On page 173, Holden talks to Phoebe about being a catcher in the rye.  The image of Holden standing on the edge of a cliff, watching children play in a field of rye and catching them if they’re in danger of falling over the edge, reveals  to us his desire to save children—to save them from growing up and changing.  Growing up involves a fall: from innocence to awareness, from innocence to experience.  Holden wants to catch kids before they fall—before they change—and keep them forever young.  This obsession with keeping things pure is a thread that runs throughout the book.  It’s the closet where he’ll play the piano; it’s the cabin in the woods.   It’s his refusal to throw the snowball (everything “looked so nice and white,” 36-37).  It’s his reaction to his old elementary school (200: he uses the word “same” five times here;   he   likes that his school hasn’t changed).  It’s the “one nice thing” about carrousels: they play the “same” songs (210, end 2nd para).  It’s interesting that Holden chose to write about the Egyptians for his history paper.  Practically the only meaningful detail in his essay has to with the preservation of bodies and how the ancient Egyptians knew a method to prevent them from rotting.  How fitting, then, that one of his favorite places to go and to think about is the museum (119-122).  
Read this scene carefully.  It’s lovely—especially page 121 when he talks about how everything always stayed right where it was in a museum (he uses the word “still” many times here).  Also notice how he realizes that the only thing that would be different when you visited a museum would be “you.”  And that disturbs him and probably prevents him from going inside the Museum of Natural History in this scene.  An important quote: “Certain things they should stay the way they are.  You ought to be able to stick them in one of those big glass cases and just leave them alone “  (122).  If only he could’ve done that to Allie.  If only he could do that to himself (the cabin is his glass case, but as we said in class, and as Sally says, you just can’t “do” something like that).  If only he could do that to Jane.  
On page 123, staring at girls in the lobby of the Biltmore Hotel, which used to be famous for girl-watching (men would sit in the lobby under its enormous clock and stare at women there), Holden wonders what will happen to all of these girls.  How will they change?   Thus, his decision not to call up Jane Gallagher.  He wants Stradlater to ask her if she “still” keeps her kings in the back row.  “Still”!  Has she changed?  If so, how?  Why is she going out with a “sexy bastard” like Stradlater who is into touching (his “technique”).   Holden likes to remember the guard in the museum telling the children not to touch anything (120, bottom).  When things are touched, they change.  Has Jane changed?  He’s beside himself with worry on pages 31 and following. It reaches a point where on pages 43-44 he starts a fight with Stradlater.  Yes, Holden is a madman who is a mad man.  Crazy behavior, yes (Stradlater:  “What the hell’s the matter with you?” Spencer, by the way, asks the same question on page 10).  Yes something’s the matter, but think about why he’s angry and what he’s defending here and elsewhere in the book (Jane’s honor, childhood, purity, genuineness, etc.).  After the fight with Stradlater, Holden decides to leave.  But where can he go?  Where do the ducks go? 
Holden’s preoccupation with the ducks stems from his concern about himself.  Notice how whenever Holden lacks direction—physically, psychologically—he thinks about the ducks.  See pages 13 and 59-60.  According to the cabdriver Horwitz (81-83), the “fish don’t go no place.”  “Mother Nature” takes care of them, and the ducks.  This scene is rather amusing, especially when Horwitz talks about how the fish absorb nutrients through their skin.  Horwitz: “Listen….If you was a fish, Mother Nature’d take care of you, wouldn’t she?   Right?  You don’t think them fish just die when it gets to be winter, do ya?’”
But Holden is not a fish; he’s a boy.  And no one is taking his hand in the dark (21-22) as he embarks on this journey of “finding and seeking” (Hughes’s “Old Walt”).  Before getting in touch with the people in his life who truly matter to him, he ends up in the bathroom of a restaurant, sitting on a hot radiator, shivering and crying.  He’s lost, he’s lonely, he’s tired, he’s depressed (150-151).  He decides to go to Central Park to check on the ducks (152).  (Where do I go?  Where do the ducks go?)  Central Park is dark—very dark (resonating with 21-22) and Holden starts to think about death.  He throws his loose change in the water; he can’t find the ducks.   (Where did they go?  Where should I go?)  And just when you might feel as if he’s reached the end, he makes a good decision: to visit Phoebe.  
Literally and figuratively, Phoebe gives Holden the hand he’s been reaching for since the beginning of his journey.  First of all, she gives him life—her life—which she shares with him.  Her notebooks, her personality, the way she dances, etcetera: all of this is what makes her so beautifully alive.  And then, in Phoebe’s dark bedroom (178-179: note how many times Salinger uses the word “dark” here), Phoebe gives Holden her “Christmas dough” and her hand.  He cries.  Unconditional love like this is so beautiful, and he feels unworthy of it.  This is a beautiful scene, and it resonates with pages 21-22.
Phoebe’s hand is not the only hand that Holden receives in the dark.  After visiting Phoebe,   Holden goes to his former English teacher’s apartment.  Mr. Antolini is a great guy.  He tried to talk D.B. out of going to Hollywood;   he covered James Castle with his coat and carried him away after Castle threw himself out of the window.  Pages 186-190 are fabulous.  They not only resonate loudly in the book (especially the parts about falling on pages 186-187), but they also contain some of the best advice I’ve ever read about why it’s important to get an education and stay in school.  Read these pages whenever you need to remind yourself why getting an education is meaningful and worthwhile.  I love the material on page 189 about those who have kept records of their troubles: the poets and novelists and historians and writers who have shared themselves with us  and left behind their stories and poems for us to read.  I will talk about this on Thursday.  No, Antolini was not making a “flitty/perverted  pass” at Holden when Holden was sleeping.  Rather, he was looking at Holden sleeping, and just needed to touch this lost boy’s head to comfort him.  Antolini cares about Holden. He loves him.
When Holden leaves Antolini’s  apartment, he experiences, literally, the kind of fall Antolini predicted he would experience (197-198).  Notice how Holden “catches” himself here.  He arrests his fall.  He uses Allie to live.  He does not want to disappear. “Allie don’t  let me disappear.”  This is the kind of disappearing where he would feel as if he’s lost his connection with the world.  He would just keep going down, down, down.  It’s a mysterious scene with mysterious connections and resonances.  One of the most important moments in our lives is when our parents allow us to cross the street on our own.  Parents aren’t comfortable with this.  They want to be catchers in the rye and protect us.  But they know that they have to reconcile themselves to the reality that kids have to grow up.  Children have to experience things—and change.  This is the only way you, as a parent, can give your child the opportunity to live.  Once we have the freedom to cross, we feel like Columbus discovering America.  There’s a whole world out there waiting for us to discover it.  Parents are afraid of what we will see and hear and experience, but they have to let us grow up.  They have to let us fall (115).  There is a mysterious, profound  resonance in this scene.  Holden hears about being a catcher in the rye when he sees a boy on Broadway walking in the street right next to the curb. The boy is singing the song  “If a body catch a body comin’ through the rye” (115).  When Holden steps off the curb, he has the same experience as someone who has just stepped off the edge of a cliff.  Instead of free-falling down, down, down, Holden catches himself and makes it to the other side of the street.  This is how it has to be if you want to live.  And Holden wants to live.   
There are a number of indications at the end which suggest that Holden will be all right.  Here they are:
1. Holden makes himself part of the beautiful reciprocal arrangement” of writing stories and leaving them behind for others to read and to benefit from (189).  This book is evidence of that.  By telling us his story, Holden makes himself part of that  tradition.
2. On a sheet of paper Antolini writes a quote for Holden about how the mature man lives humbly for a cause while the immature man dies nobly for one.  Those who take their own lives for a cause are immature and foolish.  Life goes on without them. If you have a cause, give that cause life.  Live!.  You live.  Holden still has that paper that Antoloini wrote this quote on, and that’s a good sign (188).
3. Note Holden’s reactions to the three “Fuck yous.”  On pages 201-204, he sees “Fuck You” written three times.  Gauge his reaction to each “Fuck you.”  The first time he erases it (of course) and imagines doing something violent to the person who wrote it.  The second time he can’t erase it—it’s carved into the wall—and he says, “It’s hopeless anyway.  If you had a million years to do it in, you couldn’t rub out even half the “Fuck you” signs in the world.  It’s impossible.”  This is a good sign.  It shows his increasing ability to adapt to an imperfect world.  He sees the third “Fuck you” in the Metropolitan Museum (204).  And it’s underneath a glass case!  Read page 204, 4th paragraph.  It’s about how you can’t ever find a place that’s “nice and peaceful, because there isn’t any.”  This shows his increasing and gradual acceptance of a flawed world.  What’s interesting here is that he passes out; he falls to the floor.  But he picks himself up.
4. Another good sign: Holden  goes home and he plans to go to school.  How will he do in school?  How can he know?  But he’s going to try (see last chapter).
5.  Finally, Holden doesn’t want to disappear.  Disappearing takes on many forms in the novel.  He doesn’t want to disappear, or not have an identity.  He doesn’t want to end up like Ernie or the adults who work in offices, making lots of money, and living their lives like everyone else. He wants to find himself and that’s a great sign.  He’s lost, and as Antolini tells him, it’s important that he find what he’s looking for.  It’s a good thing to be lost.  You’re responsibility to yourself is to find yourself.  That, ultimately, is what getting an education is all about (again, see pages 186-190, especially 189-190).  But you can’t find what was never lost to begin with.  The problem with most people is that they never bothered to get lost; and therefore, they never found themselves.  They’re phonies without even knowing it.
Holden does not want to disappear into himself (198), losing contact with everyone and everything.  He doesn’t want to be invisible.  So, he breaks rules and constantly reaches out to people.  He notices everything (affirmation of the quotidian).   Reaching out to people and noticing everything are Holden’s attempt to stay in touch--to stay connected --with himself and the world. The fact that he’s telling us this story (see #1 above) shows how he’s still in touch with his past—his life.  At the end of the book, he even admits to “miss[ing] people,”--even “that goddamn Maurice.”  That’s a great sign.  No, he doesn’t want to disappear—into himself (falling “down, down, down” 197-198) or disappear in the woods.
The woods.  Here’s his chance.  He can run away and hide  and take Phoebe with him. He can protect her—raise her—and ensure that she doesn’t grow up to be a phony.  He’ll take her to an environment where no one will write “Fuck you.”  Here’s a haunting image: he sees Phoebe through the glass part of the door as she crosses the street.   This is like seeing her in a glass case.  If he takes her with him, he can keep her there.  But he doesn’t go.  Once he sees that she wants to go, he makes up his mind not to go.  He realizes that to take Phoebe away would “kill” her.  She has to live.  And living means playing the part of Benedict Arnold in the school play (207) and staying in school (208).  To take her with him—to remove her from her world—would be to take her away from her life.  Phoebe not only resembles Holden during this scene—suitcase and red hat—but when Holden talks to her, it’s almost seems as if he’s talking to himself.  Without knowing it, Phoebe makes him realize that running away is not the answer, and that you can’t be—shouldn’t be-- a “catcher in the rye.”  This part of the book reveals Holden’s growing love and respect for Phoebe as an independent person who must grow up in this world, a flawed world that Holden is learning to accept and, in his own way, love.  
Yes, Phoebe is angry with him.  Oh but that chapter—that scene—when they get closer and closer, starting  on opposite sides of the street and following each other into Centrral Park (chapter 25)—that scene is my favorite.  They come together at the carrousel.   Holden sits down to watch her.  She gets on her horse and as Holden watches her he’s afraid she will fall off as she reaches for the gold ring.  But he realizes you have to let her reach; you have to let her live.  If she falls off, she falls off; it’s “bad” if you say “anything to them” about not reaching.  This resonates loudly with all of the other references to falling in the novel.  It resonates with his dream to be a catcher in the rye.  Here, we hear him pretty much say that one can’t and shouldn’t be a catcher in the rye. Read page 211.  
After riding the carrousel once, Phoebe wants to do it again.  Holden stays where he is and watches her again.  It starts to rain, but he doesn’t move.  He stays on the bench and stares at her going round and round.  He’s so happy he’s practically crying.  He doesn’t know why he’s so happy, but I do—and so does he.  He tells us: “It was just that she looked so damn nice, the way she kept going around and around, in her blue coat and all.  God, I wish you could’ve been there.”  The writing is so good, the emotion so powerful, that I am there.  Holden celebrates this final experience with the quotidian in the novel.  For as long as she’s on the carrousel, it’s almost as if Phoebe is in a suspended state of frozen innocence.  She’s going around and around—in circles—and every time she comes around she’s the same.  This is an image Holden loves; it makes him happy to see her going in circles like this, not changing.  But this is only temporary.  The ride will end soon, she’ll get off, and they’ll walk home.  Life continues.  At home, he did experience some kind of breakdown; he’s been experiencing one since the beginning.  Remember, Holden speaks to us from a sanatarium.  But the book ends with him willing to try again.  He wants to live. Whether or not he’s “successful” at it, we’ll never know.  But as I wrote earlier, there are signs Holden will be okay.
