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UNDERSTANDING FICTION

A narrative tells a story by presenting events in some logical or orderly way. A
work of fiction is a narrative that originates in the imagination of the author
rather than in history or fact. Certainly some fiction—historical or autobio-
graphical fiction, for example —focuses on real people and is grounded in actual
events, but the way the characters interact, what they say, and how the plot un-
folds are largely the author’s invention.

Even before they know how to read, most people have learned how narratives
are structured. As children learn how to tell a story, they start to experiment with
its form, learning the value of exaggerating, adding or deleting details, rearranging
events, and bending facts. In other words, they learn how to fictionalize a narrative
to achieve a desired effect. This kind of informal personal narrative is similar in
many respects to more structured literary narratives.

The earliest examples of narrative fiction are linked with our understanding of
stories in general. People have always had stories to tell, and as we evolved, so did
our means of self-expression. Our early ancestors depicted the stories of their daily
lives and beliefs in primitive drawings that used pictures as symbols
evolved, so too did our means of communicating
we understood to be our past

Stories and songs emerge

. As language
—and our need to preserve what

d as an oral means of communicating and preserving
the past: tales of heroic battles or struggles, myths, or religious beliefs.

In a society
that was not literate

,and in a time before mass communication, the oral tradition
enabled people to pass down these stories, usually in the form of long thyming po-
ems. These poems used various literary devices —including rhyme and alliteration
as well as anaphora (the repetition of key words or phrases)—to make them eas-
ier to remember. Thus, the earliest works of fiction were in fact poetry.

Eventually written down, these extended narratives developed into epics—
long narrative poems about heroic figures whose actions determine the fate of a
nation or of an entire race. Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, the ancient Babylonian Epic
of Gilgamesh, the Hindu Bhagavad Gita, and the Anglo-Saxon Beowulf are examples
of epics. Many of the tales of the Old Testament also came out of this tradition. The
setting of an epic is vast—sometimes worldwide or cosmic,

including heaven
and hell— and the action commonly involves a battle or a perilous journey. Quite
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Perhaps the most notable event in the de-
velopment of the novel, and of literature as a
whole, was the invention of the printing press
by Johannes Gutenberg in 1440. Before this
milestone, printing was a costly and impractical
process that was largely reserved for medical
books and sacred texts. In fact, this invention
made the production and distribution of longer
works a practical possibility and forever expanded
the scope of what we consider literature to be —
and how we access it. In fact, the printing press
was one of the factors that made the Renais-
sance possible. During this period, philosophy,
science, literature, and the arts flowered. The
pastoral romance, a prose tale set in an ideal-
ized rural world, and the character, a brief
Portrait of Queen Guinevere, King satirical sketch illustrating a type of personal-
Arthur's wife and Sir Lancelot's ity, both became popular in Renaissance
mistress. England. The picaresque novel, an episodic,
Source: ©Bettmann/Corbis often satirical work about a rogue or rascal

(such as Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote),
emerged in seventeenth-century Spain. Other notable Renaissance-era texts in-
cluded Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia, Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queen, and John
Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. Each of these texts included features now associated
with the novel—longer narratives, extended plots, the development of characters
over time, and a hero/protagonist —and the form continued to evolve.

An 1863 engraving by Gustave Doré depicting a scene from Miguel

de Cervantes” Don Quixote.
Source: ©Susan Van Etten
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The English writer Daniel Defoe is commonly given credit for writing the first
novel. His Robinson Crusoe (1719) is an episodic narrative similar to a picaresque
but unified by a single setting as well as by a central character. Another early novel,
Jonathan Swift's Gulliver’s Travels (1726), is a satirical commentary on the undesit-
able outcomes of science. During this time, the epistolary novel also flourished.
This kind of novel told a story in letters, or included letters as a means of dissemi-
nating information. Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1748) is an example from the
cighteenth century; a contemporary example is Alice Walker’s The Color Purple.

By the nineteenth century, the novel had reached a high point in its devel-
opment, and its influence and importance were widespread. During the Victo-
rian era in England (1837-1901), many novels reflected the era’s preoccupation
with propriety and manners. The most notable examples of these novels of
manners were Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice. Beyond
the world of the aristocracy, members of the middle class clamored for novels
that mirrored their own experiences, and writers such as George Eliot, Charles
Dickens, William Thackeray, and Charlotte and Emily Bronte appealed to this de-
sire by creating large fictional worlds populated by many different characters who
reflected the complexity—and at times the melodrama— of Victorian society.
Other writers addressed the dire consequences of science and ambition, as Mary

Wollstonecraft Shelley did in her Gothic tale Frankenstein (1817).

Nineteenth-century woodcut by J. Mahoney depicting a scene from
Charles Dickens's Oliver Twist.
Source: ©Bettmann /Corbis

In the United States, the early nineteenth century was marked by novels that
reflected the concerns of a growing country with burgeoning interests. James
Fenimore Cooper (Last of the Mohicans) and Nathaniel Hawthorne (The Scarlet
Letter) wrote historical fiction, while Herman Melville (Moby-Dick) examined
good and evil, madness and sanity. Realism, which strove to portray everyday
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events and people in a realistic fashion, be-
gan in France with Honoré de Balzac and
Gustav Flaubert and spread to the United

James, Stephen Crane, and Mark Twain.
Other nineteenth-century writers addressed

work. In the United States, writers who ad-
dressed such concerns included Harriet
Beecher Stowe (Uncle Tom’s Cabin) and
Kate Chopin (The Awakening). Meanwhile,
in Russia, novelists such as Fyodor Dos-
toyevsky (Crime and Punishment) and Leo
Tolstoy (War and Peace) examined the

everyday lives, as well as the larger politi-

Scene from the 1931 film Frankenstein. cal struggles and triumphs, of their people.
Source: Bettmann /Coribis

the beginning of a literary movement
known as modernism, in which writers reacted to the increasing complex-
ity of a changing world and mourned the passing of old ways under the pres-
sures of modernity. World War I, urbanization, and the rise of industrialism
all contributed to a sense that new ideas needed to be expressed in new
ways, and writers such as James Joyce (Ulysses), Virginia Woolf (To the
Lighthouse), and D. H. Lawrence (Sons and Lowers) experimented with both
form and content.

In the United States, the Roaring Twenties and the Great Depression in-
spired numerous novelists who set out to write the “Great American Novel”
and capture the culture and concerns of the times, often in very gritty and real-
istic ways. These authors included F. Scott Fitzgerald (The Great Gatsby), Ernest
Hemingway (The Sun Also Rises), William Faulkner (The Sound and the Fury),
and John Steinbeck (The Grapes of Wrath). A little later, novelists such as
Richard Wright (Native Son) and Ralph Ellison (Invisible Man) made im-
portant literary contributions by addressing the sociopolitical climate for
African Americans in a segregated society.

In the aftermath of modernism, a movement called postmodernism
emerged. Postmodern artists reacted to the confines and limitations placed on
form and meaning. For them, the search for meaning in a text often became
more important than the meaning itself. With these experimental techniques,
postmodern novelists, such as Donald Barthelme, Margaret Atwood, Thomas
Pynchon, Salman Rushdie, and Kurt Vonnegut, confronted the changing
society and the future.

Contemporary fiction has been marked and influenced by the devel-

opments of the latter part of the twentieth century, including globaliza-
tion, the rise of technology, and the advent of the Internet and the Age of
Communication. As our ability to interact and communicate with other

States, influencing writers such as Henry

social and even feminist themes in their

The early twentieth century marked
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Cover images of The Great Gatsby, The Sun
Also Rises, and The Sound and the Fury.

Source: Courtesy, Charles Scribner's Sons

societies has increased exponentially,
80 too has our access to the literature
of other cultures. Contemporary fic-
tion is a world that mirrors the diver-
sity of its participants in terms of
form, content, themes, styles, and
language. There are many writers
worthy of mention, as each culture
makes its own invaluable contribu-
tions. Some particularly notewor-
thy contemporary writers include
the Nobel Prize—winning novelists
Orhan Pamuk, José Saramago, Doris
Lessing, Gabriel Garcfa Marquez,
Nadine Gordimer, Saul Bellow, Toni
Morrison, and V. S. Naipul. As we continue into the twenty-first century, the
only thing that remains certain about the future of the novel, and of fiction
in general, is its past.

Source: Courtesy, Royal Books, Inc.




76 CHaPTER 4 *® UNDERSTANDING FicTiON

The History of the Short Story

Early precursors of the short story include anecdotes, parables, fables, folk tales,
and fairy tales. What all of these forms have in common is brevity and a moral.
The ones that have survived, such as “Cinderella” and Aesop’s Fables, are con-
temporary versions of old, even ancient, tales that can be traced back centuries
through many different cultures.

Folktales and fairy tales share many char-
acteristics. First, they feature simple charac-
ters who illustrate a quality or trait that can be
summed up in a few words. Much of the appeal
of “Cinderella,” for example, depends on the
contrast between the selfish, sadistic stepsis-
ters and the poor, gentle, victimized Cin-
derella. In addition, the folktale or fairy tale
has an obvious theme or moral—good tri-
umphing over evil, for instance. The stories
move directly to their conclusions, never in-
terrupted by ingenious or unexpected plot
twists. (Love is temporarily thwarted, but the
prince eventually finds Cinderella and marries
her.) Finally, these tales are anchored not in
specific times or places but in “Once upon a
time” settings, green worlds of prehistory filled
with royalty, talking animals, and magic.

The thematically linked stories in Gio-
vanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron and Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, both
written in the fourteenth century, were precursors of the modern short story. Grimm’s
Fairy Tales (1824 —1826), an early collection of short narratives and folk stories, also
helped to pave the way for the development of the genre, but it was not until the
nineteenth century that the contemporary version of the short story emerged.

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, a proliferation of literary and
popular magazines and journals created a demand for short fiction (between 3,000
and 15,000 words) that could be published in their entirety rather than in serial in-
stallments, as most novels at the time were. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Twice Told Tales
(1842) and Edgar Allan Poe’s Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque (1836) were early
collections of short stories. Americans in particular hungrily consumed the written
word, and short stories soared in popularity. In fact, because the short story was em-
braced so readily and developed so quickly in the United States, it is commonly
(although not quite accurately) thought of as an American literary form.

Undated woodcut of Cinderella.
Source: ©Bettmann /Corbis

Like the novel, the short story evolved from various forms of narrative and has its
roots in an oral tradition. However, whereas the novel is an extended piece of
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narrative fiction, the short story is distinguished by its relative brevity, which cre-
ates a specific set of expectations and possibilities as well as certain limitations. Un-
like the novelist, the short story writer cannot devote a great deal of space to de-
veloping a highly complex plot or a large number of characters. As a result, the short
story often begins close to or at the height of action and develops a limited number
of characters. Usually focusing on a single incident, the writer develops one or more
characters by showing their reactions to events. This attention to character devel-
opment, as well as its detailed description of setting, is what distinguishes the short
story from earlier short narrative forms.

In many contemporary short stories, a character experiences an epiphany, a
moment of illumination in which something hidden or not understood becomes
immediately clear. In other short stories, the thematic significance, or meaning,
is communicated through the way in which the characters develop, or react. Re-
gardless of the specifics of its format or its theme, a short story offers readers an
open window to a world that they can enter—if only briefly.

The short story that follows, Ernest Hemingway’s “Hills Like White
Elephants” (1927), illustrates many of the characteristics of the modern short
story. Although it is so brief that it might be more accurately called a short-short
story, it uses its limited space to establish a distinct setting and develop two char-
acters. From the story’s first paragraph, readers know where the story takes place
and whom it is about: “The American and the girl with him sat at a table in the
shade, outside the building. It was very hot and the express from Barcelona would
come in forty minutes.” As time elapses and the man and woman wait for the
train to Madrid, their strained dialogue reveals the tension between them and
hints at the serious conflict they must resolve.

ERNEST HEMINGWAY (1898-1961) grew up in Oak Park, Illi-
nois, and after high school graduation began his writing career as
a reporter on the Kansas City Star. While working as a volunteer
ambulance driver in World War |, eighteen-year-old Hemingway
was wounded. As Hemingway himself told the story, he was hit by
machine-gun fire while carrying an Italian soldier to safety. (Hem-
ingway biographer Michael Reynolds, however, reports that Hem-
ingway was wounded when a mortar shell fell and killed the man
next to him.)

Success for Hemingway came early, with publication of the
short story collection /n Our Time (1925) and his first and most ac-
claimed novel, The Sun Also Rises (1926), a portrait of a postwar “lost generation” of Americans
adrift in Europe. This group was based on his own circle of friends and their experiences, and thus
the novel established Hemingway's ability to create fiction out of the reality of his own life. A
Farewell to Arms (1929) harks back to his war experiences; For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940) emerged
out of his experiences as a journalist in Spain during the Spanish Civil War. Later in life, he made
his home in Key West, Florida, and then in Cuba, where he wrote The Old Man and the Sea (1952).
In 1954, he won the Nobel Prize in Literature. In 1961, plagued by poor health and mental illness—
and perhaps also by the difficulty of living up to his own image—Hemingway took his own life.

Source: ©AP Photo
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n:::._‘m_ gae.a At the time this story was written, Ernest Hemingway was part of a group of
>.3m:8: #patriates living in Paris. Disillusioned by World War | and seeking a more bohemian
_;mmz_.m. fre flom the concerns of American materialism, this group of artists, intellectuals, poets
and writerswere known as the “Lost Generation.” Some of the group’s most famous Bmsmma 5._
.o_c%q F. Suttfitzgerald, Gertrude Stein, and John Dos Passos. The literary legacy they left behind
is arguablymeof the greatest of the twentieth century.

Hills Like White Elephants (1927)

The hillsacross the valley of the Ebro® were long and white. On this side there
was Nno shde and no trees and the station was between two lines of rails in the
sun. Clos against the side of the station there was the warm shadow of the build-
ing and acurtain, made of strings of bamboo beads, hung across the open door
ﬁbmo the lar, to keep out flies. The American and the girl with him sat at a table
in the shade, outside the building. It was very hot and the express from
Barceloniwould come in forty minutes. It stopped at this junction for two min-
utes and went on to Madrid.

“ ‘ .

Wharshould we drink?” the girl asked. She had taken off her hat and put it on
the table.

“It’s pretty hot,” the man said.

“Let’s{rink beer.”

:UOm LT ) T Gl :

ervezas,” the man said into the curtain.

“N:

Big aes!” a woman asked from the doorway.

€« .

Yes. Two big ones.”

The woman brought two glasses of beer and two felt pads. She put the felt pads
wsm the beer gasses on the table and looked at the man and the girl. The girl was look-
wdm off at theline of hills. They wete white in the sun and the country was brown and

1y.

€« . .

Theylook like white elephants,” she said.
({3 )
I've tever seen one,” the man drank his beer.
“No, youwouldn't have.”
(49 (4
1 .5@: have,” the man said. “Just because you say I wouldn’t have doesn’t prove
anything.'
) The gil looked at the bead curtain. “They’ve painted something on it,” she said.
What dos it say?”
“Anis el Toro.* It's a drink.”
“Coullwe try it?”

”,;w mincalled “Listen” through the curtain. The woman came out from the bar.
Four eales.”

Ebro: A river hnorthern Spain,

Anis del ToroA dark alcoholic drink made from anise, an herb that tastes like licorice.
reales: Spani cains.
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“We want two Anis del Toro.”

“With water?”

“Do you want it with water?”

“I dor’t know,” the girl said. “Is it good with water?”

“I¢’s all right.”

“You want them with water?” asked the woman.

“Yes, with water.”

“It tastes like licorice,” the girl said and put the glass down. 25

“That’s the way with everything.”

“Yes,” said the girl. “Everything tastes of licorice. Especially all the things you've
waited so long for, like absinthe.”

“Oh, cut it out.”

“You started it,” the girl said. “I was being amused. I was having a fine time.”

“Well, let’s try and have a fine time.”

“All right I was trying. I said the mountains looked like white elephants. Wasn’t
that bright?”

“That was bright.”

“] wanted to try this new drink. That’s all we do, isn't it —look at things and try
ﬁ.

20

30

new drinks?”
“I guess s0.”
The girl looked across at the hills.
“They’re lovely hills,” she said. “They don’t really look like white elephants.
| just meant the coloring of their skin through the trees.”
“Should we have another drink?”

“All right.”

The warm wind blew the bead curtain against the table.
“The bheer’s nice and cool,” the man said.

“I’s lovely,” the girl said.
“It’s really an awfully simple operation, Jig,” the man said. “It’s not really an

35

40

operation at all.”

The girl looked at the ground the table legs rested on.

“I know you wouldn’t mind it, Jig. It’s really not anything. It’s just to let the
air in.”

The girl did not say anything.

“Pll go with you and I'll stay with you all the time. They just let the air in and
then it’s all perfectly natural.”

“Then what will we do afterward?”

“We'll be fine afterward. Just like we were before.”

“What makes you think so?”

“That’s the only thing that bothers us. It’s the only thing that’s made us unhappy.” 50

The girl looked at the bead curtain, put her hand out and took hold of two of

the strings of beads.
“And you think then we’ll be all right and be happy.”
“] know we will. You don’t have to be afraid. I've known lots of people that have

done it.”

15
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“So have 1,” said the girl. “And afterward they were all so happy.”

‘ /.x\mF the man said, “if you don’t want to you don’t have to. I wouldn't have you
do it if you didn’t want to. But I know it’s perfectly simple.”

“And you really want to0?”

“I think it’s the best thing to do. But I don’t want you to do it if you don’t really
want to.”

“And if I do it you'll be happy and things will be like they were and you’ll
love me?”

“I'love you now. You know I love you.”

“I know. But if I do it, then it will be nice again if I say things are like white |

elephants, and you’ll like it?”

“I'lllove it. I love it now but I just can’t think about it. You know how I get when

I worry.”

“If I do it you won’t ever worry?”

“I won't worry about that because it’s perfectly simple.”

“Then I'll do it. Because I don'’t care about me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t care about me.”

“Well, I care about you.”

€«

i mmﬁ yes. But I don't care about me. And I'll do it and then everything will

“I don’t want you to do it if you feel that way.”

The girl stood up and walked to the end of the station. Across, on the other side
were fields of grain and trees along the banks of the Ebro. Far away beyond the z<mav
were mountains. The shadow of a cloud moved across the field of grain and she mmsw
the river through the trees.

“And we could have all this,” she said. “And we could have everything and every
day we make it more impossible.”

“What did you say?”

“I'said we could have everything.”

“We can have everything.”

“No, we can’t.”

“We can have the whole world.”

“No, we can't.”

“We can go everywhere.”

“No, we can’t. It isn’t ours any more.”

“It’s ours.”

“No, it isn’t. And once they take it away, you never get it back.”

“But they haven't taken it away.”

“We'll wait and see.”

HOoBm on back in the shade,” he said. “You mustn’t feel that way.”

[ don'’t feel any way,” the girl said. “I just know things.”

“I don’t want you to do anything that you don’t want to do—.”

HZOH ‘ﬁwmﬁ isn't good for me,” she said. “I know. Could we have another beer?”’

‘All right. But you’ve got to realize —”
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I 1ealize,” the girl said. “Can’t we maybe stop talking?”

[ hiey sat down at the table and the girl looked across at the hills on the dry side 9

ley and the man looked at her and at the table.
“You've got to realize,” he said, “that I don’t want you to do it if you don’t want
i I'm perfectly willing to go through with it if it means anything to you.”
"Doesn’t it mean anything to you? We could get along.”
“Of course it does. But I don’t want anybody but you. I don’t want any one else.
Vil | know it’s perfectly simple.”
“Yes, you know it’s perfectly simple.”
“I¢’s all right for you to say that, but I do know it.”
“Would you do something for me now?”
“I'd do anything for you.”
“Would you please please please please please please please stop talking
He did not say anything but looked at the bags against the wall of the station.
[ here were labels on them from all the hotels where they had spent nights.
“But I don’t want you to,” he said, “I don’t care anything about it.”
“I'll scream,” the girl said.
The woman came out through the curtains with two glasses of beer and put
(hem down on the damp felt pads. “The train comes in five minutes,” she said.
“What did she say?” asked the girl.
“That the train is coming in five minutes.” ‘
The girl smiled brightly at the woman, to thank Her.
“I'd better take the bags over to the other side of the station,” the man said.
She smiled at him.
“All right. Then come back and we'll finish the beer.”
He picked up the two heavy bags and carried them around the station to the other
(racks. He looked up the tracks but could not see the train. Coming back, he walked
sugh the barroom, where people waiting for the train were drinking. He drank an
Anis at the bar and looked at the people. They were all waiting reasonably for the train.
[ e went out through the bead curtain. She was sitting at the table and smiled at him.
“Do you feel better?” he asked.
“I feel fine,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with me. I feel fine.”

»”

As noted earlier, a short story is a work of fiction that is marked by its brevity,
its relatively limited number of characters, its short time frame, and its ability
to achieve thematic significance in a relatively short space. A novella (such as
Franz Kafka’s “The Metamorphosis” and Herman Melville’s “Bartleby, the
Scrivener”) is an extended short story that shares some characteristics (for
example, concentrated action) with a short story while retaining some qualities
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of a novel, including greater character development. At the other end of the
spectrum are short-short stories, which are under 1,500 words (about five
pages) in length. (Examples of those very brief stories are included in the Fiction
Sampler, Chapter 5.) Prose poems, such as Carolyn Forché’s, “The Colonel” (p.
616), are hybrid versions of literature that have characteristics of both prose
(being written in paragraphs) and poetry (being written in verse form, often us-
ing imagery, meter, and rhyme to convey lyrical beauty). In addition, graphic
stories—sometimes complete in themselves, sometimes part of graphic novels—
have proliferated in recent years. Finally, the Internet offers endless possibilities
for arranging, presenting, and disseminating text.

There are, it seems, as many different ways to tell a story as there are stories to
be told. A short story may be comic or tragic; its subject may be growing up, mar-
riage, crime and punishment, war, sexual awakening, death, or any number of other
human concerns. The setting can be an imaginary world, the old West, rural
Anmerica, the jungles of Uruguay, nineteenth-century Russia, precommunist China,
or modern Egypt. The story may have a conventional form, with a definite begin-
ning, middle, and end, or it may be structured as a letter, as a diary entry, or even as
a collection of random notes. The story may use just words, or it may juxtapose con-
ventional text with symbols, pictures, or empty space. The narrator of a story may
be trustworthy or unreliable, involved in the action or a disinterested observer, sym-
pathetic or deserving of scorn, extremely ignorant or highly insightful, limited in
vision or able to see inside the minds of all the characters. As the selections in this
anthology show, the possibilities of the short story are almost infinite.

FICTION SAMPLER:
THE SHORT-SHORT

This chapter focuses on the short-short story, a short story that is fewer than
,500 words in length. Short-shorts are often classified according to their overall
length. For example, micro fiction, at approximately 250 words or fewer, is one of
the shortest kinds of short-short fiction, followed by flash fiction (fewer than
approximately 1,000 words) and then by sudden fiction (fewer than approximately
1,500 words). Short-shorts are sometimes also categorized according to how long they
take to read or how long they take to write. Regardless of their individual character-
istics, all short-shorts compress ideas into a small package and, to varying degrees, test
the limits of the short story genre. Some short-shorts are n_cwﬁn conventional (that is,
they include recognizable characters and have an identifiable beginning, middle, and
end); others are experimental, perhaps lacking a definite setting or a clear plot. As
defined by Robert Shapard (who, along with James Thomas, edited the short-short
story collections Sudden Fiction and New Sudden Fiction), short-shorts are “Highly
compressed, highly charged, insidious, protean, sudden, alarming, tantalizing”; they
can “confer form on small comers of chaos, can do in a page what a novel does in
two hundred.” One of the most extreme examples is Ernest Hemingway’s famous
six-word story: “For sale: baby shoes, never worn.”

The stories in this chapter represent a wide range of short-short fiction. Of the
eleven stories collected here, Julia Alvarez’s “Snow,” Alice Munro’s “Prue,” ZZ
Packer’s “Buffalo Soldiers,” and John Updike’s “Oliver’s Evolution” most resemble
wraditional short stories in that they develop a main character and place that
character in a distinct setting. Aimee Bender’s “Jinx” also focuses on familiar
characters in a recognizable setting, capturing the style, tone, and language of its
adolescent protagonists in a vivid snapshot.

Other stories in this chapter are more experimental. For example, Annie
Proulx’s “55 Miles to the Gas Pump” presents a stunning vignette, in a mere three
sentences, of a married Wyoming couple, and David Foster Wallace tells his un-
named characters’ horrifying story in a single extended paragraph in “Incarna-
tions of Burned Children.” Jamaica Kincaid’s “Girl,” a stream-of-consciousness
monologue, is also unusual in its style and form (the entire story is a single
sentence), as is Amanda Holzer’s “Love and Other Catastrophes: A Mix Tape,”
consisting entirely of a list of song titles. An example of metafiction, Jorge Luis
Borges’s “The Plot” explores the function of plot in certain literary works.




