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Early that day the weather turned and the snow was melting into dirty water.
Streaks of it ran down from the little shoulder-high window that faced the 'back~
yard. Cars slushed by on the street outside, where it was getting dark. But it was
getting dark on the inside too.

He was in the bedroom pushing clothes into a suitcase when she came to the
door.

I'm glad you're leaving! I'm glad you're leaving! she said. Do you hear?

He kept on putting his things into the suitcase.

Son of a bitch! I'm so glad you're leaving! She began to cry. You can’t even look
me in the face, can you?

Then she noticed the baby’s picture on the bed and picked it up.

He looked at her and she wiped her eyes and stared at him before turning and
going back to the living room.

Bring that back, he said.

Just get your things and get out, she said.

He did not answer. He fastened the suitcase, put on his coat, looked around
the bedroom before turning off the light. Then he went out to the living room.

She stood in the doorway of the little kitchen, holding the baby.

[ want the baby, he said.

Are you crazy?

No, but I want the baby. I'll get someone to come by for his things.

You're not touching this baby, she said.

The baby had begun to cry and she uncovered the blanket from around his
head. ' '

Oh, oh, she said, looking at the baby.

He moved toward her. |

For God’s sake! she said. She took a step back into the kitchen.

I want the baby. '

Get out of here!

She turned and tried to hold the baby over in a corner behind the stove.

But he came up. He reached across the stove and tightened his hands on the
baby.

Let go of him, he said.

Get away, get away! she cried. ‘

The baby was red-faced and screaming. In the scuffle they knocked down a
flowerpot that hung behind the stove.

He crowded her into the wall then, trying to break her grip. He held on to the
baby and pushed with all his weight.

Let go of him, he said.

Don't, she said. Youre hurting the baby, she said.

I'm not hurting the baby, he said.

The kitchen window gave no light. In the near-dark he worked on her fisted
fingers with one hand and with the other hand he gripped the screaming baby up
under an arm near the shoulder.

She felt her fingers being forced open. She felt the baby going from her.

No! she screamed just as her hands came loose. .

She would have it, this baby. She grabbed for the baby’s other arm. She caught
the baby around the wrist and leaned back.
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278 Style, Tone, and Irony

But he would not let go. He felt the baby slipping out of his hands and he pulled 35

back very hard.

In this manner, the issue was decided.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING
1. FIRST RESPONSE. Discuss the story’s final lines. What is the “issue” that is
“decided”?

2. Though there is little description of the setting in this story, how do the few
details that are provided help to establish the tone?

3. How do small actions take on larger significance in the story? Consider the
woman picking up the baby’s picture and the knocked-down flowerpot.

4. Why is this couple splitting up? Do we know? Does it matter? Explain your
response.

5. Discuss the title of the story. The original title was “Mine” Which do you think
is more effective?

6. What is the conflict? How is it resolved?

7. Read 1 Kings 3 in the Bible for the story of Solomon. How might “Popular
Mechanics” be read as a retelling of this story? What significant differences do
you find in the endings of each?

8. Explain how Carver uses irony to convey theme.

CONNECTIONS TO OTHER SELECTIONS

1. Compare Carver’s style with Ernest Hemingway’s in “Soldier’s Home” (p. 162).

2. How is the ending of “Popular Mechanics” similar to the ending of Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s “The Birthmark” (p. 339)?
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JOHN BARTH (B.1930)
On Minimalist Fiction 1987

Minimalism (of one sort or another) is the principle (one of the principles, any-
how) underlying (what I and many another interested observer consider to be
perhaps) the most impressive phenomenon on the current (North American,
especially the United States) literary scene (the gringo equivalent of e/ boom in the
Latin American novel): I mean the new flowering of the (North) American short
story (in particular the kind of terse, oblique, realistic or hyperrealistic, slightly
plotted, extrospective, cool-surfaced fiction associated in the last five or ten years
with such excellent writers as Frederick Barthelme, Ann Beattie, Raymond Carver,
Bobbie Ann Mason, James Robison, Mary Robison, and Tobias Wolff, and both
praised and damned under such labels as “K-Mart realism,” “hick chic,” “Diet-
Pepsi minirfialism,” and “post-Vietnam, post-literary, postmodernist blue-collar
neo-early-Hemingwayism”). . ..




