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They came panting up to the rain-soaked barn and staggered into the open end.
There was no door in this end. A few rusty farm tools lay about, a disk plow and a
broken cultivator, an iron wheel. The rain hammered on the room and curtained the
entrance. Pa gently set Rose of Sharon down on an oily box. "God Awmighty!" he
said.

Ma said, "Maybe they's hay inside. Look, there's a door." She swung the door on its
rusty hinges. "They is hay," she cried. "Come on in, you."

It was dark inside. A little light came in through the cracks between the boards.

"Lay down, Rosasharn," Ma said. "Lay down an' res'. I'll try to figger some way to
dry you off."

Winfield said, "Ma!" and the rain roaring on the roof drowned his voice. "Ma!"

"What is it? What you want?"

"Look! In the corner."

Ma looked. There were two figures in the gloom; a man who lay on his back, and a
boy sitting beside him, his eyes wide, staring at the newcomers. As she looked, the boy
got slowly up to his feet and came toward her. His voice croaked. "You own this
here?"

"No," Ma said. "Jus' come in outa the wet. We got a sick girl. You got a dry blanket
we could use an' get her wet clothes off?"

The boy went back to the corner and brought a dirty comfort and held it out to Ma.

"Thank ya," she said. "What's the matter'th that fella?"

The boy spoke in a croaking monotone. "Fust he was sick—but now he's starvin'."

"What?"

"Starvin'. Got sick in the cotton. He ain't et for six days."

Ma walked to the corner and looked down at the man. He was about fifty, his
whiskery face gaunt, and his open eyes were vague and staring. The boy stood beside
her. "Your pa?" Ma asked.

"Yeah! Says he wasn' hungry, or he jus' et. Give me the food. Now he's too weak.
Can't hardly move."

The pounding of the rain decreased to a soothing swish on the roof. The gaunt man
moved his lips. Ma knelt beside him and put her ear close. His lips moved again.

"Sure," Ma said. "You jus' be easy. He'll be awright. You jus' wait'll I get them wet
clo'es off'n my girl."

Ma went back to the girl. "Now slip 'em off," she said. She held the comfort up to
screen her from view. And when she was naked, Ma folded the comfort about her.

The boy was at her side again explaining, "I didn' know. He said he et, or he wasn'
hungry. Las' night I went an' bust a winda an' stoled some bread. Made 'im chew 'er
down. But he puked it all up, an' then he was weaker. Got to have soup or milk. You
folks got money to git milk?"

Ma said, "Hush. Don' worry. We'll figger somepin out."

Suddenly the boy cried, "He's dyin', I tell you! He's starvin' to death, I tell you."

"Hush," said Ma. She looked at Pa and Uncle John standing helplessly gazing at the

sick man. She looked at Rose of Sharon huddled in the comfort. Ma's eyes passed Rose
of Sharon's eyes, and then came back to them. And the two women looked deep into

each other. The girl's breath came short and gasping.

She said "Yes."

Ma smiled. "I knowed you would. I knowed!" She looked down at her hands, tight-
locked in her lap.

Rose of Sharon whispered, "Will—will you all—go out?" The rain whisked lightly
on the roof.

Ma leaned forward and with her palm she brushed the tousled hair back from her
daughter's forehead, and she kissed her on the forehead. Ma got up quickly. "Come on,
you fellas," she called. "You come out in the tool shed."

Ruthie opened her mouth to speak. "Hush," Ma said. "Hush and git." She herded
them through the door, drew the boy with her; and she closed the squeaking door.

For a minute Rose of Sharon sat still in the whispering barn. Then she hoisted her
tired body up and drew the comfort about her. She moved slowly to the corner and
stood looking down at the wasted face, into the wide, frightened eyes. Then slowly she
lay down beside him. He shook his head slowly from side to side. Rose of Sharon
loosened one side of the blanket and bared her breast. "You got to," she said. She
squirmed closer and pulled his head close. "There!" she said. "There." Her hand moved
behind his head and supported it. Her fingers moved gently in his hair. She looked up
and across the barn, and her lips came together and smiled mysteriously.

John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (1939)
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(Set in darkness. Crash against front door. MARTHA'S lau,
ter heard. Front door opens, lights are switched on. MART
enters, followed by GEORGE)

MARTHA
Jesus. . . .

GEORGE

MARTHA
... H. Christ. . ..

GEORGE

For God’s sake, Martha, it’s two o’clock in the. . . .

MARTHA
Oh, George!

GEORGE
Well, I'm sorry, but. . . .

MARTHA

What a cluck! What a cluck you are.

GEORGE
It’s late, you know? Late.

MARTHA
(Looks about the room. Imitates Bette Davis)
What a dump. Hey, what's/that'from? ‘‘What a dump!”’

GEORGE
How would I know what. . . .

MARTHA
Aw, come on! What’s it from? You know. . . .

GEORGE
. Martha. . . .

MARTHA
WHAT'S IT FROM, FOR CHRIST'S SAKE?

GEORGE (Wearily)
What’s what from?

MARTHA
I just told you; I just did it. *“What a dump!’’ Hunh? What's
that from?

GEORGE
I haven’t the faintest idea what. . . .

MARTHA
Dumbbell! It’s from some goddamn Bette Davis picture . . .
some goddamn Warner Brothers epic. . . .

GEORGE
I can’t remember all the pictures that. . . .

MARTHA
Nobody’s asking you to remember every single goddamn
Warner Brothers epic . . . just one! One single little epic!

Bette Davis gets peritonitis in the end . . . she’s got this big
black fright wig she wears all through the picture and she gets
peritonitis, and she’s married to Joseph Cotten or some-
thing‘ o Copyrighted Material

GEORGE

MARTHA
... somebody . . . and she wants to go to Chicago all the
time, 'cause she’s in love with that actor with the scar. . . .
But she gets sick, and she sits down in front of her dressing
table. . . .

GEORGE
What actor? What scar?

MARTHA
I can’t remember his name, for God’s sake. What’s the name
of the picture? I want to know what the name of the picture
is. She sits down in front of her dressing table . . . and she’s
got this peritonitis . . . and she tries to put her lipstick on,
but she can’t . . . and she gets it all over her face . . . but
she decides to go to Chicago anyway, and. . . .

Edward Albee, Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf
(1962)



