To Claire Luce
Los Gatos [1938]
Dear Miss Luce:
Annie Laurie says you are worried about your playing of the part of Curley’s wife
although from the reviews it appears that you are playing it marvelously. I am deeply
grateful to you and to the others in the cast for your feeling about the play. You have
surely made it much more than it was by such a feeling.
About the girl--I don’t know of course what you think about her, but perhaps if I
should tell you a little about her as I know her, it might clear your feeling about her.
She grew up in an atmosphere of fighting and suspicion. Quite early she learned
that she must never trust any one but she was never able to carry out what she learned.
A natural trustfulness broke through constantly and every time it did, she got her. her
moral training was most rigid. She was told over and over that she must remain a virgin
because that was the only way she could get a husband. This was harped on so often
that it became a fixation. It would have been impossible to seduce her. She had only
that one thing to sell and she knew it.
Now, she was trained by threat not only at home but by other kids. And any show
of fear or weakness brought an instant persecution. She learned to be hard to cover her
fright. And automatically she became hardest when she was most frightened. She is a
night, kind girl, not a floozy. No man has ever considered her as anything except a girl
to try to make. She has never talked to a man except in the sexual fencing conversation.
she is not highly sexed particularly but knows instinctively that if she is to be noticed at
all, it will be because some one finds her sexually desirable.
As to her actual sexual life--she has had none except with Curley and there has
probably been no consummation there since Curley would not consider her gratification
and would probably be suspicious if she had any. Consequently she is a little starved.
She knows utterly nothing about sex except the mass misinformation girls tell one
another. If anyone--a man or woman--ever gave her a break--treated her like a person-she would be a slave to that person. Her craving for contact is immense but she, with
her background, is incapable of conceiving any contact without some sexual context.
With all this--if you knew her, if you could ever break down a thousand little defenses
she has built up, you would find a nice person, an honest person, and you would end up
by loving her. But such a thing could never happen.
I hope you won’t think I’m preaching. I’ve known this girl and I’m just trying to
tell you what she is like. She is afraid of everyone in the world. You’ve known girls like
that, haven’t you? You can see them in Central Park on a hot night. They travel in
groups for protection. They pretend to be wise and hard and voluptuous.
I have a feeling that you know all this and that you are doing all this. Please
forgive me if I seem to intrude on your job. I don’t intend to and I am only writing this
because Annie Laurie said you wondered about the girl. It’s a devil of a hard part. I am
very happy that you have it.
Sincerely,
John Steinbeck

Selections from Of Mice and Men

Write your own reactions to each passage below. How did you analyze the passage in your
group discussion? How does that analysis lead you to an opinion about what John Steinbeck
thinks about Curley’s wife?
A girl was standing there looking in. She had full, rouged lips and wide-spaced eyes, heavily
made up. Her fingernails were red. Her hair hung in little rolled clusters, like sausages. She wore
a cotton house dress and red mules, on the insteps of which were little bouquets of red ostrich
feathers. “I’m lookin’ for Curley,” she said. Her voice had a nasal, brittle quality. (31)
“I don’t care what she says and what she does. I seen ‘em poison before, but I never seen no
piece of jail bait worse than her. You leave her be.” (32)
“…Ever’ time the guys is around she shows up. She’s lookin’ for Curley, or she thought she lef’
somethin’ layin’ around and she’s lookin’ for it. Seems like she can’t keep away from guys.”
(51)
“If I catch one man, and he’s alone, I get along fine with him. But just let two of the guys get
together an’ you won’t talk. Jus’ nothing but mad.” She dropped her fingers and put her hands on
her hips. “You’re all scared of each other, that’s what. Ever’ one of you’s scared the rest is goin’
to get something on you.” (77)
“Sure I gotta husban’. You all seen him. Swell guy, ain’t he? Spends all his time sayin’ what he’s
gonna do to guys he don’t like, and he don’t like nobody. Think I’m gonna stay in that two-byfour house and listen how Curley’s gonna lead with his left twict, and then bring in the ol’ right
cross?” (78)
“…Whatta ya think I am, a kid? I tell ya I could of went with shows. Not jus’ one, neither. An’ a
guy tol’ me he could put me in pitchers…” She was breathless with indignation. “—Sat’iday
night. Ever’body out doin’ som’pin’. Ever’body! And what am I doin’? Standin’ here talkin’ to a
bunch of bindle stiffs— an’ a dum-dum and a lousy ol’ sheep—an’ likin’ it because they ain’t
nobody else.” (78)
She turned on him in scorn. “Listen” she said. “You know what I can do to you if you open your
trap?”
Crooks stared hopelessly at her, and then he sat down on his bunk and drew into himself.
She closed in on him. “You know what I could do?”
Crooks seemed to grow smaller, and he pressed himself against the wall. “Yes, ma’am.” (80)
“I get lonely,” she said. “You can talk to people, but I can’t talk to nobody but Curley. Else he
gets mad. How’d you like not to talk to anybody?” (87)
Curley’s wife lay with a half-covering of yellow hay. And the meanness and the plannings and
the discontent and the ache for attention were all gone from her face. She was very pretty and
simple, and her face was sweet and young. (93)

