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The Portable Phonograph

“The records, though,” said the old man when he had finished
winding, “‘are a different matter. Already they are very worn. I do
not play them more than once a week. One, once a week, that is
what I allow myself. .

“More than a week I cannot stand it; not to hear them,” he
apologized.

“No, how could you?” cried the young man. “And with them
here like this.”

““A man can stand anything,” said the man who wanted to write,
in his harsh, antagonistic voice.

“Please, the music,” said the young man.

“Only the one,” said the old man. “In the long run, we will
remember more that way.” :

He had a dozen records with luxuriant gold and red seals. Even
in that light the others could see that the threads of the records were
becoming worn. Slowly he read out the titles, and the tremendous,
dead names of the composers and the artists and the orchestras.
The three worked upon the names in their minds, carefully. It was
difficult to select from such a wealth what they would at once most

like to remember. Finally, the man who wanted to write named
Gershwin’s New York.

“Oh, no!” cried the sick young man, and then could say nothing

more because he had to cough. The others understood him, and the
harsh man withdrew his selection and waited for the musician to
choose.

The musician begged Dr. Jenkins to read the titles again, very
slowly, so that he could remember the sounds. While they were
read, he lay back against the wall, his eyes closed, his thin, hard
hand pulling at his light beard, and listened to the voices and the
orchestras and the single instruments in his mind.

When the reading was done he spoke despairingly. “I have
forgotten,” he complained; “I cannot hear them clearly.

“There are things missing,” he explained.

“I know,” said Dr. Jenkins. “I thought that I knew all of Shelley
by heart. I should have brought Shelley.”

“That’s more soul than we can use,” said the harsh man. “Moby
Dick is better.

“By God, we can understand that,” he emphasized.

The Doctor nodded.
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«Still,” said the man who had admired the books, “we need the
absolute if we are to keep a grasp on anything.

“ Anything but these sticks and peat clods and rabbit snares,” he
said bitterly.

“Shelley desired an ultimate absolute,” said the harsh man. “It’s
too much,” he said. “It’s no good; no earthly good.”

The musician selected a Debussy nocturne. The others consid-
ered and approved. They rose to their knees to watch the Doctor
prepare for the playing, so that they appeared to be actually in an
attitude of worship. The peat glow showed the thinness of their
bearded faces, and the deep lines in them, and revealed the condi-
tion of their garments. The other two continued to kneel as the old
man carefully lowered the needle onto the spinning disk, but the
musician suddenly drew back against the wall again, with his knees
up, and buried his face in his hands. ’

At the first notes of the piano, the listeners were startled. They
stared at each other. Even the musician lifted his head in amaze-
ment, but then quickly bowed it again, strainingly, as if he were
suffering from a pain he might not be able to endure. They were all
listening deeply, without movement. The wet, blue-green notes
tinkled forth from the old machine, and were individual, delectable
presences in the cell. The individual delectable presences swept into
a sudden tide of unbearably beautiful dissonance, and then con-
tinued fully the swelling and ebbing of that tide, the dissgnant
inpourings, and the resolutions, and the diminishings, and the little,
quiet wavelets of interlude lapping between. Every sound was
piercing and singularly sweet. In all the men except the musician,
there occurred rapid sequences of tragically heightened recollec-
tion. He heard nothing but what was there. At the final, whispering
disappearance, but moving quietly so that the others would not hear
him and look at him, he let his head fall back in agony, as if it were
drawn there by the hair, and clenched the fingers of one hand over
his teeth. He sat that way while the others were silent, and until
they began to breathe again normally. His drawn-up legs were
trembling violently.

Quickly Dr. Jenkins lifted the needle off, to save it and not to
spoil the recollection with scraping. When he had stopped the
whirling of the sacred disk, he courteously left the phonograph
open and by the fire in sight.
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The others, however, understood. The musician rose last, but
then abruptly, and went quickly out at the door without saying
anything. The others stopped at the door and gave their thanks in
low voices. The Doctor nodded magnificently.

“Come again,” he invited, “in a week. We will have the New
York.”

When the two had gone together, out towards the rimed road, he
stood in the entrance, peering and listening. At first, there was only
the resonant boom of the wind overhead, and then far over the
dome of the dead, dark plain, the wolf cry lamenting. In the rifts of
clouds the Doctor saw four stars flying. It impressed the Doctor
that one of them had just been obscured by the beginning of a
flying cloud at the very moment he heard what he had been
listening for, a sound of suppressed coughing. It was not nearby,
however. He believed that down against the pale alders he could see
the moving shadow.

With nervous hands he lowered the piece of canvas which served
as a door, and pegged it at the bottom. Then quickly and quietly,
looking at the piece of canvas frequently, he slipped the records into
the case, snapped the lid shut, and carried the phonograph to his
couch. There, pausing often to stare at the canvas and listen, he dug
earth from the wall and disclosed a piece of board. Behind this there
was a deep hole in the wall, into which he put the phonograph.
After a moment’s consideration, he went over and reached down his
bundle of books and inserted it also. Then, guardedly, he once more
sealed up the hole with the board and the earth. He also changed his
blankets, and the grass-stuffed sack which served as a pillow, so that
he could lie facing the entrance. After carefully placing two more
blocks of peat upon the fire, he stood for a long time watching the
stretched canvas, but it seemed to billow naturally with the first
gusts of a lowering wind. At last he prayed, and got in under his
blankets, and closed his smoke-smarting eyes. On the inside of the
bed, next to the wall, he could feel with his hands, the comfortable
piece of lead pipe.
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Responding

1.

When is this story set? What has recently happened? Support your
opinion with details from the story.

What is the purpose of the men’s meeting? Why does the author
compare the unwrapping of the book bundle to a ceremonial rite?

What is the significance of the books that were saved? Why are there
no recent works of fiction included?

4) What do you think is the significance of Dr. Jenkins clutching the

lead pipe at the end of the story?
b) What do you think might happen next? Discuss, using references

from the story.

. What views of human nature are presented in this story?

. If you had a choice of three works of art (books, records, or videos)

you could preserve for posterity, what would they be? In three
paragraphs (one for each work), describe your reasons for preserving
these particular works. Be sure to mention the merits and strengths of

each work.

. If you knew you had only 24 hours to live, how would you spend

those hours? Write or discuss your ideas with others.

Student notes, page 304
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