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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This volume is the sixty-seventh in the O. Henry Memorial Award
series. o N

In 1918, the Sqciety of Arts and Sciences met to vote upon & monu-
ment to the master of the short story, O. Henry. They decided that this
memorial should be in the form of two prizes for the best short stories

published by American authors in American magazines during the year
1919. From this beginning, the memorial developed into am annual an-
thology of outstanding short stories by American authors, published,

mththeexeepnonoftheyunl%zmdwﬁ,byDouMy&Cm

pany, Inc.

Blanche Colton Williams, one of the founders of the awards, was
editor from 1919 to 1932; Harry Hansea from 1933 to 1940; Herschel
Brickell from 1941 to 1951. The annual collection did not appesr in 1952
and 1953, when the continuity of the series was interrupted by the death
of Herschel Brickell. Paul Engle was editor from 1934 to 1959 with
HansonMarﬁnco—edltorintheyéuwtonﬁo.MaryStep«m
1960; Richard Poirier from 1961 to 3966, with assistance from and co-

editorship with William Abmshams from 1964 to 1966 William

Abrahamshecumeedntorofthemiaw

In 1970 Doubleday published under Mr. Abrahams’ editorship Fify -

Years of the American Short Story, and in 1981, Prize Stories of the Seven- . ;
ties. Both are collections of stories selected from this series. )

The stories chosen for this volume were published in the period from
the summer of 1985 to the summer of 1986. A list of the magazines

consulted at the back of the book. The choice of stories and the

selection : pﬂu winners are exclusively the responsibility of the editor.
Biographical material is based on information provided by the contribu-
tors and obtained from standard works of reference.



INTRODUCTION

Two decades—from Prize Stories 1967 to Prize Stories 1987—comprise a
period of time long enough to justify one’s making generalizations and
taking retrospective views. Ordinarily this is just the sort of thing I have
attempted to avoid in introducing each year’s stories; too often the
wisdom of one year contradicts the wisdom of the year before, or be-
comes the cliché of the next. Still, arriving at the twenty-first collection
for which I have had editorial responsibility, I think it would be overly
cautious not to state what I believe to be true, that the 400 stories that
have appeared in the twenty-one collections represent a creative
achievement of a rare. order. Several of these stories, going back to the
end of the 1960s and the 1970s, are on their way to classic stature, and.
one can predict as much for others more recent. The vrtahty and variety
are unflagging.

Indeed, it is the variety—many forms, many voices, many attitudes
and intentions—that accounts for the sense one has of an irrepressible
vitality. As we know from its long history, there -is no one. prescribed
mold for the story—that, surely, is one of its attractions to writers and
readers alike. Each story written for its own sake, becausé its author
feels it must be written thus, rather than in response to some condition
imposed from without, becomes a kind of adventure or exploration: one
listens for an individual voice, the mark of authenticity.

Fashion is something apart from this, though it is convenient and
traditional to assign writers to schools, movements, and tendencies.
New writers, especially,-have been known to cluster together for com-
fort and attention. But no matter undér which rubric they may write—
as “new” this-that-or-the-other—in the end it is the story itself that
matters, and if it is good enough, if it is its own story, it wlll survive the
- fashionable moment. =

Influence, however, is something very different, and sﬁould ndt be
confused with fashion. Consciously or not, there is no writer who has
not been influenced by writers who came before. In the simple act of
writing a story each new writer joins a continuum that extends from the
present back to the beginnings of language and that first primitive need
to tell someone about something that happened. But it is not necessary,
nor especially enlightening, to establish a prehlstonc lineage for the



= ) Insroduction

mwnlssulklemtoacknoﬂedaethltthemmrsoﬂhucenmry—
'James, Chekhov, Joyce, Mansfield, 'Lawrence, Hemingway—are felt
presences in the continuing story of the story. And much that is “new”
moﬁenredisooveryofaneurlhtdisoomy Of course, one is always in
mtchofnewwmm,butthuukthedmauﬂminthemhmewm
loaenghtofangmﬂcammwn,ﬂmmmmngoonwﬂmg
(one hopes), and bring to the story the enrichments of experience. In’
that sense the history of the stery is of a never-ending rensissance.

It would be an exaggeration to speak of the rediscovery of “the first-
person story,” for its history is as long and continuous as’ the story
itself. But in recent years there has be¢n a dramatic increase in the
numbers of such stories. Hundreds of them are being published in mag-
azines that range from the large to the little, from the conservative to
the defiantly experimental. Just under half the stories in the present
collection, including the two that share First Prize, are stories in the
ﬁmtpemSuohanoutpouringuntbeshmggedoﬂ'asmeoinci-
denee;iuwadeeplyfdtaead.memoﬂrmmmmtwe
uecordio"l"ﬂxenumtor.tbelktener,themtcher the witness, or to
“I” the participant, bearing witness to Inn}r her ‘own' experience, a
member of the story; the explorer, the discoverer—that truthfulness
_exerts a powerful appeal, now.especially when we are being subjected to
atymnnyofﬁctsatevaybvdofourhvu,cnnmns!ymbhhnﬁy'
manipulated to kesp us from the truth.

The story-memoir, or memoir-story, may seem at first glance renrio-
tive in what it allows its author to do—after all, so much escapes the
“I” and the eye. Granting, then, the limitations of & particular narrative °
_ point of view, therepmvetobe.onthemdawehen,anastonmhingi

variety of ways of writing such stories. '
' The point is perhaps best made by looking at Louise B:dﬂch‘s'
“Fleur” and Joyce Johnson’s "The Children’s Wing.” Each is toid in
the first person; each is a distinctive achievement. Having said that, one
ceases t0 fook farther for resemblances between them. Onelmensm-
stead to their very dlﬂ'erentvowea.

lomseErdnchmapoetandawnterofhnghlychgrg’edprose,a
maker of legénds and-myths. She—that is, of course, her narrator, a
membeér of the Chippewa nation who exists at the margins of the story
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What are we to think of her heroine, Fleur Pillager? (The name itself
isa_suggesﬁon.)\_vhen“onlyagid.”‘sbéismedfromdrowningbytwd
men, both of whom subsequently disappear. Is that Fleur’s fault? Evi-
dently. Here the narrator enters: “It went to show, my grandma said. It
figured to her, all right. By saving Fleur Pillager, those two men had = -

When Fleur drowned again she was éwenty, and we are told “though
she was good-looking, nobody dared to court her because it was clear
that Misshepeshu, the waterman, the monster, wanted her for himself.” -

The fantastication becomes dazaling i & tescription of the water-
e 3 -

Our mothers warn-us' that we'll-

—like the tale she has to tsll, flies high as-a tornado over the real and

&
B

The story to.itg; very ¢nd remains e gnenswer Yolfingty
balance the magicst and the ondinary. Fléaw: moves from the Chippows
seservation to the town_of Argus, © Giw (niles south, snd the narrgtor
tefls,us she “almost destroyed that soweh™ Afe we meant to beliove in
What bappened in Acgus in the year 1920%,Or iv:it al} # gargeons; echo-
fng tall sy, timeless. legend, brought o fe.egein fo an extraordi-
“hmnpdwmyﬁmﬁ 88 no ending, no beginning,
‘They get the middle. wrong t00.” Qe would like to believe, we are
“prepared to believe, that ‘Loulse Erdich/Ma got it rght. -+ -

. To g0 from Argus in 1920 t0 Maphattan i the present i » tremen-
m.mmngm_mgumwmmmm

the vitality and the variety of the contemporary story. If the narrator in
“Fleur” teases us into halfbelieving that the story she tells is actually- 3
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true, Jovce Johnson’s “The Chiidren’s Wing” presents itself as a
straightforward memoir:

The summer Nicky was so sick, I wou)d leave work a little early and
go to the Chinese takeout place on Forty-ninth Street. After a while it
was my regular routine. Nicky would call me at the office and place
his order. “An egg roll, of course,” he'd say. “And sweet and sour
shrimp. And Mom, would you bring me a Coke?™ I didn’t like him to
have soft drinks, but he'd say, ‘Please, please,” trying to sound pitiful,
and I'd always get one for him in the end. It was hard to refuse him
anything that summer. When I'd get to the hospital the other mothers
would be there already with their shopping bags. Soon whole families
would be gathered around the bedsides of the children, everyone eat-
ing out of foil containers or off paper plates, like an odd kind of picnic
or a birthday party that had been displaced.

Simple, spare, plain, this is the language of testimony or reportage,
telling us how it was. But that final word, “displaced,” so precisely
used, startles us with its reverberations. The story will not merely accu-
rately recall the events of that summer when the narrator’s son was “'so
sick,” it will in its quiet, unemphatic way reveal its true meanings not
only for Nicky vut for the narrator too.

“Displaced” as in “displaced persons™; the D.P. camps that became
familia. t0 us in World War 11 and afterward; the phrase from T. S.
Eliot, “the whole world is a hospital”—symbolism abounds. But Joyce
Johnson is an artist who knows how much of art lies in what is left
unsaid. The narrator never raises her voice, or quavers sentimentally, or
brings to the surface of her story the metaphors that lie just out of sight
beneath it. The details she gives us engender a kind of urban poetry:

The children’s wing was in the oldest part of the hospital, one of those
gloomy gray stone buildings put up at the turn of the century. There
was a2 marble rotunda on the ground floor. When you took the eleva-
tor up, there was no more marble, just dim green corridors and unend-
ing linoicom and muffled fake laughter from all the television sets.

Thast “muffled fake laughter” is not heard in the narrator’s voice. She
resists the besetting temptation of the first person to tell too much about
herself. We know that she is Nicky’s mother, that she is divorced, that
she works “at the office,” that she visits him daily in the children’s
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wing, talks sensibly to him when he telephones anxiously in the middle
of the night, though she admits to a moment of private panic: “I wanted
to go straight to the hospital and bring Nicky home.”

In truth, we know all that we need to know, no more. The very
controlled and selected way in which the story is given to us adds
immeasurably to its credibility. Early on, the narrator writes, “I kept
thinking Nicky’s time in the children’s ward would change him.” And
it does. That, after all, is what the story is about. Its final sentence, so
brief and unadorned and inevitable, is like an epitaph carved on a grave-
stone. In its six words it becomes the summation of all that has gone
before. Reading this story we have been displaced from conventional
expectations; we are moved and enlightened.

I want to express my appreciation to Sally Asiceeros. Barbara
Broadhurst, and John M. Dean.

-~William Abrahams
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FLEUR

LOUISE ERDRICH

Louise Erdrich-grew up in Wahpeton, North Dakota, and now lives in
New Hampshire with her husband and collaborator Michael Dorris,
and their five children. Her first book, Love Medicine, won the Na-
tional Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction. Her second novel, The
Beet Queen, was published in 1986.

The first time she drowned in the cold and glassy waters of Lake
Turcot, Fleur Pillager was only a girl. Two men saw the boat tip, saw
her struggle in the waves. They rowed over to the place she went down,
and jumped in. When they dragged her over the gunwales, she was cold |
to the touch and stiff, so they slapped her face, shook her by the heels,
worked her arms back and forth, and pounded her back until she
“coughed up lake water. She shivered all qver like a dog, then took & .
breath. But it wasn't long afterward that those two men disappeared.
The first Wandcred off, and the other, Jean Hat, got himyelf run mcrby
a cart.

It went to show, my grandma ;md. It figured to her, all fight. By
saving Fleur Pillager, those two men had lost themsetves. *»

The next time she fell in the lake, Fleur Pillager was twenty years olg
and no one touched her. She washed onshore, her skin a dull dead grap.
but when George Many Women bent to look closer, he saw her chest
move. Then her eyes spun open, sharp black riprock, and she looked at
him. “You’ll take my place,” she hissed. Everybody scaftered and leRt
herthem,mnomknoﬂshowshedraggedh«selfhmne. Soon after’”
that weé noticed Many Women changed. grew afraid, wguldn't Jeave his
house, and would not be forced to go near water. For his caution, he
lived until the day that his sons brought him a new tin bathtub. Then

c»,mm@m&gymm First appeared in Zsguire, Reprimiod Yy permission.

s



2 Louise Erdrich

the first time he used the tub he slipped, got knocked out, and breathed
water while his wife stood in the other room frying breakfast.

Men stayed clear of Fleur Pillager after the second drowning. Even
though she was good-looking, nobody dared to court her because it was
clear that Misshepeshu, the waterman, the monster, wanted her for
himself. He’s a devil, that one, love-hungry with desire and maddened
for the touch of young girls, the strong and daring especially, the ones
like Fleur.

Our mothers warn us that we’ll think he’s handsome, for he a,.pears
with green eyes, copper skin, a mouth tender as a child’s. But if you fall
into his arms, he sprouts horns, fangs, claws, fins. His feet are joined as
one and his skin, brass scales, rings to the touch. You're fascinated,
cannot move. He casts a shell necklace at your feet, weeps gleaming
chips that harden into mica on your breasts. He holds you under. Then
he takes the body of a lion or a fat brown worm. He's made of gold.
He's made of beach moss. He’s a thing of dry foam, a thing of death by
drowning, the death a Chippewa cannot survive.

Unless you are Fleur Pillager. We all knew she couldn’t swim. After
the first time, we thought she’d never go back to Lake Turcot. We
thought she’d keep to herself, live quiet, stop killing men off by drown-
ing in the lake. After the first time, we thought she’d keep the good
. ways. But then, after the second drowning, we knew that we were deal-
ing with something much more serious. She was haywire, out of con-
trol. She messed with evil, laughed at the old women’s advice, and
dressed like a man. She got herself into some half-forgotten medicine,
studied ways we shouldn't talk about. Some say she kept the finger of a
child in lier pocket and a powder of unborn rabbits in a leather thong
arcund her neck. She laid the heart of an owl on her tongue so she
could see at night, and went out, hunting, not even in her own body. We
know for sure because the next morning, in the snow or dust, we fol-
lowed the tracks of her bare feet and saw where they changed, where
the claws sprang out, the pad broadened and pressed into the dirt. By
night we hear her chuffing cough, the bear cough. By day her silence
and the wide grin she threw to bring down our guard made us fright-
ened. Some thonght that Fleur Pillager should be driven off the reserva-
tion, but not # :ingle person who spoke like this had the nerve. And
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finally, when people were just about to get together and throw her out,
she left on her own and didn’t come back ali summer. That’s what this
story is about.

During that summer, when she lived a few miles south in Argus,
things happened. She almost destroyed that town.

When she got down to Argus in the year of 1920, it was just a small
grid of six streets on either side of the railroad depot. There were two
elevators, one central, the other a few miles west. Two stores competed
for the trade of the three hundred citizens, and three churches quar-
reled with one another for their souls. There was a frame building for
Lutherans, a heavy brick one for Episcopalians, and a long narrow
shingled Catholic church. This last had a tall slender steeple, twice as
high as any building or tree.

No doubt, across the low, flat wheat, watching from the road as she
came near Argus on foot, Fleur saw that steeple rise, a shadow thin as a
needle. Maybe in that raw space it drew her the way a lone tree draws
lightning. Maybe, in the end, the Catholics are to blame. For if she
hadn’t seen that sign of pride, that slim prayer, that marker, maybe she
would have kept walking. -

But Fleur Pillager turned, and the first place she went once she came
into town was to the back door of the priest’s residence attached to the
landmark church. She didn’t go there for a handout, although she got
that, but to ask for work. She got that too, or the town got her. It’s hard
to tell which came out worse, her or the men or the town, although the
upshot of it all was that Fleur lived.

The four men who worked at the butcher’s had carved up about a
thousand carcasses between them, maybe half of that steers and the

other half pigs, sheep, and game animals like deer, elk, and bear. That's.

not even mentioning the chickens, which were beyond counting. Pete
Kozka owned the place; and employed Lily Veddar, Tor Grunewald,
and my stepfather, Dutch James, who had brought my mothey down
from the reservation the year before she disappointed him by dying.

Dutch took me out of school to take her place. 1 kept house half the

time and worked the other in the butcher shop, sweeping floors, putting

v

\
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4 Louise Erdrich

sawdust down, running a hambone across the street to a customer’s
bean pot or a package of sausage to the corner. I wes a good one to have
around because until they needed me, I was invisible. ] blended into the
stained brown walls, a skinny, big-nosed girl with staring eyes. Because
I could fade into a comer or squeeze beneath a shelf, I knew everything,-
what the men said when no one was around, and what they did to
Fleyr. .

Kozka’s Meats served farmers for g ﬁfty-mxle area, both to slaughter,
for it had a stock pen and chute, and to cure the meat by smoking it or
:pimng it in sausage. The storage locker was a marvel, made of many
. thicknegse of brick, earth insulation, and Minnesota timber, lined in-
side with sawdust and vast blocks of ice cut from Lake Turcot; hauled
down from home each winter by horse and sledge.

A mamghackle board building, part slaughterhouse, part store, was
fized to the Jow, thick square of the lockers. That’s where Fleur worked.
. Kaaka higed her for her strength. She could lift a baunch or carry 8
polde. of sausages without stumbling, and she soon learned cutting from
Peto’s wife, a string-thin blonde whq chain-smoked and handled the
‘razor-sharp knives with nerveless precision, slicing close to her stained
Angess. Fleur and Fritzie Kozka worked afternoons, wrapping their
mh paper, and Fleur hauled the packages to the Jockers. The meat
mmmde the heavy oak doors that werg only openedu mmh
afternoon, before the men ate supper.

Sometimes Dutch, Tor, and Lily ate at the lockers, and wﬁ!nvthey did
lamqmmﬂoommmkedthenmn@efmtﬂm
while the men sat around the squat cast-iron stove speariag slats of
‘hesring onto hardtack bread. They played long games of poker or crib-
bage on aboprd'made from the planed end of s salt crete. They talked
~and lm:ithoughtbqrewasntmu)harmw
ower bgppened in Argus. Tor was macried, Dutch had Jost. niy avether,

come, equipment,-or women.
Every 60 of\en, Pete Kozka came out front to make a whist, leaving

N mchcmmdfrymueddoughnutsmtbhckm

ﬁemm@ayedafetpundsbmkepthxsthoughuwhlmseﬂ Fritzie
ddwmmmumuhmdhabeck.ammeonebookhem

4 -

.

sad Lify read circulars. They mainly discussed ahout the m N

L
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was the New Testament. If he said something, it concerned weather or a
surplus of sheep stomachs, a ham that smoked green or the markets for
corn and wheat. He had a goad-luck talisman, the opalswhite lens of a
cow’s eye. Playing cards, he rubbed it between his fingers. That soft
sound and the slap of cards was about the only convemnon.

Fleur finally gave them a subject.

Hercheekswmwideandﬂat.herhandlhfze.chpped.muacular
Fleur's shoulders were broad as beams, her hips fishlike, slippery, nar-
row. An old green dress clung to her waist, worn thin where she sat.
Her braids were thick like the tails of animals, and swung against her
when she moved, deliberately, slowly in her work, held in and half-
tamed, but only haif. I could tefl, but the others never saw. They never
looked into her sly brown eyes or noticed her teeth, strong and curved
and very white. Her legs wers bare, and since she padded  around in
beadwork moccasins they never saw that her fifth toes were missing.
Thcynwerknﬂlhe’ddmwmbhndd.meymsmpﬁ.
they only saw her in the flesh. :

And yet it wasn't just that she was;a Chippewa, or even thet she was
a woman, it wasn’t that she was good-looking or even that she was
alone that made their brains am. It was how she played cards.

Women didn’t usually play with mesn, 8o the evening that Fleur drew
a chair up to thc men's table without being so much as asked; there was
a shock of surprise.

“What's this,” said Lily. Hcmf:t,withamkewoﬂpuhgeand
precious skin, smooth and lily-white, which is how be got his name.
Lily had a dog, a stumpy mean kittie bull of a thing with a belly drum-
tight from eating pork rinds. The dog liked to play cards just like Lily,
and straddled his barrel thighs through games of stud, rum poker,
vingt-un. Thedogsmppedbatl’lem’lmﬁmﬂm%butcnn;ed
back, its snari frozen, when she tooks ber place
» ﬂmm"mmww&umm;wmw
me in”

mrewasa:paoebet_wwthzheavybhdmwlndﬁnmﬂ
where I just fit. 1 hunkered down there, kept my ey open, saw her
black hair swing over the chair, her fieet solid an the wood floor. |
couldn’t see up on the table whess tse cards dapped down, 20 after they
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» were deep in their game 1 raised myself up in the shadows, and
crouched on a sill of wood. -

I watched Fleur’s hands stack and ruffle, divide the cards, spill them
to each player in a blur, rake them up and shuffle again. Tor, short and
scrappy, shut one eye and squinted the other at Fleur. Dutch screwed
his lips around a wet cigar. ’

“Gotta see a man,” he mumbled, getting up to go out back to the
privy. The others broke, put their cards down, and Fleur sat alone in
the lamplight that glowed in a sheen across the push of her breasts. 1
watched her closely, then she paid me a beam of notice for the first
time. She turned, looked straight at me, and grinned the white wolf grin
a Pillager turns on its victims, except that she wasn’t after me.

“‘Pauline there,” she said, “how much money you got?”

We'd all been paid for the week that day. Eight cents was in my
pocket. '

“Stake me,” she seaid, holding out her long fingers. I put the coins in
her palm and then I melted back to nothing, part of the walls and
tables. It was a long time before I understood that the men would not
have seen me no matter what I did, how I moved. 1 wasn’t anything like
Fleur. My dress hung loose and my back was already curved, an old

- woman’s. Work had roughened me, reading made my eyes sore, caring
for my mother before she died had hardened my face. I was not much
to look at, so they never saw me.

When the men came back and sat around the table, they had drawn
together. They shot each other small glances, stuck their tongues in
their cheeks, burst out laughing at odd moments, to rattle Fleur. But
she never minded. They played their vingt-un, staying even as Fleur
slowly gained. Those pennies I had given her drew nickels and attracted
dimes until there was a small pile in front of her.

Then she hooked them withfive-card draw, nothing wild. She dealt,
discarded, drew, and then she sighed and her cards gave a little shiver.
Tor’s eye gleamed, and Dutch straightened in his seat.

“I'll pay to see that hand,” said Lily Veddar.

Fleur showed, and she had nothing there, nothing at all.

Tor’s thin smile cracked open, and he threw his hand in too.



