
“Searching for Summer” 
 by Joan Aiken 
 
Lily wore yellow on her wedding day. In the eighties people put a lot of faith in omens and believed that 
if a bride’s dress was yellow her married life would be blessed with a bit of sunshine. 
It was years since the bombs had been banned, but still the cloud never lifted. Whitish gray, day after 
day, sometimes darkening to a weeping slate color or at the end of an evening, turning to smoky copper, 
the sky endlessly, secretively brooded. 
 
Old people began their stories with the classic, fairy-tale opening: “Long, long ago, when I was a liddle 
un, in the days when the sky was blue . . .“ and children, listening, chuckled among themselves at the 
absurd thought, because, blue, imagine it! How could the sky ever have been blue? You might as well 
say, “In the days when the grass was pink.” 
 
Stars, rainbows, and all other such heavenly sideshows had been permanently withdrawn, and if the 
radio announced that there was a blink of sunshine in such and such a place, where the cloud belt had 
thinned for half an hour, cars and buses would pour in that direction for days in an unavailing search for 
warmth and light. 
 
After the wedding, when all the relations were standing on the church porch, with Lily shivering prettily 
in her buttercup nylon, her father prodded the dour’ and withered grass on a grave—although it was 
August, the leaves were hardly out yet—and said, “Well, Tom, what are you aiming to do now, eh?” 
 
“Going to find a bit of sun and have our honeymoon in it,” said Tom. There was a general laugh from the 
wedding party. 
 
“Don’t get sunburned,” shrilled Aunt Nancy. 
 
“Better start off Bournemouth way. Paper said they had a half-hour of sun last Wednesday week,” Uncle 
Arthur weighed in heavily. 
 
“We’ll come back brown as—as this grass,” said Tom, and ignoring the good-natured teasing from their 
respective families, the two young people mounted on their scooter, which stood ready at the 
churchyard wall, and chugged away in a shower of golden confetti. When they were out of sight, and the 
yellow paper had subsided on the gray and gritty road, the Whitemores and the Hoskinses strolled off, 
sighing, to eat wedding cake and drink currant wine, and old Mrs. Hoskins spoiled everyone’s pleasure 
by bursting into tears as she thought of her own wedding day when everything was so different. 
 
Meanwhile Tom and Lily buzzed on hopefully across the gray countryside, with Lily’s veil like a gilt 
banner floating behind. It was chilly going for her in her wedding things, but the sight of a bride was 
supposed to bring good luck, and so she stuck it out, although her fingers were blue to the knuckles. 
Every now and then they switched on their portable radio and listened to the forecast. Inverness had 
seen the sun for ten minutes yesterday, and South end for five minutes this morning, but that was all. 
“Both those places are long way from here,” said Tom cheerfully. “All the more reason we’d find a nice 
bit of sunshine in these parts somewhere. We’ll keep on going south. Keep your eyes peeled, Lil, and tell 
me if you see a blink of sun on those hills ahead.” 
  



“Everyday Use” 
Alice Walker 
 
I will wait for her in the yard that Maggie and I made so clean and wavy yesterday afternoon. A yard like 
this is more comfortable than most people know. It is not just a yard. It is like an extended living room. 
When the hard clay is swept clean as a floor and the fine sand around the edges lined with tiny, irregular 
grooves, anyone can come and sit and look up into the elm tree and wait for the breezes that never 
come inside the house. 
 
Maggie will be nervous until after her sister goes: she will stand hopelessly in corners, homely and 
ashamed of the burn scars down her arms and legs, eying her sister with a mixture of envy and awe. She 
thinks her sister has held life always in the palm of one hand, that "no" is a word the world never 
learned to say to her. 
 
You've no doubt seen those TV shows where the child who has "made it" is confronted, as a surprise, by 
her own mother and father, tottering in weakly from backstage. (A pleasant surprise, of course: What 
would they do if parent and child came on the show only to curse out and insult each other?) On TV 
mother and child embrace and smile into each other's faces. Sometimes the mother and father weep, 
the child wraps them in her arms and leans across the table to tell how she would not have made it 
without their help. I have seen these programs. 
 
Sometimes I dream a dream in which Dee and I are suddenly brought together on a TV program of this 
sort. Out of a dark and soft.seated limousine I am ushered into a bright room filled with many people. 
There I meet a smiling, gray, sporty man like Johnny Carson who shakes my hand and tells me what a 
fine girl I have. Then we are on the stage and Dee is embracing me with tears in her eyes. She pins on my 
dress a large orchid, even though she has told me once that she thinks orchids are tacky flowers.  
 
In real life I am a large, big.boned woman with rough, man.working hands. In the winter I wear flannel 
nightgowns to bed and overalls dur.ing the day. I can kill and clean a hog as mercilessly as a man. My fat 
keeps me hot in zero weather. I can work outside all day, breaking ice to get water for washing; I can eat 
pork liver cooked over the open fire minutes after it comes steaming from the hog. One winter I 
knocked a bull calf straight in the brain between the eyes with a sledge hammer and had the meat hung 
up to chill before nightfall. But of course all this does not show on television. I am the way my daughter 
would want me to be: a hundred pounds lighter, my skin like an uncooked barley pancake. My hair 
glistens in the hot bright lights. Johnny Carson has much to do to keep up with my quick and witty 
tongue. 
 
But that is a mistake. I know even before I wake up. Who ever knew a Johnson with a quick tongue? 
Who can even imagine me looking a strange white man in the eye? It seems to me I have talked to them 
always with one foot raised in flight, with my head fumed in whichever way is farthest from them. Dee, 
though. She would always look anyone in the eye. Hesitation was no part of her nature. 
 
"How do I look, Mama?" Maggie says, showing just enough of her thin body enveloped in pink skirt and 
red blouse for me to know she's there, almost hidden by the door. 
 
"Come out into the yard," I say. 



“To Build a Fire” 
Jack London 
 
Day had broken cold and gray, exceedingly cold and gray, when the man turned aside from the main 
Yukon trail and climbed the high earth-bank, where a dim and little-travelled trail led eastward through 
the fat spruce timberland. It was a steep bank, and he paused for breath at the top, excusing the act to 
himself by looking at his watch. It was nine o'clock. There was no sun nor hint of sun, though there was 
not a cloud in the sky. It was a clear day, and yet there seemed an intangible pall over the face of things, 
a subtle gloom that made the day dark, and that was due to the absence of sun. This fact did not worry 
the man. He was used to the lack of sun. It had been days since he had seen the sun, and he knew that a 
few more days must pass before that cheerful orb, due south, would just peep above the sky-line and 
dip immediately from view. 
 
The man flung a look back along the way he had come. The Yukon lay a mile wide and hidden under 
three feet of ice. On top of this ice were as many feet of snow. It was all pure white, rolling in gentle 
undulations where the ice-jams of the freeze-up had formed. North and south, as far as his eye could 
see, it was unbroken white, save for a dark hair-line that curved and twisted from around the spruce-
covered island to the south, and that curved and twisted away into the north, where it disappeared 
behind another spruce-covered island. This dark hair-line was the trail—the main trail—that led south 
five hundred miles to the Chilcoot Pass, Dyea, and salt water; and that led north seventy miles to 
Dawson, and still on to the north a thousand miles to Nulato, and finally to St. Michael on Bering Sea, a 
thousand miles and half a thousand more. 
 
But all this—the mysterious, far-reaching hair-line trail, the absence of sun from the sky, the 
tremendous cold, and the strangeness and weirdness of it all—made no impression on the man. It was 
not because he was long used to it. He was a newcomer in the land, a chechaquo, and this was his first 
winter. The trouble with him was that he was without imagination. He was quick and alert in the things 
of life, but only in the things, and not in the significances. Fifty degrees below zero meant eighty-odd 
degrees of frost. Such fact impressed him as being cold and uncomfortable, and that was all. It did not 
lead him to meditate upon his frailty as a creature of temperature, and upon man's frailty in general, 
able only to live within certain narrow limits of heat and cold; and from there on it did not lead him to 
the conjectural field of immortality and man's place in the universe. Fifty degrees below zero stood for a 
bite of frost that hurt and that must be guarded against by the use of mittens, ear-flaps, warm 
moccasins, and thick socks. Fifty degrees below zero was to him just precisely fifty degrees below zero. 
That there should be anything more to it than that was a thought that never entered his head. 
 
As he turned to go on, he spat speculatively. There was a sharp, explosive crackle that startled him. He 
spat again. And again, in the air, before it could fall to the snow, the spittle crackled. He knew that at 
fifty below spittle crackled on the snow, but this spittle had crackled in the air. Undoubtedly it was 
colder than fifty below—how much colder he did not know. But the temperature did not matter. He was 
bound for the old claim on the left fork of Henderson Creek, where the boys were already. They had 
come over across the divide from the Indian Creek country, while he had come the roundabout way to 
take a look at the possibilities of getting out logs in the spring from the islands in the Yukon. He would 
be in to camp by six o'clock; a bit after dark, it was true, but the boys would be there, a fire would be 
going, and a hot supper would be ready. As for lunch, he pressed his hand against the protruding bundle 
under his jacket. It was also under his shirt, wrapped up in a handkerchief and lying against the naked 
skin. It was the only way to keep the biscuits from freezing.  


