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Answer ONE of the questions:

1. Give an interpretation of Karen Solie’s poem “Sturgeon” (text attached).

2. Discuss the portrayals of gender and sexuality in Annie Proulx’s
“Brokeback Mountain.” Your discussion should also explain differences
between the film and text where relevant.

3. Give an interpretation of Toni Morrison’s “Recitatif”” and discuss how the
author influences reader response.




Karen Solie: «Sturgeon» (2001)

Jackfish and walleye circle like clouds as he strains

the silt floor of his pool, a lost lure in his lip,

Five of Diamonds, River Runt, Lazy Ike,

or a simple spoon, feeding

a slow disease of rust through his body’s quiet armour.-
Kin to caviar, he’s an oily mudfish. Inedible.

Indelible. Ancient grunt of sea

in a warm prairie river, prehistory a third éye in his head.
He rests, and time passes as water and sand

through the long throat of him, in a hiss, as thoughts |
of food. We take our guilts

to his valley and dump them in,

give him quicksilver to corrode his fins, weed killer,

gas oil mix, wrap him in poison arms.

Our bottom feeder,

sin-eater.

On an afternoon mean as a hook we hauled him
up to his nightmare of us and laughed

at his ugliness, soft sucker mouth opening,

closing on air that must have felt like ground glass,
left him to die with disdain

for what we could not consume,

And when he began to heave and thrash over yards of rock
to the water’s edge and, unbelievably, in,

we couldn’t hold him though we were teenaged
and bigger than everything. Could not contain

the old current he had for a mind, its pull,

and his body a muscle called river, called spawn.
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| was working behind the counter at the Howard Johnson's on the Thruway just before
the Kingston exit. Not a bad job. Kind of a long ride from Newburgh, but okay once | got
there. Mine was the second night shift-eleven to seven. Very light until a Greyhound
checked in for breakfast around six-thirty. At that hour the sun was all the way clear of the
hills behind the restaurant. The place looked better at night-more like shelter- but | loved it
when the sun broke in, even if it did show all the cracks in the vinyl and the speckled floor
looked dirty no matter what the mop boy did.

It was August and a bus crowd was just unloading. They would stand around a long
while: going to the john, and looking at gifts and junk-for-sale machines, reluctant to sit
down so soon. Even to eat. | was trying to fill the coffee pots and get them all situated on
the electric burners when | saw her. She was sitting in a booth smoking a cigarette with
two guys smothered in head and facial hair. Her own hair was so big and wild I could
hardly see her face. But the eyes. | would know them anywhere. She had on a powder-blue
halter and shorts outfit and earrings the size of bracelets. Talk about lipstick and eyebrow
pencil. She made the big girls look like nuns. | couldn't get off the counter until seven
o'clock, but | kept watching the booth in case they.got up to leave before that. My
replacement was on time for a change, so | counted and stacked my receipts as fast as |
could and signed off. | walked over to the booths, smiling and wondering if she would
remember me. Or even if she wanted to remember me. Maybe she didn’t want to be
reminded of St. Bonny's or to have anybody know she was ever there. | know | never talked
about it to anybody.

| put my hands in my apron pockets and leaned against the back of the hooth facing
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Toni Morrison, Recitatif 10/8/13 7:49 AM

them.

"Roberta? Roberta Fisk?"

She looked up. "Yeah?"

llTwyla.ll

She squinted for a second and then said, "Wow."

"Remember me?"

"Sure. Hey. Wow."

"It's been a while," | said, and gave a smile to the two hairy guys.

"Yeah. Wow. You work here?"

"Yeah,"” | said. "I live in Newburgh."

"Newburgh? No kidding?" She laughed then a private laugh that included the guys but
only the guys, and they laughed with her. What could | do but laugh too and wonder why |
was standing there with my knees showing out from under that uniform. Without looking |
could see the blue and white triangle on my head, my hair shapeless in a net, my ankles
thick in white oxfords. Nothing could have been less sheer than my stockings. There was
this silence that came downright after | laughed. A silence it was her turn to fill up. With
introductions, maybe, to her boyfriends or an invitation to sit down and have a Coke.
Instead she lit a cigarette off the one she'd just finished and said, "We're on our way to the
Coast. He's got an appointment with Hendrix."

She gestured casually toward the boy next to her.

"Hendrix Fantastic," | said. "Really fantastic. What's she doing now?"

Roberta coughed on her cigarette and the two guys rolled their eyes up at the ceiling.”

Hendrix. Jimi Hendrix, asshole. He's only the biggest-Oh, wow. Forget it."

| was dismissed without anyone saying goodbye, so | thought | would do it for her.

"How's your mother?" | asked. Her grin cracked her whole face. She swallowed. "Fine,"
she said. "How's yours?"

"Pretty as a picture,” | said and turned away. The backs of my knees were damp. Howard
Johnson's really was a dump in the sunlight.
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Toni Morrison, Recitatif 10/8/13 7:49 AM

We decided not to have a tree, because Christmas would be at my mother-in-law's
house, so why have a tree at both places? Joseph was at SUNY New Paltz and we had to
economize, we said. But at the last minute, | changed my mind. Nothing could be that bad.
So | rushed around town looking for a tree, something small but wide. By the time | found a
place, it was snowing and very late. | dawdled like it was the most important purchase in
the world and the tree man was fed up with me. Finally | chose one and had it tied onto the
trunk of the car. | drove away slowly because the sand trucks were not out yet and the
streets could be murder at the beginning of a snowfall. Downtown the streets were wide
and rather empty except for a cluster of people coming out of the Newburgh Hotel. The one
hotel in town that wasn't built out of cardboard and Plexiglas. A party, probably. The men
huddled in the show were dressed in tails and the women had on furs. Shiny things
glittered from underneath their coats. It made me tired to look at them. Tired, tired, tired.
On the next corner was a small diner with loops and loops of paper bells in the window. |
stopped the car and went in. Just for a cup of coffee and twenty minutes of peace before |
went home and tried to finish everything before Christmas Eve.

"Twyla?"
There she was. In a silvery evening gown and dark fur coat. A man and another woman

were with her, the man fumbling for change to put in the cigarette machine. The woman
was humming and tapping on the counter with her fingernails. They all looked a little bit

drunk.
"Well. It's you."
"How are you?"
I shrugged. "Pretty good. Frazzled. Christmas and all."”
"Regular?" called the woman from the counter.
"Fine," Roberta called back and then, "Wait for me in the car."

She slipped into the booth beside me. "I have to tell you something, Twyla. | made up my
mind if | ever saw you again, I'd tell you."

"I'd just as soon not hear anything, Roberta. It doesn’t matter now, anyway."
"No," she said. "Not about that.”

"Don't be long," said the woman. She carried two regulars to go and the man peeled his
cigarette pack as they left.

"It's about St. Bonny's and Maggie."
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Toni Morrison, Recitatif 10/8/13 7:49 AM

"Oh, please.”

"Listen to me. | really did think she was black. | didn't make that up. | really thought so.
But now | can't be sure. | just remember her as old, so old. And because she couldn't talk-
well, you know, | thought she was crazy. She'd been brought up in an institution like my
mother was and like | thought | would be too. And you were right. We didn’t kick her. It was
the gar girls. Only them. But, well, | wanted to. | really wanted them to hurt her. | said we
did it, too. You and me, but that's not true. And | don't want you to carry that around. It was
just that | wanted to do it so bad that day-wanting to is doing it."

Her eyes were watery from the drinks she'd had, | guess. | know it's that way with me.
One glass of wine and | start bawling over the littlest thing.

"We were kids, Roberta.”
"Yeah. Yeah. | know, just kids."
"Eight."

"Eight."

"And lonely."

"Scared, too.”

She wiped her cheeks with the heel of her hand and smiled. "Well that's all | wanted to
say."

I nodded and couldn't think of any way to fill the silence that went from the diner past the
paperbells on out into the snow. It was heavy now. | thought I'd better wait for the sand
trucks before starting home.

"Thanks, Roberta."”

"Sure."

"Did | tell you My mother, she never did stop dancing."

"Yes. You told me. And mine, she never got well." Roberta lifted her hands from the

tabletop and covered her face with her paims. When she took them away she really was
crying. "Oh shit, Twyla. Shit, shit, shit. What the hell happened to Maggie?"

1983
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