“Compassion” As You Read Assignment 
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Click on the Appalchian Heritage Writer-in-Residence (AHWIR) website for Dorothy Allison and peruse the different links.  Read the biographical information on the front page and read the essay on Allison’s life and work under Resources and Links, “Dorothy Allison’s Prose and Poetry, The Power of the Story and Writing for One’s Life”: https://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/allison/. “Compassion” is an award-winning short story published in Allison’s Trash collection of stories.  It was anthologized in 2003 in the Best Short Stories and Best Short Stories of the South collections.
In many ways, “Compassion” is a story of reconciliation and acceptance of the figure of the mother that poses so many questions in Allison’s Bastard Out of Carolina. “Compassion” is told in Stream of consciousness (narrative mode), which portrays the passing of a mother of three daughters—the narrator, Jo, and Arlene, whose troubled lives stem from a dysfunctional home dominated and disrupted by their abusive stepfather Jack.  The narrative moves about in time, as memory takes the dying mother and her daughters back to propitious and everyday moments of their lives that hold glimpses of why their lives are laced with such painful memories. From the opening lines—“Pearly blisters spread down her chin to her throat . . . Herpes” (189)—Allison portrays the coming of death in all its unpleasantness as well as its potential for “compassion.”  
As your read, determine how Jack has controlled this dysfunctional family, without directly abusing their mother?  What is Jack’s understanding of his own actions; does he have any sense of comprehending his own abusive nature? How would you characterize the way the three sisters get along with each other and how they each view Jack?  Both the mother and Jack repeat mantras that speak to their own sense of doubt, guilt, or lack of understanding.  What do these repetitions suggest about each specifically?  Jack repeats, “I did the best I could with those girls” (206), while the mother keeps asking the question, “What do you think happens after death (207)?
As the story jumps about in terms of time present and time past, there is a shopping scene or vignette where the mother has a conversation with two southern ladies and their talk ranges from God to cancer.  The narrator recalls the story, wondering if her mother is actually making fun of the two ladies.  What does the scene reveal about the mother?  Other scenes or vignettes likewise reveal much about this seemingly “dysfunctional” family, providing a depth of understanding that belies each of their particular situations.  What are the surprising backstories featured in this way concerning the narrator, her sister Jo, and their younger sister Arlene.  What is the underlying worry or fear that the mother has?   Do you sense there is a fundamental connection between the three sisters, though there is doubtless tangible tension in their sibling dynamic?  What do the final lines of the story suggest, and what do they have to do with the title of this exquisite, award-winning short story?
