stopped, 
and why. 

She lay down now against T’Gatoi, and the whole left row of 
T’Gatoi’s limbs closed around her, holding her loosely, but 
securely. I had always found it comfortable to lie that way but, 
except for my older sister, no one else in the family liked it. They 
said it made them feel caged. 

T’Gatoi meant to cage my mother. Once she had, she moved 
her tail slightly, then spoke. “Not enough egg, Lien. You should 
have taken it when it was passed to you. You need it badly now.” 

T’Gatoi’s tail moved once more, its whip motion so swift I 
wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t been watching for it. Her sting 
drew only a single drop of blood from my mother’s bare leg. 

My mother cried out-probably in surprise. Being stung 
doesn’t hurt. Then she sighed and I could see her body relax. She 
moved languidly into a more comfortable position within the cage 
of T’Gatoi’s limbs. “Why did you do that?” she asked, sounding 
half asleep. 

“I could not watch you sitting and suffering any longer.” 
My mother managed to move her shoulders in a small shrug. 

“Tomorrow,” she said. 
“Yes. Tomorrow you will resume your suffering--if you must. 

But for now, just for now, lie here and warm me and let me ease 
your way a little.” 

“He’s still mine, you know,” my mother said suddenly. 
“Nothing can buy him from me.” Sober, she would not have 

permitted herself to refer to such things. 
“Nothing,” T’Gatoi agreed, humoring her. 
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“Did you think I would sell him for eggs? For long life? My 
son?” 

“Not for anything,” T’Gatoi said, stroking my mother’s 
shoulders, toying with her long, graying hair. 

I would like to have touched my mother, shared that moment 
with her. She would take my hand if I touched her now. Freed by 
the egg and the sting, she would smile and perhaps say things long 
held in. But tomorrow, she would remember all this as a 
humiliation. I did not want to be part of a remembered humiliation. 
Best just to be still and know she loved me under all the duty and 
pride and pain. 

“Xuan Hoa, take off her shoes,” T’Gatoi said. “In a little while 
I’ll sting her again and she can sleep.” 

My older sister obeyed, swaying drunkenly as she stood up. 
When she had finished, she sat down beside me and took my hand. 
We had always been a unit, she and I. 

My mother put the back of her head against T’Gatoi’s 
underside and tried from that impossible angle to look up into the 
broad, round face. “You’re going to sting me again?” 

“Yes, Lien.” 
“I’ll sleep until tomorrow noon.” 
“Good. You need it. When did you sleep last?” 
My mother made a wordless sound of annoyance. “I should 

have stepped on you when you were small enough,” she muttered. 
It was an old joke between them. They had grown up 

together, sort of, though T’Gatoi had not, in my mother’s lifetime, 
been small enough for any Terran to step on. She was nearly three 
times my mother’s present age, yet would still be young when my 
mother died of age. But T’Gatoi and my mother had met as 
T’Gatoi was coming into a period of rapid development-a kind of 
Tlic adolescence. My mother was only a child, but for a while they 
developed at the same rate and had no better friends than each 
other. 

T’Gatoi had even introduced my mother to the man who 
became my father. My parents, pleased with each other in spite of 
their very different ages, married as T’Gatoi was going into her 
family’s business-politics. She and my mother saw each other less. 
But sometime before my older sister was born, my mother 
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promised T’Gatoi one of her children. She would have to give one 
of us to someone, and she preferred T’Gatoi to some stranger. 

Years passed. T’Gatoi traveled and increased her influence. 
The Preserve was hers by the time she came back to my mother to 
collect what she probably saw as her just reward for her hard work. 
My older sister took an instant liking to her and wanted to be 
chosen, but my mother was just coming to term with me and 
T’Gatoi liked the idea of choosing an infant and watching and 
taking part in all the phases of development. I’m told I was first 
caged within T’Gatoi’s many limbs only three minutes after my 
birth. A few days later, I was given my first taste of egg. I tell 
Terrans that when they ask whether I was ever afraid of her. And 
I tell it to Tlic when T’Gatoi suggests a young Terran child for 
them and they, anxious and ignorant, demand an adolescent. Even 
my brother who had somehow grown up to fear and distrust the 
Tlic could probably have gone smoothly into one of their families 
if he had been adopted early enough. Sometimes, I think for his 
sake he should have been. I looked at him, stretched out on the 
floor across the room, his eyes open, but glazed as he dreamed his 
egg dream. No matter what he felt toward the Tlic, he always 
demanded his share of egg. 

“Lien, can you stand up?” T’Gatoi asked suddenly. 
“Stand?” my mother said. “I thought I was going to sleep.” 
“Later. Something sounds wrong outside.” The cage was 

abruptly gone. 
“What?” 
“Up, Lien!” 
My mother recognized her tone and got up just in time to 

avoid being dumped on the floor. T’Gatoi whipped her three 
meters of body off her couch, toward the door, and out at full 
speed. She had bones-ribs, a long spine, a skull, four sets of limb-
bones per segment. But when she moved that way, twisting, 
hurling herself into controlled falls, landing running, she seemed 
not only boneless, but aquatic-something swimming through the 
air as though it were water. I loved watching her move. 

I left my sister and started to follow her out the door, though 
I wasn’t very steady on my own feet. It would have been better to 
sit and dream, better yet to find a girl and share a waking dream 
with her. Back when the Tlic saw us as not much more than 
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convenient big warm-blooded animals, they would pen several of 
us together, male and female, and feed us only eggs. That way they 
could be sure of getting another generation of us no matter how 
we tried to hold out. We were lucky that didn’t go on long. A few 
generations of it and we would have been little more than 
convenient big animals. 

“Hold the door open, Gan,” T’Gatoi said. “And tell the 
family to stay back.” 

“What is it?” I asked. 
“N’Tlic.” 
I shrank back against the door. “Here? Alone?” 
“He was trying to reach a call box, I suppose.” She carried the 

man past me, unconscious, folded like a coat over some of her 
limbs. He looked young-my brother’s age perhaps-and he was 
thinner than he should have been. What T’Gatoi would have called 
dangerously thin. 

“Gan, go to the call box,” she said. She put the man on the 
floor and began stripping off his clothing. 

I did not move. 
After a moment, she looked up at me, her sudden stillness a 

sign of deep impatience. 
“Send Qui,” I told her. “I’ll stay here. Maybe I can help.” 
She let her limbs begin to move again, lifting the man and 

pulling his shirt over his head. “You don’t want to see this,” she 
said. “It will be hard. I can’t help this man the way his Tlic could.” 

“I know. But send Qui. He won’t want to be of any help here. 
I’m at least willing to try.” 

She looked at my brother-older, bigger, stronger, certainly 
more able to help her here. He was sitting up now, braced against 
the wall, staring at the man on the floor with undisguised fear and 
revulsion. Even she could see that he would be useless. 

“Qui, go!” she said. 
He didn’t argue. He stood up, swayed briefly, then steadied, 

frightened sober. 
“This man’s name is Bram Lomas,” she told him, reading 

from the man’s arm band. I fingered my own arm band in 
sympathy. “He needs T’Khotgif Teh. Do you hear?” 

“Bram Lomas, T’Khotgif Teh,” my brother said. “I’m going.” 
He edged around Lomas and ran out the door. 
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Lomas began to regain consciousness. He only moaned at 
first and clutched spasmodically at a pair of T’Gatoi’s limbs. My 
younger sister, finally awake from her egg dream, came close to 
look at him, until my mother pulled her back. 

T’Gatoi removed the man’s shoes, then his pants, all the while 
leaving him two of her limbs to grip. Except for the final few, all 
her limbs were equally dexterous. “I want no argument from you 
this time, Gan,” she said. 

I straightened. “What shall I do?” 
“Go out and slaughter an animal that is at least half your size.” 
“Slaughter? But I’ve never-” 
She knocked me across the room. Her tail was an efficient 

weapon whether she exposed the sting or not. 
I got up, feeling stupid for having ignored her warning, and 

went into the kitchen. Maybe I could kill something with a knife or 
an ax. My mother raised a few Terran animals for the table and 
several thousand local ones for their fur. T’Gatoi would probably 
prefer something local. An achti, perhaps. Some of those were the 
right size, though they had about three times as many teeth as I did 
and a real love of using them. My mother, Hoa, and Qui could kill 
them with knives. I had never killed one at all, had never 
slaughtered any animal. I had spent most of my time with T’Gatoi 
while my brother and sisters were learning the family business. 
T’Gatoi had been right. I should have been the one to go to the 
call box. At least I could do that. 

I went to the corner cabinet where my mother kept her larger 
house and garden tools. At the back of the cabinet there was a pipe 
that carried off waste water from the kitchen- except that it didn’t 
anymore. My father had rerouted the waste water before I was 
born. Now the pipe could be turned so that one half slid around 
the other and a rifle could be stored inside. This wasn’t our only 
gun, but it was our most easily accessible one. I would have to use 
it to shoot one of the biggest of the achti. Then T’Gatoi would 
probably confiscate it. Firearms were illegal in the Preserve. There 
had been incidents right after the Preserve was established-Terrans 
shooting Tlic, shooting N’Tlic. This was before the joining of 
families began, before everyone had a personal stake in keeping the 
peace. No one had shot a Tlic in my lifetime or my mother’s, but 
the law still stood-for our protection, we were told. There were 
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stories of whole Terran families wiped out in reprisal back during 
the assassinations. 

I went out to the cages and shot the biggest achti I could find. 
It was a handsome breeding male and my mother would not be 
pleased to see me bring it in. But it was the right size, and I was in 
a hurry. 

I put the achti’s long, warm body over my shoulder-glad that 
some of the weight I’d gained was muscle-and took it to the 
kitchen. There, I put the gun back in its hiding place. If T’Gatoi 
noticed the achti’s wounds and demanded the gun, I would give it 
to her. Otherwise, let it stay where my father wanted it. 

I turned to take the achti to her, then hesitated. For several 
seconds, I stood in front of the closed door wondering why I was 
suddenly afraid. I knew what was going to happen. I hadn’t seen it 
before but T’Gatoi had shown me diagrams, and drawings. She had 
made sure I knew the truth as soon as I was old enough to 
understand it. 

Yet I did not want to go into that room. I wasted a little time 
choosing a knife from the carved, wooden box in which my mother 
kept them. T’Gatoi might want one, I told myself, for the tough, 
heavily furred hide of the achti. 

“Gan!” T’Gatoi called, her voice harsh with urgency. 
I swallowed. I had not imagined a simple moving of the feet 

could be so difficult. I realized I was trembling and that shamed 
me. Shame impelled me through the door. 

I put the achti down near T’Gatoi and saw that Lomas was 
unconscious again. She, Lomas, and I were alone in the room, my 
mother and sisters probably sent out so they would not have to 
watch. I envied them. 

But my mother came back into the room as T’Gatoi seized 
the achti. Ignoring the knife I offered her, she extended claws from 
several of her limbs and slit the achti from throat to anus. She 
looked at me, her yellow eyes intent. “Hold this man’s shoulders, 
Gan.” 

I stared at Lomas in panic, realizing that I did not want to 
touch him, let alone hold him. This would not be like shooting an 
animal. Not as quick, not as merciful, and, I hoped, not as final, 
but there was nothing I wanted less than to be part of it. 
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My mother came forward. “Gan, you hold his right side,” she 
said. “I’ll hold his left.” And if he came to, he would throw her off 
without realizing he had done it. She was a tiny woman. She often 
wondered aloud how she had produced, as she said, such “huge” 
children. 

“Never mind,” 1 told her, taking the man’s shoulders. “I’ll do 
it.” 

She hovered nearby. 
“Don’t worry,” I said. “I won’t shame you. You don’t have to 

stay and watch.” 
She looked at me uncertainly, then touched my face in a rare 

caress. Finally, she went back to her bedroom. 
T’Gatoi lowered her head in relief. “Thank you, Gan,” she 

said with courtesy more Terran than Tlic. “That one? she is always 
finding new ways for me to make her suffer.” 

Lomas began to groan and make choked sounds. I had hoped 
he would stay unconscious. T’Gatoi put her face near his so that 
he focused on her. 

“I’ve stung you as much as I dare for now,” she told him. 
“When this is over, I’ll sting you to sleep and you won’t hurt 
anymore.” 

“Please,” the man begged. “Wait?” 
“There’s no more time, Bram. I’ll sting you as soon as it’s 

over. When T’Khotgif arrives she’ll give you eggs to help you heal. 
It will be over soon.” 

“T’Khotgif!” the man shouted, straining against my hands. 
“Soon, Bram.” T’Gatoi glanced at me, then placed a claw 

against his abdomen slightly to the right of the middle, just below 
the last rib. There was movement on the right side- tiny, seemingly 
random pulsations moving his brown flesh, creating a concavity 
here, a convexity there, over and over until I could see the rhythm 
of it and knew where the next pulse would be. 

Lomas’s entire body stiffened under T’Gatoi’s claw, though 
she merely rested it against him as she wound the rear section of 
her body around his legs. He might break my grip, but he would 
not break hers. He wept helplessly as she used his pants to tie his 
hands, then pushed his hands above his head so that I could kneel 
on the cloth between them and pin them in place. She rolled up his 
shirt and gave it to him to bite down on. 
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And she opened him. 
His body convulsed with the first cut. He almost tore himself 

away from me. The sounds he made? I had never heard such 
sounds come from anything human. T’Gatoi seemed to pay no 
attention as she lengthened and deepened the cut, now and then 
pausing to lick away blood. His blood vessels contracted, reacting 
to the chemistry of her saliva, and the bleeding slowed. 

I felt as though I were helping her torture him, helping her 
consume him. I knew I would vomit soon, didn’t know why I 
hadn’t already. I couldn’t possibly last until she was finished. 

She found the first grub. It was fat and deep red with his 
blood-both inside and out. It had already eaten its own egg case, 
but apparently had not yet begun to eat its host. At this stage, it 
would eat any flesh except its mother’s. Let alone, it would have 
gone on excreting the goisons that had both sickened and alerted 
Lomas. Eventually it would have begun to eat. By the time it ate its 
way out of Lomas’s flesh, Lomas would be dead or dying-and 
unable to take a revenge on the thing that was killing him. There 
was always a grace period between the time the host sickened and 
the time the grubs began to eat him. 

T’Gatoi picked up the writhing grub carefully, and looked at 
it, somehow ignoring the terrible groans of the man. 

Abruptly, the man lost consciousness. 
“Good.” T’Gatoi looked down at him. “I wish you Terrans 

could do that at will.” She felt nothing. And the thing she held? 
It was limbless and boneless at this stage, perhaps fifteen 

centimeters long and two thick, blind and slimy with blood. It was 
like a large worm. T’Gatoi put it into the belly of the achti, and it 
began at once to burrow. It would stay there and eat as long as 
there was anything to eat. 

Probing through Lomas’s flesh, she found two more, one of 
them smaller and more vigorous. “A male!” she said happily. He 
would be dead before I would. He would be through his 
metamorphosis and screwing everything that would hold still 
before his sisters even had limbs. He was the only one to make a 
serious effort to bite T’Gatoi as she placed him in the achti. 

Paler worms oozed to visibility in Lomas’s flesh. I closed my 
eyes. It was worse than finding something dead, rotting, and filled 
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with tiny animal grubs. And it was far worse than any drawing or 
diagram. 

“Ah, there are more,” T’Gatoi said, plucking out two long, 
thick grubs. “You may have to kill another animal, Gan. 
Everything lives inside you Terrans.” 

I had been told all my life that this was a good and necessary 
thing Tlic and Terran did together-a kind of birth. I had believed it 
until now. I knew birth was painful and bloody, no matter what. 
But this was something else, something worse. And I wasn’t ready 
to see it. Maybe I never would be. Yet I couldn’t not see it. Closing 
my eyes didn’t help. 

T’Gatoi found a grub still eating its egg case. The remains of 
the case were still wired into a blood vessel by their own little tube 
or hook or whatever. That was the way the grubs were anchored 
and the way they fed. They took only blood until they were ready 
to emerge. Then they ate their stretched, elastic egg cases. Then 
they ate their hosts. 

T’Gatoi bit away the egg case, licked away the blood. Did she 
like the taste? Did childhood habits die hard-or not die at all? 

The whole procedure was wrong, alien. I wouldn’t have 
thought anything about her could seem alien to me. 

“One more, I think,” she said. “Perhaps two. A good family. 
In a host animal these days, we would be happy to find one or two 
alive.” She glanced at me. “Go outside, Gan, and empty your 
stomach. Go now while the man is unconscious.” 

I staggered out, barely made it. Beneath the tree just beyond 
the front door, I vomited until there was nothing left to bring up. 
Finally, I stood shaking, tears streaming down my face. I did not 
know why I was crying but I could not stop. I went farther from 
the house to avoid being seen. Every time I closed my eyes I saw 
red worms crawling over redder human flesh. 

There was a car coming toward the house. Since Terrans were 
forbidden motorized vehicles except for certain farm equipment, I 
knew this must be Lomas’s Tlic with Qui and perhaps a Terran 
doctor. I wiped my face on my shirt, struggled for control. 

“Gan,” Qui called as the car stopped. “What happened?” He 
crawled out of the low, round, Tlic-convenient car door. Another 
Terran crawled out the other side and went into the house without 
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speaking to me. The doctor. With his help and a few eggs, Lomas 
might make it. 

“T’Khotgif Teh?” I said. 
The Tlic driver surged out of her car, reared up half her length 

before me. She was paler and smaller than T’Gatoi- probably born 
from the body of an animal. Tlic from Terran bodies were always 
larger as well as more numerous. 

“Six young,” I told her. “Maybe seven, all alive. At least one 
male.” 

“Lomas?” she said harshly. I liked her for the question and 
the concern in her voice when she asked it. The last coherent thing 
he had said was her name. 

“He’s alive,” I said. 
She surged away to the house without another word. 
“She’s been sick,” my brother said, watching her go. “When 

I called, I could hear people telling her she wasn’t well enough to 
go out even for this.” 

I said nothing. I had extended courtesy to the Tlic. Now I 
didn’t want to talk to anyone. I hoped he would go in-out of 
curiosity if nothing else. 

“Finally found out more than you wanted to know, eh?” 
I looked at him. 
“Don’t give me one of her looks,” he said. “You’re not her. 

You’re just her property.” 
One of her looks. Had I picked up even an ability to imitate 

her expressions? 
“What’d you do, puke?” He sniffed the air. “So now you 

know what you’re in for.” 
I walked away from him. He and I had been close when we 

were kids. He would let me follow him around when I was home 
and sometimes T’Gatoi would let me bring him along when she 
took me into the city. But something had happened when he 
reached adolescence. I never knew what. He began keeping out of 
T’Gatoi’s way. Then he began running away- until he realized there 
was no “away.” Not in the Preserve. Certainly not outside. After 
that he concentrated on getting his share of every egg that came 
into the house, and on looking out for me in a way that made me 
all but hate him-a way that clearly said, as long as I was all right, he 
was safe from the Tlic. 
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“How was it, really?” he demanded, following me. 
“I killed an achti. The young ate it.” 
“You didn’t run out of the house and puke because they ate 

an achti.” 
“I had never seen a person cut open before.” That was true, 

and enough for him to know. I couldn’t talk about the other. Not 
with him. 

“Oh,” he said. He glanced at me as though he wanted to say 
more, but he kept quiet. 

We walked, not really headed anywhere. Toward the back, 
toward the cages, toward the fields. 

“Did he say anything?” Qui asked. “Lomas, I mean.” 
Who else would he mean? “He said ‘T’Khotgif.’ “ 
Qui shuddered. “If she had done that to me, she’d be the last 

person I’d call for.” 
“You’d call for her. Her sting would ease your pain without 

killing the grubs in you.” 
“You think I’d care if they died?” 
No. Of course he wouldn’t. Would I? 
“Shit!” He drew a deep breath. “I’ve seen what they do. You 

think this thing with Lomas was bad? It was nothing.” 
I didn’t argue. He didn’t know what he was talking about. 
“I saw them eat a man,” he said. 
I turned to face him. “You’re lying!” 
“I saw them eat a man.” He paused. “It was when I was little. 

I had been to the Hartmund house and I was on my way home. 
Halfway here, I saw a man and a Tlic and the man was N’Tlic. The 
ground was hilly. I was able to hide from them and watch. The Tlic 
wouldn’t open the man because she had nothing to feed the grubs. 
The man couldn’t go any farther and there were no houses around. 
He was in so much pain he told her to kill him. He begged her to 
kill him. Finally, she did. She cut his throat. One swipe of one claw. 
I saw the grubs eat their way out, then burrow in again, still eating.” 

His words made me see Lomas’s flesh again, parasitized, 
crawling. “Why didn’t you tell me that?” I whispered. 

He looked startled, as though he’d forgotten I was listening. 
“I don’t know.” 

“You started to run away not long after that, didn’t you?” 
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“Yeah. Stupid. Running inside the Preserve. Running in a 
cage.” 

I shook my head, said what I should have said to him long 
ago. “She wouldn’t take you, Qui. You don’t have to worry.” 

“She would? if anything happened to you.” 
“No. She’d take Xuan Hoa. Hoa? wants it.” She wouldn’t if 

she had stayed to watch Lomas. 
“They don’t take women,” he said with contempt. 
“They do sometimes.” I glanced at him. “Actually, they prefer 

women. You should be around them when they talk among 
themselves. They say women have more body fat to protect the 
grubs. But they usually take men to leave the women free to bear 
their own young.” 

“To provide the next generation of host animals,” he said, 
switching from contempt to bitterness. 

“It’s more than that!” I countered. Was it? 
“If it were going to happen to me, I’d want to believe it was 

more, too.” 
“It is more!” I felt like a kid. Stupid argument. 
“Did you think so while T’Gatoi was picking worms out of 

that guy’s guts?” 
“It’s not supposed to happen that way.” 
“Sure it is. You weren’t supposed to see it, that’s all. And his 

Tlic was supposed to do it. She could sting him unconscious and 
the operation wouldn’t have been as painful. But she’d still open 
him, pick out the grubs, and if she missed even one, it would 
poison him and eat him from the inside out.” 

There was actually a time when my mother told me to show 
respect for Qui because he was my older brother. I walked away, 
hating him. In his way, he was gloating. He was safe and I wasn’t. 
I could have hit him, but I didn’t think I would be able to stand it 
when he refused to hit back, when he looked at me with contempt 
and pity. 

He wouldn’t let me get away. Longer-legged, he swung ahead 
of me and made me feel as though I were following him. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 
I strode on, sick and furious. 
“Look, it probably won’t be that bad with you. T’Gatoi likes 

you. She’ll be careful.” 
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I turned back toward the house, almost running from him. 
“Has she done it to you yet?” he asked, keeping up easily. “I 

mean, you’re about the right age for implantation. Has she-’’ 
I hit him. I didn’t know I was going to do it, but I think I 

meant to kill him. If he hadn’t been bigger and stronger, I think I 
would have. 

He tried to hold me off, but in the end, had to defend himself. 
He only hit me a couple of times. That was plenty. I don’t 
remember going down, but when I came to, he was gone. It was 
worth the pain to be rid of him. 

I got up and walked slowly toward the house. The back was 
dark. No one was in the kitchen. My mother and sisters were 
sleeping in their bedrooms-or pretending to. 

Once I was in the kitchen, I could hear voices-Tlic and Terran 
from the next room. I couldn’t make out what they were saying-
didn’t want to make it out. 

I sat down at my mother’s table, waiting for quiet. The table 
was smooth and worn, heavy and well-crafted. My father had made 
it for her just before he died. I remembered hanging around 
underfoot when he built it. He didn’t mind. Now I sat leaning on 
it, missing him. I could have talked to him. He had done it three 
times in his long life. Three clutches of eggs, three times being 
opened and sewed up. How had he done it? How did anyone do 
it? 

I got up, took the rifle from its hiding place, and sat down 
again with it. It needed cleaning, oiling. 

All I did was load it. 
“Gan?” 
She made a lot of little clicking sounds when she walked on 

bare floor, each limb clicking in succession as it touched down. 
Waves of little clicks. 

She came to the table, raised the front half of her body above 
it, and surged onto it. Sometimes she moved so smoothly she 
seemed to flow like water itself. She coiled herself into a small hill 
in the middle of the table and looked at me. 

“‘That was bad,” she said softly. “You should not have seen 
it. It need not be that way.” 

“I know.” 
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“T’Khotgif—Ch’Khotgif now—she will die of her disease. 
She will not live to raise her children. But her sister will provide for 
them, and for Bram Lomas.” Sterile sister. One fertile female in 
every lot. One to keep the family going. That sister owed Lomas 
more than she could ever repay. 

“He’ll live then?” 
“Yes.” 
“I wonder if he would do it again.” 
“No one would ask him to do that again.” 
I looked into the yellow eyes, wondering how much I saw and 

understood there, and how much I only imagined. “No one ever 
asks us,” I said. “You never asked me.” 

She moved her head slightly. “What’s the matter with your 
face?” 

“Nothing. Nothing important.” Human eyes probably 
wouldn’t have noticed the swelling in the darkness. The only light 
was from one of the moons, shining through a window across the 
room. 

“Did you use the rifle to shoot the achti?” 
“Yes.” 
“And do you mean to use it to shoot me?” 
I stared at her, outlined in moonlight-coiled, graceful body. 

“What does Terran blood taste like to you?” 
She said nothing. 
“What are you?” I whispered. “What are we to you?” 
She lay still, rested her head on her topmost coil. “You know 

me as no other does,” she said softly. “You must decide.” 
“That’s what happened to my face,” I told her. 
“What?” 
“Qui goaded me into deciding to do something. It didn’t turn 

out very well.” I moved the gun slightly, brought the barrel up 
diagonally under my own chin. “At least it was a decision I made.” 

“As this will be.” 
“Ask me, Gatoi.” 
“For my children’s lives?” 
She would say something like that. She knew how to 

manipulate people, Terran and Tlic. But not this time. 
“I don’t want to be a host animal,” I said. “Not even yours.” 
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It took her a long time to answer. “We use almost no host 
animals these days,” she said. “You know that.” 

“You use us.” 
“We do. We wait long years for you and teach you and join 

our families to yours.” She moved restlessly. “You know you aren’t 
animals to us.” 

I stared at her, saying nothing. 
“The animals we once used began killing most of our eggs 

after implantation long before your ancestors arrived,” she said 
softly. “You know these things, Gan. Because your people arrived, 
we are relearning what it means to be a healthy, thriving people. 
And your ancestors, fleeing from their home world, from their own 
kind who would have killed or enslaved them-they survived 
because of us. We saw them as people and gave them the Preserve 
when they still tried to kill us as worms.” 

At the word “worms” I jumped. I couldn’t help it, and she 
couldn’t help noticing it. 

“I see,” she said quietly. “Would you really rather die than 
bear my young, Gan?” 

I didn’t answer. 
“Shall I go to Xuan Hoa?” 
“Yes!” Hoa wanted it. Let her have it. She hadn’t had to watch 

Lomas. She’d be proud? Not terrified. 
T’Gatoi flowed off trie table onto the floor, startling me 

almost too much. 
“I’ll sleep in Hoa’s room tonight,” she said. “And sometime 

tonight or in the morning, I’ll tell her.” 
This was going too fast. My sister. Hoa had had almost as 

much to do with raising me as my mother. I was still close to her-
not like Qui. She could want T’Gatoi and still love me. 

“Wait! Gatoi!” 
She looked back, then raised nearly half her length off the 

floor and turned it to face me. “These are adult things, Gan. This 
is my life, my family!” 

“But she’s my sister.” 
“I have done what you demanded. I have asked you!” 
“But—” 
“It will be easier for Hoa. She has always expected to carry 

other lives inside her.’’ 

 
 

204

Human lives. Human young who would someday drink at her 
breasts, not at her veins. 

I shook my head. “Don’t do it to her, Gatoi.” I was not Qui. 
It seemed I could become him, though, with no effort at all. I could 
make Xuan Hoa my shield. Would it be easier to know that red 
worms were growing in her flesh instead of mine? 

“Don’t do it to Hoa,” I repeated. 
She stared at me, utterly still. 
I looked away, then back at her. “Do it to me.” 
I lowered the gun from my throat and she leaned forward to 

take it. 
“No,” I told her. 
“It’s the law,” she said. 
“Leave it for the family. One of them might use it to save my 

life someday.” 
She grasped the rifle barrel, but I wouldn’t let go. I was pulled 

into a standing position over her. 
“Leave it here!” I repeated. “If we’re not your animals, if these 

are adult things, accept the risk. There is risk, Gatoi, in dealing with 
a partner.” 

It was clearly hard for her to let go of the rifle. A shudder 
went through her and she made a hissing sound of distress. It 
occurred to me that she was afraid. She was old enough to have 
seen what guns could do to people. Now her young and this gun 
would be together in the same house. She did not know about our 
other guns. In this dispute, they did not matter. 

“I will implant the first egg tonight,” she said as I put the gun 
away. “Do you hear, Gan?” 

Why else had I been given a whole egg to eat while the rest of 
the family was left to share one? Why else had my mother kept 
looking at me as though I were going away from her, going where 
she could not follow? Did T’Gatoi imagine I hadn’t known? 

“I hear.” 
“Now!” I let her push me out of the kitchen, then walked 

ahead of her toward my bedroom. The sudden urgency in her voice 
sounded real. “You would have done it to Hoa tonight!” I accused. 

“I must do it to someone tonight.” 
I stopped in spite of her urgency and stood in her way. “Don’t 

you care who?” 
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She flowed around me and into my bedroom. I found her 
waiting on the couch we shared. There was nothing in Hoa’s room 
that she could have used. She would have done it to Hoa on the 
floor. The thought of her doing it to Hoa at all disturbed me in a 
different way now, and I was suddenly angry. 

Yet I undressed and lay down beside her. I knew what to do, 
what to expect. I had been told all my life. I felt the familiar sting, 
narcotic, mildly pleasant. Then the blind probing of her ovipositor. 
The puncture was painless, easy. So easy going in. She undulated 
slowly against me, her muscles forcing the egg from her body into 
mine. I held on to a pair of her limbs until I remembered Lomas 
holding her that way. Then I let go, moved inadvertently, and hurt 
her. She gave a low cry of pain and I expected to be caged at once 
within her limbs. When I wasn’t, I held on to her again, feeling 
oddly ashamed. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
She rubbed my shoulders with four of her limbs. 
“Do you care?” I asked. “Do you care that it’s me?” 
She did not answer for some time. Finally, “You were the one 

making choices tonight, Gan. I made mine long ago.” 
“Would you have gone to Hoa?” 
“Yes. How could I put my children into the care of one who 

hates them?” 
“It wasn’t hate.” 
“I know what it was.” 
“I was afraid.” 
Silence. 
“I still am.” I could admit it to her here, now. 
“But you came to me? to save Hoa.” 
“Yes.” I leaned my forehead against her. She was cool velvet, 

deceptively soft. “And to keep you for myself,” I said. It was so. I 
didn’t understand it, but it was so. 

She made a soft hum of contentment. “I couldn’t believe I 
had made such a mistake with you,” she said. “I chose you. I 
believed you had grown to choose me.” 

“I had, but?” 
“Lomas.” 
“Yes.” 
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“I have never known a Terran to see a birth and take it well. 
Qui has seen one, hasn’t he?” 

“Yes.” 
“Terrans should be protected from seeing.” 
I didn’t like the sound of that-and I doubted that it was 

possible. “Not protected,” I said. “Shown. Shown when we’re 
young kids, and shown more than once. Gatoi, no Terran ever sees 
a birth that goes right. All we see is N’Tlic- pain and terror and 
maybe death.” 

She looked down at me. “It is a private thing. It has always 
been a private thing.” 

Her tone kept me from insisting-that and the knowledge that 
if she changed her mind, I might be the first public example. But I 
had planted the thought in her mind. Chances were it would grow, 
and eventually she would experiment. 

“You won’t see it again,” she said. “I don’t want you thinking 
any more about shooting me.” 

The small amount of fluid that came into me with her egg 
relaxed me as completely as a sterile egg would have, so that I could 
remember the rifle in my hands and my feelings of fear and 
revulsion, anger and despair. I could remember the feelings 
without reviving them. I could talk about them. 

“I wouldn’t have shot you,” I said. “Not you.” She had been 
taken from my father’s flesh when he was my age. 

“You could have,” she insisted. 
“Not you.” She stood between us and her own people, 

protecting, interweaving. 
“Would you have destroyed yourself?” 
I moved carefully, uncomfortably. “I could have done that. I 

nearly did. That’s Qui’s ‘away.’ I wonder if he knows.” 
“What?” 
I did not answer. 
“You will live now.” 
“Yes.” Take care of her, my mother used to say. Yes. 
“I’m healthy and young,” she said. “I won’t leave you as 

Lomas was left-alone, N’Tlic. I’ll take care of you.” 
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Reading questions: 
1. The story opens with Gan saying that this is a story 

about “my last night of childhood.” In what ways is this 
true? 

 
 
 
 

2. What is the setting of the story? How do we know? Why 
is the setting important? 

 
 
 
 
 

3. Gan’s mother lies several times during the story. What 
does she lie about? Why does she lie?  

 
 
 
 
 

4. When T’Gatoi offers Gan’s mother the egg, she resists. 
Why? Why doesn’t Gan resist? 

 
 
 
 
 

5. What emotions seem to be part of Gan’s relationship 
with T’Gatoi? How is their relationship similar to or 
different from the relationship between the humans and 
the T’lic in general?  
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6. How is the birth that Gan witnesses similar to a human 
birth? How is it different? Are those differences 
important? 

 
 
 
 
 

7. How does this story challenge us to think about 
pregnancy differently? What about issues of consent?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. What are the major themes of this story? (Remember, 
themes are not just topics that the story discusses, but 
what you think the story is saying about those subjects.) 
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“The Mountains of Mourning” 
Analog, May 1989  
By Lois McMaster Bujold 
 
[Part 1] 
 
Miles heard the woman weeping as he was climbing the hill from 
the long lake. He hadn’t dried himself after his swim, as the 
morning already promised shimmering heat. Lake water trickled 
cool from his hair onto his naked chest and back, more annoyingly 
down his legs from his ragged shorts. His leg braces chafed on his 
damp skin as he pistoned up the faint trail through the scrub, 
military double-time. His feet squished in his old wet shoes. He 
slowed curiously as he became conscious of the voices. 

The woman’s voice grated with grief and exhaustion. “Please, 
lord, please. All I want is m’justice…” 

The front gate guard’s voice was irritated and embarrassed. 
“I’m no lord. C’mon, get up, woman. Go back to the village and 
report it at the district magistrate’s office.” 

“I tell you, I just came from there!” The woman did not move 
from her knees as Miles emerged from the bushes and paused to 
take in the tableau across the paved road. “The magistrate’s not to 
return for weeks, weeks. I walked four days to get here. I only have 
a little money….” A desperate hope rose in her voice, and her spine 
bent and straightened as she scrabbled in her skirt pocket and held 
out her cupped hands to the guard. “A mark and twenty pence, it’s 
all I have, but—” 

The exasperated guard’s eye fell on Miles, and he straightened 
abruptly, as if afraid Miles might suspect him of being tempted by 
so pitiful a bribe. “Be off, woman!” he snapped. 

Miles quirked an eyebrow, and limped across the road to the 
main gate. “What’s all this about, Corporal?” he inquired easily. 

The guard corporal was on loan from Imperial Security, and 
wore the high-necked dress greens of the Barrayaran Service. He 
was sweating and uncomfortable in the bright morning light of this 
southern district, but Miles fancied he’d be boiled before he’d undo 
his collar on this post. His accent was not local; he was a city man 
from the capital, where a more-or-less efficient bureaucracy 
absorbed such problems as the one on her knees before him. 
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The woman, now, was local and more than local—she had 
back-country written all over her. She was younger than her 
strained voice had at first suggested. Tall, fever-red from her 
weeping, with stringy blond hair hanging down across a ferret-thin 
face and protuberant grey eyes. If she were cleaned up, fed, rested, 
happy and confident, she might achieve a near-prettiness, but she 
was far from that now, despite her remarkable figure. Lean but full-
breasted—no, Miles revised himself as he crossed the road and 
came up to the gate. Her bodice was all blotched with dried milk 
leaks, though there was no baby in sight. Only temporarily full-
breasted. Her worn dress was factory-woven cloth, but hand-sewn, 
crude and simple. Her feet were bare, thickly callused, cracked and 
sore. 

“No problem,” the guard assured Miles. “Go away,” he hissed to 
the woman. 

She lurched off her knees and sat stonily. 
“I’ll call my sergeant,” the guard eyed her warily, “and have her 

removed.” 
“Wait a moment,” said Miles. 
She stared up at Miles from her cross-legged position, clearly 

not knowing whether to identify him as hope or not. His clothing, 
what there was of it, offered her no clue as to what he might be. 
The rest of him was all too plainly displayed. He jerked up his chin 
and smiled thinly. Too-large head, too-short neck, back thickened 
with its crooked spine, crooked legs with their brittle bones too-
often broken, drawing the eye in their gleaming chromium braces. 
Were the hill woman standing, the top of his head would barely be 
even with the top of her shoulder. He waited in boredom for her 
hand to make the backcountry hex sign against evil mutations, but 
it only jerked and clenched into a fist. 

“I must see my lord Count,” she said to an uncertain point 
halfway between Miles and the guard. “It’s my right. My daddy, he 
died in the Service. It’s my right.” 

“Prime Minister Count Vorkosigan,” said the guard stiffly, “is 
on his country estate to rest. If he were working, he’d be back in 
Vorbarr Sultana.” The guard looked as if he wished he were back 
in Vorbarr Sultana. 

The woman seized the pause. “You’re only a city man. He’s my 
count. My right.” 
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“What do you want to see Count Vorkosigan for?” asked Miles 
patiently. 

“Murder,” growled the girl/woman. The security guard 
spasmed slightly. “I want to report a murder.” 

“Shouldn’t you report to your village speaker first?” inquired 
Miles, with a hand-down gesture to calm the twitching guard. 

“I did. He’ll do nothing.” Rage and frustration cracked her voice. 
“He says it’s over and done. He won’t write down my accusation, 
says it’s nonsense. It would only make trouble for everybody, he 
says. I don’t care! I want my justice!” 

Miles frowned thoughtfully, looking the woman over. The 
details checked, corroborated her claimed identity, added up to a 
solid if subliminal sense of authentic truth which perhaps escaped 
the professionally paranoid security man. “It’s true, Corporal,” 
Miles said. “She has a right to appeal, first to the district magistrate, 
then to the counts’ court. And the district magistrate won’t be back 
for two weeks.” 

This sector of Count Vorkosigan’s native district had only one 
overworked district magistrate, who rode a circuit that included the 
lakeside village of Vorkosigan Surleau but one day a month. Since 
the region of the Prime Minister’s country estate was crawling with 
Imperial Security when the great lord was in residence, and loosely 
monitored even when he was not, prudent troublemakers took 
their troubles elsewhere. 

“Scan her, and let her in,” said Miles. “On my authority.” 
The guard was one of Imperial Security’s best, trained to look 

for assassins in his own shadow. He now looked scandalized, and 
lowered his voice to Miles. “Sir, if I let every country lunatic 
wander the estate at will—” 

“I’ll take her up. I’m going that way.” 
The guard shrugged helplessly, but stopped short of saluting; 

Miles was decidedly not in uniform. The gate guard pulled a scanner 
from his belt and made a great show of going over the woman. Miles 
wondered if he’d have been inspired to harass her with a strip-search 
without Miles’s inhibiting presence. When the guard finished 
demonstrating how alert, conscientious, and loyal he was, he palmed 
open the gate’s lock, entered the transaction, including the woman’s 
retina scan, into the computer monitor, and stood aside in a pose of 
rather pointed parade rest. Miles grinned at the silent editorial, and 
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steered the bedraggled woman by the elbow through the gates and up 
the winding drive. 

She twitched away from his touch at the earliest opportunity, 
yet still refrained from superstitious gestures, eyeing him with a 
strange and hungry curiosity. Time was, such openly repelled 
fascination with the peculiarities of his body had driven Miles to 
grind his teeth; now he could take it with a serene amusement only 
slightly tinged with acid. They would learn, all of them. They would 
learn. 

“Do you serve Count Vorkosigan, little man?” she asked 
cautiously. 

Miles thought about that one a moment. “Yes,” he answered 
finally. The answer was, after all, true on every level of meaning 
but the one she’d asked it. He quelled the temptation to tell her he 
was the court jester. From the look of her, this one’s troubles were 
much worse than his own. 

She had apparently not quite believed in her own rightful 
destiny, despite her mulish determination at the gate, for as they 
climbed unimpeded toward her goal a nascent panic made her face 
even more drawn and pale, almost ill. “How—how do I talk to 
him?” she choked. “Should I curtsey…?” She glanced down at 
herself as if conscious for the first time of her own dirt and sweat 
and squalor. 

Miles suppressed a facetious set-up starting with, Kneel and 
knock your forehead three times on the floor before speaking; that’s what the 
General Staff does, and said instead, “Just stand up straight and speak 
the truth. Try to be clear. He’ll take it from there. He does not, 
after all,” Miles’s lip twitched, “lack experience.” 

She swallowed. 
A hundred years ago, the Vorkosigans’ summer retreat had 

been a guard barracks, part of the outlying fortifications of the 
great castle on the bluff above the village of Vorkosigan Surleau. 
The castle was now a burnt-out ruin, and the barracks transformed 
into a comfortable low stone residence, modernized and re-
modernized, artistically landscaped and bright with flowers. The 
arrow slits had been widened into big glass windows overlooking 
the lake, and comm link antennae bristled from the roof. There 
was a new guard barracks concealed in the trees downslope, but it 
had no arrow slits. 
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A man in the brown-and-silver livery of the Count’s personal 
retainers exited the residence’s front door as Miles approached 
with the strange woman in tow. It was the new man, what was his 
name? Pym, that was it. 

“Where’s m’lord Count?” Miles asked him. 
“In the upper pavilion, taking breakfast with m’lady.” Pym 

glanced at the woman, waited on Miles in a posture of polite 
inquiry. 

“Ah. Well, this woman has walked four days to lay an appeal 
before the district magistrate’s court. The court’s not here, but the 
Count is, so she now proposes to skip the middlemen and go 
straight to the top. I like her style. Take her up, will you?” 

“During breakfast?” said Pym. 
Miles cocked his head at the woman. “Have you had 

breakfast?” 
She shook her head mutely. 
“I thought not.” Miles turned his hands palm-out, dumping 

her, symbolically, on the retainer. “Now, yes.” 
“My daddy, he died in the Service,” the woman repeated 

faintly. “It’s my right.” The phrase seemed as much to convince 
herself as anyone else, now. 

Pym was, if not a hill man, district-born. “So it is.” He sighed, 
and gestured her to follow him without further ado. Her eyes 
widened, as she trailed him around the house, and she glanced back 
nervously over her shoulder at Miles. “Little man… ?” 

“Just stand straight,” he called to her. He watched her round 
the corner, grinned, and took the steps two at a time into the 
residence’s main entrance. 

fter a shave and cold shower, Miles dressed in his own room 
overlooking the long lake. He dressed with great care, as great as 
he’d expended on the Service Academy ceremonies and Imperial 
Review two days ago. Clean underwear, long-sleeved cream shirt, 
dark green trousers with the side piping. High-collared green tunic 
tailor-cut to his own difficult fit. New pale blue plastic ensign’s 
rectangles aligned precisely on the collar and poking most 
uncomfortably into his jaw. He dispensed with the leg braces and 
pulled on mirror-polished boots to the knee, and swiped a bit of 
dust from them with his pajama pants, ready-to-hand on the floor 
where he’d dropped them before going swimming. 

A
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He straightened and checked himself in the mirror. His dark 
hair hadn’t even begun to recover from that last cut before the 
graduation ceremonies. A pale, sharp-featured face, not too much 
dissipated bag under the grey eyes, nor too bloodshot—alas, the 
limits of his body compelled him to stop celebrating well before he 
could hurt himself. 

Echoes of the late celebration still boiled up silently in his 
head, crooking his mouth into a grin. He was on his way now, had 
his hand clamped firmly around the lowest rung of the highest 
ladder on Barrayar, Imperial Service itself. There were no 
giveaways in the Service even for sons of the old Vor. You got 
what you earned. His brother-officers could be relied on to know 
that, even if outsiders wondered. He was in position at last to prove 
himself to all doubters. Up and away and never look down, never 
look back. 

One last look back. As carefully as he’d dressed, Miles gathered 
up the necessary objects for his task. The white cloth rectangles of 
his former Academy cadet’s rank. The hand-calligraphied second 
copy, purchased for this purpose, of his new officer’s commission 
in the Barrayaran Imperial Service. A copy of his Academy three-
year scholastic transcript on paper, with all its commendations (and 
demerits). No point in anything but honesty in this next 
transaction. In a cupboard downstairs he found the brass brazier 
and tripod, wrapped in its polishing cloth, and a plastic bag of very 
dry juniper bark. Chemical firesticks. 

Out the back door and up the hill. The landscaped path split, 
right going up to the pavilion overlooking it all, left forking 
sideways to a garden-like area surrounded by a low fieldstone wall. 
Miles let himself in by the gate. “Good morning, crazy ancestors,” 
he called, then quelled his humor. It might be true, but lacked the 
respect due the occasion. 

He strolled over and around the graves until he came to the one 
he sought, knelt, and set up the brazier and tripod, humming. The 
stone was simple, General Count Piotr Pierre Vorkosigan, and the dates. 
If they’d tried to list all the accumulated honors and 
accomplishments, they’d have had to go to microprint. 

He piled in the bark, the very expensive papers, the cloth bits, 
a clipped mat of dark hair from that last cut. He set it alight and 
rocked back on his heels to watch it burn. He’d played a hundred 
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versions of this moment over in his head, over the years, ranging 
from solemn public orations with musicians in the background, to 
dancing naked on the old man’s grave. He’d settled on this private 
and traditional ceremony, played straight. Just between the two of 
them. 

“So, Grandfather,” he purred at last. “And here we are after all. 
Satisfied now?” 

All the chaos of the graduation ceremonies behind, all the mad 
efforts of the last three years, all the pain, came to this point; but 
the grave did not speak, did not say, Well done; you can stop now. The 
ashes spelled out no messages, there were no visions to be had in 
the rising smoke. The brazier burned down all too quickly. Not 
enough stuff in it, perhaps. 

He stood, and dusted his knees, in the silence and the sunlight. 
So what had he expected? Applause? Why was he here, in the final 
analysis? Dancing out a dead man’s dreams—who did his Service 
really serve? Grandfather? Himself? Pale Emperor Gregor? Who 
cared? 

“Well, old man,” he whispered, then shouted: “ARE YOU 
SATISFIED YET?” The echoes rang from the stones. 

A throat cleared behind him, and Miles whirled like a scalded 
cat, heart pounding. 

“Uh…my lord?” said Pym carefully. “Pardon me, I did not 
mean to interrupt…anything. But the Count your father requires 
you to attend on him in the upper pavilion.” 

Pym’s expression was perfectly bland. Miles swallowed, and 
waited for the scarlet heat he could feel in his face to recede. 
“Quite.” He shrugged. “The fire’s almost out. I’ll clean it up later. 
Don’t…let anybody else touch it.” 

He marched past Pym and didn’t look back. 
 

he pavilion was a simple structure of weathered silver wood, open 
on all four sides to catch the breeze, this morning a few faint puffs 
from the west. Good sailing on the lake this afternoon, maybe. 
Only ten days precious home leave left, and much Miles wanted to 
do, including the trip to Vorbarr Sultana with his cousin Ivan to 
pick out his new lightflyer. And then his first assignment would be 
coming through—ship duty, Miles prayed. He’d had to overcome 
a major temptation, not to ask his father to make sure it was ship 
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duty. He would take whatever assignment fate dealt him, that was 
the first rule of the game. And win with the hand he was dealt. 

The interior of the pavilion was shady and cool after the glare 
outside. It was furnished with comfortable old chairs and tables, 
one of which bore the remains of a noble breakfast—Miles 
mentally marked two lonely-looking oil cakes on a crumb-scattered 
tray as his own. Miles’s mother, lingering over her cup, smiled 
across the table at him. 

Miles’s father, casually dressed in an open-throated shirt and 
shorts, sat in a worn armchair. Aral Vorkosigan was a thick-set, 
grey-haired man, heavy-jawed, heavy-browed, scarred. A face that 
lent itself to savage caricature—Miles had seen some, in 
Opposition press, in the histories of Barrayar’s enemies. They had 
only to draw one lie, to render dull those sharp penetrating eyes, to 
create everyone’s parody of a military dictator. 

And how much is he haunted by Grandfather? Miles wondered. 
He doesn’t show it much. But then, he doesn’t have to. Admiral 
Aral Vorkosigan, space master strategist, conqueror of Komarr, 
hero of Escobar, for sixteen years Imperial Regent and supreme 
power on Barrayar in all but name. And then he’d capped it, 
confounded history and all self-sure witnesses and heaped up honor 
and glory beyond all that had gone before by voluntarily stepping 
down and transferring command smoothly to Emperor Gregor upon 
his majority. Not that the Prime Ministership hadn’t made a dandy 
retirement from the Regency, and he was showing no signs yet of 
stepping down from that.  

And so Admiral Aral’s life took General Piotr’s like an 
overpowering hand of cards, and where did that leave Ensign 
Miles? Holding two deuces and the joker. He must surely either 
concede or start bluffing like crazy…. 

The hill woman sat on a hassock, a half-eaten oil cake clutched 
in her hands, staring openmouthed at Miles in all his power and 
polish. As he caught and returned her gaze her lips pressed closed 
and her eyes lit. Her expression was strange—anger? Exhilaration? 
Embarrassment? Glee? Some bizarre mixture of all? And what did 
you think I was, woman?  

Being in uniform (showing off his uniform?), Miles came to 
attention before his father. “Sir?” 

Count Vorkosigan spoke to the woman. “That is my son. If I 
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send him as my Voice, would that satisfy you?” 
“Oh,” she breathed, her wide mouth drawing back in a weird, 

fierce grin, the most expression Miles had yet seen on her face, “yes, 
my lord.” 

“Very well. It will be done.” 
What will be done? Miles wondered warily. The Count was 

leaning back in his chair, looking satisfied himself, but with a 
dangerous tension around his eyes hinting that something had 
aroused his true anger. Not anger at the woman, clearly they were 
in some sort of agreement, and—Miles searched his conscience 
quickly—not at Miles himself. He cleared his throat gently, cocking 
his head and baring his teeth in an inquiring smile. 

The Count steepled his hands and spoke to Miles at last. “A 
most interesting case. I can see why you sent her up.” 

“Ah…” said Miles. What had he got hold of? He’d only 
greased the woman’s way through Security on a quixotic impulse, 
for God’s sake, and to tweak his father at breakfast. “… ah?” he 
continued noncommittally. 

Count Vorkosigan’s brows rose. “Did you not know?” 
“She spoke of a murder, and a marked lack of cooperation 

from her local authorities about it. Figured you’d give her a lift on 
to the district magistrate.” 

The Count settled back still further, and rubbed his hand 
thoughtfully across his scarred chin. “It’s an infanticide case.” 

Miles’s belly went cold. I don’t want anything to do with this. Well, 
that explained why there was no baby to go with the breasts. 
“Unusual…for it to be reported.” 

“We’ve fought the old customs for twenty years and more,” 
said the Count. “Promulgated, propagandized…In the cities, we’ve 
made good progress.” 

“In the cities,” murmured the Countess, “people have access to 
alternatives.” 

“But in the backcountry—well—little has changed. We all 
know what’s going on, but without a report, a complaint—and 
with the family invariably drawing together to protect its own—it’s 
hard to get leverage.” 

“What,” Miles cleared his throat, nodded at the woman, “what 
was your baby’s mutation?” 

“The cat’s mouth.” The woman dabbed at her upper lip to 
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demonstrate. “She had the hole inside her mouth, too, and was a 
weak sucker, she choked and cried, but she was getting enough, 
she was….” 

“Harelip,” the Count’s off-worlder wife murmured half to 
herself, translating the Barrayaran term to the galactic standard, 
“and a cleft palate, sounds like. Harra, that’s not even a mutation. 
They had that back on Old Earth. A…a normal birth defect, if 
that’s not a contradiction in terms. Not a punishment for your 
Barrayaran ancestors’ pilgrimage through the Fire. A simple 
operation could have corrected—” Countess Vorkosigan cut 
herself off. The hill woman was looking anguished. 

“I’d heard,” the woman said. “My lord had made a hospital to 
be built at Hassadar. I meant to take her there, when I was a little 
stronger, though I had no money. Her arms and legs were sound, 
her head was well shaped, anybody could see—surely they would 
have—” her hands clenched and twisted, her voice went ragged, 
“but Lem killed her first.” 

A seven-day walk, Miles calculated, from the deep Dendarii 
Mountains to the lowland town of Hassadar. Reasonable, that a 
woman newly risen from childbed might delay that hike a few days. 
An hour’s ride in an aircar… 

“So one is reported as a murder at last,” said Count 
Vorkosigan, “and we will treat it as exactly that. This is a chance to 
send a message to the farthest corners of my own district. You, 
Miles, will be my Voice, to reach where it has not reached before. 
You will dispense Count’s justice upon this man—and not quietly, 
either. It’s time for the practices that brand us as barbarians in 
galactic eyes to end.” 

Miles gulped. “Wouldn’t the district magistrate be better 
qualified…?” 

The Count smiled slightly. “For this case, I can think of no one 
better qualified than yourself.” 

The messenger and the message all in one; Times have changed. 
Indeed. Miles wished himself elsewhere, anywhere—back sweating 
blood over his final examinations, for instance. He stifled an 
unworthy wail, My home leave…!  

Miles rubbed the back of his neck. “Who, ah…who is it killed 
your little girl?” Meaning, who is it I’m expected to drag out, put up against 
a wall, and shoot?  
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“My husband,” she said tonelessly, looking at—through—the 
polished silvery floorboards. 

I knew this was going to be messy…. 
“She cried and cried,” the woman went on, “and wouldn’t go 

to sleep, not nursing well—he shouted at me to shut her up—” 
“Then?” Miles prompted, sick to his stomach. 
“He swore at me, and went to go sleep at his mother’s. He said 

at least a working man could sleep there. I hadn’t slept either….” 
This guy sounds like a real winner. Miles had an instant picture of 

him, a bull of a man with a bullying manner—nevertheless, there 
was something missing in the climax of the woman’s story. 

The Count had picked up on it too. He was listening with total 
attention, his strategy-session look, a slit-eyed intensity of thought 
you could mistake for sleepiness. That would be a grave mistake. 
“Were you an eyewitness?” he asked in a deceptively mild tone that 
put Miles on full alert. “Did you actually see him kill her?” 

“I found her dead in the midmorning, lord.” 
“You went into the bedroom—” Count Vorkosigan led her 

on. 
“We’ve only got one room.” She shot him a look as if doubtful 

for the first time of his total omniscience. “She had slept, slept at 
last. I went out to get some brillberries, up the ravine a way. And 
when I came back…I should have taken her with me, but I was so 
glad she slept at last, didn’t want to risk waking her—” Tears leaked 
from the woman’s tightly closed eyes. “I let her sleep when I came 
back, I was glad to eat and rest, but I began to get full,” her hand 
touched a breast, “and I went to wake her…” 

“What, were there no marks on her? Not a cut throat?” asked 
the Count. That was the usual method for these backcountry 
infanticides, quick and clean compared to, say, exposure. 

The woman shook her head. “Smothered, I think, lord. It was 
cruel, something cruel. The village Speaker said I must have 
overlain her, and wouldn’t take my plea against Lem. I did not, I 
did not! She had her own cradle, Lem made it with his own hands 
when she was still in my belly….” She was close to breaking down. 

The Count exchanged a glance with his wife, and a small tilt of 
his head. Countess Vorkosigan rose smoothly. 

“Come, Harra, down to the house. You must wash and rest 
before Miles takes you home.” 
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The hill woman looked taken aback. “Oh, not in your house, 
lady!” 

“Sorry, it’s the only one I’ve got handy. Besides the guard 
barracks. The guards are good boys, but you’d make ‘em 
uncomfortable…” The Countess eased her out. 

“It is clear,” said Count Vorkosigan as soon as the women 
were out of earshot, “that you will have to check out the medical 
facts before, er, popping off. And I trust you will also have noticed 
the little problem with a positive identification of the accused. This 
could be the ideal public-demonstration case we want, but not if 
there’s any ambiguity about it. No bloody mysteries.” 

“I’m not a coroner,” Miles pointed out immediately. If he 
could wriggle off this hook…. 

“Quite. You will take Dr. Dea with you.” 
Lieutenant Dea was the Prime Minister’s physician’s assistant. 

Miles had seen him around—an ambitious young military doctor, 
in a constant state of frustration because his superior would never 
let him touch his most important patient—oh, he was going to be 
thrilled with this assignment, Miles predicted morosely. 

“He can take his osteo kit with him, too,” the Count went on, 
brightening slightly, “in case of accidents.” 

“How economical,” said Miles, rolling his eyes. “Look, uh—
suppose her story checks out and we nail this guy. Do I have to, 
personally…?” 

“One of the liveried men will be your bodyguard. And—if the 
story checks—the executioner.” 

That was only slightly better. “Couldn’t we wait for the district 
magistrate?” 

“Every judgment the district magistrate makes, he makes in my 
place. Every sentence his office carries out, is carried out in my 
name. Someday, it will be done in your name. It’s time you gained 
a clear understanding of the process. Historically, the Vor may be 
a military caste, but a Vor lord’s duties were never only military 
ones.” 

No escape. Damn, damn, damn. Miles sighed. “Right. 
Well…we could take the aircar, I suppose, and be up there in a 
couple of hours. Allow some time to find the right hole. Drop out 
of the sky on ‘em, make the message loud and clear…be back 
before bedtime.” Get it over with quickly. 
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The Count had that slit-eyed look again. “No…” he said 
slowly, “not the aircar, I don’t think.” 

“No roads for a groundcar, up that far. Just trails.” He added 
uneasily—surely his father could not be thinking of—”I don’t 
think I’d cut a very impressive figure of central Imperial authority 
on foot, sir.” 

His father glanced up at his crisp dress uniform and smiled 
slightly. “Oh, you don’t do so badly.” 

“But picture this after three or four days of beating through 
the bushes,” Miles protested. “You didn’t see us in Basic. Or smell 
us.” 

“I’ve been there,” said the Admiral dryly. “But no, you’re quite 
right. Not on foot. I have a better idea.” 
 

y own cavalry troop, thought Miles ironically, turning in his saddle, 
just like Grandfather. Actually, he was pretty sure the old man would 
have had some acerbic comments about the riders now strung out 
behind Miles on the wooded trail, once he’d got done rolling on 
the ground laughing at the equitation being displayed. The 
Vorkosigan stables had shrunk sadly since the old man was no 
longer around to take an interest, the polo string sold off, the few 
remaining ancient and ill-tempered ex-cavalry beats put 
permanently out to pasture. The handful of riding horses left were 
retained for their sure-footedness and good manners, not their 
exotic bloodlines, and kept exercised and gentle for the occasional 
guest by a gaggle of girls from the village. 

Miles gathered his reins, tensed one calf, and shifted his weight 
slightly, and Fat Ninny responded with a neat half turn and two 
precise back steps. The thick-set roan gelding could not have been 
mistaken by the most ignorant urbanite for a fiery steed, but Miles 
adored him, for his dark and liquid eye, his wide velvet nose, his 
phlegmatic disposition equally unappalled by rushing streams or 
screaming aircars, but most of all for his exquisite dressage-trained 
responsiveness. Brains before beauty. Just being around him made 
Miles calmer, the beast was an emotional blotter, like a purring cat. 
Miles patted Fat Ninny on the neck. “If anybody asks,” he 
murmured, “I’ll tell them your name is Chieftain.” Fat Ninny 
waggled one fuzzy ear, and heaved a whooshing, barrel-chested 
sigh. 

M 
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Grandfather had a great deal to do with the unlikely parade 
Miles now led. The great guerilla general had poured out his youth 
in these mountains, fighting the Cetagandan invaders to a standstill 
and then reversing their tide. Anti-flyer heatless seeker-strikers 
smuggled in at bloody cost from off-planet had a lot more to do 
with the final victory than cavalry horses, which, according to 
Grandfather, had saved his forces through the worst winter of that 
campaign mainly by being edible. But through retroactive romance, 
the horse had become the symbol of that struggle. 

Miles thought his father was being overly optimistic, if he 
thought Miles was going to cash in thusly on the old man’s residual 
glory. The guerilla caches and camps were shapeless lumps of rust 
and trees, dammit, not just weeds and scrub anymore—they had 
passed some, earlier in today’s ride—the men who had fought that 
war had long since gone to ground for the last time, just like 
Grandfather. What was he doing here? It was jump ship duty he 
wanted, taking him high, high above all this. The future, not the 
past, held his destiny. 

Miles’s meditations were interrupted by Dr. Dea’s horse, 
which, taking exception to a branch lying across the logging trail, 
planted all four feet in an abrupt stop and snorted loudly. Dr. Dea 
toppled off with a faint cry. 

“Hang onto the reins,” Miles called, and pressed Fat Ninny 
back down the trail. 

Dr. Dea was getting rather better at falling off, he’d landed 
more or less on his feet this time. He made a lunge at the dangling 
reins, but his sorrel mare shied away from his grab. Dea jumped 
back as she swung on her haunches and then, realizing her 
freedom, bounced back down the trail, tail bannering, horse body-
language for Nyah, nyah, ya can’t catch me! Dr. Dea, red and furious, 
ran swearing in pursuit. She broke into a canter. 

“No, no, don’t run after her!” called Miles. 
“How the hell am I supposed to catch her if I don’t run after 

her?” snarled Dea. The space surgeon was not a happy man. “My 
medkit’s on that bloody beast!” 

“How do you think you can catch her if you do?” asked Miles. 
“She can run faster than you can.” 

At the end of the little column, Pym turned his horse sideways, 
blocking the trail. “Just wait, Harra,” Miles advised the anxious hill 
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woman in passing. “Hold your horse still. Nothing starts a horse 
running faster than another running horse.” 

The other two riders were doing rather better. The woman 
Harra Csurik sat her horse wearily, allowing it to plod along without 
interference, but at least riding on balance instead of trying to use 
the reins as a handle like the unfortunate Dea. Pym, bringing up the 
rear, was competent if not comfortable. 

Miles slowed Fat Ninny to a walk, reins loose, and wandered 
after the mare, radiating an air of calm relaxation. Who, me? I don’t 
want to catch you. We’re just enjoying the scenery, right. That’s it, stop for a 
bite. The sorrel mare paused to nibble at a weed, but kept a wary 
eye on Miles’s approach. 

At a distance just short of starting the mare bolting off again, 
Miles stopped Fat Ninny and slid off. He made no move toward 
the mare, but instead stood still and made a great show of fishing 
in his pockets. Fat Ninny butted his head against Miles eagerly, and 
Miles cooed and fed him a bit of sugar. The mare cocked her ears 
with interest. Fat Ninny smacked his lips and nudged for more. 
The mare snuffled up for her share. She lipped a cube from Miles’s 
palm as he slid his other arm quietly through the loop of her reins. 

“Here you go, Dr. Dea. One horse. No running.” 
“No fair,” wheezed Dea, trudging up. “You had sugar in your 

pockets.” 
“Of course I had sugar in my pockets. It’s called foresight and 

planning. The trick of handling horses isn’t to be faster than the 
horse, or stronger than the horse. That pits your weakness against 
his strengths. The trick is to be smarter than the horse. That pits 
your strength against his weakness, eh?” 

Dea took his reins. “It’s snickering at me,” he said suspiciously. 
“That’s nickering, not snickering.” Miles grinned. He tapped 

Fat Ninny behind his left foreleg, and the horse obediently grunted 
down onto one knee. Miles clambered up readily to his 
conveniently lowered stirrup. 

“Does mine do that?” asked Dr. Dea, watching with 
fascination. 

“Sorry, no.” 
Dea glowered at his horse. “This animal is an idiot. I shall lead it 

for a while.” 
As Fat Ninny lurched back to his four feet Miles suppressed a 
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riding-instructorly comment gleaned from his grandfather’s store 
such as, Be smarter than the horse, Dea. Though Dr. Dea was officially 
sworn to Lord Vorkosigan for the duration of this investigation, 
Space Surgeon Lieutenant Dea certainly outranked Ensign 
Vorkosigan. To command older men who outranked one called 
for a certain measure of tact. 

The logging road widened out here, and Miles dropped back 
beside Harra Csurik. Her fierceness and determination of yesterday 
morning at the gate seemed to be fading even as the trail rose 
toward her home. Or perhaps it was simply exhaustion catching up 
with her. She’d said little all morning, been sunk in silence all 
afternoon. If she was going to drag Miles all the way up to the back 
of beyond and then wimp out on him… 

“What, ah, branch of the Service was your father in, Harra?” 
Miles began conversationally. 

She raked her fingers through her hair in a combing gesture 
more nervousness than vanity. Her eyes looked out at him through 
the straw-colored wisps like skittish creatures in the protection of 
a hedge. 

“District Militia, m’lord. I don’t really remember him, he died 
when I was real little.” 

“In combat?” 
She nodded. “In the fighting around Vorbarr Sultana, during 

Vordarian’s Pretendership.” 
Miles refrained from asking which side he had been swept up 

on—most foot soldiers had had little choice, and the amnesty had 
included the dead as well as the living. 

“Ah…do you have any sibs?” 
“No, lord. Just me and my mother left.” 
A little anticipatory tension eased in Miles’s neck. If this 

judgment indeed drove all the way through to an execution, one 
misstep could trigger a blood feud among the in-laws. Not the 
legacy of justice the Count intended him to leave behind. So the 
fewer in-laws involved, the better. “What about your husband’s 
family?” 

“He’s got seven. Four brothers and three sisters.” 
“Hm.” Miles had a mental flash of an entire team of huge, 

menacing hill hulks. He glanced back at Pym, feeling a trifle 
understaffed for his task. He had pointed out this factor to the 
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Count, when they’d been planning this expedition last night. 
“The village Speaker and his deputies will be your backup,” the 

Count had said, “just as for the district magistrate on court circuit.” 
“What if they don’t want to cooperate?” Miles had asked 

nervously. 
“An officer who expects to command Imperial troops,” the 

Count had glinted, “should be able to figure out how to extract 
cooperation from a backcountry headman.” 

In other words, his father had decided this was a test, and 
wasn’t going to give him any more clues. Thanks, Dad. 

“You have no sibs, lord?” said Harra, snapping him back to 
the present. 

“No. But surely that’s known, even in the back-beyond.” 
“They say a lot of things about you.” Harra shrugged. 
Miles bit down on the morbid question in his mouth like a 

wedge of raw lemon. He would not ask it, he would not…he 
couldn’t help himself. “Like what?” forced out past his stiff lips. 

“Everyone knows the Count’s son is a mutant.” Her eyes 
flicked defiant-wide. “Some said it came from the off-worlder 
woman he married. Some said it was from radiation from the wars, 
or a disease from, um, corrupt practices in his youth among his 
brother-officers—” 

That last was a new one to Miles. His brow lifted. 
“—but most say he was poisoned by his enemies.” 
“I’m glad most have it right. It was an assassination attempt 

using soltoxin gas, when my mother was pregnant with me. But it’s 
not—” a mutation, his thought hiccoughed through the well-worn 
grooves—how many times had he explained this?-it’s teratogenic, not 
genetic, I’m not a mutant, not…What the hell did a fine point of 
biochemistry matter to this ignorant, bereaved woman? For all 
practical purposes—for her purposes—he might as well be a 
mutant. “—important,” he finished. 

She eyed him sideways, swaying gently in the clop-a-clop 
rhythm of her mount. “Some said you were born with no legs, and 
lived all the time in a float chair in Vorkosigan House. Some said 
you were born with no bones—” 

“—and kept in a jar in the basement, no doubt,” Miles 
muttered. 

“But Karal said he’d seen you with your grandfather at 
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Hassadar Fair, and you were only sickly and undersized. Some said 
your father had got you into the Service, but others said no, you’d 
gone off-planet to your mother’s home and had your brain turned 
into a computer and your body fed with tubes, floating in a liquid—
” 

“I knew there’d be a jar turn up in this story somewhere.” 
Miles grimaced. You knew you’d be sorry you asked, too, but you went and 
did it anyway. She was baiting him, Miles realized suddenly. How 
dare she…but there was no humor in her, only a sharp-edged 
watchfulness. 

She had gone out, way out on a limb to lay this murder charge, 
in defiance of family and local authorities alike, in defiance of 
established custom. And what had her Count given her for a shield 
and support, going back to face the wrath of all her nearest and 
dearest? Miles. Could he handle this? She must be wondering 
indeed. Or would he botch it, cave and cut and run, leaving her to 
face the whirlwind of rage and revenge alone? 

He wished he’d left her weeping at the gate. 
The woodland, fruit of many generations of terraforming 

forestry, opened out suddenly on a vale of brown native scrub. 
Down the middle of it, through some accident of soil chemistry, ran 
a half-kilometer-wide swathe of green and pink—feral roses, Miles 
realized with astonishment as they rode nearer. Earth roses. The 
track dove into the fragrant mass of them and vanished. 

He took turns with Pym, hacking their way through with their 
Service bush knives. The roses were vigorous and studded with 
thick thorns, and hacked back with a vicious elastic recoil. Fat 
Ninny did his part by swinging his big head back and forth and 
nipping off blooms and chomping them down happily. Miles 
wasn’t sure just how many he ought to let the big roan eat—just 
because the species wasn’t native to Barrayar didn’t mean it wasn’t 
poisonous to horses. Miles sucked at his wounds and reflected 
upon Barrayar’s shattered ecological history. 

The fifty thousand Firsters from Earth had only meant to be 
the spearhead of Barrayar’s colonization. Then, through a 
gravitational anomaly, the wormhole jump through which the 
colonists had come shifted closed, irrevocably and without 
warning. The terraforming which had begun, so careful and 
controlled in the beginning, collapsed along with everything else. 
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Imported Earth plant and animal species had escaped everywhere 
to run wild, as the humans turned their attention to the most urgent 
problems of survival. Biologists still mourned the mass extinctions 
of native species that had followed, the erosions and droughts and 
floods, but really, Miles thought, over the centuries of the Time of 
Isolation the fittest of both worlds had fought it out to a perfectly 
good new balance. If it was alive and covered the ground who 
cared where it came from? 

We are all here by accident. Like the roses.  
 

hey camped that night high in the hills, and pushed on in the 
morning to the flanks of the true mountains. They were now out 
of the region Miles was personally familiar with from his 
childhood, and he checked Harra’s directions frequently on his 
orbital survey map. They stopped only a few hours short of their 
goal at sunset of the second day. Harra insisted she could lead them 
on in the dusk from here, but Miles did not care to arrive after 
nightfall, unannounced, in a strange place of uncertain welcome. 

He bathed the next morning in a stream, and unpacked and 
dressed carefully in his new officer’s Imperial dress greens. Pym 
wore the Vorkosigan brown-and-silver livery, and pulled the 
Count’s standard on a telescoping aluminum pole from the 
recesses of his saddlebag and mounted it on his left stirrup. Dressed 
to kill, thought Miles joylessly. Dr. Dea wore ordinary black fatigues 
and looked uncomfortable. If they constituted a message, Miles 
was damned if he knew what it was. 

They pulled the horses up at midmorning before a two-room 
cabin set on the edge of a vast grove of sugar maples, planted who-
knew-how-many centuries ago but now raggedly marching up the 
vale by self-seeding. The mountain air was cool and pure and bright. 
A few chickens stalked and bobbed in the weeds. An algae-choked 
wooden pipe from the woods dribbled water into a trough, which 
overflowed into a squishy green streamlet and away. 

Harra slid down and smoothed her skirt and climbed the 
porch. “Karal?” she called. Miles waited high on horseback for the 
initial contact. Never give up a psychological advantage. 

“Harra? Is that you?” came a man’s voice from within. He 
banged open the door and rushed out. “Where have you been, girl? 
We’ve been beating the bushes for you! Thought you’d broke your 

T 
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neck in the scrub somewhere—” He stopped short before the 
three silent men on horseback. 

“You wouldn’t write down my charges, Karal,” said Harra 
rather breathlessly. Her hands kneaded her skirt. “So I walked to 
the district magistrate at Vorkosigan Surleau to Speak them 
myself.” 

“Oh, girl,” Karal breathed regretfully, “that was a stupid thing 
to do….” His head lowered and swayed, as he stared uneasily at 
the riders. He was a balding man of maybe sixty, leathery and worn, 
and his left arm ended in a stump. Another veteran. 

“Speaker Serg Karal?” began Miles sternly. “I am the Voice of 
Count Vorkosigan. I am charged to investigate the crime Spoken 
by Harra Csurik before the Count’s court, namely the murder of 
her infant daughter Raina. As Speaker of Silvy Vale, you are 
requested and required to assist me in all matters pertaining to the 
Count’s justice.” 

At this point Miles ran out of prescribed formalities, and was on 
his own. That hadn’t taken long. He waited. Fat Ninny snuffled. The 
silver-on-brown cloth of the standard made a few soft snapping 
sounds, lifted by a vagrant breeze. 

“The district magistrate wasn’t there,” put in Harra, “but the 
Count was.” 

Karal was grey-faced, staring. He pulled himself together with 
an effort, came to a species of attention, and essayed a creaking 
half-bow. “Who—who are you, sir?” 

“Lord Miles Vorkosigan.” 
Karal’s lips moved silently. Miles was no lip reader, but he was 

pretty sure it came to a dismayed variant of Oh, shit. “This is my 
liveried man Sergeant Pym, and my medical examiner, Lieutenant 
Dea of the Imperial Service.” 

“You are my lord Count’s son?” Karal croaked. 
“The one and only.” Miles was suddenly sick of the posing. 

Surely that was a sufficient first impression. He swung down off 
Ninny, landing lightly on the balls of his feet. Karal’s gaze followed 
him down, and down. Yeah, so I’m short. But wait’ll you see me dance. 
“All right if we water our horses in your trough here?” Miles looped 
Ninny’s reins through his arm and stepped toward it. 

“Uh, that’s for the people, m’lord,” said Karal. “Just a minute 
and I’ll fetch a bucket.” He hitched up his baggy trousers and 
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trotted off around the side of the cabin. A minute’s uncomfortable 
silence, then Karal’s voice floating faintly. “Where’d you put the 
goat bucket, Zed?” 

Another voice, light and young. “Behind the woodstack, Da.” 
The voices fell to a muffled undertone. Karal came trotting back 
with a battered aluminum bucket, which he placed beside the 
trough. He knocked out a wooden plug in the side and a bright 
stream arced out to splash and fill. Fat Ninny flickered his ears and 
snuffled and rubbed his big head against Miles, smearing his tunic 
with red and white horsehairs and nearly knocking him off his feet. 
Karal glanced up and smiled at the horse, though his smile fell away 
as his gaze passed on to the horse’s owner. As Fat Ninny gulped 
his drink Miles caught a glimpse of the source of the second voice, 
a boy of around twelve who flitted off into the woods behind the 
cabin. 

Karal fell to, assisting Miles and Harra and Pym in securing the 
horses. Miles left Pym to unsaddle and feed, and followed Karal 
into his house. Harra stuck to Miles like glue, and Dr. Dea 
unpacked his medical kit and trailed along. Miles’s boots rang loud 
and unevenly on the wooden floorboards. 

“My wife, she’ll be back in the nooning,” said Karal, moving 
uncertainly around the room as Miles and Dea settled themselves 
on a bench and Harra curled up with her arms around her knees 
on the floor beside the fieldstone hearth. “I’ll…I’ll make some tea, 
m’lord.” He skittered back out the door to fill a kettle at the trough 
before Miles could say, No, thank you. No, let him ease his nerves 
in ordinary movements. Then maybe Miles could begin to tease 
out how much of this static was social nervousness and how much 
was—perhaps—guilty conscience. By the time Karal had the kettle 
on the coals he was noticeably better controlled, so Miles began. 

“I’d prefer to commence this investigation immediately, 
Speaker. It need not take long.” 

“It need not…take place at all, m’lord. The baby’s death was 
natural—there were no marks on her. She was weakly, she had the 
cat’s mouth, who knows what else was wrong with her? She died in 
her sleep, or by some accident.” 

“It is remarkable,” said Miles dryly, “how often such accidents 
happen in this district. My father the Count himself has…remarked 
on it.” 
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“There was no call to drag you up here.” Karal looked in 
exasperation at Harra. She sat silent, unmoved by his persuasion. 

“It was no problem,” said Miles blandly. 
“Truly, m’lord,” Karal lowered his voice, “I believe the child 

might have been overlain. ‘S no wonder, in her grief, that her mind 
rejected it. Lem Csurik, he’s a good boy, a good provider. She really 
doesn’t want to do this, her reason is just temporarily overset by 
her troubles.” 

Harra’s eyes, looking out from her hair-thatch, were 
poisonously cold. 

“I begin to see,” Miles’s voice was mild, encouraging. 
Karal brightened slightly. “It all could still be all right. If she 

will just be patient. Get over her sorrow. Talk to poor Lem. I’m 
sure he didn’t kill the babe. Not rush to something she’ll regret.” 

“I begin to see,” Miles let his tone go ice cool, “why Harra 
Csurik found it necessary to walk four days to get an unbiased 
hearing. ‘You think.’ ‘You believe.’ ‘Who knows what?’ Not you, it 
appears. I hear speculation—accusation—innuendo—assertion. I 
came for facts, Speaker Karal. The Count’s justice doesn’t turn on 
guesses. It doesn’t have to. This isn’t the Time of Isolation. Not 
even in the back-beyond. 

“My investigation of the facts will begin now. No judgment 
will be—rushed into, before the facts are complete. Confirmation 
of Lem Csurik’s guilt or innocence will come from his own mouth, 
under fast-penta, administered by Dr. Dea before two witnesses—
yourself and a deputy of your choice. Simple, clean, and quick.” 
And maybe I can be on my way out of this benighted hole before sundown. “I 
require you, Speaker, to go now and bring Lem Csurik for 
questioning. Sergeant Pym will assist you.” 

Karal killed another moment pouring the boiling water into a 
big brown pot before speaking. “I’m a travelled man, lord. A 
twenty-year Service man. But most folks here have never been out 
of Silvy Vale. Interrogation chemistry might as well be magic to 
them. They might say it was a false confession, got that way.” 

“Then you and your deputy can say otherwise. This isn’t 
exactly like the good old days, when confessions were extracted 
under torture. Karal. Besides, if he’s as innocent as you guess—he’ll 
clear himself, no?” 

Reluctantly, Keral went into the adjoining room. He came 
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back shrugging on a faded Imperial Service uniform jacket with a 
corporal’s rank marked on the collar, the buttons of which did not 
quite meet across his middle anymore. Preserved, evidently, for 
such official functions. Even as in Barrayaran custom one saluted 
the uniform, and not the man in it, so might the wrath engendered 
by an unpopular duty fall on the office and not the individual who 
carried it out. Miles appreciated the nuance. 

Karal paused at the door. Harra still sat wrapped in silence by 
the hearth, rocking slightly. 

“M’lord,” said Karal. “I’ve been Speaker of Silvy Vale for 
sixteen years now. In all that time nobody has had to go to the 
district magistrate for a Speaking, not for water rights or stolen 
animals or swiving or even the time Neva accused Bors of tree 
piracy over the maple sap. We’ve not had a blood feud in all that 
time.” 

“I have no intention of starting a blood feud, Karal. I just want 
the facts.” 

“That’s the thing, m’lord. I’m not so in love with facts as I used 
to be. Sometimes, they bite.” Karal’s eyes were urgent. 

Really, the man was doing everything but stand on his head 
and juggle cats—one-handed—to divert Miles. How overt was his 
obstruction likely to get? 

“Silvy Vale cannot be permitted to have its own little Time of 
Isolation,” said Miles warningly. “The Count’s justice is for 
everyone, now. Even if they’re small. And weakly. And have 
something wrong with them. And cannot even speak for 
themselves—Speaker.” 

Karal flinched, white about the lips—point taken, evidently. 
He trudged away up the trail, Pym following watchfully, one hand 
loosening the stunner in his holster. 

They drank the tea while they waited, and Miles pottered about 
the cabin, looking but not touching. The hearth was the sole source 
of heat for cooking and washwater. There was a beaten metal sink 
for washing up, filled by hand from a covered bucket but emptied 
through a drainpipe under the porch to join the streamlet running 
down out of the trough. The second room was a bedroom, with a 
double bed and chests for storage. A loft held three more pallets; 
the boy around back had brothers, apparently. The place was 
cramped, but swept, things put away and hung up. 
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On a side table sat a government-issue audio receiver, and a 
second and older military model, opened up, apparently in the 
process of getting minor repairs and a new power pack. 
Exploration revealed a drawer full of old parts, nothing more 
complex than for simple audio sets, unfortunately. Speaker Karal 
must double as Silvy Vale’s comm link specialist. How appropriate. 
They must pick up broadcasts from the station in Hassadar, maybe 
the high-power government channels from the capital as well. 

No other electricity, of course. Powersat receptors were 
expensive pieces of precision technology. They would come even 
here, in time; some communities almost as small, but with strong 
economic co-ops, already had them. Silvy Vale was obviously still 
stuck in subsistence-level, and must needs wait till there was 
enough surplus in the district to gift them, if the surplus was not 
grabbed off first by some competing want. If only the city of 
Vorkosigan Vashnoi had not been obliterated by Cetagandan 
atomics, the whole district could be years ahead, economically…. 

Miles walked out on the porch and leaned on the rail. Karal’s 
son had returned. Down at the end of the cleared yard Fat Ninny 
was standing tethered, hip-shot, ears aflop, grunting with pleasure 
as the grinning boy scratched him vigorously under his halter. The 
boy looked up to catch Miles watching him, and scooted off 
fearfully to vanish again in the scrub downslope. “Huh,” muttered 
Miles. 

Dr. Dea joined him. “They’ve been gone a long time. About 
time to break out the fast-penta?” 

“No, your autopsy kit, I should say. I fancy that’s what we’ll be 
doing next.” 

Dea glanced at him sharply. “I thought you sent Pym along to 
enforce the arrest.” 

“You can’t arrest a man who’s not there. Are you a wagering 
man, Doctor? I’ll bet you a mark they don’t come back with Csurik. 
No, hold it—maybe I’m wrong. I hope I’m wrong. Here are three 
coming back….” 

Karal, Pym, and another were marching down the trail. The 
third was a hulking young man, big-handed, heavy-browed, thick-
necked, surly. “Harra,” Miles called, “is this your husband?” He 
looked the part, by God, just what Miles had pictured. And four 
brothers just like him—only bigger, no doubt… 
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Harra appeared by Miles’s shoulder, and let out her breath. 
“No, m’lord. That’s Alex, the Speaker’s deputy.” 

“Oh.” Miles’s lips compressed in silent frustration. Well, I had 
to give it a chance to be simple.  

Karal stopped beneath him and began a wandering 
explanation of his empty-handed state. Miles cut him off with a lift 
of his eyebrows. “Pym?” 

“Bolted, m’lord,” said Pym laconically. “Almost certainly 
warned.” 

“I agree.” He frowned down at Karal, who prudently stood 
silent. Facts first. Decisions, such as how much deadly force to 
pursue the fugitive with, second. “Harra. How far is it to your 
burying place?” 

“Down by the stream, lord, at the bottom of the valley. About 
two kilometers.” 

“Get your kit, Doctor, we’re taking a walk. Karal, fetch a 
shovel.” 

“M’lord, surely it isn’t needful to disturb the peace of the dead,” 
began Karal. 

“It is entirely needful. There’s a place for the autopsy report 
right in the Procedural I got from the district magistrate’s office. 
Where I will file my completed report upon this case when we 
return to Vorkosigan Surleau. I have permission from the next-of-
kin—do I not, Harra?” 

She nodded numbly. 
“I have the two requisite witnesses, yourself and your,” gorilla, 

“deputy, we have the doctor and the daylight—if you don’t stand 
there arguing till sundown. All we need is the shovel. Unless you’re 
volunteering to dig with your hand, Karal.” Miles’s voice was flat 
and grating and getting dangerous. 

Karal’s balding head bobbed in his distress. “The—the father 
is the legal next-of-kin, while he lives, and you don’t have his—” 

“Karal,” said Miles. 
“M’lord?” 
“Take care the grave you dig is not your own. You’ve got one 

foot in it already.” 
Karal’s hand opened in despair. “I’ll…get the shovel, m’lord.” 
 

he midafternoon was warm, the air golden and summer-sleepy. T 
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The shovel bit with a steady scrunch-scrunch through the soil at the 
hands of Karal’s deputy. Downslope, a bright stream burbled away 
over clean rounded stones. Harra hunkered watching, silent and 
grim. 

When big Alex levered out the little crate—so little!—Sergeant 
Pym went off for a patrol of the wooded perimeter. Miles didn’t 
blame him. He hoped the soil at that depth had been cool, these 
last eight days. Alex pried open the box, and Dr. Dea waved him 
away and took over. The deputy too went off to find something to 
examine at the far end of the graveyard. 

Dea looked the cloth-wrapped bundle over carefully, lifted it 
out and set it on his tarp laid out on the ground in the bright sun. 
The instruments of his investigation were arrayed upon the plastic 
in precise order. He unwrapped the brightly patterned cloths in 
their special folds, and Harra crept up to retrieve them, straighten 
and fold them ready for reuse, then crept back. 

Miles fingered the handkerchief in his pocket, ready to hold 
over his mouth and nose, and went to watch over Dea’s shoulder. 
Bad, but not too bad. He’d seen and smelled worse. Dea, filter-
masked, spoke procedurals into his recorder, hovering in the air by 
his shoulder, and made his examination first by eye and gloved 
touch, then by scanner. 

“Here, my lord,” said Dea, and motioned Miles closer. 
“Almost certainly the cause of death, though I’ll run the toxin tests 
in a moment. Her neck was broken. See here on the scanner where 
the spinal cord was severed, then the bones twisted back into 
alignment.” 

“Karal, Alex.” Miles motioned them up to witness; they came 
reluctantly. 

“Could this have been accidental?” said Miles. 
“Very remotely possible. The realignment had to be deliberate, 

though.” 
“Would it have taken long?” 
“Seconds only. Death was immediate.” 
“How much physical strength was required? A big man’s 

or…” 
“Oh, not much at all. Any adult could have done it, easily.” 
“Any sufficiently motivated adult.” Miles’s stomach churned 

at the mental picture Dea’s words conjured up. The little fuzzy 
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head would easily fit under a man’s hand. The twist, the muffled 
cartilaginous crack—if there was one thing Miles knew by heart, it 
was the exact tactile sensation of breaking bone, oh yes. 

“Motivation,” said Dea, “is not my department.” He paused. 
“I might note, a careful external examination could have found 
this. Mine did. An experienced layman—” his eye fell cool on 
Karal, “paying attention to what he was doing, should not have 
missed it.” 

Miles too stared at Karal, waiting. 
“Overlain,” hissed Harra. Her voice was ragged with scorn. 
“M’lord,” said Karal carefully, “it’s true I suspected the 

possibility-” 
Suspected, hell. You knew.  
“But I felt—and still feel, strongly,” his eye flashed a wary 

defiance, “that only more grief would come from a fuss. There was 
nothing I could do to help the baby at that point. My duties are to 
the living.” 

“So are mine, Speaker Karal. As, for example, my duty to the 
next small Imperial subject in mortal danger from those who 
should be his or her protectors, for the grave fault of being,” Miles 
flashed an edged smile, “physically different. In Count 
Vorkosigan’s view this is not just a case. This is a test case, fulcrum 
of a thousand cases. Fuss…” He hissed the sibilant; Harra rocked 
to the rhythm of his voice, “you haven’t begun to see fuss yet.” 

Karal subsided as if folded. 
There followed an hour of messiness yielding mainly negative 

data; no other bones were broken, the infant’s lungs were clear, her 
gut and bloodstream free of toxins except those of natural 
decomposition. Her brain held no secret tumors. The defect for 
which she had died did not extend to spina bifida, Dea reported. 
Fairly simple plastic surgery would indeed have corrected the cat’s 
mouth, could she somehow have won access to it. Miles wondered 
what comfort this confirmation was to Harra; cold, at best. 

Dea put his puzzle back together, and Harra rewrapped the 
tiny body in intricate, meaningful folds. Dea cleaned his tools and 
placed them in their cases and washed his hands and arms and face 
thoroughly in the stream, for rather a longer time than needed for 
just hygiene Miles thought, while the gorilla reburied the box. 

Harra made a little bowl in the dirt atop the grave and piled in 
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some twigs and bark scraps and a sawed-off strand of her lank hair. 
Miles, caught short, felt in his pockets. “I have no offering on 

me that will burn,” he said apologetically. 
Harra glanced up, surprised at even the implied offer. “No 

matter, m’lord.” Her little pile of scraps flared briefly and went out, 
like her infant Raina’s life. 

But it does matter, thought Miles. 
Peace to you, small lady, after our rude invasions. I will give you a better 

sacrifice, I swear by my word as Vorkosigan. And the smoke of that burning 
will rise and be seen from one end of these mountains to the other.  

 
iles charged Karal and Alex straightly with producing Lem 

Csurik, and gave Harra Csurik a ride home up behind him on Fat 
Ninny. Pym accompanied them. 

They passed a few scattered cabins on the way. At one a couple 
of grubby children playing in the yard loped alongside the horses, 
giggling and making hex signs at Miles, egging each other on to 
bolder displays, until their mother spotted them and ran out and 
hustled them indoors with a fearful look over her shoulder. In a 
weird way it was almost relaxing to Miles, the welcome he’d 
expected, not like Karal’s and Alex’s strained, self-conscious, 
careful not-noticing. Raina’s life would not have been an easy one. 

Harra’s cabin was at the head of a long draw, just before it 
narrowed into a ravine. It seemed very quiet and isolated, in the 
dappled shade. 

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go stay with your mother?” 
asked Miles dubiously. 

Harra shook her head. She slid down off Ninny, and Miles and 
Pym dismounted and followed her in. 

The cabin was of a standard design, a single room with a field-
stone fireplace and a wide roofed front porch. Water apparently 
came from the rivulet in the ravine. Pym held up a hand and 
entered first behind Harra, his hand on his stunner. If Lem Csurik 
had run, might he have run home first? Pym had been making 
scanner checks of perfectly innocent clumps of bushes all the way 
here. 

The cabin was deserted. Although not long deserted; it did not 
have the lingering, dusty silence one would expect of eight days’ 
mournful disoccupation. The remains of a few hasty meals sat on 

M 



 
 
237

the sinkboard. The bed was slept-in, rumpled and unmade. A few 
man’s garments were scattered about. Automatically Harra began 
to move about the room, straightening it up, reasserting her 
presence, her worth. If she could not control the events of her life, 
at least she might control one small room. 

The one untouched item was a cradle that sat beside the bed, 
little blankets neatly folded. Harra had fled for Vorkosigan Surleau 
just a few hours after the burial. 

Miles wandered about the room, checking the view from the 
windows. “Will you show me where you went to get your 
brillberries, Harra?” 

She led them up the ravine; Miles timed the hike. Pym divided 
his attention unhappily between the brush and Miles, alert to catch 
any bone-breaking stumble. After flinching away from about three 
aborted protective grabs Miles was ready to tell him to go climb a 
tree. Still, there was a certain understandable self-interest at work 
here; if Miles broke a leg it would be Pym who’d be stuck with 
carrying him out. 

The brillberry patch was nearly a kilometer up the ravine. Miles 
plucked a few seedy red berries and ate them absently, looking 
around, while Harra and Pym waited respectfully. Afternoon sun 
slanted through green and brown leaves, but the bottom of the 
ravine was already grey and cool with premature twilight. The 
brillberry vines clung to the rocks and hung down invitingly, luring 
one to risk one’s neck reaching. Miles resisted their weedy 
temptations, not being all that fond of brillberries. “If someone 
called out from your cabin, you couldn’t hear them up here, could 
you?” remarked Miles. 

“No, m’lord.” 
“About how long did you spend picking?” 
“About,” Harra shrugged, “a basketful.” 
The woman didn’t own a chrono. “An hour, say. And a 

twenty-minute climb each way. About a two hour time window, 
that morning. Your cabin was not locked?” 

“Just a latch, m’lord.” 
“Hm.” 
Method, motive, and opportunity, the district magistrate’s 

Procedural had emphasized. Damn. The method was established, 
and almost anybody could have used it. The opportunity angle, it 
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appeared, was just as bad. Anyone at all could have walked up to 
that cabin, done the deed, and departed, unseen and unheard. It 
was much too late for an aura detector to be of use, tracing the 
shining ghosts of movements in and out of that room, even if Miles 
had brought one. 

Facts, hah. They were back to motive, the murky workings of 
men’s minds. Anybody’s guess. 

Miles had, as per the instructions in the district magistrate’s 
Procedural, been striving to keep an open mind about the accused, 
but it was getting harder and harder to resist Harra’s assertions. 
She’d been proved right about everything so far. 

They left Harra re-installed in her little home, going through 
the motions of order and the normal routine of life as if they could 
somehow re-create it, like an act of sympathetic magic. 

“Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Miles asked, gathering Fat 
Ninny’s reins and settling himself in the saddle. “I can’t help but 
think that if your husband’s in the area, he could show up here. 
You say nothing’s been taken, so it’s unlikely he’s been here and 
gone before we arrived. Do you want someone to stay with you?” 

“No, m’lord.” She hugged her broom, on the porch. “I’d…I’d 
like to be alone for a while.” 

“Well…all right. I’ll, ah, send you a message if anything important 
happens.” 

“Thank you, m’lord.” Her tone was unpressing; she really did 
want to be left alone. Miles took the hint. 

At a wide place in the trail back to Speaker Karal’s, Pym and 
Miles rode stirrup to stirrup. Pym was still painfully on the alert for 
boogies in the bushes. 

“My lord, may I suggest that your next logical step be to draft 
all the able-bodied men in the community for a hunt for this 
Csurik? Beyond doubt, you’ve established that the infanticide was 
a murder.” 

Interesting turn of phrase, Miles thought dryly. Even Pym doesn’t find 
it redundant. Oh, my poor Barrayar. “It seems reasonable at first glance, 
Sergeant Pym, but has it occurred to you that half the able-bodied 
men in this community are probably relatives of Lem Csurik’s?” 

“It might have a psychological effect. Create enough 
disruption, and perhaps someone would turn him in just to get it 
over with.” 
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“Hm, possibly. Assuming he hasn’t already left the area. He 
could have been halfway to the coast before we were done at the 
autopsy.” 

“Only if he had access to transport.” Pym glanced at the empty 
sky. 

“For all we know one of his subcousins had a rickety lightflyer 
in a shed somewhere. But…he’s never been out of Silvy Vale. I’m 
not sure he’d know how to run, where to go. Well, if he has left 
the district it’s a problem for Imperial Civil Security, and I’m off 
the hook.” Happy thought. “But—one of the things that bothers 
me, a lot, are the inconsistencies in the picture I’m getting of our 
chief suspect. Have you noticed them?” 

“Can’t say I have, m’lord.” 
“Hm. Where did Karal take you, by the way, to arrest this 

guy?” 
“To a wild area, rough scrub and gullies. Half a dozen men were 

out searching for Harra. They’d just called off their search and were 
on their way back when we met up with them. By which I concluded 
our arrival was no surprise.” 

“Had Csurik actually been there, and fled, or was Karal just 
ring-leading you in a circle?” 

“I think he’d actually been there, m’lord. The men claimed not, 
but as you point out they were relatives, and besides, they did not, 
ah, lie well. They were tense. Karal may begrudge you his 
cooperation, but I don’t think he’ll quite dare disobey your direct 
orders. He is a twenty-year man, after all.” 

Like Pym himself, Miles thought. Count Vorkosigan’s 
personal guard was legally limited to a ceremonial twenty men, but 
given his political position their function included very practical 
security. Pym was typical of their number, a decorated veteran of 
the Imperial Service who had retired to this elite private force. It 
was not Pym’s fault that when he had joined he had stepped into a 
dead man’s shoes, replacing the late Sergeant Bothari. Did anyone 
in the universe besides himself miss the deadly and difficult 
Bothari? Miles wondered sadly. 

“I’d like to question Karal under fast-penta,” said Miles 
morosely. “He displays every sign of being a man who knows 
where the body’s buried.” 

“Why don’t you, then?” asked Pym logically. 
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“I may come to that. There is, however, a certain unavoidable 
degradation in a fast-penta interrogation. If the man’s loyal it may 
not be in our best long-range interest to shame him publicly.” 

“It wouldn’t be in public.” 
“No, but he would remember being turned into a drooling 

idiot. I need…more information.” 
Pym glanced back over his shoulder. “I thought you had all the 

information, by now.” 
“I have facts. Physical facts. A great big pile of—meaningless, 

useless facts.” Miles brooded. “If I have to fast-penta every back-
beyonder in Silvy Vale to get to the bottom of this, I will. But it’s 
not an elegant solution.” 

“It’s not an elegant problem, m’lord,” said Pym dryly. 
 

hey returned to find Speaker Karal’s wife back and in full 
possession of her home. She was running in frantic circles, 
chopping, beating, kneading, stoking, and flying upstairs to change 
the bedding on the three pallets, driving her three sons before her 
to fetch and run and carry. Dr. Dea, bemused, was following her 
about trying to slow her down, explaining that they had brought 
their own tent and food, thank you, and that her hospitality was 
not required. This produced a most indignant response from Ma 
Karal. 

“My lord’s own son come to my house, and I to turn him out 
in the fields like his horse! I’d be ashamed!” And she returned to 
her work. 

“She seems rather distraught,” said Dea, looking over his 
shoulder. 

Miles took him by the elbow and propelled him out onto the 
porch. “Just get out of her way, Doctor. We’re doomed to be 
Entertained. It’s an obligation on both sides. The polite thing to 
do is sort of pretend we’re not here till she’s ready for us.” 

Dea lowered his voice. “It might be better, in light of the 
circumstances, if we were to eat only our packaged food.” 

The chatter of a chopping knife, and a scent of herbs and 
onions, wafted enticingly through the open window. “Oh, I would 
imagine anything out of the common pot would be all right, 
wouldn’t you?” said Miles. “If anything really worries you, you can 
whisk it off and check it, I suppose, but—discreetly, eh? We don’t 
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want to insult anyone.” 
They settled themselves in the homemade wooden chairs, and 

were promptly served tea again by a boy draftee of ten, Karal’s 
youngest. He had apparently already received private instructions 
in manners from one or the other of his parents, for his response 
to Miles’s deformities was the same flickering covert not-noticing 
as the adults, not quite as smoothly carried off. 

“Will you be sleeping in my bed, m’lord?” he asked. “Ma says 
we got to sleep on the porch.” 

“Well, whatever your ma says, goes,” said Miles. “Ah…do you 
like sleeping on the porch?” 

“Naw. Last time, Zed kicked me and I rolled off in the dark.” 
“Oh. Well, perhaps, if we’re to displace you, you would care to 

sleep in our tent by way of trade.” 
The boy’s eyes widened. “Really?” 
“Certainly. Why not?” 
“Wait’ll I tell Zed!” He danced down the steps and shot away 

around the side of the house. “Zed, hey, Zed…!” 
“I suppose,” said Dea, “we can fumigate it, later….” 
Miles’s lips twitched. “They’re no grubbier than you were at 

the same age, surely. Or than I was. When I was permitted.” The 
late afternoon was warm. Miles took off his green tunic and hung 
it on the back of his chair, and unbuttoned the round collar of his 
cream shirt. 

Dea’s brows rose. “Are we keeping shopman’s hours, then, 
m’lord, on this investigation? Calling it quits for the day?” 

“Not exactly.” Miles sipped tea thoughtfully, gazing out across 
the yard. The trees and treetops fell away down to the bottom of 
this feeder valley. Mixed scrub climbed the other side of the slope. 
A crested fold, then the long flanks of a backbone mountain, 
beyond, rose high and harsh to a summit still flecked with 
dwindling dirty patches of snow. 

“There’s still a murderer loose out there somewhere,” Dea 
pointed out helpfully. 

“You sound like Pym.” Pym, Miles noted, had finished with 
their horses and was taking his scanner for another walk. “I’m 
waiting.” 

“What for?” 
“Not sure. The piece of information that will make sense of all 
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this. Look, there’s only two possibilities. Csurik’s either innocent 
or he’s guilty. If he’s guilty, he’s not going to turn himself in. He’ll 
certainly involve his relations, hiding and helping him. I can call in 
reinforcements by comm link from Imperial Civil Security in 
Hassadar, if I want to. Any time. Twenty men, plus equipment, 
here by aircar in a couple of hours. Create a circus. Brutal, ugly, 
disruptive, exciting—could be quite popular. A manhunt, with 
blood at the end. 

“Of course, there’s also the possibility that Csurik’s innocent, 
but scared. In which case…” 

“Yes?” 
“In which case, there’s still a murderer out there.” Miles drank 

more tea. “I merely note, if you want to catch something, running 
after it isn’t always the best way.” 

Dea cleared his throat, and drank his tea too. 
“In the meantime, I have another duty to carry out. I’m here to 

be seen. If your scientific spirit is yearning for something to do to 
while away the hours, try keeping count of the number of Vor-
watchers that turn up tonight.” 

 
 
Part 1 Reading questions: 

1. Why does the Hill woman believe she has the right to 
seek justice from Count Vorkosigan? 

 
 
 
 

2. Why does the Count think Miles must be the one to 
investigate and serve as his “Voice”? Why is the language 
of “voice” and “speaking” important in this story? 

 
 
 
 

3. Who is Miles shouting at in the graveyard? Can you tell 
why? 
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4. Why is Fat Ninny important in this story? What might he 
symbolize? 

 
 
 
 

5. Why might Karal be reluctant to investigate Raina’s 
death? What does he mean when he says, “I’m not so in 
love with facts as I used to be. Sometimes, they bite”? 

 
 
 
 

6. What does Miles mean when he tells Raina, “I will give you 
a better sacrifice, I swear by my word as Vorkosigan. And the 
smoke of that burning will rise and be seen from one end of these 
mountains to the other”? 

 
 
 
 

7. Why does Miles care about whether using fast-penta is an 
“elegant” solution? Why is he hesitant to use fast-penta 
at this point? 

 
 
 
 

8. Why doesn’t Miles call for more manpower, support, and 
technology in the search for Riana’s killer? 
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[Part 2] 
Miles’s predicted parade began almost immediately. It was mainly 
women, at first, bearing gifts as to a funeral. In the absence of a 
comm link system Miles wasn’t sure by what telepathy they 
managed to communicate with each other, but they brought 
covered dishes of food, flowers, extra bedding, and offers of 
assistance. They were all introduced to Miles with nervous curtseys, 
but seldom lingered to chat; apparently a look was all their curiosity 
desired. Ma Karal was polite, but made it clear that she had the 
situation well in hand, and set their culinary offerings well back of 
her own. 

Some of the women had children in tow. Most of these were 
sent to play in the woods in back, but a small party of whispering 
boys sneaked back around the cabin to peek up over the rim of the 
porch at Miles. Miles had obligingly remained on the porch with 
Dea, remarking that it was a better view, without saying for whom. 
For a few moments, Miles pretended not to notice his audience, 
restraining Pym with a hand signal from running them off. Yes, look 
well, look your fill, thought Miles. What you see is what you’re going to get, 
for the rest of your lives or at any rate mine. Get used to it…. Then he 
caught Zed Karal’s whisper, as self-appointed tour guide to his 
cohort—”That big one’s the one that’s come to kill Lem Csurik!” 

“Zed,” said Miles. 
There was an abrupt frozen silence from under the edge of the 

porch. Even the animal rustlings stopped. 
“Come here,” said Miles. 
To a muted background of dismayed whispers and nervous 

giggles, Karal’s middle boy slouched warily up on to the porch. 
“You three—” Miles’s pointing finger caught them in mid-

flight, “wait there.” Pym added his frown for emphasis, and Zed’s 
friends stood paralyzed, eyes wide, heads lined up at the level of 
the porch floor as if stuck up on some ancient battlement as a 
warning to kindred malefactors. 

“What did you just say to your friends, Zed?” asked Miles quietly. 
“Repeat it.” 

Zed licked his lips. “I jus’ said you’d come to kill Lem Csurik, 
lord.” Zed was clearly now wondering if Miles’s murderous intent 
included obnoxious and disrespectful boys as well. 

“That is not true, Zed. That is a dangerous lie.” 
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Zed looked bewildered. “But Da—said it.” 
“What is true, is that I’ve come to catch the person who killed 

Lem Csurik’s baby daughter. That may be Lem. But it may not. Do 
you understand the difference?” 

“But Harra said Lem did it, and she ought to know; he’s her 
husband and all.” 

“The baby’s neck was broken by someone. Harra thinks Lem, 
but she didn’t see it happen. What you and your friends here have 
to understand is that I won’t make a mistake. I can’t condemn the 
wrong person. My own truth drugs won’t let me. Lem Csurik has 
only to come here and tell me the truth to clear himself, if he didn’t 
do it. 

“But suppose he did. What should I do with a man who would 
kill a baby, Zed?” 

Zed shuffled. “Well, she was only a mutie….” then shut his 
mouth and reddened, not looking at Miles. 

It was, perhaps, a bit much to ask a twelve-year-old boy to take 
an interest in any baby, let alone a mutie one…no, dammit. It wasn’t 
too much. But how to get a hook into that prickly defensive 
surface? And if Miles couldn’t even convince one surly twelve-
year-old, how was he to magically transmute a whole District of 
adults? A rush of despair made him suddenly want to rage. These 
people were so bloody impossible. He checked his temper firmly. 

“Your Da was a twenty-year man, Zed. Are you proud that he 
served the Emperor?” 

“Yes, lord.” Zed’s eyes sought escape, trapped by these terrible 
adults. 

Miles forged on. “Well, these practices—mutie-killing—
shame the Emperor, when he stands for Barrayar before the galaxy. 
I’ve been out there. I know. They call us all savages, for the crimes 
of a few. It shames the Count my father before his peers, and Silvy 
Vale before the District. A soldier gets honor by killing an armed 
enemy, not a baby. This matter touches my honor as a Vorkosigan, 
Zed. Besides,” Miles’s lips drew back on a mirthless grin, and he 
leaned forward intently in his chair—Zed recoiled as much as he 
dared— “you will all be astonished at what only a mutie can do. That 
I have sworn on my grandfather’s grave.” 

Zed looked more suppressed than enlightened, his slouch now 
almost a crouch. Miles slumped back in his chair and released him 
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with a weary wave of his hand. “Go play, boy.” 
Zed needed no urging. He and his companions shot away 

around the house as though released from springs. 
Miles drummed his fingers on the chair arm, frowning into the 

silence that neither Pym nor Dea dared break. 
“These hill-folk are ignorant, lord,” offered Pym after a 

moment. 
“These hill-folk are mine, Pym. Their ignorance is…a shame 

upon my house.” Miles brooded. How had this whole mess become 
his anyway? He hadn’t created it. Historically, he’d only just got here 
himself. “Their continued ignorance, anyway,” he amended in 
fairness. It still made a burden like a mountain. “Is the message so 
complex? So difficult? ‘You don’t have to kill your children 
anymore.’ It’s not like we’re asking them all to learn—5-Space 
navigational math.” That had been the plague of Miles’s last 
Academy semester. 

“It’s not easy for them,” shrugged Dea. “It’s easy for the 
central authorities to make the rules, but these people have to live 
every minute of the consequences. They have so little, and the new 
rules force them to give their margin to marginal people who can’t 
pay back. The old ways were wise, in the old days. Even now you 
have to wonder how many premature reforms we can afford, trying 
to ape the galactics.” 

And what’s your definition of a marginal person, Dea? “But the 
margin is growing,” Miles said aloud. “Places like this aren’t up 
against famine every winter any more. They’re not isolated in their 
disasters, relief can get from one district to another under the 
Imperial seal…we’re all getting more connected, just as fast as we 
can. Besides,” Miles paused, and added rather weakly, “perhaps 
you underestimate them.” 

Dea’s brows rose ironically. Pym strolled the length of the 
porch, running his scanner in yet another pass over the 
surrounding scrubland. Miles, turning in his chair to pursue his 
cooling teacup, caught a slight movement, a flash of eyes, behind 
the casement-hung front window swung open to the summer air—
Ma Karal, standing frozen, listening. For how long? Since he’d 
called her boy Zed, Miles guessed, arresting her attention. She 
raised her chin as his eyes met hers, sniffed, and shook out the 
cloth she’d been holding with a snap. They exchanged a nod. She 
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turned back to her work before Dea, watching Pym, noticed her. 
 

aral and Alex returned, understandably, around suppertime. 
“I have six men out searching,” Karal reported cautiously to 

Miles on the porch, now well on its way to becoming Miles’s 
official HQ. Clearly, Karal had covered ground since 
midafternoon. His face was sweaty, lined with physical as well as 
the underlying emotional strain. “But I think Lem’s gone into the 
scrub. It could take days to smoke him out. There’s hundreds of 
places to lie low out there.” 

Karal ought to know. “You don’t think he’s gone to some 
relative’s?” asked Miles. “Surely, if he intends to evade us for long, 
he has to take a chance on resupply, on information. Will they turn 
him in when he surfaces?” 

“It’s hard to say.” Karal turned his hand palm-out. “It’s…a 
hard problem for ‘em, m’lord.” 

“Hm.” 
How long would Lem Csurik hang around out there in the 

scrub, anyway? His whole life—his blown-to-bits life—was all here 
in Silvy Vale. Miles considered the contrast. A few weeks ago, 
Csurik had been a young man with everything going for him; a 
home, a wife, a family on the way, happiness; by Silvy Vale 
standards, comfort and security. His cabin, Miles had not failed to 
note, though simple, had been kept with love and energy, and so 
redeemed from the potential squalor of its poverty. Grimmer in 
the winter, to be sure. Now Csurik was a hunted fugitive, all the 
little he had torn away in the twinkling of an eye. With nothing to 
hold him, would he run away and keep running? With nothing to 
run to, would he linger near the ruins of his life? 

The police force available to Miles a few hours away in 
Hassadar was an itch in his mind. Was it not time to call them in, 
before he fumbled this into a worse mess? But…if he were meant 
to solve this by a show of force, why hadn’t the Count let him 
come by aircar on the first day? Miles regretted that two-and-a-
half-day ride. It had sapped his forward momentum, slowed him 
down to Silvy Vale’s walking pace, tangled him with time to doubt. 
Had the Count foreseen it? What did he know that Miles didn’t? 
What could he know? Dammit, this test didn’t need to be made 
harder by artificial stumbling blocks, it was bad enough all on its 
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own. He wants me to be clever, Miles thought morosely. Worse, he wants 
me to be seen to be clever, by everyone here. He prayed he was not about 
to be spectacularly stupid instead. 

“Very well, Speaker Karal. You’ve done all you can for today. 
Knock off for the night. Call your men off too. You’re not likely to 
find anything in the dark.” 

Pym held up his scanner, clearly about to volunteer its use, but 
Miles waved him down. Pym’s brows rose, editorially. Miles shook 
his head slightly. 

Karal needed no further urging. He dispatched Alex to call off 
the night search with torches. He remained wary of Miles. Perhaps 
Miles puzzled him as much as he puzzled Miles? Dourly, Miles 
hoped so. 

Miles was not sure at what point the long summer evening 
segued into a party. After supper the men began to drift in, Karal’s 
cronies, Silvy Vale’s elders. Some were apparently regulars who 
shared the evening government news broadcasts on Karal’s audio 
set. Too many names, and Miles daren’t forget a one. A group of 
amateur musicians arrived with their homemade mountain 
instruments, rather breathless, obviously the band tapped for all 
the major weddings and wakes in Silvy Vale; this all seemed more 
like a funeral to Miles every minute. 

The musicians stood in the middle of the yard and played. 
Miles’s porch-HQ now became his aristocratic box seat. It was 
hard to get involved with the music when the audience was all so 
intently watching him. Some songs were serious, some—rather 
carefully at first—funny. Miles’s spontaneity was frequently frozen 
in mid-laugh by a faint sigh of relief from those around him; his 
stiffening froze them in turn, self-stymied like two people trying to 
dodge each other in a corridor. 

But one song was so hauntingly beautiful—a lament for lost 
love—that Miles was struck to the heart. Elena…. In that moment, 
old pain transformed to melancholy, sweet and distant; a sort of 
healing, or at least the realization that a healing had taken place, 
unwatched. He almost had the singers stop there, while they were 
perfect, but feared they might think him displeased. But he 
remained quiet and inward for a time afterward, scarcely hearing 
their next offering in the gathering twilight. 

At least the piles of food that had arrived all afternoon were 
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thus accounted for. Miles had been afraid Ma Karal and her cronies 
had expected him to get around that culinary mountain all by 
himself. 

At one point Miles leaned on the rail and glanced down the 
yard to see Fat Ninny at tether, making more friends. A whole flock 
of pubescent girls were clustered around him, petting him, 
brushing his fetlocks, braiding flowers and ribbons in his mane and 
tail, feeding him tidbits, or just resting their cheeks against his 
warm silky side. Ninny’s eyes were half-closed in smug content. 

God, thought Miles jealously, if I had half the sex-appeal of that 
bloody horse I’d have more girlfriends than my cousin Ivan. Miles 
considered, very briefly, the pros and cons of making a play for 
some unattached female. The striding lords of old and all that…no. 
There were some kinds of stupid he didn’t have to be, and that was 
definitely one of them. The service he had already sworn to one 
small lady of Silvy Vale was surely all he could bear without 
breaking; he could feel the strain of it all around him now, like a 
dangerous pressure in his bones. 

He turned to find Speaker Karal presenting a woman to him, 
far from pubescent; she was perhaps fifty, lean and little, work-
worn. She was carefully clothed in an aging best-dress, her greying 
hair combed back and bound at the nape of her neck. She bit at 
her lips and cheeks in quick tense motions, half-suppressed in her 
self-consciousness. 

“‘S Ma Csurik, m’lord. Lem’s mother.” Speaker Karal ducked 
his head and backed away, abandoning Miles without aid or mercy-
Come back, you coward!  

“Ma’am,” Miles said. His throat was dry. Karal had set him up, 
dammit, a public play—no, the other guests were retreating out of 
earshot too, most of them. 

“M’lord,” said Ma Csurik. She managed a nervous curtsey. 
“Uh…do sit down.” With a ruthless jerk of his chin Miles 

evicted Dr. Dea from his chair and motioned the hill woman into 
it. He turned his own chair to face hers. Pym stood behind them, 
silent as a statue, tight as a wire. Did he imagine the old woman 
was about to whip a needler-pistol from her skirts? No—it was 
Pym’s job to imagine things like that for Miles, so that Miles might 
free his whole mind for the problem at hand. Pym was almost as 
much an object of study as Miles himself. Wisely, he’d been 
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holding himself apart, and would doubtless continue to do so till 
the dirty work was over. 

“M’lord,” said Ma Csurik again, and stumbled again to silence. 
Miles could only wait. He prayed she wasn’t about to come unglued 
and weep on his knees or some damn thing. This was excruciating. 
Stay strong, woman, he urged silently. 

“Lem, he…” she swallowed, “I’m sure he didn’t kill the babe. 
There’s never been any of that in our family, I swear it! He says he 
didn’t, and I believe him.” 

“Good,” said Miles affably. “Let him come say the same thing 
to me under fast-penta, and I’ll believe him too.” 

“Come away, Ma,” urged a lean young man who had 
accompanied her and now stood waiting by the steps, as if ready 
to bolt into the dark at a motion. “It’s no good, can’t you see.” He 
glowered at Miles. 

She shot the boy a quelling frown—another of her five 
sons?—and turned back more urgently to Miles, groping for 
words. “My Lem. He’s only twenty, lord.” 

“I’m only twenty, Ma Csurik,” Miles felt compelled to point 
out. There was another brief impasse. 

“Look, I’ll say it again,” Miles burst out impatiently. “And 
again, and again, till the message penetrates all the way back to its 
intended recipient. I cannot condemn an innocent person. My truth 
drugs won’t let me. Lem can clear himself. He has only to come in. 
Tell him, will you? Please?” 

She went stony, guarded. “I…haven’t seen him, m’lord.” 
“But you might.” 
She tossed her head. “So? I might not.” Her eyes shifted to 

Pym and away, as if the sight of him burned. The silver Vorkosigan 
logos embroidered on Pym’s collar gleamed in the twilight like 
animal eyes, moving only with his breathing. Karal was now 
bringing lighted lamps onto the porch, but keeping his distance 
still. 

“Ma’am,” said Miles tightly. “The Count my father has ordered 
me to investigate the murder of your granddaughter. If your son 
means so much to you, how can his child mean so little? Was 
she…your first grandchild?” 

Her face was sere. “No, lord. Lem’s older sister, she has two. 
They’re all right,” she added with emphasis. 
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Miles sighed. “If you truly believe your son is innocent of this 
crime, you must help me prove it. Or—do you doubt?” 

She shifted uneasily. There was doubt in her eyes—she didn’t 
know, blast it. Fast-penta would be useless on her, for sure. As 
Miles’s magic wonder drug, much counted-upon, fast-penta 
seemed to be having wonderfully little utility in this case so far. 

“Come away, Ma,” the young man urged again. “It’s no good. 
The mutie lord came up here for a killing. They have to have one. 
It’s a show.” 

Damn straight, thought Miles acidly. He was a perceptive young 
lunk, that one. 

Ma Csurik let herself be persuaded away by her angry and 
embarrassed son plucking at her arm. She paused on the steps, 
though, and shot bitterly over her shoulder, “It’s all so easy for you, 
isn’t it?” 

My head hurts, thought Miles. 
There was worse to come before the evening ended. 
The new woman’s voice was grating, low and angry. “Don’t 

you talk down to me, Serg Karal. I got a right for one good look at 
this mutie lord.” 

She was tall and stringy and tough. Like her daughter, Miles 
thought. She had made no attempt to freshen up. A faint reek of 
summer sweat hung about her working dress. And how far had she 
walked? Her grey hair hung in a switch down her back, a few 
strands escaping the tie. If Ma Csurik’s bitterness had been a 
stabbing pain behind the eyes, this one’s rage was a wringing knot 
in the gut. 

She shook off Karal’s attempted restraint and stalked up to 
Miles in the lamplight. “So.” 

“Uh…this is Ma Mattulich, m’lord,” Karal introduced her. 
“Harra’s mother.” 

Miles rose to his feet, managed a short formal nod. “How do 
you do, madam.” He was very conscious of being a head shorter. 
She had once been of a height with Harra, Miles estimated, but her 
aging bones were beginning to pull her down. 

She merely stared. She was a gum-leaf chewer, by the faint 
blackish stains around her mouth. Her jaw worked now on some small 
bit, tiny chomps, grinding too hard. She studied him openly, without 
subterfuge or the least hint of apology, taking in his head, his neck, his 
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back, his short and crooked legs. Miles had the unpleasant illusion that 
she saw right through to all the healed cracks in his brittle bones as 
well. Miles’s chin jerked up twice in the twitchy, nervous-involuntary 
tic that he was sure made him look spastic, before he controlled it with 
an effort. 

“All right,” said Karal roughly, “you’ve seen. Now come away, 
for God’s sake, Mara.” His hand opened in apology to Miles. 
“Mara, she’s been pretty distraught over all this, m’lord. Forgive 
her.” 

“Your only grandchild,” said Miles to her, in an effort to be 
kind, though her peculiar anguish repelled kindness with a scraped 
and bleeding scorn. “I understand your distress, ma’am. But there 
will be justice for little Raina. That I have sworn.” 

“How can there be justice now?” she raged, thick and low. “It’s 
too late—a world too late—for justice, mutie lordling. What use 
do I have for your damned justice now?” 

“Enough, Mara!” Karal insisted. His brows drew down and his 
lips thinned, and he forced her away and escorted her firmly off 
his porch. 

The last lingering remnant of visitors parted for her with an air 
of respectful mercy, except for two lean teenagers hanging on the 
fringes who drew away as if avoiding poison. Miles was forced to 
revise his mental image of the Brothers Csurik. If those two were 
another sample, there was no team of huge menacing hill hulks 
after all. They were a team of little skinny menacing hill squirts 
instead. Not really an improvement, they looked like they could 
move as fast as striking ferrets if they had to. Miles’s lips curled in 
frustration. 

 
he evening’s entertainments ended finally, thank God, close to 

midnight. Karal’s last cronies marched off into the woods by 
lantern light. The repaired and re-powered audio set was carried 
off by its owner with many thanks to Karal. Fortunately it had been 
a mature and sober crowd, even somber, no drunken brawls or 
anything. Pym got the Karal boys settled in the tent, took a last 
patrol around the cabin, and joined Miles and Dea in the loft. The 
pallets’ stuffing had been spiked with fresh scented native herbs, 
to which Miles hoped devoutly he was not allergic. Ma Karal had 
wanted to turn her own bedroom over to Miles’s exclusive lordly 
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use, exiling herself and her husband to the porch too, but 
fortunately Pym had been able to persuade her that putting Miles 
in the loft, flanked by Dea and himself, was to be preferred from a 
security standpoint. 

Dea and Pym were soon snoring, but sleep eluded Miles. He 
tossed on his pallet as he turned his ploys of the day, such as they 
had been, over and over in his mind. Was he being too slow, too 
careful, too conservative? This wasn’t exactly good assault tactics, 
surprise with a superior force. The view he’d gained of the terrain 
from Karal’s porch tonight had been ambiguous at best. 

On the other hand, it did no good to charge off across a swamp, 
as his fellow cadet and cousin Ivan Vorpatril had demonstrated so 
memorably once on summer maneuvers. It had taken a heavy 
hovercab with a crane to crank the six big, strong, healthy, fully 
field-equipped young men of Ivan’s patrol out of the chest-high 
gooey black mud. Ivan had got his revenge simultaneously, though, 
when the cadet “sniper” they had been attacking fell out of his tree 
and broke his arm while laughing hysterically as they sank slowly 
and beautifully into the ooze. Ooze that a little guy, with his laser 
rifle wrapped in his loincloth, could swim across like a frog. The 
war games umpire had ruled it a draw. Miles rubbed his forearm 
and grinned in memory, and faded out at last. 

 
iles awoke abruptly and without transition deep in the night with 

a sense of something wrong. A faint orange glow shimmered in the 
blue darkness of the loft. Quietly, so as not to disturb his sleeping 
companions, he rose on his pallet and peered over the edge into 
the main room. The glow was coming through the front window. 

Miles swung onto the ladder and padded downstairs for a look 
outdoors. “Pym,” he called softly. 

Pym shot awake with a snort. “M’lord?” he said, alarmed. 
“Come down here. Quietly. Bring your stunner.” 
Pym was by his side in seconds. He slept in his trousers with 

his stunner holster and boots by his pillow. “What the hell—?” 
Pym muttered, looking out too. 

The glow was from fire. A pitchy torch, flung to the top of 
Miles’s tent set up in the yard, was burning quietly. Pym lurched 
toward the door, then controlled his movements as the same 
realization came to him as had to Miles. Theirs was a Service-issue 
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tent, and its combat-rated synthetic fabric would neither melt nor 
burn. 

Miles wondered if the person who’d heaved the torch had 
known that. Was this some arcane warning, or a singularly inept 
attack? If the tent had been ordinary fabric, and Miles in it, the 
intended result might not have been trivial. Worse with Karal’s boys 
in it—a bursting blossom of flame—Miles shuddered. 

Pym loosened his stunner in his holster and stood poised by 
the front door. “How long?” 

“I’m not sure. Could have been burning like that for ten 
minutes before it woke me.” 

Pym shook his head, took a slight breath, raised his scanner, 
and vaulted into the fire-gilded darkness. 

“Trouble, m’lord?” Speaker Karal’s anxious voice came from 
his bedroom door. 

“Maybe. Wait—” Miles halted him as he plunged for the door. 
“Pym’s running a patrol with a scanner and a stunner. Wait’ll he 
calls the all-clear, I think. Your boys may be safer inside the tent.” 

Karal came up to the window, caught his breath, and swore. 
Pym returned in a few minutes. “There’s no one within a 

kilometer, now,” he reported shortly. He helped Karal take the 
goat bucket and douse the torch. The boys, who had slept through 
the fire, woke at its quenching. 

“I think maybe it was a bad idea to lend them my tent,” said 
Miles from the porch in a choked voice. “I am profoundly sorry, 
Speaker Karal. I didn’t think.” 

“This should never…” Karal was spluttering with anger and 
delayed fright, “this should never have happened, m’lord. I 
apologize for…for Silvy Vale.” He turned helplessly, peering into 
the darkness. The night sky, star-flecked, lovely, was threatening 
now. 

The boys, once the facts penetrated their sleepiness, thought 
it was all just great, and wanted to return to the tent and lie in wait 
for the next assassin. Ma Karal, shrill and firm, herded them 
indoors instead and made them bed down in the main room. It was 
an hour before they stopped complaining at the injustice of it and 
went back to sleep. 

Miles, keyed up nearly to the point of gibbering, did not sleep 
at all. He lay stiffly on his pallet, listening to Dea, who slept 
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breathing heavily, and Pym, feigning sleep for courtesy and scarcely 
seeming to breathe at all. 

Miles was about to suggest to Pym that they give up and go 
out on the porch for the rest of the night when the silence was 
shattered by a shrill squeal, enormously loud, pain-edged, from 
outside. 

“The horses!” Miles spasmed to his feet, heart racing, and beat 
Pym to the ladder. Pym cut ahead of him by dropping straight over 
the side of the loft into an elastic crouch, and beat him to the door. 
There, Pym’s trained bodyguard’s reflexes compelled him to try to 
thrust Miles back inside. Miles almost bit him. “Go, dammit! I’ve 
got a weapon!” 

Pym, good intentions frustrated, swung out the cabin door 
with Miles on his heels. Halfway down the yard they split to each 
side as a massive snorting shape loomed out of the darkness and 
nearly ran them down; the sorrel mare, loose again. Another squeal 
pierced the night from the lines where the horses were tethered. 

“Ninny?” Miles called, panicked. It was Ninny’s voice making 
those noises, the like of which Miles had not heard since the night 
a shed had burned down at Vorkosigan Surleau with a horse 
trapped inside. “Ninny!” 

Another grunting squeal, and a thunk like someone splitting a 
watermelon with a mallet. Pym staggered back, inhaling with 
difficulty, a resonant deep stutter, and tripped to the ground where 
he lay curled up around himself. Not killed outright, apparently, 
because between gasps he was managing to swear lividly. Miles 
dropped to the ground beside him, checked his skull—no, thank 
God it had been Pym’s chest Ninny’s hoof had hit with that 
alarming sound. The bodyguard only had the wind knocked out of 
him, maybe a cracked rib. Miles more sensibly ran around to the 
front of the horse lines. “Ninny!” 

Fat Ninny was jerking his head against his rope, attempting to 
rear. He squealed again, his white-rimmed eyes gleaming in the 
darkness. Miles ran to his head. “Ninny, boy! What is it?” His left 
hand slid up the rope to Ninny’s halter, his right stretched to stroke 
Ninny’s shoulder soothingly. Fat Ninny flinched, but stopped 
trying to rear, and stood trembling. The horse shook his head. 
Miles’s face and chest were suddenly spattered with something hot 
and dark and sticky. 
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“Dea!” Miles yelled. “Dea!” 
Nobody slept through this uproar. Six people tumbled off the 

porch and down the yard, and not one of them thought to bring a 
light…no, the brilliant flare of a cold light sprang from between 
Dr. Dea’s fingers, and Ma Karal was struggling even now to light a 
lantern. “Dea, get that damn light over here!” Miles demanded, and 
stopped to choke his voice back down an octave to its usual 
carefully cultivated deeper register. 

Dea galloped up and thrust the light toward Miles, then 
gasped, his face draining. “My lord! Are you shot?” In the flare the 
dark liquid soaking Miles’s shirt glowed suddenly scarlet. 

“Not me,” Miles said, looking down at his chest in horror. A flash 
of memory turned his stomach over, cold at the vision of another 
blood-soaked death, that of the late Sergeant Bothari whom Pym had 
replaced. Would never replace. 

Dea spun. “Pym?” 
“He’s all right,” said Miles. A long inhaling wheeze rose from 

the grass a few meters off, the exhalation punctuated with 
obscenities. “But he got kicked by the horse. Get your medkit!” 
Miles peeled Dea’s fingers off the cold light, and Dea dashed back 
to the cabin. 

Miles held the light up to Ninny, and swore in a sick whisper. 
A huge cut, a third of a meter long and of unknown depth, scored 
Ninny’s glossy neck. Blood soaked his coat and runneled down his 
foreleg. Miles’s fingers touched the wound fearfully; his hands 
spread on either side, trying to push it closed, but the horse’s skin 
was elastic and it pulled apart and bled profusely as Fat Ninny 
shook his head in pain. Miles grabbed the horse’s nose—“Hold 
still, boy!” Somebody had been going for Ninny’s jugular. And had 
almost made it; Ninny—tame, petted, friendly, trusting Ninny—
would not have moved from the touch until the knife bit deep. 

Karal was helping Pym to his feet as Dr. Dea returned. Miles 
waited while Dea checked Pym over, then called, “Here, Dea!” 

Zed, looking quite as horrified as Miles, helped to hold Ninny’s 
head as Dea made inspection of the cut. “I took tests,” Dea 
complained sotto voce as he worked. “I beat out twenty-six other 
applicants, for the honor of becoming the Prime Minister’s 
personal physician. I have practiced the procedures of seventy 
separate possible medical emergencies, from coronary thrombosis 
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to attempted assassination. Nobody—nobody—told me my duties 
would include sewing up a damned horse’s neck in the middle of 
the night in the middle of a howling wilderness…” But he kept 
working as he complained, so Miles didn’t quash him, but kept 
gently petting Ninny’s nose, and hypnotically rubbing the hidden 
pattern of his muscles, to soothe and still him. At last Ninny 
relaxed enough to rest his slobbery chin on Miles’s shoulder. 

“Do horses get anesthetics?” asked Dea plaintively, holding his 
medical stunner as if not sure just what to do with it. 

“This one does,” said Miles stoutly. “You treat him just like a 
person, Dea. This is the last animal that the Count my grandfather 
personally trained. He named him. I watched him get born. We 
trained him together. Grandfather had me pick him up and hold 
him every day for a week after he was foaled, till he got too big. 
Horses are creatures of habit, Grandfather said, and take first 
impressions to heart. Forever after Ninny thought I was bigger than 
he was.” 

Dea sighed and made busy with anesthetic stun, cleansing 
solution, antibiotics, muscle relaxants, and biotic glue. With a 
surgeon’s touch, he shaved the edges of the cut and placed the 
reinforcing net. Zed held the light anxiously. 

“The cut is clean,” said Dea, “but it will undergo a lot of 
flexing—I don’t suppose it can very well be immobilized, in this 
position? No, hardly. This should do. If he were a human, I’d tell 
him to rest at this point.” 

“He’ll be rested,” Miles promised firmly. “Will he be all right 
now?” 

“I suppose so. How the devil should I know?” Dea looked 
highly aggrieved, but his hand sneaked out to recheck his repairs. 

“General Piotr,” Miles assured him, “would have been very 
pleased with your work.” Miles could hear him in his head now, 
snorting, Damned technocrats. Nothing but horse doctors with a more 
expensive set of toys. Grandfather would have loved being proved right. 
“You, ah…never met my grandfather, did you?” 

“Before my time, my lord,” said Dea. “I’ve studied his life and 
campaigns, of course.” 

“Of course.” 
Pym had a hand-light now, and was limping with Karal in a 

slow spiral around the horse lines, inspecting the ground. Karal’s 
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eldest boy had recaptured the sorrel mare and brought her back 
and re-tethered her. Her tether had been torn loose, not cut; had 
the mysterious attacker’s choice of equine victim been random, or 
calculated? How calculated? Was Ninny attacked as a mere symbol 
of his master, or had the person known how passionately Miles 
loved the animal? Was this vandalism, a political statement, or an 
act of precisely directed, subtle cruelty? 

What have I ever done to you? Miles’s thought howled silently to 
the surrounding darkness. 

“They got away, whoever it was,” Pym reported. “Out of 
scanner range before I could breathe again. My apologies, m’lord. 
They don’t seem to have dropped anything on the ground.” 

There had to have been a knife, at least. A knife, its haft gory 
with horse blood in a pattern of perfect fingerprints, would have 
been extremely convenient just now. Miles sighed. 

Ma Karal drifted up and eyed Dea’s medkit, as he cleaned and 
repacked it. “All that,” she muttered under her breath, “for a 
horse….” 

Miles refrained, barely, from leaping to a hot defense of the 
value of this particular horse. How many people in Silvy Vale had 
Ma Karal seen suffer and die, in her lifetime, for lack of no more 
medical technology than what Dea was carrying under his arm just 
now? 

 
uarding his horse, Miles watched from the porch as dawn crept 

over the landscape. He had changed his shirt and washed off. Pym 
was inside getting his ribs taped. Miles sat with his back to the wall 
and a stunner on his lap as the night mists slowly grew grey. The 
valley was a blur, fog-shrouded, the hills darker rolls of fog beyond. 
Directly overhead, grey thinned to a paling blue. The day would be 
fine and hot once the fog burned away. 

It was surely time now to call out the troops from Hassadar. 
This was getting just too weird. His bodyguard was half out of 
commission—true, it was Miles’s horse that had rendered him so, 
not the mystery attacker. But just because the attacks hadn’t been 
fatal didn’t mean they hadn’t been intended so. Perhaps a third 
attack would be brought off more expertly. Practice makes perfect. 

Miles felt unstrung with nervous exhaustion. How had he let a 
mere horse become such a handle on his emotions? Bad, that, 
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almost unbalanced—yet Ninny’s was surely one of the truly 
innocent pure souls Miles had ever known. Miles remembered the 
other innocent in the case then, and shivered in the damp. It was 
cruel, lord, something cruel…. Pym was right, the bushes could be 
crawling with Csurik assassins right now. 

Dammit, the bushes were crawling—over there, a movement, a 
damping wave of branch lashing in recoil from—what? Miles’s 
heart lurched in his chest. He adjusted his stunner to full power, 
slipped silently off the porch, and began his stalk, crouching low, 
taking advantage of cover wherever the long grasses of the yard 
had not been trampled flat by the activities of the last day, and 
night. Miles froze like a predatory cat as a shape seemed to coalesce 
out of the mist. 

A lean young man, not too tall, dressed in the baggy trousers 
that seemed to be standard here, stood wearily by the horse lines, 
staring up the yard at Karal’s cabin. He stood so for a full two 
minutes without moving. Miles held a bead on him with his 
stunner. If he dared make one move toward Ninny… 

The young man walked back and forth uncertainly, then 
crouched on his heels, still gazing up the yard. He pulled something 
from the pocket of his loose jacket—Miles’s finger tightened on 
the trigger—but he only put it to his mouth and bit. An apple. The 
crunch carried clearly in the damp air, and the faint perfume of its 
juices. He ate about half, then stopped, seeming to have trouble 
swallowing. Miles checked the knife at his belt, made sure it was 
loose in its sheath. Ninny’s nostrils widened, and he nickered 
hopefully, drawing the young man’s attention. He rose and walked 
over to the horse. 

The blood pulsed in Miles’s ears, louder than any other 
sound. His grip on the stunner was damp and white-knuckled. 
The young man fed Ninny his apple. The horse chomped it 
down, big jaw rippling under his skin, then cocked his hip, 
dangled one hind hoof, and sighed hugely. If he hadn’t seen the 
man eat off the fruit first Miles might have shot him on the spot. 
It couldn’t be poisoned…. The man made to pet Ninny’s neck, 
then his hand drew back in startlement as he encountered Dea’s 
dressing. Ninny shook his head uneasily. Miles rose slowly and 
stood waiting. The man scratched Ninny’s ears instead, looked up 
one last time at the cabin, took a deep breath, stepped forward, 
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saw Miles, and stood stock-still. 
“Lem Csurik?” said Miles. 
A pause, a frozen nod. “Lord Vorkosigan?” said the young 

man. Miles nodded in turn. 
Csurik swallowed. “Vor lord,” he quavered, “do you keep your 

word?” 
What a bizarre opening. Miles’s brows climbed. Hell, go with 

it. “Yes. Are you coming in?” 
“Yes and no, m’lord.” 
“Which?” 
“A bargain, lord. I must have a bargain, and your word on it.” 
“If you killed Raina…” 
“No, lord. I swear it. I didn’t.” 
“Then you have nothing to fear from me.” 
Lem Csurik’s lips thinned. What the devil could this hill man 

find ironic? How dare he find irony in Miles’s confusion? Irony, 
but no amusement. 

“Oh, lord,” breathed Csurik, “I wish that were so. But I have 
to prove it to Harra. Harra must believe me—you have to make 
her believe me, lord!” 

“You have to make me believe you first. Fortunately, that isn’t 
hard. You come up to the cabin and make that same statement 
under fast-penta, and I will rule you cleared.” 

Csurik was shaking his head. 
“Why not?” said Miles patiently. That Csurik had turned up at 

all was strong circumstantial indication of his innocence. Unless he 
somehow imagined he could beat the drug. Miles would be patient 
for, oh, three or four seconds at least. Then, by God, he’d stun 
him, drag him inside, tie him up till he came round, and get to the 
bottom of this before breakfast. 

“The drug—they say you can’t hold anything back.” 
“It would be pretty useless if you could.” 
Csurik stood silent a moment. 
“Are you trying to conceal some lesser crime on your 

conscience? Is that the bargain you wish to strike? An amnesty? 
It…might be possible. If it’s short of another murder, that is.” 

“No, lord. I’ve never killed anybody!” 
“Then maybe we can deal. Because if you’re innocent, I need 

to know as soon as possible. Because it means my work isn’t 
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finished here.” 
“That’s…that’s the trouble, m’lord.” Csurik shuffled, then 

seemed to come to some internal decision and stood sturdily. “I’ll 
come in and risk your drug. And I’ll answer anything about me you 
want to ask. But you have to promise—swear!—you won’t ask me 
about…about anything else. Anybody else.” 

“Do you know who killed your daughter?” 
“Not for sure.” Csurik threw his head back defiantly. “I didn’t 

see it. I have guesses.” 
“I have guesses too.” 
“That’s as may be, lord. Just so’s they don’t come from my 

mouth. That’s all I ask.” 
Miles bolstered his stunner, and rubbed his chin. “Hm.” A very 

slight smile turned one corner of his lip. “I admit, it would be 
more—elegant—to solve this case by reason and deduction than 
brute force. Even so tender a force as fast-penta.” 

Csurik’s head lowered. “I don’t know elegant, lord. But I don’t 
want it to be from my mouth.” 

Decision bubbled up in Miles, straightening his spine. Yes. He 
knew, now. He had only to run through the proofs, step by chained 
step. Just like 5-Space math. “Very well. I swear by my word as 
Vorkosigan, I shall confine my questions to the facts to which you 
were an eyewitness. I will not ask you for conjectures about 
persons or events for which you were not present. There, will that 
do?” 

Csurik bit his lip. “Yes, lord. If you keep your word.” 
“Try me,” suggested Miles. His lips wrinkled back on a vulpine 

smile, absorbing the implied insult without comment. 
Csurik climbed the yard beside Miles as if to an executioner’s 

block. Their entrance created a tableau of astonishment among 
Karal and his family, clustered around their wooden table where 
Dea was treating Pym. Pym and Dea looked rather blanker, till 
Miles made introduction: “Dr. Dea, get out your fast-penta. Here’s 
Lem Csurik come to talk with us.” 

Miles steered Lem to a chair. The hill man sat with his hands 
clenched. Pym, a red and purpling bruise showing at the edges of 
the white tape circling his chest, took up his stunner and stepped 
back. 

Dr. Dea muttered under his breath to Miles as he got out the 
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hypospray. “How’d you do that?” 
Miles’s hand brushed his pocket. He pulled out a sugar cube 

and held it up, and grinned through the C of his thumb and finger. 
Dea snorted, but pursed his lips with reluctant respect. 

Lem flinched as the hypospray hissed on his arm, as if he expected 
it to hurt. 

“Count backwards from ten,” Dea instructed. By the time Lem 
reached three, he had relaxed; at zero, he giggled. 

“Karal, Ma Karal, Pym, gather round,” said Miles. “You are 
my witnesses. Boys, stay back and stay quiet. No interruptions, 
please.” 

Miles ran through the preliminaries, half a dozen questions 
designed to set up a rhythm and kill time while the fast-penta took 
full effect. Lem Csurik grinned foolishly, lolling in his chair, and 
answered them all with sunny goodwill. Fast-penta interrogation 
had been part of Miles’s military intelligence course at the Service 
Academy. The drug seemed to be working exactly as advertised, 
oddly enough. 

“Did you return to your cabin that morning, after you spent 
the night at your parents?” 

“Yes, m’lord.” Lem smiled. 
“About what time?” 
“Midmorning.” 
Nobody here had a chrono, that was probably as precise an 

answer as Miles was likely to get. “What did you do when you got 
there?” 

“Called for Harra. She was gone, though. It frightened me that 
she was gone. Thought she might’ve run out on me.” Lem 
hiccoughed. “I want my Harra.” 

“Later. Was the baby asleep?” 
“She was. She woke up when I called for Harra. Started crying 

again. It goes right up your spine.” 
“What did you do then?” 
Lem’s eyes widened. “I got no milk. She wanted Harra. There’s 

nothing I could do for her.” 
“Did you pick her up?” 
“No, lord, I let her lay. There was nothing I could do for her. 

Harra, she’d hardly let me touch her, she was that nervous about 
her. Told me I’d drop her or something.” 
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“You didn’t shake her, to stop her screaming?” 
“No, lord, I let her lay. I left to look down the path for Harra.” 
“Then where did you go?” 
Lem blinked. “My sister’s. I’d promised to help haul wood for 

a new cabin. Bella—m’other sister—is getting married, y’see, 
and—” 

He was beginning to wander, as was normal for this drug. 
“Stop,” said Miles. Lem fell silent obediently, swaying slightly in 
his chair. Miles considered his next question carefully. He was 
approaching the fine line, here. “Did you meet anyone on the path? 
Answer yes or no.” 

“Yes.” 
Dea was getting excited. “Who? Ask him who!” 
Miles held up his hand. “You can administer the antagonist now, 

Dr. Dea.” 
“Aren’t you going to ask him? It could be vital!” 
“I can’t. I gave my word. Administer the antagonist now, 

Doctor!” 
Fortunately, the confusion of two interrogators stopped Lem’s 

mumbled willing reply to Dea’s question. Dea, bewildered, pressed 
his hypospray against Lem’s arm. Lem’s eyes, half-closed, snapped 
open within seconds. He sat up straight and rubbed his arm, and 
his face. 

“Who did you meet on the path?” Dea asked him directly. 
Lem’s lips pressed tight; he looked for rescue to Miles. 
Dea looked too. “Why won’t you ask him?” 
“Because I don’t need to,” said Miles. “I know precisely who 

Lem met on the path, and why he went on and not back. It was 
Raina’s murderer. As I shall shortly prove. And—witness this, 
Karal, Ma Karal—that information did not come from Lem’s 
mouth. Confirm!” 

Karal nodded slowly. “I…see, m’lord. That was…very good 
of you.” 

Miles gave him a direct stare, his mouth set in a tight smile. 
“And when is a mystery no mystery at all?” 

Karal reddened, not replying for a moment. Then he said, “You 
may as well keep on like you’re going, m’lord. There’s no stopping you 
now, I suppose.” 

“No.” 
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iles sent runners to collect the witnesses, Ma Karal in one 

direction, Zed in a second, Speaker Karal and his eldest in a third. 
He had Lem wait with Pym, Dea, and himself. Having the shortest 
distance to cover, Ma Karal arrived back first, with Ma Csurik and 
two of her sons in tow. 

His mother fell on Lem, embracing him and then looking 
fearfully over her shoulder at Miles. The younger brothers hung 
back, but Pym had already moved between them and the door. 

“It’s all right, Ma.” Lem patted her on the back. “Or…anyway, 
I’m all right. I’m clear. Lord Vorkosigan believes me.” 

She glowered at Miles, still holding Lem’s arm. “You didn’t let 
the mutie lord give you that poison drug, did you?” 

“Not poison,” Miles denied. “In fact, the drug may have saved 
his life. That damn near makes it a medicine, I’d say. However,” he 
turned toward Lem’s two younger brothers, and folded his arms 
sternly. “I would like to know which of you young morons threw 
the torch on my tent last night?” 

The younger one whitened; the elder, hotly indignant, noticed his 
brother’s expression and cut his denial off in midsyllable. “You 
didn’t!” he hissed in horror. 

“Nobody,” said the white one. “Nobody did.” 
Miles raised his eyebrows. There followed a short, choked 

silence. 
“Well, nobody can make his apologies to Speaker and Ma Karal, 

then,” said Miles, “since it was their sons who were sleeping in the 
tent last night. I and my men were in the loft.” 

The boy’s mouth opened in dismay. The youngest Karal stared 
at the pale Csurik brother, his age-mate, and whispered 
importantly, “You, Dono! You idiot, didn’t ya know that tent 
wouldn’t burn? It’s real Imperial Service issue!” 

Miles clasped his hands behind his back, and fixed the Csuriks 
with a cold eye. “Rather more to the point, it was attempted 
assassination upon your Count’s heir, which carries the same 
capital charge of treason as an attempt upon the Count himself. Or 
perhaps Dono didn’t think of that?” 

Dono was thrown into flummoxed confusion. No need for 
fast-penta here, the kid couldn’t carry off a lie worth a damn. Ma 
Csurik now had hold of Dono’s arm too, without letting go of 
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Lem’s; she looked as frantic as a hen with too many chicks, trying 
to shelter them from a storm. 

“I wasn’t trying to kill you, lord!” cried Dono. 
“What were you trying to do, then?” 
“You’d come to kill Lem. I wanted to…make you go away. 

Frighten you away. I didn’t think anyone would really get hurt—I 
mean, it was only a tent!” 

“You’ve never seen anything burn down, I take it. Have you, 
Ma Csurik?” 

Lem’s mother nodded, lips tight, clearly torn between a desire 
to protect her son from Miles, and a desire to beat Dono till he 
bled for his potentially lethal stupidity. 

“Well, but for a chance, you could have killed or horribly 
injured three of your friends. Think on that, please. In the 
meantime, in view of your youth and ah, apparent mental 
defectiveness, I shall hold the treason charge. In return, Speaker 
Karal and your parents shall be responsible for your good behavior 
in future, and decide what punishment is appropriate.” 

Ma Csurik melted with relief and gratitude. Dono looked like 
he’d rather have been shot. His brother poked him, and whispered, 
“Mental defective!” Ma Csurik slapped the taunter on the side of his 
head, suppressing him effectively. 

“What about your horse, m’lord?” asked Pym. 
“I…do not suspect them of the business with the horse,” 

Miles replied slowly. “The attempt to fire the tent was plain 
stupidity. The other was…a different order of calculation 
altogether.” 

Zed, who had been permitted to take Pym’s horse, returned then 
with Harra up behind him. Harra entered Speaker Karal’s cabin, saw 
Lem, and stopped with a bitter glare. Lem stood openhanded, his eyes 
wounded, before her. 

“So, lord,” Harra said. “You caught him.” Her jaw was 
clenched in joyless triumph. 

“Not exactly,” said Miles. “He came here and turned himself in. 
He’s made his statement under fast-penta, and cleared himself. Lem 
did not kill Raina.” 

Harra turned from side to side. “But I saw he’d been there! 
He’d left his jacket, and took his good saw and wood planer away 
with him. I knew he’d been back while I was out! There must be 
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something wrong with your drug!” 
Miles shook his head. “The drug worked fine. Your deduction 

was correct as far as it went, Lem did visit the cabin while you were 
out. But when he left, Raina was still alive, crying vigorously. It 
wasn’t Lem.” 

She swayed. “Who, then?” 
“I think you know. I think you’ve been working very hard to 

deny that knowledge, hence your excessive focus on Lem. As long 
as you were sure it was Lem, you didn’t have to think about the 
other possibilities.” 

“But who else would care?” Harra cried. “Who else would 
bother?” 

“Who, indeed?” sighed Miles. He walked to the front window 
and glanced down the yard. The fog was clearing in the full light of 
morning. The horses were moving uneasily. “Dr. Dea, would you 
please get a second dose of fast-penta ready?” Miles turned, paced 
back to stand before the fireplace, its coals still banked for the 
night. The faint heat was pleasant on his back. 

Dea was staring around, the hypospray in his hand, clearly 
wondering to whom to administer it. “My lord?” he queried, brows 
lowering in demand for explanation. 

“Isn’t it obvious to you, Doctor?” Miles asked lightly. 
“No, my lord.” His tone was slightly indignant. 
“Nor to you, Pym?” 
“Not…entirely, m’lord.” Pym’s glance, and stunner aim, 

wavered uncertainly to Harra. 
“I suppose it’s because neither of you ever met my 

grandfather,” Miles decided. “He died just about a year before you 
entered my father’s service, Pym. He was born at the very end of 
the Time of Isolation, and lived through every wrenching change 
this century has dealt to Barrayar. He was called the last of the Old 
Vor, but really, he was the first of the new. He changed with the 
times, from the tactics of horse cavalry to that of flyer squadrons, 
from swords to atomics, and he changed successfully. Our present 
freedom from the Cetagandan occupation is a measure of how 
fiercely he could adapt, then throw it all away and adapt again. At 
the end of his life he was called a conservative, only because so 
much of Barrayar had streamed past him in the direction he had 
led, prodded, pushed, and pointed all his life. 
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“He changed, and adapted, and bent with the wind of the 
times. Then, in his age—for my father was his youngest and sole 
surviving son, and did not himself marry till middle-age—in his 
age, he was hit with me. And he had to change again. And he 
couldn’t. 

“He begged for my mother to have an abortion, after they 
knew more or less what the fetal damage would be. He and my 
parents were estranged for five years after I was born. They didn’t 
see each other or speak or communicate. Everyone thought my 
father moved us to the Imperial Residence when he became Regent 
because he was angling for the throne, but in fact it was because 
the Count my grandfather denied him the use of Vorkosigan 
House. Aren’t family squabbles jolly fun? Bleeding ulcers run in my 
family, we give them to each other.” Miles strolled back to the 
window and looked out. Ah, yes. Here it came. 

“The reconciliation was gradual, when it became quite clear 
there would be no other son,” Miles went on. “No dramatic 
denouement. It helped when the medics got me walking. It was 
essential that I tested out bright. Most important of all, I never let 
him see me give up.” 

Nobody had dared interrupt this lordly monologue, but it was 
clear from several expressions that the point of it was escaping 
them. Since half the point was to kill time, Miles was not greatly 
disturbed by their failure to track. Footsteps sounded on the 
wooden porch outside. Pym moved quietly to cover the door with 
an unobscured angle of fire. 

“Dr. Dea,” said Miles, sighting through the window, “would 
you be so kind as to administer that fast-penta to the first person 
through the door, as they step in?” 

“You’re not waiting for a volunteer, my lord?” 
“Not this time.” 
The door swung inward, and Dea stepped forward, raising his 

hand. The hypospray hissed. Ma Mattulich wheeled to face Dea, 
the skirts of her work dress swirling around her veined calves, 
hissing in return—”You dare!” Her arm drew back as if to strike 
him, but slowed in mid-swing and failed to connect as Dea ducked 
out of her way. This unbalanced her, and she staggered. Speaker 
Karal, coming in behind, caught her by the arm and steadied her. 
“You dare!” she wailed again, then turned to see not only Dea but 
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all the other witnesses waiting; Ma Csurik, Ma Karal, Lem, Harra, 
Pym. Her shoulders sagged, and then the drug cut in and she just 
stood, a silly smile fighting with anguish for possession of her harsh 
face. 

The smile made Miles ill, but it was the smile he needed. “Sit 
her down, Dea, Speaker Karal.” 

They guided her to the chair lately vacated by Lem Csurik. She 
was fighting the drug desperately, flashes of resistance melting into 
flaccid docility. Gradually the docility became ascendant, and she sat 
draped in the chair, grinning helplessly. Miles sneaked a peek at 
Harra. She stood white and silent, utterly closed. 

For several years after the reconciliation Miles had never been 
left with his grandfather without his personal bodyguard. Sergeant 
Bothari had worn the Count’s livery, but been loyal to Miles alone, 
the one man dangerous enough—some said, crazy enough—to 
stand up to the great General himself. There was no need, Miles 
decided, to spell out to these fascinated people just what 
interrupted incident had made his parents think Sergeant Bothari a 
necessary precaution. Let General Piotr’s untarnished reputation 
serve—Miles, now. As he willed. Miles’s eyes glinted. 

Lem lowered his head. “If I had known—if I had guessed—I 
wouldn’t have left them alone together, m’lord. I thought—Harra’s 
mother would take care of her. I couldn’t have—I didn’t know 
how—” 

Harra did not look at him. Harra did not look at anything. 
“Let us conclude this.” Miles sighed. Again, he requested 

formal witness from the crowd in the room, and cautioned against 
interruptions, which tended to unduly confuse a drugged subject. 
He moistened his lips and turned to Ma Mattulich. 

Again, he began with the standard neutral questions, name, 
birth-date, parents’ names, checkable biographical facts. Ma 
Mattulich was harder to lull than the cooperative Lem had been, her 
responses scattered and staccato. Miles controlled his impatience 
with difficulty. For all its deceptive ease, fast-penta interrogation 
required skill, skill and patience. He’d got too far to risk a stumble 
now. He worked his questions up gradually to the first critical ones. 

“Were you there, when Raina was born?” 
Her voice was low and drifting, dreamy. “The birth came in 

the night. Lem, he went for Jean the midwife. The midwife’s son 
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was supposed to go for me but he fell back to sleep. I didn’t get 
there till morning, and then it was too late. They’d all seen.” 

“Seen what?” 
“The cat’s mouth, the dirty mutation. Monsters in us. Cut 

them out. Ugly little man.” This last, Miles realized, was an aside 
upon himself. Her attention had hung up on him, hypnotically. 
“Muties make more muties, they breed faster, overrun…I saw you 
watching the girls. You want to make mutie babies on clean 
women, poison us all….” 

Time to steer her back to the main issue. “Were you ever alone 
with the baby after that?” 

“No, Jean she hung around. Jean knows me, she knew what I 
wanted. None of her damn business. And Harra was always there. 
Harra must not know. Harra must not…why should she get off so 
soft? The poison must be in her. Must have come from her Da, I 
lay only with her Da and they were all wrong but the one.” 

Miles blinked. “What were all wrong?” Across the room Miles 
saw Speaker Karal’s mouth tighten. The headman caught Miles’s 
glance and stared down at his own feet, absenting himself from the 
proceedings. Lem, his lips parted in absorption, and the rest of the 
boys were listening with alarm. Harra hadn’t moved. 

“All my babies,” Ma Mattulich said. 
Harra looked up sharply at that, her eyes widening. 
“Was Harra not your only child?” Miles asked. It was an effort 

to keep his voice cool, calm; he wanted to shout. He wanted to be 
gone from here…. 

“No, of course not. She was my only clean child, I thought. I 
thought, but the poison must have been hidden in her. I fell on my 
knees and thanked God when she was born clean, a clean one at 
last, after so many, so much pain…. I thought I had finally been 
punished enough. She was such a pretty baby, I thought it was over 
at last. But she must have been mutie after all, hidden, tricksy, 
sly….” 

“How many,” Miles choked, “babies did you have?” 
“Four, besides Harra my last.” 
“And you killed all four of them?” Speaker Karal, Miles saw, 

gave a slow nod to his feet. 
“No!” said Ma Mattulich. Indignation broke through the fast-

penta wooze briefly. “Two were born dead already, the first one, 
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and the twisted-up one. The one with too many fingers and toes, 
and the one with the bulgy head, those I cut. Cut out. My mother, 
she watched over me to see I did it right. Harra, I made it soft for 
Harra. I did it for her.” 

“So you have in fact murdered not one infant, but three?” said 
Miles frozenly. The younger witnesses in the room, Karal’s boys 
and the Csurik brothers, looked horrified. The older ones, Ma 
Mattulich’s contemporaries, who must have lived through the 
events with her, looked mortified, sharing her shame. Yes, they all 
must have known. 

“Murdered?” said Ma Mattulich. “No! I cut them out. I had to. 
I had to do the right thing.” Her chin lifted proudly, then drooped. 
“Killed my babies, to please, to please…I don’t know who. And 
now you call me a murderer? Damn you! What use is your justice 
to me now? I needed it then—where were you then?” Suddenly, 
shockingly, she burst into tears, which wavered almost instantly 
into rage. “If mine must die then so must hers! Why should she get 
off so soft? Spoiled her…I tried my best, I did my best, it’s not 
fair….” 

The fast-penta was not keeping up with this…no, it was 
working, Miles decided, but her emotions were too overwhelming. 
Upping the dose might level her emotional surges, at some risk of 
respiratory arrest, but it would not elicit any more complete a 
confession. Miles’s belly was trembling, a reaction he trusted he 
concealed. It had to be completed now. 

“Why did you break Raina’s neck, instead of cutting her 
throat?” 

“Harra, she must not know,” said Ma Mattulich. “Poor baby. 
It would look like she just died….” 

Miles eyed Lem, Speaker Karal. “It seems a number of others 
shared your opinion that Harra should not know.” 

“I didn’t want it to be from my mouth,” repeated Lem sturdily. 
“I wanted to save her double grief, m’lord,” said Karal. “She’d 

had so much….” 
Miles met Harra’s eyes at that. “I think you all underestimate 

her. Your excessive tenderness insults both her intelligence and 
will. She comes from a tough line, that one.” 

Harra inhaled, controlling her own trembling. She gave Miles 
a short nod, as if to say Thank you, little man. He returned her a slight 
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inclination of the head, Yes, I understand.  
“I’m not sure yet where justice lies in this case,” said Miles, 

“but this I swear to you, the days of cooperative concealment are 
over. No more secret crimes in the night. Daylight’s here. And 
speaking of crimes in the night,” he turned back to Ma Mattulich, 
“was it you who tried to cut my horse’s throat last night?” 

“I tried,” said Ma Mattulich, calmer now in a wave of fast-
penta mellowness, “but it kept rearing up on me.” 

“Why my horse?” Miles could not keep exasperation from his 
voice, though a calm, even tone was enjoined upon fast-penta 
interrogators by the training manual. 

“I couldn’t get at you,” said Ma Mattulich simply. 
Miles rubbed his forehead. “Retroactive infanticide by proxy?” he 

muttered. 
“You,” said Ma Mattulich, and her loathing came through even 

the nauseating fast-penta cheer, “you are the worst. All I went 
through, all I did, all the grief, and you come along at the end. A 
mutie made lord over us all, and all the rules changed, betrayed at 
the end by an off-worlder woman’s weakness. You make it all for 
nothing. Hate you. Dirty mutie…” Her voice trailed off in a drugged 
mumble. 

Miles took a deep breath, and looked around the room. The 
stillness was profound, and no one dared break it. 

“I believe,” he said, “that concludes my investigation into the 
facts of this case.” 

The mystery of Raina’s death was solved. 
The problem of justice, unfortunately, remained. 
 

iles took a walk. 
The graveyard, though little more than a crude clearing in the 

woodland, was a place of peace and beauty in the morning light. 
The stream burbled endlessly, shifting green shadows and blinding 
brilliant reflections. The faint breeze that had shredded away the 
last of the night fog whispered in the trees, and the tiny short-lived 
creatures that everyone on Barrayar but biologists called bugs sang 
and twittered in the patches of native scrub. 

“Well, Raina,” Miles sighed, “and what do I do now?” Pym 
lingered by the borders of the clearing, giving Miles room. “It’s all 
right,” Miles assured the tiny grave. “Pym’s caught me talking to 
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dead people before. He may think I’m crazy, but he’s far too well 
trained to say so.” 

Pym in fact did not look happy, nor altogether well. Miles felt 
rather guilty for dragging him out; by rights the man should be 
resting in bed, but Miles had desperately needed this time alone. Pym 
wasn’t just suffering the residual effect of having been kicked by 
Ninny. He had been silent ever since Miles had extracted the 
confession from Ma Mattulich. Miles was unsurprised. Pym had 
steeled himself to play executioner to their imagined hill bully; the 
substitution of a mad grandmother as his victim had clearly given 
him pause. He would obey whatever order Miles gave him, though, 
Miles had no doubt of that. 

Miles considered the peculiarities of Barrayaran law, as he 
wandered about the clearing, watching the stream and the light, turning 
over an occasional rock with the toe of his boot. The fundamental 
principle was clear; the spirit was to be preferred over the letter, truth 
over technicalities. Precedent was held subordinate to the judgment of 
the man on the spot. Alas, the man on the spot was himself. There was 
no refuge for him in automated rules, no hiding behind the law says as if 
the law were some living overlord with a real Voice. The only voice here 
was his own. 

And who would be served by the death of that half-crazed old 
woman? Harra? The relationship between mother and daughter 
had been wounded unto death by this, Miles had seen that in their 
eyes, yet still Harra had no stomach for matricide. Miles rather 
preferred it that way, having her standing by his ear crying for 
bloody revenge would have been enormously distracting just now. 
The obvious justice made a damn poor reward for Harra’s courage 
in reporting the crime. Raina? Ah. That was more difficult. 

“I’d like to lay the old gargoyle right there at your feet, small 
lady,” Miles muttered to her. “Is it your desire? Does it serve you? 
What would serve you?” Was this the great burning he had promised 
her? 

What judgment would reverberate along the entire Dendarii 
mountain range? Should he indeed sacrifice these people to some 
larger political statement, regardless of their wants? Or should he 
forget all that, make his judgment serve only those directly 
involved? He scooped up a stone and flung it full force into the 
stream. It vanished invisibly in the rocky bed. 
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He turned to find Speaker Karal waiting by the edge of the 
graveyard. Karal ducked his head in greeting and approached 
cautiously. 

“So, m’lord,” said Karal. 
“Just so,” said Miles. 
“Have you come to any conclusion?” 
“Not really.” Miles gazed around. “Anything less than Ma 

Mattulich’s death seems…inadequate justice, and yet…I cannot see 
who her death would serve.” 

“Neither could I. That’s why I took the position I did in the 
first place.” 

“No…” said Miles slowly, “no, you were wrong in that. For one 
thing, it very nearly got Lem Csurik killed. I was getting ready to 
pursue him with deadly force at one point. It almost destroyed him 
with Harra. Truth is better. Slightly better. At least it isn’t a fatal 
error. Surely I can do…something with it.” 

“I didn’t know what to expect of you, at first,” admitted Karal. 
Miles shook his head. “I meant to make changes. A difference. 

Now…I don’t know.” 
Speaker Karal’s balding forehead wrinkled. “But we are 

changing.” 
“Not enough. Not fast enough.” 
“You’re young yet, that’s why you don’t see how much, how 

fast. Look at the difference between Harra and her mother. God—
look at the difference between Ma Mattulich and her mother. There 
was a harridan.” Speaker Karal shuddered. “I remember her, all 
right. And yet, she was not so unusual, in her day. So far from 
having to make change, I don’t think you could stop it if you tried. 
The minute we finally get a powersat receptor up here, and get on 
the comm net, the past will be done and over. As soon as the kids 
see the future—their future—they’ll be mad after it. They’re 
already lost to the old ones like Ma Mattulich. The old ones know 
it, too, don’t believe they don’t know it. Why d’you think we 
haven’t been able to get at least a small unit up here yet? Not just 
the cost. The old ones are fighting it. They call it off-planet 
corruption, but it’s really the future they fear.” 

“There’s so much still to be done.” 
“Oh, yes. We are a desperate people, no lie. But we have hope. 

I don’t think you realize how much you’ve done, just by coming 
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up here.” 
“I’ve done nothing,” said Miles bitterly. “Sat around, mostly. 

And now, I swear, I’m going to end up doing more nothing. And 
then go home. Hell!” 

Speaker Karal pursed his lips, looked at his feet, at the high hills. 
“You are doing something for us every minute. Mutie lord. Do you 
think you are invisible?” 

Miles grinned wolfishly. “Oh, Karal, I’m a one-man band, I 
am. I’m a parade.” 

“As you say, just so. Ordinary people need extraordinary 
examples. So they can say to themselves, well, if he can do that, I can 
surely do this. No excuses.” 

“No quarter, yes, I know that game. Been playing it all my life.” 
“I think,” said Karal, “Barrayar needs you. To go on being just 

what you are.” 
“Barrayar will eat me, if it can.” 
“Yes,” said Karal, his eyes on the horizon, “so it will.” His gaze 

fell to the graves at his feet. “But it swallows us all in the end, 
doesn’t it? You will outlive the old ones.” 

“Or in the beginning.” Miles pointed down. “Don’t tell me who 
I’m going to outlive. Tell Raina.” 

Karal’s shoulders slumped. “True. S’truth. Make your 
judgment, lord. I’ll back you.” 

 
iles assembled them all in Karal’s yard for his Speaking, the porch 

now having become his podium. The interior of the cabin would 
have been impossibly hot and close for this crowd, suffocating 
with the afternoon sun beating on the roof, though outdoors the 
light made them squint. They were all here, everyone they could 
round up, Speaker Karal, Ma Karal, their boys, all the Csuriks, most 
of the cronies who had attended last night’s funereal festivities, 
men, women, and children. Harra sat apart. Lem kept trying to 
hold her hand, though from the way she flinched it was clear she 
didn’t want to be touched. Ma Mattulich sat displayed by Miles’s 
side, silent and surly, flanked by Pym and an uncomfortable-
looking Deputy Alex. 

Miles jerked up his chin, settling his head on the high collar of 
his dress greens, as polished and formal as Pym’s batman’s 
expertise could make him. The Imperial Service uniform that Miles 
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had earned. Did these people know he had earned it, or did they 
all imagine it a mere gift from his father, nepotism at work? Damn 
what they thought. He knew. He stood before his people, and 
gripped the porch rail. 

“I have concluded the investigation of the charges laid before 
the Count’s Court by Harra Csurik of the murder of her daughter 
Raina. By evidence, witness, and her own admission, I find Mara 
Mattulich guilty of this murder, she having twisted the infant’s neck 
until it broke, and then attempted to conceal that crime. Even 
when that concealment placed her son-in-law Lem Csurik in 
mortal danger from false charges. In light of the helplessness of 
the victim, the cruelty of the method, and the cowardly selfishness 
of the attempted concealment, I can find no mitigating excuse for 
the crime. 

“In addition, Mara Mattulich by her own admission testifies to 
two previous infanticides, some twenty years ago, of her own 
children. These facts shall be announced by Speaker Karal in every 
corner of Silvy Vale, until every subject has been informed.” 

He could feel Ma Mattulich’s glare boring into his back. Yes, go 
on and hate me, old woman. I will bury you yet, and you know it. He 
swallowed, and continued, the formality of the language a sort of 
shield before him. 

“For this unmitigated crime, the only proper sentence is death. 
And I so sentence Mara Mattulich. But in light of her age and close 
relation to the next-most-injured party in the case, Harra Csurik, I 
choose to hold the actual execution of that sentence. Indefinitely.” 
Out of the corner of his eye Miles saw Pym let out, very carefully 
and covertly, a sigh of relief. Harra combed at her straw-colored 
bangs with her fingers and listened intently. 

“But she shall be as dead before the law. All her property, even 
to the clothes on her back, now belongs to her daughter Harra, to 
dispose of as she wills. Mara Mattulich may not own property, 
enter contracts, sue for injuries, nor exert her will after death in any 
testament. She shall not leave Silvy Vale without Harra’s 
permission. Harra shall be given power over her as a parent over a 
child, or as in senility. In Harra’s absence Speaker Karal will be her 
deputy. Mara Mattulich shall be watched to see she harms no other 
child. 

“Further. She shall die without sacrifice. No one, not Harra 
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nor any other, shall make a burning for her when she goes into the 
ground at last. As she murdered her future, so her future shall 
return only death to her spirit. She will die as the childless do, 
without remembrance.” 

A low sigh swept the older members of the crowd before 
Miles. For the first time, Mara Mattulich bent her stiff neck. 

Some, Miles knew, would find this only spiritually symbolic. 
Others would see it as literally lethal, according to the strength of 
their beliefs. The literal-minded, such as those who saw mutation 
as a sin to be violently expiated. But even the less superstitious, 
Miles saw in their faces, found the meaning clear. So. 

Miles turned to Ma Mattulich, and lowered his voice. “Every 
breath you take from this moment on is by my mercy. Every bite 
of food you eat, by Harra’s charity. By charity and mercy—such as 
you did not give—you shall live. Dead woman.” 

“Some mercy. Mutie lord.” Her growl was low, weary, beaten. 
“You get the point,” he said through his teeth. He swept her a 

bow, infinitely ironic, and turned his back on her. “I am the Voice 
of Count Vorkosigan. This concludes my Speaking.” 

 
iles met Harra and Lem afterward, in Speaker Karal’s cabin. 

“I have a proposition for you.” Miles controlled his nervous 
pacing and stood before them. “You’re free to turn it down, or 
think about it for a while. I know you’re very tired right now.” As 
are we all. Had he really been in Silvy Vale only a day and a half? It 
seemed like a century. His head ached with fatigue. Harra was red-
eyed too. “First of all, you can read and write?” 

“Some,” Harra admitted. “Speaker Karal taught us some, and 
Ma Lannier.” 

“Well, good enough. You wouldn’t be starting completely 
blind. Look. A few years back Hassadar started a teacher’s college. 
It’s not very big yet, but it’s begun. There are some scholarships. I 
can swing one your way, if you will agree to live in Hassadar for 
three years of intense study.” 

“Me!” said Harra. “I couldn’t go to a college! I barely know…any 
of that stuff.” 

“Knowledge is what you’re supposed to have coming out, not 
going in. Look, they know what they’re dealing with in this district. 
They have a lot of remedial courses. It’s true, you’d have to work 
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harder, to catch up with the town-bred and the lowlanders. But I 
know you have courage, and I know you have will. The rest is just 
picking yourself up and ramming into the wall again and again until 
it falls down. You get a bloody forehead, so what? You can do it, I 
swear you can.” 

Lem, sitting beside her, looked worried. He captured her hand 
again. “Three years?” he said in a small voice. “Gone away?” 

“The school stipend isn’t that much,” said Miles. “But Lem, I 
understand you have carpenter’s skills. There’s a building boom 
going on in Hassadar right now. Hassadar’s going to be the next 
Vorkosigan Vashnoi, I think. I’m certain you could get a job. 
Between you, you could live.” 

Lem looked at first relieved, then extremely worried. “But they 
all use power tools—computers—robots….” 

“By no means. And they weren’t all born knowing how to use 
that stuff either. If they can learn it, you can. Besides, the rich pay well 
for hand-work, unique one-off items, if the quality’s good. I can see 
you get a start, which is usually the toughest moment. After that you 
should be able to figure it out all right.” 

“To leave Silvy Vale…” said Harra in a dismayed tone. 
“Only in order to return. That’s the other half of the bargain. 

I can send a comm unit up here, a small one with a portable power 
pack that lasts a year. Somebody’d have to hump down to 
Vorkosigan Surleau to replace it annually, no big problem. The 
whole setup wouldn’t cost much more than oh, a new lightflyer.” 
Such as the shiny red one Miles had coveted in a dealer’s 
showroom in Vorbarr Sultana, very suitable for a graduation 
present, he had pointed out to his parents. The credit chit was 
sitting in the top drawer of his dresser in the lake house at 
Vorkosigan Surleau right now. “It’s not a massive project like 
installing a powersat receptor for the whole of Silvy Vale or 
anything. The holovid would pick up the educational satellite 
broadcasts from the capital; set it up in some central cabin, add a 
couple of dozen lap-links for the kids, and you’ve got an instant 
school. All the children would be required to attend, with Speaker 
Karal to enforce it, though once they’d discovered the holovid 
you’d probably have to beat them to make them go home. I, ah,” 
Miles cleared his throat, “thought you might name it the Raina 
Csurik Primary School.” 
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“Oh,” said Harra, and began to cry for the first time that 
grueling day. Lem patted her clumsily. She returned the grip of his 
hand at last. 

“I can send a lowlander up here to teach,” said Miles. “I’ll get 
one to take a short-term contract, till you’re ready to come back. 
But he or she won’t understand Silvy Vale like you do. Wouldn’t 
understand why. You—you already know. You know what they 
can’t teach in any lowland college.” 

Harra scrubbed her eyes, and looked up—not very far up—at 
him. “You went to the Imperial Academy.” 

“I did.” His chin jerked up. 
“Then I,” she said shakily, “can manage…Hassadar Teacher’s 

College.” The name was awkward in her mouth. At first. “At any 
rate—I’ll try, m’lord.” 

“I’ll bet on you,” Miles agreed. “Both of you. Just, ah,” a smile 
sped across his mouth and vanished, “stand up straight and speak 
the truth, eh?” 

Harra blinked understanding. An answering half-smile lit her 
tired face, equally briefly. “I will. Little man.” 

 
at Ninny rode home by air the next morning, in a horse van, along 

with Pym. Dr. Dea went along with his two patients, and his 
nemesis the sorrel mare. A replacement bodyguard had been sent 
with the groom who flew the van from Vorkosigan Surleau, and 
stayed with Miles to help him ride the remaining two horses back 
down. Well, Miles thought, he’d been considering a camping trip 
in the mountains with his cousin Ivan as part of his home leave 
anyway. The liveried man was the laconic veteran Esterhazy, whom 
Miles had known most of his life; excellent company for a man 
who didn’t want to talk about it, unlike Ivan you could almost 
forget he was there. Miles wondered if Esterhazy’s assignment had 
been random chance, or a mercy of the Count’s. Esterhazy was 
good with horses. 

They camped overnight by the river of roses. Miles walked up 
the vale in the evening light, desultorily looking for the spring of 
it; indeed, the floral barrier did seem to peter out a couple of 
kilometers upstream, merging into slightly less impassable scrub. 
Miles plucked a rose, checked to make sure that Esterhazy was 
nowhere in sight, and bit into it curiously. Clearly, he was not a 
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horse. A cut bunch would probably not survive the trip back as a 
treat for Ninny. Ninny could settle for oats. 

Miles watched the evening shadows flowing up along the 
backbone of the Dendarii range, high and massive in the distance. 
How small those mountains looked from space! Little wrinkles on 
the skin of a globe he could cover with his hand, all their crushing 
mass made invisible. Which was illusory, distance or nearness? 
Distance, Miles decided. Distance was a damned lie. Had his father 
known this? Miles suspected so. 

He contemplated his urge to throw all his money, not just a 
lightflyer’s worth, at those mountains; to quit it all and go teach 
children to read and write, to set up a free clinic, a powersat net, or 
all of these at once. But Silvy Vale was only one of hundreds of 
such communities buried in these mountains, one of thousands 
across the whole of Barrayar. Taxes squeezed from this very 
district helped maintain the very elite military school he’d just 
spent—how much of their resources in? How much would he have 
to give back just to make it even, now? He was himself a planetary 
resource, his training had made him so, and his feet were set on 
their path. 

What God means you to do, Miles’s theist mother claimed, 
could be deduced from the talents He gave you. The academic 
honors, Miles had amassed by sheer brute work. But the war 
games, outwitting his opponents, staying one step ahead—a 
necessity, true, he had no margin for error—the war games had 
been an unholy joy. War had been no game here once, not so long 
ago. It might be so again. What you did best, that was what was 
wanted from you. God seemed to be lined up with the Emperor 
on that point, at least, if no other. 

Miles had sworn his officer’s oath to the Emperor less than 
two weeks ago, puffed with pride at his achievement. In his secret 
mind he had imagined himself keeping that oath through blazing 
battle, enemy torture, what-have-you, even while sharing cynical 
cracks afterwards with Ivan about archaic dress swords and the 
sort of people who insisted on wearing them. 

But in the dark of subtler temptations, those which hurt 
without heroism for consolation, he foresaw, the Emperor would 
no longer be the symbol of Barrayar in his heart. 

Peace to you, small lady, he thought to Raina. You’ve won a twisted 
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poor modern knight, to wear your favor on his sleeve. But it’s a twisted poor 
world we were both born into, that rejects us without mercy and ejects us without 
consultation. At least I won’t just tilt at windmills for you. I’ll send in sappers 
to mine the twirling suckers, and blast them into the sky….  

He knew who he served now. And why he could not quit. And 
why he must not fail. 

 
 
Reading questions: 

1. What is the significance of Miles’ Grandfather in this 
story? Do events in the second half help make sense of 
references to him in the first half? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Why did Riana’s killer feel like she had to murder her, 
and what did their personal history have to do with the 
motivation? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Why is Miles willing to fast-penta Ma Mattulich when he 
wasn’t willing to fast-penta others earlier? 
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4. Do you think Mile’s sentence for Ma Mattulich was just? 
Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What is the significance of the remembrance and death 
sacrifice ritual in the story? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Why does Miles call himself a “twisted poor modern knight”? 
Who or what is he comparing himself to?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Why does Miles say that he “knew who he served now”?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. What do you think the main themes of this story are?  
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“Happy Endings” 
From Murder in the Dark, 1983. 
by 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. 
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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 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 
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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 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 
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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. 

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. 
 
 
Reading questions: 

1. How do each of the individual stories build on one 
another? Is the relationship between each section 
important?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How do the individual stories depict or play with 
traditional gender roles? In what ways do the characters 
reflect gender stereotypes? How do they disrupt them? 
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3. This story might be termed satire, or an attack on a 
particular idea through the use of exaggeration, irony, 
and humor. What ideas does it satirize? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. This story might be termed “meta-fiction” or a story that 
reflects upon the nature of fiction. What does Atwood’s 
story say about the nature or purpose of fiction or 
stories? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. When Atwood ends her story saying that plots are “a 
what and a what and a what” but “now try how and 
why” what does she mean? Who is she addressing here? 
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Glossary of Literary Terms 
 
All definitions quoted or adapted from The Bedford Glossary of 
Literary and Critical Terms unless otherwise noted. Bolded words are 
defined elsewhere in the glossary. 
 
 
Act: A major division of the action of a play or drama. Acts are 
generally subdivided into scenes.  
 
Action: the events or unfolding of events in a narrative. The 
action is what happens in the plot of a literary work, including what 
the characters say or do, to advance the story.  
 
Aesthetics: The study of beauty in nature and the arts. Two 
approaches to aesthetics exist: 1) the philosophical approach, 
which poses questions relating to the nature or definition of 
beauty, and 2) the psychological approach, which examines the 
perceptions, origins, and effects of beauty. The study of aesthetics 
also involves inquiry into the nature of artistic creation and 
audience appreciation. 
 
Alliteration: the repetition of sounds in a sequence of words. 
Usually refers to repeated consonant sounds. “Peter picked a peck 
of pickled peppers” is alliteration of the “p” sound, though most 
cases of alliteration do not repeat a single sound quite so often.   
 
Allusion: An indirect reference to a person, event, statement, 
theme, or text. Allusions enrich meaning through the 
connotations they carry. An author’s use of allusions tends to 
presuppose that readers will possess the knowledge to make the 
connection between the allusion itself and what it alludes to.  
 
Ambiguity: Uncertainty or multiplicity of meaning. A word, 
phrase, statement, or passage is ambiguous when it can be 
understood or interpreted in more than one way. Ambiguity can 
result from the use of words with multiple meanings, unusual 
syntax, unclear pronouns, or from complex context.  
 

 
 

288

Antagonist: The character pitted against the protagonist—the 
main character—of a work. An evil or cruel antagonist is a villain.  
 
Apostrophe: When the speaker directly addresses a person who is 
dead or absent, an imaginary or non-human entity, or a place or 
concept (usually an abstract idea). The object of the apostrophe, if 
not human, is often personified.  
 
Ballad: A poem that recounts a story—generally some dramatic 
episode—in the form of a song. Often uses a four-line stanza with 
an abcb rhyme scheme.  
 
Bildungsroman: A novel that recounts the development of an 
individual from childhood or adolescence to maturity, to the point 
where the protagonist recognizes his or her place and role in the 
world.  
 
Canto: From the Italian for “song,” a canto is a section (often 
numbered) of a long poem. See Walt Whitman’s “When Lilacs 
Last in the Dooryard Bloomed.” 
 
Character: a figure in a literary work, most usually human, but not 
always—characters can also be places and things provided that 
they are given the attributes of a human individual. Flat characters 
are defined by a single idea or quality, whereas round characters 
have complexity similar to real people. Static characters do not 
change significantly over the course of the work no matter what 
occurs, while dynamic characters do change (whether for better or 
worse) in response to circumstance and experience. 
 
Climax: The point of greatest tension or emotional intensity in a 
plot.  
 
Close Reading: The nuanced and thorough analysis of literary 
text. Close reading places particular emphasis on the 
interrelationships between textual elements (such as allusions, 
diction, images, metaphors, and so on), and provides a means 
of interpreting the text and illuminating its complexities and 
ambiguities.  
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Closure: The condition of finality and wholeness established at the 
end of a literary text. Closure provides more than an ending; it 
provides the reader or audience with a sense of completeness. In 
narratives, the kind of ending that provides closure often involves 
the resolution of a conflict such that the reader or audience no 
longer wonders what happens next. Some texts intentionally avoid 
providing complete closure. 
 
Comedy: Most often contrasted with tragedies, comedies are 
defined by their happy endings and their focus on ordinary people, 
not just their use of humor. 
 
Comic Relief: a humorous scene or passage inserted into an 
otherwise serious work. Comic relief provides an emotional outlet 
and change of pace for the audience, as well as a contrast that 
further emphasizes the seriousness of the work.  
 
Conflict: A confrontation or struggle between opposing 
characters or forces in the plot of a narrative work, from which 
the action emanates and around which it revolves. There are four 
main types of conflict: physical (often between a character and 
nature), social (between the protagonist and antagonist, or between 
a character and society), internal (psychological conflict reflecting 
the inner divisions or turmoil of a character), and metaphysical 
(between a character and fate or a deity). These different types of 
conflict are not mutually exclusive; a physical conflict with nature 
might represent a metaphysical conflict with God, or an internal 
conflict in the character.   
 
Connotation: the associations evoked by a word beyond its 
denotation or literal meaning. A connotation may be perceived 
and understood by almost everyone if it reflects broad cultural 
associations, or it may be recognized by relatively few readers or 
listeners who have certain knowledge or experience.  
 
Denotation: A word’s literal meaning(s), independent of any 
connotations or associations evoked by the word that an 
individual might attach to it. We might call this the “dictionary 
definition” of a word. 
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Diction: Narrowly defined, a speaker’s or author’s word choice. 
More broadly defined, the general type or character of language 
used in speech or in a work of literature. Diction encompasses both 
vocabulary and syntax. Vocabulary encompasses the degree of 
difficulty, complexity, abstractness, and formality of the words 
used. Syntax refers to the arrangement of the words—their order, 
grouping, and placement—within a phrase, clause, or sentence.  
 
Drama: a literary work usually intended for performance. 
 
Elegy: reflective poems that lament the loss of someone or 
something.  
 
Empathy: Participating in a person or object’s existence to the 
point of feeling what the object senses or undergoes.  
 
Essay: A non-fiction composition that usually explores a single 
theme or topic. Most are written in prose.  
 
Fiction: Broadly, any writing that relates imagined characters and 
occurrences rather than recounting real ones. More narrowly, 
fiction refers to prose narratives (specifically the short story and 
the novel), rather than to poetry or non-narrative prose.  
 
Foreshadowing: The technique of introducing into a narrative 
material that prepares the reader or audience for future events, 
actions, or revelations. Foreshadowing often involves the creation 
of an atmosphere that suggests the eventual outcome; the 
introduction of objects, facts, events, or characters that hint at or 
otherwise prefigure a developing situation or conflict; or the 
exposition of significant character traits allowing the reader or 
audience to anticipate that character’s actions or fate. Occasionally 
the theme or conclusion of a work is foreshadowed by its title. 
Although there are many methods of foreshadowing and many 
reasons to use this technique, its effect is to unify the plot by 
making its development and structure seem logical and perhaps 
inevitable.  
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Form: either the general type or the unique structure of a literary 
work. In the sense of “general type,” form refers to the categories 
accord to which literary works are commonly classified (e.g. 
sonnets, novels, plays, ballads, etc.) and may imply a set of 
conventions related to a particular genre. It may also refer to 
metrical arrangements, rhyme schemes, and so forth. The term 
is more often used to refer to the structure of a particular work; 
in this case, form involves the arrangement of component parts by 
some organizational principle, such as parallelism or the 
chronological sequence of events.  
 
Genre: The classification of literary works based on their content 
or form. Examples of genre based on content are fiction (with 
sub-categories like tragedy, comedy, science fiction, mystery, 
realism, bildungsroman, etc) and non-fiction (with sub-categories 
like autobiography, biography, science writing, etc.). Notably, some 
examples based on content might cross between fiction and non-
fiction, such as satire. Examples of genres based on form include 
prose (with sub-categories of novel, essay, short story, etc.), 
poetry (with sub-categories like epic and lyric, as well as more 
specific sub-categories like sonnets or haiku), and drama.  
 
Hero/heroine: often considered synonymous with protagonist, 
a term referring to the main character of a work. Sometimes a work 
is said to have both a hero and a heroine, even if there is a wide 
discrepancy in their importance. When this is the case, the main 
character is the protagonist; the other may be either a major or 
minor character. The term antihero refers to a protagonist who 
does not exhibit the qualities of a traditional hero and who may be 
pathetically ordinary or even criminal. 
 
Ideology: A set of beliefs underlying the customs, habits, and 
practices common to a given social group. To members of that 
group, the beliefs seem obviously true, natural, and even 
universally applicable. They may seem just as obviously arbitrary, 
idiosyncratic, and even false to those who adhere to another 
ideology. Within a society, several ideologies may coexist; one or 
more of these may be dominant. Ideologies may be forcefully 
imposed or willingly subscribed to. Their component beliefs may 
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be held consciously or unconsciously, forming what Johanna M. 
Smith called “the unexamined ground of our experience.” Ideology 
governs our perceptions, judgments, and prejudices—our sense of 
what is acceptable, normal, and deviant. It may cause a revolution; 
it may also allow discrimination and even exploitation.  
 
Image: Most commonly, a visual, physical representation of 
something or a mental picture of some visible thing or things. 
Images can also involve senses other than sight and sensations 
such as movement and pressure; for instance, the sound of musical 
chords, the smell of freshly cut grass, or the heat of the sun can 
contribute as much to an image of playing the guitar outside on a 
hot summer’s day as the shape of the guitar or the color of the 
grass. In literature, the term “image” most often denotes 
descriptive terms or figurative language used to produce mental 
impressions in the mind of the reader as well as the impressions 
themselves.  
 
Imagery: A term used to refer to 1) the set of images in a text, 2) 
the language used to convey a visual picture or represent any 
sensory experience, and 3) the use of figurative language, often to 
express abstract ideas in a vivid and innovative way. Imagery of 
this third type makes use of figures of speech such as metaphor, 
simile, and personification. Imagery is a central component of 
almost all imaginative literature and is often said to be the chief 
element in poetry. Literal imagery is purely descriptive, 
representing an object or event with words that draw on or appeal 
to the kinds of experiences gained through the five senses (sight, 
sound, touch taste, and smell). Figurative imagery may call sensory 
experiences to mind but does so as a way of describing something 
else—often some abstract idea that cannot be depicted literally or 
directly (for example Emily Dickinson uses imagery when she says 
“Hope is the thing with feathers / that perches in the soul”). 
Whether literal or figurative, however, imagery is generally 
intended to make whatever the author is describing concrete in the 
reader’s mind, to give it some tangible and real existence rather 
than a purely intellectual one. Imagery provides the reader with a 
sense of vividness and immediacy. Imagery also has a special and 
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specific relation to symbolism. All symbols depend on images, 
often repeated to give the symbol cogency and depth.  
 
Influence: the effect of a writer or writers on subsequent writers 
and their work. The later writer adopts some of the features (style, 
form, subject matter, etc.) characteristic of the earlier writer’s work 
while slightly or radically modifying others. 
 
Intertextuality: The condition of interconnectedness among 
texts, or the concept that any text is an amalgam [mixture or blend] 
of others, either because it exhibits signs of influence or because 
its language inevitably contains common points of reference with 
other texts through such things as allusion, quotation, genre, 
style, etc.   
 
Irony: A contradiction or incongruity between appearance or 
expectation and reality. This disparity may be manifested in a 
variety of ways. A discrepancy may exist between what someone 
says and what he or she actually means, between what someone 
expects to happen and what really happens, or between what 
appears to be true and what is actually true. The term may be 
applied to events, situations, and structural elements of a work, not 
just to statements.  

Dramatic irony may involve a situation in which a character’s 
words come back to haunt him or her but more commonly 
involves a discrepancy between a character’s perception and what 
the reader or audience knows to be true. Lacking some material 
information that the reader or audience possesses, the character 
responds to a statement or situation in discordant fashion, whether 
in the form of an inappropriate statement, expectation, or action. 
A verbal response involves dramatic irony when a character fails 
to recognize the true import of his or her words; characters with 
partial information may thus assign meanings to their words that 
differ from the meanings assigned by the reader or audience. 
Expectation and action involve dramatic irony when they are 
inappropriate under the circumstances that actually exist. 
Characters may even accurately assess a situation without realizing 
it, attributing to someone or something a truth that they do not 
recognize as such. Tragic irony is a type of dramatic irony marked 

 
 

294

by a sense of foreboding. As with all dramatic irony, tragic irony 
involves imperfect information, but the consequences of this 
ignorance are catastrophic, leading to the character’s tragic 
downfall.  
 
Lyric: a brief imaginative and melodic poem characterized by the 
fervent but structured expression of the personal thoughts and 
emotions of a single, first-person speaker. Lyrics are non-narrative 
poems; they do not tell a story.  
 
Metaphor and Simile: A metaphor is figure of speech that 
associates two distinct things without using a using a connective 
word such as “like” or “as” to link the vehicle and the subject. 
Metaphor is distinguished from simile, which does use a 
connecting word. To say, “That man is a rock” is to use a metaphor 
that conveys a man’s steadfast character, whereas to say, “that man 
is like a rock” is to use a simile. In either case, the rock is the 
vehicle, or the image used to represent the man, who is the subject 
(sometimes called the “tenor”) of the metaphor. Metaphors can be 
direct or implied. A direct metaphor, such as “that man is a rock” 
expressly identifies both the subject and the vehicle. An implied 
metaphor, by contrast, specifies only the vehicle, leaving the 
subject to be inferred from the context of the sentence or passage. 
For instance, in the sentence “Last night I plowed through a 
book,” the subject (the act of reading) is implied.  
 
Meter: the rhythmic pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables.  
 
Narrative: A story or telling of a story, or an account of a situation 
or event. Narratives may be fictional or non-fictional. They may 
be written in either prose or poetry.  
 
Narrator: A speaker through whom an author presents a 
narrative, often but not always a character in the work. Every 
narrative has a narrator; a work may even occasionally have 
multiple narrators. The type of narrator used is intertwined with 
point of view, the vantage point from which the narrative is told. 
A work written from the third-person point of view may have 
either an omniscient or limited narrator. A work written in first-
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person may be narrated by the author if the work is non-fiction, 
or, in fiction, by the protagonist, another character, or a witness 
who observes but does not participate in the action. Narrators may 
be intrusive (opinionated) or unintrusive (detached); reliable or 
unreliable; or self-conscious or self-effacing. Third person 
narrators (particularly omniscient ones) generally have a more 
authorial-seeming sound and function and are more likely to 
comment upon the action in addition to recounting it. Unreliable 
narrators intentionally or unintentionally fail to provide an accurate 
report of events or situations, compromising  their credibility. 
Unreliability may result from a wide range of causes, such as 
innocence or immaturity, lack of information, bias or prejudice, or 
deliberate lying. Authors using unreliable narrators generally 
provide the reader with sufficient information to assess the 
narrator’s reliability and correct misinterpretations; some, 
however, leave the narrator’s reliability open to question.  
 
Novel: A lengthy fictional prose narrative. The novel is generally 
more than 100 pages in length. The greater length of the novel, 
especially as compared with the short story or novella, permits 
authors to develop one or more characters, to establish their 
motivation, and to construct intricate plots. 
 
Novella: A medium-length fictional prose narrative, typically 
tightly structured and focusing on a single serious issue or event, 
50-100 pages in length, thus falling between the short story and 
the novel. The traditional novella focused on a narrowly 
circumscribed occurrence, situation, or conflict.  
 
Paradox: A statement that seems self-contradictory or nonsensical 
on the surface but that, on closer examination, may express an 
underlying truth. Paradox provokes the reader or audience to see 
something in a new way.  
 
Parallelism: A rhetorical figure used to accentuate or emphasize 
ideas or images by using grammatically similar constructions. 
Words, phrases, clauses, sentences, paragraphs, and even larger 
structural units may be consciously organized into parallel 
constructions, creating a sense of balance and inviting both 
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comparison and contrast. Repetition often plays an important role 
in establishing parallelism. Sometimes a word, line, or other 
grammatical unit is repeated verbatim. Such repetition can 
reinforce a particular idea, or highlight other elements that do not 
repeat.  
 
Pathos: A quality in a work or a portion thereof that makes the 
reader experience pity, sorrow, or tenderness. Pathos is 
distinguished from tragedy in that pathetic characters are 
generally helpless, innocent victims suffering through no fault of 
their own. Tragic figures, by contrast, possess a heroic grandeur 
and are at least partially responsible for their own fates.  
 
Personification: a figure of speech in which human characteristics 
are bestowed upon anything nonhuman, from an abstract idea to a 
physical force to an inanimate object to a living organism.  
 
Play: A story in poetry or prose, that is generally intended to be 
performed onstage (in a theater and in the presence of an audience) 
by actors who deliver the dialogue, perform the actions, and follow 
the stage directions written by the author. Although drama is often 
used as a synonym for play, the two terms differ slightly in 
meaning. A play is a drama intended for performance before a 
theatrical audience. While all plays are dramas, not all dramas are 
plays (television and film would be dramas, but not plays).  
 
Plot: the arrangement and interrelation of events in a narrative 
work, chosen and designed to engage the reader’s attention and 
interest (or even to arouse suspense or anxiety) while also 
providing a framework for the exposition of the author’s message, 
or theme, and for other elements such as characterization, 
symbol, and conflict. Plot is usually distinguished from story, 
which refers to a narrative of events ordered chronologically, not 
selectively, and with an emphasis on establishing causality. Story, 
then, is the raw material from which the plot is constructed. 
Crafting a plot requires choosing what order to tell them in—but 
also relating the events of a story to one another so that causality 
may be established convincingly. As E. M. Forster explained, to say 
“the king died and the queen died” is to tell a story. Adding three 
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simple words—“The king died and then the queen died of grief”—
transforms the story into a plot by including and emphasizing 
causality. Plot, unlike story, frees authors from the constraints of 
chronology and enables them to present their chosen subjects in 
whatever way they see fit to elicit the desired emotional response 
from readers. However, most people agree that effective plots 
must have three relative parts—a beginning, a middle, and an 
end—that are complete in themselves. These parts do not need to 
correlate temporally with the story: the beginning of the plot does 
not necessarily correspond to the chronological beginning of the 
story.  
 
Poetry: literary expression characterized by particular attention to 
rhythm, sound, and the concentrated, concrete use of language. 
Poetry emphasizes the importance of the line rather than the 
sentence, and is organized in stanzas rather than paragraphs. 
Poetry also relies on auditory elements, and puts a premium on 
diction, or the choice and phrasing of words.  
 
Point of View: The vantage point from which a narrative is told. 
A narrative is typically told from a first-person or third-person 
point of view. In a narrative told from a first-person perspective, 
the author tells the story through a character who refers to himself 
or herself as “I.” Such a narrator is usually (but not always) a major 
participant in the action. First person narrators are sometimes 
unreliable narrators or naïve heroes who color or distort matters in 
ways that the reader (at least eventually) detects. Third person 
narratives come in two types, omniscient and limited. In either 
case, the narrator is an observer who relates the story using third 
person pronouns such as “he,” “she,” and “it.” An author taking 
an omniscient point of view assumes the vantage point of an all-
knowing narrator able not only to recount the action thoroughly 
and reliably but also to enter the mind of any character at any time 
in order to reveal his or her thoughts, feelings, and beliefs directly 
to the reader. Authors writing from the omniscient point of view 
may reveal—or conceal—at their discretion. Shifts in time and 
place as well as shifts from the viewpoint of one character to 
another are common. Moreover, the omniscient point of view 
enables an author to comment openly upon the action or theme of 
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the work. An author using the limited point of view recounts the 
story through the eyes of a single character. The reader is thus privy 
to the inner thoughts and feelings of only one character and 
receives the story as that character understands and experiences it, 
although not in that character’s own voice.  
 
Prose: Ordinary written or spoken expression; as applied 
specifically to literature, it is non-poetic expression that exhibits 
purposeful grammatical design, but that is not designed by 
deliberate rhythmic or metrical patterns. Major prose forms 
include non-fictional works such as biographies or essays, and 
fictional works such as novels and short stories.  
 
Rhetoric: the art of persuasion through speaking and writing. The 
study of rhetoric focuses on examining the relationships between 
the speaker, the audience, and the subject of the speech or writing.  
 
Rhyme: Broadly, a correspondence or echoing of similar sounds 
in words; more specifically, the repetition of identical vowel sounds 
in the stressed syllables of two or more words, as well as of all 
subsequent sounds. Rhyme often intensifies rhythmic patterns.  
 
Rhyme Scheme: the pattern of rhyme in a poem or stanza, 
typically described by assigning a lower case letter to each new 
rhyming sound. The rhyme scheme for a ballad stanza is abcb, and 
the rhyme scheme for an Italian sonnet is abba abba cde cde.  
 
Rhythm: From the Greek word for “flow,” a term referring to a 
measure flow of words and signifiying the basic (though often 
varied) beat or pattern in language that is established by stressed 
syllables, unstressed syllables, and pauses.  
 
Scene: A subdivision of an act in drama. 
 
Setting: The combination of place, historical time, and social 
milieu that provides the general background for the characters and 
plot of a literary work. The general setting of a work may differ 
from the specific setting of an individual scene or event. Setting 
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frequently plays a crucial role in determining the atmosphere of a 
work. 
 
Short Story: A brief fictional prose narrative, typically 1,000-
10,000 words in length that, that often centers on a particular 
episode or event. It is distinguished from the novel not only by 
length, but also by its relatively simple purpose, which is generally 
to reveal essential aspects of a character or characters, not to show 
character development over time. Unlike novels, short stories 
usually have a single focus and produce a specific dramatic 
revelation or effect (often the result of opposing motivations or 
forces) toward which the story builds and to which everything else 
in the story is subordinate.  
 
Soliloquy: An extended speech delivered uninterrupted and 
exclusively by a single character, usually while alone on stage. The 
soliloquy usually reveals inner thoughts, emotions, or other 
information the audience needs to know.  
 
Sonnet: A lyric poem that consists of fourteen lines (usually 
printed as a single stanza) and that typically follows one of several 
conventional rhyme schemes. Italian or Petrarchan sonnets has 
two parts: the octave (eight lines with the rhyme scheme abbaabba) 
and the sestet (six lines with the rhyme scheme cdecde or cdcdcd). The 
English or Shakespearean sonnet is divided into three quatrains 
and a couplet, rhyming abab cdcd efef gg. Iambic pentameter is the 
most common meter for all three forms.  
 
Sonnet Sequence: A series or group of sonnets interconnected 
by subject and written by one poet. Form may be used to heighten 
the unity of the sequence, in a corona or crown of sonnets, the last line 
of each sonnet serves as the first line of the next, and the last line 
of the final sonnet echoes the first line of the opening one, thereby 
coming full circle. A heroic crown of sonnets consists of a corona of 
fourteen sonnets succeeded by a final, fifteenth sonnet in which all 
of the prior linking lines are repeated.  
 
Stanza: A grouped set of lines in a poem, usually physically 
separated from other groups by a blank line. Stanzas often have a 
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recurring form, such as a constant number of lines, or a set meter 
and rhyme scheme.  
 
Structure: Often equated with form, the arrangement of material 
in a work, that is, the ordering of its component parts or the design 
devised by the author to convey content and meaning. In a poem, 
for instance, structure encompasses the division of the material 
into stanzas. Some critics extend the use of the term to include 
the arrangement of ideas or images. In a play, structure refers to 
the division of material into acts and scenes as well as the logical 
progression of the action. In discussing novels, it can refer to plot.  
 
Style: Used generally, the way in which a literary work is written. 
The message or material that the author communicates to the 
reader, along with how the author chooses to present it, produce 
an individual style. Style is the complex constellation of methods 
that define a particular author’s approach to writing—this might 
include diction, imagery, etc. 
 
Symbol: Something that, although it is of interest in its own right, 
stands for or suggests something larger and more complex—often 
an idea or a range of interrelated ideas, attitudes, and practices. 
Within a given culture or cultures, some things are widely 
understood to be symbols: national flags represent countries; the 
rainbow flag represents gay pride; the swoosh symbol represents 
the Nike athletics company. The five intertwined Olympic rings 
not only represent the Olympic games, but also peace, cooperation, 
and international understanding. However, other things can have 
more subtle and varied symbolic meanings: in context, the color 
red can symbolize danger, anger, or even love. Symbols are 
distinguished from allegories; while both represent abstract ideas 
through more concrete means, allegories are typically narratives 
with two levels of meaning, while symbols work within a single 
narrative to convey meaning. We might say that allegories are 
supposed to be the thing they represent, while symbols point to 
the things they represent.  
 
Syntax: the arrangement (ordering, grouping, and placement) of 
words within a phrase, clause or sentence. Syntax is a component 
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of grammar, and is also one of the two components of diction 
(along with vocabulary). The sentences “I rode across the 
meadow” and “Across the meadow rode I” exhibit different syntax 
but the same vocabulary.  
 
Theme: the statement(s), expressed or implied, that a text seems 
to be making about a subject. The theme of a work on suffering, 
for instance, might be that suffering is in God’s plan and should 
therefore be accepted. [Note: students often confuse the subject of 
the theme with the theme itself; “suffering” or “love” or “revenge” 
are not actually themes unless you make it clear what the text is 
saying about suffering or love or revenge.] 
 
Tone: the attitude of the author towards the reader, audience, or 
subject matter of a literary work. An author’s tone may be serious, 
playful, mocking, and so forth.  
 
Tragedy: A serious and often somber drama, written in prose or 
poetry, that typically ends in disaster and that focuses on a 
character who undergoes unexpected personal reversals. The 
typical classical tragic hero was an individual of considerable social 
standing whose character was neither unusually good nor bad. 
Tragedies often begin happily but end in catastrophe for the 
protagonist (and often also for other characters) due to an error in 
judgment made by the protagonist.  

Revenge Tragedy was particularly sub-genre popular in the 16th 
and 17th centuries, modeled loosely on the plays of first-century 
C.E. Roman playwright Seneca and centered on the pursuit of 
vengeance. Revenge tragedies generally deal with a son’s quest to 
avenge his father’s murder or vice versa. A typical revenge tragedy 
includes the following elements:  

1. Secret Murder: The play is usually prompted by a secret 
murder that occurred before the action of the play.  
Usually, the murder victim is a king, ruler, or military 
commander—or the king or military commander is the 
murderer. 

2. Supernatural elements: Usually, the ghost of the murdered 
man seeks revenge and implores or orders the protagonist 
to act.  However, sometimes the ghost is a bystander, 
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unable to interact with the rest of the characters, and must 
wait helplessly for someone to avenge his death. 

3. Plots and Counter-Plots: Most of the play’s action consists 
of plots and counterplots that delay revenge.  The 
murderer is usually in a position of power, and the 
revenger must work covertly (often in disguise) to 
discover who the murderer is, and then to kill him, 
meanwhile foiling any plots the murderer still has in play. 

4. Madness: The avenger or other characters descend into 
madness.  The madness might be the product of the plots 
and counterplots, or the rising body count, or simply the 
mental effects of a death on the minds of those closest to 
the deceased. However, the madness may also be feigned 
as part of the plots or counter-plots.  

5. Violence: The play erupts into general and graphic 
violence, usually in a very public form, often during of a 
masque or play that is part of a trap for the murderer. 

[Definition partly from The Bedford Glossary of Literary Terms, partly 
from Dr. Taylor] 
 
Tragic flaw: a character trait in a tragic hero or heroine that 
brings about his or her downfall. Traits like arrogance or hubris 
(excessive pride) are common tragic flaws, but a protagonist’s 
tragic flaw need not be “negative”; rather, it is simply the 
characteristic from which a reversal of fortune ensues. Thus, 
courage or generosity may equally be the trait whose expression 
leads to the direst of consequences.  
 
Utopia: 1) an ideal place that does not exist in reality. 2) a work 
describing such a place.  
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Writing Expectations and Guidelines 
 

1. How to Format Papers 
2. Developing a Logical Argument / Logical Outlines 
3. Introductions, Thesis Statements, and Roadmaps 
4. Paragraphs, Topic Sentences, and Transitions 
5. Integrating Sources 

a. Signal Phrases 
b. Summary and Paraphrase 
c. Quoting Prose 
d. Quoting Poetry 
e. Quoting Shakespeare 
f. Ellipses 

6. Conclusions 
7. Bibliography 
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How to Format Your Paper 
 

1. 1-inch margins all the way around the page 
2. Times New Roman 12 pt. font, double spaced 
3. Running Header with your last name and page number in 

upper right corner 
4. Header of four lines in left corner of first page 

a. Your name 
b. Instructor 
c. The course  
d. The date 

5. An interesting title reflecting your argument, centered 
(no italics except for book titles; no underlining or bold)  

 

 
 

6. All book titles should be italicized. Poem, short story, 
and speech titles should be in quotation marks: 

a. Yes: Hamlet 
b. No: “Hamlet” 
c. Yes: “The Truth of Fact, the Truth of Feeling” 
d. No: The Truth of Fact, the Truth of Feeling 

7. A bibliography with all sources on the final page, 
following MLA format (7th or 8th edition). Sources 
should be alphabetized by author’s last name 
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Logical Outlines 
 
A logical outline is more complicated than the outlines most of you 
probably have done in school so far. It is more like a rough draft 
in outline form, and will require a substantial bit of time to 
complete effectively. The purpose of a logical outline is to make 
sure that you have all the building blocks to create a good paper: 
an interesting, complex question; a clear, logical structure; 
sufficient evidence and analysis; and a strong thesis when you 
move to actually write your paper. After you complete your logical 
outline, you will meet with me about it.  
 
Students regularly tell me that the logical outline is both the hardest 
thing they do in my classes, but also the most helpful. Here’s how 
one student put it in his course evaluation last year: 

 
So, give yourself a lot of time to work on your outline, and put in 
as much effort as you can. The more material you have to work 
with in your outline, the more effective your individual tutorial will 
be. There are six steps to writing a logical outline as required in this 
class: 

I think the most important thing I took away from this class 
is that logical outlines might take a lot of time, but they are 
the most helpful thing I have ever used. I think I put more 
time into my logical outline than I did on my actual paper, 
but I still got a very good grade on my paper. When we 
were told to do a logical outline, I thought it was just a 
waste of time. I have never been so wrong. The logical 
outline broke everything down and made it a lot easier to 
write the paper. In high school, it was always optional to 
do a logical outline, and of course I always opted to not do 
it. I regret not using logical outlines for every paper I have 
ever done. 
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Step 1: Start with a Question 
When you are writing an outline, you usually want to begin not 
with a thesis, but with a question—a serious, interesting, complex 
question. This should be a question that a reasonable person could 
answer in multiple ways, and it should not just ask for a factual 
answer. Sometimes the writing prompt in the assignment will 
provide you with this question; many times it will not, or it will 
require you to write your own, more specific version of the 
question. If you are creating your own question, it will need to get 
at the important issues in the text, going beyond simply what 
happens in the text to why and how it happens.  

• This question is weak because it only asks for a list of examples 
of racism, and does not prompt any analysis.  

• In other words, it only asks for a “what” (facts about the novel) 
and not a “how” or a “why.” 
 

• This question assumes you will have examples of racism, and 
focuses instead on asking for analysis.  

• It identifies an implicit pattern (the racism from teachers is 
different from the racism from students), and asks us to think 
about why those differences exist and what they might mean. 

 
Step 2: Brainstorm Evidence 
Once you have your question, think of having conversation 
between with text or texts you are reading and writing about, where 
you’re both trying to answer it. You propose the question, and then 
different pieces of the text give you an answer, or at least part of 
one; sometimes the answer goes off topic but in a way that adds to 

Example Weak Question 
What kinds of racism appear in Absolutely True Diary of a Part 
Time Indian? 

Strong Question  
The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian depicts multiple 
examples of racism. How does the racism Junior experiences at 
the hands of adults, especially teachers, differ from the racism 
that he experiences from students, and why might those 
differences be important? 
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the discussion; other times it addresses the question sideways, or 
from its own angle. Going through the text and looking for these 
moments is brainstorming, and the places where the text addresses 
your question are potential points and pieces of evidence. 
Brainstorming is one of the most important steps in writing a 
paper. This step involves not only remembering bits and pieces of 
the text, but also going back over notes, and rereading the text with 
this new question in mind. At this stage, your goal is to come up 
with as many different examples and ideas as you possibly can. 
 
Step 4: Analyze the Evidence 
Once you have brainstormed how the text responds to your 
questions, you can respond to these pieces of evidence yourself—
what do you think about each one? Why does it seem important? 
What is going on in each example, beyond the obvious? (You can 
do this either as you go through your evidence piece by piece, or 
you can do it all at once, but you should respond at least briefly to 
each piece by the time you are done). 

 
Step 5: Organize 
Then, look at the evidence and your responses together. Can you 
find patterns in the text, or in your own responses to the text? 
Group those things that say the same sorts of things together, and 
find a succinct way to describe them. (Also, decide if there are 
pieces that don’t fit, and remove them.) Now, you are starting to 
develop the pieces of your outline. You may want to order these 
pieces of evidence in terms of importance, or you may want to 
decide which small patterns or observations lead to the larger 

Note: Sometimes you will realize that, like a real person, your 
text contradicts itself, or that it contradicts another text in the 
conversation. When this happens, do not ignore the problem, 
or throw up your hands and give up and change topics or 
questions. Instead, think about how you could synthesize these 
ideas, and what sort of middle ground could be created, or if 
certain things are true only in certain contexts. Don’t gloss over 
those problematic moments in the text; sometimes, these are 
the most important pieces of evidence and thinking hard about 
them leads to the best arguments and thesis statements. 
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patterns, and organize them accordingly. These are two (of many) 
options for organizing your outline. 
 
Step 6: Answer the Question 
The final part of your outline should be the “conclusion” section, 
where you answer the question you started with. How would you 
summarize the answer to your question now that you have 
organized all your evidence and analysis? The answer will become 
your thesis when you turn the outline into a draft—that is, one of 
the most important parts of your paper, so this section should get 
a lot of attention from you at the outline stage.  
 
Outline Framework 

Question in your own words, with any necessary background.  
Might be anywhere from a single sentence to a full paragraph. 

1. Background or Main Point 1  
a. Background, Subpoint, or Evidence 

i. Evidence for Subpoint (if necessary) 
1. Commentary, brief thoughts 

ii. Evidence for Subpoint (if necessary) 
1. Commentary, brief thoughts 

b. Subpoint or Evidence 
i. Evidence for Subpoint (if necessary) 

1. Commentary, brief thoughts 
ii. Evidence for Subpoint (if necessary) 

1. Commentary, brief thoughts 
2. Main Point 2 (may have as many or few main points 

as needed) 
a. Subpoint or Evidence 

i. Evidence for Subpoint (if necessary) 
1. Commentary, brief thoughts 

b. Subpoint or Evidence 
i. Evidence for Subpoint (if necessary) 

1. Commentary, brief thoughts 
c. Subpoint or Evidence 

i. Commentary, brief thoughts 
3. Main Point 3 (repeat as needed) 

a. Etc. 
Possible Conclusions / Answers to the Question 
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More tips:  
 There is no set number of points for a paper, only the 

number of points necessary to fully explore and answer your 
question. Be conscious of the fact that some points may 
actually be subpoints or parts of larger points.  

 Make sure that you aren’t just identifying three random 
points that independently answer your question—each of 
your points needs to build on or respond to the previous 
one. You need to logically connect and organize the points. 

 You should have some sort of evidence for each point.  
 Feel free to use quotations that you might not use in their 

entirety when you write the actual paper; you may also use 
paraphrase and summary.  

 Everything must be properly cited, even at this stage. 
 Your analysis does not necessarily need to be full sentences 

(though it will be more helpful to you when it comes to 
writing your paper if you do use full sentences), but they 
need to be understandable to me. 

 Some students prefer to write a rough draft first and then 
organize it into an outline. This is perfectly acceptable. 

 
Example Logical Outline 

Hamlet... the Dane?: The Problem of Succession in Hamlet 
 

Intro:   
In the middle of Act 3, Rosencrantz inadvertently touches on 

what is a key issue in Hamlet: why isn’t Prince Hamlet already 
King Hamlet, Hamlet the Dane? Hamlet has just explained that 
the reason for his melancholy is he “lack[s] advancement” 
(3.2.311). Rosencrantz responds, “How can that be when you 
have the voice of the King himself for your succession in 
Denmark?” (3.2.312-13). But “the King himself” is Claudius, the 
man who killed Hamlet’s father, married Hamlet’s mother, made 
himself king—and then named Hamlet, the very man he 
displaced, his heir. How could this occur without some sort of 
uproar? Why did no one wonder at Hamlet’s not ascending to the 
throne? In order to attempt to answer these questions, I will look 
at the problem of Denmark being an electoral state, who the 
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candidates for the throne are, and what conclusions we can draw 
about Shakespeare’s attitudes towards succession and inheritence. 
1. Denmark combines primogeniture (inheritance by the first-

born son) with an electoral state.  
a. The concept that Denmark is an electoral state is 

thrown into the play only in the fifth and final act, 
and then only appearing as two side notes in 
Hamlet’s conversations with Horatio:  

i. “He that hath killed my king and whored my 
mother, / Popped in between th’election 
and my hopes, / Thrown out his angle for 
my proper life” (5.2.65-67).  

1. Hamlet indicates that Claudius 
became king because he managed to 
get between Hamlet and the 
election. Hamlet should have become 
king under a more traditional 
primogeniture system; and Hamlet 
seems to have expected to become 
king. The language of “popped” 
suggests a surprise, not something 
expected.  

ii. “But I do prophesy th’election lights / On 
Fortinbras. He has my dying voice, / So tell 
him, with th’occurents, more and less, / 
Which have solicited. (5.2.297-98).  

1. Hamlet gives his “dying voice” for 
Fortinbras in an imagined future 
election, a deciding vote. 

2. The language of “voice” is the same 
language that Rosencrantz used to 
describe what Claudius has done for 
Hamlet in making him his heir 
(3.2.112-113).  

iii. These passages show that the monarch of 
the Denmark is not chosen merely by who is 
the first son of the previous king (though 
that is part of it). Rather, each king must 
have the support of some other group 
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which “elects” the king. These two methods 
of succession, primogeniture and election, 
are combined in the monarchy of Denmark. 

b. An audience in England would probably have 
expected the more traditional primogeniture system, 
and might have been asking why Hamlet was not 
made king much earlier.  

c. It is unclear which group actually elects the king, 
though some passages suggest it is the people. 
Laertes is proclaimed king by the “rabble” (4.5.98), 
and Claudius worries about offending the people 
concerning Hamlet (4.7.16-21). But Claudius and 
Hamlet both clearly expect to have a “voice” or vote 
as well.  

2. There are three major options for who could become King in 
this version of an electoral state: Claudius, Hamlet, and 
Fortinbras. 

a. Option 1: Claudius. Claudius became king after his 
murder of Hamlet Sr. While Hamlet is presumably 
away in Wittenburg (1.2.119), Claudius “pops” 
between Hamlet and the throne, due to the fact that 
election takes his mere eligibility to the throne and 
turns it into possession of the throne. Claudius 
further makes his claim on the throne through his 
marriage to Gertrude:  

i. “The King doth wake tonight and takes his 
rouse, / Keeps wassail, and the swagg’ring 
upspring reels, / And as he drains his 
draughts of Rhenish down / The kettle 
drum and trumpet thus bray out / The 
triumph of his pledge” (1.4.9-13).  

1. The triumph is not just the draining 
of the cup, but with the symbol of 
the cup comes signs of his taking 
the throne through Gertrude. His 
“triumph” is winning the throne, 
but his “pledge” is his wedding 
vows.  

ii. There is an implicit association between the 
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granting of Gertrude’s sexual favors through 
her marriage to Claudius with the accession 
of Claudius to the throne. Thus, it is 
through his marriage to Gertrude that 
Claudius can move from second in line for 
the throne to the first.  

1. Supported by the mousetrap that 
Hamlet sets up for Claudius. The 
poisoner kisses the crown before 
killing the king, but as far as we can 
tell, does not put it on until after the 
queen accepts his love (3.2). In fact, 
he cannot, for otherwise it would be 
clear that he had poisoned the king. 

iii. However, it is also clear that Claudius’ 
position as King is unstable. In his opening 
speech he is fishing for the support of the 
court and the nobles. 

1. “Nor have we herein barred / Your 
better wisdoms, which have freely 
gone / With this affair along. For 
all, our thanks.” (1.2.14-16).  

a. Claudius is deliberate in 
taking their advice, and 
careful to thank them. In 
taking their advice, he 
makes them dependent on 
him for their power. In 
thanking them, he makes 
them feel appreciated and 
therefore content to remain 
under him.  

2. Claudius further cements his 
position by making the rightful heir, 
the man who should be ruling, into 
his own heir.  

a. “But now, my cousin 
Hamlet, and my son--” 
(1.2.64); “Our chiefest 
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courtier, cousin, and our 
son” (1.2.117).  

i. If the court were 
to have any qualms 
about Claudius as 
king, this is the 
sort of move that 
would relieve 
them, for it 
appears at least on 
the surface that he 
is not displacing 
the current line of 
succession as 
rearranging it. 

3. Once Polonius is killed, Claudius 
fears for both his throne and his life 
from three quarters: Hamlet, the 
people, and Laertes. 

a. Claudius says to Gertrude 
that Hamlet is a threat “It 
had been so with us had we 
been there. / His liberty is 
full of threats to all-- / To 
you yourself, to us, to 
everyone” (4.1.12-13).  

b. However, Claudius is 
equally afraid of the people 
who support Hamlet: “Yet 
must not we put the strong 
law on him. / He’s loved of 
the distracted multitude” 
(4.3.3-4). 

c. Claudius fears for his own 
safety—and possibly for 
the safety of his throne.  

b. Option 2: Hamlet. Hamlet was the son of the 
previous King, and of age. At the beginning of the 
play, Hamlet does not appear overly concerned with 
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the fact that he has not taken the throne so much as 
he is with his mother’s apparent disrespect to his 
father by marrying so quickly. However, this changes 
over the course of the play. 

i. Hamlet is well-loved by the people, and 
Claudius is afraid of offending them, which 
would support any claim to the throne that 
Hamlet might make. 

1. It is only in the fifth act that Hamlet 
asserts his right to the throne: “This 
is I, Hamlet the Dane.” (5.1.241-
42). Hamlet, previous to this point, 
appears mostly concerned with 
revenging the wrong to his father, 
not himself. 

2. There are hints, however, that 
Hamlet was thinking about the issue 
of the throne earlier, as in his 
conversation with Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern, when he said he 
“lacked advancement” (3.2.311). 

c. Option 3: Fortinbras. After the death Hamlet and 
Claudius, Fortinbras becomes King of Denmark.  

i. This event in some ways seems more 
puzzling than Hamlet not gaining the 
throne.  

1. Why does Hamlet give Fortinbras 
his “dying voice” (5.2.298)? Isn’t 
this passing the kingdom over to a 
foreigner?  

ii. But Fortinbras might be the most logical 
choice for Hamlet to support.  

1. Hamlet would probably be foolish 
in supporting anyone who had 
previously supported Claudius, 
which would include the entire 
court. As far as the play is 
concerned, there is no one else of 
noble blood around for Hamlet to 
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name. Even Laertes, who is “a very 
noble youth” and had the support 
of the people (5.1.206, 4.5.98-104), 
is dead.  

2. Fortinbras has the earliest claim on 
any part of Denmark in being the 
true heir of Norway, which had 
become a vassal state of Denmark 
due to a duel and agreement 
between Hamlet and Fortinbras 
Seniors (1.1.81-94). In fact, 
Fortinbras claims “rights of 
memory” to “claim” Denmark 
when he arrives at the end of the 
play (5.2.390-1) 

iii. Could Fortinbras’s rise to the throne be the 
fate or “providence” that Hamlet had 
spoken of in saying “there’s a special 
providence in the fall of a sparrow”? 
(5.2.157-58) 

Conclusions: A central problem in Hamlet is succession: who has 
the right to the throne? Is Claudius’s crime not just the murder of 
his brother, but the dispossession of Hamlet from the throne? 
These anxieties identify succession and inheritance as a primary 
site of injustice. The revenge that Hamlet seeks is not just for the 
murder of his father, but the use of political systems and power 
to disinherit him. Hamlet presents the view that ultimately justice 
will be served—but not in Hamlet taking the throne. Instead, the 
play looks further back to right the injustice originally 
experienced by Fortinbras, who regains what his own father lost 
in single combat to Hamlet Sr. In other words, while not 
everything will be set to rights, ultimately justice can be done. 
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Introductions and Thesis Statements 
 
The standard introduction to an academic paper has three parts: 

1. Essential background information 
2. Thesis statement 
3. Roadmap to the paper 

 
Background Information  
In your introduction, you need to give your readers a place to start, 
some sort of context for what you are planning on talking about. 
You can’t just drop a bomb—that is, your thesis—on them with 
no warning. The background information is how you provide that 
context. Your background information, then, needs to function as 
a bridge into your thesis statement. The difficulty is finding the 
right balance: you don’t want to go too basic, or too general, 
because you don’t want to treat your audience like they are idiots. 
As a result, all of the background information you provide needs 
to have an obvious and specific connection to your thesis. 
Sometimes this background information is not necessarily derived 
from your text; it may be background for the theory behind your 
topic, a historical event that provides clarity for what happens in 
the story, or an idea proposed by someone else that you will be 
arguing against or building on. It might also be a brief summary of 
the text that sets up the question you are answering with your 
paper. 
 
Thesis Statements 
The thesis statement is perhaps the one most important parts of 
your paper. It will give your paper focus and cohesion, and will let 
the reader know exactly what he or she can expect from the rest of 
the paper. A thesis statement will do all or most of the following 
things: 
 

1. It will articulate your argument, position, or point of 
view on a crucial and debatable issue. 

2. It will be specific rather than general. 
3. It will go beyond stating a fact, addressing either how or 

why any facts in the thesis are important. 
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A thesis statement will almost always occur in the first paragraph 
of a paper, with only a few exceptions. Especially in shorter papers, 
the thesis should be one of the first things your reader can clearly 
identify.  
 
You will not necessarily know the answer to the question you are 
answering until you have done some extensive thinking about a 
topic or issue. The logical outline helps with this, as before you 
develop an argument on any topic, you have to collect and organize 
evidence, look for possible relationships between known facts 
(such as surprising contrasts or similarities), and think about the 
significance of these relationships. Once you do this thinking, you 
will probably have a “working thesis,” a basic or main idea, an 
argument that you think you can support with evidence but that 
may need adjustment along the way. 
 
Once you have a working thesis, you can ask yourself the following 
questions to see if it is a strong thesis: 
 

1. Do I answer the question? If the thesis is supposed to 
answer the question that prompted the essay (whether in 
the assignment itself or in your own outline), then asking 
whether you have fully answered the question will help 
you make sure you have stayed focused.  

2. Is my thesis debatable? Your thesis must be a claim 
someone might disagree with. Your job in the paper is to 
make it difficult to disagree, but when you initially present 
your thesis, someone should be able to say, “now, wait a 
minute, are you sure about that?” In other words, your 
thesis cannot be a simple statement of fact or a summary 
of facts.  

3. Is my thesis specific enough? Thesis statements that are 
too vague often do not have a strong argument. If your 
thesis contains words like “good,” “interesting,” or “bad,” 
see if you could be more specific. You might start by 
defining what those terms mean: instead of being 
“interesting,” do you mean that it poses a set of important 
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questions? Instead of being “good” do you mean 
“aesthetically pleasing” or “emotionally compelling”?  

4. Does my thesis pass the how or why test? Remember 
that a good thesis goes beyond a “what” to a “how” or 
“why.” Check to see if you have a “by,” “through,” or 
“because” as the start of a clause in your thesis.  

5. Does my thesis pass the ‘So What?’ test? If a reader’s 
response to your thesis could be, “so what?” then you 
need to clarify why your argument is important. This is 
perhaps the most important question you can ask of your 
thesis, and by the time your paper is done, if we are still 
left without an answer, you need to think harder and 
deeper about your topic. 

 
If you can’t answer all these questions when you first start writing 
your paper, don’t worry. A working thesis tends to be a little vaguer 
than the thesis in a final paper. As you write, you may find you 
answer more and more of these questions; you can always go back 
and revise your thesis to reflect those answers. Essentially, when 
you reach the end of your paper, you need to compare what your 
thesis says with what your paper says. If your thesis and the body 
of your essay do not seem to go together, one of them has to 
change, and at least half the time it will be easier and better to 
change your thesis. 
 

Example Thesis Statements 
 
Based on “Harlem” by Langston Hughes 

Why it’s weak: 
• It’s not a very debatable statement, but closer to a statement 

of fact. It might work as part of a paragraph, but it doesn’t 
work as a thesis.  

• It tells us the topic of the poem, but not why it matters, or 
what is interesting or complicated about it.  
 
 

Weak Thesis: Langston Hughes’ poem “Harlem” is a poem 
about what happens to “a dream deferred.”  
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Why it’s stronger:  
• This thesis makes a claim about Hughes’ purpose, 

addressing “how?” (vivid images of decay and destruction) 
and “why?” (to illustrate the harm done by deferred dreams) 

• The claim is debatable (does Hughes actually describe 
harm?), and suggests which specific elements the poem 
support the claim.  

• It identifies specific details that will be important to the 
argument.  
 

Why it’s stronger:  
• This thesis goes beyond fact into debatable interpretation—

in fact, it specifically addresses why the interpretation is 
debatable (the poem seems short and simple at first).  

• It identifies and answers an important question about the 
speaker’s method, thus addressing “how” (layout, 
ambiguous imagery) and “why” the poet makes his 
argument (to challenge preconceived notions).  

 
Paradise Lost 

Why it’s weak: 
• This is an answer to the question, “What causes Satan’s 

downfall in Paradise Lost?” In other words, it addresses a 
“what” rather than a “how” or “why.” 

• This type of thesis leads to having lots of examples instead 
of having a logical argument or substantial points in your 
paper. 

 
 

Weak Thesis: Pride causes Satan’s downfall in Paradise Lost.   

Stronger Thesis 1: In “Harlem,” Langston Hughes uses vivid 
images of decay and destruction to illustrate how “dreams 
deferred” can harm human beings.  

Stronger Thesis 2: While “Harlem” is a short, seemingly 
simple poem, it combines a complex layout with ambiguous 
imagery and similes to challenge preconceived notions about 
what happens to those whose dreams must be deferred.  
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Why it’s stronger:  
• This still addresses the question “What causes the fall in 

Paradise Lost?” but it also suggests how and why Milton 
makes his argument  

• How: subtly and through both Satan and Eve 
• Why: to suggest that sin happens when reasonable 

desires become dangerous or even unreasonable 
• The resulting paper will have to go beyond giving examples 

of pride and how they lead to downfall, and show a series of 
logical relationships instead: 

• Between envy and the fall (and perhaps between 
envy and pride), 

• Between reasonable and unreasonable desires, 
• Between Satan and Eve 

 

Why it’s stronger:  
• It still is about the role of pride in Paradise Lost, but it answers 

a different, more specific question that has both a how and 
why component (“How and why does Milton seem to 
suggest that Satan might be the hero of Paradise Lost?”). 

• The thesis goes beyond just answer the how/why, and starts 
to address the “so-what” question: why should we care that 
Satan is considered a hero? By pointing out that this is an 
intentional illusion, this thesis implies that Milton’s portrayal 
of Satan’s heroic qualities is an intentional but temporary 
deception of the reader.  

 
 
 

Stronger Thesis 1: “While pride plays an obvious role in 
Satan’s downfall, Milton subtly suggests that envy is the root 
cause of the fall for both Satan and Eve. In doing so, he 
suggests how reasonable desires can quickly turn dangerous. 

Stronger Thesis 2: “It is through the illusion of Satan’s 
greatness, compounded by Satan’s own pride and belief in his 
own abilities, that Milton creates the temporary illusion that 
Satan is the hero of Paradise Lost.” 
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What is a roadmap?  
A road map is the part of your introduction that tells your reader 
how you are going to go about proving your thesis. You should lay 
out your points so that you don’t risk losing your reader as you 
move through your argument. A roadmap might be implicit, 
created by the order of the points in your introduction, or it might 
be an explicit sentence that says something like, “By exploring X, 
Y, and Z, I will show that…” 
 
However, be careful not to mindlessly list all your points just 
because you can. We want only those essential bits that tell us 
where you going and what you are proving. 

 
 

Strategies for Writing Good Introductions 
 
Start by thinking about the question.  
Your essay should be a response to a question, and your 
introduction is the first step toward that end. Your direct answer 
to the question will be your thesis, and your thesis will be included 
in your introduction, so it can be a good idea to use the question 
as a jumping off point.  

 
Write a tentative introduction first and then change it later.  
Very rarely are you going to be able to write a good introduction 
on the first try. You probably need to put something on the page to 
get going, but you will probably need to change it in substantial 
ways. In fact, you might want to consider the fact that if your 
introduction is going to describe your argument and how you are 
going to prove it, you might want to actually have the argument 
laid out in detail first—which means you will need to write your 
introduction last.  
 
You may find that you don’t know what you are going to argue at 
the beginning of the writing process, and only through the 
experience of writing your paper do you discover your main 
argument. It is perfectly fine to start out thinking that you want to 
argue a particular point, but wind up arguing something slightly or 
even dramatically different by the time you’ve written most of the 

 
 

322

paper. The writing process can be an important way to organize 
your ideas, think through complicated issues, refine your thoughts, 
and develop a sophisticated argument.  
 
However, an introduction written at the beginning of that 
discovery process will not necessarily reflect what you wind up 
with at the end. You will need to revise your paper to make sure 
that the introduction, all of the evidence, and the conclusion reflect 
the argument you intend. Sometimes it helps to write up all of your 
evidence first and then write the introduction -- that way you can 
be sure that the introduction matches the body of the paper. 
 
Open with an attention grabber.  
Sometimes, especially if the topic of your paper is somewhat dry 
or technical, opening with something catchy can help. Consider 
these options:  
 

1. An intriguing situation or scenario from your primary text  
2. A provocative quotation from your text 
3. A vivid or perhaps unexpected anecdote related to the text  
4. A thought-provoking question about the text  

 
These attention-grabbing openers might get your reader interested 
and also help your reader connect to what might otherwise seem a 
pretty obscure topic. Essentially, you can use attention-grabbers to 
help your readers see why your topic is relevant and to help them 
begin to care about your findings and perspectives. All attention-
grabbers should be clearly related to your thesis. 

 
Pay special attention to your first sentence.  
If any sentence in your paper is going to be completely free of 
errors and vagueness, it should be your first one. Make sure the 
first sentence says something useful, interesting, and relevant to 
your essay. Make a good impression by proofreading it especially 
carefully. 
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Introductions to Avoid Like the Plague 
 
1. The Place Holder Introduction. Place holder introductions 

contains several vague or extremely general sentences, perhaps 
only distantly related to the topic at hand. They exist just to 
take up the “introduction space” in your paper. However, it is 
acceptable to write a place holder introduction for a rough 
draft and then come back and write another introduction later. 
(A place holder introduction is often a sign that there has been 
incomplete revision) 
 

2. The Restated Question Introduction. This introduction 
simply repeats (or slightly rewords) the initial prompt or 
question that came as the assignment. While you want to use 
your introduction to prove that you are answering the 
question, spending most of your time restating the question 
can be ineffective if all you do is restate it. A better approach 
is to think about how you can put your own, very specific spin 
on the initial question—though make sure you don’t diverge 
too far and get off topic or go too far from the original 
assignment. 

 
3. The Dictionary Introduction. Many students like to start 

their papers by quoting a definition of a key term from 
Merriam Webster, Wikipedia, or Dictionary.com. While 
establishing key definitions can be an important part of an 
introduction, opening with a standard dictionary or Wikipedia 
definition can seem insulting (do you really think your 
professor does not know what the word means?). It will be far 
more effective if you can develop your own definition of the 
terms in play because you will be able to define the term in the 
specific context of the text(s) you are using. If you must use a 
definition from someone else, perhaps because you are not 
confident about developing your own definition, try and find 
a definition from an expert on the subject at hand instead.  

The one occasion where it might be acceptable to use the 
dictionary in your introduction is if you are going to argue with 
the definition or challenge its use of the term in relationship to 
your particular topic/examples. However, if you do take this 
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approach, be sure to use the OED.com as your dictionary, be 
sure that you aren’t establishing a straw-man, and follow up 
with your own definition as well.  
 

4. The Dawn of Man Introduction. Papers that begins with 
“from the beginning of time,” “throughout history” or “since 
the dawn of man” are problematic because they make broad, 
sweeping statements about the relevance of this topic. But 
while such introductions imply the importance of the topic, 
they are rarely true and are usually completely unprovable. 
Students write these sorts of introductions when they don’t 
have something more specific to say about why their topics are 
important—which is precisely why they are ineffective. 
Instead, focus on coming up with a more specific opening and 
a stronger “so-what” or significance factor.   
 

5. The Book Report Introduction. A book report is all about 
the facts. It summarizes the text under discussion, reporting 
basic facts or plot points without much consideration for 
whether the intended audience already knows the text, or how 
the facts in question set up the thesis. Such a summary is of 
limited effectiveness; you could have written this kind of 
introduction in the fifth-grade, and probably did. Students 
often use this format because it is familiar and comfortable. 
Instead of summarizing the whole text, put your focus on 
drawing attention to the parts that will set up your thesis. 

 
6. Hyperbolic praise introduction. This introduction spends 

most of its time exclaiming how wonderful or insightful the 
author/text under consideration is. However, this 
introduction makes you seem less critical and objective, and 
delays your ability to establish the real purpose of your paper. 
It diminishes a reader’s sense that you will be able to say 
something interesting and important about the real topic of 
your paper. 

 
 
 
 



 
 
325

Paragraphs, Topic Sentences, and Transitions 
 
Good paragraphs have a structure that is similar to, though 
simplified from, the larger essay structure: 

• Introduction.  Where the essay has a thesis, the paragraph 
has a topic sentence. Just as in an essay you want to make 
sure you have a clear statement of purpose in the 
beginning, you want to do the same for your paragraphs. 
The introduction to a paragraph may also provide a 
transition from previous points or give background 
information necessary to understand the body of the 
paragraph.  

• Body. The body of the paragraph proves or develops the 
ideas in the topic sentence the same way the various 
paragraphs prove or develop the ideas in the thesis and 
roadmap of the over-arching essay. It will include relevant 
facts, evidence, examples, arguments, and analysis.  

• Conclusion. The conclusion wraps up and synthesizes 
the material in the paragraph the same way the conclusion 
at the end of the paper does for the entire argument. The 
conclusion might also serve to remind us of the “so-what” 
factor of the paragraph, explaining how the body connects 
to the thesis statement.  

In a good paragraph, the lines between these different elements are 
less distinct than in an essay; after all, there is no new paragraph 
break and indentation to signal the changes. Readers will look for 
more subtle clues in the form of internal transitions.  
 
Topic Sentences 
The vast majority of good paragraphs begin with topic sentences 
that clearly state the argument of a paragraph, functioning as a mini 
thesis statement for the paragraph. You need to state your point 
before you discuss the evidence and logic that proves it. Readers 
absorb information best when they know why information is 
important; if you don’t explain your point, readers will have a 
tendency to skim, and may miss the details that are most important 
to your point. 
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A good topic sentence will also make connections. It will connect 
to the thesis and/or the previous point. We sometimes call these 
connections “sign posts,” playing off the idea that they are 
complementary to the “road map” provided at the beginning of 
the essay. 
 
Topic sentences can also apply to more than just a single 
paragraph. Sometimes a topic sentence will set up the argument for 
a series of related paragraphs. If you wrote a logical outline with 
multiple sub-points for a main point, it is more likely that you will 
use this technique. 
 
Just as you might write your thesis statement last in your outline, 
you might want to write the topic sentence for a paragraph last as 
well. Just make sure it appears as the first (or perhaps second) 
sentence of your paragraph by the time you turn it in. 

 
Transitions 
Within your paper, sentences and ideas must follow one another in 
a logical pattern. By “logical pattern,” I mean that your sentences 
and points have to relate to one another in various ways, and that 
these relationships must be clearly explained. If thoughts follow 
one another without sufficient connection, your essay will make no 
sense. Within each paragraph you will be using transitions almost 
continuously. However, linking words and transitions alone will 
not do you any good unless the ideas themselves are actually 
connected. Here are some techniques for creating transitions: 
 

1. Echo a key phrase or word from the last sentence or 
idea.  

 
Be careful that you do not just repeat the previous 
sentence. You are working on switching to a slightly 
different subject, not repeating your last point. 

Whatever Lear’s faults, it cannot be denied that he loves 
his daughters. 

Unfortunately, Regan and Goneril care little for 
their Father’s love. . . . 
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2. Use a transitional sentence rather than a transitional 
word or phrase. 

The transitional sentence does not indicate what will come 
next in the paragraph, but it establishes that this paragraph 
is a negation of the last. Note that this kind of sentence 
displaces the topic sentence you would expect to find at 
the beginning of the paragraph; the topic sentence should 
follow it. 

 
3. Use a linking or “code” word to indicate the 

relationship between your points. However, make 
sure you use the right word for your context, or you 
can do more damage than good. 

If you used “Indeed” instead of “However” the sentence 
would make no logical sense—you are indicating that the 
connection is a change, rather than repetition or emphasis. 
A list of different transition words appears below. 

 
 

A Few Types of Logical Transitions 
 
Similarity 
also, in the same way, just as ... so too, likewise, similarly, in the 
same manner,  
 
Exception/Contrast 
however, in spite of, but, on the one hand ... on the other hand, 
nevertheless, nonetheless, notwithstanding, in contrast, on the 
contrary, still, yet, although, rather than, though, unlike 

The evidence thus far suggests that there is no other 
option. 

And yet there may still be a solution. If we consider…  

Thus the pattern established by Dickens in the first 
chapter is consistent throughout the rest of the first 
volume. 

However, the second volume offers a new approach 
to the narrative. . .  
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Sequence/Order 
first, second, third, ... next, then, finally 
 
Time, Place, or Position 
after, afterward, at last, before, currently, during, earlier, 
immediately, later, last, meanwhile, now, recently, simultaneously, 
subsequently, then, above, adjacent, below, beyond, here, in front, 
in back, nearby, there, while,  
 
Example 
for example, for instance, namely, specifically, to illustrate, such as 
 
Emphasis 
even, indeed, in fact, of course, truly 
 
Cause and Effect 
Because, accordingly, consequently, hence, so, therefore, thus, 
caused by, as a result,  
 
Additional Support or Evidence 
additionally, again, also, and, as well, besides, equally important, 
further, furthermore, in addition, moreover 
 
Repetition 
In fact, once again, in other words, to put another way 
 
Conclusion (use sparingly) 
finally, in a word, in brief, briefly, in conclusion, in the end, in the 
final analysis, on the whole, thus, to conclude, to summarize, in 
sum, to sum up, in summary 
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Writing with Other People’s Writing:  
Quotations, Paraphrases, and Summaries 

 
When using other people’s writing, students should have two 
primary goals, both of which are necessary for the ethical use of 
sources: 

1. Signaling Sources: the clear indication of the sources 
from which the ideas and materials of the project originate 

2. Fair Representation: the accurate description and 
representation of the ideas and materials of your sources, 
using a combination of quotations, paraphrase, and 
summary. 

Ethically representing other people’s ideas is important for a 
number of reasons. On the most pragmatic level, if you don’t 
integrate sources in a way that makes it clear where you got your 
ideas or materials, you are plagiarizing, which can result in failure 
on an assignment or for a class. More generally, the purpose of 
using sources—instead of creating a project that doesn’t reference 
anyone else’s ideas—is to participate in an ongoing conversation 
about a topic. Failing to signal your sources—that is, the other 
participants in the conversation—or fairly represent their ideas 
means your own contributions won’t be taken seriously. 
 
Signal Phrases 
Also sometimes called attributive tags, signal phrases let the reader 
know when an idea, piece of information, or quotation comes from 
a source. It usually alerts the reader to who created the source, what 
type of information is being taken from the source, and the 
author’s attitude towards the material. For example, a project on 
the 2014 Ebola outbreak might use the signal phrase like this: 

 
A recent report from the CDC indicates . . . 

 
Here, the signal phrase alerts the reader that the information 
coming in the rest of the sentence originated with the CDC, and 
that the information is timely and appropriate to the project. Using 
a verb like “indicates” shows that the information is presented in 
factual, relatively neutral fashion. If the information had not come 
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from a neutral source, or had been presented in an inflammatory 
way, a different verb would have been more appropriate.  
 
Sometimes students who are not proficient with signal phrases will 
include a page number as their primary signal, writing something 
like, “On page 64, we see,” or “in chapters four and five, we find,” 
before moving into the quotation or paraphrase. However, this is 
ineffective: while your audience may indeed have read the text, it 
is not at all certain they will remember page or even the chapter off 
hand. It is better to provide the specific context of the passage or 
source you are discussing by describing the elements of the 
argument or narrative that appear before or after the passage.  
 
What verbs and phrases can I use to introduce my quotations?  
Familiarize yourself with the various verbs commonly used to 
introduce quotations. Here is a partial list:  
 
argues  writes  points out  concludes  reveals   

insists  says maintains  observes  counters  
notes implies comments identifies describes 
states  claims  demonstrates  suggests explains  

Each verb has its own nuance. Make sure that the nuance matches 
your specific aims in introducing the quotation.  
 
You can also use a phrase to introduce  

In the words of X, . . . According to X, . . . In X’s view, . . .  

Vary the way you introduce quotations to avoid sounding 
monotonous, but never sacrifice precision of phrasing for the sake 
of variety.  
 
Fair Representation 
There are three ways to incorporate the ideas of other people into 
your own writing:  
 •  Quotations must be identical to the original text (they should 

be word for word, punctuation for punctuation mark identical), 
use a small part of the source, and must be attributed to the 
original author. Depending on length, quotations can be 
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identified by quotation marks or by being set off from the rest 
of the paper in block-quotation format. 

 •  Paraphrasing involves putting a passage of someone else’s 
writing into your own words. A paraphrase must also be 
attributed to the original source—this means you must CITE 
paraphrases. It may be interspersed with very short quotations 
of words or phrases.  

 •  Summarizing involves putting the main idea(s) of a larger text 
into your own words, usually focusing on just the main 
point(s). Once again, it is necessary to attribute summarized 
ideas to the original source. Summaries are shorter than the 
original and provide an overview of the source material. 

 
Generally, the best rule is to summarize the factual, quote the 
memorable, and paraphrase the in-between. Writers frequently 
intertwine summaries, paraphrases, and quotations. As part of a 
summary, a writer might include paraphrases of various key points 
blended with quotations of striking or suggestive phrases. 
 
Summary and Paraphrase 
Summarizing and paraphrasing are very similar activities; their 
primary difference is scope and level of detail. Summarizing 
involves putting the big idea of a source into your own words, 
including only the main point(s). Paraphrasing involves putting a 
shorter passage from your source into your own words, often 
including more detail from the original source even while 
condensing slightly. Unlike quotations, paraphrases are used to 
represent ideas where the original wording is less important.  
 
When you are summarizing or paraphrasing, the first thing you 
need to do is decide which information from the source is 
necessary to your particular project; not all of the material from 
any given source will be crucial to supporting your particular 
argument to your particular audience. You’ll also want to decide if 
there are particular phrases or words from the source are 
irreplaceable—you can integrate these quotations into your 
paraphrase or summary.  
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Once you have made these decisions, you’ll need to work on 
putting the ideas into your own words. It is important to remember 
that in the case of both paraphrase and summary, changing the 
words of the source is not enough to avoid plagiarism; you also 
need to avoid replicating the syntax or structure of the sentences 
that you are paraphrasing. Some textbooks recommend that 
students close the book and set it aside so they don’t accidentally 
plagiarize; however, some students find that their memories are 
good enough that they still accidentally replicate language or syntax 
even with the book closed. If this is true for you, you may choose 
to keep the book open to check to see that your paraphrases and 
summaries are distinctly different in vocabulary and structure.  
 
Finally, just as quotations should be followed by your own analysis, 
summary and paraphrase should be integrated with or followed by 
your own analysis. 
 
Example Summary and Paraphrase 
Here is a piece of a text that provides a definition of science fiction 
by the award-winning writer Robert Heinlein.  
 

 
A summary of this source will identify a single central idea than can 
be extracted and put into other words. This summary does not use 
the particularly vivid elements of the passage, focusing just on 
providing the most succinct account of Heinlein’s definition. Note 
the use of a signal phrase to open the summary: 

Science Fiction is speculative fiction in which the author takes 
as his first postulate the real world as we know it, including all 
established facts and natural laws. The result can be extremely 
fantastic in content, but it is not fantasy; it is legitimate—and 
often very tightly reasoned—speculation about the possibilities 
of the real world. This category excludes rocket ships that make 
U-turns, serpent men of Neptune that lust after human 
maidens, and stories by authors who flunked their Boy Scout 
merit badge tests in descriptive astronomy. (311) 
 
Heinlein, Robert. “Ray Guns and Spaceships.” Expanded 

Universe. New York: Ace, 1981.  
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By contrast, the paraphrase below uses short quotations to bring 
attention to the most memorable language from the passage: 
 

 
The final sentence of the paraphrase is functionally analysis. One 
of the most common uses of paraphrasing is “unpacking” or 
explaining a piece of text that you have already quoted. Paraphrase 
is combined with analysis to get at the larger meaning of the 
passage that goes beyond the explicit statements that Heinlein 
made.  
 
Citing Paraphrase and Summary 
It can sometimes be easy for students to forget that summarizing 
and paraphrasing require the same level of citation as quoting. 
Students often forget to cite summary or paraphrase because they 
work from memory rather than looking at specific pieces of a text. 
However, it is still necessary to attribute summarized and 
paraphrased ideas to the original source. A signal phrase might be 
sufficient citation for a summary if there are no quotations within 

Robert Heinlein defines science fiction as a genre in which 
genuine scientific principles serve as the foundation for an 
author’s conjectures about the future and technology (311). 

According to Robert Heinlein, science fiction is “fantastic . . . 
but not fantasy,” dealing with with the “real world;” it is rational 
and incorporates scientific ideas, without ignoring the rules 
governing how things work (311). Ultimately, science fiction 
examines the extreme possibilities of the world as we know it, 
and simply writing about aliens, advanced weapons, and 
spaceships is not enough. As Heinlein put it, science fiction 
“excludes rocket ships that make U-turns, serpent men of 
Neptune that lust after human maidens, and stories by authors 
who flunked their Boy Scout merit badge tests in descriptive 
astronomy” (311). Heinlein’s examples highlight the necessity 
that science fiction express an intrinsic knowledge of the rules 
by which our universe works, and the willingness to work 
within those boundaries. 
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the summary, and it is summarizing the whole text as opposed to 
just a portion of it. Paraphrases require signal phrases and 
parenthetical citations if the material is from a paginated source. In 
all cases, the goal should be to give a reader enough information 
about the source to find the specific place that you got your 
information. 
 
Quotations  
Quotations provide the reader with specific bits of information 
where the original wording of the information is important or 
memorable. Quotations must be identical to the original text, using 
a small part of the source, and must be attributed to the original 
speaker.  
 
Quoting in a project about a literary text (a novel, a short story, a 
poem) can require special care. Even if you can assume that your 
audience knows the text you are writing about, you may not want 
to assume they have done so recently, or that they remember all 
the specifics of the text. For this reason, your signal phrase can 
benefit from including a description of the scene from which the 
quotation comes, giving context for it. Your goal is to provide just 
enough information to help your reader be able to say, “Oh yes, I 
know the bit you’re talking about,” so that you can move along and 
make your point. Ideally, you will lay out your evidence in such a 
way that a reader never has to pick up the text unless she wants to 
double-check your point for herself.   
 
Quotations should be integrated into the text of a sentence that 
starts with a signal phrase, like this: 

 
Quotations that aren’t integrated into a sentence in this way are 
sometimes called “dropped quotes” or “quote bombs.”  
 

In the beginning of The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, 
Junior, the main character, explains that he was born with 
“water on the brain,” a poetic way to describe the serious 
medical problem of having “too much cerebral spinal fluid 
inside [his] skull” (Alexie 1).  
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Generally speaking, the integration of long quotations into a paper 
follows a standard paradigm:  

4. Context for the quotation, including a signal phrase. 
5. The quotation, followed by an in-text citation 
6. Analysis that draws the reader’s attention to the elements 

that support the argument. 
 
This is not a paradigm to be followed slavishly; in some cases, 
analysis might precede the quotation as part of the context for the 
quotation, or the context might be expanded as part of the 
concluding analysis. In the example below, I’ve bolded 
context/summary, italicized analysis, and underlined the portions 
that connect to the thesis:  

 
This example starts with a topic sentence that provides 
contextualization or summary, including the major characters 
involved in the scene, and then moves to a statement about the point 
of the quotation. After giving the quotation and citation, it analyzes 
and expands on the quotation, connecting it with earlier material and 

When Elizabeth’s sister Jane becomes ill while visiting 
Mr. Bingley’s sisters at Netherfield, Miss Bingley and 
Mrs. Hurst make comments that imply that the Bennets’ 
connections in society are far below their own. For 
example, Miss Bingley states, “I have an excessive regard 
for Jane Bennet, she really is a very sweet girl, and I wish with 
all my heart she were well settled. But with such a father and 
mother, and such low connections, I am afraid there is no 
chance of it” (25). According to the two women, based strictly on these 
family relations and regardless of the good qualities that Jane possesses, 
Jane’s chances of achieving a good marriage are slim. If Mr. Bingley’s 
sisters represent society’s thoughts on the role of extended family, then 
Jane, Elizabeth, and the rest of the Bennet girls are undesirable mates. 
The irony in this situation, of course, is that the Bingley fortune 
was originally gained in trade, which implies they possess the 
same “low” relations (11). Thus, even from the very beginning of 
the novel, Austen creates a situation where judgments 
concerning social class are often hypocritical, or at least 
somewhat myopic.  
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information, and eventually back to the thesis—that judgments 
concerning social class are often hypocritical in the novel.  
 
The second example functions similarly: 

 
The topic sentence explains the connection to the thesis. This 
example provides context/summary on both sides of the quotation 
before moving into analysis of the entire situation. It focuses on 
the specific language of the quotation in order to expand the ideas 
present: what is proper, what actions should be taken by various 
individuals, is expanded into a discussion of propriety and the 
nature of Arthur’s kingship. Please notice the summary to analysis 
ratio: there is more than twice as much analysis as there is 
summary. 
 

In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Gawain protects Arthur 
from intimate involvement in a personal battle or challenge. 
Arthur and his entire court is challenged by the Green 
Knight, and because no one else is willing to take on the 
challenge, Arthur prepares to do so himself. However, 
before he can strike the Green Knight, Gawain rises and 
says that he must fight instead:  

For, truth to tell, it does not appear proper to me  
That a demand like this, delivered with such disdain,  
Should be dealt with--whether you wish or no--directly,  
by you alone, while all around you sit many men 
Than whom fewer in heaven are firmer in will 
Or stronger in body when a battle begins. (l. 348-53) 

Arthur immediately capitulates to Gawain’s request. 
Gawain frames his request in terms of propriety: what is appropriate and 
correct in the given situation. If Arthur ignored Gawain, his behavior 
would endanger his kingship not only because of the danger to his life, but 
because of the danger to the concept of correct behavior and chivalry on 
which Arthur has centered his reign. In fact, this issue of proper behavior 
may be the motivating factor in Arthur’s original acceptance of the 
challenge: with no one else to take on the Green Knight, it fell to Arthur 
as a last resort to protect the honor of his court. Only when there exists 
someone else who is ready and able to represent Arthur and his court 
could Arthur refuse to respond to the challenge. 
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Poetry vs. Prose 
It is important that you are able to distinguish between poetry and 
prose. Poetry or verse has an internal rhythm (in Shakespeare, this 
is usually iambic pentameter) and sometimes rhymes. Poetry will 
usually not run the full width of the page, but will have a break at 
the end of the line. Prose does not usually have a regular pattern 
of syllables or internal rhythm. Prose looks different than poetry 
because the lines run the full width of the page.  
 
Prose Quotations 
For all prose quotations (except for Shakespeare, whom we’ll get 
to in a minute), you need to cite according to the page of the 
source. Periods and commas go after the citation, which is outside 
the quotation marks, like so:  
 

 
However, other punctuation marks like exclamation marks and 
question marks still goes inside the quotation marks, and a period 
still occurs after the citations, like so: 
 

 
This is only the case if the punctuation (?, !, etc.) is part of the 
original quotation. If you are adding the question mark or the 
exclamation mark, they take the place of the period after the 
citation information.  
 
For quotations of more than four lines of prose, cite the text as a 
block quotation, indented 1 inch. There should be no quotation 
marks (the indentation takes the place of the quotation marks), and 
the punctuations reverts to before the citation. These quotations 
should not be centered or italicized unless that is part of the 
formatting from the original source. 

As Dr. Taylor said in the writing guide, “periods and commas 
go after the citation, which is outside the quotation marks” 
(336).   

One of the questions Dr. Taylor tells us to ask when writing a 
conclusion is, “why is your paper/thesis/idea important, either 
for the world or the text you are studying?” (342).   
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Quotations within Quotations 
If you were to quote the part of the above section that includes an 
internal quotation in a non-block-quotation format, it would look 
like this: “Should the passage include some speech, such as ‘Oh 
what a witty example this is’” (page). Note that the quotation inside 
the quotation only has single quotation or apostrophe marks 
around it.  
 
Quoting Poetry 
When quoting from an individual poem, instead of using page 
numbers, you will use line numbers with the letter “l” for the word 
“line” with a period and a space between it and the number:  

 
However, if you are quoting two or three lines of poetry in your 
sentence, you need to indicate the line breaks by including a 
forward slash with a space on each side [ / ] to separate them:  
 

If you quote more than three lines, you should make it a block 
quotation as with prose, but maintaining the line breaks:  

Here I am merrily writing along, composing profound 
sentences. Now I think that I shall quote something—a rather 
long section, too—and after introducing the context for the 
quotation, I type: 

This is a quotation from the text. Note that you omit 
the outer quotation marks. Should the passage include 
an embedded quotation, such as “O what a witty 
example this is,” then enclose the speech in double 
rather than single quotation marks. Put two spaces 
after your last punctuation mark, and then give the 
page number. (page) 

Then continue with your analysis of the quotation. 

Perhaps the most phrase from Langston Hughes’ poem 
“Harlem” is “like a raisin in the sun” (l. 3).  

Hughes opens his series of metaphors by asking whether a 
dream deferred “[dries] up / like a raisin in the sun?” (l. 2-3). 



 
 
339

 

 
Quoting from Shakespeare 
Quoting from drama requires you follow special rules. Instead of 
page numbers, you must cite using Act, Scene, and Line numbers. 
So, if I wanted to cite Hamlet’s famous question, “To be or not to 
be,” which comes from act 3, scene 1, line 56, it would look like 
this:  
 

 
However, there are additional complications. Shakespeare uses 
both poetry and prose in the same text, so you must pay attention 
to which he is using at any given time. Poetry or verse, remember, 
has an internal rhythm (in Shakespeare, this is usually iambic 
pentameter) and sometimes rhymes. Poetry also has line breaks, 
which means that long speeches in Shakespeare that are poetry will 
usually have a ragged right edge on the page (see 1.1.23-29 for an 
example.) Prose does not usually have a regular pattern of syllables 
or internal rhythm. It also looks different on the page; prose 
speeches will be flush with the right margin of the page (see 
2.2.188-193 for an example).  

The main section of Hughes’ poem is a set of similies that 
evoke dessication and decay: 

Does it dry up  
like a raisin in the sun?  
Or fester like a sore—  
And then run?  
Does it stink like rotten meat?  
Or crust and sugar over—  
like a syrupy sweet?  (l. 2-8) 

While a drying raisin does not seem very bad—who doesn’t 
like raisins?—the next two images of sores and rotting meat 
create a clearer sense of disgust. 

Hamlet begins his soliloquy with a reflection on whether he 
should continue to exist: “To be or not to be, that is the 
question” (3.1.56).  
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If you are quoting two or three lines of poetry by a single speaker, 
you need to indicate the line breaks by including a forward slash 
with a space on each side [ / ] to separate them; the speaker should 
be mentioned in the signal phrase:  

 
If you quote more than three lines from a single speaker, you 
should make it a block quotation, maintain the line breaks, and 
mention the speaker in your signal phrase:  

 
 

Sometimes you will want to quote dialogue between characters. 
Even if you are only quoting two lines, make it a block quotation. 
Begin each part of the dialogue with the character’s name in capital 
letters. Place a period after the name, and indent all subsequent 
lines of the character’s speech an extra quarter inch. When the 
dialogue shifts to a new character, start a new line. 

Hamlet asks whether it would be better for him to suffer, or if 
he should “take arms against a sea of troubles / And by 
opposing end them” (3.1.59-60).  

Hamlet describes both his desire to die and his fears about 
what will happen to him if he does : 

Tis a consummation 
Devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep— 
To sleep—perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub,  
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come 
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil, 
Must give us pause. (3.1.63-68) 

Initially, the comparison of sleep and death make death seem 
desirable, almost peaceful, but the metaphor raises the 
possibility of more sinister nightmares.  
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If speakers share a verse line, indent the second half of the shared 
verse line to the right of the first half to visually maintain the line. 
(In other words, try and format it as closely as possible to the text 
in your book.) 

 
Ellipsis 
Whenever you want to leave out material from within a quotation, 
you need to use an ellipsis, which is a series of three periods with 
spaces in between [. . .]. These periods are surrounded by brackets 

Here I am merrily writing along, composing profound 
sentences about Langston Hughes’ poem “Harlem.” Now I 
think that I shall quote a longer section of the poem:  

      Does it dry up  
      like a raisin in the sun?  
      [. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .] 
      Does it stink like rotten meat?  
      Or crust and sugar over—  
      like a syrupy sweet?  (l. 2-8) 

Then continue with your analysis of the quotation. 

The guards use the movement of the Ghost to try and 
interpret its emotions: 

MARCELLUS. It is offended. 
BARNARDO.                          See, it stalks away. 
HORATIO. Stay! Speak, speak. I charge thee, speak 

(1.1.50-51)  

Shakespeare opens Hamlet with a confrontation between two 
minor characters who serve as guards. 

BARNARDO.  Who’s there? 
FRANCISCO.  Nay, answer me. Stand and unfold 

yourself. 
BARNARDO.  Long live the King! 
FRANCISCO. Barnardo? (1.1.1-4) 

The confrontation tells us that it is dark, that the characters 
cannot see each other, and that they are taking their duties as 
guards seriously.  
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so the reader knows that you are the one who made the change.  
Do not use ellipses at the beginning or ending of quotations, 
unless it is vitally important for the reader to know that the 
quotation was truncated. When removing one or more lines of 
poetry in a block quotation, the periods should run the 
approximate length of a line:  
 
You may use brackets around any other changes you make to a 
quotation. However, you must remain careful so that you do not 
change the inherent meaning of the text. 
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Conclusions 

Writing a conclusion can be the hardest part of writing a paper 
(except maybe the introduction). Here are a few tips for writing a 
conclusion; as always, these are guidelines, not hard and fast rules. 
Overall, a conclusion should  

a) stress the importance of the thesis statement; 
b) give the essay the sense that it is complete;  
c) leave a good final impression on the reader.  

 
There are a few options for writing conclusions. None of these are 
hard and fast rules; there are plenty of other options out there, and 
they can be mixed and combined at will.   
  
The So-What Question: Try and answer in more depth the “so 
what” question. Why is your paper/thesis/idea important, either 
for the world or the text you are studying? This is easily the most 
effective sort of conclusion. The reader needs to leave your paper 
with a clear sense that she hasn’t wasted her time reading it. 
However, don’t go too broad in trying to tell us why it is important: 
if you try and tell me that your conclusion about Hamlet should 
change the world, you will usually end up sounding melodramatic 
and silly. Stay focused and reasonable. 
 
Synthesis (as opposed to Summary): Generally, you don’t want 
to simply repeat ideas that were in your paper. If you’ve done your 
job with your paper, your readers now know the facts, and 
hopefully they remember your points. So, instead of summarizing 
what you’ve already said, synthesize your ideas. Your conclusion is 
your last chance to show your readers how all the points, support, 
and examples you used were not random, but fit together into a 
cohesive whole. Hopefully you will have been doing bits and pieces 
of this as you went along, but the conclusion is the place emphasize 
the major connections in a new way. 

A New Application: Sometimes you might want to conclude a 
paper by giving your readers a new way to think about your topic—
a way that the ideas you have spoken about fit into the real world. 
If you’ve been writing about how “The Lottery” criticizes the 
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1940s and 50s unthinking following of traditions, then perhaps you 
might suggest the ways in which we continue to do the same.  

Redefinition: Conclude by redefining one of the key terms of your 
argument in light of the analysis you performed in your essay. If 
you started by talking about how Satan defines the term “liberty” 
in Paradise Lost, but your analysis shows that there are other ways 
of thinking about liberty in the poem, you can spend time in your 
conclusion suggesting how we can redefine the term in light of the 
whole poem. 
 
Echo, Echo, Echo: One way to tie your paper together and give 
it the sense that it is complete is to echo what you started with. If 
you start with a poignant example or scenario, or a quotation of 
some importance, bring yourself back to that example. This can 
serve as proof that you have adequately addressed the problem you 
started with. However, do not just regurgitate your introduction. 
Try to talk about your topic in a new way, even when echoing what 
you started with. When you restate your thesis, do not leave it in 
the words it was in your intro, but rephrase it so that you 
demonstrate that you’ve incorporated the individual points and 
ideas from the body of your paper into the thesis.  
 
When deciding which tactic to take, always ask, “What will 
best prove my thesis?” 
 

Words of Warning 
 
 Generally avoid ending your conclusion with a quotation, or 

with a statement that could very well be the subject of 
another paper. The former deflects attention away from you 
as writer and thinker; the latter deflects attention from what 
you’re saying in your paper. 
 

 Remember the warning about generalizations: they are hard 
to prove, and thus are dangerous things to attempt, especially 
in your conclusion. The same goes for overly sentimental or 
obvious statements.  
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 Don’t make a claim in your conclusion that is 
unsubstantiated or unmentioned anywhere else. New material 
may enter a conclusion occasionally, but it must be closely 
related to everything else you have said. 
 

 Avoid phrases like “in conclusion,” “to conclude,” “in 
summary,” and “to sum up.” While you might want to use 
one of these phrases in an oral presentation, they are overly 
obvious in a written work. If your essay doesn’t feel concluded 
to the reader, then simply saying “in conclusion” won’t fix 
your problem. 
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Editing and Proofreading 
 
Sentence Editing 
Complex ideas and complex sentences might seem like they go 
hand in hand. To a certain extent, this is even true: many complex 
ideas can only be expressed in complex sentences. However, 
because our brains can have trouble managing complex ideas and 
complex grammatical structures at the same time, it’s important for 
all writers to learn to communicate even the most complex ideas 
in the most concise, efficient manner possible. However, our 
brains also have can have a hard time thinking complex thoughts 
and writing concise sentences at the same time. This means that 
every writer will need to learn to edit their work, though it might 
look different for each person. One person might write one 
sentence, and rewrite the very next moment, and rewrite it again 
until it’s perfect. Another person might write an entire draft, then 
revise for content, and then go back and edit each sentence 
separately in a discrete step. Most people find themselves between 
these two extremes.  
 
There are three common problems with over-written sentences 
that you should watch out for: 

1. Overuse of prepositions 
2. Unnecessary “to be” verbs 
3. Passive voice 

 
Prepositions 
Prepositions indicate relationships between different parts of a 
sentence—usually between nouns. In the last sentence, “between” 
and “of” are the two main prepositions. A prepositional phrase (a 
preposition and the noun phrase it is attached to, such as “of a 
sentence”) often serves as an adjective or adverb.   
 
Prepositions 

about above across After 
against along among around 
at beyond behind below 
beneath beside between beyond 
by despite down during 
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except for from in 
inside into like near 
of off on onto 
out outside over past 
since through throughout till 
to toward under up 
upon with within without 

 
It is both impossible and undesirable for you to avoid prepositions 
altogether, but some prepositions are prone to misuse. “Of,” “by,” 
“with,” and “to” are usually the worst offenders. Here’s an example 
from a student paper:  
 

 
This sentence does not need all those prepositions, though it 
probably needs some of them. One prepositional phrase is usually 
fine, two in a row is sometimes unavoidable, but three in a row 
should raise a red flag: the sentence may lack focus, and often has 
insufficient verbs. Our goal is more precise verbs and fewer nouns. 
Here’s one way the sentence could be rewritten: 
 

 
Instead of five prepositional phrases, this new sentence just has 
one; most are replaced with more precise verbs, and in one we 
replaced “of” with a possessive apostrophe. Theoretically, the 
sentence could be rewritten even further to remove the last 
preposition (“refuting all the devils’ claims that God removed their 
freedom and liberty”), but it might change the meaning of the 
sentence beyond what the author intended, because depriving and 
removing have different meanings. It’s important to make sure 
your sentences still convey what you mean, but as concisely as 
possible. 
 

Counter to all of the arguments made by the devils about God 
depriving them of freedom and liberty are the angels. 
 

The angels provide a counterargument refuting all the devils’ 
claims that God deprived them of freedom and liberty. 
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“To Be” Verbs 
Where possible, you want “meaty” verbs, or verbs that tell us 
something substantial. The more concrete the action, the better. 
The least meaty verbs tend to be variations on “to be”: “is,” 
“was,” “will be,” “have been,” etc. You can’t always get rid of 
“is” verbs, but many times you can. “To be” verbs are sometimes 
insubstantial, often part of unnecessary wind-ups, and when used 
as a helping verb they can sometimes become redundant: 
 

 
In this case, there are two “to be” verbs here: the first is part of 
an unnecessary wind-up (bolded), while the second is an 
unnecessary helper verb with a gerund (a verb that ends in –ing) 
that we can eliminate.  
 

 
 
Passive Voice, or, Zombie Sentences 
When writing formal English, most of the time you want to use 
active voice to increase clarity and conciseness. Active voice consists 
of subject, verb, and object, in that order. The subject is not the 
topic of the sentence, but the person/thing that does the action, 
and the object is the person or thing the action produced or 
affects.  

 
Here, “Shakespeare” is the subject, “wrote” is the verb, and 
“Hamlet” is the object. Passive voice is when the order is 
reversed, so the sentence starts with the object, then the verb, and 
then the subject: 
 

 

There is ample evidence that Milton is portraying the necessity 
of reason.  

Milton portrays the necessity of reason in several places. 

Shakespeare wrote Hamlet. 

Hamlet was written by Shakespeare. 
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You can easily identify the passive voice because of the “by” that 
follows the verb. However, sometimes passive voice leaves out 
the subject of the sentence entirely: 

 
Here, the person doing the action (writing Hamlet) is absent from 
the sentence. To check if the sentence is passive voice, simply 
add the phrase “by zombies” after the verb; if the sentence makes 
grammatical sense, then it is probably passive voice. 
 

 
You probably won’t be able to get rid of all passive voice in your 
papers—and in fact you might not want to get rid of it all—but 
most students drastically overuse it. Passive voice in these cases 
reduces clarity and adds large amounts of filler to sentences that 
you will want to avoid.  
 
To get rid of passive voice, start by figuring out who is doing the 
action, and move them to the subject of the sentence. You’ll need 
to revise the verb to fit the new subject as well:  
 

 
 
 
  

Hamlet was written near the end of Queen Elizabeth’s reign. 

Hamlet was written [by zombies] near the end of Queen 
Elizabeth’s reign. 

Shakespeare wrote Hamlet near the end of Queen Elizabeth’s 
reign. 
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Editing Checklist: 
1. Does your paper have an interesting, appropriate title that 

reflects the content of your paper? 
2. Do you have a clear, defined thesis in your introduction?   
3. Does your introduction mention your primary points?  
4. Does each paragraph have a clear purpose or main point 

expressed in a topic sentence?  Is the point of the 
paragraph relevant to your thesis?  Do your paragraphs 
have a logical sequence or order? 

5. Do you have clear transitions between all your main 
points?  

6. Do you have clear transitions between your points and 
your evidence?  

7. Do you clearly define your key terms for your audience?  
For this to work, you need to know what your key terms 
are.  Remember that your reader is probably not as familiar 
with the material as you are.  

8. Do you use signal phrases and/or parenthetical citations 
for all cases of summary, paraphrase, and quotations? 

9. Do you provide sufficient context and explanation for all 
quotations?  Do your explanations tie to the main point of 
the paragraph or the thesis?  

10. Are your quotations memorable, or merely factual?  If they 
are merely factual, it is often better to paraphrase or 
summarize (though you still need to cite). 

11. Do your examples contain enough detail?  Conversely, do 
they contain extraneous information not important for 
your point that you could remove? 

12. Have you reduced the number of unnecessary 
prepositions in each sentence?  

13. Have you removed unnecessary “to be” verbs and made 
as many verbs active verbs as possible?  

14. Is each sentence or paragraph interesting and clear?  
15. Is each paragraph or sentence of an appropriate length?  

Be especially aware of giant paragraphs (more than ¾ of a 
double spaced page) and consider breaking them up. 

16. Is your language choice appropriate to the topic, audience, 
and purpose of your paper?  Avoid colloquial or casual 
language in an academic paper.   
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Proofreading Checklist:  
1. Is your paper formatted properly? 

a. Double Spaced 
b. One inch margins 
c. Header with page number 
d. No extra lines between name/class/date and title, 

or between title and paper body. [This should be 
double spaced, just no extra spaces] 

e. Title of your paper should not be bold, 
underlined, or italicized. 

f. Are all quotations in proper format? Are all 
quotations of four or more lines indented 1” in 
the form of a block quotation?   

2. Do you use the word “you” or “your” in your paper?  Do 
you use contractions?  Generally, you should avoid both 
in academic papers, though it may be acceptable in some 
more informal writing. 

3. Are any of your sentences incomplete? Do you have run-
on sentences?  

4. Check for missing words (which are often the most 
difficult to spot) and repeated words. 

5. Does each sentence end with a period, exclamation point, 
or question mark? 

6. Are there commas between each item of a list of three or 
more items?  For example: “Hearts, diamonds, clubs, and 
spades are the different card suits.”  Notice the comma 
before the “and.”  It is customary in journalistic writing to 
leave it out, but not in academic writing.  You may choose 
either method, so long as you are consistent throughout 
your paper. 

7. Check spelling, punctuation, apostrophes, capitalization, 
etc. 
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A Few Strategies for Editing and Proofreading: 
1. Take a break from your paper—preferably overnight, but 

at least 30 min.  Most people are most effective in their 
editing in the morning, assuming they have gotten sleep. 

2. Go over your old papers, and make a list of your typical 
errors.  Identify which are the most serious or happen the 
most often. 

3. Do not attempt to look for all errors at once; instead, go 
over your paper multiple times looking for different types 
of errors each time. 

4. Print out your paper.  A change of format (from looking 
at the computer screen to looking at a piece of paper) 
often helps to identify mistakes. 

5. Force yourself to slow down and concentrate.  Focus on 
each word and character, not on meaning.  If you think 
about meaning, you’ll see what you expect to see, not what 
is there. Tips for focusing: 

a. Proofread backwards. Begin at the end of your 
paper and work back line by line or paragraph by 
paragraph.  This will force you to look at the 
paper’s surface elements instead of its meaning.  
It may be helpful to place a ruler or blank piece 
of paper under each line as you read it, or use your 
finger to point to each word as you consider it. 

b. Proofread aloud.  This will slow you down and 
you will hear the difference between what you 
meant to write and what you actually wrote. 

i. Obviously, these tactics will not help you 
catch all the types of errors, but they can 
be helpful. 

6. Use the “find” feature in Word to check all occurrences 
of words that are easily mixed up: they’re, their, there; 
were, where, we’re; effect, affect; its, it’s; to, two, too; etc. 

7. Have others read it and proofread; alternatively, read your 
paper aloud as someone else follows along to check for 
awkward sounding phrases or errors (circle the errors as 
you go along). 

 
 



 
 
353

Portions of these handouts adapted from: 
Bellanca, Pat. Ending the Essay: Conclusions. 1998. Writing Center at 

Harvard University. 12 March 2006 
<http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~wricntr/documents/Co
nclusions.html>. 

Holewa, Randa, and Joe Mathison. Strategies for Writing a 
Conclusion. 19 February 2004. The Write Place, St. Cloud 
State University. 12 March 2006 
<http://leo.stcloudstate.edu/acadwrite/conclude.html>. 

Kleist, Aaron. Guidelines for Logical Argumentation, Grammar, and 
Mechanics. (Not published, acquired by e-mail on Sept. 15, 
2006; used and distributed with permission.) 

“Paragraph Transitions.” 1995. The Department of English, 
University of Victoria. July 21, 2008. 
<http://web.uvic.ca/wguide/Pages/ParagraphTransitio
ns.html> . 

Taylor, Patricia. “Integrating Sources into Multimodal Projects.” 
WOVENText: The Bedford Book of Genres for Georgia Tech. 
Edited by Georgia Tech’s Writing and Communication 
Program, Amy Braziller, and Elizabeth Kleinfeld. New 
York: Bedford/St. Martins, 2015. 

Womack, Mark. “How to Quote Shakespeare.” 2016. Dr. Mark 
Womack. November 22, 2016. 
<http://drmarkwomack.com/mla-style/how-to-
quote/quote-shakespeare/> 

 
 
All examples taken from these handouts, Dr. Taylor’s own 
writing, or student papers used with permission. 
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Project 1 
Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian 

 
Purpose: This assignment will prepare you to consider and 
participate in discussions about the worth and value of difficult 
material, whether you are a parent, a teacher, or a community 
member in which books are challenged or even banned. 
 
Skills 
To do this assignment well, you must: 

 Analyze nuances of language and 
lines of thought in the novel 

 Evaluate the different themes of 
the text and their usefulness to 
different readers 

 Express your ideas through logical 
arguments supported by evidence 

 
Knowledge:  
To complete this assignment, you will need 
to understand: 

 the literary and social value of texts with problematic or 
contested content 

 how key literary devices (character, symbols, themes, 
narrators, point of view, denotation and connotation, 
diction, syntax, etc.) help create meaning 

 
This assignment is designed to help you consider Absolutely True 
Diary of a Part-Time Indian from multiple perspectives. Individuals, 
schools, and libraries have either banned or tried to ban students 
from reading ATDoaPTI at more than a dozen middle and high 
schools since its publication. They have accused the novel of the 
following things: 
 

1. “portrays bestiality and is pornographic.” 
2. “discusses masturbation, contains profanity, and has 

been viewed as anti-Christian.” 
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3. “the book contains numerous depictions of sexual 
behavior, as well as instances of racism, vulgar language, 
bullying, and violence.” 

4. “[t]his book is, shockingly, written by a Native American 
who reinforces all the negative stereotypes of his people 
and does it from the crude, obscene, and unfiltered 
viewpoint of a 9th-grader growing up on the reservation.” 

5. Reinforces the “objectification of women and young 
girls.” 

6. Includes “some very sensitive material in the book 
including excerpts on masturbation amongst other explicit 
sexual references, encouraging pornography, racism, 
religious irreverence, and strong language (including the f- 
and n-words).” 

7. Includes “coarse themes and language,” “obscene, vulgar 
and pornographic language” or language that is “vulgar 
and racist.” 

 
Prompt:  
For this assignment, you will write a 900-1200 word letter to 
parents who have not read the book but, having heard these claims, 
want to ban the book from being used in a class for high school 
seniors. In your letter, focus on making an argument about why 
reading this book would be valuable or positive for students.  
 
In other words, don’t spend your time explaining why students 
would not be harmed by this book; instead, explain how they might 
be helped. You may want to address some of the specific concerns 
from the list by providing context for the content that is disputed 
(is the objection due to a misinterpretation of the novel?), or by 
arguing that the content is relevant and important for 
communicating the message of the novel, but this should be a 
single sub-point rather than your main argument.  
 
You will need to give specific evidence and examples from the 
book about what students would learn from reading it.  
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Task 
 
Step 1: Read the instructions on developing a logical outline. Bring 
ideas for your initial question to class on 9/5. It should be a 
variation on this: “How and why should high school seniors learn 
about __________________________ from reading and 
discussing The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian?” The 
blank should be whatever you think is the most important subject 
or theme that the novel discusses.  
 
Step 2: Brainstorm all the passages and events from the novel that 
might help you answer your question. Decide which are the most 
powerful, and which ones fit together most clearly. Organize them 
into an outline, following the instructions. A partial outline is due 
9/7, and a full outline is due 9/12.  
 
Step 3: Meet with Dr. Taylor about your outline. Make sure to 
schedule your meeting the week before via Starfish. You may 
schedule your meeting for any available time the week of 9/12.  
 
Step 4: Transform your outline into a letter. While a letter will be 
slightly different from an academic paper in tone, you should still 
include the different elements of academic writing described in the 
writing guide: a clear introduction with thesis statement; summary, 
paraphrase, and quotations from the novel; etc.  
 
Criteria 

 Does your letter reflect an accurate understanding of the 
events, characters, and literary devices in Absolutely True 
Diary of a Part-Time Indian? 

 Does your letter address the required audience, and in 
appropriate language and form? Is the letter thoughtful in 
its response to the criticisms leveled at the novel? 

 Does the letter have a clear, substantial argument for why 
the novel should be read, expressed in a thesis statement 
in the introduction?  

 Does the letter use specific examples from the novel to 
support its argument? Does it analyze the examples to 
show how they prove the thesis? 
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 Does the letter make logical arguments, connecting each 
individual point to the overarching argument? Is the letter 
well organized? Does it have effective topic sentences and 
transitions? 

 Is the letter well-written, with complete sentences, few 
typos, and correct citations?  

 
 
 
Example Letters:  
 
Sonia Sones, author of What My Mother Doesn’t Know, wrote an op-
ed in the LA Times in response to parents trying to ban her book 
from libraries:  
http://articles.latimes.com/2011/sep/27/opinion/la-oe-sones-
censorship-20110927 
 
 
She also wrote a series of letters to a superintendent in response 
to another mother trying to ban her books: 
http://www.ncte.org/library/NCTEFiles/Involved/Action/cens
orship/Authors-
Rationales/Sones_Sonya_2012_OneofThoseHideousBooks.pdf  
 
 
Here’s a column that includes a response to a teacher who says 
that students shouldn’t read Shakespeare in high school: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-
sheet/wp/2015/06/13/teacher-why-it-is-ridiculous-not-to-teach-
shakespeare-in-school/ 
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Extra Credit 
 

There will be at least one opportunity for extra credit. On 
September 20th, Steve Coyne will be reading from his book, It Turns 
out Like This at 7PM in Meis Recital Hall. To earn the extra credit, 
you will need to attend the reading and write a 300-word reflection 
explaining what you took away from the reading. The written 
reflection will be due 9/26.  
 
There may be an additional opportunity for extra credit; if so, it 
will be announced in class, and will also require a short written 
reflection.  
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Project 2: Hamlet 
 

Purpose: Hamlet, as we will discuss in class, uses a plot that was 
not original to Shakespeare. Instead, he borrowed elements many 
of his plot points and characters from the story of “Amleth” in 
Saxo Grammaticus, and rewrote them to serve his own purposes 
(though he also borrowed from other sources as well). For this 
assignment, you will do the same: you will take some elements of 
Hamlet and remix them to further our understanding of the text, its 
ideas, or our larger world. This assignment thus takes as its focus 
our general education goal of learning to understand and 
appreciate the aesthetic tradition of literature, and how literature 
functions as a form of human expression. However, instead of just 
appreciating how Hamlet is part of an aesthetic tradition, borrowing 
from past stories and remaking them, you will borrow from Hamlet 
and remake it yourself. Rather than simply studying Hamlet as an 
example of human expression in literary form, you will be 
exploring how Hamlet might provide a model for how you can 
engage in literary expression.  
 
Skills 
To do this assignment well, you must: 

• Analyze nuances of language and lines of thought in the 
play 

• Develop a critical and creative response to Hamlet  
• Analyze and defend your creative choices 

 
Knowledge you will use: 

• Awareness of the characters, plot, themes, and literary 
devices in Hamlet 

• How literary texts alter their sources to create new 
meaning 

• The genre characteristics of your chosen project form 
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Task 
Part 1: Compose a creative work that imitates, is inspired by, or 
critically reworks Shakespeare’s play Hamlet. The genres and 
mediums you may create or use are completely open. However, 
even though this project is creative and open, you should take it 
seriously as you would an essay—perhaps even more so. Show that 
you have put real thought into your project. Consider what you 
would like to say and how you want to say it, thinking carefully 
about your inspiration, overall vision, and specific choices. This is 
a chance to be an artist and assert a voice or point of view. 
Perfection in style is not a requirement to doing well on this 
assignment.  
 
To the right, you will find a list of suggestions. These are not the 
only options. The best projects I’ve gotten from students in the 
past have been a retelling of Hamlet from Gertrude’s perspective as 
told to her diary; a rewriting of Hamlet where Ophelia does not die; 
a board game that explores Hamlet’s mind; and Hamlet’s 
scrapbook.   
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Part 2: After completing the creative project, you will need to write 
an essay (500-1200 words) explaining your choices in relationship 
to the original text. This is like an artist’s statement that may be 
posted next to an artist’s painting in an art gallery, or a reflection 
that we sometimes get from authors in an interview. Although it is 
informal in terms of voice, your reflection should be in paragraph 
form, use quotations from the text, and be carefully structured and 
proofread.  

Creative Ideas: 
• Write a different backstory, beginning, ending, or extension 

for Hamlet 
• Rewrite the text from a different character’s perspective or 

point of view (Fortinbras, Gertrude, Ophelia, Laertes, 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, etc.) 

• Write as a character in a different genre (journal entries 
from Ophelia, postcards from R&G to Claudius, etc.) 

• Create a movie pitch presentation in which you describe 
how you would modernize the play, or set it in a different 
time or place (how would Hamlet be different if it was set 
today? Set in colonial America, or feudal Japan?) 

• Retell the story through voice/style of someone well-
known (like a famous person) or another author (How 
would Hamlet be different if told by Dr. Suess?) 

• Perform a section of Hamlet that you think is particularly 
important as a puppet show.  

• Write a version of the story in which you alter or add major 
element to a text (ex: Polonius doesn’t die; Claudius doesn’t 
react to the mousetrap; Hamlet has a brother; Gertrude can 
see the ghost) and see what else changes 

• Represent the text—or an aspect of it—in a visual way 
(comic, painting, collage, skit, etc.) 

• Create an original digital, visual, 3d, or performance work 
in any medium inspired by Hamlet 

• Create a soundtrack with liner notes based on Hamlet 
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Note: the length requirement of 500-1200 words is quite broad. 
This is because some projects will need more substantial written 
explanation. A written project that retells the story of Hamlet from 
Gertrude’s point of view will likely need less written reflection, 
while artwork or a soundtrack will need more. [Liner notes do not 
count as part of the written reflection if you create a soundtrack to 
the play; the written reflection must be in addition to the liner 
notes.] If you are not sure about the right balance for your project, 
come talk to me! 
 

Process 
 
Step 1: Start by determining the core question you want your 
project to address. This question might be, “how could I 
communicate the major themes of Hamlet as a board game?” or it 
could be “what kind of sculpture would reflect Ophelia’s 
characteristics?” or it could be “what would happen if I re-told this 
story from Fortinbras’ point of view?” Some questions will 
emphasize genre more than interpretation, or vice versa, but you 
will want to make sure you have both elements, even if you break 
it into multiple questions.  
 
Step 2: Develop a list of key passages, themes, and issues from 
Hamlet that you want to address and that help answer your 
question. These should become the basis of your decisions for your 
creative project, and the key elements that you focus on in your 
essay.  
 

Your essay should explain: 
• your artistic process—why you chose the genre you did; 

goals and reasons for certain choices; how well you think 
you accomplished them; challenges you faced; and what 
you enjoyed the most  

• your inspiration behind the project—such as particular 
quotations from the text that inspired your work, that you 
rewrote, etc.  

• Any ideas that you borrowed from other sources 
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Step 3: Develop a mock-up for your creative project. Examples 
include: 

 A rough draft for your revision of the story 
 A script for a performance with details on set design and 

costume 
 A storyboard for a film, or a rough draft 
 A planning sketch for artwork 

 
Step 4: Outline your written essay based on your mock-up. Use the 
same directions as you did for the logical outline for your first 
project.  
 
Step 5: Meet with Dr. Taylor about your mock-up and outline. 
 
Step 6: Complete your final draft and expand your outline into an 
essay. 
 
Step 7: Bring the final draft of the creative portion of your  
project to class. Submit an electronic copy (either a word 
document, digital media, or photographs) on BrightSpace along 
with a copy of your written essay.  
 
Criteria: 
You will be graded on the strength and effectiveness of these 
components: 

• Does your written essay reflect an accurate 
understanding of the facts about the plot, character, 
structure, etc., of Hamlet? 

• Do you have a clear argument that has visible connections 
to and engagement with the text of Hamlet (visible in the 
combination of the project and artist’s statement)? 

• Does your creative project demonstrate compelling 
content, point of view, creativity, and effort? 

• Do your genre, stylistic, and media choices complement 
the content? 

• Does your written essay logically explain the design 
choices of the creative project? Is the essay well written?  
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 See an example mock-up with final draft below.  
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Project 3: Wreath for Emmett Till 
 

For Unit 3, we have read texts that Marilyn Nelson alluded to in 
her heroic crown of sonnets, A Wreath for Emmett Till: important 
literary texts (Hamlet, “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard 
Bloomed,” Sonnet 73), popular songs (“Strange Fruit”), and 
speeches (by Sojourner Truth, Frederick Douglass, and Franklin 
D. Roosevelt). In an essay of 1000-1200 words, answer a variation 
on the following question: “How does understanding the source 
of Marilyn Nelson’s allusion(s) to _____________ add to or 
complicate the meaning of the poems in Nelson’s sonnet 
sequence?” The blank should be filled in with the specific text or 
texts that you are focusing on. [Other questions are possible, but I 
must approve them ahead of time.] 
 
Skills 
To do this assignment well, you must: 

 Analyze nuances of language and lines of thought in the 
sonnet sequence and its sources 

 Explain the function of literary allusions  
 Express your ideas through logical arguments supported 

by evidence 
 
Knowledge:  
After completing this assignment, you will better understand: 

 how authors weave allusions from multiple texts together 
to create new meaning 

 how texts written at different times are in conversation 
with one another 

 the cultural and historical dimensions of specific works of 
literature 

 literature’s value as a form of human expression 
 
Task 
For this assignment, you will not want to cover all of the allusions 
that Nelson makes. You will want to choose a few select allusions 
that are related to one another (either all appearing in the same 
sonnet, or that have related functions) that you think will allow you 
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to best make an argument about the relationship between the 
source text(s) and Nelson’s poems. When creating your logical 
outline, rewrite the question to reflect your specific focus on those 
allusions.  
 
Criteria 

 Does your paper reflect accurate understanding of the 
texts in question (A Wreath for Emmet Till, the sources 
that are alluded to)?  

 Do you have a clear, interesting argument? 
 Is your argument supported with sufficient textual 

evidence and analysis? 
 Is your essay effectively organized?  
 Is the essay well-written on all other respects? 
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Project 4: Speculative Fiction 
 

For our fourth and final unit, we have read a number of short 
stories that are considered speculative fiction, or the overarching genre 
that includes fantasy, science fiction, and horror. These stories all 
ask, on some level, “what if—” and speculate on what would 
happen if there was a fundamental change in our society, whether 
due to events in the past or events in the future. All of the stories 
also include a core ethical question about what is good, what is 
right, what is acceptable, and ask us to consider where the lines are 
drawn and why. 
 
For this project, write an essay in which you examine the ethical 
questions that one of these stories raises. You may write on “The 
Lottery,” “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” “The Truth 
of Fact, The Truth of Feeling,” “Bloodchild” or “Mountains of 
Mourning.” Here are three avenues you might take: 

1. What literary devices does the author use as they raise 
questions of ethics and morality? How do the devices 
affect how we respond as readers to the ethical issues the 
story raises? 

2. How and why does the story raise issues of morality or 
immorality for our consideration? Consider not only the 
most obvious immorality (such as the stoning in “The 
Lottery”) but also the more implicit assumptions that lead 
to blatantly immoral or unethical behaviors. What 
relevance does the story have to our society, and what 
applications might the story have to readers’ own lives? 

3. How does the story help us understand, empathize with, 
or otherwise develop sympathy for characters who do not 
share the same ethical points of view as the author or you 
as the reader?  

These are not the only options you might take—I simply 
recommend that you discuss other possibilities with me before you 
pursue them. 
 
Purpose: To help you develop a greater understanding of how 
literature has the potential to be both the product of and a potential 
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shaper of our social ethics, and how it can be used to address 
particular cultural, historical, or even technological problems. 
 
Skills 
To do this assignment well, you must: 

 Analyze nuances of language and lines of thought in your 
chosen story 

 Evaluate the different messages of the text with regards to 
ethics and morality 

 Express your ideas through logical arguments supported 
by textual evidence and credible reasoning 

 
Knowledge 
To complete this assignment, you will need to understand: 

 The cultural and historical dimensions of specific works 
of literature 

 The function of characters, plot, themes, style, structure, 
and literary devices in speculative fiction 

 
Task: 
Step 1: Identify the text you want to work with. You may work 
with two texts if you believe they share a similar strategy or central 
ethical concern, or if you believe the two stories may help 
illuminate one another, but please get prior approval from me for 
this option. 
 
Step 2: Write a logical outline that uses textual evidence to answer 
your chosen question. As always, make sure you rewrite the 
question to reflect your own interests and the specifics of the story 
you have chosen. 
 
Step 3: Schedule a meeting with Dr. Taylor to discuss your outline. 
 
Step 4: Transform the outline into a paper, following the usual 
guidelines in the course pack. 
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Grading Criteria 
You will be graded on the strength and effectiveness of these 
components: 

 Does your paper reflect an accurate understanding of the 
facts about the plot, character, structure, literary devices, 
etc., of your chosen text? 

 Do you have a clear, interesting argument, represented in 
a thesis statement in the introduction? 

 Do you adequately address and explain the ethical issues 
present in the text? 

 Is your argument supported by sufficient evidence 
(summary, paraphrase, AND quotations) with analysis? 

 Is your essay well written in all other respects?  
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Final Exam: Tuesday, December 13th, 12:30 PM 
 
BRING A BLUE BOOK FOR THE EXAM.  You can 
purchase a blue book in the bookstore. 
 
Part 1: Glossary Terms Match-up (20 pts) 
This part of the exam will be closed note, closed book. You will be 
given a list of 10-20 glossary terms and a list of definitions that you 
must match up.  
 
Part 2: Outcomes Reflection (25 pts) 
This part of the exam will be open note and open book. The course 
has five outcomes; you will write one substantial paragraph on each 
outcome, explaining what you learned and how you learned it. The 
outcomes for this course include: 

1. To read texts closely and critically, so as to identify subtle 
nuances of language and lines of thought 

2. To write clearly and persuasively for a specific audience, 
expressing your ideas through logical arguments 
supported by evidence 

3. To identify, understand, and analyze the elements of well-
crafted literature, including structure, form, and style 

4. To thoughtfully engage with complex ideas, and 
respectfully engage with readers and writers who hold 
different points of view 

5. To develop an awareness of the aesthetic tradition of 
literature, the cultural and historical dimensions of specific 
works of literature, and literature’s value as a form of 
human expression 

 
Part 3: Quality of Failure (5 pts) 
This part of the exam will be open note and open book. You will 
write one or two paragraphs explaining how and why you have 
failed this semester, and what you have learned from your failures.  
If you recall from the first day of class, one of the elements you are 
graded on is “quality of failure.” You will be graded not on how 
much you failed, but how you handled failure. Were you willing to 
challenge yourself to take risks that might result in failure? Were 
you aware of when you failed? Did you refuse to give up in the face 
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of failure? Did you find ways to use your failure to create 
something new and interesting? Did you grow from your failures?  
 
Tips for doing well on Parts 2 and 3:  
You should think about each answer as a mini-essay. Each one will 
be graded out of five points: one for a thesis/topic sentence, two 
points for relevant examples, and two points for your analysis and 
reflection on that outcome (or failure).  
 
1. Topic sentence:  Describe specifically what you have learned 

about that outcome (or, for the quality of failure question, how 
you have failed) 

a. Think of this as a thesis statement for your answer, with 
a what and a why or a how. 

b. Vague topic sentence: “I learned to read texts closely 
and critically.” [No why or how] 

c. Better topic sentence: “While I practiced close reading 
in all of my assignments, I grew the most while 
working on the Hamlet adaptation project because it 
forced me to visually trace the lines of thought of 
Hamlet’s ‘to be or not to be’ soliloquy as well as 
articulate my argument in words.” 

2. Give one or two specific examples that illustrate your learning 
or failure.  

a. Depending on the outcome, your examples may be 
about a particular text we read (such as discussing how 
you learned to interpret the subtle nuances of the 
language in a particular poem, or identify and interpret 
the symbols in a particular story), or about how you 
learned about that outcome through a particular 
assignment (how you used evidence in a logical 
outline, or how you applied the glossary terms in a 
particular paper). 

b. Examples should be very specific. You should identify 
specific details of a text (quoting it, for example), or 
quoting your own papers and exercises.    

3. Reflect on how those examples and the outcome help you 
understand literature more effectively.  


