SEPARATING by John Updike

Biographical Notes
John Updike was born 1932 in Shillington, a small town in Pennsylvania Dutch country. At Harvard, where he majored in English, he edited the Harvard Lampoon, the well-known student satirical magazine. In 1954, he graduated with high honors. He had married the year before.
After returning from a year in England, he joined the staff of The New Yorker. Two years later he left his position on this prestigious magazine and moved with his family (one of his four children had already been born) from New York to New England. With the publication of The Same Door, a collection of short stories, in 1959, he became nationally known. The follow​ing year his novel Rabbit, Run appeared and his reputation now rested on a firm foundation. Since then his literary production can be called nothing less than prodigious. Today, even his worst critics concede that he is one of his country's most important living writers of fiction.
"Separating" first appeared in The New Yorker in 1975 and was incorpo​rated four years later in the short-story collection Problems and Other Stories and, along with sixteen other pieces, in the collection Too Far to Go: The Maples Stories.
Content

After twenty years together, Joan and Richard Maple have decided to separate. The decision to dissolve the marriage is Richard's. It is only a year ago that they have had a tennis court built and it was as if "their marriage could rend the earth for fun" , but now there is another woman in the picture  and Richard wants to leave - that is, he does and he does not. His ambivalent heart it torn between the old and the new; the story is essentially about this conflict.
How to tell their four children? ….
First Unit: Comprehension
1. Why had the Maples decided to put off the date of their separation?
2. How does Richard busy himself during this time?
3. How did Richard plan to inform the children? What is Joan's strategy?
4. What does Richard do on the day preceding the separation?
5. How does Richard behave during the welcome-home dinner?
6. How does this behavior affect the initial "strategy"?
7. How do the girls react?
8. How does John react?
9. Give a summary of the conversation in the bedroom. How does Joan's evaluation of what happened differ from Richard's?
10. What remains to be done?
11. What are Richard's feeling as he drives to the station to pick up Dickie?
12. How does Dickie take the news at first?
13. What is his reaction later on?
Second Unit: The Marriage
1. Where on the American socio-economic scale can the Maple family be placed?
2. What have the Maples noticed about their friends' marriages? 
3. What was the marriage like before the trouble?
4. Why has the marriage gone on the rocks?
5. What kind of relationship do Joan and Richard have? 
Third Unit: Richard's Conflict
1.  What does Richard dread?
2. At Joan's insistence, the date of the separation has been delayed ( from Easter to the beginning of summer). How does this decision affect Richard? 
3. How does Joan's "strategy" differ from Richard's? How does he feel about this?
5. Does Richard suffer guilt because of his decision to separate? 
6. Do you like Richard? What kind of a person does he appear to be? How do you judge his behavior?
7. How is Joan portrayed in this story?
8. How convincing does the need for a separation appear to you from the evidence given in the story?
Fourth Unit: Symbolism/Comic Elements/Language
1. What role does nature play in the story?
2. What role does light (the sun, the moon) play?
Additional discussion:

1. It is sometimes said that Updike is too narrowly an interpreter of the WASP/yuppie environment. Do you agree?

2. It is sometimes said that his work proceeds from a too exclusively male perspective. Do you agree?
3. What significance do you give to the family name, “Maple”?

4. Why do Joan and Richard actually break up?  Where do we learn about this in the narrative?

5. Compare and contrast each child’s reaction to the separation.  What do their reactions tell you about their personalities?  Their social predicaments?

6. Joan and Richard bring up their separation at the dinner table.  Think of the significance of this.

a) What, traditionally speaking, does the dinner table mean to you and your family?

b) What do you make of the fact that the scene takes place while the family is eating?

c) Judith takes out a cigarette at the table, literally something that “goes up in smoke”

d) John eats inappropriate things, such as a cigarette

e) The family is eating a lobster—the family is being eaten away (or eating itself up)

7. At the very end of the story, after Richard picks up Dickie and makes sure he goes to bed, Dickie asks “Why?”  What does this one-word question refer to?  What exactly is Dickie asking?

8. The last lines of the short story, after Dickie asks “Why?”, Updike writes that “Richard had forgotten why.”

- What do you make of this?  How could Richard have forgotten

9. Do you think the Maples' separation will be permanent, i. e. followed by divorce?
Vocabulary and structures
68 
 1 to mock to make fun of –  lächerlich machen

2 shaft ray of light –  Lichtstrahl

3 to murmur to talk in a low voice –

5 tan suntan, brown color of skin exposed to the sun –  

7 to dazzle to lose clear vision esp. from looking at bright light – blenden

opulent rich – üppig

 jumble confused mixture – 
9 jet lag delayed effects of tiredness after a flight across time zones – 
11 dissolution breaking up –  Auflösung

12 stunt coll. s.th. done to attract attention – 
15 bauble pretty ornament of little value – Tand, 

 to console  to give comfort or sympathy – trösten

 to drudge to do uninteresting work – abrackern, schuften

16 dread [e] fear – fürchen, scheuen

screen a fine wire mesh used instead of glass windows in the summer – Schirm

mower machine used to cut grass – 
17 to patch to repair by covering holes – flicken, reparieren

18 to pit to make holes – 
19 redcoat here: the red material covering a tennis court – 
21 twitchy (usually "twitching") having short sudden movements –  zucken

22 amid in the middle of – 
exposed open to view – ausgesetzt

 plumbing  pipes – Rohrleitungen

 23 to churn to move a substance about violently – aufrühren

daisy small flower with white petals – 
24 knoll  a small hill – Hügelkuppe

pigtailed wearing one's hair in a pigtail, i.e. woven together at the back of the head –

 to rake to gather or move with a rake (= a comb-shaped instrument with a long handle) –

 25 to tamp to tap or drive down by repeated light blows – zustopfen

 plane flat surface –

 26 ominous threatening – bedänklich

 impudence  shameless rudeness – Frechheit, Unverschämtheit

to rend to tear –

 28 to tip to raise on one side –  kippen

barren here: empty, deserted – öde, unfruchtbar

29 tapes here: tapes used as lines "on a tennis court – 
congruous with fitting, corresponding to –  entsprechend

30 desolation loneliness and unhappiness –  Trostlosigkeit

to crumble to break into very little pieces – zerbröckeln

 31 to frolic to play about in a lively way –  scherzen, ausgelassen

thaw period of warmer weather during which snow and ice melt –  Tau

rivulet small stream –  Bach

to evolve here: to shape, to form – entwickeln, entstehen

32 trench ditch –  Rinne, Graben

interminable endless – grenzenlos

 sealed closed very tightly so as to prevent anything from entering – versiegelt, abgedichtet
69   
1 was reacclimated here: had overcome jet lag –

 2 camp here: summer camp, a camp providing outdoor activities, etc. for children during their summer vacation – 
5 cop-out sl. neglect of ones moral duty – 
to play to s.o. to act so as to impress s.o. else, to play roles – 
6 to focus here: to concentrate on the problem - 
corporate united in a group – geschlossen, gemeinsam

7 obstacle  s.th. that stands in the way –  Hürde, Hindernis

9 belated coming late – 
lobster a large shellfish with two long claws that turns red after being boiled – Hummer

11 Tenth Street a street in Greenwich Village in downtown Manhattan – 
Washington Square large square at the end of Fifth Avenue –

13 creek - small stream –  Bach
to swear s.o. to secrecy to make him or her promise to keep s.th. secret –

17 maintenance crew persons respon​sible for keeping property or equipment in good condition – Wartungsteam

18 to wear on coll. (of time) to go by slowly – 
19 to mop up military use to clear an area of the remnants of enemy troops after a victory – säubern, vernichten

23 edge unpleasant note – 
plea an appeal – Bitte, Gesuch

semblance appearance – Anschein

24 chore routine work usu. in the house –  lästige Pflicht, Routinearbeit

26 copious  plentiful – ausgiebig

lecture notes notes taken during a lecture at university or college – 
26 hurdle fig. difficulty to be overcome – Hürde

27 sheer very steep, having a vertical surface – 
28 morbid having unhealthy thoughts, depressed – makaber

29 partition that which divides, e.g. a wall – Teilung

33 to cup to hold as if in a cup – 
to soothe to calm – beruhigen

34 to shield to protect – abschirmen

35 haunted plagued by visions – spukt, verfolgt
to be obsessed to be possessed by an idea – besessen

36 to batten down to make secure, to fasten – 
sash cord cord with weight at the end to hold up a window – 
37 hinge metal part on which a door swings – Scharnier

 latch lock – Schloss

Houdini (1874-1926) famous American escape artist – 
snug sheltered from wind and cold; compactly arranged – geschützt

39 screened fitted with screens - abgeschirmt
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 porch veranda –

2 deliberately on purpose – absichtlich

to render to cause to be in some condition – leisten, erbringen

 obsolete antiquated – überholt

hardware store store selling tools, household imple​ments, etc. – 
4 mortised hole a hole cut in wood into which the end of another part is inserted – verzapft

5 to gouge to dig out – aushöhlen, bohren

 bit tool for boring holes – Bohrer

6 chisel  steel tool for shaping wood or stone – Meißel

 9 to prune to cut away parts of bushes and trees – abschneiden

to shed to let – abwerfen, loswerden

fall -flake small leaf-like piece –

12 splinter sharp bit of wood – Holzsplitter

opaque  not clear, hard to understand – undurchsichtig

minutiae  pi. tiny details – genaue Einzelheiten

 13 to regale s.o. to feed or entertain a person – erfreuen,  verwöhnen

14 scare a sudden fright or alarm caused by a rumor – Schrecken

15 to lust after to have strong sexual desire for – aug jem. Scharf sein

19 unwitting not realizing –  unabsichtlich

20 rickety shaky, not very solid – 
clumsy unskillful – schwerfällig, plump

21 sob uneven intake of breath, as when a person is crying – schluchzen

22 slumber party a children's party after which the guests stay over to sleep – 
hammock hanging bed made of rope or cloth – Hängematte

23 forsaken here: left alone – verlassen

24 relentless not to be stopped – unerbittlich, aunnachgiebig

to slant to come at an angle – neigen, schräg stellen

28 plucky brave –  beherzt

cute coll. clever; loveable – niedlich

30 gas line people queuing up to buy gasoline (= petrol) –

35 succulent juicy - saftig
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3 croakily hoarsely, in a rough voice – krächzen

5 permeable capable of letting liquid through – durchlässig

10 to sip to drink in small mouthfuls –  nippen, schlürfen

raw clench here: feeling of tightening –  verkrampft
13 to gaze to look long and steadily – starren

sophisticated with an air of refinement – anspruchsvoll

 exhalation act of breathing out (smoke) –Ausatmung

15 morsel tiny piece, esp. of food –  Bissen, Happen

16 reproach blame or criticism – Vorwurf

19 pane a sheet of glass in a window (here fig.) –  Fensterscheibe
20 to covet  to desire very much – begehren

22 carapace  hard shell of certain animals – Panzer

27 terse short – knapp

28 conspiratorial suggestive of a shared secret – verschwörerisch

29 insane crazy – 
30 to rebuke to criticize sharply – rügen, tadeln

distraction mental confusion – Verstörtheit

 33 bogeyman an imaginary figure used by adults to frighten children – Buhman, Butzemann

37 level well-balanced; without raising one's voice – flach, waagrecht
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factual restricted to facts; sober –  sachlich

in her youth off-key in a tone of voice not quite appropriate, due to her youth – seltsam
4 to crest to reach the highest point before breaking- den Gipfel erreichen

7 to credit s.o. with s.th. here: to consider that s.o. has a particular quality –  anrechnen, zuschreiben

15 to mollify s.o. to make s.o. calmer, less angry – beruhigen

to boom to talk in a deep loud voice – dröhnen

18 simultaneously at the same time – 
21 to squint to look with half-shut eyes – blinzeln

27 folder folded bit of sturdy paper holding matches –  Ordner

hiss sound similar to that of the letter s – zischen

torch a burning stick of wood carried in the hand – Fackel

28 to prism rare: to break up light into the colors of the rainbow –

29 to extinguish to put out – auslöschen
32 to display to show openly – anzeigen, 

 shred a torn-up piece of s.th. – Fetzen

33 fountain a well of water, esp. an artificial jet of water rising high up into the air – Springbrunnen

unintelligible impossible to understand – unverständlich

35 to wad [d] to roll tightly – 

 napkin serviette –

36 to fashion to shape – gestalten

38 mature  grown up in one's behavior – erwachsen, ausgereift

plume [u:] s.th. resembling a feather –  Federschmuck

39 to stifle to cause to feel unable to breathe – ersticken

40 twilight  the soft light from the sky when the sun is below the horizon – Dämmerung

to brim with to be full of - überquellen
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2 pachysandra an evergreen plant, often used as ground cover –

3 gritty resolute – muitg, zur Sache kommen

but for except for – 
5 banking (usu. "bank") a heap of earth; slope – Wall

7 rise upward slope -Anstieg

8 parchment paper prepared from the skin of a sheep or goat – Pergament

12 crummy si. of very poor quality – lausig

13 scud si. a bore –

17 to nurse iron, to give special care to – 
18 to scour to clean by rubbing with a gritty cleaning agent – scheuern

19 to transfer to move to a different job, school, etc. – 
24 stilted unnatural, stiffly formal – geziert

27 emerald  bright green – smaragdgrün

marsh low wet land – Sumpf, 

velvet adj. soft like velvet (= soft silk or cotton coth) – Samt

32 to gossip to talk casually, esp. about other people's affairs – Klatsch verbreiten

35 to resent to feelbitter about – grollen, übel nehmen
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6 no sweat si. don't worry – 
cozy comfortable – 
10 hug an embrace – umarmen

12 Dickie short form or pet name for Richard (here: Richard, Jr.) – 
17 oblivious unaware of what is around one – unbeirrt

19 atrociously  terribly – grauenhaft

20 glimpse a very brief view; vision – flüchtiger Blick

to scorch to burn the surface – ansengen, abbrennen

21 aversion strong dislike –

 22 mute silent – sprachlos

24 momentous of great importance or consequence – wichtig, folgenschwer

stale old, not fresh – abgestanden

 25 to slay (slew, slain) to kill – erlegen, ermorden

to exasperate  to annoy greatly – ärger, zur Verzweiflung bringen
 31 hollow here: empty – 
33 diaphanous  to be seen through, transparent – durchlässig

34 to haunt to be constantly present – heimsuchen

35 pursuer person who chases s.o. in order to catch him or her – Verfolger, Häscher

36 eerie causing a feeling of mystery and fear – furchterregend

cop si. policeman –

 39 to savor to enjoy – genießen

summer's novelty the newness of summer
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weariness tiredness – Mattigkeit, Müdigkeit

commotion excitement, activity – Aufregung, Tumult 

2 assassin murderer – Attentäter

3 grim serious, severe – unerbittlich,

mission special task – Auftrag

jostle pushing that occurs in a crowd – Gedränge

4 precipitous very steep – abschüssig

palpable  that which can be felt or touched – greifbar

to cling to to hold on desperately – festhalten

 6 scent smell – Duft

9 slender slim, not wide – schlank

draw gate a barrier which prevents cars from crossing railroad tracks – Schranke

10 fluted with long, hollow channels in the surface – gerillt

11 to disembark to get off a train, ship, or plane - aussteigen
13 to saunter to walk in an unhurried way – schlendern

15 gratitude thankfulness – Dankbarkeit

16 postpone​ment delay – Aufschub

19 groovy si. very good – fetzig, toll

20 it bit si. it was very good –

 24 to blurt to say suddenly – herausplatzen

25 mothering si. damn – 
28 U-turn a 180-degree turn –

 30 slumped sitting loosely and heavily – plumpsen

to go tense to become attentive, as when sensing a danger - anspannen
33 to get (a) hold of s.o. here: to meet – 
34 to release to set free, to propel – auslösen, abkoppeln,

36 to choke to cause to stop breathing – ersticken

37 to issue forth  to come forth
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 4 to loom to fill one's field of vision –  sich abzeichnen

gutted burned out – ausgebrannt

13 garrulous  talkative – geschwätzig

14 accessibility nature of s.o. or s.th. that can be easily approached – Erreichbarkeit

21 to chuckle to laugh quietly – kichern

24 stunned shocked – fassungslos

35 slam loud noise, esp. of a door being shut vehemently – 
tantrum fit of bad temper – Wutanfall

 37 trough [trof] deep point of s.th. - Tiefpunkt
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sluggish moving slowly – kriechend

4 inexplicable impossible to explain – unerklärlich

5 nightie coll. night dress – Nachthemd

to indent here: to make a deep spot – 
16 immobile not moveable – unbeweglich

19 slack loose, like the body when one is sleeping – locker, lose

20 to sprawl to spread out – ausbreiten

23 averted turned away – abgewendet

sinewy muscular – sehnig, kraftvoll

25 to moan to utter a low sound suggesting suffer​ing – ächzen, stöhnen

crucial  very important, decisive – entscheidend

26 to thrust to push violently – schieben, stoßen

28 featureless  without clear contours – nichts sagend
