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BREAKFAST

A story by JOHN STEINBECK

About the Author

John Steinbeck was born in 1902 in Salinas, California. He grew up in a farming val-
ley surrounded by mountains, about a hundred miles south of San Francisco and twenty-
five miles from the Pacific Coast. The valley, the mountains, and the coast serve as set-
tings for many of Steinbeck’s best and most famous stories. His mother, a schoolteacher,
encouraged him to read widely as a child. After taking many courses but no degree from
Stanford University, Steinbeck held a variety of jobs that developed in him a deep sympa-
thy for the life of working people. In the 1930s, a time of great economic hardship, Stein-
beck wrote five books that became the basis of his future fame. They are Tortilla Flat
(1935), In Dubious Battle(1936), Of Mice and Men (1937), The Long Valley(1938), a
collection of stories from which “Breakfast” is taken, and The Grapes of Wrath(1939), a
long novel about farming families that many consider his best. Steinbeck’s writing is
straightforward, natural, and clear, but expresses great emotion beneath its simple sur-
face. Steinbeck published more than thirty books during his productive career; many of his
stories were made into films. In 1962, he won the Nobel Prize for literature. He died in
1968.

This thing fills me with pleasure. 1 don’t know why, I can see it in the smallest de-
tail. I find myself recalling it again and again, each time bringing more detail out of sunken
memory; remembering brings the curious warm pleasure.

It was very early in the morning. The eastern mountains were black-blue, but behind
them the light stood up faintly colored at the mountain rims with a washed red, growing
colder, greyer and darker as it went up and overhead until, at a place near the west, it
merged with pure night.

And it was cold, not painfully so, but cold enough so that I rubbed my hands and
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shoved them deep into my pockets, and I hunched my shoulders up and scuffled my feet on
the ground. Down in the valley where 1 was, the earth was that lavender grey of dawn. 1
walked along a country road and ahead of me | saw a tent that was only a little lighter grey
than the ground. Beside the tent there was a flash of orange fire seeping out of the cracks
of an old rusty iron stove. Grey smoke spurted up out of the stubby stovepipe, spurted up
a long way before it spread out and dissipated.

1 saw a young woman beside the stove, really a girl. She was dressed in a faded cotton
skirt and waist. As I came close I saw that she carried a baby in a crooked arm and the ba-
by was nursing, its head under her waist out of the cold. The mother moved about, po-
king the fire, shifting the rusty lids of the stove to make a greater draft, opening the oven
door; and all the time the baby was nursing, but that didn’t interfere with the mother’s
work, nor with the light quick gracefulness of her movements. There was something very
precise and practiced in her movements. The orange fire flicked out of the cracks in the
stove and threw dancing reflections on the tent.

I was close now and 1 could smell frying bacon and baking bread, the warmest, pleas-
antest odors 1 know. From the east the light grew swiftly. 1 came near to the stove and
stretched my hands out to it and shivered all over when the warmth struck me. Then the
tent flap jerked up and a young man came out and an older man followed him. They were
dressed in new blue dungarees and in new dungaree coats with brass buttons shining.
They were sharp-faced men, and they looked much alike,

The younger had a dark stubble beard and the older had a grey stubble beard. Their
heads and faces were wet, their hair dripped with water, and water stood out on their stiff
beards and their cheeks shone with water. Together they stood looking quietly at the
lightening east; they yawned together and looked at the light on the hill rims. They turned
and saw me,

“Morning,” said the older man. His face was neither friendly nor unfriendly.

“Morning, sir,” I said.

“Morning,” said the young man.

The water was slowly drying on their faces. They came to the stove and warmed their
hands at it.

The girl kept to her work, her face averted and her eyes on what she was doing. Her
hair was tied back out of her eyes with a string and it hung down her back and swayed as
she worked. She set tin cups on a big packing box, set tin plates and knives and forks out
too. Then she scooped fried bacon out of the deep grease and laid it on a big tin platter,
and the bacon clicked and rustled as it grew crisp. She opened the rusty oven door and
took out a square pan full of high big biscuits.

When the smell of that hot bread came out, both of the men inhaled deeply. The
young man said softly, “Keerist!”
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The older man turned to me, “Had your breakfast?”

“No. ”

“Well, sit down with us, then.”

That was the signal. We went to the packing case and squatted on the ground about
it. The young man asked, “picking cotton?”

“No. ”

“We have twelve days’ work so far,” the young man said.

The girl spoke up from the stove. “They even got new clothes. ”

The two men looked down at their new dungarees and they both smiled a little.

The girl set out the platter of bacon, the brown high biscuits, a bowl of bacon gravy
and a pot of coffee, and then she squatted down by the box too. The baby was still nurs-
ing, its head up under her waist out of the cold. I could hear the sucking noises it made.

We filled our plates, poured bacon gravy over our biscuits and sugared our coffee.
The older man filled his mouth full and he chewed and chewed and swallowed. Then he
said, “God Almighty, it’s good,” and he filled his mouth again.

The young man said, “We been eating good for twelve days. ”

We all ate quickly, frantically, and refilled our plates and ate quickly again until we
were full and warm. The hot bitter coffee scalded our throats. We threw the last little bit
with the grounds in it on the earth and refilled our cups.

There was the color of the light now, a reddish gleam that made the air seem colder.
The two men faced the east and their faces were lighted by the dawn, and I looked up for
a moment and saw the image of the mountain and the light coming over it reflected in the
older man’s eyes.

Then the two men threw the grounds from their cups on the earth and they stood up
together. “Got to get going,” the older man said.

The younger man turned to me. “Fyou want to pick cotton, we could maybe get you
on.”

“No. I got to go along. Thanks for breakfast.”

The older man waved his hand in a negative. “O. K. Glad to have you.” They walked
away together. The air was blazing with light at the eastern skyline. And I walked away
down the country road.

That’s all. T know, of course, some of the reasons why it was pleasant. But there

was some element of great beauty there that makes the rush of warmth when I think of it.
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A DAY’S WAIT

A story by ERNEST HEMINGWAY

About the Author

Ernest Hemingway was born in Oak Park Illinois in 1899. His father, a doctor, en-
couraged his love of the outdoor life of camping, fishing, and hunting. As a boy he spent
summer vacations in the woods of upper Michigan, which later became the setting for
some of his best-known stories. In World War I, Hemingway offered his services as a Red
Cross ambulance driver, and in 1918 he was seriously wounded in Italy. Three of his best
novels-The Sun Also Rises (1926), A Farewell to Arms(1929), and For Whom the Bell
Tolls (1940)-take place in Europe during or after a war. Indeed, war, as a personal expe-
rience and as a general condition of human life, is central to most of Hemingway’s writing.
Many of his characters are fighting a battle that was lost before they began fighting. What
is important to Hemingway is the way the characters behave in that battle and how they
face the difficulties of life. Hemingway’s short stories have influenced generations of A-
merican writers. Much of the meaning in his stories lies under the surface of his clean,
clear writing style. His object, he once wrote, was to “make people feel something more
than they understood. ” He lived most of his last years in Cuba, and his adventures as a
hunter and journalist were widely reported. After publishing his famous short novel The
Old Man and the Seain 1952, Hemingway was awarded the Pulitzer Prize (1953) and the
Nobel Prize for literature (1954). He left Cuba in 1960, moved to Idaho, and in 1961 en-
ded his own life by shooting himself.

He came into the room to shut the windows while we were still in bed and I saw he
looked ill. He was shivering, his face was white, and he walked slowly as though it ached
to move.

“What’s the matter, Schatz?”

“I’ve got a headache. ”

“You better go back to bed.”

“No. I'm all right. ”

“You go to bed. I'll see you when I'm dressed. ”
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But when I came downstairs he was dressed, sitting by the fire, looking a very sick
and miserable boy of nine years. When I put my hand on his forehead I knew he had a fe-
ver.

“You go up to bed,” I said, “you’re sick.”

“I'm all right,” he said.

When the doctor came he took the boy’s temperature.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“One hundred and two. ”

Downstairs, the doctor left three different medicines in different colored capsules with
instructions for giving them. One was to bring down the lever, another a purgative,’ the
third to overcome an acid condition. The germs of influenza can only exist in an acid condi-
tion, he explained. He seemed to know all about influenza and said there was nothing to
worry about if the fever did not go above one hundred and four degrees. This was a light
epidemic of flu and there was no danger if you avoided pneumonia.

Back in the room I wrote the boy’s temperature down and made a note of the time to
give the various capsules.

“Do you want me to read to you?”

”»

“All right. If you want to,” said the boy. His face was very white and there were
dark areas under his eyes. He lay still in the bed and seemed very detached from what was
going on.

I read aloud from Howard Pyle’s Book of Pirates; but I could see he was not following
what I was reading.

“How do you feel, Schatz?” I asked him.

“Just the same, so far,” he said.

I sat at the foot of the bed and read to myself while I waited for it to be time to give
another capsule. It would have been natural for him to go to sleep, but when I looked up
he was looking at the foot of the bed, looking very strangely.

“Why don’t you try to sleep? I'll wake you up for the medicine. ”

“I’d rather stay awake. ”

After awhile he said to me, “You don’t have to stay in here with me, Papa, if it both-
ers you.”

“It doesn’t bother me, ”

“No, I mean you don’t have to stay if it’s going to bother you. ”

I thought perhaps he was a little lightheaded and after giving him the prescribed cap-
sules at eleven o’clock 1 went out for a while.

It was a bright, cold day, the ground covered with a sleet that had frozen so that it
seemed as if all the bare trees, the bushes, the cut brush and all the grass and the bare
ground had been varnished with ice. I took the young Irish setter for a little walk up the
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road and along a frozen creek, but it was difficult to stand or walk on the glassy surface
and the red dog slipped and slithered and 1 fell twice, hard, once dropping my gun and
having it slide away over the ice.

We flushed a covey of quail under a high clay bank with overhanging brush and I kill-
ed two as they went out of sight over the top of the bank. Some of the covey lit in trees,
but most of them scattered into brush piles and it was necessary to jump on the ice-coated
mounds of brush several times before they would flush. Coming out while you were poised
unsteadily on the icy, springy brush they made difficult shooting and I killed two, missed
five, and started back pleased to have found a covey close to the house and happy there

were so many left to find another day.

At the house they said the boy had refused to let anyone come into the room.

“You can’t come in,” he said. “You mustn’t get what I have.”

1 went up to him and found him in exactly the position I had left him, white-faced,
but with the tops of his cheeks flushed by the fever, staring still, as he had stared, at the
foot of the bed.

I took his temperature.

“What is it?”

“Something like a hundred,” I said. It was one hundred and two and four tenths.

“It was a hundred and two,” he said.

“Who said so?”

“The doctor. ”

“Your temperature is all right,” I said. “It’s nothing to worry about. ”

“1 don’t worry,” he said, “but I can’t keep from thinking. ”

“Don’t think,” I said. “Just take it easy.”

“I’'m taking it easy,” he said and looked straight ahead. He was evidently holding
tight onto himself about something.

“Take this with water. ”

“Do you think it will do any good?”

“Of course it will. ”

I sat down and opened the Pirate book and commenced to read, but I could see he was
not following, so I stopped.

“About what time do you think I'm going to die?” he asked.

“What?”

“About how long will it be before I die?”

“You aren’t going to die. What’s the matter with you?”

“Oh, yes, 1 am. I heard him say a hundred and two.”

“People don’t die with a fever of one hundred and two. That’s a silly way to talk.”
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“I know they do. At school in France the boys told me you can’t live with forty-four
degrees. I've got a hundred and two.”

He had been waiting to die all day, ever since nine o’clock in the morning.

“You poor Schatz,” I said. “It’s like miles and kilometers. You know, like how many
kilometers we make when we do seventy miles in the car?”

“Oh,” he said.

But his gaze at the foot of the bed relaxed slowly. The hold over himself relaxed too,
finally, and the next day it was very slack and he cried very easily at little things that were

of no importance.
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