
    Pairing A      
 
The Writer 
 
In her room at the prow of the house 
Where light breaks, and the windows are tossed with linden, 
My daughter is writing a story. 
 
I pause in the stairwell, hearing 
From her shut door a commotion of typewriter-keys 
Like a chain hauled over a gunwale. 
 
Young as she is, the stuff 
Of her life is a great cargo, and some of it heavy: 
I wish her a lucky passage. 
 
But now it is she who pauses, 
As if to reject my thought and its easy figure. 
A stillness greatens, in which 
 
The whole house seems to be thinking, 
And then she is at it again with a bunched clamor 
Of strokes, and again is silent. 
 
I remember the dazed starling 
Which was trapped in that very room, two years ago; 
How we stole in, lifted a sash 
 
And retreated, not to affright it; 
And how for a helpless hour, through the crack of the door, 
We watched the sleek, wild, dark 
 
And iridescent creature 
Batter against the brilliance, drop like a glove 
To the hard floor, or the desk-top, 
 
And wait then, humped and bloody, 
For the wits to try it again; and how our spirits 
Rose when, suddenly sure, 
 
It lifted off from a chair-back,  
Beating a smooth course for the right window 
And clearing the sill of the world. 
 
It is always a matter, my darling, 
Of life or death, as I had forgotten.  I wish 
What I wished you before, but harder. 
 
-Richard Wilbur 

 

  



 

By the time I knew it, my father worked all day and shut himself away reading in the evening, or 
else gardened.  My mother constantly toiled at “running the house,” a task that was always beyond her, 
even with the aid of the resident maid and daily help.  My sister, whose qualities of literal-mindedness 
and fantasy spinning had infuriated my father until he made her life a misery, did not have many friends 
and endured, I should say, a pallid existence until she took up art and even then day classes at Midland 
Art School did not lead to the excitement they should have.  I don’t think my father liked working or 
gardening, I don’t think my mother liked keeping house, I don’t think my sister liked living at home.  
Yet they all seemed powerless to do anything about it.  There was a curious tense boredom about the 
house; it was not a bad house, but the furniture was uninteresting, except for my father’s books.  It was 
not a house where anyone called unexpectedly, for my father had no friends—at least, I couldn’t name 
anyone who was a friend as I understand the word. 

However, the trouble wasn’t the house but the individuals in it.  My mother, as time went on, 
began increasingly to complain of her dreary life, her inability to run the house, and the approach of war.  
I suppose her age had something to do with it, but the monotonous whining monologue she treated my 
father to before breakfast, and all of us at mealtimes, resentful, self-pitying, full of funk and suspicious, 
must have remained in my mind as something I mustn’t under any circumstances risk encountering 
again.  Once she sprang up from the table announcing her intention to commit suicide.  I never left the 
house without the sense of walking in a cooler, cleaner, saner and pleasanter atmosphere, and, if I had 
not made friends outside, life would have been scarcely tolerable. 

What I was going to be praised and rewarded for—if anything—was writing.  It certainly wasn’t 
going to be languages or science, both of which we started that year, nor sport, for which advancing age, 
with its shortening sight and stiffening joints and increasing physical fastidiousness was rapidly unfitting 
me, nor was I going to do anything requiring confidence and a speaking voice.  On the other hand, I was 
getting used to hearing my essays read out in class, and to coming top in English examinations by 
unarguable margins.  Words were my element, though I no more understood them, in the parts of speech 
or philological senses, than a seal understands the water it lives in. 

 

-from Notebooks by Philip Larkin 



    Pairing B     
 
[The following passage takes place sometime in the future, in a hyper-industrialized world wherein individuals 
have let go of their personal freedoms and privacy.  The people have become so apathetic that they seem more 
like robots than human beings.  The government has become all-powerful, keeping the citizens under control by 
keeping them afraid.  In this scene, a couple, Winston and Julia, leave the city for an afternoon in the 
countryside.]   
 
They were standing in the shade of hazel bushes. The sunlight, filtering through innumerable leaves, was 
still hot on their faces. Winston looked out into the field beyond, and underwent a curious, slow shock of 
recognition. He knew it by sight. An old, close-bitten pasture, with a footpath wandering across it and a 
molehill here and there. In the ragged hedge on the opposite side the boughs of the elm trees swayed just 
perceptibly in the breeze, and their leaves stirred faintly in dense masses like women's hair. Surely 
somewhere nearby, but out of sight, there must be a stream with green pools where dace were 
swimming? 
 
 'Isn't there a stream somewhere near here?' he whispered. 
 
 'That's right, there is a stream. It's at the edge of the next field, actually. There are fish in it, 
great big ones. You can watch them lying in the pools under the willow trees, waving their tails.' 
 
 'It's the Golden Country--almost,' he murmured. 
 
 'The Golden Country?' 
 
 'It's nothing, really. A landscape I've seen sometimes in a dream.' 
 
 'Look!' whispered Julia. 
 
 A thrush had alighted on a bough not five metres away, almost at the level of their faces. 
Perhaps it had not seen them. It was in the sun, they in the shade. It spread out its wings, fitted them 
carefully into place again, ducked its head for a moment, as though making a sort of obeisance to the 
sun, and then began to pour forth a torrent of song. In the afternoon hush the volume of sound was 
startling. Winston and Julia clung together, fascinated. The music went on and on, minute after minute, 
with astonishing variations, never once repeating itself, almost as though the bird were deliberately 
showing off its virtuosity. Sometimes it stopped for a few seconds, spread out and resettled its wings, 
then swelled its speckled breast and again burst into song. Winston watched it with a sort of vague 
reverence. For whom, for what, was that bird singing? No mate, no rival was watching it. What made it 
sit at the edge of the lonely wood and pour its music into nothingness? He wondered whether after all 
there was a microphone hidden somewhere near. He and Julia had spoken only in low whispers, and it 
would not pick up what they had said, but it would pick up the thrush. Perhaps at the other end of the 
instrument some small, beetle-like man was listening intently--listening to that. But by degrees 
the flood of music drove all speculations out of his mind. It was as though it were a kind of liquid stuff 
that poured all over him and got mixed up with the sunlight that filtered through the leaves. He stopped 
thinking and merely felt.  
     -from 1984, by George Orwell 



 

There was once a town in the heart of America where all life seemed to live in harmony with its 
surroundings. The town lay in the midst of a checkerboard of prosperous farms, with fields of grain and 
hillsides of orchards where, in spring, white clouds of bloom drifted above the green fields. In autumn, 
oak and maple set up a blaze of color that flamed and flickered across a backdrop of pines. Then foxes 
barked in the hills and deer silently crossed the fields, half hidden in the mists of the fall mornings.  

Along the roads, laurel, viburnum and alder, great ferns and wildflowers delighted the traveler's 
eye through much of the year. Even in winter the road-sides were places of beauty, where countless 
birds came to feed on the berries and on the seed heads of the dried weeds rising above the snow. The 
country-side was, in fact, famous for the abundance and variety of its bird life, and when the flood of 
migrants was pouring through in spring and fall people traveled from great distances to observe them. 
Others came to fish the streams, which flowed clear and cold out of the hills and contained shady pools 
where trout lay. So it had been from the days many years ago when the first settlers raised their houses, 
sank their wells, and built their barns.  

Then a strange blight crept over the area and everything began to change. Some evil spell had 
settled on the community: mysterious maladies swept the flocks of chickens; the cattle and sheep 
sickened and died. Everywhere was a shadow of death. The farmers spoke of much illness among their 
families. In the town the doctors had become more and more puzzled by new kinds of sickness 
appearing among their patients. There had been several sudden and unexplained deaths, not only among 
adults but even among children, who would be stricken suddenly while at play and die within hours.  

There was a strange stillness. The birds, for example-- where had they gone? Many people spoke 
of them, puzzled and disturbed. The feeding stations in the backyards were deserted. The few birds seen 
anywhere were moribund; they trembled violently and could not fly. It was a spring without voices. On 
the mornings that had once throbbed with the dawn chorus of robins, catbirds, doves, jays, and scores of 
other bird voices there was now no sound; only silence lay over the fields and woods and marsh.  

On the farms the hens brooded, but no chicks hatched. The farmers complained that they were 
unable to raise any pigs the litters were small and the young survived only a few days. The apple trees 
were coming into bloom but no bees droned among the blossoms, so there was no pollination and there 
would be no fruit.  

The roadsides, once so attractive, were now lined with browned and withered vegetation as 
though swept by fire. These, too, were silent, deserted by all living things. Even the streams were now 
lifeless. Anglers no longer visited them, for all the fish had died.  

In the gutters under the eaves and between the shingles of the roofs, a white granular powder still 
showed a few patches; some weeks before it had fallen like snow upon the roofs and the lawns, the 
fields and streams.  

No witchcraft, no enemy action had silenced the rebirth of new life in this stricken world. The 
people had done it themselves.  

-from Silent Spring, by Rachel Carson  



     Pairing C       

What the Living Do 
 
Johnny, the kitchen sink has been clogged for days, some utensil probably fell down there. 
And the Drano won’t work but smells dangerous, and the crusty dishes have piled up 
 
waiting for the plumber I still haven’t called.  This is the everyday we spoke of. 
It’s winter again: the sky’s a deep, headstrong blue, and the sunlight pours through 
 
the open living-room windows because the heat’s on too high in here and I can’t turn it off. 
For weeks now, driving, or dropping a bag of groceries in the street, the bag breaking, 
 
I’ve been thinking:  This is what the living do.  And yesterday, hurrying along those 
wobbly bricks in the Cambridge sidewalk, spilling my coffee down my wrist and sleeve, 
 
I thought it again, and again later, when buying a hairbrush:  This is it. 
Parking.  Slamming the car door shut in the cold.  What you called that yearning. 
 
What you finally gave up.  We want the spring to come and the winter to pass.  We want  
whoever to call or not call, a letter, a kiss—we want more and more and then more of it. 
 
But there are moments, walking, when I catch a glimpse of myself in the window glass, 
say, the window of the corner video store, and I’m gripped by a cherishing so deep 
 
for my own blowing hair, chapped face, and unbuttoned coat that I’m speechless: 
I am living.  I remember you. 
 
-Marie Howe 

 

  



 

Sometimes the sun would be up before my husband came home.  The breakfast show would be 

on the telly and there’d be a girl doing the weather or the Dow Jones.  It was all a bit pointless if you ask 

me.  I mean if you wanted to know what the weather was doing you only had to look out the window 

and as for the Dow Jones well you could look out the window or you could not.  You could please 

yourself because it’s not as if there was anything you could do about the Dow Jones either way.  My 

whole point is I never gave a monkey’s about any of it.  I just wanted my husband home safe. 

 When he finally came in it was such a relief.  He never said much because he was so tired.  I 

would ask him how did it go?  And he would look at me and say I’m still here ain’t I?  My husband was 

what the Sun would call a QUIET HERO it’s funny how none of them are NOISY I suppose that wouldn’t be 

very British.  Anyway my husband would drink a Famous Grouse and go to bed without taking his 

clothes off or brushing his teeth because as well as being QUIET he sometimes COULDN’T BE ARSED and 

who could blame him?  When he was safe asleep I would go to look in on our boy. 

 Our boy had his own room it was cracking we were proud of it.  My husband built his bed in the 

shape of Bob the Builder’s dump truck and I sewed the curtains and we did the painting together.  In the 

night my boy’s room smelled of boy.  Boy is a good smell it is a cross between angels and tigers.  My 

boy slept on his side sucking Mr. Rabbit’s paws.  I sewed Mr. Rabbit myself he was purple with green 

ears.  He went everywhere my boy went.  Or else there was trouble.  My boy was so peaceful it was 

lovely to watch him sleep so still with his lovely ginger hair glowing from the sunrise outside his 

curtains.  The curtains made the light all pink.  They slept very quiet in the pink light the 2 of them him 

and Mr. Rabbit.  Sometimes my boy was so still I had to check he was breathing.  I would put my face 

close to his face and blow a little bit on his cheek.  He would snuffle and frown and fidget for a while 

then go all soft and still again.  I would smile and tiptoe backwards out of his room and close the door 

very quiet. 

 Mr. Rabbit survived.  I still have him.  His green ears are black with blood and one of his paws is 

missing. 

 

     -from Incendiary, by Chris Cleave 

 

 


