A Summer’s Reading 
by: Bernard Malamud

A Summary: Basic Understanding

Background:

The story takes place in a poor immigrant neighborhood in New York (the Bronx) during the Great Depression of the 1930s. The neighborhood has broken sidewalks and no greenery. 

Immigrants, even those who come with good professions and abilities, often find themselves in a place of despair (ייאוש) and uncertainty as they try to find themselves in the “new country.” Often their attempts to acclimate (להסתגל ) to their new surroundings  are met with challenges (אתגרים) that are not felt by the native population. Such is the case of George Stoyonovich, an immigrant high school dropout. George struggles with himself and his surroundings. This story not only tells about the difficulties George has as an immigrant, but of his desire to achieve the “American Dream.”
The family lives in a railroad apartment above a butcher shop (and probably suffers from bad smells). The apartment is simple and allows for very limited privacy.

Summary:

Part One

1. At the beginning of the story we learn that George, who is almost 20-years-old, left high school at the age of 16. He did this without much thought (on an impulse). From this we learn that George is impulsive and does not have the perseverance (התמדה) to adjust to his new country. His impulsive behavior perhaps comes from the frustration (תסכול) that immigrants feel.
The author states that George refused to go back to school and complete his education, even though he has two options (אפשרויות) to do so:

a. Summer school – In summer school George would need to go to school with children much younger than he is.  He is embarrassed to do this. This would cause him much shame.
b. Night school – In night school George would need to go to school with adults his age who desire to complete their high school education. However, he is reluctant (מהסס) to do so because he left school because the teachers did not show him respect when he was in school.
As the story progresses we see that the issues of shame, respect and embarrassment are major issues that George faces. These are issues that new immigrants often face as they are forced to take jobs that are “below” their previous jobs and education in the “Old Country.”
2. Because George did not finish his education, he is unable to find a job. He had no money because his family is poor. His father works in a fish market and his sister (Sophie) in a café. 
The fact that his father works in a fish market is symbolic (סמלי) of the way George feels about his dad – he “stinks” in the eyes of his son in terms of respect. George’s father is also a very quiet man. This may be because he is sad (his wife is dead – George’s mom) or because of depression (דיכאון) caused by his tough life as an immigrant living in poor conditions and having a “stinky” job.
Note: While his sister’s name is mentioned, the father is not deemed worthy enough to have his name mentioned. This lack of respect towards his father (as shown by George) is representative (ייצוגי) of the disrespect many immigrant parents get from their children. This is because the children see their parents as failures and embarrassments.

3. At the beginning of the story, George spends his days at home cleaning the house, reading magazines and listening to ballgames on the radio. He does not go outside because if he goes outside people will know that he isn’t doing anything with himself (embarrassment). When Sophie asks him if he reads, he lies. This is because, as we see later on, George wants Sophie’s respect. As per his father, he could care less (לא אכפת לו).
4. In the evenings, George goes on walks and thinks about the jobs that he has done. They are low-level jobs, and George left them rather quickly. Again we learn about the problems that George has with his self-esteem (דימוי עצמי) and his ability to persevere (להתמיד). 
In the evening, George goes to a park outside the neighborhood. The park is a refuge (מקלט) that George uses to escape reality (לברוח מהמציאות). The park has two things that represent George’s American Dream:


a. A bench surrounded by a railing (מעקה) – The railing gives a feeling of privacy. One aspect (תכונה) of Georges’ American Dream is to have a private home. The “privacy” of the railing represents the private home that George desires.

b. Trees – George also wants to leave in a “green” neighborhood. This is in contrast (בניגוד) to the stony neighborhood he lives in.  Green areas are associated in American society with the suburbs (פרברים) in which the educated and well-off (rich) population lives. 

George’s decision to take his walks outside the neighborhood is motivated from two things. First, he does not want to see people in the neighborhood because he is embarrassed about the fact that he is not doing anything with himself. 
Also, the park represents George’s escape from reality. It is his place to dream about what he wants in life, compared to what he has (American Dream compared to nothing).

5. One of the most important things for George is to have money in his pockets so that he can go out on dates. Because of the lack of money, George is not able to have a girlfriend and feels lonely, mostly on Saturday nights when most people go out with their buddies and girlfriends.

6. In the first part of the story, we also find out that George has no emotional attachment to the neighborhood or the people who live there. He does not feel respected by them. This is quite like the life of immigrants who find it difficult to become attached (מקושרים) with their new environment.

Part Two:

1. George’s life begins to change when he meets Mr. Cattanzara (Mr. C). Mr. C. is a change maker in the New York City (NYC) subway system. Mr. C. lives in an apartment near George above a shoe repair shop. He is a short, stocky man with a balding head. We also learn that Mr. C. likes to drink, but is not a violent drunk. Mr. C.’s wife is a fat lady with loose breasts who can’t take her eyes off her husband and watches him as he reads his newspaper. While his wife seems to admire Mr. C., Mr. C. ignores his wife.
He reads the New York Times, a newspaper read by the educated. From this we learn that although he has no formal education (works in a low-level job), he has educated himself (reads a high-level paper).
The term change maker has a double meaning:


a. He works as a change maker (קופאי)


b. The change he makes in George’s life.
2. George likes Mr. C. because he feels that Mr. C. respects him. When George was a child, Mr. C. used to give him money to buy a lemon ice. He also likes Mr. C. because the change maker asked different types of questions than other people. These questions tended to show his educational level. It seems that George also likes Mr. C. because he is a figure (דמות) that he can respect.
3. When George first meets Mr. C. in this story, the change maker asks George what he is doing during the summer. George is embarrassed that he is not doing anything and lies (his second lie to gain respect – the first one was to Sophie). George tells Mr. C. that he is reading 100 books to further (לקדם) his education during the summer while he is waiting for a job. He lies because he wants Mr. C. to respect him. Mr. C. tells George that when he finishes reading some of the books, he would like to discuss them with him.
4. To George’s surprise, Mr. C. does not keep the conversation to himself. He tells the other people in the neighborhood that George is reading to further his education. Eventually, the word also gets to George’s father and sister. Sophie in admiration (הערכה) of George’s efforts to educate himself, gives him one dollar-a-week.
5. With the new money and respect George’s life changes for the better:

a. He can buy cigarettes, beer and go to the movies.


b. He feels better about the neighborhood and the people in it. Still, he keeps his American Dream and does not intend to stay in the neighborhood for the rest of his life.

c. He visits the park (his place of escape) less often.

d. George’s overall mood changes as the summer goes on.

6. In order to keep the façade (חזות) going, George buys books and places them in his room so that Sophie will see them and respect him. Sophie’s respect is important to George because it is this respect that brings him the money he needs to enjoy life.
Part Three

1. For several weeks, Mr. C, does not ask George about the books. But George feels uneasy because he lied to Mr. C. and dreads (ירא) the day in which Mr. C. will ask him about the books (which he is not reading). He decides to avoid Mr. C.
2. One night, in order to avoid Mr. C., who is reading the newspaper on the stoop near his house, George crosses the street and pretends to look at in the window of a store.
 In this almost encounter (מפגש) with Mr. C., we learn how George’s attitude about himself has changed despite the fact he has not done anything in reality to better himself (לשפר את עצמו). When the writer describes Mr. C. in his first meeting with George, he describes Mr. C. in a respectful manner. Now when he describes Mr. C he shows disrespect: “…sweating through his undershirt, his bald heat shining in the dim light.” Later when George runs into him on the street, the writer describes Mr. C. as: “…smelling like the inside of a beer barrel.”

If before he showed respect in his description of Mr. C., now the author gives Mr. C.  a description that causes the reader to see him in disgust (גועל).   The writer is describing Mr. C. through George’s eyes. What George fails to realize is that his new status in the family and neighborhood is not of his doing (מעשי ידיו) and he has not really earned it. 

This change in attitude also represents something that happens in immigrant society  (חברת מהגרים) – the younger generation starts to look at the older generation with disrespect because of their inability to achieve the “American Dream.” This often results in a relinquishing (ויתור) of traditional values (ערכים מסורתיים) and the turning to delinquent (פלילי) behavior to achieve this dream.

3. In order to bring himself to a point at which he could meet Mr. C. and discuss the books with him, George attempts to read the books. But he does not like them and stops reading altogether (including the magazines and Almanacs). George again feels despair (ייאוש) and is unable to complete anything that he starts. Although George feels worse than before, his life is not terrible because he still has the respect of the people in the neighborhood and the money he gets from Sophie allows him to enjoy himself.
4. George still tries to avoid Mr. C. However, one day George sees Mr. C. coming down the street. George notices that Mr. C. is drunk because he is walking stiffly. George cannot avoid Mr. C., but is not too concerned (מודאג) because Mr. C. usually does not talk to people when he is drunk. But as they come elbow to elbow, Mr. C. offers George a nickel (5 cents) to buy a lemon ice – just like a child. George says that he is no longer a child, but Mr. C. says he is.
Mr. C. then asks George to give the name of one book he has read, but George can’t. George has the urge to shove Mr. C. aside (as sign of disrespect), but instead closes his eyes. When he opens his eyes, Mr. C. is gone. 
But before Mr. C left, he told George: “Don’t do what I did.” This means that Mr. C. is warning George not to ignore his education and become like him. “Like him” means being of a high level of ability, but because of a lack of a formal education at an early age being limited in the type of job he can get, and therefore unable to get ahead (succeed) in life.
In this encounter, we are also told that Mr. C. has “sad eyes.” This is probably because Mr. 
C. is disappointed in George’s failure to do the reading. Perhaps Mr. C. saw his “ability” to 

help George succeed as an opportunity to redeem (לגאול) himself from his failure in life. He 
wanted to live his American Dream through George. This is much like many immigrant 

parents who see the success of their children as their own success. 

We also learn from this that Mr. C. sees himself as a parental figure to George. It appears

that Mr. C has no children of his own, maybe because his wife is ill.

5. George is sure that Mr. C. will tell everyone that he lied. George locks himself in his room and refuses to come out. Sophie yells at him, but his father (like a typical helpless immigrant parent) is not able to do anything but cry. Sophie refuses to give George any money and tells him to get a job. George stays in his room despite the summer heat because he is embarrassed to meet the people in the neighborhood. 

George’s situation is now worse than it has ever been. He has lost everyone’s respect and has no source (מקור) of money.
Part Four

1. In the final part of the story, George is unable to stand the “heat” of the apartment and leaves the house in a burst of energy – again an impulsive action. 

The term “heat” also means “pressure” in English. The “heat” in the apartment is symbolic (סמלי) of the internal pressure that George felt. This pressure built up over a period of time and drove George to the point of explosion (נקודת פיצוץ). He could no longer stand hiding from society and finally went out to “face the music,” even though it meant dealing with the embarrassment of his lies and having people disrespect him again.

2. George was sure that Mr. C. had told the entire neighborhood that George was “a rat and a liar,” and therefore walked around with his face in the ground and avoided looking at people in the eye. 

3. George quickly learned that this was not so and is relieved. In fact, it seems that Mr. C. told the entire neighborhood that George had finished reading all 100 books. Upon learning this, George’s confidence came back to him.
4. George even accidently runs into Mr. C. who does not even mention the reading to him.

5. At the end of the story, in the autumn (after the summer), George goes to the library to count off 100 books to read. 
He trembles (רועד). His trembling perhaps is caused by the fact that George is afraid of not being able to completing the task (מטלה). This fear is probably caused by the fact that George, like many immigrants, failed to succeed, despite trying over and over again, to achieve the American Dream through legitimate means (דרכים הוגנות).

6. We are never told whether George completed his reading. This is left up to the reader to decide. While the reading starts in the autumn, the story is called “A Summer’s Reading.” This is perhaps because the events of the summer caused the reading to start.
