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Unit 1 Cxpectation and (Frustration

The two stories in this unit can be approached by the theme “expectation
and frustration”.

In “Eleven”, Rachel is forced by her teacher to put on an ugly sweater which
is not hers, on her eleventh birthday. This experience is frustrating, totally
destroying her birthday. Young Langston in “Salvation” tells how he expects to
see Jesus during a revival meeting, but fails. He feels even more frustrated and
guilty because he has to tell lies to please the congregation.

—

The two stories are about the conflict between children and adults.
Children's innocence and sensitivity are ruined by the adults, who are
overwhelmed by she\er authority and power.

Both stories are told from the first person point of view. One advantage of
using a first person narrator is that the experiences this narrator relates sound
immediate and personal. Pay attention to the language style employed in these
two stories which helps convey the effect that the narrators are innocent children
and their agony and frustration is real and big.

Text A

Pre-reading questions:

1) Did you wish that you could grow up fast when you were a child? Why
or why not?

2) Have you ever been wronged by either your parents or your teachers?
How did you feel at that time? And how did you react?
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Eleven
Sandra Cisneros (1954 -)

About the author:

Sandra Cisneros is an American short-story
writer and poet best known for her groundbreaking
evocation of Mexican American life in Chicago.

She was born in Chicago in 1954, the daughter
of a Mexican father and a Chicana mother. She grew
up in ghetto neighborhood in Chicago and began
writing poetry when she was ten. Her six brothers so
dominated the household that she remembers that she
felt she had “seven fathers”. She studied at Loyola
University of Chicago (B. A. English 1976) and the University of Iowa (M. F. A.
Creative Writing 1978). At Iowa she developed what was to be the theme of most of
her writing, her unique experiences as a Hispanic woman in a largely alien culture.

Cisneros’ first book was Bad Boys (1980), a volume of poetry. She
gained international attention with her first book of fiction, The House on

Mango Street (1983), written in a defiant youthful voice that reflected her
own memories of a girlhood spent trying to be a creative writer in an
antagonistic environment. More poetry — including The Rodrigo Poems
(1985), My Wicked, Wicked Ways (1987), and Loose Woman (1994) —
followed. Her collection of short stories, Woman Hollering Creek and Other
Stories (1991), contains tales of beleaguered girls and women who
nonetheless feel that they have power over their destinies. She returned to
fong fiction with Caramelo; o, puro cuento (2002), a semiautobiographical
work that echoes her own peripatetic childhood in a large family.

She is currently active in writing.
About the story.

“Eleven” is one of the short stories in Woman Hollering Creek and Other
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Stories (1991). Focusing on the conditions of women, and narrated from a
woman’s vantage point, these stories reflect Cisneros’ experience of being
surrounded by American influences while still being bound to her Mexican
heritage as she grew-up north of the Mexico-US border. This collection is
divided into three sections. The first section focuses on the innocence of the
characters during childhood. The following section highlights the
troublesome adolescent years of its characters. The final section concentrates
on characters during their tumultuous adulthood. As the stories progress the
narrators grow more self-aware, more experienced, more exposed to the
difficulties of coming-of-age as a Latina in a white, male-dominated society.
Bittersweet stories of childhood, such as “Eleven”, give way to darker tales
of adulthood, such as the title story, “Woman Hollering Creek”.

Cisneros once commented that of all the stories in Woman Hollering
Creek “the one that everyone — man, woman, white, brown, old, young —
tells me, ‘oh, that happened to me.’” is “Eleven”. In this piece, the
birthday of Rachel, the narrator, is ruined by a heartless teacher who forces
her to claim responsibility for an ugly, stretched-out sweater abandoned in
the coatroom. Despite Rachel’s protests that it is not hers, the teacher gets
angry and forces her to wear it. This incident is humiliating and traumatic for
the child whose expectation to grow up and be respected is frustrated.

B¥® What they don’t understand about birthdays and
what they never tell you is that when you’re eleven, |

you’re also ten, and nine, and eight, and seven, and
six, and five, and four, and three, and two, and one.
And when you wake up on your eleventh birthday you
expect to feel eleven, but you don’t. You open your
eyes and everything’s just like yesterday, only it’s
today. And you don’t feel eleven at all. You feel like
you’re still ten. And you are — underneath the year |
that makes you eleven.

#3 Like some days you might say something stupid,
and that’s the part of you that’s still ten. Or maybe
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! growing up? What |
: are the similarities :
i between the images?

! What simile js used to !
i describe her eleven
years? How does the
{ narrator feel about |

being eleven?

some days you might need to sit on your mama’s lap
because you’re scared, and that’s the part of you that’s
five. And maybe one day when you’re all grown up
maybe you will need to cry like if you're three, and
that’s okay. That’s what I tell Mama when she’s sad
and needs to cry. Maybe she’s feeling three.

EJ} Because the way you grow old is kind of like an

@rﬁon or like the rings inside a tree trunk or like my little

wooden dolls that fit one inside the other,
the next one. That’s how being eleven yéars old is.

E3 You don’t feel eleven. Not right away. It takes a
few days, weeks even, sometimes even months before

ch year inside

you say Eleven when they ask you. And you don’t feel
smart eleven, not until you're almost twelve. That’s
the way it is.

E Only today I wish I didn’t have only eleven years
rattling inside me like pennies in a tin Band-Aid box.
Today I wish I was one hundred and two instead of
eleven because if I was one hundred and two I'd have
known what to say when Mrs. Price put the red
sweater on my desk. I would’ve known how to tell her
it wasn’t mine instead of just sitting there with that
look on my face and nothing coming out of my mouth.
3 “Whose is this?” Mrs. Price says, and she holds the red
sweater up in the air for all the class to see. “Whose? It’s
been sitting in the coatroom for a month.”

“Not mine,” says everybody. “Not me.”

3 “It has to belong to somebody,” Mrs. Price keeps
saying, but nobody can remember. It’s an ugly sweater
with red plastic buttons and a collar and sleeves all
stretched out like you could use it for a jump rope. It’s
maybe a thousand years old and even if it belonged to
me I wouldn’t say so.
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] Maybe because I'm skinny, maybe because she
doesn’t like me, that stupid Sylvia Saldivar says, “I
think it belongs to Rachel.” An ugly sweater like that,
all raggedy® and old, but Mrs. Price believes her.
Mrs. Price takes the sweater and puts it right on my
desk, but when I open my mouth nothing comes out.
EE “That’s not, I don’t, you're not ... Not mine,” I
finally say in a little voice that was maybe me when I
was four.

mef course it’s yours,” Mrs. Price says. “I

remember you wearing it once.” Because she’s older

ang the teacher, she’s right and I’'m not.

Not mine, not mine, not mine,)but Mrs. Price is
already turning to page thirty-two, and math problem
number four. I don’t know why but all of a sudden I'm
feeling sick inside, like the part of me that’s three
wants to come out of my eyes, only I squeeze them
shut tight and bite down on my teeth real hard and try
to remember today I am eleven, eleven. Mama is
making a cake for me tonight, and when Papa comes

home everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy |

birthday to you.

K| But when the sick feeling goes away and I open my
eyes, the red sweater’s still sitting there like a big red
mountain. I move the red sweater to the corner of my
desk wit my ruler. I move my pencil and books and

eraser as far from it as possible. I even move my chair |

a little to the right. Not mine, not mine, not mine.

In my head I’'m thinking how long till lunchtime,
how long till I can take the red sweater and throw it
over the school yard fence, or even leave it hanging on

@ raggedy: a. HEREH, BRAZM

: What effect is achieved !
i by repeating “not !
: mine”? What difference '
i would it make if the |
; sentence were “It’s
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! What is your

i impression of Mrs. |

i Price the teacher?

: Read this long

i sentence loud. What :
. effect is achieved by
! the length? Compare
i what the narrator :
i thinks with what she :

actually says.

a parking meter, or bunch it up into a little ball and
toss it in the alley. Except when math period ends
Mrs. Price says loud and in front of everybody, “Now
Rachel, that’s enough,” because she sees I’ve shoved
the red sweater to the W my desk and
it’s hanging all over the edge like a waterfall, but I
don’t care.

fE “Rachel,” Mrs. Price says. She says it like she’s
getting mad. “You put that sweater on right now and
no more nonsense. ”

i “But it’s not—”

m&Now!” Mrs. Price says.

EF] This is when I wish I wasn’t eleven, because all the
years inside of me — ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five,
four, three, two and one — are pushing at the back of
my eyes when I put one arm through one sleeve of the
sweater that smells like cottage cheese, and then the
other arm through the other and stand there with my
arms apart like if the sweater hurts me and it does, all
itchy and full of germs that aren’t even mine.

£E] That’s when everything I’ve been holding in since
this morning, since when Mrs. Price put the sweater
on my desk, finally lets go, and all of a sudden I'm
crying in front of everybody. I wish I was invisible but
I’'m not. I’m eleven and it’s my birthday today and I’'m
crying like I'm three in front of everybody. I put my
head down on the desk and bury my face in my stupid
clown-sweater arms. My face all hot and spit coming
out of my mouth because I can’t stop the little animal
noises from coming out of me, until there aren’t any
more tears left in my eyes, and it’s just my body
shaking like when you have the hiecups, and my whole
head hurts like when you drink milk too fast.
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21 But the worst part is right before the bell rings for |

lunch. That stupid Phyllis Lopez, who is even dumber
than Sylvia Saldivar, says she remembers the red
sweater is hers! I take it off right away and give it to
her, only Mrs. Price pretends like everything’s okay.

Fi] Today I'm eleven. There’s a cake Mama’s making |

for tonight, and when Papa comes home from work
we’ll eat it. There’ll be candles and presents and
everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy birthday
to you, Rachel, only it’s too late.

¥# I'm eleven today. I'm eleven, ten, nine, eight,
seven, six, five, four, three, two, and one, but I

wish I was one hundred and two. I wish I was anything |

but eleven, because I want today to be far away
already, far away like a runaway balloon, like a tiny o

in the sky, so tiny-tiny you have to close your eyes to |

see it.

. Questions:

i What feeling does !
the narrator want to
; express by comparing
ia day to a runaway :
! balloon? -

1. What figure of speech does the narrator use to express her frustration?

2. Examine the language of the narrator. How does the narrator convey the

effect that she is a little girl?

3. The story is told in the first person and in the present tense. What effect

is achieved by this choice?

4. Without knowing it, what is Mrs. Price teaching her students about the

nature of power?

Recommended website: http: //www. sandracisneros. com/

Text B

Pre-reading questions:

1) Have you ever heard of Jesus? Share what you know about Jesus with
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the class.
2) Have you ever had to lie to save your face? How did you feel about that?

) ©)
Salvation
Langston Hughes (1902 - 1967)

About the author.

Langston Hughes was one of the most
important Afro-American poets and writers of the
Harlem Renaissance, the African artistic movement
in the 1920s that celebrated Afro-American life and
culture.

He was born in Missouri on February 1,
1902 to parents who soon separated. Langston’s
childhood was spent in the care of friends and

relatives throughout the midwest and northeast. He
moved frequently and felt abandoned. In an attempt to deal with his
loneliness, Langston began to write. Among his most well known works are
The Weary Blues, a 1926 collection of poetry; The Ways of White Folks, a
1934 collection of short stories; The Big Sea, an autobiography of his early
life, published in 1940; and the 1956 A Pictorial History of the Negro in
America. His writing is largely concerned with depicting Afro-American life,
particularly the experience of the urban Afro-Americans.

About the story:

This story is taken from The Big Sea. It records a painful experience
which happens to the author during his childhood. His yearning to see Jesus
in the church failed. The more frustrating thing is that he has to tell a lie to
save himself from the trouble.

@ salvation: n. RBE, $5ERBRAE 6T +F 42Kt A RTR h 4R R



