
.:. ALICE WALKER1 

The Flowers 

I t seemed to Myop as she skipped lightly from hen house to pigpen to smokehouse that 
the days had never been as beautiful as these. The air held a keenness that made her 
nose twitch. The harvesting of the corn and cotton, peanuts and squash, made each day 
a golden surprise that caused excited little tremors to run up her jaws. 

Myop carried a short, knobby stick. She struck out at random at chickens she 
liked, and worked out the beat of a song on the fence around the pigpen. She felt light 
and good in the warm sun. She was ten, and nothing existed for her but her song, the 
stick clutched in her dark brown hand, and the tat-de-ta-ta-ta of accompaniment. 

Turning her back on the rusty boards of her family's sharecropper cabin, 
Myop walked along the fence till it ran into the stream made by the spring. Around the 
spring, where the family got drinking water, silver ferns and wildflowers grew. Along 
the shallow banks pigs rooted. Myop watched the tiny white bubbles disrupt the thin 
black scale of soil and the water that silently rose and slid away down the stream. 

She had explored the woods behind the house many times. Often, in late 
autumn, her mother took her to gather nuts among the fallen leaves. Today she made 
her own path, bounding this way and that way, vaguely keeping an eye out for snakes. 
She found, in addition to various common but pretty ferns and leaves, an armful of 
strange blue flowers with velvety ridges and a sweetsuds bush full of the brown, 
fragrant buds. 

By twelve o'clock, her arms laden with sprigs of her findings, she was a mile 
or more from home. She had often been as far before, but the strangeness of the land 
made it not as pleasant as her usual haunts. It seemed gloomy in the little cove in 
which she found herself. The air was damp, the silence close and deep. 

Myop began to circle back to the house, back to the peacefulness of the 
morning. It was then she stepped smack into his eyes. Her heel became lodged in the 
broken ridge between brow and nose, and she reached down quickly, unafraid, to free 
herself. It was only when she saw his naked grin that she gave a little yelp of surprise. 

He had been a tall man. From feet to neck covered a long space. His head lay 
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1 0 WHAT IS A NARRATIVE? SOME BASIC TERMS 

beside him. When she pushed back the leaves and layers of earth and debris Myop saw 
that he'd had large white teeth, all of them cracked or broken, long fingers, and very 
big bones. All his clothes had rotted away except some threads of blue denim from his 
overalls. The buckles of the overalls had turned green. 

Myop gazed around the spot with interest. Very near where she'd stepped into 
the head was a wild pink rose. As she picked it to add to her bundle she noticed a raised 
mound, a ring, around the rose's root. It was the rotted remains of a noose, a bit of 
shredding plowline, now blending benignly into the soil. Around an overhanging limb 
of a great spreading oak clung another piece. Frayed, rotted, bleached, and frazzled
barely there-but spinning restlessly in the breeze. Myop laid down her flowers. 

And the summer was over. 
(1973) 

The story consists of these events: (1) Myop walks about her family's land, 
playing with her stick-touching chickens, tapping along the fence. (2) She 
goes into the woods to gather flowers, ending up a mile away in a gloomy little 
cove. (3) She steps on the skull of a decomposed male corpse. (4) She picks a 
rose nearby, only to find that it is growing out of the remains of a noose; 
another piece of the rope hangs from an oak branch above. (5) She puts down 
her flowers. (6) "And the summer was over." 

Notice how description "serves" the cause of narration in "The 
Flowers." The sentence "Myop walked along the fence" clearly represents an 
action, hence a plot event; but the sentence "She was ten" is, in itself, Pllrely 
descriptive. Though the narrative has whetted our desire to learn what happens 
next, we accept this brief descriptive delay, to understand better who the 
character is and why she does what she is doing. In nineteenth-century novels, 
descriptions could delay the action for many pages, and some modem readers 
become impatient and skip to the next set of quotation marks. By doing so, 
they may well be missing not only passages of beautiful writing, but also 
information crucial to an understanding of events and characters, not to men
tion the themes that emerge from the whole. 

Description as such is not limited to expressly descriptive sentences. It 
may be included in action sentences. At the beginning of "The Flowers," Myop 
has thoughts and impressions. In other won:is, just as tapping her stick is a 
plot event, so are finding the air keen, feeling little tremors running up 
ht;r jaws, and so on. But these events also entail description: The air: is keen, 
each day is a golden surprise, her stick is short and kqobby, the sun is warm, 
the boards of her family's cabin are rusty, and so on. In its grammatical form, 
"Along the shallow banks pigs rooted" is an action, but the pigs' rooting is 
not an essential plot event (as is Myop's discovery of the skeleton). Inst~ad, 
their actions contrjbute to a particular scene of farm life, of woods, and of 
stream. So even though presented as an explicit action, the pigs' rooting is 
descriptive. 

Many short stories and novels begin with explicit descriptions to es
tablish characters and places. Frank O'Connor's '''The Drunkard" (pp. 539-


