Excerpts from

TUCK EVERLASTING
by Natalie Babbitt

In this children’s novel, Natalie Babbitt imagines what immortality might be
like, and suggests reasons why we might be better off without it.

Eighty-seven years ago, the four members of the Tuck family drank from a
secret spring. Twenty years after doing so, they discovered that its waters had
made them ageless and immortal. When a child, Winnie, also discovers the
spring, the family kidnaps her and tries to convince her not to betray the se-
cret.

In the first of the following two excerpts, the father of the Tuck family takes
the kidnapped Winnie rowing on a pond. There he draws her attention to the
life all around them, and to its constant movement and change. He compares
life to a moving stream, which though it seems unchanging is “never the same
two minutes together.” One who does not die, Tuck tells Winnie, is “dropped
off” or “left behind.”

In the second excerpt Winnie goes out in the rowboat again, this time with
Tuck’s son, Miles. Miles was twenty-two when he drank from the spring.
Before he knew its effect on him, he married and had two children. His wife
and children left him when they began to perceive that he did not age.

Now Miles is taking Winnie fishing. This reminds him of his daughter. As
he and Winnie float, they discuss how “mixed up and peculiar” it would have
been had he taken his family to the spring after he came to understand its
strange power. They discuss what Miles might do with the endless time before
him. They talk about killing and eating and dying, and then they catch a fish,
distressing Winnie.

“You can’t have living without dying,” Tuck tells Winnie, adding that the
members of his family “just are, we just be, like rocks beside the road.” Is he
right?

Unlike Swift's immortal struldbrugs, the Tuck family lives forever without
aging or infirmity. What does their way of living “in the prime of youth” sug-
gest regarding the relative blessings and burdens of healthy immortality?

Why might Babbitt, in a story that “makes the case” for death, have want-
ed readers to see Winnie's distress at the death of a fish?

Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, LLC: Excerpts from TUCK
EVERLASTING by Natalie Babbitt. Copyright © 1975 by Natalie Babbict. *
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Excerpt 1

The sky was a ragged blaze of red and pink and orange, and its double
trembled on the surface of the pond like color spilled from a paintbox.
The sun was dropping fast now, a soft red sliding egg yolk, and already to
the east there was a darkening to purple. Winnie, newly brave with her
thoughts of being rescued, climbed boldly into the rowboat. The hard
heels of her buttoned boots made a hollow banging sound against its wet
boards, loud in the warm and breathless quiet. Across the pond a bull-
frog spoke a deep note of warning. Tuck climbed in, too, pushing off,
and, settling the oars into their locks, dipped them into the silty bottom
in one strong pull. The rowboat slipped from the bank then, silently,
and glided out, tall water grasses whispering away from its sides, releas-
ing it.

Here and there the still surface of the water dimpled, and bright rings
spread noiselessly and vanished. “Feeding time,” said Tuck softly. And
Winnie, looking down, saw hosts of tiny insects skittering and skating
on the surface. “Best time of all for fishing,” he said, “when they come
up to feed.”

He dragged on the oars. The rowboat slowed and began to drift gently
toward the farthest end of the pond. It was so quiet that Winnie almost
jumped when the bullfrog spoke again. And then, from the tall pines
and birches that ringed the pond, a wood thrush caroled. The silver
notes were pure and clear and lovely.

“Know what that is, all around us, Winnie?” said Tuck, his voice low.
“Life. Moving, growing, changing, never the same two minutes togeth-
er. This water, you look out at it every morning, and it looks the same,
but it ain’t. All night long it’'s been moving, coming in through the
stream back there to the west, slipping out through the stream down
east here, always quiet, always new, moving on. You can’t hardly see the
current, can you! And sometimes the wind makes it look like it’s going
the other way. But it’s always there, the water’s always moving on, and
someday, after a long while, it comes to the ocean.”

They drifted in silence for a time. The bullfrog spoke again, and from
behind them, far back in some reedy, secret place, another bullfrog an-
swered. In the fading light, the trees along the banks were slowly losing
their dimensions, flattening into silhouettes clipped from black paper
and pasted to the paling sky. The voice of a different frog, hoarser and
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. not so deep, croaked from the neatest bank.

“Know what happens then?” said Tuck. “To the water? The sun sucks

i some of it up right out of the ocean and carries it back in clouds, and

then it rains, and the rain falls into the stream, and the stream keeps

i moving on, taking it all back again. It’s a wheel, Winnie. Everything’s a
| wheel, turning and turning; never stopping. The frogs is part of it, and
 the bugs, and the fish, and the wood thrush, too. And people. But never
I the same ones. Always coming in new, always growing and changing,
¢ and always moving on. That's the way it’s supposed to be. That’s the way

itis.”
The rowboat had drifted at last to the end of the pond, but now its
bow bumped into the rotting branches of a fallen tree that thrust thick

{ fingers into the water. And though the current puHed at it, dragging its

stern sidewise, the boat was wedged and could not follow. The water
slipped past it, out between clumps of reeds and brambles, and gurgled
down a narrow bed, over stones and pebbles, foaming a little, moving
swiftly now after its slow trip between the pond’s wide banks. And, far-
ther down, Winnie could see that it hurried into a curve, around a lean-
ing willow, and disappeared.

“It goes on,” Tuck repeated, “to the ocean. But this rowboat now, it’s
stuck. If we didn’t move it out ourself, it would stay here forever, trying
to get loose, but stuck. That’s what us Tucks are, Winnie. Stuck so’s we
can’t move on. We ain’t part of the wheel no more. Dropped off, Win-
nie: Left behind. And everywhere around us, things is moving and grow-
ing and changing. You, for instance. A child now, but someday a woman.
And after that, moving on to make room for the new children.”

Winnie blinked, and all at once her mind was drowned with under-
standing of what he was saying. For she—yes, even she—would go out of
the world willy-nilly someday. Just go out, like the flame of a candle, and
no use protesting. It was a certainty. She would try very hard not to
think of it, but sometimes, as now, it would be forced upon her. She
raged against it, helpless and insulted, and blurted at last, “I don’t want
to die.”

“No,” said Tuck calmly. “Not now. Your time’s not now. But dying’s
part of the wheel, right there next to being born. You can’t pick out the
pieces you like and leave the rest. Being part of the whole thing, that’s
the blessing. But it’s passing us by, us Tucks. Living’s heavy work, but off
to one side, the way we are, it’s useless, too. It don’t make sense. If 1
knowed how to climb back on the wheel, I'd do it in a minute. You can’t
have living without dying. So you can't call it living, what we got. We
just are, we just be, like rocks beside the road.”
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Tuck’s voice was rough now, and Winnie, amazed, sat rigid. No one
had ever talked to her of things like this before. “I want to grow again,”
he said fiercely, “and change. And if that means I got to move on at the
end of it, then I want that, too. Listen, Winnie, it’s something you don't
find out how you feel until afterwards. If people knowed about the spring
down there in Treegap, they’d all come running like pigs to slops. They'd
trample each other, trying to get some of that water. That'd be bad
enough, but afterwards—can you imagine? All the little-ones little for-
ever, all the old ones old forever. Can you picture what that means?
Forever? The wheel would keep on going round, the water rolling by to
the ocean, but the people would’ve turned into nothing but rocks by the
side .of the road. ’Cause they wouldn’t know till after, and then it'd be
too late.” He peered at her, and Winnie saw that his face was pinched
with the effort of explaining. “Do you see, now, child? Do you under-
stand? Oh, Lord, I just got to make you understand!”

There was a long, long moment of silence. Winnie, struggling with
the anguish of all these things, could only sit hunched and numb, the
sound of the water rolling in her ears. It was black and silky now; it
lapped at the sides of the rowboat and hurried on around them into the
stream.

Excerpt 2

This time, Winnie was careful not to make a noise when she climbed
into the rowboat. She made her way to her seat in the stern, and Miles
handed her two old cane poles—*“Watch out for the hooks!” he warned—
and a jar of bait: pork fat cut into little pieces. A big brown night moth
fluttered out from under the oar blades propped beside her on the seat,
and wobbled off toward nowhere through the fragrant air. And from the
bank, something plopped into the water. A frog! Winnie caught just a
glimpse of it as it scissored away from shore. The water was so clear that
she could see tiny brown fish near the bottom, flicking this way and
that.

Miles pushed the rowboat off and sprang in, and soon they were glid-
ing up toward the near end of the pond, where the water came in from
the stream. The locks grated as the oars dipped and swung, but Miles
was skillful. He rowed without a single splash. The dripping from the
blades, as they lifted, sent rows of overlapping circles spreading silently
behind them. It was very peaceful. “They’ll take me home today,” thought
Winnie. She was somehow certain of this, and began to feel quite cheer-
ful. She had been kidnapped, but nothing bad had happened, and now it
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was almost over. Now, remembering the visits of the night before, she
smiled—and found that she loved them, this most peculiar family. They
were her friends, after all. And hers alone.

“How’d you sleep?” Miles asked her.

“All right,” she said.

“That’s good. I'm glad. Ever been fishing before?”

“No,” she told him.

“You'll like it. It’s fun.” And he smiled at her.

The mist was lifting now, as the sun poked up above the trees, and the
water sparkled. Miles guided the rowboat near a spot where lily pads lay
like upturned palms on the surface. “We'll let her drift some here,” he
said. “There’ll be trout down in those weeds and stems. Here—give me
the poles and I'll bait the hooks for us.”

Winnie sat watching him as he worked. His face was like Jesse’s, and
yet not like. It was thinner, without Jesse’s rounded cheeks, and paler,
and his hair was almost straight, clipped neatly below the ears. His hands
were different, too, the fingers thicker, the skin scrubbed-looking, but
black at the knuckles and under the nails. Winnie remembered then
that he worked sometimes as a blacksmith, and indeed his shoulders,
under his threadbare shirt, were broad and muscled. He looked solid,
like an oar, whereas Jesse—well, she decided, Jesse was like water: thin,
and quick.

Miles seemed to sense that she was watching him. He looked up from
the bait jar and his eyes, returning her gaze, were soft. “Remember I told
you I had two children?” he asked. “Well, one of 'em was a girl. I took
her fishing, too.” His face clouded then, and he shook his head. “Her
name was Anna. Lord, how sweet she was, that child! It’s queer to think
she’d be close to eighty now, if she’s even still alive. And my son—he’d
be eighty-two.”

Winnie looked at his young, strong face, and after a moment she said,
“Why didn’t you take them to the spring and give them some of the
special water?”

“Well, of course, we didn’t realize about the spring while we was still
on the farm,” said Miles. “Afterwards, I thought about going to find
them. I wanted to, heaven knows. But, Winnie, how'd it have been if I
had? My wife was nearly forty by then. And the children—well, what
was the use? They’d have been near growed theirselves. They'd have
had a pa close to the same age they was. No, it'd all have been so mixed
up and peculiar, it just wouldn’t have worked. Then Pa, he was dead-set
against it, anyway. The fewer people know about the spring, he says, the
fewer there are to tell about it. Here—here’s your pole. Just ease the
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hook down in the water. You'll know when you get a bite.”

Winnie clutched her pole, sitting sidewise in the stern, and watched
the baited hook sink slowly down. A dragonfly, a brilliant blue jewel,
darted up and paused over the lily pads, then swung up and away. From
the nearest bank, a bullfrog spoke.

“There certainly are a lot of frogs around here,” Winnie observed.

“That’s so,” said Miles. “They’ll keep coming, too, long as the turtles
stay away. Snappers, now, they’ll eat a frog soon as look at him.”

Winnie thought about this peril to the frogs, and sighed. “It'd be nice,”
she said, “if nothing ever had to die.”

“Well, now, I don’t know,” said Miles. “If you think on it, you corme to
see there’d be so many creatures, including people, we’d all be squeezed
in right up next to each other before long.”

Winnie squinted at her fishing line and tried to picture a teeming
world. “Mmm,” she said, “yes, [ guess you're right.”

Suddenly the cane pole jerked in her hands and bent into an arch, its
tip dragged down nearly to the water’s surface. Winnie held on tight to
the handle, her eyes wide.

“Hey!” cried Miles. “Look there! You got a bite. Fresh trout for break-
fast, Winnie.”

But just as suddenly the pole whipped straight again and the line
went slack. “Shucks,” said Miles. “It got away.”

“I'm kind of glad,” Winnie admitted, easing her rigid grip on the butt
of the pole. “You fish, Miles. I'm not so sure I want to.”

And so they drifted for a little longer. The sky was blue and hard now,
the last of the mist dissolved, and the sun, stepping higher above the
trees, was hot on Winnie’s back. The first week of August was reassert-
ing itself after a good night’s sleep. It would be another searing day.

A mosquito appeared and sat down on Winnie’s knee. She slapped at
it absently, thinking about what Miles had said. If all the mosquitoes
lived forever—and if they kept on having babies!-—it would be terrible.
The Tucks were right. It was best if no one knew about the spring, in-
cluding the mosquitoes. She would keep the secret. She looked at Miles,
and then she asked him, “What will you do, if you’ve got so much time?”

“Someday,” said Miles, “I'll find a way to do something important.”

Winnie nodded. That was what she wanted.

_“The way [ see it,” Miles went on, “it’s no good hiding yourself away,
like Pa and lots of other people. And it’s no good just thinking of your
own pleasure, either. People got to do something useful if they’re going
to take up space in the world.”

“But what will you do?” Winnie persisted.
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“I don’t know yet,” said Miles. “I ain’t had no schooling or nothing,
and that makes it harder.” Then he set his jaw and added, “I'll find a
way, though. I'll locate something.”

Winnie nodded. She reached out and ran her fingers across a lily pad
that lay on the water beside the boat. It was warm and very dry, like a
blotter, but near its center was a single drop of water, round and perfect.
She touched the drop and brought her fingertip back wet; but the drop
(f)f watet, though it rolled a little, remained as round and perfect as be-
ore.

And then Miles caught a fish. There it flopped, in the bottom of the
boat, its jaw working, its gills fanning rapidly. Winnie drew up her knees
and stared at it. It was beautiful, and horrible too, with gleaming, rain-
bow-colored scales, and an eye like a marble beginning to dim even as
she watched it. The hook was caught in its upper lip, and suddenly Win-
nie wanted to weep. “Put it back, Miles,” she said, her voice dry and
harsh. “Put it back right away.”

Miles started to protest, and then, looking at her face, he picked up
the trout and gently worked the barbed hook free. “All right, Winnie,”
he said. He dropped the fish over the edge of the boat. It flipped its tail
and disappeared under the lily pads.

“Will it be all right?” asked Winnie, feeling foolish and happy both at
once.

“It’ll be all right,” Miles assured her. And then he said, “People got to
be meat-eaters sometimes, though. It’s the natural way. And that means
killing things.”

“I know,” said Winnie weakly. “But still.”

“Yes,” said Miles. “I know.”




