Study questions for Gary Fincke’s Sorry I Worried You

Gary Fincke’s Sorry I Worried You (U Georgia), a collection of twelve short stories, won the 2003 Flannery O’Connor Award for short fiction. In its review of the collection, the New York Times said that though “nothing much happens in these stories (from one to the next, lots of people just stand around talking), each is so immediate and engaging that you’re pushed straight through to the finish.”  Nothing much happens—except that the characters are often rescued from despair and overwhelming senses of loss by small moments of grace. Nothing much happens—except the stories, as reviewer Dan Chaon wrote, are full of “those little failures and triumphs that make a reader gasp in both recognition and wonder.”


The stories are set in present-day or 20th century America—many in Pennsylvania—and its characters are ordinary, if odd, people with problems large and small. These aren’t plot-driven tales; rather, Fincke offers readers his insights about the human condition and uses his keen power of observation to capture the seemingly mundane experiences that change lives and transcend despair. 


Fincke is the Charles B. Degenstein Professor of English and Creative Writing at Susquehanna University in Selinsgrove, Pa., and the director of its Writers Institute.  Finke has published 21 books of poetry, short fiction and nonfiction, including The Fire Landscape (poems, Arkansas, 2008), Standing Around the Heart (poems, Arkansas, 2005), and Amp’d: A Father’s Backstage Pass, a nonfiction account of his son’s life as a rock guitarist in the band Breaking Benjamin (Michigan State, 2004).  His next book, The Canals of Mars: A Memoir, is forthcoming from Michigan State.


In addition to the Flannery O’Connor Award, Fincke won the Bess Hokin Prize from Poetry Magazine and the Rose Lefcowitz Prize from Poet Lore. Fincke has received a PEN Syndicated Fiction Prize and seven fellowships for creative writing from the Pennsylvania Council on the Arts.  He has been awarded two Pushcart Prizes, and has been cited ten times in the last twelve years for a “Notable Essay” in Best American Essays.


Fincke also writes a biweekly newspaper; recent columns have been reprinted in several American and Canadian newspapers, including the Atlanta Constitution, The Cleveland Plain Dealer and The Sacramento Bee.


General questions:

Many of Fincke’s characters are less than admirable and even unlikable—a college professor who plots to extract sex from a serial plagiarist as revenge for her academic sins, a failed encyclopedia salesman and part-time college janitor who steals from the locker rooms during basketball games, several wife-beaters. Yet readers are drawn to their stories and come to care what happens to them. Why? Which characters do you most relate to? Which teach you something about human nature? Which do you come to care about despite their shortcomings? How does Fincke make these odd and troubled characters believable and worthy of our interest, if not our compassion? 

The jacket of the book says that Fincke’s stories “articulate both our constant, mortal desire to transcend ordinary experience and our simultaneous comfort in the unremarkable and familiar.”  In what ways do the stories articulate these desires? The jacket also says the stories turn on “the small but important blessings that ultimately rescue Fincke’s characters from despair.” How? In what ways?

“The Lightning Tongues”

1. The title of “The Lightning Tongues” comes from a macabre pet store vending machine that allows customers to feed toads and lizards by “dropping crickets or flies to their lightning tongues.” What connection do you see between the toads and lizards—and the crickets and flies—and the story’s main characters?  

2. Fincke’s characters often experience small but important epiphanies that resonant with insight. For example, in this story, the narrator explains his motivation to shoot Wade Long: “What I had to do, because I’d come to believe I was obligated to do nobody harm on the chance they had a decency disguised by obnoxious behavior, was convince myself Wade Long was the sorriest shithead ever born, because if someone like me could kill a woman I’d lived with, there was no hope for the world. But as soon as I stepped over the guardrail and skidded down the hillside, I knew that fifty feet from the highway the world belonged to the brutal and the instinctive who drift us darkly toward the recklessness in ourselves.” What do you make of this passage? What is the narrator telling us? How do people sometimes have “a decency disguised by obnoxious behavior”? Can you think of other examples of how people sometimes convince themselves their enemies are “the sorriest shithead[s] ever born”?

“Sorry I Worried You”:

3.  Fifty-five-year-old Ben obsesses about the possibility of his having prostate cancer, even when his doctor assures him he’s fine. Why? The story also deals with the balancing act physicians perform when dealing with indefinite test results. How can doctors practice responsible medicine—and offer reassurance-- while minimizing false alarms? 

4. Writing fiction is a series of decisions. Writers must constantly decide such things as: What is the role of this character? Why am I using this particular kind of imagery? Should I use first or third-person point of view? What role in the story is played by the landfill and the illegal dumping site? What do you make of Jerry’s opinion: “Everything has an expiration date,”… “but that doesn’t mean it’s spoiled” (20)? What’s Jerry’s role in the story?
5.  Critics have praised Fincke for his frequent “glimmers of insight. “ Near the end of this story, Ben thinks: “Everything he kept to himself was so dreadful for so long it couldn’t be spoken. It didn’t matter that he suspected everyone carried such a secret, and that the only thing that prevented them from hating each other was silence” (36).  What do you make of this passage? Do you think many people feel this way, or are Ben’s thoughts pathological?

“Cargo”:

6.  On page 46, the story’s narrator thinks: “…everything I had ever learned seemed immediately simple. It was what made life so disappointing, nothing ever being special. I wanted to say this out loud and lose whatever pride I had. Wasn’t that the way religion started?” What do you make of his rhetorical question about religion? What do you think the narrator meant by this remark? Does this idea offer any clues about why the narrator steals from the locker rooms?

7. The women’s basketball coach tells the story’s narrator about the Cargo Cults—island natives who were persuaded by Jon Frum to build warehouses that would miraculously be filled with consumer goods for use in the afterlife.  The coach says: “The material goods never arrived, and Jon Frum disappeared, and yet there are natives who still wait for him to return in an enormous scarlet plane” (47). Fincke has the narrator returns to the idea of the Cargo Cults at the end of the story. Why?  Has the narrator become one a member of a Cargo Cult? In what way?

 “The History of Staying Awake”:

8. Why can’t the narrator sleep?

9.  After the narrator’s wife, Stacey, delivers a stillborn child as the result of a car accident, she is able to accept the death and move on, while her husband continues to rage about the man who caused the accident. Why do they experience these different reactions? Which reaction do you find the most understandable?
10. Examine this short passage on page 56:
 “Let it be,” Tracey said. “What is done is done.”


“Sentiment by Paul McCartney [the narrator said]. Senselessness by God.”


If you were a third person in this conversation, how would you say to the narrator? To Tracey?

11.  Consider this dialogue, beginning on the bottom of page 58, between Tracey and her ex-husband, the story’s narrator:


“…You’re not at peace with yourself.” [Tracey said.]


“Of course not.”


“You weren’t when we were together.”


“You had faith. I had hope.”


“You should listen to yourself sometime. You should record yourself and play it back.”


“Faith means you take things as they come. Hope means you rely on what’s right here in front of you. What you can lay your hands on…”


What can we make of the narrator’s distinction between faith and hope?  Is there a true difference or is it a matter of semantics? What does the story tell us about faith and hope?

“Piecework”:

12. Rod Ford tells his class that piecework is “being judged by the quantity and quality” of their work and “[c]ounting up our work to see who should be rewarded and who shouldn’t” (74). Later, the narrator, Billy, thinks that “Rod Ford had meant the piecework of punishment, too, how to prod us along through the public distribution of triumph and shame” (75-76).  What does this extended metaphor of piecework mean in this story? How might we consider the piecework metaphor in terms of faith and religion? Of sound theologies and those that are flawed? 

“The Serial Plagiarist”:

13.  Consider this dialogue between Rhoads and Marnie on page 90:


“You wouldn’t mind it so much of that girl was just cheating.”


… “It doesn’t matter what she’s lying about.”


“Of course it does. There are degrees of everything. Absolutes are like passenger pigeons. There were millions of them, and then they all disappeared before we were born.”


“What a dreadful thing to believe.”


“It’s not a belief,” she said. “It’s a lack of one.”


Does this passage offer any insight on why Rhoads is so rattled by the serial plagiarist? Does Rhoads believe in any absolutes?

14. Why does Professor Rhoads plot to punish the serial plagiarist by extracting sex from her?  Why does he change his mind?  If you were to write a few sentences describing the plagiarist, how would you describe her?

15. Consider this passage from page 99:

“Bad stories, Rhoads had told his students hundreds of times, were ones in which you could see the outcome before it arrived. It’s what makes us put books down, he would say, for other things.

“And in our lives, he decided, this is why we lie, no matter our resolve. The need to obscure what’s coming.”


What insight does this passage offer about what torments Rhoads? About the serial plagiarist? How do people “obscure what’s coming”?
“Wire’s Wire, Until It’s a Body”

16.  This a story about a fired professor and his wife, who imagines every bump in the road is a pedestrian she has killed. What connections might we make between what torments each of them?

17. At the end of the story, Rhoads experiences a sort of emotional breakthrough. What is it? Why does tossing the body of the dead squirrel into the woods, and running through the ditch water rescue him from despair? 

“Rip His Head Off”:
18.  Think of some words and phrases to describe Aunt Peg. Do you think the plane crash that killed Jason and Diana’s parents affected Aunt Peg’s attitude toward the world and people? Or was she likely to have been this way before?

19. On p. 140, after Jason and his father saw Mr. Kress take his belt to his son, Stuart, Jason says: “My father, later, defended him. ‘It was wrong,’ he said, ‘but Stuart had it coming,’ and I stayed silent, understanding that my father meant for me to see that I was fortunate to have him for my father, someone who, even when his son had it coming, had the compassion not to deliver the punishment.


“If only he hadn’t told me this I would have simply hated Mr. Kress and added him to the list of people I was afraid of. Instead, I began to give him credit for carrying out his anger in front of us and questioned my father for using Mr. Kress’s cruelty to make himself appear better.”


Why does Jason feel this way? Why did his father’s statement lead to Jason’s begrudging admiration for Mr. Kress and his doubt about his father? Is Jason’s father’s behavior an example of grace, or of posturing?

20. Examine the story’s last paragraph.  Why does Fincke end the story this way? 

“Book Owner”:
21. What is the connection between forgeries and the compulsion to write?

22.  Why do you suppose Fincke begins and ends this story with scenes about the narrator’s mother and writing? How do these scenes underscore the story’s theme?

“Pharisees”:

23. Who are the Pharisees in this story?

24. After Grayson is fired for completing his students’ standardized tests, he claims that his motives were pure: “I’m trying to save them,” he said. “That’s what teachers are supposed to do.”  Was this merely an excuse, or is there some justification for his statement? Was he a good teacher in any ways? How do good teachers—or good parents—walk the fine line between truly “saving” their children and unwisely rescuing them? Tell about a time a teacher played a positive role in your own learning.

25. Review passage at the bottom of page 181, wherein the narrator says: “If Grayson hadn’t been caught, I would have hated him as long as he worked in the same hallway. Once a man is broken for things you disapprove of, he becomes someone else, and Grayson, I thought, was now somebody I might like when he was no longer a missionary.”  Why does “he become someone else?” Discuss why the narrator’s attitude toward Grayson changed. Why might he now like him? Why is it human nature to dislike seemingly perfect people?

“The Armstrong View”:

26. We are told that Reynolds’ successful brain surgery is a “miracle,” so his amusia—his inability to recall songs-- might seem a small thing. Yet this loss sends Reynolds into despair. Why? 


27. Consider the scene on pages 194-196. What prompts Reynolds to grill the shoe salesman?

“Gatsby, Tender, Paradise”:

28. Why is Bridgeford so taken with the lightning and electric shock victims? Why has Fincke placed these characters in this story?

29. On page 206, Bridgeford’s daughter, Lauren, comments about the English teacher who invites female students to breakfast: “He wants to have it happen to him,” he says, “not make it happen. He wants to avoid guilt.” Do you think this is a common human way to avoid responsibility for one’s behavior?

