Shrapnel  by Marie Manilla                                                                                       Assignment
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                 Marie Manills’s Website at https://www.mariemanilla.com/ and Huntington, West Virginia
Peruse the AHWIR website for Marie Manilla, explore the links, and look at the introductory essay on Manilla under the Teaching Tools and Resources link: “Home Is Where the Heart Is, Empathy, Art, and the Fiction of Marie Manilla.”  You will also learn much about Manilla and her work by reading the Interview at In Her Own Words link. Shrapnel is both a contemporary story about Appalachia and a story rooted in archetypal meanings. Explore Joseph Campbell’s ideas about the hero's journey.  This video may be helpful in explaining archetypes: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4288NRq1vVc. Think about the three significant stages in the journey: separation, journey, and return with knowledge.  How might these apply to the story of Bing Butler.
As you read Shrapnel by Marie Manilla, consider how different the protagonist Bing Butler is at the end of the story from where he starts in the opening pages.  Bing has raised his family in Texas, he has that knowing swagger of a life lived conservatively and being fairly sure of his narrow understanding of the world and his patriarchal place in it.  He has sent a son Roger off to the Vietnam War and a rebellious daughter Suzie off to graduate school for her doctorate.  He has enjoyed the devotion of his wife of 52 years Barbara, who has died of cancer, and now Suzie has invited him to join her family—daughter Reenie, son Brian, and professor husband Glen—to come and live in Huntington, West Virginia.  Bing’s “gut tells him he has to do this one last thing before surrendering to old age” (9), so he gathers the stuff accumulated in a lifetime, has a yard sell, tells his best friends and neighbors Tootie and Dilliard goodbye, and packs his heart medicine and a few essentials from his past life in his car, to drive north to West Virginia and a new life.  On the way, Bing stops by Mammoth Cave, a tourist destination that Barbara had wanted to see.  In the process of the tour, Bing is separated from the tour group, and his experience becomes a preface and a metaphor for the discombobulating journey of discovery he will find in Huntington.  As you read of his discoveries about the past, about family secrets and the here and now, as well as about himself, think how this journey underground at the beginning serves Manilla’s story.
Daughter Suzie and her seemingly disconnected family are an immediate challenge for Bing, filled with his own notions and judgements about what is correct, sensible, and the right thing to do.  Even West Virginia itself is jarring to Bing, and he is wrong about virtually everything he encounters.  He thinks a few weeks after his arrival, “What the hell have I done? . . . relocating to Huntington, . . . . Stuck in a house filled with crystal and jade and housekeepers and meth labs and a granddaughter who hangs out of windows. Susie and Glen too caught up in their own frazzled lives to care about drug-addicted, school-skipping children, never mind the old man in the basement” (141).  How specifically is Bing wrong in each of these assumptions?  Eventually, Bing settles into a kind of routine, becoming the official walker of the ancient canine Frida and learning to tolerate the mad house-cleaning of Aldine, the maid, as well as enjoying the occasional chess game, gifts of food, and friendship of Suzie’s next-door neighbor Ellen Foley, who seems to be a veritable “woman of all seasons.”  On one of his dog walks, Bing ventures out to discover a bar, where he imbibes too enthusiastically and becomes lost trying to find his way back to Suzie’s. He is found by Ellen who helps him get home and cleaned up from his over-indulgence.  What does Bing learn about Ellen whom he initially admires?  On another adventure, Bing encounters two of his erstwhile bar-mates Ricky and Johnny Ray, who commandeer his car and take him on a wild adventure into the backwoods and then on to the dog races in Charleston. Who is Odell, whom he encounters on this adventure, and what is his importance in Bing’s journey?  What is the point of this dangerous segment of the story and what does it tell Bing about himself?
Eventually, Bing begins to think that his unruly kin are perhaps not so bad after all, as he watches Suzie and her rebellious daughter Reenie enjoying an afternoon raking leaves together.  When Bing gets the nerve to go into Reenie’s room, he finds rather than the meth lab he had conjured only wedding magazines of a girl with visions of a conventional life with her boyfriend Junior, who helps run his father’s junkyard and whom Ellen admires for his intelligence and good judgement of art in the rough.  It is actually food—its preparation, consumption, and the fellowship it encourages—that brings Bing, Junior, and Reenie together for a lovely evening, as it did with Bing and Ellen; however, as Bing searches for wife Barbara’s recipe for corn pudding, it also bring about a tragic discovery about his dead wife.  What is that revelation?  When grandson Brian shares that he wants to join the military, going against the wishes of his mother and father, Bing is filled with more turmoil, as his own guilt surfaces about his son Roger and the part Bing played in Roger’s going to fight and die in Vietnam.  This turmoil within Bing Butler comes rushing to the surface on the night of a birthday party of Brian.  Notice how Manilla unfolds this dramatic moment in Bing’s life.  What does he learn about himself through this event, and how are his guilt about his son Roger and his hurt concerning the revelation about Barbara resolved? What would you say then is the central idea of Shrapnel—that is, the knowledge gained by Bing Butler on his journey?  Finally, why do you think Marie Manilla called her story Shrapnel?
