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“Why are you so happy? What's wrong?” he asked, startled. He
stared at her. She felt the abrupt concentration in him, the focusing of
his vision on her, almost a bitterness in his face, as if he feared her. What,
was it beginning all over again? Their love beginning again, in spite of
them? “How can you look so happy?” he asked. “We don’t have any right
to it. Is it because . . . ?”

“Yes,” she said.

QUESTIONS

1. Compare the chronology of this story with that of Chekhov’s “The Lady with
the Dog.” Why does Oates’s story feature repetition of certain events? Can
you find an underlying structural principle in the story? How does the struc-
ture relate to Anna’s dilemma?

2. In Oates’s story the main character is Anna rather than her lover. Does the
change in point of view from Chekhov’s version also change the theme?
Briefly state the theme of each story. ‘

3. Compare Oates’s use of settings to those used in the Chekhov story. Are there
similar uses of the settings for symbolic purposes?

4. Anna’s husband and her lover are characterized in Oates’s story as very
different kinds of men. Compare and contrast their characterizations. What
qualities draw Anna to each of them? . -

5. 'The final scene between Anna and her lover achieves an extraordinary degree
of tension. Discuss the way the narrative achieves this tension. Is the central
conflict resolved by the conclusion?

Joyce Carol Oates
Life after High School

“Sunny? Sun-ny?”

On that last night of March 1959, in soiled sheepskin parka, un-
buckled overshoes, but bare-headed in the lightly falling snow, Zachary
Graff, eighteen years old, six feet one and a half inches tall, weight 203
pounds, 1Q 160, stood beneath Sunny Burhman’s second-story bedroom
window, calling her name softly, urgently, as if his very life depended
upon it. It was nearly midnight: Sunny had been in bed for a half hou'r,
and woke from a thin dissolving sleep to hear her name rising mysteri-
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formation on Qates and her career.
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ously out of the dark, low, gravelly, repetitive as the surf. “Sun-ny—>"
She had not spoken with Zachary Graff since the previous week, when
she’d told him, quietly, tears shining in her eyes, that she did not love
him; she could not accept his engagement ring, still less marry him. This
was the first time in the twelve weeks of Zachary’s pursuit of her that he’d
dared to come to the rear of the Burhmans’ house, by day or night; the

first time, as Sunny would say afterward, he’'d ever appealed to her in
such a way.

They would ask, In what way?

Sunny would hesitate, and say, So—emotionally. In a way that
scared me.

So you sent him away?

She did. She’d sent him away.

It was much talked-of, at South Lebanon High School, how, in this
spring of their senior year, Zachary Graff, who had never to anyone’s
recollection asked a girl out before, let alone pursued her so publicly and
with such clumsy devotion, seemed to have fallen in love with Sunny
Burhman.

Of all people— Sunny Burhman.

Odd too that Zachary should seem to have discovered Sunny, when
the two had been classmates in the South Lebanon, New York, public
schools since first grade, back in 1947.

Zachary, whose father was Homer Graff, the town’s preeminent
physician, had, since ninth grade, cultivated a clipped, mock-gallant
manner when speaking with female classmates; his Clifton Webb style.
He was unfailingly courteous, but unfailingly cool; measured; formal.
He seemed impervious to the giddy rise and ebb of adolescent emotion,
moving, clumsy but determined, like a grizzly bear on its hind legs,
through the school corridors, rarely glancing to left or right: 4is gaze, its
myopia corrected by lenses encased in chunky black plastic frames, was
firmly fixed on the horizon. Dr. Graff’s son was not unpopular so much
as feared, thus disliked.

If Zachary’s excellent academic record continued uninterrupted
through final papers, final exams, and there was no reason to suspect it
would not, Zachary would be valedictorian of the Class of 1959. Barbara
(“Sunny”) Burhman, later to distinguish herself at Cornell, would grad-
uate only ninth, in a class of eighty-two.

10



15

574  THREE WRITERS / CHEKHOV, OCONNOR, AND OATES

Zachary’s attentiveness to Sunny had begun, with no warning,
immediately after Christmas recess, when classes resumed in January.
Suddenly, a half-dozen times a day, in Sunny’s vicinity, looming large,
eyeglasses glittering, there Zachary was. His Clifton Webb pose had dis-
solved, he was shy, stammering, yet forceful, even bold, waiting for the
advantageous moment (for Sunny was always surrounded by friends) to
push forward and say, “Hi, Sunny!” The greeting, utterly commonplace
in content, sounded, in Zachary’s mouth, like a Latin phrase tortuously
translated.

Sunny, so-named for her really quite astonishing smile, that daz-
Zling white Sunny-smile that transformed a girl of conventional freckled
snub-nosed prettiness to true beauty, might have been surprised, ini-
tially, but gave no sign, saying, “Hi, Zach!”

Tn those years, the corridors of South Lebanon High School were
lyric crossfires of Hi!/ and H'lo! and Good fo see ya! uttered hundreds of
times daily by the golden girls, the popular, confident, good-looking
girls, club officers, prom queens, cheerleaders like Sunny Burhman and
her friends, tossed out indiscriminately, for that was the style.

Most of the students were in fact practicing Christians, of Lutheran,
Presbyterian, Methodist stock.

Like Sunny Burhman, who was, or seemed, even at the time of this
story, too good to be true.

That's to say—good.

So, though Sunny soon wondered why on earth Zachary Graff
was hanging around her, why, again, at her elbow, or lying in wait for her
at the foot of a stairs, why, for the nth time that week, him, she was too
good to indicate impatience, or exasperation; too good to tell him, as her
friends advised, to get lost.

He telephoned her too. Poor Zachary. Stammering over the
phone, his voice lowered as if he were in terror of being overheard, “Is
S-Sunny there, Mrs. B-Burhman? May 1 speak with her, please?” And
Mrs. Burhman, who knew Dr. Graff and his wife, of course, since every-
one in South Lebanon, population 3,800, knew everyone else or knew of
them, including frequently their family histories and facts about them of
which their children were entirely unaware, hesitated, and said, “Yes, I'll
put her on, but I hope you won't talk long—Sunny has homework
tonight.” Or, apologetically but firmly: “No, I'm afraid she isn't here.
May I take a message?”

“N-no message,” Zachary would murmur, and hurriedly hang up.
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Sunny, standing close by, thumbnail between her just perceptibly
gap-toothed front teeth, expression crinkled in dismay, would whisper,
“Oh Mom. I feel so bad. 1 just feel so—bad.”

Mrs. Burhman said briskly, “You don’t have time for all of them,
honey.”

Still, Zachary was not discouraged, and with the swift passage of
time it began to be observed that Sunny engaged in conversations with
him—the two of them sitting, alone, in a corner of the cafeteria, or
walking together after a meeting of the Debate Club, of which Zachary
was president, and Sunny a member. They were both on the staff of the
South Lebanon High Beacon, and the South Lebanon High Yearbook
1959, and the South Lebanon Torch (the literary magazine). They
were both members of the National Honor Society and the Quill &
Scroll Society. Though Zachary Graff in his aloofness and impatience
with most of his peers would be remembered as antisocial, a “loner,”
in fact, as his record of activities suggested, printed beneath his photo-
graph in the yearbook, he had time, or made time, for things that mat-
tered to him.

He shunned sports, however. High school sports, at least.

His life’s game, he informed Sunny Burhman, unaware of the
solemn pomposity with which he spoke, would be go/f His father had
been instructing him, informally, since his twelfth birthday.

Said Zachary, “I have no natural talent for it, and I find it pro-
foundly boring, but golf will be my game.” And he pushed his chunky
black glasses roughly against the bridge of his nose, as he did countless
times a day, as if they were in danger of sliding off.

Zachary Graff had such a physical presence, few of his contempo-
raries would have described him as unattractive, still less homely, ugly.
His head appeared oversized, even for his massive body; his eyes were
deep-set, with a look of watchfulness and secrecy; his skin was tallow-
colored, and blemished, in wavering patches like topographical maps.
His big teeth glinted with filaments of silver, and his breath, oddly for
one whose father was a doctor, was stale, musty, cobwebby—not that
Sunny Burhman ever alluded to this fact, to others.

Her friends began to ask of her, a bit jealously, reproachfully, “What
do you two talk about so much?—you and 4im?2” and Sunny replied,
taking care not to hint, with the slightest movement of her eyebrows;
or rolling of her eyes, that, yes, she found the situation peculiar too, “Oh
—Zachary and I talk about all kinds of things. He talks, mainly. He’s
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brilliant. He’s— pausing, her forehead delicately crinkling in thought,
her lovely brown eyes for a moment clouded, “—well, brilliant”

In fact, at first, Zachary spoke, in his intense, obsessive way, of
impersonal subjects: the meaning of life, the future of Earth, whether
science or art best satisfies the human hunger for self-expression. He
said, laughing nervously, fixing Sunny with his shyly bold stare, “Just
to pose certain questions is, I guess, to show your hope they can be
answered.”

Early on, Zachary seemed to have understood that, if he expressed
doubt, for instance about “whether God exists” and so forth, Sunny
Burhman would listen seriously; and would talk with him earnestly, with
the air of a nurse giving a transfusion to a patient in danger of expir-
ing for loss of blood. She was not a religious fanatic, but she was a de-
vout Christian— the Burhmans were members of the First Presbyterian
Church of South Lebanon, and Sunny was president of her youth group,
and, among other good deeds, did YWCA volunteer work on Saturday
afternoons; she had not the slightest doubt that Jesus Christ, that’s to say
His spirit, dwelled in her heart, and that, simply by speaking the truth of
what she believed, she could convince others.

Though one day, and seon, Sunny would examine her beliefs, and
question the faith into which she’d been born; she had not done so by the
age of seventeen and a half. She was a virgin, and virginal in all, or most,
of her thoughts.

Sometimes, behind her back, even by friends, Sunny was laughed at,
gently—never ridiculed, for no one would ridicule Sunny.

Once, when Sunny Burhman and her date and another couple
were gazing up into the night sky, standing in the parking lot of the high
school, following a prom, Sunny had said in a quavering voice, “It’s so
big it would be terrifying, wouldn't it?—except for Jesus, who makes us
feel at home.”

When popular Chuck Crueller, a quarterback for the South Lebanon
varsity football team, was injured during a game, and carried off by
ambulance to undergo emergency surgery, Sunny mobilized the other
cheerleaders, tears fierce in her eyes, “We can do it for Chuck—we can
pray.” And so the eight girls in their short-skirted crimson jumpers and
starched white cotton blouses had gripped one another’s hands tight,
weeping, on the verge of hysteria, had prayed, prayed, prayed—hidden

away in the depths of the girls’ locker room for hours. Sunny had led the
prayers, and Chuck Crueller recovered.
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So you wouldn't ridicule Sunny Burhman, somehow it wouldn’t
have been appropriate.

As her classmate Tobias Shanks wrote of her, as one of his
duties as literary editor of the 1959 South Lebanon yearbook: “Sunny”
Burhmanl—an all-American girl too good to be true who is nonetheless
TRUE!

If there was a slyly mocking tone to Tobias Shanks’s praise, a hint
that such goodness was predictable, and superficial, and of no genuine
merit, the caption, mere print, beneath Sunny’s dazzlingly beautiful pho-
tograph, conveyed nothing of this.

Surprisingly, for all his pose of skepticism and superiority, Zachary
Graff too was a Christian. He'd been baptized Lutheran, and never
failed to attend Sunday services with his parents at the First Lutheran
Church. Amid the congregation of somber, somnambulant worshippers,
Zachary Graff’s frowning young face, the very set of his beefy shoulders,
drex.zv the minister’s uneasy eye; it would be murmured of Dr. Graff’s pre-
cocious son, in retrospect, that he’d been perhaps too serious.

‘ Before falling in love with Sunny Burhman, and discussing his reli-
gious doubts with her, Zachary had often discussed them with Tobias
Shanks, who’d been his friend, you might say his only friend, since sev-
enth grade. (But only sporadically since seventh grade, since the boys,
each highly intelligent, inclined to impatience and sarcasm, got on cach
other’s nerves.) Once, Zachary confided in Tobias that he prayed every
morning of his life—immediately upon waking he scrambled out of bed,
knelt, hid his face in his hands, and prayed. For his sinful soul, for his
sinful thoughts, deeds, desires. He lacerated his soul the way he’d been
taught by his mother to tug a fine-toothed steel comb through his coarse
oily hair, never less than once a day. ’

Tobias Shanks, a self-professed agnostic since the age of fourteen,

laughed, and asked derisively, “Yes, but what do you pray for, exactly?”

an<‘i Zachary had thought a bit, and said, not ironically, but altogether
seriously, “To get through the day. Doesn’t everyone?”
This melancholy reply, Tobias was never to reveal.

Zachary’s parents were urging him to go to Muhlenberg College,

which was church-affiliated; Zachary hoped to go elsewhere. He said,

humbly, to Sunny Burhman, “If you go to Cornell, Sunny, I-—maybe I'll
go there too?”

Sunny hesitated, then smiled. “Oh. That would be nice.”
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“You wouldn’t mind, Sunny?”

“Why would I mind, Zachary?” Sunny laughed, to hide her impa-
tience. They were headed for Zachary’s car, parked just up the hill from
the YM-YWCA building. It was a gusty Saturday afternoon in early
March. Leaving the YWCA, Sunny had seen Zachary Graff standing at
the curb, hands in the pockets of his sheepskin parka, head lowered, but
cyes nervously alert. Standing there, as if accidentally.

It was impossible to avoid him, she had to allow him to drive her
home. Though she was beginning to feel panic, like darting tongues of
flame, at the prospect of Zachary Graft always zhere.

Tell the creep to get lost, her friends counseled. Even her nice
friends were without sentiment regarding Zachary Graff.

Until sixth grade, Sunny had been plain little Barbara Burhman.
Then, one day, her teacher had said, to all the class, in one of those mo-
ments of inspiration that can alter, by whim, the course of an entire life,
“Tell you what, boys and girls—let’s call Barbara ‘Sunny’ from now
on—that’s what she 75.”

Ever afterward, in South Lebanon, she was “Sunny” Burhman.
Plain little Barbara had been left behind, seemingly forever.

So, of course, Sunny could not tell Zachary Graff to get lost. Such
words were not part of her vocabulary.

Zachary owned a plum-colored 1956 Plymouth which other boys
envied—it seemed to them distinctly unfair that Zachary, of all people,
had his own car, when so few of them, who loved cars, did. But Zachary
was oblivious of their envy, as, in a way, he seemed oblivious of his own
good fortune. He drove the car as if it were an adult duty, with middle-
aged fussiness and worry. He drove the car as if he were its own chauf-
feur. Yet, driving Sunny home, he talked—chattered—continuously.

Speaking of college, and of religious “obligations,” and of his parents’
expectations of him; speaking of medical school; the future; the life—
“beyond South Lebanon.”

He asked again, in that gravelly, irksomely humble voice, if Sunny
would mind if he went to Cornell. And Sunny said, trying to sound
merely reasonable, “Zachary, it's a free world.”

Zachary said, “Oh no it isn’t, Sunny. For some of us, it isn't.”

This enigmatic remark Sunny was determined not to follow up.

Braking to a careful stop in front of the Burhmans’ house, Zachary
said, with an almost boyish enthusiasm, “So—Cornell? In the fall?
We'll both go to Cornell?”
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Sunny was quickly out of the car before Zachary could put on the
emergency brake and come around, ceremoniously, to open her door.
Gaily, recklessly, infinitely relieved to be out of his company, she called
back over her shoulder, “Why not?”

Sunny’s secret vanity must have been what linked them.

For several times, gravely, Zachary had said to her, “When I'm with
you, Sunny, it’s possible for me to believe.”

He meant, she thought, in God. In Jesus. In the life hereafter.

The next time Zachary maneuvered Sunny into his car, under the
pretext of driving her home, it was to present the startled girl with an
engagement ring.

He'd bought the ring at Stern’s Jewelers, South Lebanon's single
good jewelry store, with money secretly withdrawn from his savings ac-
count; that account to which, over a period of more than a decade, he’d
deposited modest sums with a painstaking devotion. This was his “col-
lege fund,” or had been—out of the $3,245 saved, only $1,090 re-
mained. How astonished, upset, furious his parents would be when they
learned—Zachary hadn't allowed himself to contemplate.

The Graffs knew nothing about Sunny Burhman. So far as they
might have surmised, their son’s frequent absences from home were
nothing out of the ordinary—he’d always spent time at the public li-
brary, where his preferred reading was reference books. He'd begin with
Volume One of an encyclopedia, and make his diligent way through each
successive volume, like a horse grazing a field, rarely glancing up, unin-
terested in his surroundings.

“Please—will you accept it?”

Sunny was staring incredulously at the diamond ring, which was
presented to her, not in Zachary’s big clumsy fingers, with the dirt-edged
nails, but in the plush-lined little box, as if it might be more attractive
that way, more like a gift. The ring was 24-karat gold and the diamond
was small but distinctive, and coldly glittering. A beautiful ring, but
Sunny did not see it that way.

She whispered, “Oh. Zachary. Oh no—there must be some mis-
understanding.”

Zachary seemed prepared for her reaction, for he said, quickly, “Will
_you just try it onP—see if it fits?”

Sunny shook her head. No she couldn’t.

T EREEnie—ea——a—n—————

60

65



70

75

80

580

THREE WRITERS / CHEKHOV, O'CONNOR, AND OATES

“Theyll take it back to adjust it, if it’s too big,” Zachary said. “They
promised.” )

“Zachary, no,” Sunny said gently. “I'm so sorry.

Tears flooded her eyes and spilled over onto her cheeks. ) '

Zachary was saying, eagerly, his lips flecked with spittle, “I realize
you don’t I-love me, Sunny, at least not yet, but—you could wear the
ring, couldn’t you? Just—wear it?” He continued to hold t}.le little bo’x
out to her, his hand visibly shaking. “On your right hand, if you don't
want to wear it on your left? Please?”

“Zachary, no. Thats impossible.”

“Tust, you know, as a, a gift—? Oh Sunny—" .

They were sitting in the plum-colored Plymouth, parked, in afl
awkwardly public place, on Upchurch Avenue three blocks from Sunnys
house. It was 4:25 p.m., March 26, a Thursday: Zachary had lingered
after school in order to drive Sunny home after choir practice. Sunny
would afterward recall, with an odd haltingness, as if her memory of the
episode were blurred with tears, that, as usual, Zachary had done most
of the talking. He had not argued with her, nor exactl'y begge.d, but spoke
almost formally, as if setting out the basic points of his debating strategy:

If Sunny did not love him, he could love enough for both; and, If Sunny

did not want to be “officially” engaged, she could wear his ring anyway,
couldn’t she? .

It would mean so much to him, Zachary said.

Life or death, Zachary said. .

Sunny closed the lid of the little box, and pushed it .from her,
gently. She was crying, and her smooth pageboy was now disheveled.
“Oh Zachary, I'm sorry. I can’t.”

Sunny knelt by her bed, hid her face in her hands, prayed.

Please help Zachary not to be in love with me. Please help me not

to be cruel. Have mercy on us both O God. ’
O God help him to realize he doesn’t love me—doesn’t know e.

Days passed, and Zachary did not call. If he was absent from school,

Sunny did not seem to notice.

Sunny Burhman and Zachary Graff had two cl.asses together,
English and physics; but, in the busyness of Sunny’s h1gh. schoo.l life,
surrounded by friends, mesmerized by her own rapid motion as if she
were lashed to the prow of a boat bearing swiftly through the water,

she did not seem to notice.
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She was not a girl of secrets. She was not a girl of stealth. Still,
though she had confided in her mother all her life, she did not tell her
mother about Zachary’s desperate proposal; perhaps, so flattered, she did
not acknowledge it as desperate. She reasoned that if she told either of
her parents they would have telephoned Zachary’s parents immediately.
I can’t betray him, she thought.

Nor did she tell her closest girlfriends, or the boy she was secing
most frequently at the time, knowing that the account would turn comi-
cal in the telling, that she and her listeners would collapse into laughter,
and this too would be a betrayal of Zachary.

She happened to see Tobias Shanks, one day, looking oddly at fer.
E That boy who might have been twelve years old, seen from a short dis-

tance. Sunny knew that he was, or had been, a friend of Zachary Graff’s;
{ she wondered if Zachary confided in him; yet made no effort to speak
with him. He didn’t like her, she sensed.

No, Sunny didn’t tell anyone about Zachary and the engagement
ring. Of all sins, she thought, betrayal is surely the worst.

“Sunny? Sun-ny?”

She did not believe she had been sleeping but the low, persistent,
gravelly sound of Zachary’s voice penetrated her consciousness like a
dream-voice—felt, not heard.

Quickly, she got out of bed. Crouched at her window without
turning on the light. Saw, to her horror, Zachary down below, stand-
ing in the shrubbery, his large head uplifted, face round like the
moon, and shadowed like the moon’s face. There was a light, damp
snowfall; blossomlike clumps fell on the boy’s broad shoulders, in his

matted hair. Sighting her, he began to wave excitedly, like an impatient
child. “

“Oh. Zachary. My God.”

In haste, fumbling, she put on a bulky-knit ski sweater over her flan-
nel nightgown, kicked on bedroom slippers, hurried downstairs. The
house was already darkened; the Burhmans were in the habit of going to
bed early. Sunny’s only concern was that she could send Zachary away
without her parents knowing he was there. Even in her distress she was
not thinking of the trouble Zachary might make for her: she was think-
ing of the trouble he might make for himself.

Yet, as soon as she saw him close up, she realized that something was
ravely wrong. Here was Zachary Graff—yet not Zachary.
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He told her he had to talk with her, and he had to talk with her now.
His car was parked in the alley, he said.

He made a gesture as if to take her hand, but Sunny drew back. He
loomed over her, his breath steaming. She could not see his eyes.

She said no she couldn’t go with him. She said he must go home, at
once, before her parents woke up.

He said he couldn’t leave without her, he had to talk with her. There
was a raw urgency, a forcefulness, in him, that Sunny had never seen
before, and that frightened her.

She said no. He said yes. ‘

He reached again for her hand, this time taking hold of her wrist.

His fingers were strong.

“T told you — I can love enough for both!” .

Sunny stared up at him, for an instant mute, paralyzed, seeing not
Zachary Graff’s eyes but the lenses of his glasses which appeared, in the
semidark, opaque. Large snowflakes were falling languidly, there was
no wind. Sunny saw Zachary Graff’s face which was pale and clenched
as a muscle, and she heard his voice which was the voice of a stranger,
and she felt him tug at her so roughly her arm was strained in its
very socket, and she cried, “No! no! go away! no!”—and the spell was
broken, the boy gaped at her another moment, then released her, turned,

and ran.

No more than two or three minutes had passed since Sunny un-
locked the rear door and stepped outside, and Zachary fled. Yet, after-
ward, she would recall the encounter as if it had taken a very long time,
like a scene in a protracted and repetitive nightmare.

It would be the last time Sunny Burhman saw Zachary Graff

alive.
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April Fools Day 1959
To Whom It May (Or May Not) Concern:

I, Zachary A. Graff; being of sound mind & body, do hereby declare
that I have taken my own life of my own free will & 1 hereby declare

all others guiltless as they are ignorant of the death of the aforemen-
tioned &3 the life.

(signed)
ZACHARY A. GRAFF

Police officers, called to the scene at 7:45 a.m., reported finding
Zachary, lifeless, stripped to his underwear, in the rear seat of the car; the
sheepskin parka was oddly draped over the steering wheel, and the inte-
rior of the car was, again oddly, for a boy known for his fastidious habits,
littered with numerous items: a Bible, several high school textbooks, a
pizza carton and some uneaten crusts of pizza, several empty Pepsi bot-
tles, an empty bag of M&IM'’s candies, a pair of new, unlaced gym shoes
(size eleven), a ten-foot length of clothesline (in the glove compart-
ment), and the diamond ring in its plush-lined little box from Stern’s

Jewelers (in a pocket of the parka).

Sunny Burhman heard the news of Zachary’s suicide before leaving
for school that morning, when a friend telephoned. Within earshot of
both her astonished parents, Sunny burst into tears, and sobbed, “Oh my
God—it’s my fault.”

So the consensus in South Lebanon would be, following the po-

lice investigation, and much public speculation, not that it was Sunny
Burhman’s fault, exactly, not that the girl was to blame, exactly, but, yes,

poor Zachary Graff, the doctor’s son, had killed himself in despondency

over her: her refusal of his engagement ring, her rejection of his love.

Next morning, all of South Lebanon talked of the death. of
Dr. Graff’s son Zachary: he'd committed suicide by parking his car in a
garage behind an unoccupied house on Upchurch Avenue, .and letting
the motor run until the gas tank was emptied. Death was diagnosed as
the result of carbon monoxide poisoning, the time estimated at approx-
imately 4:30 a.m. of April 1, 1959.

Was the date deliberate>—Zachary had left only a single note be-
hind, printed in firm block letters and taped to the outside of the car
windshield:

That was the final season of her life as “Sunny” Burhman.

She was out of school for a full week following Zachary’s death, and,
_ when she returned, conspicuously paler, more subdued, in all ways less
_ sunny, she did not speak, even with her closest friends, of the tragedy; nor
_ did anyone bring up the subject with her. She withdrew her name from
_ theballoting for the senior prom queen, she withdrew from her part in the
senior play, she dropped out of the school choir, she did not participate
n the annual statewide debating competition—in which, in previous

110



115

584 THREE WRITERS / CHEKHOV, O’'CONNOR, AND OATES

years, Zachary Graff had excelled. Following her last class of the day she
went home immediately, and rarely saw her friends on weekends. Was
she in mourning?>—or was she simply ashamed? Like the bearer of a
deadly virus, herself unaffected, Sunny knew how, on all s@es, her class-
mates and her teachers were regarding her: She was ‘the girl for whose
love a boy had thrown away his life, she was an unwitting agent of death.

OFf course, her family told her that it wasn't her fault that Zachary
Graff had been mentally unbalanced.

Even the Graffs did not blame her—or said they didn't.

Sunny said, “Yes. But it's my fault he’s dead.” .

The Presbyterian minister, who counseled Sunny, and prayed with
her, assured her that Jesus surely understood, and that there could be
10 sin in Aer— it wast't her fault that Zachary Graff had been mentally
unbalanced. And Sunny replied, not stubbornl}{, but matter—?f—factl}z,’
sadly, as if stating a self-evident truth, “Yes. But it’s my fault he’s deac'l.

Her older sister, Helen, later that summer, meaning only well, said,

. . . on o
in exasperation, “Sunny, when are you going to cheer up?” and Sunny
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The irony had not escaped Barbara Burhman that, in casting away
his young life so recklessly, Zachary Graff had freed her for hers.

With the passage of time, grief had lessened. Perhaps in fact it had
disappeared. After twenty, and then twenty-five, and now thirty-one
years, it was difficult for Barbara, known in her adult life as an exemplar
of practical sense, to feel a kinship with the adolescent girl she’d been,
or that claustrophobic high school world of the late 1950s. She’d never
returned for a single reunion. If she thought of Zachary Graff—about
whom, incidentally, she’d never told her husband of twenty-cight years—
it was with the regret we think of remote acquaintances, lost to us by ac-
cidents of fate. Forever, Zachary Graff, the most brilliant member of the
class of 1959 of South Lebanon High, would remain a high school boy,
trapped, aged eighteen.

Of that class, the only other person to have acquired what might be
called a national reputation was Tobias Shanks, now known as T. R.
Shanks, a playwright and director of experimental drama; Barbara
Burhman had followed Tobias’s career with interest, and had sent him a
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telegram congratulating him on his most recent play, which went on to
win a number of awards, dealing, as it did, with the vicissitudes of gay
life in the 1980s. In the winter of 1990 Barbara and Tobias began to en-
counter each other socially, when Tobias was playwright-in-residence at
Bard College, close by Hazelton-on-Hudson where Barbara lived. At first
they were strangely shy of each other; even guarded; as if, in even this
neutral setting, their South Lebanon ghost-selves exerted a powerful in-
fluence. The golden girl, the loner. The splendidly normal, the defiantly
“odd.” One night Tobias Shanks, shaking Barbara Burhman’s hand, had
_ smiled wryly, and said, “It is Sunny, isn’t it?” and Barbara Burhman,
laughing nervously, hoping no one had overheard, said, “No, in fact it
 isn’t. It’s Barbara.”
They looked at each other, mildly dazed. For one saw a small-boned
_ but solidly built man of youthful middle-age, sweet-faced, yet with
_ ironic, pouched eyes, thinning gray hair, and a close-trimmed gray
_ beard; the other saw a woman of youthful middle-age, striking in ap-
pearance, impeccably well-groomed, with fading hair of no distinctive
color and faint, white, puckering lines at the edges of her eyes. Their
ghost-selves were there—not aged, or not aged merely, but transformed,
as the genes of a previous generation are transformed by the next.
Tobias stared at Barbara for a long moment, as if unable to speak. Fi-
nally he said, “I have something to tell you, Barbara. When can we meet?”

. R

turned on her with uncharacteristic fury, and said, “Don't call me that
- - »

idiotic name ever again—1 want it gone/

L i s s e e

When in the fall she enrolled at Cornell University, she was “B arbara

Burhman.” .
She would remain “Barbara Burhman’ for the rest of her life.

Barbara Burhman excelled as an undergraduate, concentrating on
academic work almost exclusively; she went on to gra(:hl.ate sch'ool at
Harvard, in American studies; she taught at several prestigious universi-
ties, rising rapidly through administrative rank's before accepting a pos1}~1
tion, both highly paid and politically visible, with a well-known researc
foundation based in Manhattan. She was the author of numerous books
and articles; she was married, and the mother of three children; she lec-
tured widely, she was frequently interviewed in the popular press, she len;
her name to good causes. She would not have W1shed to think of hersel
as extraordinary—in the world she now inhabited, she was surrounded
by similarly active, energetic, professiopally .engageé men and womeln‘——
except in recalling as she sometimes did, with a mild pang of nosta gllfi,
her old, lost self, sweet “Sunny” Burhman of South Leban’on, New Yo.r :

She hadr’t been queen of the senior prom. She hadn’t even contin-

ued to be a Christian.
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Tobias Shanks handed the much-folded letter across the table to
Barbara Burhman, and watched as she opened it, and read it, with an ex-
pression of increasing astonishment and wonder.

“He wrote this? Zachary? To you?”

“He did.”
“And you—Did you—r?"
Tobias shook his head.

His expression was carefully neutral, but his eyes swam suddenly
with tears.

“We'd been friends, very close friends, for years. Each other’s only
friend, most of the time. The way kids that age can be, in certain re-
stricted environments—kids who aren’t what's called ‘average’ or ‘nor-
mal.” We talked a good deal about religion—Zachary was afraid of hell.
We both liked science fiction. We both had very strict parents. I suppose
I might have been attracted to Zachary at times—1I knew I was attracted
to other guys—but of course 1 never acted upon it; I wouldn’t have
dared. Almost no one dared, in those days.” He laughed, with a mild
shudder. He passed a hand over his eyes. “I couldn’t have loved Zachary
Graff as he claimed he loved me, because—TI couldn’t. But 1 could have
allowed him to know that he wasn’t sick, crazy, ‘perverted’ as he called
himself in that letter.” He paused. For a long painful moment Barbara
thought he wasn't going to continue. Then he said, with that same
mirthless shuddering laugh, I could have made him feel less lonely. But
I didr’t. I failed him. My only friend.”

Barbara had taken out a tissue, and was dabbing at her eyes.

She felt as if she’d been dealt a blow so hard she could not gauge how
she’d been hurt—if there was hurt at all.

She said, “Then it hadn’t ever been ‘Sunny—she was an illusion.”

Tobias said thoughtfully, “I don’t know. I suppose so. There was the
sense, at least as I saw it at the time, that, yes, he’d chosen you; decided
upon you.”

“As a symbol.”

“Not just a symbol. We all adored you—we were all a little in love
with you.” Tobias laughed, embarrassed. “Even me.”

“] wish you'd come to me and told me, back then. After—it
happened.” ‘

“T was too cowardly. T was terrified of being exposed, and, maybe,
doing to myself what he’d done to himself. Suicide is so very attractive
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to adolescents.” Tobias paused, and reached over to touch Barbara’s
hand. His fingertips were cold. “I'm not proud of myself, Barbara, and
I've tried to deal with it in my writing, but—that’s how I was, back
then.” Again he paused. He pressed a little harder against Barbara’s
hand. “Another thing—after Zachary went to you, that night, he came
to me.”

“To you?”

“To me.”

“‘And—?”

“And I refused to go with him too. I was furious with him for com-
ing to the house like that, risking my parents discovering us. I guess I got
a little hysterical. And he fled.”

“He fled.”

“Then, afterward, I just couldn’t bring myself to come forward. Why
I saved that letter, I don’t know—1'd thrown away some others that were
less incriminating. I suppose I figured—no one knew about me, every-
one knew about you. ‘Sunny’ Burhman.”

They were at lunch—they ordered two more drinks—they’d for-
gotten their surroundings—they talked.

After an hour or so Barbara Burhman leaned across the table, as at
one of her professional meetings, to ask, in a tone of intellectual curios-
ity, “What do you think Zachary planned to do with the clothesline?”

QUESTIONS

1. Analyze the characterizations of the three principal figures: Sunny, Zachary,

and Tobias. Which of them are developing characters?

2. This story is set in 1959. Today Zachary’s behavior would be considered
“stalking.” Can it be argued that he is a sympathetic character nonetheless?
Is he more sympathetic as a boy in 1959 than if the story were set in 19997

. What do you infer about the relationship between Zachary and Tobias? Cite

evidence from the text for your opinion.

. After learning the contents of Zachary’s letter to Tobias, Barbara Burhman

“felt as if she'd been dealt a blow.” What is the reason for her discomfort?

. Discuss the significance of the title. Does it have a different meaning by the
end of the story than it has at first glance?

. Discuss the adult Barbara Burhman'’s final question. How is this question an

appropriate closure to the story?
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Suggestions for Writing

The following are suggestions for essays on Chekhov, O’Connor, and Oates. Use of
secondary sources, widely available for all three authors, should assist you in devel-
oping your ideas.

1. Compare the characterizations of Anna in Chekhov’s “The Lady with the
Dog” and Olenka in “The Darling.” In what ways are they typical women of
their era? How do they differ?

2. Study the use of settings in “Gooseberries” and in “The Lady with the Dog.” G
How does Chekhov employ the landscapes differently in each story? How are
the characters related to the landscape in each?

3. Analyze and compare the plot structures of the three O’Connor stories, each
of which ends in a death. How are the plots similar? How do the three char-
acters’ deaths elucidate a common theme?

4. Discuss the depiction of intergenerational relationships in the three O’Connor S TORIES FOR
stories, focusing on Bailey and the grandmother, Mrs. May and her sons
Scofield and Wesley, and Sally Poker Sash and her grandfather General Sash.

What are the primary similarities and differences in these relationships in the F URTHER R EADING
three stories?

5. Write an essay on family dysfunction as dramatized in O’Connor’s “A Good
Man Is Hard to Find” and Oates’s “Heat.” What do these stories say about
family interactions and the relationship of the family to the larger world?
What comparisons and contrasts can you identify between the depictions of
family in the two stories?

6. Discuss the theme of romantic love in Oates’s “The Lady with the Pet Dog”
and “Life after High School.” What do these stories say about the satisfac-
tions and frustrations of romantic relationships? How are healthy and un-
healthy forms of love contrasted and dramatized?

7. Wite an essay on one of the following characters, elucidating his or her
significance within the story: ‘

Gurov’s wife in “The Lady with the Dog”

Alehin in “Gooseberries”

The Misfit in “A Good Man Is Hard to Find”

Red Sammy in “A Good Man Is Hard to Find”

Mrs. Greenleaf in “Greenleaf”

Mr. Greenleaf in “Greenleaf”

the Kunkel twins in “Heat”

. Tobias Shanks in “Life after High School”

8. Compare/contrast the use of irony in any two of the O’Connor stories. In ad-
dition to providing humor, how does the use of irony help elucidate the theme
in each story? How do the characters’ stated opinions and judgments and the
narrator’s implied judgments differ in each?

9. Discuss the use of the following symbols from the casebook stories: the

gooseberries in “Gooseberries”; the bull in “Greenleaf”; clothing in “A Late

Encounter with the Enemy”; heat and ice in “Heat.”
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