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Question: 

First analyze the following excerpt by focusing on the aspects of: (1) point of view, 

especially what effects are thus achieved; (2) characterization, i.e. what kind of people 

are the characters; and (3) plot, i.e. what has happened as well as what is peculiar 

about it. Then discuss the whole excerpt by using two critical frameworks of your 

choice. 

 

---------- 

 

Begin by meeting him in a class, in a bar, at a rummage sale. Maybe he teaches sixth 

grade. Manages a hardware store. Foreman at a carton factory. He will be a good 

dancer. He will have perfectly cut hair. He will laugh at your jokes. 

A week, a month, a year. Feel discovered, comforted, needed, loved, and start 

sometimes, somehow, to feel bored. When sad or confused, walk uptown to the 

movies. Buy popcorn. These things come and go. A week, a month, a year. 

Make attempts at a less restrictive arrangement. Watch them sputter and deflate 

like balloons. He will ask you to move in. Do so hesitantly, with ambivalence. Clarify: 

rents are high, nothing long-range, love and all that, hon, but it’s footloose. Lay out 

the rules with much elocution. Stress openness, nonexclusivity. Make room in his 

closet, but don’t rearrange the furniture. 

And yet from time to time you will gaze at his face or his hands and want 

nothing but him. You will feel passing waves of dependency, devotion, and 

sentimentality. A week, a month, a year, and he has become your family. Let’s say 

your real mother is a witch. Your father a warlock. Your brothers twin hunchbacks of 

Notre Dame. They all live in a cave together somewhere. 

His name means savior. He rolls into your arms like Ozzie and Harriet, the whole 

Nelson genealogy. He is living rooms and turkey and mantels and Vicks, a nip at the 

collarbone and you do a slow syrup sink into those arms like a hearth, into those 



living rooms, well hello Mary Lou. 

Say you work in an office but you have bigger plans. He wants to go with you. 

He wants to be what it is that you want to be. Say you’re an aspiring architect. 

Playwright. Painter. He shows you his sketches. They are awful. What do you think? 

Put on some jazz. Take off your clothes. Carefully. It is a craft. He will lie on the 

floor naked, watching, his arms crossed behind his head. Shift: brush on snare, steady. 

Skirt: the desultory talk of piano keys, rocking slow, rambling. Dance together in the 

dark though it is only afternoon. 

Go to a wedding. His relatives. Everyone will compare weight losses and gains. 

Maiden cousins will be said to have fattened embarrassingly. His mother will be a 

bookkeeper or a dental hygienist. She will introduce you as his girl. Try not to protest. 

They will have heard a lot about you. Uncles will take him aside and query, What is 

keeping you, boy? Uncomfortable, everywhere, women in stiff blue taffeta will eye 

you pitifully, then look quickly away. Everyone will polka. Someone will flash a fifty 

to dance with the bride and she will hike up her gown and flash back: freshly shaven 

legs, a wide rolled-out-barrel of a grin. Feel spared. Thought you two’d be doing this 

by now, you will hear again. Smile. Shrug. Shuffle back for more potato salad. 

It hits you more insistently. A restlessness. A virus of discontent. When you pass 

other men in the street, smile and stare them straight in the eye, straight in the belt 

buckle. 

Somehow—in a restaurant or a store—meet an actor. From Vassar or Yale. He 

can quote Coriolanus’s mother. This will seem good. Sleep with him once and ride 

home at 5 a.m. crying in a taxicab. Or: don’t sleep with him. Kiss him good night at 

Union Square and run for your life. 

Back at home, days later, feel cranky and tired. Sit on the couch and tell him he’s 

stupid. That you bet he doesn’t know who Coriolanus is. That since you moved in 

you’ve noticed he rarely reads. He will give you a hurt, hungry-to-learn look, with his 

James Cagney’s eyes. He will try to kiss you. Turn your head. Feel suffocated. 

 


